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          Breakfall

        

      

    
    
      The roar in the tunnel grew louder.

      It came from far back in the dark, building from a low, distant rumble into a rolling, thundering crescendo like a thousand hurricanes colliding, tearing each other apart. Marta Banks, squatting in a sprinter’s crouch, closed her eyes as she always did, concentrating, seeing in her mind something monstrous, untamed. She let out a slow breath, looped her wrists through the leather safety straps and closed her fingers over the cold metal handles of the wooden clawboard.

      Bring it on.

      She smelt engine oil, heard the hum of the vibrating rails on the track below. She grimaced and shifted her wrists as the straps rubbed against the old marks on her skin.

      Seconds, just seconds…

      Come on. I’m waiting.

      The roar was almost deafening now. Marta’s eyes flicked open, her concentration sharp. Muscles tensed in her legs and arms. Her fingers clenched so tight she thought they might break. She glanced up at Paul standing further down the platform, one arm raised into the air.

      Marta waited. Three … two … one—

      ‘Go!’ Paul screamed, as the wind rose to wrap itself around her. His arm dropped, and the fear, the exhilaration, the sheer adrenaline rush struck her like a hammer.

      She dashed for the platform edge, while behind her, she heard Simon, Switch and Dan—the new boy—fanning out as they followed. She hoped Dan made it, of course, but in the moment of the ride it was only herself that mattered.

      Racing across the cracked, dusty tiles, Marta pressed her wrists against the leather straps and squeezed the metal handles until her fingers ached. The wood creaked, and she prayed today wasn’t the day the clawboard failed her.

      She held the board up, the metal hooks on the outward surface angled down.

      The train exploded out of the tunnel, its glaring headlights blasting through the dust curtain that hung over the station’s pallid emergency lighting. The engine roar filled the air. Marta looked up as it came level with her and then rushed ahead, one, two, three carriages clattering past. She saw the thin metal drainage rail that ran along the top edge of the nearest carriage, and she steeled herself for the mount.

      ‘Now!’ she screamed, a war cry partly for herself, partly for the others behind her. Then she was leaping at the train, the clawboard arcing in towards the rail. Her heart slammed against the back of her ribs, until she thought it might burst out of her chest. Eyes narrowed, teeth gritted, she stared into the blurred, rushing wall of metal and glass, which in these moments was the Reaper, was Death. Don’t fuck up, her mind reminded her. You fuck up, you die.

      The metal hooks, two of them, four centimeters wide, dropped towards the outer lip of the drainage rail. Marta’s feet brushed the side of the carriage, and for a second she was flying. Then the hooks caught, a massive jolt shuddered through her shoulders and upper arms, and Marta had won. This time.

      Her scream rose over the rushing wind: ‘Yeeeeeeesssss!’

      With her feet apart, she braced herself against the side of the carriage. Her battered, often-repaired trainers left tread smears in the oily dirt coating the metal. In front of her, from the carriage window, a reflection of her own face stared back, thick dreads of hair billowing out around her like columns of smoke.

      Behind her Marta heard two metallic crunches as first Simon and then Switch caught. In a group ride you rode in order of seniority. That was the rule. I’ve survived the longest so that makes me the leader. She listened for Dan, but there was only the roaring of the train, and the rapid clattering of the wheels over the rails.

      Something had gone wrong.

      She glanced back, terrified of what she might see. Dan should have been exactly one second behind Switch, but he was still running towards the train like a commuter who had overslept, his movement jerky, out of time. He hesitated! Shit, he lost his nerve and now his timing’s all screwed up.

      ‘Pull out!’ she tried to scream, but her lungs, still empty, failed her, and the words trickled out like the last rains of a flood. She stared helplessly as Dan lifted the clawboard, jaw set, eyes hard. His pride was driving him on. When pride was all you had it was difficult to give it up, but down here where the trains roared it could get you killed.

      Dan tried to leap. Going far too slow, he was way out of position. His clawboard fell short of the drainage rail, and his body slammed against the side of the train. The motion of the carriage spun him around in the air like a demented ballerina, eyes wide in terror, arms and legs flailing. He ricocheted off, a staccato, barked scream escaping his throat a moment before he landed hard on the platform. Momentum rolled him; the gap between the platform’s edge and the rushing train loomed close. Don’t end up like Clive. Please don’t. I can’t handle that again.

      Dan got lucky. The straps of the blocky clawboard still circled one wrist, and the board arrested his roll, inches away from the edge. He rolled back as the train thundered past, and the clawboard finally spun loose.

      ‘He’s hurt!’ Simon shouted as the train sped on, carrying the others away.

      ‘Wait!’ Marta shouted back as the braided dreads of her hair buffeted her face. ‘Wait for the mats! Okay … three, two, one—’

      She kicked off from the side of the train, pushing forward and up as she’d done a thousand times before. The clawboard released its hold on the rail—reluctantly, as always. Marta leaned backwards as she fell, pulling her arms in and ducking her head forward. She grimaced as the pile of old mattresses and blankets at the end of the platform came up to meet her.

      The fall knocked the wind out of her. Coughing, she glanced up to see Simon dismount after her, followed by Switch. They landed on the breakfall mats beside her and came to an untidy stop.

      As the train roared away into the tunnel and the noise receded, all three climbed to their feet and dusted themselves down. Marta rubbed at her hip where she’d landed on a mattress seam.

      ‘Fuck yeah,’ Switch muttered. He shook the straps off his wrists and turned the board over, checking for abrasions. ‘Paul, you fat chump, what’s my score? Paul?’

      ‘Forget your score!’ Marta shouted at him. ‘Dan failed the mount. He could have died, you idiot. Didn’t you see it?’

      ‘Ah, whatever. Live and die by the trains, ain’t it just?’

      Marta gave him a scowl that said just sod off, then looked back up the platform to where Paul was crouching next to Dan. Dan was curled up on the ground, hugging his chest. He tried to stretch his legs out, then grimaced, sweat glistening on his brow. His voice floated back down the platform towards them, echoing off the high rafters. ‘Ah fuck, I think I busted my hip. Shit, that hurts.’

      Switch cocked his head and gave Marta the kind of smirk a cheeky kid would give a scolding teacher to say he didn’t really give a shit. ‘Fuck that clown,’ he said. Looking back towards the platform edge where chalk lines marked the distance in feet back from the end of the platform, he grinned. His bad eye flickered. ‘That must have been sub-twenty feet for sure. Eighteen? What do you reckon, Si?’

      ‘Don’t be a cock, Switch,’ Simon answered. ‘Let’s go check he’s okay.’

      ‘You pussy. Just because you can’t get no distance now you’re getting ass, but whatever.’ Switch rolled his good eye at Simon and went over to the platform edge.

      Simon glanced back at Marta and gave her his best don’t worry smile. She felt instantly relaxed. Simon was tall and thin with an androgynous face, all angular and smooth. He didn’t even seem to shave, his face clear of any stubble shadow. He was beautiful rather than handsome, a pretty boy that seemed more out of place than any of them, but he had a way about him that was calming, peaceful. He was a polar opposite of Switch, who was a ratty little man who’d never win any prizes for charm. Switch was a shameless asshole. He prided himself on it, wore it like a badge around his scrawny neck. But he was loyal. Switch would take your back in a street fight without hesitation, whether you were up against some stumbling drunk with a broken bottle or an armed unit of the DCA.

      Marta broke into a jog along the platform. She reached Paul’s side as he was helping Dan to his feet. Paul was huffing like an old man trying to start a car, his cheeks red with exertion. For a moment she recalled just how little she knew about any of them. They congregated here whenever they could, but they all had separate lives they rarely talked about. No one knew what Switch did. Simon said he worked in a market, and Paul claimed to be a pickpocket. Overweight since he’d stopped riding, balding and with no obvious muscle, she found it difficult to imagine he had much sleight of hand. She knew what people did around Piccadilly at night, but here you were as anonymous as the trains that roared past every eight minutes, if you chose to be.

      Dan had been introduced to them as Paul’s friend. He had greasy black hair, and thick brows which pushed his eyes into a permanent frown to make him look nervous, suspicious. He had a deep authoritative voice that suggested he preferred to give orders rather than take them. He’d only hung out with them a few times, and Marta had harboured doubts from the start.

      ‘Are you all right?’ she asked him.

      Dan looked up and shrugged. He rubbed his hip and winced. ‘I don’t think anything’s broken … the fall just winded me. Shit, I can’t believe I missed the hook. I thought I had it.’ He shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut, one hand rubbing his forehead. ‘I almost died there, didn’t I?’

      Marta looked away and said nothing. You didn’t tell someone new that if you messed up you could end up unidentifiable, a mangled, bloody chunk of meat which the next twenty trains would wipe away. She closed her eyes, and the image that appeared was of Clive, as always, his eyes desperate, his hands scrabbling uselessly against the broken tiles of the platform as he was dragged down into the gap between the platform edge and the train. There had been others, but that one … that one was the worst. That they’d been dating at the time too … it was the closest she’d ever come to turning her back on the trains for good. The nightmares still haunted her.

      He’s done, she thought. That’s it. No one who cares much about life lasts long.

      Paul patted him on the shoulder, trying to be reassuring. ‘Maybe you shouldn’t ride the commuters for a while,’ he said. ‘Get some practice on the late night freights. They’re a lot slower.’

      Dan shoved his arm away. ‘Don’t touch me. I’m all right.’ He squared up to Paul, who stumbled back out of his range. Dan glowered at them, his eyes flicking back and forth from one to the other. ‘I’m no chicken. I just missed it, that’s all. I was unlucky.’

      ‘Dan, it’s all right,’ Marta said, putting herself between them. ‘Are you sure you’re not hurt?’

      He turned away. ‘Leave me alone. I’ll be fine.’

      Switch and Simon reached them. Marta glanced at Switch, the little man swaggering like a gunslinger after a kill. She gave him a little shake of her head, trying to steady his mouth.

      He didn’t notice, or if he did, he ignored her. ‘Unlucky, man,’ he said to Dan, flashing a wild grin. ‘What did you score? Two hundred and twenty feet?’

      Dan’s eyes blazed, fists coming up. He had wide shoulders and thick arms, and was at least double Switch’s weight. He probably thought he had a chance.

      ‘You want some, you crippled prick—’

      ‘Guys!’ Paul shouted, but too late.

      Dan threw a sharp punch at Switch, who backed into Simon as he tried to get out of the way. Dan would have missed, but Simon created a human barrier trapping Switch in front of him, and Dan’s blow slammed into Switch’s cheek, knocking him sideways. As Switch stumbled and tried to recover his balance, Dan nailed him again in the stomach. Switch doubled over, coughing, and Dan closed in to finish him off.

      ‘Help me stop them!’ Marta shouted.

      Paul was no fighter, and even Marta outweighed Simon. Knowing there was little chance of any help, she tried to push herself between them, but Dan shoved her aside. He threw another punch, but Switch, having recovered his balance, ducked away this time. His thin lips curled back, anger and excitement in his face. His bad eye flickered like an old movie reel.

      ‘So you wanna dance, is it?’

      There was a flash of metal in the air.

      ‘Uh … uh … no—’

      Dan staggered back, a hairline of red cutting a trail down the side of his face from temple to jaw. Blood pooled and bulged, and the knife came to rest against Dan’s throat. The blade, barely longer than Switch’s index finger, reflected the emergency lighting above them, glimmering like a hospital light.

      ‘You never fuck with me,’ Switch said, good eye narrowed, face tight. ‘You fuck with me, you die. You got that?’

      ‘Easy, Switch,’ said Simon, trying almost comically to muscle his thin frame between them.

      The knife vanished and Switch stepped back. For a moment his good eye fixed Dan with a dark stare, then he turned and stalked back down the platform towards the breakfall mattresses.

      ‘Don’t worry about him, he’s just—’

      ‘Fuck off,’ Dan said, turning away from Marta. He wiped a hand down his face, smearing away the blood from the shallow cut. He shook his hand and drops fell onto the platform, mingling with the dust.

      ‘Dan!’ Paul shouted.

      ‘And you. You come near me again and I’ll fuck you up.’

      They watched him walk up the platform towards the far stairs. He glanced back just once as he reached the foot of the stairs, and then was gone.

      ‘And then there were four,’ Marta muttered under her breath. ‘Good work, Switch.’ She turned around, but Switch was at the far end of the platform near the breakfall mats, bent down near the platform edge. For Switch, the dismount length—the distance from the end of the platform to where a rider landed—was everything. Now that Dan had gone, the others couldn’t care less.

      ‘Do you think he’ll come back?’ Simon asked.

      Marta gave a frustrated laugh. For a moment she felt like crying, but she shrugged it off. ‘What do you think? No chance now.’ She shook her head and sighed. ‘He never really got into it, did he? He just didn’t fit.’

      Paul looked away. It was hurting him the most. Another friendship ruined. They were hard to come by these days, and like cracked glass, so easily shattered.

      ‘Worth a try,’ Simon said, and patted Paul on the shoulder. ‘But there’s still us, right? There are still Tube Riders while there’s the four of us.’

      ‘That idiot. If it wasn’t for him … honestly, sometimes I think we’d be better off—’ Paul’s voice trailed off. He ran a hand through the scant remains of his hair and pushed his glasses further up his nose. His face was flushed. ‘Dan wanted to be part of a gang. I didn’t want to tell him about us at first, but he seemed … seemed willing. Now he’s pissed off, angry with us, and feels cast out. Where’s the first place he’s going to go?’

      It wasn’t a question because they all knew the answer. Simon cocked his head. ‘We have to hope he doesn’t tell them about this station.’

      ‘I’m sorry, guys. I just wanted him to be one of us.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Marta said. ‘St. Cannerwells is off their turf. The Cross Jumpers rarely leave Charing Cross East.’

      ‘What about the rumours?’

      Paul and Marta were quiet for a moment. The Cross Jumpers didn’t ply their trade in secret like the Tube Riders did. Word got around quickly, and that word was that the Cross Jumpers had a new leader.

      ‘Why would he want to start a turf war?’ Paul said. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘They don’t like us. They want us finished.’

      ‘What for? There are only five—shit, four—of us left. We’re hardly worth the effort.’

      Marta gave them a grim smile. ‘It’s not about how many of us there are. It’s about our legend.’ She put her hands on her hips and gave them her best rock star pose, the thick dreads of her hair hanging against the sides of her face. ‘We’re the mighty Tube Riders, baby.’

      They’d often talked about it, grinning with amusement. In squats, underground clubs and illegal bars all across London GUA, there were hushed mutterings about the ghosts that appeared at the windows of the Underground trains. There were a thousand rumours about what the newspapers had dubbed “Tube Riders”, a name the original gang had gladly adopted. They were only half-jokingly considered wraiths or demons disturbed by all the noise, or the ghosts of generations of kids who had committed suicide down in the dark tunnels by throwing themselves under the trains. Only a month ago, Marta had found an article in an illegal magazine that claimed the entire London Underground network was haunted, and that it should be shut down.

      Simon grinned. ‘It is kind of cool.’

      ‘The Cross Jumpers don’t like it because no one gives a shit about them,’ Marta said. ‘They’re scared to ride like we do and everyone knows it. That’s why they want a turf war.’

      Simon glanced back down the platform. ‘You know Switch will want to fight,’ he said. ‘Pitched battle and all that? Tally ho, charge of the bloody Light Brigade.’

      Marta watched a trickle of sweat meander its way down Paul’s face. ‘Well, he’s on his own,’ Paul said. ‘How many knives can he hold at once?’

      ‘Come on, let’s get out of here,’ Simon said. ‘I don’t feel like riding anymore today.’

      Marta looked down the platform. ‘Switch! We’re going!’

      The other man looked up and then jogged over.

      ‘I reckon that was seventeen feet,’ he said as he reached them, grinning inanely. His bad eye twitched at them as though he was trying to suggest something. ‘I hit that third mat out, near the front edge. That’s about the seventeen feet mark, isn’t it?’

      ‘Not bad,’ Marta said, feigning interest. ‘That beats my best.’

      ‘And mine,’ Simon said.

      ‘Ah, we all know you’re a pussy.’ Switch tried to wink with his other eye, but it just made him look epileptic. He patted Paul on the shoulder. ‘Only Paul has better, eh. And that’s why you don’t ride anymore, isn’t it? Don’t need to now you’ve proved your point, eh?’

      ‘Okay, leave it out,’ Paul said, looking down at the platform.

      ‘Come on man, don’t cry! That ride was awesome! A Tube Rider legend!’

      ‘Switch, can it,’ Simon said, and although Switch gave Paul a lopsided grin he shut up and began picking grime off the hooks of his clawboard instead.

      Marta remembered the day Paul had made twelve feet. His clawboard had got jammed in the rail, maybe by a small piece of gravel caught in the railing or an accumulation of packed dirt. He’d managed to free his hands just in time, but he’d landed bad and been left with three broken ribs and a fractured collarbone. That wasn’t the worst, though. Marta could still remember his screams when he realised the board was stuck. If there were ghosts down here, that had been the sound of one of them possessing his body. That spine-splitting shriek had been no sound a man should make. It made her shiver even now, two years later.

      They headed back towards the stairs, their clawboards slung over their shoulders. The escalator had stopped working years ago, and now its metal teeth were rusted and gummed up with litter and dirt. They climbed up into darkness, emerging on to the old ticket corridor. A couple more emergency lights helped them past the old turnstiles, some boarded-up newsstands and an old donut store. Another staircase at the end led them up to the surface. Their feet rustled through piles of leaves blown in by the wind, while all around them the smell of unwashed bodies and the decomposing remains of takeout food hung in the air. They weren’t the only people to use the station; at night it was common for tramps to bunk down behind the metal barrier of the entranceway. They rarely went far inside, though. Mega Britain’s illegal magazines had seen to it that only the desperate or the very brave went into abandoned London Underground stations.

      Marta went out first and waited for the others. It was a cold October day, the sky a leaking grey bucket that spat rain on her leather tunic and ripped jeans. St. Cannerwells backed on to a bleak park, a rusty iron fence separating them from a slope of untended grass, a cracked, root-rippled concrete path and a small pond filled with litter. Supermarket trolleys protruded from the brown water like half-submerged wrecks; paper-cup boats floated amongst the icebergs of old cardboard boxes while around them trees clacked their bare branches together in mocking applause.

      ‘See you tomorrow?’ Marta asked.

      ‘I’m working but I’ll come over when I’m done,’ Simon said.

      ‘I have some stuff to do but yeah, I’ll try,’ Paul said.

      ‘Switch?’

      The little man was tapping the palm of his left hand with the index finger of his right, muttering under his breath.

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

      As the others said their goodbyes and left, Marta stood for a moment, looking out across the park towards the huge elevated highway overpass that rose above the city to the south. Half finished, it arched up out of the terraces and housing blocks to the east, rising steadily to a height of five hundred feet. There, at the point where it should have begun its gradual decent to the west, it just ended, sawn off, amputated.

      Years ago, she remembered her father standing here with her, telling her about the future. Things had been better then. She’d still been going to school, still believed the world was good, still had dreams about getting a good job like a lawyer or an architect, and hadn’t started to do the deplorable things that made her wake up shivering, just to get food or the items she needed to survive.

      He had taken her hand and given it a little squeeze. She still remembered the warmth of his skin, the strength and assurance in those fingers. He had pointed up at the overpass, in those days busy with scaffolding, cranes and ant-like construction workers, and told her how one day they would take their car and drive right up over it and out of the city. The government was going to open up London Greater Urban Area again, he said. Let the city people out, and the people from the Greater Forest Areas back in. The smoggy, grey skies of London GUA would clear, the sirens would stop wailing all night, and people would be able to take the chains and the deadlocks off their doors. She remembered how happy she’d felt with her father’s arms around her, holding her close, protecting her.

      But something had happened. She didn’t know everything—no one did—but things had changed. The government hadn’t done any of those things. The construction stopped, the skies remained grey, and life got even worse. Riots waited around every street corner. People disappeared without warning amid tearful rumours that the Huntsmen were set to return.

      Marta sighed, biting her lip. Her parents and her brother were gone. Marta was just twenty-one, but St. Cannerwells Park was the closest she would ever get to seeing the countryside, and the euphoria of tube riding was the closest she would ever get to happiness.

      She gripped the fence with both hands and gritted her teeth, trying not to cry. She was tough. She had seen and done things that no one her age should have to experience. She had adjusted to Mega Britain’s harshness, was accustomed to looking after herself, but, just sometimes, life became too much to bear.

      As the rain began to get heavier, tears pressed from her eyes and rolled lethargically down her cheeks.
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      ‘Get out of my fucking seat!’

      Simon lifted his head from the window, but the shout wasn’t aimed at him. Further up the bus, a burly man with a tattoo across his face was picking a fight with a man wearing a baseball cap. Simon watched with only a passing interest as Baseball Cap nodded cordially and stood up, moving back into the aisle. Tattoo Face growled something as he went to sit down, but as soon as he looked away Baseball Cap put two big hands on his back and shoved him hard against the window.

      Tattoo Face’s head slammed against the thick glass with a resounding crack. Baseball Cap shoved him again and this time the window shattered, showering the street below with little diamonds of safety glass. The bus swerved in towards the curb, and Tattoo Face lost his balance and fell out into the street, landing on the bonnet of a car trying to cut up on the bus’s inside.

      Gripped by a rage drawn from the cloud of misery that seemed to hang over Mega Britain, Baseball Cap jumped out of the window after him, screaming obscenities. The two men grappled on the car bonnet with Tattoo Face taking some heavy blows until he pulled a long knife from inside his coat and rammed it into Baseball Cap’s side. Baseball Cap cried out in pain and fell backwards, blood clouding out around the wound, turning his blue shirt a dirty brown. Tattoo Face saw his chance and shoved Baseball Cap off the car just as the bus began to move again. The driver, hollering something incomprehensible over the top of the screaming people, tried to steer the bus back into traffic, only for it to roll over Baseball Cap’s body, the wheels crushing his chest with the sickening crunch of bones.

      The bus ground to another stop. The driver jumped up and climbed out, shouting at someone out on the street, arms gesturing frantically. Tattoo Face had fled, no one in the growing crowd making an effort to stop him. Sirens were already wailing in the distance, but what disturbed Simon most was how little people cared. There were a few gapers on the pavement, but there was as much laughter as there were looks of horror. A couple of people further up the bus had got up to watch, but behind him two middle-aged women were continuing a conversation as though nothing had happened.

      This country’s screwed up, he thought. No wonder some of us like to hide underground. It’s safer and you don’t have to deal with the people.

      He stood up, crossed the aisle, and jumped out of the open back door. With the growing number of abandoned cars left along the streets it only took a little trouble to cause a jam, and now the bus was boxed in. Simon had hoped to make it a couple more stops into central Fulham, but he was close enough to walk from here. He headed across the street, away from the commotion, and slipped down an alley. He emerged on to a residential street running parallel to the main road which was so quiet in comparison that it spooked him. He looked around for people, but saw none. It was as though he’d stepped through a portal into a ghost town.

      Then a muffled explosion sounded, pulling him back to reality. The bus had gone up. He increased his pace, aware that within minutes there would be a full riot happening. It was always the same. Then, in twenty minutes or so, the police or the Department of Civil Affairs would show up and start killing people.

      Hate, anger, and resentment fueled people now. Food was in short supply, and the last oil was almost gone. The streets were becoming clogged by abandoned petrol-powered cars and the few who owned electric vehicles could barely afford the spiraling costs of the recharging stations. At night there were often electrical blackouts; those times were the most dangerous of all as looters took to the streets in large gangs.

      Simon’s father had set up an illegal internet connection, so Simon knew what other countries were saying about Mega Britain. None of it was good. His father, a wannabe revolutionary who in reality did little more than sit around their flat bitching about the state of society, had fallen victim to his own attempts at understanding.

      Simon had been riding when the DCA came a month ago. Treason was the usual charge, punishable by life imprisonment or death. And, like so many people taken away by the government’s thugs, there had been no word of his father since. For all Simon knew, his father had been blasted into space aboard one of the government’s doomed hulks. Whatever, it seemed unlikely Simon would ever see him again.

      The DCA had seized his father’s apartment and possessions. To go back there was to walk into a bugged, wired hornet’s nest. He had lost what little stuff he had, some of which could be used to trace him. Now, he feared that the DCA would come for him too, but there was nothing he could do except keep his head down.

      And there were other things to live for.

      He was almost there now. He turned down another residential street and headed uphill, past terraced houses which defied the failing world with their tidiness. Some areas weren’t so bad. Groups of heavily-armed residents kept order in a feudal way, working in shifts to protect the streets from the kind of riffraff that looted shops during the blackouts. You couldn’t see them, of course; they waited in alleys, behind curtains, inside the dirty windows of abandoned cars. But they were there.

      At the top of the hill he turned right on to a road called Denton Avenue. At number fourteen he stopped outside the little red gate and looked up at the windows.

      He looked at his watch, an old Lorus that he’d been wearing the day the DCA showed up to take his father. Three fifteen. He’d said three, but she knew what the traffic—or lack of it—was like.

      He looked up at the house again, the top window on the left, wondering whether he should shout. Then the curtain flickered, jerked back. Simon felt his heart jump in his chest. A face appeared. It was difficult to make out the features at this distance, but Simon knew them well: the thin, delicate cheekbones, the tight bob of hair curling in around the jaw line, the small lips and the bright blue, defiant eyes.

      ‘Jessica,’ he murmured, as always relieved to see she was safe.

      The curtain dropped back.

      He waited. Thirty seconds later the door opened and the same face peered out. ‘Okay, I’ve deactivated it,’ the girl called. ‘You can come through now.’

      Simon reached out for the gate, still tentative after the first time he’d visited. The red should have been a warning, but he had been thinking about other things. He remembered the paralysis and the intense pain as the electricity had surged through his body, leaving him a writhing, frothy-mouthed wreck on the ground. Jess’s father worked for the government and had access to security technology most people didn’t. Everyone their family considered a friend knew to call ahead or use the buzzer beside the gate. All other people were regarded as potential enemies, and as such the electrified gate was a suitable deterrent. As he reached the door she pulled it wide and stepped out, almost falling forward into his arms.

      ‘I missed you,’ she said. ‘More each day.’

      ‘I’ve missed you too.’ Simon pulled her close and breathed in the sweet smell of her hair. He closed his eyes, feeling her heart beat against his chest. There were few reasons to live in London GUA but he had found one.

      Jess was eighteen and worked in a used bookstore near the market where Simon sold pirated movies and antiquated music CDs on a stall owned by an old friend of his father. Simon felt a hundred years older than his twenty. The weight of his fear for her safety kept him awake at night. If he could, he would keep her by his side, but neither her parents nor Jess herself would allow it. As she constantly reminded him, having grown up in the same city, she was streetwise too. And with a father who worked for the government, she had to be even more careful.

      ‘Did you ride today?’ she asked.

      He hesitated. He knew Jess didn’t like him to ride the trains, but she understood.

      ‘Just once,’ he said. ‘The others had stuff to do.’ He didn’t mention Dan’s close call.

      She drew away, and looked up at him. For a moment he thought she was going to scold him again. It’s the trains or me, Simon. You can’t have both. It’s your choice. When she did speak, her request surprised him. ‘I want to come,’ she said. ‘I want to try it too.’

      ‘I’ve told you I don’t want that. It’s too dangerous.’

      ‘So why do you do it then?’

      ‘I—I—’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know. It’s … my thing, I guess. My identity. It’s all I have left.’

      She put her hands on his cheeks and pulled his face towards her. ‘Not anymore,’ she said, and kissed him. ‘Not anymore.’

      She was right. He should quit tube riding and look after her. He’d met her just six months ago, but in these fractured times that could be half a lifetime. He couldn’t imagine giving her up, and he hated every moment they were apart, but the Tube Riders—Marta, Paul, even crazy Switch—they were his family. He couldn’t give them up either. Until he had met Jess, riding the trains was the only thing in his life that had mattered. He had found companions there, people like himself.

      ‘Let’s go inside,’ she said. ‘Off the street.’

      Her family was out—as always—when he visited. Jess’s father was a government official—a position he neither talked about nor entertained questions about—and her mother worked for the MBBC, the Mega Britain Banking Corporation, the country’s only bank.

      ‘Did you find out anything about my father?’

      Jess closed the door before she answered. ‘No, I’m sorry. I tried to ask Dad, but it’s difficult to do it without him becoming suspicious. He asks so many questions, without answering any. I tried to make it look like I was interested in the newspaper story about it, but he just spouted some propaganda about heretics earning their rewards.’ She shrugged. ‘To be honest, he probably doesn’t know.’

      ‘You know I had nothing to do with it, don’t you?’ Simon said, taking off his shoes. ‘I wasn’t involved with anything my father did, any of those leaflets he used to print out. I just looked at his internet a couple of times. That’s all.’

      She cupped his face with her hands again. ‘I know, Simon. But I wouldn’t care anyway. Sometimes I think these so-called heretics…’

      ‘I want to take you away, Jess,’ Simon said, kissing her. ‘If we could only get out of Mega Britain, get over to France … it’s different there, you know. They have a government who gives a shit, there aren’t any of those fucking perimeter walls … God damn this place.’

      They climbed the stairs up to her bedroom. ‘There’s hope,’ she said. ‘There’s an ambassador over from Europe, Dad told me. He came today for talks between the European Confederation and Mega Britain. Dad said the Confederation wants to open up trade again. End the blockade.’

      ‘Do you think they will?’

      Jess sat down on her bed. ‘I don’t know. They might have to. The country is bankrupt, Dad says, but the government doesn’t listen. People are starving, there’s hardly any oil, there are riots everywhere…’

      Simon put a finger on her lips. ‘Okay, stop now.’ He leaned forward and kissed her again.

      Jess sighed and pulled him backwards onto the bed. Simon closed his eyes and let her take the troubles of the world away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later, dressed again and lying next to her on the bed, Simon said, ‘I’m going down again on Sunday. Around lunchtime, after I finish my morning shift.’ He stroked her face. ‘You can come if you like. I mean, if you haven’t got work and you’re not busy.’

      ‘Really? You want me to ride?’

      Simon shrugged and gave her a non-committal smile. ‘I don’t know about that. Maybe just watch at first? New people have to practice on the freight trains, because they’re much slower. You can almost walk alongside. The commuter trains slow down when they go through each station, but they’re still pretty fast.’

      Simon had talked about tube riding before, but Jess seemed endlessly fascinated. Until Simon had revealed his secret to her a couple of months after they had met, she had believed the ghost stories too.

      ‘Sounds difficult,’ she said, eyes lit up with interest.

      ‘Not so much.’ He grinned. ‘Not when you know what you’re doing.’

      ‘And you use this?’ She lifted his clawboard up off the floor and turned it over in her hands. It was a piece of sanded hardwood about two feet long. On one side, bolted to the wood with a series of little screws, was a long piece of curved metal, scratched and dented from use. On the other side were two thick leather straps, again fixed to the wood. The board itself was sprayed black. It looked like there had once been a design on it, but time had worn it away.

      ‘What the hell is this thing?’ she said wistfully, only half to him.

      ‘It’s called a clawboard,’ he said. ‘We made them ourselves, although some of them get handed on by people who … quit.’

      ‘Quit?’

      ‘Um, yeah. Some people get scared, you know? Other people just don’t want to do it anymore.’ He didn’t mention the deaths. There was no need to scare her.

      ‘And you made it?’

      ‘Yeah, this one, I did. The metal hook thing used to be part of the fender of a car. Some of the other guys have two or three smaller ones instead. The leather is horse leather, which is stronger.’

      ‘Where did you get it?’ I haven’t seen a horse since I was a kid.’

      ‘Junkyard. Told you it was strong. I think it used to be part of a guitar strap, something like that.’

      ‘And you painted it black?’

      ‘Yeah, you know.’ He cocked his head and raised an eyebrow at her. ‘To personalize it. Switch—that’s one of the other guys—got some friend of his to paint a dragon on his board. Kind of suits his personality.’

      ‘But, black?’ She touched his arm and smiled. ‘That’s like the opposite of your personality, Simon.’

      ‘Yeah, well,’ he grinned. ‘I guess I was in a mood or something at the time.’

      She wrapped one of the leather straps around her wrist and tugged. ‘I bet this hurts.’

      Simon pulled something out of his pocket and held it up. ‘Sometimes we wear these,’ he said. ‘It’s like a wrist guard.’ It looked like a tube of rubber, a thick bracelet. ‘It’s an insulator for a water pipe. It was Paul’s idea, before he stopped riding. You don’t need them, but if you ride regularly you get burns on your wrists from the straps, particularly if your timing isn’t all that great.’

      ‘And you just hang from the train?’

      ‘On most trains there is a rail that runs along the top of the carriage, just above the level of the door. It’s for water runoff, I think, so that the windows don’t get stained by dirty water.’

      ‘What if there’s no rail?’

      He smiled. ‘We pull out. Otherwise we’d just slide off.’

      ‘Where does the water come from? There’s no rain in the Underground.’

      ‘Most of the trains run above and below ground. The network goes right out into the suburbs, and some of those trains run in the open air.’

      Jess nodded, grinning. ‘Of course it does. I’m such a moron.’

      Simon smiled back. ‘Anyway, as the train arrives, we start to run. It slows down as it comes into the station, but it’s still traveling about fifty miles an hour.’

      ‘Doesn’t it pull your arms off?’

      ‘Ah, you see, when the board catches the rail you slide a bit. It jerks, of course, but not as much as if you caught on a solid fixing. Sometimes the rails get rocks or dirt jammed in them, though. That can hurt.’ He grinned.

      ‘What happens if you miss?’

      ‘We don’t.’

      ‘Never?’

      ‘Not if you know what you’re doing.’ He hated lying to her. He’d missed once, early on. Like Dan this morning, he’d been lucky. He had suffered some bad bruising, but nothing serious. He remembered Clive, though, caught in the gap between the platform edge and the train. He’d been mangled, mashed up. They had tried to revive him, but just ended up with blood all over themselves. Marta and Clive had been a couple at the time, and Simon couldn’t believe she still came back after seeing that. There had been a definite darker look in her eyes after Clive’s death, as if whatever innocence she’d had left had been blown out of her. He had stayed away almost two weeks himself, but when he’d finally given in to the urge, he’d found them—Marta, Paul, and Switch—down there as if nothing had happened.

      Clive had been given a traditional Tube Rider burial, laid across the tracks for the trains to claim. It was pretty gruesome, but that was the Tube Rider code. Clive had been a homeless runaway, he’d had no family, and taking his body to the police would have only created more questions.

      ‘And at the end of the platform you just jump off?’

      ‘Kind of. You brace your feet on the side of the train, push the board in and up, and kick back. We use old mattresses to land on, but if you know how, it’s possible to land on the platform and roll without hurting yourself.’ Much, he didn’t add. It hurt like hell, you just didn’t break anything if you did it right.

      ‘I’m looking forward to it,’ she said.

      ‘If you’re careful you’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after you.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I have to go,’ he said. ‘It’s almost five. Your parents will be home soon.’

      ‘Okay,’ she said, standing up and smoothing out her clothes. As she led him out on to the landing and down the stairs, she said, ‘I’ll meet you in the market after your shift. You can take me then.’

      He smiled. ‘I don’t want to go,’ he said. ‘I want to stay here with you.’

      ‘Yeah, whatever. Stop being such a sap.’ She punched his arm, but he saw a dewy look in her eyes. He swallowed, desperate not to get tearful in front of her. Every time he left her, he felt like he would never see her again.

      ‘You know,’ she said, pointing at the clawboard, tucked under his arm. ‘It’s a wonder no one ever gets suspicious of that thing. You carry it around everywhere like an advertisement above your head. “Look at me, I’m a Tube Rider”.’

      He shrugged. ‘People just think it’s a kind of skateboard,’ he said. Or a weapon, he didn’t add. Enough people carried those. ‘No one really takes any notice of me, because I just look like a girly skater kid.’

      She touched his arm. ‘Well, you just carry on not being noticed, and keep yourself safe for me.’

      ‘I’ll try.’

      He kissed her and said goodbye. Jess tapped in a code on a keypad by the door to deactivate the front gate, and Simon headed down the path, glancing back every few feet to make sure she was still there.

      ‘Bye,’ he said again as he stepped out on to the road. ‘Be safe.’

      She stepped forward. ‘Wait a second.’

      ‘What?’

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small silver box. She lifted it and pointed it at him.

      Simon frowned. ‘Is that a—’

      ‘Digital camera? Yeah. I just want a picture of you to look at while you’re not with me.’

      ‘Where did you get it?’ He hadn’t seen one in years. You needed a license for any electronic product. That included televisions, computers, and mobile phones.

      ‘Dad gave it to me.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s government loot. Go on, smile.’

      Simon had barely opened his mouth when Jess pressed a button and a little click sounded. She peered at a small screen on the back. ‘There. I’ll make you a copy.’

      ‘Thanks,’ he said, not really caring either way. ‘Anyway, you’d better get inside.’

      She smiled and winked at him. As the door closed, Simon felt that familiar despair welling up in his throat. He turned away and gulped it down as he headed off along the street. Light rain still hung in the air beneath the grey sky, and he zipped up his jacket to the point where the zip got stuck on a broken tooth about halfway up. It was a long way back across London to the burnt-out ruin of a bedsit some shark was renting him now.

      He wondered if inviting her to meet the other Tube Riders was a good idea. The first ride would get her hooked, and that would be his fault. He felt like a drug pusher—he knew what it would do to her, but he couldn’t help himself. He wanted her to share his life, but at the same time he knew it might destroy her.

      The wind got up, ruffling his hair. He grimaced at the cold, pulled a beanie hat from his pocket and slipped it over his head. Then, with the clawboard tucked safely up under his arm, he headed off towards the cold little room he now called home.
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      After leaving the others, Switch headed off across the park, cutting past the junk-filled pond and up the hill on the far side. One or two grim-faced couples eyed him warily, and he matched their glances with his own flicking stare until they turned away. Confrontation was his key to survival. Hide from people chasing you and eventually they would track you down. Face them, stand and fight, and you got them off your trail.

      A couple of streets away he found a rundown fast food joint and bought a burger, which he ate back out on the street. In a bin he found an old newspaper from two days ago, but there was little of interest. Most of the news concerned crime within the city: murder, robbery, arson. The only mention of the world was from opinion columns that criticized the European Confederation’s trade blockades, and there was no mention of America at all. Switch had met a man once who’d been there, but as the man was begging for his life at the time Switch didn’t know if it was just a claim to still the knife or a true event. In any case, the promise of a ticket out of Mega Britain had not been enough to safeguard the man’s wallet. Switch had granted him his life, though; he wasn’t all bad.

      He tossed the paper into the next bin he passed. He cared little for news; cared less for thoughts of revolution and rebellion. Once, as a kid, things had been different, but he’d made his peace now, found his ways to survive. Tube riding and enough money to keep him alive were all he needed.

      After finishing his burger he headed back across the park, away from the shadow of the huge unfinished highway overpass. He tossed the wrapper into the pond and climbed the hill towards the old station entrance. He looked about for the others, but as he’d expected they’d all gone. Good. He smiled and went back inside.

      Tube riding was all Switch cared about. He had no memory of his parents, and had lost his uncle William, the man who had brought him up, when government scumfucks had abducted Switch and dozens of other children from the streets of Bristol GUA for transportation to labour camps up north. That had been ten years ago, and his uncle was probably dead now, especially considering the line of work William had been in. Switch would never qualify for a travel permit to leave London GUA, and there was no other way out of the city.

      He descended into the depths of St. Cannerwells, feeling the hum of the trains in the walls around him. He shivered and took a deep breath. Tube riding was like a drug. For the others it was identity, comradeship, union and all that other buddy-up shit, but for Switch it was all about the ride. Hanging off the side of the trains as they roared along the platform was like wanking on heroin times ten. He’d done everything, tried every real drug he could find, and nothing compared. Sex, too, was a pale comparison, but with his eye the only sluts he could get were paid for anyway, and money wasn’t something he had much of. Tube riding was free oblivion.

      Down on the platform he let a couple of trains through before he made his move. There was an express train every hour at eighteen minutes past, and it was his dream to ride it. The commuter trains were fast, but the express roared. No one had ever ridden it, and Switch wanted to be the first. There was only one way to get on the express, though: practice.

      He heard the building roar back in the tunnel and closed his eyes, tensing every muscle in his body. As the glow of the lights appeared, Switch’s eyes flicked open and he started into a sprint, much earlier than the others ever did. When the train shot out of the tunnel he was already in position, and he leapt for it, clawboard swinging high to catch the rail. As always, the yank on his arms as it caught made him grunt, but then he was on, feet braced on the side of the train. He had a second to glance in through the window, and saw a pair of scruffy teenagers opposite him, a boy and a girl, their heads close together.

      First one, then the other looked up. Shock registered on their faces. One of them pointed and the other started to stand up, saying something Switch couldn’t hear over the roar of the wind.

      He smiled, adjusted his grip just enough to give them the middle finger, and then he was off, kicking back and up, the clawboard coming free. The train moved away from him, accelerating even as he slowed, leaning back. The air wrapped around him, the mattresses coming up below him as he landed, feather-light, on his back.

      He looked up from the mattresses to see them moving closer to the window, looking for him. He knew, though, that in the dark and amongst the reflections, he was already gone, a wraith vanished into the dim emergency lighting of a station no one knew existed. Later, when they told their friends, they’d struggle to recall exactly where they’d seen the ghostly figure. A few sightings were all that was needed to maintain the legend, but it was important to keep St. Cannerwells a secret, which was why they rarely rode during rush hour. There were too many people watching, too many who might remember.

      Once, before those cross-jumping fuckwits had started to appear, they’d used several different stations, but most were too dangerous now. Had there been other Tube Riders, Switch would have welcomed an open turf war. But while Marta, sweet as she appeared, could be useful with pretty much any weapon she had to hand, Simon was just a pretty boy and Paul was a borderline fag. Neither would help in a fight. Switch had liked Dan’s attitude for the scrap even if he’d picked on the wrong guy, but he was a blip, over now. Back when there had been ten, fifteen of them, they could have fought, but while Switch could take one or two, there were rumours of people cross-jumping in their dozens.

      Switch climbed up from the breakfall mattresses and glanced at the chalk marks on the platform edge. He’d made around twenty-eight feet, a pretty standard length. He always dismounted early the first couple of times, getting his range and timing right. He had gone up to fourteen feet safely. Twelve, still his record, had given him the twitch in his eye. Only one man—Marta’s brother, Leo—had dismounted under ten feet and lived.

      He jogged back along the platform, eager for the next ride. During the day the trains ran every eight minutes so he didn’t have long to wait before he heard the roar back in the tunnel again.

      This time he left his dismount length long like before, but when he kicked off, instead of tucking his arms in and falling backwards, he jerked the board around to the right, spinning his body through 180 degrees. The landing knocked a bit of the wind out of him, but he jumped up almost immediately, delighted with his success, and jogged back down the platform again, rubbing his sore stomach.

      He did a couple more one-eighties to the right, then one to the left, against the flow of the train. This was more difficult, and he landed awkwardly, twisting his ankle a little.

      He rubbed it for a while, watching a couple more trains pass. He didn’t care about the pain, only whether or not he could run quickly enough for the mount. The others didn’t know about the tricks he did, and one day he hoped to astound them with a stunning display of dismount moves. He wasn’t far off, but with an audience he’d have nerves to deal with too. And for his last move, he needed full concentration.

      The back flip. He’d done it twice without hurting himself, but didn’t trust himself to pull it off in public. Still, it was the last thing he needed to make his repertoire complete.

      He sprinted as the train roared out of the tunnel and leapt for it, clawboard stretching for the rail. He caught and braced himself against the side, peering in but without concentrating. Several people had seen him today, but he was thinking of his dismount too much to worry about cultivating their legend further.

      He quickly realised this wasn’t a normal commuter train, though. A group of men in dark suits stood near the window with their backs to him, and he recognised them as the special police, the Department of Civil Affairs. They were the ones who made people disappear, who rounded up heretics and dissenters and pretty much anyone else they didn’t like. He had come across one of the bastards drunk once and had cut the guy up, carved the word “cunt” into his back and left him for dead. Whether the guy had survived or not, Switch didn’t know or care.

      He was starting to think about an early dismount to avoid them seeing him, but then one moved slightly and through a gap in their bodies he saw a cloaked, hooded figure sitting down, facing him. Leather straps with metal chains threaded around them kept the figure’s arms at its sides. They were transporting a fugitive, it looked like, and he leaned closer to the window, trying to see the face under the hood, wondering wryly if he might recognise the man.

      Then a roar over the top of the wind seemed to shake the window in front of his face. The cluster of DCA agents separated as though blown apart by the bound figure as it jerked into a standing position, straining against more bonds that held it down. To either side, more agents tried to restrain what was not a man but something else, something alien, something monstrous.

      As the wolverine face roared at him again, its sharp teeth bared, Switch recoiled in shock and his feet lost their purchase.

      ‘Oh, fuck—’

      For a second he hung loose from the side of the train, feet dangling just above the gaping hole between the train and the platform edge. He glanced forward and saw the end wall of the platform rushing towards him.

      He looked back into the carriage and saw the thing trying to reach him, its bound hands shaking, its jaw snapping, a group of men trying to restrain it. He closed his eyes—

      And his feet gripped. He kicked up blindly, falling backwards, not caring about his dismount, just wanting to be away from that snarling, menacing thing. He plummeted through the air, hearing the sound of the train cut off early, way too early, and then he landed hard, the mattresses catching him, the clawboard striking his temple as he failed to control its momentum. His forehead ached, but he was safe, he was off the train, he was away from that thing.

      As the train vanished into the tunnel he rolled on to his side, dismayed to see blood dripping on to the mattresses. He untangled himself from the clawboard and wiped his face, holding a finger over the gash in his forehead to stem the bleeding. The pain barely registered as he looked up at the empty tunnel as though the beast might still come back for him. Despite the muggy heat in the station, he shivered.

      So the rumours were true.

      He remembered the furry, dog-like muzzle, the sharp, dripping teeth. He also remembered the metallic shine of wires protruding out of the creature’s neck, the sacking hood that covered the top of its head, its eyes. The eyes of a man, the face of a dog, the mind of a machine.

      The Huntsmen were abroad.

      Switch could only hope it was being transferred from one secure location to another. He knew the stories, everyone did. Into your house at night, stealing you from your bed, letting you live only if its orders said so, and even then only if it chose. Otherwise it was death: slow, fast, torturous or just plain painful, whatever its misfiring mind decided.

      The Huntsmen had been gone for fifteen years, since the government last brought them into service to end a rebellion in the Manchester-Liverpool GUA. Switch had heard the horror stories of slaughters after dark, the malfunctioning Huntsmen rampaging, tearing apart whole communities irrespective of their political loyalties. The rebellion ended voluntarily to stop the killing. In return for laying down their arms, the government vowed to take the Huntsmen out of service, shut them down, and never again let them loose on the streets. The Huntsmen were a liability, the remnants of a scientific greatness and knowledge that Mega Britain had let fall into dereliction and decay. The Huntsmen were too dangerous, too unpredictable, and now almost uncontrollable.

      There were rumours, of course. There were always rumours, but no confirmed sighting of a Huntsman had been made since the uprising.

      Until now.

      Switch picked up his clawboard and walked back up the platform. He’d planned to do a few more rides, but his enthusiasm was gone. Seeing that thing, that monster, straining at its bonds, wanting his blood, made him tremble. Switch feared no man, but there was no humanity left in the Huntsmen.

      The knife appeared in his hand, and he turned it over, considering it, letting the light reflect off the sharpened blade. It was nothing if one of those things came after him. Nothing at all.

      At the top of the old escalator Switch hauled up the shutter of one of the old newsstands. Behind the door, the light revealed a little den: a sleeping bag and a few blankets, a handful of torches, a small table. Switch went inside, switched on a battery lamp and pulled the shutter back down.

      This was where he made his home. St. Cannerwells Underground station was the obvious choice: riding the trains was the only time he felt pleasure so it made sense to live close to what he loved. The others didn’t know, and he didn’t want them to. Part of him felt like a guard, protecting what was theirs, watching over it. Another part just felt at home underground, in the labyrinth of tunnels beneath London.

      He pulled a can of cola out of a twenty-four pack he’d stolen off a delivery truck and popped it open. The carbonated water fizzed down his throat, stinging him, and he gulped most of it back before he felt any better.

      In a bag on the table he found some tobacco and a small packet of pot. He rolled himself a joint and lay back on the blankets to smoke it. He’d removed one of the metal rungs near the top of the shutter to act as a chimney, and now the smoke drifted up and out into the station. As he reflected on what he’d seen, he realised his hands were shaking, and even the weed wouldn’t make them stop.
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      Paul waited outside the school gate. Nearby, two burly guards armed with assault rifles watched him impassively. He had tried to start a conversation with one, but the man hadn’t seemed interested. Five days a week Paul waited here at this time, and the guards rarely changed, but even so, they shrugged off any attempt at conversation, as though speaking to him would compromise their positions. He had no particular desire to talk to them anyway; he just liked to pass the time.

      In the distance he heard a huge lethargic rumble, what might have been a bomb caught in slow motion. He turned towards the sound, guessing correctly that it came from the east. A few seconds later, with the roar decreasing to a low, even growl, he saw it.

      The spacecraft rose up into the air at almost a ninety degree angle. Even at this distance he could tell the craft was huge and oval-shaped, slightly thicker at the back end, certainly too large to fly well. It looked like an eraser, a piece of gum, white and featureless. Flickers of fire from a rear thruster darted out like the tongue of a snake. For a while the craft held its upwards trajectory, a perfect straight line up into the smog, until it disappeared from sight, becoming just a flickering orange glow behind the clouds.

      Then came a groan from the distant engines. Paul sighed in spite of himself; he didn’t care about the government’s spaceships but there was an inevitability to the situation that pained him, as if it reflected everything that was wrong with society. Please make it, he found himself thinking.

      The orange glow grew bright for a moment. The growl of the engines became a drone and then the craft appeared again through the clouds, plummeting towards earth. It flipped end over end, the boosters spraying occasional bursts of fire like a firework that had failed to properly ignite.

      He couldn’t look. He turned away and saw the guards had done so too. One scratched at some non-existent stain on his shirt, a pained expression on his face, while the other peered at a fingernail as if the secrets of the world were etched there. At the last moment, though, Paul couldn’t help himself. He glanced up to see counter thrusters had been activated at the craft’s front end, trying to slow it, trying to keep it from a destructive impact. It briefly straightened, wobbled on its axis, and for a second Paul thought its bomb dive might be reversed. Then there was another explosion, the counter thrusters flickered, and the craft returned to its spiraling descent. A moment later it fell behind the line of the houses and was gone. Paul listened, but heard no indication of its fate. Still, obliterated or just damaged, he knew that somewhere across London people were dying now, in a mess of wreckage, fire and rubble.

      It was always the way. The government launched their spaceships from Southend, on the east coast outside of London GUA. He had seen six others. All fell. He’d heard that the launchers aimed the craft out over the sea so that the inevitable fall resulted in less destruction, though he knew of one that had fallen in the Thames, destroying part of Tower Bridge and the Tower of London. More than a hundred civilians had died, and there were other reports of whole streets being flattened. News passed by ear often became distorted and exaggerated, but he’d seen enough with his own eyes to know that part of what he heard was truth.

      A few weeks would pass while the dust settled. Then the next massive craft would be pulled out of its hanger, and the whole sorry process would begin again.

      No one knew what the space program was for, nor who piloted each doomed flight. Speculation said stolen people. Marta’s brother Leo had disappeared off the street three years ago, and so the spacecraft were never discussed in her presence. But in reality, the only truth was that the truth could be anything.

      Simon claimed it was bitterness, that Mega Britain once had supremacy in space and colonies on the inner planets, but the Americans had shot down all the craft and taken over the settlements. Now, a bankrupt Mega Britain was stealing money and its own people to try to revive past glories.

      Behind him a bell rang. A cheer went up from inside a low building behind the gate, and a horde of children rushed out into the playground. Around Paul, parents, wards, foster-carers and one or two other brothers and sisters waited. He watched as the kids poured past the guards and then him, out on to the street like human water trickling away. He looked over the sea of heads, searching for Owen. As always he started to panic until at last he saw his brother ambling across the playground, a school bag slung across his shoulders. Owen’s head was lowered, his face sullen, and Paul recognised this as a sign of wellbeing. His twelve-year-old brother loved school. They got on well, but Paul always felt school was the only thing that truly made his brother happy. Inside those walls Owen was safe within his learning. The violence and the struggles of life in Mega Britain didn’t figure, and it was as though he was just a normal school kid, working at his studies with the future bright ahead of him.

      ‘Hey,’ Paul said, as his brother came up to the gate amidst the last trickle of children. ‘You okay?’

      ‘Hi, Paul.’ Owen handed Paul the bag. It was Paul’s job as big brother to carry the luggage. As always he was surprised how heavy it was, loaded down with the science and math textbooks that his little brother loved so much.

      ‘You just missed one of the spaceships,’ Paul said as they turned away from the school and headed for the nearest bus stop.

      ‘Did it make it?’

      Paul raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you think?’

      Owen smiled. ‘Don’t worry, one day I’ll show them what to do. I’ll make sure they all stay up, and we can all go and live on Mars.’

      ‘I hear the weather’s pretty good there,’ Paul said.

      ‘There’s a whole industry in dust baths,’ Owen quipped.

      ‘Yeah, well, water’s overrated, don’t you think?’

      Owen punched his brother on the arm. ‘I want to go to the ocean, someday,’ he said. ‘I was reading today about tropical reefs and all the fish you can see—’

      ‘Talking of fish, how about we go get fish n’ chips for tea?’

      ‘Sounds good.’ Owen smiled. ‘Do you have enough money for takeaway?’

      Paul patted his pocket. ‘Yeah, of course.’

      It was more of an estimation than a lie. If they had no extras and he only bought a small portion, he could afford for Owen to feast. Paul, twenty-one and thirteen stone, didn’t need to grow anymore. He’d gained weight since he’d given up active tube riding, something that was difficult to do with the food shortages London often suffered from.

      They headed out of the school grounds and turned up the street. Ahead of them the intersection was clogged, so Paul led them across the street and down a road heading right. Once-stately Victorian buildings loomed over them from either side. Perhaps just one in three of the buildings they passed had windows, while many had been gutted by fire. For a while they would walk on clear, tidy pavement, then a moment later they’d be negotiating their way around a heap of garbage or an abandoned car, holding their noses against the stench of something rotting, or stepping through potholes where the tarmac had been torn up.

      ‘I hate this shithole,’ Owen was saying. ‘There are so many nice places in the world, Paul. Why are we stuck here?’

      Paul shrugged. He didn’t know whether Owen should believe what he read in books anyway. For all they knew, the rest of the world was as bad as London GUA.

      ‘Look, Paul! What’s going on over there?’

      They had just turned a corner and a short distance ahead a group of men were approaching a small mini-mart. They swaggered rather than walked, probably the result of illegal homebrew, and the assurances of the knives and bits of wood they carried. Paul had seen their kind a thousand times before: anarchists, rioters, troublemakers. Wasting away the day in a dark, basement bar somewhere, they’d got drunk and riled each other up, wound themselves tight like a coil. They’d convinced themselves that this was right, that going on a rampage was what the city deserved, what the people needed. In truth it meant most of them would be dead before the end of the day, but probably not before taking a few innocents with them.

      ‘Owen, get behind me,’ Paul said, shepherding his brother away from the edge of the pavement. They had come too far out into the open; the mob only had to look up to see them. There was an alleyway across the street, but Paul knew they would have to run. ‘Be ready, Owen. When I say…’

      Up ahead, he saw one man toss a glass bottle at the mini-mart window. There was a loud crash and then flames burst out through the shattered glass, spitting at the approaching men who flinched back, laughing and shouting. As the flames eased, they started forward again. Several covered their faces and rushed inside. Paul heard shouts and cries, and then some of the men reemerged, arms laden with canned food, bottled drinks, and over-the-counter medical supplies.

      A gunshot sounded inside, followed by a cry, then another shot. Moments later two thugs dragged a man who could only be the shopkeeper out into the street. Another man was trying to wrestle something out of the shopkeeper’s hand when the gun went off again and the looter went down. He screamed as blood pooled around him.

      Frozen to the spot, Paul said, ‘Owen, don’t look!’

      ‘They’re setting fire to him! We have to stop them!’

      Paul watched as two looters held the struggling shopkeeper down while another splashed something out of a bottle over the man’s clothes. The same man pulled a small box from his pocket and lit a match.

      ‘No!’ Owen screamed as the man dropped the match and the shopkeeper’s clothes ignited, engulfing him in flames. The shopkeeper screamed. The two looters jumped out of the way as the body writhed, burned. One man laughed as he batted at a spark that had caught on his jeans.

      ‘Hey look!’ someone else shouted. ‘Gapers!’

      The man who had shouted pointed towards them. He shouted something incomprehensible over the screams of the dying man.

      ‘Owen, let’s go. Quickly now.’ Paul grabbed his brother’s arm and together they dashed across the street and into the alley as several of the looters gave chase. With their pursuers drunk and laden with weapons and loot, Paul knew they had a good chance of escape, but there was no telling what they might find around the next corner, or the next.

      ‘Where are we going? Home is the other way!’

      ‘Exactly!’

      Owen’s school bag was slowing them down. Paul tried to keep it over his shoulder while pulling his brother with the other hand, but it kept slipping off. He wanted to jettison it, but the cost of replacing Owen’s books was more than he could afford. If he didn’t have the money, Owen couldn’t go to school. Paul didn’t know what the future held for either of them, but he was convinced Owen had far more chance with a little education.

      But he was huffing. What he did at night to keep them fed and clothed was most of the exercise he got, and mostly he just closed his eyes and tried to blank things out. ‘Owen, I can’t run anymore. We have to hide.’

      ‘Where?’

      The alley intersected with another smaller one and Paul dragged Owen down it. ‘Down here, we can hide behind those bins.’

      ‘Paul, no, are you stupid?’ Owen tried to protest as Paul hauled him along, deeper into the dark concrete crevasse, past upturned dustbins and piles of old furniture.

      It was too late. Paul had fallen into the old alley trap. He had hoped to be out of sight before the looters spotted them, but the junk in their way had made progress too slow. They heard a couple of men run past, but another stopped and turned to follow.

      It was the one who had set the shopkeeper on fire. His age was difficult to determine, his face scarred and soiled as it was. He might have been fifty or fifteen. ‘Well, look what we have here,’ he snarled, giving them a sour grin. He swayed drunkenly, a piece of metal pipe in one hand.

      ‘Get behind me, Owen,’ Paul said, closing on the looter, not giving the other man time to think, to formulate a plan. He wished he had his clawboard with him to use as a weapon, because even though he didn’t ride anymore he usually took it to St. Cannerwells with him as a kind of ceremonial memento, but after riding this morning he had gone home first. The others carried theirs everywhere like a badge, but Paul found the extra weight unnecessary, especially when he met Owen after school.

      He reached out for whatever he could find, and his hands closed over the bent wheel of an old bicycle. He pulled it in front of him like a shield, unsure how much use it would be against the looter’s pipe.

      ‘You boys got any money?’ the looter said, voice slurring a little. He smacked the pipe into his palm. ‘That looks like a school bag you’ve got there. Hand it over and I won’t fuck you up too bad.’

      Paul heard the sounds of sirens in the distance. ‘Back off,’ he said. ‘The police are coming, and probably the DCA. They’ll get you.’

      ‘Those fucking idiots? No chance. Not before you and your gay little brother here bite it.’

      Paul’s heart was thumping. The bicycle wheel shook in his hands. He wasn’t much of a fighter; he had other means he used to get out of most trouble. He had no idea what to do if the man came for him, but so long as Owen got away…

      Something grey flew past his face. The triangle of concrete hit the looter’s shoulder, throwing him off balance. He grunted and swung the pipe at Paul, who managed to half block it with the bicycle wheel. He stumbled sideways against the alley wall and the bicycle wheel fell out of his hands. He started to raise his hands in a useless gesture of defense, but then Owen was beside him, something metallic in his hands. His brother screamed a war cry and jabbed his weapon at the looter’s stomach. There was a meaty squelch. The looter gasped and stumbled, then Owen was stabbing him again. Paul grabbed the man’s metal pipe and landed a weak punch on the man’s cheek. The looter went down. His hands clutched at the screwdriver handle that protruded at an odd angle from a wet hole in his t-shirt.

      Owen wasn’t done. While Paul watched in horror, his brother grabbed the discarded metal pipe and slammed it down on the man’s nose. Blood sprayed across Paul’s shoes and he jerked back out of the way. ‘Jesus Christ, Owen—’

      ‘Come on!’ Owen shouted. ‘We’ve got to get out of here! The pigs are coming!’ He kicked the looter square in the face, and Paul was dismayed to see a couple of the man’s teeth fall loose. ‘Fuck you, man!’ Owen shouted and aimed to kick the looter again but Paul dragged him backwards.

      ‘Owen, what did you do…?’

      ‘Nothing he didn’t deserve. Now let’s get out of here.’

      Owen tugged on his arm and Paul let himself be dragged away. Behind them, the looter groaned, trying to pull the screwdriver free. Paul was sure that would only cause the flow of more blood, speeding up his fate.

      His brother had effectively just killed a man.

      They dashed out of the alley, crossed the street and slipped through a small city park, overgrown with weeds and with pulled-up swings lying on their sides across the path. On the other side of the park they slipped down a quieter residential street, then another, and finally the sirens and the shouts of the looters were gone or too distant to fear.

      Paul stopped and grabbed his brother’s arm. He swung Owen round to face him. While he knew his brother had maybe saved them both, he was angry.

      ‘What did you do back there, Owen? Is that what Mum or Dad would want from you?’

      ‘Someone had to do something,’ Owen looked at his shoes, a kid again.

      ‘That man might die because of what you did!’

      ‘No, Paul. He’ll probably die. I say fuck him. Eye for an eye, Paul,’ Owen said, looking up, his eyes defiant.

      Paul flicked his ear. ‘Don’t get cocky with me! I know what he did, but that doesn’t excuse you. Look at the mess this country’s in. Perhaps if people just stopped hurting each other—’

      ‘The government wouldn’t have to worry. They could just continue to fuck with us as much as they want.’

      ‘Where did you get that screwdriver from? We don’t even have one in the house!’

      ‘School.’

      ‘You stole it?’

      ‘They gave it to me.’ Owen matched his brother’s stare. ‘Yeah, that’s right. The teachers at my school gave me, and everyone else, a screwdriver. Said to use them to protect ourselves if necessary. Said they were sorry they couldn’t give us anything better, but that’s all they could get.’

      ‘Seriously? What the hell kind of school is that?’

      ‘They’re teaching us to survive. They said to twist it as you shove it in because it causes more internal damage and is harder to pull out. We practice in Lifeskills class on old armchairs.’

      Paul was flabbergasted. ‘Your school is allowed to teach that?’

      Owen shook his head. ‘Not all of the teachers know. Only one or two. But we trust them, because they look out for us. Like you do for me. Like you try to do.’

      Paul had a sudden moment of realization. Owen was right. It had been the looter or them, and they had won. He smiled, and the tension was broken. ‘You know, I was only two seconds away from sticking that guy myself.’

      ‘Oh, really. What with? That bicycle wheel?’

      ‘Yeah, I was going to ram it over his head. Then I was going to pickpocket your screwdriver and stick him with it.’

      Owen laughed, a comforting sound. ‘You’d never be able to get me like you do all those rich people.’

      Paul smiled, forced it to look convincing. Picking pockets was what he said he did down around Piccadilly, Westminster, and Charing Cross at night. That’s where he said their money came from. Owen didn’t need to know any different, didn’t need to know the truth.

      ‘Can we get dinner now?’ Owen asked.

      ‘Sure.’

      Paul put an arm around his brother’s shoulders, surprised at just how tall Owen was getting. Maybe it wasn’t so unusual for Owen to protect him anymore. He certainly had better survival skills than Paul had.

      As he led his brother away, he hoped that the fish n’ chips shop hadn’t been looted by a different mob. He was starving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Dreggo

        

      

    
    
      Dan pulled the cap off the cola bottle and took a long swig, coughing right after. He retched, spitting bile on the ground. The cola was long gone, and Dan had filled the bottle with rum instead, using the soft drink bottle as cover to keep away any alcoholics or drunks more desperate than he was. Alcohol was difficult to procure, and hard liquor had a high price. Dan, who earned enough to stay alive by selling marijuana and black-market cigarettes in the dark recesses outside major train stations, had taken himself to a new level with the rum. In the aftermath of breaking his association with the Tube Riders, he had needed something to reaffirm himself.

      Now, with the black fuel burning inside of him, he was searching for a new association.

      He had wanted to be part of a gang. Gangs were everything in London, comradeship and protection. Allowed into the circle of the Tube Riders, Dan had felt whole again, the meandering of his life from one mistake to another forgotten for a while. The gang had given him purpose, and he had wanted to be one of them so much.

      Cast out, the only thing he could think of was to destroy them.

      Paul ... they were friends but Dan had never trusted him much. They hung around the same regrettable places at night, and while Dan knew what Paul did, he had seemed like a cool guy otherwise. Paul had said he knew some guys who hung out, asked Dan to come along. Said they were straight up, and Dan had taken a chance. Simon, he’d thought was cool. A bit feminine, but cool. And Marta, with near-black hair that was a mixture of braid and dread framing that cute, pale little face, those bright, smart eyes that saw everything, and with her body tight from all that tube riding, he had been pretty hopeful they would get it on. God knew he needed something to keep him warm at night, and he could have handled a piece of that no problem. She would have done nicely.

      Yeah, Simon was cool, and Marta was hot. And Paul, well, he was okay.

      That mutilated bastard Switch, though, him with the swagger and the look-how-fucking-good-I-am attitude, Dan would happily see him go under a train. Would do the pushing himself if chance allowed it.

      He knew that by coming here he might get the others hurt. He didn’t really want that but they came together, and if they had to fall together, then so be it. Dan wanted the final word; no one would mock him again. No one would laugh at him; no one would ever imply he wasn’t good enough, just because he slipped.

      ‘Fuck you, you fucked-eye bastard,’ he muttered, swigging on the rum, seeing the entrance to the old London Underground station coming up ahead of him.

      Bartholomew Road had been closed for fourteen years, but now he saw the metal gate stood open, a space there wide enough for a man to pass through. With the last of the rum clutched close to his chest, Dan squeezed through and headed down the stairs.

      The smell was the same as St. Cannerwells, the scent of decomposing takeout mingling with eau de unwashed tramp. There was less litter here, a sign of more frequent passing.

      Bartholomew Road was the third station he had tried today. Wapping Road and Coldharbour Avenue had both been quiet and empty with no sign of habitation. There were dozens of abandoned Underground stations across London GUA; he had known his search might only lead him as far as the rum lasted. But here, as he passed through the dusty, broken ticket gates, he heard the sound of voices up ahead.

      Had he been more sober he might have taken more care, but with the rum sloshing around inside of him, Dan stumbled down the stairs and out on to the platform as though he were rushing to catch the last train.

      A group of people inhabited the shadows at the far end of the platform. He staggered closer to them as a familiar roar built up in the tunnel. He glanced back, and saw those terrifying, demonic eyes rushing towards him. Drunk, his hands flexed, feeling for the clawboard he’d tossed away, while further down the platform, a row of people crouched down like sprinters at the start of a race.

      Dan slipped behind a support pillar and leaned out to watch the Cross Jumpers in action. As the train rushed out of the tunnel they set off, sprinting towards the platform’s edge, moving in a staggered line, the nearest to him starting first, with each following jumper starting a fraction later in an unfolding human fan.

      At the far end, one or two other people had started off far earlier than the others, their run-ups longer. Dan recognised them for what they were, because he’d been one amongst the Tube Riders: practicing novices, trying to become good enough to gain acceptance from the rest of the group.

      The train roared along the platform. Dan winced as the Cross Jumpers disappeared in front of it like flies in the face of a battering ram. He listened for the sound of their impact, expecting a blunt thud as their bodies broke apart against the train’s flat nose, but he heard nothing at all until the end. It was barely perceptible, a hard knock, like someone’s hand on a wooden door.

      As the train vanished into the far tunnel, Dan saw the Cross Jumpers now stood on the opposite platform. One or two lay on the ground, others stood around, brushing themselves off. Near the far end, a group had clustered around the platform edge, looking down. There were curses, gasps of shock, and the sound of a girl crying.

      ‘Garth broke twenty-five feet!’ Someone nearby shouted. ‘That’s a medal there!’

      And further away, the voice higher, verging on panic: ‘Petey missed! Petey didn’t make it!’

      Other people not active in the jump jogged towards the far end of the platform.

      ‘Oh God,’ someone shouted. ‘What do we do with him? Dreggo? Dreggo!’

      Dan arched his neck, trying to see their leader. Then something struck him hard in the back, and he stumbled out from his hiding place, dropping the bottle on the ground.

      ‘Look what I found here!’ someone said behind him. ‘I got us a spy!’

      Dan looked round to see a muscular, shaven-head man with a black tattoo of a hawk to the side of his left eye. Sober, Dan would have put up a decent fight, but drunk he had no chance. He grunted as a fist slammed into his face and he sprawled forward on to the ground.

      ‘Pick him up, Maul.’

      ‘He just watched Petey die, Dreggo. Want me to throw him under the next one?’

      ‘I said, pick him up.’

      ‘Okay, okay.’ Strong hands pulled Dan to his feet. His face ached under his right eye, but as he went to rub it he found his arms clamped to his side.

      A young woman of no more than eighteen or twenty stepped in front of him. She was slim, with long hair that framed her face, and a hawk tattoo beside both eyes. If they were a sign of authority then Maul was merely a henchman.

      She smiled and reached up to cup Dan’s face. Her skin was smooth but icy cold.

      ‘You just watched one of our group die,’ the girl said, in a soothing, serpentine voice. ‘Tell me why I shouldn’t have Maul do as he suggested.’

      ‘I didn’t—’

      Dreggo’s other hand came across hard, and Dan recoiled from the shock of the blow, the rum doing little to mask the pain. She hit harder than the goon did.

      ‘Don’t waste time lying to me.’ The hand holding Dan’s chin squeezed tighter. ‘Answer my question.’

      ‘I want to join you.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Yeah. And—’

      ‘And what?’

      ‘And I want you to help me.’

      With a flick of her hair Dreggo laughed. It was cold, like her hands. ‘Um, why? Give me one reason. This really is your last chance. It doesn’t bother me if you live or die.’

      ‘I’m a Tube Rider.’

      Dan felt Maul’s hands tighten on his shoulders and begin to pull him away. In front of him, Dreggo’s eyes thinned, her face going hard.

      ‘Was a Tube Rider,’ Dan corrected.

      ‘Let go of him, Maul.’

      The hands dropped. Dan allowed himself to breathe. ‘I left them, and—’

      ‘So you’ve broken their code by coming here. Regardless of what I feel about the Tube Riders, breaking codes is something we don’t believe in. Breaking the code of the Cross Jumpers means death under the trains.’ Dreggo took a step away from Dan and waved an arm back towards the platform. Her arms too, bore a number of tattoos. He caught a glimpse of her inner elbow, and saw the scars of old needle track marks there.

      ‘They have their code, and we have ours. But one thing links both—community. If you become a Tube Rider or a Cross Jumper you join a family. Our two families might feud, but dishonour is something we both understand.’ She gestured behind him. ‘Maul, take him to the track.’

      ‘I know where they are,’ Dan blurted.

      He heard the intake of her breath, sharp, desperate. ‘Wait. Maul, leave us a moment.’

      ‘Are you sure—’

      ‘Yes.’

      The big man shot a dark look at Dan and lumbered away towards the other Cross Jumpers, most of whom were looking down at Petey’s body. Some were openly crying now, others were comforting each other, cursing, punching the concrete pillars in anger. Dan wondered if the other Tube Riders would have acted like this had it been him lying down there on the tracks. He didn’t think so.

      ‘So, you know where they ride now,’ Dreggo said. ‘While I pity your disloyalty, I admit this is information I want.’

      ‘And what do I get in return?’

      Dreggo smiled. Despite the coldness of her eyes she was attractive. Pretty face, nice ass, pert tits, he thought, tucked away under that t-shirt of hers. She wasn’t in the same league as Marta, but she would do well enough. The act of being completely asexual and robotic might be something she just kept up around her goon army.

      ‘Aside from keeping your life?’ Dreggo said.

      ‘I want to join you,’ Dan repeated.

      Dreggo gave him a condescending smile. ‘Really? Well, it is normal for there to be an initiation.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Do you understand what we do here, er—what’s your name?’

      ‘Dan.’

      ‘Dan.’ She rolled the name across her tongue like a piece of candy. Her tongue flicked out and ran across her lips, and she gave him a thin smile. Oh yeah, Dan thought, staring into her eyes like a hypnotist’s victim. I definitely would.

      ‘I know what you do,’ he said aloud. ‘You jump across the tracks as the train comes in.’

      She cocked her head. ‘In a nutshell. Do you know how we choose a leader?’ Dan shook his head. ‘We mark the point at which we jump,’ she said. ‘And the point that the front edge of the train has reached at the moment of the jump. An average length is between thirty and forty feet for a normal train, higher for an express. The holder of the shortest jump ... is leader. And,’ she added, ‘remains so until that jump is either beaten or the leader dies.’

      ‘What did you jump?’

      ‘Did I say you could question me?’ Her hand shot up and her index finger stabbed into Dan’s cheek just below the bone. He flinched back. ‘But for the record, I jumped twelve feet. No one else has ever jumped under twenty.’ She smiled, dropping her hand again. ‘And landed with all their limbs.’

      Dan knew about the dismount lengths that characterized tube riding. ‘How—’

      ‘Did I do it?’ Dreggo stepped closer to him and glared into his eyes. He felt a mixture of arousal and fear. She stared at him until he looked away. With his gaze on the ground, she said, ‘Because the day I made that jump, I didn’t want to make it to the other side.’

      He couldn’t help but look up at her, his mouth dropping open in shock.

      ‘I wanted to die,’ she said, her voice barely a whisper. She leaned close, her breath tickling his ear. It too, was icy cold. Further down the platform Dan caught a glimpse of Maul looking decidedly pissed off.

      ‘I had no fear of it,’ she breathed into his ear. ‘You know what life is like in London GUA, don’t you, Dan? You have your nightmares, I’m sure. Let me tell you mine.’ She ran a hand through her hair. ‘Do you remember the riots three years ago?’

      He did. In the summer of 2072 some spy had got hold of a secret government file and a list of possible informers was pasted up on every lamp post or bus shelter in central London. Mobs had looted and smashed up the city, lynching those people named in the list who hadn’t gone to ground quickly enough. He remembered seeing people burned alive, noosed up off street lamps, beaten to death. The DCA had engaged in pitched battles with gangs of rioters and hundreds were killed. It was a wonder the Huntsman hadn’t been deployed to make it worse.

      He said dourly, ‘How could I forget.’

      ‘My father’s name was one of those printed,’ she said, and he could hear the sadness in her voice. ‘He hadn’t done anything. He was just a postal worker who worked in the recorded post section, and somehow his name had gotten on that list. Didn’t matter. I came home to find my parents dead. My mother had been thrown from the top of the stairs and had broken her neck. My father had been tied to our kitchen table and gutted with a bread knife.’

      Dan squeezed his eyes shut. ‘That’s fucked.’

      ‘Yes, it is. The worst thing, though, was that the looters were still there. In my parents’ room, in the basement, searching for anything of value they could find. They were just about done, their hands full of some money my dad had secreted away, and my mother’s jewelry. And then I walked through the door. I was fifteen. I’d just come home from school.’ She gave a bitter laugh. ‘It must have been like Christmas.’

      Dan risked a glance at her, and was surprised not to see a single tear in her eyes. Her face was cold, hard like stone.

      ‘There were six of them. By the time the first three or four were done, I was past caring. When they’d all had their fill, they beat the living shit out of me and kicked me out on to the street like a piece of junk. Then they torched my house.’

      Tears welled in Dan’s eyes. He suddenly regretted coming here. Regretted it very much.

      ‘Things got worse,’ she continued. ‘The usual downward spiral. I took drugs to blank it out, ended up homeless, whoring myself for money. What I really wanted was to die, I just didn’t know how. Then, three months ago, a guy who called himself my boyfriend dragged me down here, promising a new high. When I saw those trains and what people were doing, I saw my chance to escape. I jumped at that train, wanting it to end me. But when I landed on the other side, it was like I had passed through a wall. I had emerged into a new world.’

      Dan didn’t know what to say. Behind them, a train roared through the station, leaving more screams and tears in its aftermath, as the gradual job of clearing away Petey’s remains began.

      ‘I put a knife in my boyfriend’s heart as we lay together that night. And since then I have hunted and killed every one of those men who hurt me and slaughtered my family. Cross jumping gave me peace. And in return, I will protect it.’ She turned and walked a few steps away from him.

      ‘The Tube Riders play a game,’ she continued. ‘They hang from the sides of the trains like kids on a climbing frame. The Cross Jumpers joust with death itself. You make it, you live. You miss—like Petey did—you die. Our only game is to see how close to death we can get.’

      Dan remembered the way the Tube Riders had talked about the Cross Jumpers, that cross jumping was considered easy, that having no contact with the trains at all was an easy way out, but Dreggo had impressed him. Perhaps coming here hadn’t been such a bad idea after all. If nothing else, he wanted to join them just to be near her.

      He waited until she turned around, then he looked up. It took him a moment to speak because his heart was beating so hard. ‘So? Am I in?’

      ‘Tell me where the Tube Riders are, and I’ll let you take the initiation.’

      ‘What—’

      She turned back towards him, a knife in her hand. ‘This is the knife I used to gut those men,’ she said. ‘The way they did to my father. Only I made sure it took them a lot longer to die.’ She rubbed a finger along the blade, and a little trickle of blood appeared on her skin. ‘I’ll let you take the initiation, if you tell me where the Tube Riders are.’

      He hesitated only a second. ‘St. Cannerwells,’ he said, voice shaking.

      The knife vanished. The same hand rubbed Dreggo’s nose. Her thin brow furrowed. ‘I don’t know that one,’ she said.

      ‘It’s on the old Piccadilly Line, two or three stops past West Green. There’s only one entrance left, at the top of St. Cannerwells Park, opposite a boarded-up launderette.’

      Dreggo stroked her chin, and the seductive tone was back. ‘My, my, keen to sell out our friends, aren’t we?’

      ‘They’re not my friends,’ Dan said quickly. ‘They didn’t want me.’

      ‘Who is their leader?’

      ‘They don’t have one.’

      ‘Every gang has a leader.’

      Dan felt a sudden pang of disgust with himself, but the words were already on his tongue. ‘It guess it would be Marta. Yeah, their leader is called Marta.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Dreggo turned back to him. ‘Okay, you can have your chance.’ She turned. ‘Maul! This one is going to take the initiation. Let’s see if he has what it takes to become a Cross Jumper.’

      Maul jogged over. He pulled something from his pocket and handed it to Dreggo. It looked like a black scarf.

      ‘Come with me,’ Dreggo said.

      Dan followed Dreggo along the platform with Maul trailing behind them both. The other Cross Jumpers parted at their approach, stepping away from Dreggo as though they held her in reverence. Dan noticed the sorrow on many of the faces, the tears still fresh. The others had told him that tube riding was about fun, the rush, the excitement. What was this, where it was so easy to get killed?

      ‘Come here.’ Dreggo went to stand behind Dan. She covered his eyes with the scarf, tying it tightly around the back of his head.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘This is the initiation, Dan. To see if you have what it takes to jump with us. You are seven good strides from the edge of the platform. When the next train comes, you will jump across in front of it. Blindfolded.’

      ‘You have got to be joking.’ Dan suddenly didn’t feel drunk anymore. He started to pull the blindfold off his face, but felt her knife press against his throat.

      ‘You have made your decision, Dan. Stick to it. Everyone here has done it, as have many before them whose honour you threaten to undermine.’

      ‘I can’t—’

      ‘Yes, you can. Listen for the train. You’ll hear it come out of the tunnel. You have about eight seconds before it passes you, but you’re not looking for a jump distance here. Just to get across. I suggest you start to run as soon as you hear it.’

      ‘How far is it?’

      ‘About ten feet. The biggest problem with Cross Jumping is that we can only do it with single track lines. Try and jump a double track and you just land on the far set of rails.’ She chuckled. ‘Ouch.’

      ‘Dreggo, one’s coming!’

      ‘Okay, Dan, you get one shot at this. Chicken out, and it’s over. Jump, and you’re one of us.’

      ‘Holy fuck…’

      Dan braced himself as he heard the roar building up in the tunnel. This was his chance, his chance to make it as a Cross Jumper, to be accepted. His one chance. He had no doubt that Dreggo would kill him if he didn’t try, so it was jackpot or bust. He steeled himself, praying that the lingering effect of the rum would give him enough courage to make it across.

      The train burst out of the tunnel with a roar he knew well. Dan kicked off, counting his steps towards the platform edge aloud.

      ‘One … two … three … four … five…’

      He braced himself to jump—

      [image: ]
* * *

      In three quick steps Dreggo reached the platform edge, just to the side of Dan as he started to run. She heard him counting under his breath. Good, he was really trying. A shame he’d never make it.

      As Dan came level with her, she stuck out her left foot.

      Dan gasped as he overbalanced, his forward momentum sending him over the edge and down on to the tracks. There was a thud as he landed: the breath knocked out of him. He didn’t have time to cry out. He groaned, managed to prop himself up on one elbow, then the train was on him. It thundered past in a blur, wheels clacking over the tracks. Dan, as a human being at least, was done.

      As the train roared away into the far tunnel, Dreggo looked down at the tracks, at the mess that remained of the former Tube Rider. Within twenty trains or so, there would be little left but blood, and rats would clean that up. She turned back to the other Cross Jumpers, many of whom were staring at her open-mouthed, horrorstruck. Her predecessor as leader, Billy Lees, looked like he was meditating at the back, arms folded, head down. He was right not to look at her; any sign of dissent would line him up as the next to fall. Dreggo had more tricks than just sticking out her foot.

      One or two others, Maul included, watched her in a solid show of support. Maul, she knew, would have done it for her, had she asked. He would do anything he thought might get him closer to her bed, but it would never happen. The pleasure Dreggo felt from her body had been taken from her long ago by the looters and worse that she hadn’t needed to tell Dan. It was something she used as a tool occasionally for personal gain; she would never again use it for love or pleasure.

      Almost twenty, she counted in total, as they stood before her, waiting for her to speak. Not so bad, and there were a few not here today. Far better than the Tube Riders, who numbered—what had he said—four? Just four. It wouldn’t take much, she knew, to get rid of them. All she had to do was ensure that their disappearance didn’t encourage their legend any further, that they were shown up to be what they were, a group of unenviable misfits with too much time on their hands. Then of course, with the Tube Riders out of their way, the Cross Jumpers could start working on their own legend.

      ‘Listen up,’ she said. She waited until all their eyes were on her. ‘That man, Dan, claimed to be a Tube Rider. He is not dead now because he was a Tube Rider, though that might be reason enough. He is dead because he betrayed those close to him. Let this be a warning to you. Anyone who does the same to the Cross Jumpers will suffer the same fate, or worse. If you betray the Cross Jumpers, I will find you. Do you understand?’

      There were murmurs of assent. Eyes fell to the ground below her gaze.

      ‘Petey died today with honour. Petey wanted to prove himself strong enough to run with the Cross Jumpers. He gave us the greatest honour he could give by risking his life for us, and it saddens me that he is dead. He failed, but he will be remembered. This day should have been Petey’s day, but instead it has been stolen from him by this coward whose blood, as we speak, mixes with Petey’s pure blood and taints it. We will remember Petey for giving his life as a Cross Jumper, and we will also remember this dissenter who dared wear the name “Tube Rider”.’ She spread her arms wide. ‘The Tube Riders are my enemies, as they are yours. But until this day I respected them. I respected them for what they did, for what they are, for what they have become. But I respect them no longer. I’m embarrassed to think that they soil the same places we use for cross-jumping. It hurts me.’

      There were more murmurs of assent. Maul punched the air and shouted, ‘Yeah!’

      ‘Thankfully, this fool’s life was not entirely wasted. Before he died, he told me where we can find them.’

      There was a ripple of excitement across the crowd.

      ‘So tomorrow…’ Dreggo paused for dramatic effect. ‘We hunt.’

      The crowd erupted into cheers.
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      ‘Everyone, this is Jessica. My, um, friend.’ Simon waved a shy hand at her, looking uncomfortable with their scrutinizing eyes on him. Paul looked just as flustered as Simon, while Marta wore an amused smile. Switch wasn’t looking at him at all, but was over by the platform edge, staring down at the tracks and muttering under his breath.

      ‘His girlfriend,’ Jess corrected, giving a smile of her own at Simon’s awkwardness. ‘And call me Jess.’

      ‘Nice to meet you, Jess,’ Marta said, reaching out to shake the other girl’s hand. ‘Marta. Short for Martina, but God, I hate that. Sounds like a shit type of car.’

      Jess laughed. ‘I can’t decide if “Jessica” sounds more like a doll or a bar of soap.’

      ‘I’m Paul, short for, um, Paul.’ He shook her hand too.

      ‘Switch?’ Simon said, looking back at the little man as he continued to examine the tracks.

      ‘Is she cool, Simon?’ Switch asked without turning around. ‘We can’t have another bailer on our hands.’

      ‘Huh, what are you, a Cross Jumper?’

      Switch turned quickly, eyes firing. ‘Don’t say that.’

      ‘Well, ease off the inquisition.’

      ‘Hi, I’m Switch,’ he said without coming closer.

      ‘Hi.’

      Switch nodded then turned away. He started to walk along the platform edge.

      ‘Wow, he’s a little—’

      ‘Sharp?’ Marta finished. ‘Yeah, he is. Sharp as the knife he carries. He’s a loyal friend, but he’s under no illusions about the world up there.’ She cocked her head towards the ceiling. ‘Be nice to him, but don’t expect him to be nice back, for a while. It takes time to earn his trust. He doesn’t hand it out easily.’

      Jess shrugged. ‘Sounds like he has it right. Trust kills, some people say.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Marta said. ‘But some of us prefer to maintain a higher level of optimism.’

      ‘Sure. Why do you call him Switch?’

      ‘See that twitch in his eye?’

      ‘Couldn’t miss it.’

      ‘Steve’s twitch. Over time, Switch.’

      ‘Oh. That makes sense, I suppose.’ Jess looked around her. ‘Are you the leader?’

      Marta grinned. ‘What? The leader of fat boy, thin boy, and weird boy? Lucky me.’ She shrugged. ‘My older brother, Leo, was the first Tube Rider, but we’re just a group of friends.’

      ‘We don’t really have a leader,’ Simon said.

      ‘No,’ Paul agreed. ‘There’s nothing much to be decided except when to go home. We do have an order of seniority, though. Kind of like a code. Marta’s been here the longest, so she rides first. Simon comes next, then Switch, then me.’

      ‘There are just four of you?’ Jess asked.

      Marta looked away towards Switch, now standing down by the breakfall mats. ‘There used to be more. Things happen, though. Some people drift away, others get scared, or lose interest.’

      ‘What happened to your brother?’

      Paul and Simon tensed, and Jess immediately wondered if she’d said the wrong thing. Marta, though, just gave her an easy smile, and Jess found herself warming to the other girl quickly. ‘He disappeared,’ Marta said. ‘I don’t know what happened to him, and the speculation kills me. I try not to think about him, and being here, doing this thing he started, strangely enough it helps to put him out of my mind.’

      ‘Hey, I’m sorry.’

      ‘We all have our horror stories. Even you, I suppose.’

      ‘My father works for the government. I don’t know what he does, but every day I worry that he won’t come home. My mother, too. She works in a bank. My family, inside the protective gates and security locks and bulletproof glass, we live a normal life. Not many people have that, and I fear losing it so much I could just…’ She trailed off, feeling tears she didn’t want to show start to come. She gritted her teeth and clenched her fists at her sides, determined not to cry in front of Simon’s friends.

      Marta patted her shoulder. ‘Easy, easy. We know. We understand.’ She took a step back and spread her hands. ‘Welcome to the Tube Riders.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘So, Simon, are you going to get her started or what?’

      ‘I don’t know. I just wanted her to meet you guys.’

      ‘Can I try?’

      Marta put an arm around her shoulders. ‘Not until you know what you’re doing. We don’t want you getting hurt. Even then it’s entirely your choice to ride. You’re welcome to just come and hang out.’ She smiled. ‘But if you want an idea of what it’s like, come this way.’

      She led Jess up the platform, beneath the stairs to the blocked second exit, and through an opening in the wall beside the platform edge which led into a maintenance tunnel. The emergency lighting was dimmer here. The sound of dripping water came from back in the dark.

      ‘Why are there lights on?’ Jess asked. ‘Doesn’t the government turn them off?’

      Paul said, ‘Even though the station is closed now, the trains still follow the same rules as when it was operating. They have to slow down as they enter the station, and the lights are kept on so that the trains can see it as they come in.’

      ‘That’s his theory,’ Simon said. ‘I just think the government forgot to turn them off. It’s not like they have much control over stuff, is it?’

      Marta had her hands on her hips. ‘Enough of the history lesson, boys. It’s study time.’

      She reached up and took hold of a water pipe about a foot above her head. ‘This pipe runs straight for about thirty feet. It’s about the same height as the rail you have to catch on the trains. So…’

      Marta handed Jess her clawboard. ‘You can try with mine. It’s a bit lighter than the others.’

      Jess took the offered board and turned it over in her hands. The wood was thinner than Simon’s, and the outside face was painted silver. It looked polished, better maintained than his. It also had two hooks instead of one, with a small space in the middle. ‘What do you want me to do?’

      Marta pointed. ‘Start running from over there. Try to get into a sprint going parallel to the pipe. When you’re moving as fast as you can, angle in sharply and jump. Lift up the board and try to hook the pipe. Here, hold the board like this.’ She helped Jess hook her arms through the leather straps. ‘Okay, go on then. Have a try.’

      Jess looked nervously back at Simon. He didn’t look too happy but he forced a good luck smile. ‘Well, here goes…’

      She backed up a few steps and then sprinted forward as Marta had instructed. About halfway along the pipe she darted inwards, leapt, hooked, and caught. She pulled her feet up off the ground, slid a few inches and stopped, hanging from the pipe like a bat in an old industrial factory. She looked back. ‘Well?’

      Simon pouted. ‘That was okay. I think you understand the basic concept but you probably need to work on your technique a bit.’

      Marta laughed. ‘He’s just jealous because it took him about ten attempts on his first day.’

      ‘It wasn’t ten,’ Simon said. ‘It was more like, I don’t know ... six?’

      ‘Maybe you’re a natural,’ Paul said.

      Marta pointed back along the platform. ‘Again,’ she said. ‘Do it again.’

      Jess did, again landing safely on the pipe. Then, at Marta’s prompt, one more time and one more, until Jess had lost count. By the time Marta called a halt, Jess was out of breath and her arms ached, but she was doing it smoothly, with barely a sound.

      ‘Now, the dismount,’ Marta said. ‘You’re not jumping off a pipe, you’re jumping off a train moving at anything up to sixty miles an hour. Get it wrong and you die, it’s as simple as that.’

      Jess looked shocked. She glared at Simon. ‘You didn’t say people died.’

      He looked away, his cheeks reddening. ‘I didn’t want to put you off.’

      She glared at him a moment and then shrugged. ‘Try and stop me doing it, more like.’ She grinned. ‘I guess you’re probably as likely to die crossing the streets these days.’

      Marta nodded. ‘Like I said, there’s no pressure for you to do it for real. You can help Paul keep score if you like.’

      Jess glanced at Paul. Simon had told her they were the same age but Paul didn’t look like a man barely out of his teens. He could have passed for forty with his receding hair, glasses and middle-age spread. She hadn’t like to say so, but she couldn’t imagine him running, leaping out and then hanging off the side of a moving train. He wasn’t exactly athletic, but she supposed looks could be deceiving, sometimes intentionally so.

      ‘Paul doesn’t ride?’ she asked.

      Paul looked sheepish. ‘I hurt myself, and it’s difficult to ride now.’

      ‘He hurt his mind,’ Simon said. ‘The rest healed. It’s psychological.’

      ‘Okay, enough,’ Marta said, scowling at him. She turned back to Jess. ‘You all right? You want to have a break? I didn’t mean to turn into a boot camp sergeant or anything—’

      ‘No, I’m good. I’m not some frilly-dressed Daddy’s girl. Let’s nail this.’

      While she had been practicing, Switch had been riding alone over on the far platform. She’d seen him clinging to the side of the train like a bug on a tree branch, and it looked exhilarating. She wanted to do it more than anything now, and she wanted to do it better than any of them.

      ‘When you dismount,’ Marta said, ‘you have to brace your legs on the side of the train, and push your board in and up at the same time as you push upwards with your feet. You can’t just pull the board off. It’s caught on the rail, and the only way to unhook it is to push it in and flick it off in one motion.’

      ‘Kind of like undoing a bra,’ Paul said.

      ‘Didn’t realise you wore one,’ Simon scoffed.

      Paul grinned. Jess noticed how Marta watched them with a wry smile the way a mother might watch her kids. Marta was pretty, but the brief pang of jealousy Jess had felt when they had first met had gone. The Tube Riders were more like a family.

      ‘Try it on this pipe over here. It’s a little lower, but it’s nearer the wall so you can brace better. On a real train there’s only a slight curve on the outside of the carriage, so the rail you hang from is about the same level as your feet. This means you are leaning backwards, making the pressure on the clawboard greater. All of which means it’s easy to stay attached, but difficult to get off.’

      Jess hooked the pipe and braced her feet on the wall. ‘Okay, so up and out. How do I land?’

      ‘Usually on your back, but if there aren’t any breakfall mats there, you have to roll.’

      Jess stared. ‘You’re joking, right?’

      Marta shook her head. ‘I wish. If the train’s going slow enough it’s not a problem, but on a train going at speed, if you try to land on your feet you’re going to break something, or worse, damage your back with the impact. When you dismount, you have to turn your body in the direction the train is going and pull your clawboard into your body like a shield. Duck your head in to protect it. Keep your legs straight. If you do it right, it doesn’t hurt so much because your forward momentum is so great you just kind of touch down. Like a plane.’

      ‘It hurts?’

      Marta looked pained. ‘Always. But do it right and it won’t hurt too much.’

      ‘It’s the reason we have the big stack of mattresses at the end of the platform,’ Simon said, pointing towards them. ‘Something nice and soft to land on.’

      ‘I’ll catch you the first time,’ Marta said, going to stand behind her.

      Jess grimaced. ‘Okay, well here goes.’ She reached up and hooked the board over the second pipe, bracing her feet on the wall. She took a deep breath, then kicked up and pushed the board in and upwards as Marta had instructed. She kicked a little hard though, and fell back into Marta. For a moment Marta had a hold of her—Jess marveled at how strong the other girl’s hands felt—then Marta lost her balance and they both landed in a heap on the floor.

      ‘Ow!’ Jess muttered. ‘I banged my bloody elbow.’

      Marta, who appeared to be unhurt, laughed as she stood up. ‘Not bad for a first attempt. You don’t need to kick quite so hard, but it was good.’

      Simon helped Jess up. ‘Are you all right?’

      Jess brushed herself down and nodded. ‘I’ll live.’

      ‘Do you want to rest for a bit? Watch us do a few rides?’

      Jess smiled. ‘Nope. I want to ride with you.’

      ‘Well, I don’t know that you’re ready yet.’

      Jess shrugged. ‘Come on, let’s go see what—’

      She broke off at the sound of a shout and running feet in their direction. Switch was bolting along the platform towards them, his clawboard hung loose in one hand. ‘Quick!’ he shouted. ‘We’ve got a problem!’
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      ‘Hurry!’ Dreggo shouted, waving an arm towards the entrance to St. Cannerwells Underground station. Spread out across the park like a net ready to close, the Cross Jumpers responded, slinking between the trees and along the cracked tarmac paths, closing on the small brick building at the top of the hill. Her scouts had seen the Tube Riders go inside a couple of hours ago. They had looked around for other entrances but found none. All the Cross Jumpers had arrived, and they had begun to close on the entrance when one of the Tube Riders had emerged at exactly the wrong time.

      With her keen eyesight she had spotted him from the other side of the park, stepping out from the station entrance, immediately tensing, his sixth sense alerting him to danger. He had frozen just a second before feigning cool and calmly looking around, noticing several closing Cross Jumpers. He was good, she had to admit, the way he sauntered back inside as though he’d just stepped out for a cigarette and then changed his mind. Brought up on the hardest streets, she had no doubt, but too late. The Tube Riders were still trapped inside.

      Moving through her trees to the left was Maul, a big sledgehammer held in both hands. It was his weapon of choice when it came to smashing up people who messed with him, the reason for his name. He glanced at her often, she noticed, and while she found it irritating, she appreciated the gesture. He was looking out for her, as usual, when out of all of them she was the one who needed it least. Muscular and mean though he was, Dreggo could make short work of him or any of the others. In fact, she didn’t need their help at all, but she had to involve them in this if she wanted to maintain her control of the gang.

      ‘When you get inside, spread out across the platform,’ she growled to several Cross Jumpers as she reached the entrance. ‘Make sure they have no escape routes. If they go into the tunnels, that’s fine. They’ll be mine then.’

      Maul grinned inanely as he passed her. Others looked less excited about the prospect of a fight, but they were too scared to argue. They stuck together in twos and threes, and she hoped they would give each other strength.

      Billy Lees went last. He gave her a long, cold look as he passed, longer than she felt was respectful. He had led the Cross Jumpers for more than three years before she showed up, and he didn’t look happy about being back in the ranks. Her jaw tensed as she followed him inside.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Switch, doubled over, hands on his knees, was trying to get his breath back.

      ‘I went outside to go get some drinks,’ he said. ‘But as I got to the top of the stairs I saw them coming. Lots of them. Armed with clubs and shit.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘I think it’s pretty obvious, don’t you?’

      Simon glanced at Paul and Marta. ‘Are you sure they were coming in here?’

      ‘Of course I’m fucking sure. They were headed straight for the station entrance.’

      ‘How many?’ Marta asked.

      ‘I saw at least ten but there could have been more. They had knives, clubs, lengths of pipe, the usual street fight bullshit.’

      ‘You could see their weapons?’

      Switch shook his head. ‘Didn’t need to. I could see from the way they were walking what the fuckers were concealing.’

      Jess’s lip trembled. ‘What do we do now?’

      Switch rounded on her. ‘Did they follow you here? Spies from Daddy?’

      ‘No!’

      Simon put up a hand. ‘Switch, give it up.’

      ‘Or what, Simon?’

      ‘Just shut up!’ Marta shouted. ‘We’ve got bigger problems to worry about. I think we all know who they are and how they got here.’

      Simon shook his head. ‘How would Dan know how to find them?’

      ‘I don’t know, luck? Now shut up before they hear us, while there’s still time to find somewhere to hide—’

      ‘Too late,’ Paul said quietly. ‘They’re here.’

      As they peered out from behind the pillars, Marta saw the group descend the far stairs and spread themselves out. With the other exit long ago bulldozed and concreted over, there was no way out.

      ‘We’ve got to go into the tunnels,’ Simon said.

      Marta turned to look at him. ‘And go where?’

      ‘I don’t know, keep going until we reach the next station?’

      ‘It’s about three miles. We’d get chased down.’

      ‘Or run down by the next express,’ Paul added.

      Simon glanced at Jess. The girl was looking down at her waist, fiddling with what looked like a money belt tied around her stomach. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

      ‘You know, if we get in trouble, it’s evidence—’

      ‘You’ve got a digital camera?’ Switch said, incredulous, pushing Simon out of the way. ‘You were planning to get us on the fucking TV?’

      Jess looked upset. ‘I just wanted, you know, a memento of the occasion.’

      ‘Dumb bitch,’ Switch muttered, turning away.

      ‘Hey!’ Simon said, stepping towards him, but Marta silenced them both with a sharp: ‘Now is not the time! They’re coming closer!’

      She glanced around the side of the pillar again and counted maybe fifteen people, spread out across the platform.

      She turned to Switch. ‘How long until the next train comes?’

      ‘Huh, what?’

      ‘The next train!’

      He frowned. ‘The last one was ... about four minutes, give or take.’

      ‘Okay, that’s enough. I have a plan. Jess, do you think you can ride?’

      ‘What, now? I don’t know.’

      Simon put a hand on Marta’s shoulder. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Jess can’t ride, she hasn’t practiced enough. And anyway, when we dismount—’

      ‘There’s no dismount. Not this time.’

      The others looked at her. ‘You’re joking, right?’ Paul said, frowning.

      ‘It’s the only way. If Jess doesn’t think she can ride, maybe she can hide here and they won’t find her. If Dan told them about us, he’ll have told them four. They won’t know about her.’

      ‘I’m not staying here!’

      ‘She’s not staying here.’

      ‘That’s settled then. Paul, give her Dan’s old clawboard.’

      Paul stepped forward. ‘We were going to have a little ceremony and stuff, but there isn’t time.’ He held out a clawboard. ‘Here.’

      Jess took the board and turned it over in her hands. The wood was dark with varnish but otherwise had no design. It looked like a piece of skirting board that someone had fashioned into a crude Medieval weapon for a kid to play with. The wood was scratched and scored, but the single metal hook was smooth from dozens of rides.

      ‘It’s amazing,’ she said. ‘Was it someone else’s?’

      ‘Yeah, but we weren’t going to say that.’

      Before Jess could reply or the others could say anything else, Marta left them. With her clawboard held in one hand she walked out in plain view of the approaching Cross Jumpers. Switch hurried to catch up, while the others followed more nervously.

      ‘What do you want?’ Marta shouted.

      A girl, probably younger than her, stepped forward out of the group. Marta raised an eyebrow. A girl? They had just assumed this Dreggo was a guy. The girl’s angular features were attractive, if a little thin. Her eyes, though, were hard and unforgiving. Marta grimaced. The new leader of the Cross Jumpers didn’t look about to negotiate.

      ‘So, this is it, where the mighty Tube Riders hide.’

      Marta’s heart was pounding, but she had to stand up for the others. Switch would start a suicidal battle they had no hope of winning, while Paul and Simon would probably run and be cut down. Perhaps she could offer a one on one with the girl ... perhaps make a deal ... her mind raced with ideas but none of them stood out, and she knew she would have to trust her intuition, something she often hated to do.

      ‘What do you want? You have no business here.’

      ‘I’m afraid we do,’ the girl said. ‘As of now, the Tube Riders are disbanded. I have an ultimatum for you. Throw your … catching boards … on to the tracks and walk away from the trains and this station for good. Do it and we’ll leave.’

      Marta felt anger welling up inside her. Her brother had begun this, and his legacy lived in every ride she took. She wasn’t about to get forced away from something she loved by some bitch. She held the clawboard tight in both hands. Her board, unlike some of the others, had twin hooks, which she filed daily. They were sharp enough to tear Dreggo’s face clean off.

      ‘No,’ she shouted. ‘This isn’t about the trains, or what we do, is it, Dreggo? There are plenty of abandoned stations in this city for both of us. You know that’s no reason for us to fight. This is about you.’ She held her clawboard across her chest, the hooks facing out. ‘You want to fight, then come on. You and me. Leave the others out of this.’

      A man who looked like he spent half his life in a gym stepped forward, hefting a sledgehammer in his hands like it was a plastic straw. ‘Want us to do them now, Dreggo?’

      The girl raised a hand and flapped it at him dismissively. ‘Maul, back off.’ Dreggo looked back at Marta and spread her hands. ‘It’s very simple. Give up this silly game, and you can live.’

      Marta glanced back towards the others. Paul, Simon and Jess still hung back behind her. Switch took a few steps towards Marta’s right flank as Maul inched forward. Marta pretended not to notice.

      ‘Why is it so important to you?’ she asked.

      Dreggo tried to smile disarmingly, but it was forced, fake. ‘It’s not. There isn’t room for both our gangs anymore.’ She waved a hand behind her. ‘Look! Our numbers have grown far beyond yours. We want other places to practice.’

      ‘You stay in your stations, we stay here. That way no one gets hurt.’ Marta hoped it wasn’t obvious she was stalling for time. Behind her she heard the low rumble of a train back in the tunnel. A few more seconds…

      ‘So it’s a no, is it?’ Dreggo’s smile had vanished.

      ‘You and me,’ Marta said, trying to sound a whole lot braver than she felt. ‘Come on, Dreggo. What are you, chickenshit?’

      Dreggo’s eyes blazed. ‘I’d cut you open, you Tube Rider slut, but this is about more than the two of us.’

      ‘I don’t think it is,’ Marta said. ‘I think it’s about you wanting something you have no right to because what you have sucks more cocks than you do.’

      Dreggo tensed, then gave a little shake of the head as if to say you’re making a big mistake. She lifted an arm and waved the other Cross Jumpers forward. Marta noticed that while the few nearest them looked frenzied, wild, caught up in their own bloodlust, a greater number hung back, reluctant. Just from their body language she could tell they had no taste for the coming violence. Perhaps if they could break through the Cross Jumpers’ front line they could get away … but the odds were still overwhelmingly against them.

      Marta glanced behind her. The train noise was still growing, but it was still too far back, probably just exiting the previous station. They had no choice: they would have to fight.

      ‘Hold them off until the train comes,’ she muttered to the others. ‘Ride the first chance you get.’

      She let go of the clawboard with one hand long enough to reach under her shirt, looking for her own weapon, a small can of pepper spray. Her father had given it to her some years ago, before he died. Last summer, after a group of punks had jumped her not far from here, a friend had made some modifications to it. She wasn’t sure exactly what was in it now, but he’d assured her the burn would be a lot more permanent than simple pepper water.

      To her right, Maul closed on Switch. Switch’s good eye shone; he was ready to go down fighting. He looked almost excited. The others were hanging back. Simon would fight to protect Jess, but Marta had never seen Paul lift a hand in anger and wondered if he would now. Perhaps he would just run.

      If she could just take out Dreggo, maybe she could end all this—

      Dreggo leapt at Marta with impossible, unnatural speed. Marta didn’t even have time to gasp. One hand was still caught inside her shirt. Pushed to the floor, she swung the clawboard up with her other hand, trying to knock Dreggo off her. The wooden edge connected hard with the side of the girl’s face and one hook scratched a line of red along Dreggo’s cheek, but Dreggo shrugged off the blow as though it was nothing. Strong hands closed around Marta’s neck. As Marta tried to roll her off, she saw Switch dart at Maul. Maul swung the sledgehammer, but Switch was too fast, ducking like a flyweight boxer and flashing the knife across the big man’s throat. Maul wobbled for a second, and then clutched at his neck as blood sprayed across the platform.

      Switch was already moving away as Maul crashed to the ground like a falling tree, blood gushing from his throat. Switch tossed the knife from hand to hand as others closed in. ‘Come on!’ he screamed. ‘Come on you Cross Jumper fucks! Let’s have some!’

      Marta tried to kick Dreggo’s legs, but Dreggo was no longer looking at her. Her face had turned towards Maul, filled with a look of sudden, unexpected horror. She pushed away from Marta as though their fight was already done. ‘Maul!’ she screamed, crawling towards the other man through a puddle of his blood.

      Marta rubbed her sore neck as she scrambled to her feet. Looking around, she saw three others had passed her and were closing in on Simon, Paul and Jess. Two more moved towards Switch, while the rest hung back. The blood had scared many, but Dreggo alone might prove strong enough to take them out. There was something wrong about the girl, something unnatural.

      And then the train roared out of the tunnel, its engines booming like thunder.

      ‘Now!’ she screamed. ‘Ride, Tube Riders, ride! Go!’

      Switch slashed at one of his new attackers and they backed off out of range. Marta glanced back and saw Paul swing his clawboard in an arc at the nearest of the three that circled them. It connected hard and the man went down, giving them room to move.

      ‘Come on, Jess!’ Simon shouted, pulling the girl by the hand. Paul, surprising Marta with courage she had never realised he had, rammed the end of his clawboard into the stomach of the next man and then swung it into the face of the third.

      The train was halfway through the station now. They had just seconds left to catch it before it was gone and they were dead. Simon and Jess sprinted towards the platform edge. Jess, crying in terror, leapt and somehow managed to catch a hold, with Simon catching behind her. For just a second Marta marveled at how good the girl was. It had taken Marta weeks to pluck up the courage to make her first ride.

      ‘Dreggo, they’re getting away!’ someone shouted.

      ‘Kill them!’ Dreggo screamed without looking up, her voice hoarse and desperate. ‘Kill them all!’

      ‘Paul!’ Marta screamed. ‘Come on!’

      Paul turned toward the train. His face was contorted with fear and he looked more scared of the train than the Cross Jumpers. For a moment Marta thought he would pull out, but then he broke into a lumbering run. He was going far too slow, years without riding ruining his fitness. He squeezed his eyes shut and grit his teeth, summoning the nerve he needed. He reached the platform edge and leapt for the train. For a moment Marta thought he would miss: he was too low, his leap not high enough. The image of Clive’s smashed body flashed through her mind, then Paul’s clawboard caught with one edge and she gasped with relief. Using a deft skill he probably forgot he had, Paul shifted on the train side, pushed up with one foot and leveled the board out. Then the train was taking him away.

      Marta couldn’t help but smile. He still had it. Once he had been good—no champion, but respectable—and that skill obviously didn’t fade easily. Maybe it was just like riding a bike after all.

      It was her turn. She sprinted and caught just as the front of the train entered the far tunnel. From the side of the train Marta looked back towards the platform as the wind whipped her hair around her face. Switch was still back there, on the platform, running for the train. Another second and he would miss it. At the last moment, Marta saw Dreggo look up from Maul’s dead body. She bared her teeth in anger and for a moment looked feral, lupine. She screamed something Marta couldn’t hear, and her arm whipped through the air.

      Switch, incredibly, had a huge grin on his face as he sprinted for the train. He was a hundred feet ahead of Dreggo, but as his board caught, he arched his back, crying out, and his face contorted with pain.

      Then the darkness of the tunnel engulfed them.
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      Marta felt the train begin to slow. As the chilling, buffeting wind eased, she heard the faint sound of crying not far ahead of her.

      Jess.

      What an introduction to tube riding, she thought. Despite the danger, the deaths, the main reason they did it was for fun. Now, one man lay dead back on the platform, several others were hurt, and they were on the run. She had dealt with struggle and violence all her life, but tube riding was supposed to have been their escape.

      ‘Marta!’ Paul’s voice came from not far ahead. Just a shadow in the strobe lighting from the emergency lights in the tunnel and the glow through the carriage windows, he was inching back along the carriage towards her, sliding his board carefully along the rail of the jerking, bumping carriage as the train thundered through the darkness.

      Paul stopped just short of her. ‘We’re coming into a station,’ he shouted into her face, struggling to be heard over the echoing roar of the engine up ahead and the clattering of the wheels over the rails. ‘You want to dismount here?’

      She shook her head. ‘Not yet. There’s another disused station two further stops down the line. Westfern Street. Remember?’

      They had used to ride there but a stop light had been installed a short way into the far tunnel so the trains came through too slow. ‘We can get off there,’ Marta said. ‘We should be safe.’

      ‘Sounds good. I’ll tell Jess and Simon. They’re two carriages ahead of me.’

      ‘Paul, wait. How are you doing? First ride in a while, remember?’

      The laugh Paul gave her verged on hysteria. ‘Piece of cake,’ he shouted, and she could tell he was barely holding it together in the nightmarish dark of the tunnel. ‘Not looking forward to getting off but it’s better than getting battered by a group of thugs.’

      He inched away from her along the carriage. As the train decelerated into the station, she looked through the windows at the passengers inside. This carriage only held a handful of kids and a group of old women, hunched over, their hands wrapped tightly around their bags. Marta remembered being young and her father telling her about the old days, before the government changed, before Britain became Mega Britain, before the perimeter walls and the class segregation, as he called it. She remembered him telling her that despite the riots, the violence, the banning of the internet, mobile phones, and unregulated television, that some things never changed. Some things you could just rely on.

      He said the London Underground was one. You could ride the tubes, and it could be any time of the last one hundred and fifty years. Looking into that carriage now at the kids and the old women, it was like looking back through a time portal into London’s past. She started to smile, but tears welled up in her eyes.

      Her father had been hit by a car while crossing the road. It wasn’t the car’s fault, he told her on his hospital deathbed, just minutes before internal bleeding claimed him. He’d had things on his mind, and had been looking the wrong way as he jogged out across the street. An old-style death for a man who had always believed Mega Britain could be saved.

      Her mother died a year after, killed by a terrorist bomb placed in a litter bin outside the foreign consulate. She’d been there trying to get a visa for Marta to study in America, a thinly veiled plan to get her daughter out of the country before things got really bad. She had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. The police said that the device had been poorly made and hadn’t exploded properly, but Rachel Banks had been right outside and was the only casualty.

      A letter arrived just a day after the funeral declining the application. That was two years ago. Since then, applications themselves had been outlawed.

      Unlike her father’s, her mother’s death had been an old-fashioned one for an entirely new reason. Despite the bombings, the protests, the uprisings, Mega Britain rolled on.

      Paul inched back towards her again as the train came to a complete stop, and the doors opened on the other side. People stood up and got off as others got on.

      ‘Simon said he’s cool,’ Paul said. ‘Jess is in a bad way, though. In shock. Simon’s worried she’s going to fall off. Not helping that it’s so damn cold.’

      Marta grimaced. ‘Tell him to keep a hold of her. There’s been enough death today already.’

      Paul looked at her and shook his head. ‘I can’t believe Switch killed that man. He seemed to enjoy it, like he went blood-crazy.’

      ‘It was them or us. It might still be us, if we don’t keep our heads down.’ The train doors closed, and it began to move again. ‘That girl Dreggo seemed to care for him a lot. It looks like we’re on her hit list now.’

      Paul sighed. ‘Switch didn’t need to kill him. He’s quick enough with that knife he could have just slashed him up a bit. My brother, Owen, he’s just twelve, but I’m worried he’ll end up like that. You know, not caring.’

      ‘What Switch does is out of our control,’ Marta said, feeling unexpectedly defensive. ‘Remember, he was protecting us. I noticed you were pretty quick with that clawboard.’

      Paul leaned closer as the train picked up speed momentarily before beginning to slow again. ‘Simon wasn’t going to leave Jess’s side. They were going to get cut off from the train. It was the only way to give them both a chance.’ He smiled. ‘It’s a good job we had Dan’s clawboard for Jess. Otherwise we might have been stuck.’

      ‘Well, we made it, but I think Switch is hurt. He’s hanging on back there but I think she got him with a throwing knife.’

      ‘Something was odd about her,’ Paul said. ‘Did you notice how young she was?’

      Marta gave a nervous laugh. ‘You didn’t feel her hands around your neck. They were like iron. I’d be dead now if Switch hadn’t got her attention by killing that guy.’

      Paul sighed, and it sounded as though he was holding back tears. ‘It sucks so bad that it has to be this way. An eye for an eye, always.’

      ‘Dreggo hasn’t got hers yet, remember. We’re going to have to lay low after this.’

      The train rolled into another station. They were on the right side of the train, and again the doors opened on the left. Marta knew that getting off at Westfern Street was their only chance, because the station after was a connecting station, where the train changed lines. The doors opened on the right side there, and they would be discovered.

      Paul inched a little closer. ‘Look at them in there,’ he said, speaking right into her ear. ‘Some of them look right through us. Why don’t they notice us?’

      ‘They do,’ Marta said. ‘But what they see is a ghost. They see a person outside the window peering in, mixed with the reflections from the people inside, the flicker of the lights, the emergency signs, and the advertising on the wall behind us ... so many things. Most of the time we don’t know what it’s like to see one of us from in there. I remember once coming home from school and passing through the abandoned station at Field Park and for a few seconds seeing someone hanging from the train. It scared the living shit out of me, and worse, the figure looked like my brother. It was after I told him about it that night that he told me about tube riding. It was my brother.’

      ‘I guess that’s why most of the people who acknowledge us are drunk, high or mad. They’re more willing to trust what their eyes show them.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      The doors closed again and the train pulled away, the engines roaring as it gained speed. ‘Okay, next one,’ Marta said. She shouted the instruction back to Switch. The little man had used the stops to move forward to the carriage behind them, but he looked groggy and weak as he gave a slight nod of his head.

      ‘I hope he’s not hurt too bad,’ Paul said. ‘Asshole though he is, I’m fond of that bastard.’

      Marta smiled. ‘Me too.’

      She leaned out from the train, looking ahead down the track. In the distance she saw a bright red light, still just a pinprick like an animal’s eye far off in the dark. It was the stop light just past the next station. The train should start to slow down, enough that Jess would be able to dismount without hurting herself. She worried about Switch, though. How hurt was he?

      Marta heard the squeal of the train’s ancient brakes as it slowed, wrinkling her nose as the stench of smoke and oil drifted up from the wheels below her. A moment later they were surrounded by emergency lighting as the train staggered into the station.

      Ahead of them, Simon and Jess jumped off. Simon rolled well, while Jess landed with a grunt but seemed to be okay. As the platform appeared below them, first Paul jumped, and then Marta gritted her teeth and jumped after him. She ducked her head and held her arms in as she’d learned, but she still cried out in pain as she landed on the cold, hard platform. It had been years since she’d dismounted short of the breakfall mats, and the pain was refreshingly sharp.

      She climbed to her feet as the train rolled past her. It was slowing almost to a full stop, and as the last carriage reached them Switch jumped down, landing on his feet, twisting and falling to the ground. The train rolled away into the tunnel and came to a stop a few hundred feet inside.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Marta said, helping him to his feet. Her hand came away sticky, and she smelt the copper scent of blood.

      ‘That bitch stuck me,’ he moaned. ‘How’d she do that from that distance?’

      ‘You need a doctor,’ Paul said.

      ‘Fuck it. I’ve had worse. Let’s just get out of here and then worry about it.’

      Simon and Jess walked over. Jess’s face shone wet with tears, but otherwise she looked all right. Simon had one hand on her arm as if worried she might faint.

      ‘The way out’s up there,’ Marta said, pointing towards some stairs behind them. Let’s get out of here and reassess ourselves in the light.’

      ‘Is the station open?’ Paul said.

      ‘This end used to be. I don’t know if it’s been closed up since, though.’

      They started up the stairs, Marta in the lead with Jess at her shoulder, Simon and Paul helping Switch along behind them. At the top of the stairs the corridor turned to the right, opening out into a wider lobby where Marta remembered the ticket gates were. Beyond that were two more staircases before the station exited on the corner of Hatton Road. There might be a locked gate, but if it was old and rusty they might be able to force it.

      The station had been abandoned longer than St. Cannerwells, for at least twenty years. Marta wasn’t expecting to hear voices, nor see lights from the lobby area. Dazed, still in shock from the Cross Jumpers’ attack, they walked right out into plain view of a group of men standing in a huddle just beyond the old ticket gates.

      It took a moment for Marta to recognise the black suits the men wore. When she did, noticing at the same time another man in their midst, on his knees with his hands tied behind his back, his face battered and bloody, she lifted a hand to stifle a scream.

      The Department of Civil Affairs.

      One of the men lifted what looked like a baton and smashed the kneeling man across the face. The battered man gave a watery grunt and fell sideways, but another man caught him and held him upright. The battered man started talking quickly, his voice high-pitched and faltering. He was crying for his life in a language Marta didn’t recognise. The tears though, tears of utter terror, were something she understood. An image of her mother flashed into her mind, her mother with tears streaming down her bloodied cheeks as she lay in the hospital bed an hour after the terrorist attack. ‘I don’t want to die. I don’t want to leave you,’ Rachel had wept. Half an hour later, she had done both.

      One of the DCA agents looked up. He turned to the others and said something sharp, looked back at them and pointed. Three men pulled guns. Two aimed them at the Tube Riders, but the third held it up to the battered man’s temple and pulled the trigger.

      The gun went off, impossibly loud in the empty Underground station. Behind Marta, Jess screamed, and she heard Simon retching.

      For a second everything seemed to stop. Marta glanced at Jess as the girl said, ‘I know that man, oh God, I know that man…’ As she trailed off her hand fell to something tied around her stomach.

      Marta’s heart seemed to twist in her chest.

      The camera.

      ‘Hey!’ shouted the man holding the gun. ‘Stop!’

      ‘Run!’ Marta screamed.

      One of the other men fired. The shot rang out, and a puff of dust and broken tiles exploded out of the wall just inches wide of where Paul stood. Then they were running as though it were Huntsmen and not just men who pursued them, their ears still ringing from the gunshots.

      Switch, with a determined grimace on his face, went first down the steps, three at a time. Paul was close behind, while Simon hung back a little, dragging Jess, who looked close to passing out. Marta, at the back, glanced behind her and saw the men closing.

      ‘Come back here!’ someone shouted. ‘Come back or you’re all dead!’

      Down on the platform, they heard the rumble of the next train as it approached.

      ‘Ride this one?’ Switch shouted.

      ‘No,’ Marta replied. ‘It stops in the tunnel. They’ll catch us.’

      ‘Well, what the fuck do we do then?’

      They were relying on her. If they hadn’t needed a leader before, they did now. She looked around, thinking quickly. She saw the train’s lights approaching the tunnel mouth, looked the other way and saw the glow of the red stop light in the far tunnel. There was another rumble coming from that direction, too.

      ‘We have to get across the tracks,’ she said. ‘That train stops to let one through the other way. If we can get across, this one will cover us and we can ride the next one back. Hurry!’

      ‘The train’s coming!’ Paul shouted.

      Marta heard the sound of rapid footsteps on the stairs behind them. ‘We have to jump across!’ she shouted.

      ‘I ain’t no fucking Cross Jumper—’

      ‘Just do it, Switch!’ Marta screamed. ‘And the rest of you! Jump or we’re dead!’

      Jess and Simon didn’t need another warning. They sprinted for the platform edge and leapt out, easily landing on the far side. Paul landed just behind them, stumbling and rolling over. Marta glanced back to see the men halfway down the stairs, all now with guns in their hands. She turned and sprinted for the platform edge.

      As she leapt out across the track, she looked to her left and saw twin eyes of light rushing towards her. She stared in terror. From this angle the train looked like some giant beast, rushing forward to crush her.

      She hit the far platform just as the train broke from the tunnel. As she rolled, she looked back and shouted, ‘Switch!’

      The little man hung in mid air between the platforms, legs and arms flailing like a bizarre cartoon caricature, his face was caught in a grimace of pain. Time seemed to stand still for a moment, and then there was a crack behind him. A gun muzzle flashed. The train was huge and just feet away; there was no way he could make it—

      —yet he did, landing and rolling on the platform beside Marta as the train rumbled past them. He jerked and sat up, one hand reaching for the injury on his back, the other rubbing his left foot, now shoeless.

      ‘I don’t believe it,’ he muttered, wincing in pain.

      Behind them Paul and Simon were already on their feet, Simon dragging Jess along behind him.

      ‘Come on,’ Paul said. ‘They’ll have a clear shot in about five seconds.’

      As one train rushed past, another roar built up in the adjacent tunnel, on the opposite side. A moment later it surged along the platform, going far faster, not stopping.

      ‘Go!’ Paul shouted, racing for the train, Simon and Jess just behind him.

      ‘Come on, hero,’ Marta said to Switch, pulling the little man to his feet.

      ‘It ate my fucking shoe,’ he muttered, grabbing his clawboard off the platform and following after her. ‘I liked those shoes!’

      As Marta jumped and caught, she looked back towards the far platform, revealed now that the other train had vanished into the tunnel. She counted six men there, standing still, watching them. The guns had disappeared, as though they knew they couldn’t shoot without risking the lives of the passengers inside the train. One man at the front lifted a hand, pressed two fingers to his temple and then pointed them at her.

      I’ll remember you, that gesture said.

      Switch caught just behind her, and Marta felt the vibration of his landing shake the rail. As the train entered the tunnel and darkness surrounded them, the image of the six dark men fixed itself in her mind together with the image of the dead man whose face was now just a memory.

      As they raced out of sight, she couldn’t quite get her head around what they had seen or what had happened. She knew, though, that Dreggo and the Cross Jumpers were now the least of their worries.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Enemies

        

      

    
    
      As the train’s rumble receded into the tunnel, Dreggo looked up as the other Cross Jumpers crowded around her. Maul lay in front of her, his skin pallid, his body already cooling as the blood thickened and dried around him. Her heart rose and fell in her chest, pushing bile towards her mouth, wanting her to choke.

      Maul, her friend. Dead. She didn’t love him, but as he lay before her she wondered what she did feel. He would have loved her had she let him, and in his brutish way he would have taken care of her. On the outside he was an animal, but he would have treated her well, respected her.

      And he was dead.

      She had brought her Cross Jumpers here to start a war with the Tube Riders, and she had found them more cunning than she had anticipated. To ride off into the tunnels like that was a masterstroke. They had time to go to ground now and it would take at least a few days to track them down. She could have handled them escaping, though. It was humiliating, but that was how wars were fought. But to escape mostly unharmed, leaving one of her own dead, one close to her at that…

      ‘Are you sure they aren’t back in the tunnel?’ she asked the closest Cross Jumpers, her voice cracked and hoarse.

      ‘No,’ said one called Spacewell, a skinny weirdo who made his money from petty theft. ‘They’ve gone. There’s no sign of any bodies back there either.’

      ‘Okay.’ She glanced back at Maul. ‘Let’s get him over to the tracks.’

      Three men came forward to drag Maul’s heavy body away. Others just stood around, their knives and clubs at their sides, their eyes on the ground. Dissent was brewing. Dreggo had become leader of the Cross Jumpers through the code, and she had reinforced her leadership with acts of wanton violence. She ruled through fear, and they knew now what she could do with a knife. But dissent was growing nonetheless. She had brought them here, and now Maul was dead, for nothing.

      As the three men pushed Maul’s body down on to the tracks, Dreggo turned to the other Cross Jumpers.

      ‘Listen up.’ Faces turned towards her, but they were angry, mutinous. ‘We came here today to give them an ultimatum. You all heard me offer them a chance at freedom. Didn’t you?’

      There were one or two murmurs of agreement.

      ‘They didn’t need to fight. All they had to do was give up what they had, and walk away. Simple. They wanted the fight.’

      ‘No. No, they didn’t.’

      Dreggo’s eyes bored into the assembled group.

      ‘Who said that?’

      ‘I did.’ A black-haired girl near the back raised her hand. Even at this distance Dreggo could see it was shaking. The hand belonged to Bethany, a former prostitute, now a night worker in a supermarket. ‘They didn’t want to fight, you wanted to fight.’ One or two others grunted in agreement.

      Dreggo glared at her, and then let her gaze fall on the other stony faces. ‘Does what we do mean nothing to you people? Do you not understand what it means to be a Cross Jumper?’

      ‘We have violence above ground,’ said Matty, a shoplifter. ‘We didn’t come here for this.’

      Dreggo’s mouth fell open. ‘Wake up, you idiots! Open your eyes! Maul is dead now because he believed in what we have! The Tube Riders were a legend, but the Cross Jumpers can become an even bigger legend!’

      ‘Whatever,’ Matty said. ‘Some of us don’t care about being a fucking legend.’

      A knife appeared in Dreggo’s hand. ‘Is that so? You were happy to watch that Tube Rider die yesterday. Yet when it comes to fighting for your cause, you give up? How about I cut you open and see if you have a spine?’

      She only had one knife left. There were more than twenty of them. There were secrets about her past that none of them knew, but that was too many even for her.

      ‘Some of us love what we do,’ said another voice. ‘But we didn’t want this. We didn’t want a turf war. Why don’t you leave? Go make your own legend.’

      She looked for the speaker, and found him standing at the back.

      Billy Lees, the man she had replaced.

      Her anger boiled over, and before she could stop herself, she whipped her hand over, the knife whizzing through the air. It struck Billy in the neck with a soft thud, handle deep. He made a sound like a gurgling drain, his breath cut off, and staggered backwards, hands scrabbling for the knife. As his dying fingers knocked against the handle blood began to spray in little bursts, like a water pipe split by a hot sun. He staggered backwards a few steps and keeled over. His body writhed on the platform, his legs kicking out at the tiles. The others stared in horror, but not one person moved to help him. After a few seconds he fell still.

      Behind Dreggo, a train raced out of the tunnel and roared past them, causing a soft popping noise as it struck and dragged away Maul’s body. Dreggo felt a well of regret fill her stomach as she remembered they should have had a farewell ceremony in honour of him. His body was gone now, his memory forever tainted.

      ‘Okay, leave,’ Dreggo shouted, waving towards the stairs. ‘You’re not Cross Jumpers, you’re cowards. Maul would have spat on you, all of you. Go on. Get on with your lives somewhere else.’

      There was a murmur from the group as the backmost members of the crowd began to shuffle away towards the stairs. Few wanted to turn their backs on her, so to hurry the moment she did it for them, turning away and stalking back up the platform towards where Maul’s blood stained the ground. She knelt down and dipped her finger in it, feeling the stickiness, still warm.

      Dreggo did not cry, but Maul had been her friend. She hadn’t loved him but she had respected him, appreciated his kindness. Now, her group, her identity, had been disbanded. There was blood on her conscience, and blood on her hands. And all because of them.

      She clenched her fists and slammed them against the tiles, once, twice, three times, until tiny cracks appeared. No matter. She would hunt the Tube Riders herself, and one by one they would die. Then, and only then, would she start a new order of Cross Jumpers.

      She looked back towards the stairs, and found the platform empty. Billy Lees’s body still lay where it had fallen. She took hold of one of his limp arms and dragged him over to the platform edge.

      ‘You were a coward, but at least you stood up to me,’ she told his dead eyes. ‘That in itself makes you deserving of a Cross Jumper burial.’ She put one foot on his chest and shoved him down on to the tracks. Then she turned away, the last living person in St. Cannerwells Underground station.

      Dan had told her there were only four Tube Riders, but she had seen five. The punky girl Marta had been their leader. That was without question. The one with the jippy eye who had murdered Maul and the fat guy had ridden pretty well. Then there was the couple, the pretty boy and the cute, homey-looking girl with the neat hair and the nice clothes. It had to be her, she had to be the new one. She had looked more tentative, more uncertain than the others. The others looked like street kids, and might live anywhere, maybe even moving from place to place. But the homey girl, she probably had a proper home. If Dreggo could find her, she would find the others.

      She rubbed the side of her head, just above her eye, and for a moment her hair lifted up a fraction, revealing a cluster of wires that disappeared into her skin just above her ear.

      Feeling a renewed sense of purpose, she moved across the platform to where she’d first seen the girl standing, looking for a scent.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The older of the two men in the DCA uniforms rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his grey eyes narrowed. In front of them, the rails still hummed from the recently departed train.

      The taller, younger of the two said, ‘Tell me that didn’t just happen, Clayton. Tell me we didn’t just get interrupted by a bunch of kids with a fucking digital camera. You think they got footage of that?’

      Leland Clayton began to massage the bridge of his nose. He glanced back towards the stairs, where the other four men had gone on his orders to start cleaning up the mess that his gun had caused. He lowered his voice, aware that echoes could carry in a place like this. ‘Are you aware who those … kids were, Vincent?’

      Adam Vincent shook his head. ‘Meth heads, runaways, what does it matter? They saw us kill the Ambassador, and they might have got digital footage of it. That’s a big problem.’

      ‘They were Tube Riders.’

      ‘What?’

      Clayton put a hand inside his coat and pulled out a little pamphlet magazine, sixteen pages in black and white. The single word title identified it as VOICE. It was an illegal magazine printed and fastened in some filthy squat somewhere and distributed with the main intent of talking shit about the government. Clayton made a point of getting his hands on such things as it made the perpetrators easy to track down. There were always clues in the pages somewhere, and while Clayton was no latter day Sherlock Holmes he had a pretty good reputation for flushing out rebels and revolutionaries.

      ‘Page thirteen or fourteen, I believe. It’s just a little article in amongst all the government hate bullshit.’

      ‘The Tube Riders?’ Vincent muttered, scanning the poorly copied, unaligned text.

      ‘Come on, Vincent. I’m sure even you’ve heard of them.’ Clayton, who enjoyed a good ghost story, smiled. ‘People say they’re ghosts, demons, the souls of train suicides.’ He shrugged. ‘But they’re not. As we’ve just seen, the Tube Riders are just a group of kids.’

      ‘Look, Clayton,’ Vincent said, handing the magazine back. ‘I don’t give a fuck who they were. I want to know what we’re going to do about it.’

      Clayton turned towards the younger man. Adam Vincent, while not quite fresh off the DCA boat was still a junior officer. With his spiked, mullet hair, know-it-all swagger and disrespectful attitude, Clayton, who considered himself a tolerant person, had taken an instant dislike to the man directly beneath him in order of seniority. His grizzled, pockmarked face was set, his eyes suddenly hard. ‘Don’t make me remind you of your rank, Vincent,’ he said.

      For once, Vincent looked sheepish, his cheeks reddening. ‘I’m just, you know, saying that this talk isn’t doing us any good. We have to find them. Eliminate them.’

      ‘I’m aware of that.’

      ‘So what’s the plan of action?’

      ‘Let me speak to the Governor first.’

      ‘Is that wise?’ Vincent shook his head. ‘Do we even have time? If they have digital footage of that hit they’re capable of starting a goddamn war.’

      Clayton nodded. ‘I know. But while we’re on government orders we have a duty to make a report.’ For a moment he felt a pang of fear. The thought of an audience with the Governor was something that could keep him awake at night. ‘We have to follow procedure, Vincent. Trying to clean up this mess without the Governor knowing could be the death of all of us.’ He sighed. ‘First though, let’s get that body down onto the tracks as planned.’
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      Changing trains at the next station, the Tube Riders rode six stops out on the old District Line before dismounting at Kew Gardens, where the Underground still buzzed beneath the derelict national rail line above. No guard was on duty at the ticket gates, and they duly went out into the daylight, happy just to be out of the tunnels. They sat down to rest on the abandoned platform of the national rail line. Above them the rain had given way to a hazy blue sky, and a light wind ruffled their hair.

      Marta walked over to the tracks, listening to the sound of traffic on a nearby bridge while on either side of the station abandoned residential buildings watched her silently. She breathed deeply, trying to still her thudding heart, trying to think of a plan, a way to get them all out of this mess. She felt the others looking to her to lead them, but she didn’t know that she had the skills to keep them all safe. Now that they were on the run as fugitives, someone had to stand up and take responsibility.

      But why her?

      She didn’t need the answer, because she already knew it. There was no one else suitable. Switch was too unstable, Simon had Jess to look after, and Paul didn’t have the mettle for it.

      She sighed again, feeling that familiar lump in her throat that threatened to bring tears. Her parents had tried to look after her, and they would want her to be strong. ‘For you, Mum, Dad,’ she whispered. She reached up and tugged at two braids of her hair, as if the motion would balance out her thoughts.

      A few feet away, Paul had taken off his t-shirt and was ripping it up into strips to make a bandage for Switch’s knife wound. It wasn’t more than skin deep but they would need antibiotics to prevent infection, and antibiotics were hard to find.

      Behind her, Simon was comforting Jess. ‘You don’t understand!’ the girl gasped through sobs. ‘You don’t get it, Simon! They’re going to come after us!’

      ‘Just calm down,’ Simon told her. ‘It’s over now, we’ve got away. No one, not the Cross Jumpers nor those men in the tunnel, is going to find us now.’

      ‘You don’t understand! I know who he was!’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The man they killed. The man who they shot. I know who he was…’ Jess buried her face in her sleeve. Simon tried to hug her to him but she pushed him away.

      Marta crouched down beside her. ‘Who was it, Jess?’

      ‘Don’t worry about her, she’s just taking it hard—’

      ‘The ambassador. The ambassador from the European Confederation.’

      Marta felt a knot in her stomach. ‘The ambassador?’

      Jess looked up. Her eyes were red and her face was flushed and swollen. ‘I know because my dad told me. He works for the government. He showed me the story in the newspaper, and said the ambassador was coming to Mega Britain to discuss the reopening of trade routes. Dad said there was a chance Mega Britain would open up again to Europe, and these talks were the key.’ The modicum of control in her voice vanished. ‘And now he’s dead. They’ve killed him!’

      ‘Are you sure? Why?’

      ‘I don’t know. What I do know is that we saw him die. They’re going to come after us now.’

      Paul had limped over. He was perhaps the only one of them who looked more exhausted than Marta felt. Switch was sitting down by the side of the platform, legs dangling over the edge. He didn’t look at them.

      ‘What’s she talking about?’ Paul said.

      ‘Jess says that we just witnessed the assassination of the European Confederation’s ambassador.’

      ‘Are you serious? Just think what might happen if we can get to the press!’ He pointed at the camera she held in her hands. ‘Did you get any photographs?’

      Jess squeezed her eyes shut and turned away. Simon took the camera from her. ‘More than that,’ he said. ‘She had the video function running. She recorded the whole thing. It’s a bit difficult to see, but if you enhance the light on a computer you’ll be able to identify people.’

      Paul looked like he wanted to ask to see it and then changed his mind. ‘I’ll take your word for it,’ he said, looking grim.

      ‘The press won’t be any good,’ Simon said. ‘The government owns all the newspapers.’

      ‘Then we distribute it in the underground.’

      ‘What would be the point? At best we’ll start an uprising and then the government will let out the Huntsmen to slaughter everyone.’ At mention of the Huntsmen, Switch’s head jerked up.

      ‘Or take it to Europe then. If we can get this video over to Europe, maybe the Confederation will intervene.’

      Marta gave a bitter laugh. ‘And how do we do that?’ she said. ‘We can’t even get over the perimeter wall.’

      Jess had managed to swallow down her sobs. She stood up. ‘How can we prove it’s real?’ she said. ‘It’s easy to doctor footage.’

      ‘A skilled technician could determine what’s fake and what’s not,’ Paul said. ‘I heard it’s easy if you know what to look for. Finding someone who could do it is the problem, though. Most people with that kind of skill work for the government.’

      ‘We’re dangerous to them,’ Jess said. ‘Which is why they’re going to come after us.’

      ‘Your father,’ Marta said. ‘Can he help us? Would he be on our side?’

      Jess looked uncertain. ‘I don’t know what he does exactly, but he wants peace, I know that. And freedom. If we show him the footage, maybe he can help.’

      ‘Okay,’ Marta said. ‘We have a plan, then. First, we need to get Switch to a doctor. Afterwards, we’ll visit Jess’s father.’

      ‘What about the Cross Jumpers?’ Jess asked.

      Marta gave a half smile. ‘I think all we have to do is keep one step ahead of them. They’re the least of our worries right now.’

      As they picked up their things and headed off towards the station exit, she wondered just how much she believed it.
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      Leland Clayton took the elevator up to the Governor’s suites on Parliament Tower’s 50th Floor. The tallest building in Mega Britain, it stuck up like a blunt pencil out of the Docklands landscape, the area around it cleared some years ago of neighbouring buildings and other geographical features. The old office tower, once known as One Canada Square, no longer housed private companies. Now its sole function was as home to Mega Britain’s government. The old political centre in Westminster was now derelict and abandoned, infested with squatters and fought over by gangs.

      Clayton stepped out of the elevator and moved to the nearest window. In a ring perhaps half a mile wide around the front of Parliament Tower were the most beautiful landscaped gardens you could hope to see, a manufactured Eden of wide lawns and wooded groves, clear ponds and splashing fountains. He saw movement down there too, the deer that wandered wild, the occasional bird flying from tree to tree.

      Then around it was the guard wall with its constant patrols and anti-aircraft gun placements. He could see the gate he had entered by, a huge medieval-styled portcullis, inside which was an x-ray checkpoint and a garrison of security personnel. He had been subjected to far more rigorous checks than usual, a sign of the Governor’s growing paranoia.

      Clayton sighed. He had his job and his work, but sometimes he wished for the old days too. Beyond the Parliament Tower enclosure London GUA stretched away, a grey, poverty-stricken wilderness where murder, rape, arson and violence were everyday occurrences. Even from here he could see the smoke and flames of numerous fires, and the flickering red lights of the few police cars which still had them working.

      To the east, where the edge of the city was closest, he could see the main perimeter wall, rising a hundred and fifty feet into the air. He’d been through it on several occasions, out into the GFAs where there was almost no crime, and little of anything else beside overfed farming communities and holiday homes for those city folk rich enough to afford a permit. The world was the vision of the Governor, a man who had been in power as long as Clayton could remember; too long if he were honest with himself. Once, it had seemed to work: the segregation of communities and regions serving to focus people’s energy and creative abilities. The country had briefly prospered, but now things were falling apart as people began to understand just how much the government had stolen from them. There were rumours of rebellion even out in the GFAs, as the people demanded their lost toys: television, internet, magazines, free-speech newspapers. The Governor’s iron hand controlled everything and the threat of the Huntsmen was still enough to enforce his laws. But his hold was failing. Even Leland Clayton, who had spilt blood in the Governor’s name more times than he cared to remember, sometimes wondered if things wouldn’t be better if someone put a knife in the old man’s back.

      Clayton hadn’t wanted to kill the ambassador nor witness the brutality he had allowed his men to dish out before the bullet finished him. The man had come with honourable intentions, and the order to stage his murder as an example of the problems faced by the Mega Britain government had struck Clayton as borderline madness. It had been an order, though, and Clayton always followed orders. Many men who’d started in the DCA alongside him were gone now. Clayton was still alive because he did what was asked of him without question. He might not like the order, but he certainly enjoyed being alive.

      He went through into the Governor’s Secretarial Office. There were several office staff inside, writing reports, making phone calls. As always when he got this far his hands started to shake, and he felt a lump in his throat.

      He went over to the desk nearest to a pair of closed double doors.

      ‘Madeline, is the Governor free to see me now?’

      The woman behind the desk was maybe fifty, with grey streaks in her hair and glasses perched on her thin nose. Her eyes looked up over the rims, grey with hard-earned experience. He wondered how she could stand it, how she could work in the presence of such a man on a daily basis. He guessed that with time you could become desensitized to anything.

      ‘He’s expecting you, Mr. Clayton. Please go through.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      He pushed through the doors. Beyond them was a long corridor with another door at the far end. A thin, grey carpet led him towards it. There were no windows, but on either side were framed photographs or portraits of every British Prime Minister going back to colonial times. As he walked towards the far door he saw many names he recognised: Disraeli, Churchill, Wilson, Thatcher, Blair, Michaels … the only one missing was the current Governor.

      Some had reputations that outlasted them, while others were remembered for their failures. In life they were all different but here they all shared a common, bizarre theme.

      Every single picture was hung upside down. As he walked, an army of chins followed him, while upside-down eyes stared up at the ceiling.

      The Governor had been making a point: that everything that came before was beneath what stood now. Whether he agreed or not, Clayton wouldn’t pass comment to anyone. There were too many ears, always listening.

      At the end of the corridor two guards wearing black and green checkered uniforms stood on either side of the door. Their heads were shaven clean and each had a thin pointed beard. Their eyes watched him as he approached; his own searched their clothing for the bumps that gave away hidden weapons. They were elite, he knew; he wouldn’t know about their weapons until he was dead. Even a raging Huntsman would have difficulty defeating a pair of the Governor’s Personal Guard.

      ‘I’m here to see the Governor,’ he said to them as he approached, but it was of no consequence; neither moved nor made any sign of acknowledgement. The Governor had kept some traditions of the old life, then. Before the internet was banned, Clayton had seen a video of Buckingham Palace before it had been burned and razed; he wished he’d had a chance to watch the guards change like so many people once had in the old days.

      He paused a moment, then reached out and pushed through the door, half expecting one to reach out suddenly and take hold of his wrist. But nothing happened. They stayed in their positions, as still as the dead.

      The door opened on to a darkened lobby. A dim standing lamp on a table in the corner was all that lit the room. Clayton could smell the soft aroma of jasmine incense, while through a door standing ajar into another room floated the delicate piano sound of lounge jazz.

      ‘Sir?’ Clayton took a few steps towards the inner room. Around him, framed art classics hung from the black walls, Cezanne, Monet, Picasso, each illuminated by their own individual spotlight.

      ‘In here,’ rumbled a voice as dark as chocolate. Clayton went through the door into a plush room, part office, part lounge. Thick black leather sofas made a circle around a lacquered coffee table, while along the sides of the room deep bookshelves held a huge personal library. The entire south side of the room was a single enormous tinted window, revealing the world outside in a shade of sepia.

      Maxim Cale, the Governor of Mega Britain, was standing by the window. He wore a black suit, and was gazing out of the window towards the crumbling remains of London city centre.

      The man didn’t turn. ‘Thank you for coming,’ he said.

      Clayton moved a few tentative steps closer.

      ‘I understand there was … a problem.’

      Clayton’s hands were shaking. He held them in front of him, the left holding on to the right, trying to steady himself.

      ‘We did as was ordered, sir. The ambassador has been ... martyred, and his death ... rearranged as an act of revolutionary terrorism.’

      ‘You were ordered to do it with utmost secrecy.’

      Clayton had gutted children in front of their parents without breaking a sweat, but now his lower lip trembled. ‘What happened could not have been anticipated, sir. To be disturbed by those … kids, was something that—’

      ‘—has put us under threat of war, of invasion. Is that what you want for our country, Mr. Clayton?’

      The Governor turned from the window, and Clayton swallowed the fear he always felt when looking on that terrible face.

      The Governor was of African origin: thick lips, strong skin, big eyes and tightly curled hair cropped short. What set him apart was his albinism, so extreme as to leave his skin as white as sun-dried bone. Whether natural or engineered, Clayton didn’t know, but in the centre of that face, eyes the deep crimson of fresh wounds stared out.

      The day he had first met the Governor, while still a junior official, he had been sick in a washroom afterwards, and woke up that night with his face caked with the salt of dried tears, his bed soaked with sweat. And it hadn’t improved as time went on; he still had nightmares about this man, even though he’d been among the highest ranks of the Department of Civil Affairs for more than a decade. The Governor, the man who controlled everything from behind a façade of democracy, was a fearsome man. You didn’t disappoint him, and you didn’t cross him.

      ‘No ... of course not,’ Clayton stammered in response to the Governor’s question. ‘It was due to unforeseen circumstances. But I assure you, our best people are on the streets now.’

      ‘Your first officer—Mr. Vincent—called my office earlier. He said these kids are famous. That they were part of some gang?’

      Clayton groaned inwardly. It was typical of Vincent to step in ahead of him with the Governor. Vincent ranked below him and was constantly fishing for promotion; if Clayton had his way, people would be fishing for him—in the Thames.

      ‘Well, it appears so,’ Clayton muttered. ‘We saw how they escaped. They hung from the side of the train as it went into the tunnel. We believe that these kids or others of their kind are behind the rumours of the, um, Tube Riders.’

      The Governor smiled. ‘Ah, yes. Even I have heard the stories. So, you were discovered by chance by this gang, and they witnessed your martyring of the ambassador?’

      ‘Unfortunately—’

      ‘Yes or no?’

      ‘Yes, sir. And—’ Clayton could barely bring himself to say the next words. ‘We suspect they may have been in possession of a recording device. A digital camera.’

      The Governor’s face tensed so slightly as to be almost unnoticeable, but in that moment Clayton felt a flash of white heat cross his face and felt that same sudden incomparable terror he had once felt when a fugitive had pulled a gun on him. Clayton had fired first on that occasion, but he could still remember seeing the darkness inside the barrel like a tunnel into Hell. This time, he knew he would get no chance to fire first.

      ‘Well. That is … unfortunate. You say your best agents are now looking for these Tube Riders?’

      ‘That’s correct, sir.’

      ‘And what is the likelihood of these Tube Riders being caught and … silenced … before they can get this information into dangerous hands?’

      ‘I would say very high, sir.’ Though he wasn’t sure he believed it.

      ‘Mr. Clayton, you live in London, I believe.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘So you know what it is like to live here?’

      ‘Sir…?’

      ‘You know about the violence and the riots. You know about the problems we have in London, while in other parts of the country things are working like, how to say? Clockwork.’ The Governor lifted a pearl white hand and ran it through his hair, the milky curls bouncing back into shape as it passed. ‘To be honest with you, Mr. Clayton, London GUA is close to becoming a lost cause. Our electrical generation is performed near entirely in the Scottish wind farms, our gas is still produced in the North Sea ... most major manufacturing has been moved to the Bristol and Birmingham GUAs. London isn’t policed with the quality and efficiency with which it should be, and the funds don’t exist to improve it. London is waiting to implode on itself, and unfortunately the people feel it too. The city is a mess, a turgid swamp of human detritus, churned up, mixing in on itself and…’ The Governor paused, appearing to get caught on his words. He coughed slightly, and then continued. ‘So, within that chaos, you think your agents can find these people quickly enough to prevent outsiders hearing about this or seeing this potential footage? The terrorism funding aid we could have pushed for from the EC is in jeopardy.’ He flapped his hands. ‘If they find out we killed their man, they could mobilize themselves for war, and our space program, our military ... we can crush a revolution from within, but we don’t have nearly the strength to stand against the entire European Confederation.’

      ‘Don’t worry sir—’

      ‘There are a million places out there a mouse can hide. And a homeless mouse, always on the move…’ The Governor smiled, almost sadistically. ‘You have no chance.’

      ‘I assure you—’

      ‘Never assure me!’ the Governor roared, slamming both hands against the window with a resounding plastic thud. ‘Never, ever assure me of anything you can not prove!’

      Clayton took a step back. The whole room vibrated around him. Paintings tapped against the walls, and expensive vases shuddered on their glass shelves. Clayton wiped the sweat from his hands onto his trousers. This could end badly, he knew. But, he promised himself, if the Governor called for the Personal Guard, or worse, closed the door to leave them both alone … he would go down fighting. He would die with blood on his clenched fists.

      The Governor was breathing hard, hands still pressed against the window. Little rings of condensation had formed around them.

      Clayton, who’d survived similar outbursts before, knew the only course of action was to relent, admit his failings, and allow the Governor the authority to suggest a better answer.

      ‘What do you suggest, sir?’

      ‘I think we both know there is only one way to catch these people before they have time to cause harm. We must deploy the Huntsmen.’

      Clayton gasped despite himself. The idea was madness. The Huntsmen were near uncontrollable and the Governor knew it.

      ‘Sir … if I may suggest, that might be a little unwise…’

      ‘And why is that?’

      ‘The Huntsmen have been out of service a long time—’

      ‘There are newer models. Our laboratories are always improving their capabilities. Dr. Karmski has assured me that the newest Huntsmen are the best yet.’

      ‘They’re untested.’

      The Governor’s face tilted sideways, and Clayton saw the back of a smile. ‘Then now is the perfect time.’

      ‘Sir, the Huntsmen, are … unpredictable. Innocent people could die.’

      The Governor scoffed. ‘Out in that slum of a city there are very few innocents left, as I’m sure you’re aware.’

      ‘Sir—’

      The Governor turned from the window. In the dim light those glowing eyes were dark, like coals. Clayton felt his back tense, his toes curl.

      ‘You have served me a long time, haven’t you, Mr. Clayton?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      The Governor nodded. His rumbling, thunderous voice dropped. ‘You have a good record. I would hate for your memory to be soiled, Mr. Clayton.’

      Clayton’s jaw tightened. ‘Of course not.’

      ‘Then don’t jeopardize your life by disobeying me. You will send the Huntsmen to clear up this matter.’

      Clayton nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Good.’ The Governor turned back to the window. ‘Now get out of my office and do not return until these Tube Riders are dead.’
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      The Tube Riders made their way out of the old Kew Gardens station. Simon and Paul helped Switch to walk while Marta and Jess carried the clawboards. The roads were quiet, but from time to time they passed other people, young and old alike who gave them barely a second glance. They were faceless unless they had worth, and signs of fighting, like Switch’s injury, made people avoid them even more.

      ‘It hurts,’ Switch muttered.

      ‘How far is it to where this friend of yours lives?’ Marta asked Paul.

      ‘Out past Richmond, so we need to catch a bus. It’s too far to walk.’

      They found a stop not far from the station on Sandycombe Road, but the street was quiet and they were waiting almost quarter of an hour before the next bus came. By that time they were edgy and uncertain, glancing over their shoulders as though the Cross Jumpers or the DCA would appear at any moment.

      ‘It’s a damn good job it isn’t serious,’ Switch muttered as they finally climbed on board, going up the stairs to the top where they sat near the front, looking out through cracked, dirty windows at the city as they passed. The bus had the road pretty much to itself because the traffic out in the suburbs was nowhere near as busy as Marta remembered from her childhood. There were still cars, of course, but their numbers had dwindled over the years. Both petrol and bio-fuel were expensive and rare, these days used almost exclusively by the rich or for government-run buses and trains. As the bus rumbled along the street, abandoned, stripped-down cars lined both sides, long ago dragged out of the middle of the road and dumped on the pavement by the government’s clearing crews.

      Marta remembered the time years back when horses had been a common sight, bred, apparently, in huge farms north-east of the capital, another madcap plan to solve the growing transport crisis. To a ten-year-old, the city had started to remind her of the Medieval Britain of picture books, and sometimes she’d imagined she was a princess as she looked out from her bedroom window, waiting for a prince to rescue her. Only years later, after the GFAs had been totally closed off and the supply had fallen away, did Marta learn that for many years horsemeat had been a savored delicacy amongst the lowest classes.

      ‘I can’t believe we had to cross jump,’ Switch said with a smirk. ‘I need a shower now. I feel dirty.’

      Simon smiled. ‘Me too.’

      ‘It’s not so difficult,’ Paul said. ‘Doesn’t have much fun to it, though, don’t you think?’

      ‘You make it or you don’t,’ Simon said. ‘That’s it.’

      ‘You know, they choose their leader by whoever makes the shortest jump,’ Switch said.

      Marta frowned. ‘How do you know that? Is there something you aren’t telling us? You’re a turncoat as well as an asshole?’

      He shrugged. ‘Oh, you know. I keep my ear to the ground. I overheard a group of guys once. I think one of them was a Cross Jumper, but I didn’t hear his name. It was probably “cocksucker”, or something like that. Whatever, I doubt anyone’s ever come close enough to have their shoe taken off. Makes me their new leader. That’s kind of cool. First thing I’d do is tell the bastards to fuck off and get a decent hobby, but I think I’d rather have my shoe back.’

      ‘You were lucky,’ Marta agreed. ‘Do you have others?’

      ‘Paul can steal me some.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll just pop out while you’re in the doctor’s.’

      ‘Thanks, knew I could count on you. I’m size eight.’

      ‘Eight? That’s a girl’s size, isn’t it?’

      Marta punched Simon’s arm. ‘I’m not size eight! And I bet Jess isn’t either!’ She turned to the other girl, who was sitting by the window, her head leaning against it, eyes on the road outside. ‘Jess?’

      Jess sighed and looked up. She had tears in her eyes and her cheeks were red. ‘Is everything such a joke?’ She sat up and twisted around to face them. ‘We just watched two men die. If that wasn’t bad enough, we’re now fugitives. This may be fun for you guys, but it really isn’t much fun at all for me.’ She looked away again.

      Marta opened her mouth to speak but Switch got in first. ‘Look here, Polly Pocket, you didn’t just get a knife in your back. If I hadn’t done what I did you might be lying face down right now.’

      ‘That’s enough, Switch.’

      ‘No, it’s not, Simon. I ain’t the fucking villain here. I was happily going about my business when someone decides they want to bash me up. It’s a dog eat dog world, Daddy’s girl.’

      ‘Shut up, you pig!’ Jess shouted. She aimed a punch at Switch but Marta got in the way and held her back.

      ‘Okay, that’s enough.’

      Switch’s hand came up and the blade appeared in his fingers. ‘You wanna know what it feels like to get a knife stuck in you, ask me any time.’

      ‘Shut up now—’

      Switch rolled his eyes. ‘Sit your ass down, Simon. Paul would have a better chance than you.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘Take a guess.’

      Jess was crying again, Marta trying to comfort her. She glared at the three of them as they faced off.

      Paul stared at Switch for a few seconds. Then, his mouth creasing into a barely perceptible smile, he muttered, ‘Cock-eyed asshole.’

      For a moment Switch tensed, then the knife hand fell away and a small smile broke his face. ‘I see better with one than you do with two, specster,’ he said.

      ‘Sod off.’ Paul pushed the glasses up his nose. Simon had a smile on his face.

      ‘When exactly do we have to get off, Paul?’ Marta broke in.

      ‘Shit, now!’ Paul said, standing up. ‘Quick, next stop!’

      They crowded down the stairs. Simon tried to take Jess’s hand but she pushed him away. ‘Just leave me alone a while,’ she said.

      Marta paid their fares and they jumped out on to the street in front of a boarded-up coffee shop with Rebecca Hilton’s Star-fucks! followed by a phone number written across the metal shutter in pink graffiti and encircled with a left-leaning heart symbol. Across the street, an altercation had broken out between a group of tramps, with knives being waved about amidst shouting and pushing. Marta watched them warily as she ushered the others up the street.

      ‘Okay,’ Paul said. ‘It’s not too far. A couple more streets on we have to turn left.’

      Just at that moment a huge bang sounded in the distance, like a car misfiring but loud and powerful enough to cause the ground below their feet to tremble. A moment later there was another smaller bang.

      ‘What was that?’ Paul said. ‘A bomb?’

      ‘Sounded like it,’ Marta replied.

      ‘Terrorists?’

      ‘Could just have been a car blowing up,’ Simon said. ‘I guess we’ll have to wait and find out.’

      They started on. Within a few minutes they heard sirens in the distance but none heading their way.

      ‘If nothing else,’ it might draw a little attention away from us,’ Marta said. ‘Assuming we’re being searched for.’

      ‘We are,’ Jess said sullenly. ‘Of course we are.’

      ‘This way,’ Paul said.

      He led them up some steps to a Georgian terraced house with a blue door, now scratched and chipped. More graffiti adorned the walls and the gate at the front. Paul knocked on the door.

      ‘Are you sure this guy can help us?’ Simon said. ‘I feel a little exposed up here.’ He turned and looked down at the road below.

      ‘If he’s in,’ Paul said. ‘I haven’t been here in years, but my father used to bring me here when I got sick as a child. Don’t worry. Frank operates under the law. We have no worries there.’

      Behind the door, they heard the sound of someone descending a flight of stairs. Then a little grate opened about halfway up the door. They saw movement behind it. A thin, reedy voice said: ‘Who is it? What the hell you want?’

      ‘It’s the mailman,’ Paul said, grinning.

      ‘I don’t want any mail. Sod off.’ The little grate slammed shut.

      Paul pounded the door. ‘Frank, wait! It’s Paul. I was joking!’

      The little grate opened again. ‘Ha, I know. So was I.’

      The door swung open, revealing a tiny man of advanced years, no more than four feet high. Even from a couple of steps down they towered over him.

      His wrinkled face broke into a wide smile. ‘It’s good to see you again, Paul,’ he said. ‘You’ve grown. Outwards, particularly.’

      Paul smiled. ‘You haven’t.’

      Frank glanced at each of them in turn before his gaze returned to the blood on Switch’s hands and shirt.

      ‘You’re in need of a doctor, I take it.’

      ‘He got knifed,’ Paul said.

      ‘It was a fucking throwing knife. I practically got impaled on a train.’

      ‘You got money?’

      Paul raised an eyebrow at the others. ‘Yes, of course,’ he said.

      ‘Well come on in then.’ Frank stepped back and they filed into a thin hallway. The old man closed the door and pulled across several deadbolts. He pointed towards a door at the end of the hall. ‘That way to the surgery.’

      ‘Frank is a doctor,’ Paul explained to the others as they went through. He worked for a private health company, but when the company got dissolved the government wouldn’t pay him the same salary, so he went black market.’

      ‘Glad to hear it,’ Marta said. They couldn’t afford a real doctor, assuming they even got to the front of the queue before Switch bled to death. She hoped this friend of Paul’s was joking about money too. She doubted they had more than a handful of change left between them.

      ‘Still collecting, I see,’ Paul said.

      Frank grinned, revealing chipped and blackened teeth. ‘Always,’ he said. ‘You never know when something in one of these shit heaps might come in handy.’

      In the hallway, junk filled every available space. Books and stacks of newspapers balanced precariously on top of half-complete bicycles, shadeless lamps, dismantled tables, numerous kitchen appliances and at least half a dozen old stereo players. Frank was stockpiling for something, but Marta couldn’t imagine that this junkyard was worth much. Her eyes widened in surprise at the sight of piles of old teddy bears, cups and saucers spilling out of the open doors of old microwaves. Simon also looked amazed. Only Jess, who knew more about wealth than the others, and Switch, who was injured, seemed unconcerned by Frank’s thrift shop storeroom of a home.

      But in the back room, the ‘surgery’ was a stark contrast. Clinically white and scrubbed clean with an examination table in the centre of the room, it was like going into another world.

      The others stood around while Frank examined Switch. With his bloody t-shirt off and the wound wiped down, Marta was relieved the blood had made it look worse than it was. A thin cut about two inches long clung to the side of his hip, a little wider at the top than the bottom.

      ‘I fucking twisted on it and pushed it in deeper,’ Switch said, as way of explanation.

      ‘You were lucky,’ Frank said, prodding it with a surgical instrument. It went in through the fat on your lower back and got stuck in the muscle here,’ he said, prodding Switch’s side and making him wince. ‘It was a small knife, I take it?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘You pulled it out yourself?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘You still got it?’

      ‘In my one remaining shoe.’ He kicked it off and held it up.

      Marta smiled in spite of herself. Typical Switch.

      Frank plucked it out and held it up to the light. ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Thrower. Proper one, too.’

      ‘You wanna buy it?’

      Frank smiled. He looked around at the others. ‘Well, I’m guessing Paul said you had money just to get you in the door. ‘I’ll trade it for stitching you up.’

      ‘Done.’

      Frank got to work cleaning the wound. Switch yelped in pain as he dabbed at the exposed flesh with antiseptic, but the only thing he could offer to numb the pain was a shot of some cheap homebrewed whiskey.

      ‘I don’t know what’s worse, the pain or this piss,’ Switch growled, gulping it down. Simon, who took an experimental swig after him, couldn’t testify to the pain but had to agree the taste was pretty bad.

      ‘I could put you under, but I don’t think you’ve got enough of those knives to pay me for it,’ Frank said. ‘And plus, by the look of you kids, I’d say you want this chump on his feet pretty soon.’

      Their silence was affirmation.

      Frank sewed Switch up, dressed the injury and gave him some antibiotics to keep it free of infection. ‘Do not lose these,’ he said. ‘Take one a day, and do not forget. If it starts to itch, or pus starts to come out of the wound, double up for a day. It should seal itself over in a week, and then you’re safe. Until then, take care. If it gets infected and you can’t get to a doctor, well, you’re fucked.’ Frank cackled. Marta couldn’t tell how serious he was.

      Switch climbed down from the table. ‘Thanks old man, I owe you one.’

      Frank raised an eyebrow. ‘Many people say that, few deliver.’

      ‘Well, one day I might.’

      ‘I hope so. Take it easy, kid.’

      ‘And you.’

      Switch followed Simon and Jess out into the hall. Frank turned to Paul. ‘How’s your brother?’

      Paul shrugged. ‘Still there. Starting to raise hell.’

      Frank nodded. ‘Good, good. Keep him alive, he’ll be leading the revolution one day.’ He patted Paul’s shoulder and started to laugh again.

      ‘Thank you for your help,’ Marta said to Frank in the doorway.

      ‘No problem, young lady,’ he said. ‘I just suggest that whatever you were doing for that to happen you try to avoid it in the future.’

      ‘We’ll try,’ Marta said. ‘If only it was that easy.’

      Frank gazed off into the distance. His eyes grew suddenly wistful. ‘Don’t give up on this country just yet,’ he said. ‘Keep your heads down, one day them dark clouds are gonna clear.’

      ‘We hope so,’ Marta said.

      Frank nodded. He looked at Switch. ‘You. Come here.’

      Switch sauntered closer. ‘Yeah, what?’

      Before Marta could blink, Frank’s hand had gone to Switch’s throat, the throwing knife held there, hard against the skin. Switch’s good eye went wide. There was a collective intake of breath, and then Frank gave a gap-toothed smile and cackled a laugh. He dropped his hand. ‘You’ll need this metal more than I will, I think,’ he said, holding out the knife, handle first. ‘A present from an old man.’

      Switch took the offered knife and tucked it under his shirt, his composure once more unruffled. ‘Thanks. I don’t suppose you have any spare shoes around?’

      Frank pouted. ‘I doubt we’re the same size, kid.’ He looked around at the others. ‘Now, if I can give you kids some advice, stay on your guard. Don’t trust anyone.’ He cocked his head and flashed a smile. ‘Except me.’

      With that he nodded goodbye and went back inside. The door slammed behind them without sentiment, and several latches thudded back across.

      ‘On our own again,’ Paul said. ‘Right, let’s go.’

      As they headed down the steps back to the street, Marta heard Switch muttering in front of her, ‘Damn, must be getting slow…’
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      The DCA car stopped outside the warehouse and Clayton got out. He barked a quick order at the driver who turned the car around and sped away, leaving Clayton standing in the street. Around him the air had chilled. The wind maintained a wintry howl that it lacked in other, busier parts of London. Across from him a stand of trees swayed, their branches pressing against a chain-link fence, causing it to creak and groan.

      The road was empty. A drink can lay by the curb, half the red label scratched off. The old warehouse rose behind him, a grey box, unmarked, unnamed. Clayton watched it warily and was pretty sure that somewhere hidden up on that plain grey building a camera or two watched him back.

      Inside, he knew, was where nightmares began. He’d been free of them a while, but now his turn had come again.

      He walked down an overgrown driveway to the building’s entrance, a small metal door which showed signs of attempted forced entry: scratches near the hinges, grazes on the large, reinforced steel chain padlock that held it shut.

      If only they knew what was inside, Clayton felt those prospective burglars would not have come within a mile of the place.

      He stopped within a few feet of the door. He made no attempt to open it, nor knock on it. Instead, he looked up at a tiny spyhole in the corrugated wall a few feet above the door.

      ‘It’s Clayton,’ he said. ‘Code 3715J. You’re expecting me. Let me in.’

      A sudden rumbling sound made Clayton step back a few feet. The whole building shook, then an entire section of the wall detached itself from the building and swung up to reveal a white-tiled corridor about ten feet wide, gradually descending into darkness. The padlocked door was just a decoy; nothing but concrete lay behind it, part of another door eight inches thick. Inside this unmarked, unnamed building was what remained of Mega Britain’s high technology. No one on the outside knew everything that it housed, certainly not Clayton, and he doubted that even the Governor knew all its despicable secrets. The place was quite literally a production line of misery masquerading as science.

      He went inside and the door swung shut behind him. Inside the air was cool, fresh, air-conditioned. Artificial strip-lighting flicked on to illuminate his way and behind the smooth walls he could hear the hum of generators. He shivered and moved on downwards, towards an elevator that waited at the end.

      He took the elevator down to floor 15B. The entire research complex was underground. Down here were numerous government agencies, everything from medical research to torture chambers. Clayton had been to the former a number of times, the latter only once, and as an observer. Even now, some years later and after everything he’d done, the memory still made him sick.

      As the elevator opened, a sign welcomed him to the Mega Britain Security Research Program.

      He sighed under his breath. The MBSRP was yet another over-funded department of an under-funded country.

      He walked through into a reception area. A few grim men and women in lab coats strode back and forth, on errands he could only guess at. Most ignored him, but one man was watching him intently, waiting.

      ‘Mr. Clayton.’

      ‘Dr. Karmski.’ You nasty little bastard. Clayton nodded a reluctant greeting to the blond man. Karmski was in his middle forties, but his pallid skin showed few signs of aging. Clayton considered it both a result of Karmski’s mole-like existence and from self-experimenting with his own research projects.

      ‘I trust you found your way without difficulty? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.’

      ‘Not nearly long enough,’ Clayton replied, to which Karmski smiled. ‘This way,’ he said.

      As Karmski led Clayton deeper into the facility, Clayton said: ‘You know why I’m here, of course.’

      Karmski nodded. ‘What you have ordered is … unwise.’

      ‘It is a matter of national security.’

      Karmski held up his hands. ‘Oh, don’t think for a minute I plan to disobey you.’ He raised one eyebrow and tapped his nose in a way that made Clayton want to lay him out cold. ‘No skin off my pecker,’ Karmski said, and uttered a bird chatter laugh. ‘After all, down here I’m quite safe.’

      ‘The orders are from the top.’

      ‘Of course they are. No one else is insane enough to let out the Huntsmen.’

      Clayton’s breath caught. Were Karmski’s words to be reported, he’d be killed. ‘That’s treason,’ Clayton said.

      Karmski smiled. ‘Like I say, I fully intend to comply with the order. But off the record, fuck you, Leland Clayton.’ His beady little eyes were dark and soulless. ‘With my brain I’m more immune than you are.’ Karmski rubbed his hands together. ‘Hmmm. I’m quite looking forward to the results, actually.’

      Clayton promised himself he’d put a bullet in the man’s back one day. He said, ‘Are they prepared?’

      Karmski laughed. ‘As well as they can be, I suppose. Come this way.’

      They went down a flight of stairs and through a heavy metal door reminiscent of an airlock. Behind the door, plain stone tunnels replaced the manicured corridors of the facility’s upper levels. Armed guards patrolled beneath thin strip-lighting wedged into cracks in the walls. Clayton felt like he’d stepped into the middle of an archaeological excavation.

      ‘Are we near?’

      Karmski just smiled. ‘Nervous?’

      ‘Aren’t you?’

      Karmski cocked his head. ‘Like any man who handles an exotic pet … familiarity eventually overcomes fear.’ He stopped. ‘Through this door.’ He pulled it open and stepped back. ‘After you, Mr. Clayton.’

      Clayton glared at Karmski and went through. On the other side the door, he found himself on a circular balcony overlooking what looked like a small gladiatorial arena, complete with straw-covered floor and metal rings in the walls to hold chains. From inside the pit, high stone walls allowed no escape, and only shadows cast by the poor lighting allowed cover.

      Karmski put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder, making the other man jump. ‘Jesus Christ, don’t do that.’

      ‘Behold, my children.’ Karmski waved an expansive hand towards the pit.

      ‘Where—?’ Clayton began, but he’d seen them. Each of them standing nose-close to the perimeter wall, cowled heads bent forward, snouts just showing as pointed lumps of shadow. From fifteen feet above them it was difficult to see how big they were, but Clayton estimated they were closer to seven than six feet tall. They were lithely built, but he knew their strength and agility, altered both by genetic and biotechnological means too advanced for him to begin to comprehend, made him weaker than a small child in comparison.

      The greatest and the worst achievement of the last surge of technological advancement were now barely sustainable in this staling age. What had begun as the development of the ultimate war machine had ended up as this: a handful of barely controllable, psychotic super-tracking monsters, their fragile internal setups corroding more as each day passed. But for now they were still fearsome.

      Infused with the mind of a man, the tracking ability of a bloodhound, and the physical strength of a cyborg, here they were. Mega Britain’s ultimate invention: the Huntsmen.

      Clayton leaned over the pit, terrified but as ever fascinated by them. He counted twelve in all, but he knew there were more, locked away in cells further underground. This was what Karmski called the exercise yard, but no matter how long they stayed on the dirty sand and straw of the pit, they didn’t move from the walls; dark, twisted wraiths wanting only to get out.

      A drop of sweat beaded on his forehead and dropped into the pit.

      ‘Daaaaaaaaaaayaaaaaaaa!’

      The nearest Huntsman howled like a dying animal and leapt at him, jumping higher than any man should, frothing, rabid jaws snapping towards his face. Even as it dropped back to the floor, having got no closer than five or six feet, Clayton staggered backwards into the wall, mouth dropping open, hands unable to support him. He slipped and tumbled to the ground, a low moan coming from his throat. His eyes rolled and he felt an uncomfortable warmth in his groin area. He would have lost consciousness if Karmski hadn’t slapped him hard across the face.

      Recovering his composure, Clayton pushed himself up against the wall, eyes darting about.

      ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ The scientist grinned into his face. ‘Oh dear!’ Karmski wrinkled his nose. ‘Had a little accident, did you, Mr. Clayton?’

      ‘Get me out of here,’ Clayton growled.

      Karmski called forward a couple of guards and they helped Clayton to his feet. Back in the pit he heard the snarling of one of the Huntsmen, the hideous scrape of its clawed hands scratching at the pit walls.

      Clayton excused himself and a guard showed him to a crude bathroom. After he’d cleaned himself up under a single hanging bulb, he stared at himself in the mirror above a dirty sink. He was dismayed at how different sanitary standards were down in these lower levels, but they were the least of his worries. It was madness to let those beasts out on to the streets. If one of them got loose the slaughter could be unimaginable, but within hours they would be in his charge.

      Back out in the corridor, Karmski said, ‘I apologize for Craul’s behavior. I’m afraid you upset him.’

      ‘Fuck, Karmski, you have names for those monsters?’

      The doctor rubbed his hands together. ‘Well, you don’t leave a litter of kittens unnamed, do you? And they are at least partly human.’

      Clayton just shook his head in disbelief.

      ‘We have handlers for them, you know,’ Karmski said. ‘The Huntsman can be restrained using various means, until of course they have the scent. Then, in order to get the job done, we release them.’ He smiled. ‘They are capable of following orders, but how closely they stick to them is uncertain. They tend to become … how would you say? Incensed … by certain situations.’

      ‘How many of those vile things do you have?’

      ‘Currently, in an operational condition, almost one hundred. We have countless others in various states of, um, repair, as well as a number of other prototypes in various stages of development. Some, my dear Mr. Clayton, would astound you.’

      Clayton sighed. ‘We have five targets. They may or may not be closely related and they may or may not try to run. We have a starting point for their scent, an abandoned Underground station. As we speak I have DCA agents moving back along the rail line to find out which station they came from. That should give us all the scent we need. Now, tell me, can we make it clear to those monsters who we want dead and who we don’t?’

      Karmski grinned, and Clayton’s blood chilled. ‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘We can instruct them which scents to chase, but once we set them free they will eliminate anyone they feel is a threat. Anyone harboring the quarry, anyone assisting them in any way…’

      ‘Good God, Karmski, what is it you’ve created down here?’

      ‘The Huntsmen were designed as ground infantry. To be dropped behind enemy lines with the orders to wreak destruction on all the enemy they encountered. They were designed to hunt and kill until death.’

      ‘They have weapons?’

      ‘Of course. Physical and mechanical.’

      ‘Guns?’

      ‘We prefer something a little more … classical. We give them crossbows.’

      Clayton raised an eyebrow. ‘Why the fuck do you give them crossbows?’

      ‘Let’s just say that if you give them automatic weapons the death toll could match a small war.’

      Clayton shook his head. ‘This is madness.’

      Karmski flashed his eyes. ‘When do you want them released?’

      Clayton took a deep breath. ‘Immediately.’

      Karmski smiled. ‘As you wish.’ He pulled a radio from his belt and barked an order into it with a sharpness of tone that surprised Clayton. A moment after he put the radio back on his belt there was a cacophony of noise from behind the door. Clayton flinched.

      ‘Don’t worry, they’re just being brought in from the exercise yard. They’ll be briefly sedated, then implanted with newer tracking chips and given their orders.’

      ‘Can you imagine what would happen if one of those things escaped?’

      Karmski shrugged. ‘Oh, sometimes they do. We usually recapture or eliminate them pretty quickly. They don’t get far when they leave such a wide trail.’

      ‘Good God.’

      ‘That’s what happens when the government cuts security spending.’ He grinned. ‘Still, none have got out for a couple of years.’

      ‘That recently?’

      Karmski cocked his head. ‘The one that escaped was safe, though. Not fully integrated, still mostly human.’

      ‘Should I be relieved to hear that?’

      ‘It won’t matter to you, Mr. Clayton. For the next few days at least, you’re going to be much closer to the Huntsmen than me.’ Karmski grinned. His teeth gleamed. ‘Enjoy.’

      ‘I swear, Karmski, that one day I’ll gut you like a stray dog,’ Clayton said through gritted teeth.

      Karmski gave a shrill laugh. ‘Oh Mr. Clayton, you’re going to have such fun with my babies. Make sure you send a postcard, won’t you?’
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      The scent of the girl and her boyfriend were easy to pick up, once Dreggo had differentiated them from the others. Her heightened sense of smell was good enough to follow a trail as fresh as a couple of days old. The girl was easy to distinguish because she had been wearing a light perfume, but it was necessary for Dreggo to head up the stairs to work out which of the men’s scents was her pretty boy boyfriend.

      At first they were all mixed together, but once they reached the station entrance, the couple’s trails separated off from the others, and Dreggo could easily pick them up.

      It was a slow, arduous business. The area wasn’t busy, but every person who had passed in the last hour or more had left a fresh scent trail. Some were stronger than others; cheap perfume, thick sweat, dirty water, feces, or blood. Following by body smell alone was difficult, but at least she was tracking two people, not one.

      She followed for a mile or so, crossing a couple of streets, when abruptly the trail went dead. She knelt down and leaned close to the ground, trying to pick it up. A few feet in either direction offered nothing. Then, she saw it: tagged to a nearby lamp post was a rusty metal sign advertising a bus stop.

      ‘Damn it.’ She kicked at the ground. If they’d taken a bus, there was no way she could track them; she’d have to find another way. She looked up at the sign, looking for the bus numbers that stopped here, wondering if she could guess from their destinations where they might have gone. The sign was empty, useful only to someone who already knew the routes the buses took.

      It was futile. They could be anywhere.

      Dreggo cursed again, turning around on her heels in despair. She’d have to go back to her original plan, which was to track them down the traditional way: find out who they were, where they hung out, who they were friends with. But that could take days, and she wanted revenge now. What little life she’d had as leader of the Cross Jumpers was gone, and her hatred for the Tube Riders was growing like a cancer fused into her soul.

      They wouldn’t be back, she knew, the Cross Jumpers. They might form again in small gangs from time to time to practice their dangerous hobby, but their unity had been undermined, and that was her fault. She had thought they wanted the same as she did, the urban legend, the infamy, but with the exception of Maul and a handful of others they were just cowardly street kids looking for a way to pass the time. It had been fun until too much blood was shed.

      I should have known better.

      Dreggo wanted to blame herself but that was mental suicide, and she had blamed too much on herself already. The abuse, the suffering, the violence, the rapes; for years she had shouldered the blame.

      Not this time. The Tube Riders had caused this. And the only way to restore her pride and build the infamy for herself that she wanted was to track them down and kill them, one after another.

      ‘…orders…’

      Dreggo jumped. She looked around, searching for the source of the word, faint, almost indistinct. There was no one behind her, no one anywhere near. Then she heard another sound, a buzzing sensation like a radio stuck between stations, the crackling of static.

      The sound was inside her head. She felt suddenly uncomfortable, as though plumes of blood were pressing against the inside of her skull, and she pushed her hands against her forehead as though to stop her brain from bursting out.

      The buzzing paused for a moment and then began again, louder. She heard more words, faint and indistinct. At first she thought she was going mad, and then memories of another horrible chapter in her life began to resurface, a time she had been held captive underground, a prisoner of the government, used as a test dummy for experiments. From those dark days she remembered little other than fear, pain, and suffering, but her skills had come from that time, too: her strength, her tracking ability, her ability to jump higher or run faster than any normal human, her ability to sense fear or danger just from breathing in the air.

      She sat down by the side of the road as the buzzing got louder. She had no choice but to listen as the words became clearer, but she squeezed her eyes shut anyway, trying to push them out, waiting for them to end.

      ‘…orders … five people … two women … three … all die … known as … Tube Riders…’

      Her eyes flicked open. Dreggo began to listen. I know you. Huntsmen …

      So, they were loose again. And they were hunting the Tube Riders? It hardly seemed possible. What could those fools have done to have the Huntsmen set loose on them?

      Dreggo didn’t know and didn’t care to know. What it did mean was that her dead end had suddenly opened up again and she had another trail to follow. Maybe the nightmares from her past could help her settle her own score.

      Despite the growing nausea she felt, Dreggo smiled.
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      Clayton hung back at the rear as the group of handlers led the muzzled Huntsmen down into what had once been St. Cannerwells London Underground station. One hand rested on the butt of his gun, in a holster at his right hip. The creatures were surprisingly sedate as the men led them along, walking upright like respectful prisoners with their heads bowed, their faces invisible beneath their cowls. Unseen metal collars encircled the Huntsmen’s necks beneath their robes, with a thin chain that reminded Clayton of an overlong watch strap leading back to a loop that each handler held as they walked about ten feet in front of their respective charges. The five handlers, one for each of the creatures, wore metal face protectors, thick bulletproof jackets and padded leg wear. It wasn’t bullets that they feared, though, Clayton knew. It was ripping, tearing claws.

      So far, everything had gone to plan, even though sitting in the back of the DCA’s van with them had been perhaps the most terrifying experience of Clayton’s life.

      ‘They won’t move,’ the head handler, a man called Jakob, had told him. He had indicated a button on the loop of the leash he held. ‘See this? The dog moves and I shock him. These give electric shocks strong enough to render an elephant a gibbering wreck. They won’t move because they’ve all been given a demonstration of what it feels like. The part of the brain that still contains human thoughts and cognitive processes understands how much it’ll hurt if they try anything. But—’ and here Jakob gave a devilish grin, ‘— if I let go of this leash for just one second, that dog’ll tear us all apart before you can even think about getting your gun.’

      Vincent, sitting beside Clayton, had scoffed. Lifting his hand, he had put two fingers together in a gun shape, pointed it at the Huntsman opposite and made a quiet popping sound.

      ‘And even if you did,’ Jakob had continued, with a dismissive smirk at Vincent, ‘You wouldn’t get off enough iron in time. You black coats have any idea what it takes to bring down a Huntsman? Get it square in the face and you’re doing good, but those bodies can take some beating. Next to these dogs, killing revolutionaries is like blowing away bits of paper.’

      Jakob had sounded almost proud. Clayton had plucked up the courage to look through the metal grill of the face mask-cum-muzzle the creature opposite him wore, beneath the low cowl and into the unblinking human eyes that watched him from above the dog-like snout. There was intelligence there, he saw. Intelligence and hunger; hunger to be free.

      ‘This way,’ Vincent said up ahead of them. ‘This is where we found evidence of the kids.’

      ‘You found this place on a map?’ Clayton said, glancing nervously back at the Huntsmen. Vincent had one hand under his jacket, on the handle of his own gun, no doubt. That insolent bastard would as soon as put a bullet in my back as in one of those monsters, he thought.

      ‘We just backtracked along the line, checking in anywhere those kids could have come from, once it was apparent that they used those bits of wood to hang off the trains. The abandoned station wasn’t on the most up-to-date map, but we got suspicious at the large gap between the two stations either side and so we checked the archives. And there it was, St. Cannerwells, forgotten for more than a decade. The perfect place for those kids to hang out.’

      ‘And what did you find?’

      ‘Not much. A pile of old mattresses at one end, and some chalk lines along the side of the platform. At the other end a dried puddle of blood, and some pretty nasty leftovers on the tracks.’

      ‘Leftovers?’

      Vincent sighed. ‘Come on, Clayton. The remains of a kid. Maybe more than one. It’s hard to tell after they’ve been diced up by a bunch of train wheels.’

      ‘You think they had a bust up?’

      ‘From the evidence I’d say they didn’t plan to be leaving the station. I think they were running away from something when they came across us, and our … business. Knowing this town, probably trouble with a rival gang.’

      It was Clayton’s turn to sigh. ‘Fuck. It sucks, this city, doesn’t it?’

      Vincent didn’t look at him. ‘Not our problem. They dig their own graves, we just deliver them.’

      Clayton felt a sudden surge of hatred for the younger man. He had an unsettled score with Vincent for going to the Governor behind his back. Being in the presence of the Huntsmen had put it to the back of his mind, but it wasn’t forgotten, and Vincent was adding credits all the time.

      ‘Over here,’ Vincent said, pointing.

      ‘They’ve been exposed to the scents of the kids from the other station,’ Clayton said. ‘If they can pick them up here, we should be away.’

      Behind them they heard a canine whining from one of the Huntsmen. If the creature hadn’t been so fearsome, it would have reminded Clayton of a dog getting a cuff around the head. Coming from a seven-foot-tall half-human killing machine, it made Clayton shiver.

      ‘There are many different scents here,’ Jakob called over his shoulder. ‘The dogs are getting confused.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I’d guess from the agitation, that there’s a whole lot of interaction going on. They’re getting secondary smells, intermingled smells … it’s going to be difficult to make sure they target the right people.’

      ‘They’re all vagrants,’ Vincent said. ‘A few extra deaths won’t matter.’

      ‘Shut up, Vincent,’ Clayton growled. ‘We’re here to protect the State, not instigate a goddamn massacre.’

      Vincent smiled. ‘Fuck them. The deaths of a few, for the lives of many. I don’t see why you give so much of a shit, not like you haven’t hastened a few deaths yourself.’

      ‘Show respect to a senior officer!’ Clayton hissed. ‘I’m your superior! Staple your damn mouth shut or I’ll have you reported!’

      ‘My apologies, sir,’ Vincent said, stalking off along the platform, his expression unreadable in the gloom.

      ‘Okay,’ Jakob called. ‘The Huntsmen are ready to go. Question is, are you ready?’

      Clayton felt another shudder. He wondered how long he could last before his mind and his body just fell apart, leaving him like an unfinished jigsaw by the trackside.

      ‘You’re sure their orders are programmed correctly?’

      Jakob nodded. ‘They have their scents, and they have the physical descriptions your men gave them of the targets. And they have their orders. Once the targets have been eliminated, they will return to the lockup facility.’

      ‘Okay. Let’s get this over with. Release them.’ He noticed how Adam Vincent ambled around to stand behind him like some frightened puppy, and his dislike for the junior officer rose yet another notch.

      Two of the five Huntsmen were standing almost motionless by the edge of the track, looking into the dark tunnel. With their long robes and the hoods that covered their faces, from behind they had the tall stateliness of priests, bishops. From behind you would never know they weren’t men; only the leashes that hung down from their necks and trailed back to their handlers said different.

      The other three, though, were a different matter. One was crouched close to the ground, muzzled face almost touching the platform. The two others were pulling and jerking on their leashes like the bloodhounds part of their genetic make-up had come from. Froth dribbled from their canine mouths, dripping through the grills of their muzzles and down the front of their robes.

      One of them began to howl. Clayton winced, for the first time feeling irritated with them rather than just terrified. He dealt in men, not animals. This was so far out of his comfort zone it had come full circle and poked him in the backside. The howl was an oddly human sound, and sent a fresh shiver running down his back.

      The creature suddenly jerked upwards and screamed, a sound like two pieces of thin metal being scraped together. Its back arched, then it fell backwards to the platform. It quivered for a few seconds, and then started to climb back to its feet, sniveling like a dog with a cold.

      ‘What happened?’ Clayton asked.

      ‘Bill just gave him a little shock to calm him down,’ Jakob replied.

      ‘Can you hurry the fuck up and just get them out of here?’

      ‘Sure thing.’

      The handlers, faces obscured by their protective masks, moved closer to their Huntsmen charges. Clayton noticed how they held the end of the leashes up where the Huntsmen could see them.

      ‘Come on now, come quietly,’ Clayton heard Jakob say.

      The handlers went behind each Huntsman and undid a clasp on the muzzles. Each dropped to the floor, and the Huntsmen’s faces became more clearly visible. One of them turned towards Clayton, a dark red tongue flicking at the canine teeth that hung over its furry jaw line. Clayton had to look away.

      ‘Now, you have your radios,’ Jakob was saying to his Huntsman. The creature gave a slow nod. A low growl came from its throat. ‘Okay. When you locate a target, you are to contact Mr. Clayton over there, do you understand?’

      ‘Yesssss…’

      Clayton exchanged a look of surprise with Vincent. Neither had realised the Huntsmen could speak.

      ‘Before you carry out your orders. Do you understand?’

      ‘Clayton.’

      The sound was what Clayton imagined a snake with the flu would sound like; a hissing, sibilant noise like a piece of metal being dragged across sand. He felt the urge to vomit.

      ‘Good,’ Jakob said. ‘Ready? Okay, let them free!’

      He took a few rapid steps backwards and then pressed a different button on his leash control. There was a click and then the chain fell away from the Huntsman’s neck collar to clatter on the ground. Clayton watched one Huntsman as it looked around for a moment, then turned and bounded off, one jump taking it down on to the tracks, and a handful more taking it away towards the dark of the tunnel. The hood hung low over its face, and the robes flapped out behind it as it dashed into the darkness, moving low in a half crouch, a two-legged hyena-like gait. In a moment it was gone, the other three close behind it.

      Three…?

      Clayton’s eyes widened, and he swung to look back across the platform, where the last Huntsman still stood, towering over its handler. It was the one that had been shocked, he knew, simply from the way its lips had curled back over its teeth. As he watched in horror, its arms rose slowly up out of the folds of its robe.

      ‘Guns, Clayton!’ Vincent shouted, but it was too late. Even as Clayton drew his gun, the creature’s arm slashed down at the handler. Clayton glimpsed a furred, muscular forearm, and then blood sprayed out from Bill’s neck and chest. The creature turned towards them and its violent, tormented gaze took them all in. Its lips curled back in a snarl, then it howled once and leapt down on to the tracks, loping off after the others.

      Clayton, Vincent, Jakob and the other handlers rushed over to Bill’s aid, but it was too late. His chest had been ripped open, and dark blood pumped out on to the tiles of the platform.

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ Vincent muttered.

      ‘One too many times,’ Jakob said. ‘They have good memories, those creatures. Fuck, that’s awful. But it comes with the territory.’ He turned to Clayton. ‘Well, it’s over to you, now,’ he said. ‘Good luck.’

      Clayton stared at the black tunnel opening where the Huntsmen had gone. He wished that he’d seen the last of them, but something told him that was far, far from the truth.
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      Frank lowered the metal shutters down over the downstairs window. The veins stood out on his thin, sinewy arms as they worked the handle of the old shutter, one that had once covered a shop storefront and which he had bought from a scrap dealer some years ago, when the crime in the city first began to escalate. He had cut the shutters to fit and used them to cover all his windows, both downstairs and up. Many long-term residents in rougher areas preferred just to brick the windows over, but Frank still remembered the days before the anarchy and was damned if he was giving up his daylight and the views from his upper floor windows because groups of wiseass punks liked to throw more rocks about than they used to.

      Out on the street he heard a crash, several shouts and the sound of running feet. For a moment he wished he hadn’t given the knife back to Paul’s friend, although he had several of his own, and other weapons besides. Whoever was out there was unlikely to bother him, though; his reputation and worth as a former medical doctor lent him some respect. No, whoever might be out there would most likely pass him by and go on to fuck over some other place.

      He frowned as the mechanism jammed, the old cogs catching on each other as they often did these days. He strained his muscles, seventy-four years young, but still wiry enough to have kept that kid on his toes earlier. Frank gave a little chuckle, remembering the way that twitchy-eyed punk had jumped. Yeah, diminutive and old he might be, but there was still a little juice in the tank. He wasn’t done yet.

      He grunted and jigged the lever back and forth. The shutter, halfway down, began to descend again.

      As the shutter closed it off, Frank glanced out of the window, night now fallen over London as the evenings drew in towards winter. Looking down from his window he could see the row of houses opposite, and towering over them from behind, the empty hulk of an abandoned office building, seven floors of smashed windows and paint-peeling walls. He gave a wry smile as the shutter began to erase it, and his eyes glazed as his mind drifted back to a time when you could walk the streets at night without fear, when you could take a train out into the country and go fishing or ride a goddamn horse if you so chose.

      Floating among his memories, he almost didn’t see the low, stooped creature as it advanced up the steps towards his door, its covered head low to the ground like a dog following a scent.

      Self-preservation stopped Frank from crying out in terror. He clamped a hand over his mouth as his strength drained away, his other hand dropping from the shutter lever to hang useless at his side. In the silence he heard only his heart beating, and then, slightly out of time, the tap tap tap of the knocker on the outside of his front door.

      Frank took one, two, then a third step back from the window, dimly aware that it would take a few moments for even a battering ram to break through his oversized, barricaded front door. The door to the hall was behind him and the front door beyond. There was only one staircase to the upper floor, past the junk in his hallway to the right of the front door. There was safety that way, if the door stayed closed.

      His hands shook as he stared out at the blackness of the night. The uncommon sight of a car rolled past on the road below, its horn blaring for some unseen reason.

      Then the road vanished as a dark shape blocked his view, pressing close against the glass, hands that looked only vaguely human cupping around a face hidden in shadow.

      Frank’s nerve failed him and he screamed as a dog-like snout pressed forward out of the shadows under the hood. He staggered back across the room at the same time as the creature roared and the glass shattered inwards, the demon out of his nightmares climbing into the room, its savage teeth bared, maw snapping towards him as its clawed hands brushed away shards of glass like bits of paper.

      Frank felt the edge of the open door press against his back and he rolled sideways, pulling it shut at the same time as the creature leapt forward. Years ago, out of precaution and paranoia he had replaced all the old doors of his house with stronger, fire-resistant ones. He had also installed deadbolts on all of them, for what event he’d never been quite sure. Now, he reached up and pulled the bolt on the living room door across, just as the creature thudded against the other side. Frank saw the handle rattle wildly, heard it creak and groan beneath the strength of hands no longer human. He backed away through the junk in his hallway, eyes searching for a knife, knowing it would be useless in a few seconds when the door broke.

      A loud thud announced the creature’s first attempt, and Frank turned and ran, darting through the piles of junk and up the stairs. He gritted his teeth as his old heart pounded in his chest, his body long past its prime for such exertion. Exhausted, he had to pause a few steps from the upper landing, just long enough to see his living room door burst open amidst splintering wood and the creature lurch forward into the hallway.

      Frank froze as it stood there, the hood fallen away from its face, and he stared down at the monstrous face swinging back and forth. Human eyes looked out over a bestial, canine snout, while wires and scar tissue crisscrossed its bald scalp. Around its neck, as it breathed he saw the sharp angular shapes of metal implants under the skin, shifting and writhing like sinews beneath a metal, dog-like collar.

      The Huntsman didn’t look up at him. Instead, it turned right towards the front door, its nose twitching as saliva dripped from its teeth. It growled once and then turned away, taking a couple of steps back towards the surgery. Frank heard a low moan and then the rasp of what sounded like words. Then it leapt forward, disappearing from view as it barged through the surgery door. He listened for a moment, hearing the jangle and crash of his operating table and a desk being turned over, their contents emptying across the floor. Then his legs found their strength again and he stumbled up the remaining stairs to the upper landing.

      He hurried into a room he used as a study, slammed the door and pulled across several more deadbolts. There was a desk in the middle of the room, piled high with papers, various ornaments and antiques he had collected over the decades. He stumbled around it and went to a cupboard in the corner.

      There, on a shelf above several hanging jackets, was a small handgun. He took it down, cocked it, and checked the chambers for rounds. He had just two bullets left. Years ago, he’d used it to scare off a couple of kids who’d tried to break in through the back, and he’d never replaced the rounds he’d used. Still, two would be enough. If the creature came up, he would use the first on it. If he missed, he would use the second on himself.

      Frank took the gun and crouched down behind the desk, squeezing into the space for the chair, his back against the cold wood. At his size there were several cubbyholes Frank could make use of, but he knew that if the Huntsmen came upstairs there were none small enough to save him.

      He waited that way for a long time, listening to the creature rampaging through his house. Then, after what seemed an eternity, he heard a louder sound than any of the others, a crunching noise like a door breaking off its hinges. After that, there was just quiet, but even so, Frank didn’t move. He just sat right where he was, legs crossed over, the gun on his lap with both hands around it, two wrinkled old fingers on the trigger.

      He was dimly aware that he had pissed himself, the warm dampness soaking through his trousers and making a little pool on the floor between his legs. But still he didn’t move, holding his position as he listened for sounds that the Huntsman was still downstairs, too terrified to even shift his body as his limbs started to seize up, barely daring to even breathe. In his mind he saw its grotesque face, its human eyes, its snapping, canine jaws, and heard its growl, the rasp of its voice. The words he remembered clearly, two of them, and he wondered just what those kids had got themselves into to have Huntsmen on their trail.

      ‘Tube Riders,’ he whispered aloud, rolling the Huntsman’s words across his tongue.
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      The few street lights that still worked were blinking on as the Tube Riders made their way through London towards Jessica’s house. They stayed off the main streets where possible, the general chaos creating a rumbling background noise around them. Sirens mixed with squealing tires, shouts and cries with thuds and crashes. Even the occasional gunshot split through the evening as if afraid of being left out.

      The Tube Riders walked quickly but in near silence, the journey across the failing city sobering them up to the reality of their situation. Things looked bleak. By now they were probably being tracked through the streets by the government while Dreggo and her Cross Jumpers hunted them through the London Underground. Only if Jess’s father proved honest—and indeed brave enough—to help them, was there hope.

      ‘It’s not far,’ Jess said, as she led them left down a smaller residential street. A complete absence of cars made it look deserted. ‘Maybe another ten minutes.’

      ‘Okay.’ Marta trailed at the back. She had tied her matted hair back out of her eyes, but all she wanted was to take a shower and then sleep. The likelihood of either was remote. Ahead of her, Simon tried from time to time to take Jess’s hand, only for the girl to pull it away, and Marta could only imagine what he must be feeling. Behind them, Switch and Paul walked side by side, the smaller man limping a little with just the one shoe. He winced with each step, and Marta hoped what Frank had told them was right, that the knife wound wasn’t as bad as it looked.

      ‘It’s at the top of this street,’ Jess said, pointing up the hill towards a row of tall Edwardian houses curving out of sight. It could be any time of the last two hundred years, Marta thought, if it wasn’t for the lack of cars, the occasional boarded up window, and a couple of collapsed street-front walls, soil and overgrown sods of grass spilling down into the road.

      Marta felt a sudden bloom of sadness. Her own family was long gone, the last being her brother, Leo, the first Tube Rider. Her parents were fading into memory, her images of them brushed aside by her unwavering focus on survival. When she wasn’t tube riding she was finding money however she could, struggling to pay her contribution to the rent for the apartment she shared with a revolving door of other street roamers, rent paid to a gang who didn’t even own the building she squatted in. Sometimes she found a few days of work, other times she did what she had to do. The handful of creased and torn notes they offered every week kept the roof over their heads, a dirty water mains attached and an illegal electricity connection switched on. On those weeks when the money didn’t add up, the women and even some of the men would draw lots on who would pay the rent with other means.

      In another time, she might have lived in a house like this with her family. They could have been happy, could have done family things, like visit Big Ben, eat picnics in Regent’s Park, walk around London Zoo. In another time, another world…

      ‘You all right?’ Paul asked, as Marta choked back a sob, her hand covering her mouth and forcing it out as a half-cough.

      She cleared her throat, kept her eyes averted. ‘Yeah, yeah … no problem, just … dust.’

      Paul nodded. ‘Cool, that’s … cool.’

      ‘There,’ Jess said, stopping up ahead. ‘That’s my house.’

      She was pointing at an Edwardian terrace house across the road at a small intersection ahead of them. The house looked quiet, unoccupied, but otherwise safe. Just a normal terraced house for a normal family.

      ‘Something’s wrong,’ Jess said suddenly, her voice rising. ‘Oh my God, something’s wrong!’

      ‘What?’ Simon turned to her. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘The gate’s open! The gate’s never open!’

      ‘Jess, there could be danger, wait—’

      Too late, Jess was sprinting up the road towards the house. Simon paused just a second before giving chase. Marta looked at the others. ‘Live together, die together,’ she said, breaking into a run.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Paul said, and set off after them.

      ‘Easy for you to say,’ Marta heard Switch mutter behind her as he limped in pursuit. ‘Neither of you got stuck with that whore’s knife.’

      They saw Jess pause by the gate, saw her reach out a tentative hand. A moment later she cried out again. ‘The security’s down!’

      ‘Keep your voice down, for Christ’s sake!’ Switch growled, but Jess was already at the front door, pushing it inwards, broken locks giving no resistance.

      Marta had a terrible sinking feeling in her stomach. Jess was inside the house, Simon close by the door. Paul, just ahead of Marta and Switch, was on the path when Jess cried out again, a wail of despair.

      ‘Noooooo…’

      ‘Oh my fuck—’

      Simon was inside too. The others were close behind.

      Marta went through the living room door behind Paul, with Switch following. She took one glance and turned away, a hand over her mouth.

      From the scene Marta could tell Jess’s parents were middle-aged, smartly dressed, not overweight, of average height. To give any more description she would need to look at photographs. Both were dead, but quite how they had initially died was difficult to say. The blood covering their bodies and hanging in thick red swathes across the walls made it impossible to tell. Much as it repulsed her, Marta had to look again.

      Simon was consoling Jess in a corner. The girl was hysterical, screaming and struggling against his arms as he held her. Marta understood her pain; most of them did. Families were rare and their worth was increased by the sheer number of people around you who had no one. Marta had been there, of course, but that took nothing away from Jess’s pain. Marta’s parents hadn’t been murdered like this.

      ‘Get away from me! All of you leave me alone! You did this! You caused this!’ Jess shrieked, and Marta looked up to see Jess sprint past her, out into the hall and up the stairs. A few seconds later a door slammed shut and the sound of hysterical screams cut down through the ceiling.

      Marta took a deep breath and glanced around at the bodies of Jess’s parents. She’d seen plenty of death before, of course, but nothing this brutal. This was even worse than Clive, perhaps. Jess’s mother lay backwards over the end of a sofa, her head touching the ground. In the centre of her forehead a thin metal pole protruded out of a bloody gash. Her neck had been torn open and her face ripped up. The smart office suit she had been wearing was ripped and stained with blood.

      Jess’s father lay across the floor. One arm had been torn off his body and lay underneath a television in the corner. A scattering of books lay across him, from where he’d pulled a shelf off the wall as he fell. Several were open, the pages swollen with blood.

      Marta didn’t want to look at his face but she did anyway. What she saw there made her eyes water with terror. His right cheek and part of his jaw had been torn off. The flesh that hung off his face contained bite marks, like those of a dog.

      Simon rushed past her and out into the hall, making her jump. She’d been so transfixed by the bodies that she hadn’t even seen him coming. She heard him run up the stairs and knock on Jess’s door. The girl’s sobbing grew louder for a moment then quieter again as he went inside.

      Switch was sitting on a sofa by the window, looking out. Paul had gone outside.

      ‘The blood’s not even dry,’ Switch said quietly. ‘Whatever did this might still be around. Holy shit, this is nasty.’

      ‘Whoever did this.’

      Switch raised an eyebrow. ‘Come on, Marta. You know what was here, same as me.’

      Marta closed her eyes. ‘I can’t think about that. I just don’t want to think about it.’

      ‘Her parents are dead because of us. Because of what we saw. If she’s right about that murdered guy being an ambassador, then we’re wanted right now. We call the police, they’ll fucking take us in. If we don’t call the police, we’ll get tracked down and ripped up into dog meat like this.’

      Marta sat down next to Switch. She leaned close to him, and felt his hand go over hers. She looked at him but his eyes were on the bodies. In his other hand he held Dreggo’s throwing knife, his only comfort. She noticed a slight sheen in his eyes that on any other occasion would have surprised her, but as her own choking despair welled up again she realised that some situations went to a new level, sucking even the hardest of people into the darkness.

      ‘I don’t want to die, Switch,’ she said, in a soft voice. ‘I don’t want to end up like that.’

      He nodded. ‘Shit, no. We have to run. All of us. You know this was a Huntsman, yeah? You can see what those motherfuckers can do. They can track like bastards, too. It will find us unless we haul ass the fuck out of here right now.’

      Marta closed her eyes. ‘And I thought the Cross Jumpers were bad.’

      ‘We need to wise up. In some ways we’re lucky it was a Huntsman. Those DCA chumps would have left a guard behind in case we came back. The Huntsmen don’t work like that. They’re tracking, killing machines. It followed her scent back here, found her parents. The scent was obviously similar enough to make it kill them, or else the Huntsman got pissed off about something.’

      ‘How did it get here, Switch? How did it do it?’

      He looked at her, and she saw something there that surprised her: an unflinching graveness. When he spoke the sudden maturity in his voice was unnerving, as though the Switch she knew was gone forever, his body possessed by some long-dead military commander. ‘Huntsmen can follow a scent anywhere,’ he said. ‘Even one that’s weeks old or left by someone moving at speed. They have an enhanced sense of smell, partly animal, and partly computerized. They hunt day and night until they find what they want. Then they kill it.’

      ‘How do you know this?’

      ‘I asked people, anyone I ever met who knew anything. I always figured the day would come when I might get into more trouble than petty crime. I killed a man today, and that wasn’t the first time. I always figured there might be a time when I’d have one of those hybrid pieces of shit come after me.’ He shrugged. ‘The only way to beat your enemies is to know them better than they know you.’

      ‘Where can we go? Where can we hide?’

      ‘We have to leave London.’

      Marta stared at him. ‘That’s impossible. How?’

      ‘We’ll go down to St. Cannerwells, wait for one of the freight trains and ride it right out of London. I have an uncle in Bristol GUA who might help us. If he’s still alive. But we can’t waste time. We have to go tonight.’

      ‘Is it wise to go back to St. Cannerwells?’

      ‘They’ll have found it by now, if they’ve sent a Huntsman. It’s the last place they’ll expect us to go. After all, it’s just an abandoned London Underground station. The DCA will assume we’ll head for the perimeter walls, try to find a way through the gates, but Huntsmen don’t work like normal police because they’re partly animal. They follow a trail and run down their prey. If we can keep ahead of them we’ll have a chance. St. Cannerwells, back at the start of our trail, could be the safest place for us.’ Then, as though to remind her of the man she knew so well, he added, ‘Fuck, this sucks ass.’

      Marta sighed. Tears clung to her cheeks. ‘How can we escape from a Huntsman?’

      ‘From what I’ve heard of them, they’re kind of junk. They don’t work properly, keep fucking up and going haywire. We have to keep our eyes open, watch for them coming. Stay out in the open.’

      ‘What if it’s still here?’

      Despite everything, Switch actually laughed. ‘The Huntsmen don’t do stealth, Marta, at least not that I heard. If one was here we would be fucking mincemeat by now.’

      Paul stepped into the room, and Marta knew he’d been listening. His face was grey, his glasses steamed up. He’d been crying too, and there was a dried crust of saliva around his chin from where he’d been vomiting.

      ‘I have to find my brother,’ he said, voice hollow. If a Huntsman really is after us like you say, I have to get to Owen before they follow my trail back to him. He might already be dead for all I know.’

      Marta nodded. ‘We should split up, spread the trails and just hope they’ve only sent one. Go home, grab what you can and hope it’s not too late. We’ll meet in St. Cannerwells at midnight, and do what Switch says. Take the first train we can out of this shit fucking city.’

      ‘Jess won’t leave.’ Simon stood in the doorway.

      ‘She has to,’ Marta said.

      Simon’s face was drawn, his words heavy on his tongue. ‘She says ... she wants nothing to do with us. She blames us, she says she wants us all to leave, me included. I don’t know ... don’t know what…’ He trailed off. As the others watched, he ran one hand through his hair and rubbed his face. Then he slid to the ground as though someone was sucking the air out of him from the bottom up.

      Crouched in the doorway, he said, ‘If I hadn’t taken her there … if I hadn’t made her come…’

      Paul said, ‘What about the camera?’

      Simon opened his hand. On his palm was a tiny memory card. ‘She threw it at me. Told me … fuck, I don’t know.’ He looked down, shaking his head.

      Marta stood up. ‘She wanted to go, don’t forget that. She told you she wanted to do it, so stop blaming yourself.’ She looked around, hands clenched into fists. ‘This isn’t our fault, we didn’t want any of this to happen. Jess’s parents are dead because this country is screwed up. We’re the victims, not the criminals, and we owe it to Jess’s parents, and, and ... to this whole damn country to get that evidence into the hands of people who can do something about it.’ She flapped her hands, her face flushed.

      Switch stood up beside her. ‘Well, it wasn’t quite Che fucking Guevara but it wasn’t bad.’

      Marta took a deep breath, readying herself to continue. ‘Let’s get this straight,’ she said. ‘We have some very, very dangerous people after us. We run, or we die. It’s that simple. Now, Simon, get up there and get her moving. We have no idea how many of those things are after us. Maybe one, maybe more. If we split up we can spread the trail, confuse them. Move quickly and don’t stay anywhere too long. Keep away from enclosed places and don’t travel unarmed.’

      ‘What good is a knife or a club against something that does that?’ Paul said, nodding towards the bodies.

      ‘It’s better than no knife or no club.’

      Simon climbed to his feet. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll do what I can.’

      Marta glanced at a clock on the wall. ‘It’s nearly six o’clock,’ she said. ‘We leave at midnight. Simon, you have to convince her. You have to. Otherwise she’s going to end up like them.’ She didn’t need to point.

      They went to the front door and peered out on to the street. Street-lighting made a broken line back the way they’d come, while above them the sky was dark purple, wisps of orange and red hanging above the rooftops that stretched away towards the spires and office towers of central London. Marta thought it looked pretty, but she couldn’t shake a sinking feeling in her chest that night had never been so bleak, had never before contained so many demons.
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      Numb.

      Like dead hands gripping every inch of her body and squeezing until her skin turned blue and cold. Hands manipulating her, molding her, kneading her flesh into one single amorphous ball, devoid of all sensation and feeling. And from it her eyes looked out, staring but not seeing the walls, the prints and the posters that hung there, the photographs of friends, of her family. The shelf in the corner, the books. Stephen King, Charles Dickens, Zadie Smith, Kurt Vonnegut; tatty paperbacks bought at staff discount price from the store she worked at, as many as she could afford, most read more than once, many three or four times. She loved books, stories and adventures. Her own life, in the relatively calm neighbourhood of Fulham, where things still went wrong, where houses still got burned and cars still got wrecked, but less frequently than across the rest of London GUA, wasn’t so much an adventure as a struggle; worry and concern overriding any sense of excitement she might get walking the dangerous streets. Then, only this afternoon, she’d been given an opportunity to take a real adventure, to be part of an urban myth, do something special that nearly no one had ever done before.

      Except it hadn’t ended up that way. Her life had been turned on its head in the space of a few hours. And now, numb, unfeeling, she wondered what would happen next. What should happen next.

      Numb.

      She wanted to stay curled up in a ball, her own body a barricade to shut out the world. She wanted nothing more to do with it, wanted only for it to leave her alone.

      He had come again. Simon was sitting on the edge of her bed, one hand on her knee, gently rubbing it. ‘You have to pack some things,’ he was saying. ‘We have to go. They’re going to come back sooner or later.’

      Jessica didn’t care. She didn’t care what happened next. She just wanted everything to end, all the hurt and the pain and the sorrow, all of it to be extinguished, stamped out like the embers of an old camp fire.

      ‘You have to be strong,’ she heard Simon saying, his voice soothing. A voice she loved, but a voice that she wanted to hate now. She wanted to blame him, and she’d told him so, but Jessica was sensible, educated, and despite her grief she knew this wasn’t his doing. He was as much a victim of unfortunate circumstance as she was. Just, with her parents dead, it felt right to blame someone close. It felt necessary.

      ‘Come on Jess, please,’ he murmured, talking slowly to her, leaning close. Still she didn’t look at him, her gaze holding steady on the wall in front of her. The images of her dead parents flashed up in her mind, torn up and bloody, her parents who’d never done anything but love her and try to do the right thing, try to maintain normality in the face of growing chaos. They didn’t deserve to die, but who did? Deserving anything didn’t make it more likely to happen. She was no more deserving of life than they were of death, but here she was, still breathing, still trying to debate what she should do if and when she chose to unlock her arms, release her legs and ease her feet to the floor. What to do when she decided something should be done.

      Simon was trying to hold her hand. At last she turned to him, looking up into his face, grey with worry, eyes moist with sorrow.

      ‘I love you,’ she said, not smiling. ‘I loved my parents too, but something got to them. I won’t let it get to you too.’

      Simon smiled; for a moment he looked like a drug addict who had just taken a hit, overcome with a sudden euphoria. Tears streamed down his cheeks. ‘Oh fucking hell, Jess. I love you so much.’ Then, ‘No one wanted this to happen. It’s no one’s fault but theirs. The fucking, screwed up, bullshit government.’ Suddenly remembering where her father worked, he opened his mouth to apologize, but Jess spoke first. ‘We’ll get them,’ she said. ‘Somehow, someday … we’ll get them.’

      Something had changed inside. A curtain had been drawn over her past, over what innocence she had enjoyed in the years leading up to today. A new mark had been set, a new starting point, and it was one altogether darker. She felt different, felt her heart beating stronger, her hands clenching harder, the focus in her mind sharper than ever before. The girl who had gone down those steps at St. Cannerwells earlier this afternoon had vanished forever.

      A siren rose in the distance. ‘We have to go, Jess,’ Simon told her. ‘We have to go now and give ourselves a chance or stay here and die.’

      She didn’t look at him, but she climbed up from the bed and brushed the hair out of her eyes. She walked past him, down the stairs and pushed through into the living room while Simon trailed helplessly behind her.

      The sight of her parents’ bodies made her sway, her vision momentarily blurring, and she thought she might faint. A sob rose up in her throat so quickly she bent double and began to cough, thinking it might choke her.

      Simon tried to put a reassuring hand on her back but she pushed him away. ‘Don’t touch me,’ she said, though part of her wanted him to. It was just too soon, too early. For now she needed to be alone with her grief.

      She couldn’t leave them, but she had no choice. The wailing siren was closer now. She had no idea if it was coming here or if there was some other disaster elsewhere it was driving to attend to, but the end result was the same. Simon was right. They had to leave, or their bodies would join her parents’ on the canvas of blood and gore that her living room had become, and that wouldn’t solve anything.

      It hurt to turn away, it hurt more than anything. But she did, glancing at Simon who stood behind her, his mouth hung open, one hand shifting in his jeans pocket, fingers moving over the tiny camera memory chip that had started all this.

      In that moment her mind was made up.

      She rushed through into the quaint little kitchen her mother kept as neat as a showroom, went to the cooker and turned on the gas hobs. She didn’t know if it would work or not, but it was worth a try. Behind her, Simon said, ‘You have gas?’, but Jess ignored him. In a cupboard by the back door her father had an eighteen-litre container of paraffin—another government perk—that he used to fuel a stove heater they had on the upstairs landing. She hauled it towards Simon.

      ‘Douse them,’ she said. ‘Spread it everywhere you can.’

      ‘Are you sure—’

      ‘Do it!’ she snapped. ‘I’m not having the government taking them away to experiment on. They were my parents!’

      She rooted around in a kitchen drawer for a box of matches while Simon took the paraffin into the living room, grabbing as she did so a handful of small notes and change her mother kept for housekeeping money. At the back of the drawer she found a matchbox, still half-full, with a picture of a Beefeater on the front. Hate for the government boiled in her, and it was all she could do to suppress a scream. She stuffed the matches in her pocket and went to find Simon.

      He had taken down two curtains and draped one over each body. For a moment she felt a surge of love for him at this sign of sensitivity, then the siren wailed much closer this time, and she shook it off. Simon had splashed paraffin all over the floor, the walls and the covered bodies of her parents.

      ‘Okay, let’s go,’ she said. On her way out she grabbed a sofa cushion. She stopped at the door and handed it to Simon while she pulled the matches from her pocket. ‘Get ready to run,’ she said, striking a match and holding it to the cushion until the frilly cover began first to smoke and then to flame. She waited until the fire had taken hold then grabbed it back off Simon and tossed it through the door of the living room.

      ‘Run!’

      They dashed out of the house as a whump of igniting paraffin followed them. It might be a few minutes before the gas exploded, and she wanted to be well away before then. ‘When we get a chance, Simon,’ she shouted as they ran, ‘we hunt them.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      Paul tried not to run as he headed back through Fulham. The streets were alive with the activity of changeover: stores by day barring their doors and pulling down their shutters, while on the pavements and in the market places street vendors took their place, selling everything from skewered snack food to bootlegged DVDs and homebrewed beer and spirits. Many of them worked an under-the-counter service as well, dealing in narcotics, medical drugs, knives and other weapons. By the end of the night, Paul knew, some of these vendors would be dead, others rich, some moved on, and others newly respected. Versions of warfare existed everywhere, and trade was no longer fair.

      People called out to him as he passed, offering sausages on sticks, plastic cups of soup, old toys and shabby secondhand clothing. He ignored them all, pushing away one or two of the more persistent.

      I have to get to Owen before they do.

      There was no way for them to know how many Huntsmen were on their trail. There could be just one, or there could be dozens. His only hope was that because he lived further away than Jess, and he hadn’t come straight from home to St. Cannerwells this afternoon. Having had a couple of errands to run, he had a longer trail to follow.

      Hope. Like love, so easy to destroy.

      He hurried into Fulham Broadway London Underground station, thinking it would be more difficult for the Huntsmen to track him if he moved by train. He bought a single journey ticket and made his way down to the platform, crowded with commuters as it approached six o’clock. The digital display told him it was seven minutes to the next train, though the destination section was cracked and difficult to read. He only had to go four stops, though, and he didn’t need to change.

      The seconds ticked past endlessly. He shifted from foot to foot, biting his lip hard enough to draw blood, wincing at the pain. Further up the platform, he heard a fight break out, the thud of thrown punches, the shouts and grunts of those involved, the restraining cries of the onlookers.

      A minute until the next northbound train. Paul pushed closer to the front of the platform, hugging his clawboard against his chest.

      Someone screamed, just as a familiar roar announced the train’s arrival. He glanced in the direction of the commotion but could see nothing through the crowd. Then the train had stopped and everyone was pushing forwards towards the opening doors. Just as Paul got inside and turned around, he heard more shouting, a louder disturbance than before. He heard a woman scream: ‘Oh, God! He’s dead! That thing killed him!’

      Paul swallowed. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. He stepped forward and shoved a couple of punks back out on to the platform to give the doors room to close.

      ‘You fucking cocksuck—’ one of the punks shouted, but the doors bumped shut, cutting off the man’s words. The train began to move along the platform towards where the commotion had been. Paul leaned forward to look out, and saw that a space had parted around a robed, hooded man who stood near the edge of the platform, towering over those around him. Paul hadn’t seen a monk in years and couldn’t believe that such a level of respect still existed.

      Then he saw the bloody corpse at the man’s feet, a security uniform soaked in blood. As the train passed, the cowled man’s head lifted and Paul saw a furry, wolf-like face with dark, human eyes that looked in through the window at the passengers inside. As his carriage passed by, its eyes locked on to his own. The train picked up speed and the creature slipped behind, but its eyes never left him.

      Paul’s legs shook as the train thundered into the tunnel and the outside became darkness. He looked for somewhere to sit down but all the seats were taken, so instead he just slumped to the floor, clutching the clawboard to his chest like a frightened child might clutch a rag doll. Like the others, he had seen plenty of bad things in his life, but always it had been focused on someone else.

      He had seen his own death in those eyes. Death, and worse.
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      While Switch and Paul both headed south, Marta headed north. Feeling reluctant to go back to the train station, instead she jumped on the first bus that came past, feeling safer off the street.

      It took her on a long, circuitous route around the outer city centre towards Camden Town, near where she lived now. Instead of getting off, though, she rode for a couple more stops and then changed buses on to another route. Fifteen minutes later, she alighted on a quiet street in East Finchley and walked up a narrow residential street leading off the high street until she came to a small churchyard.

      It was overgrown and untended now; the few remaining graves rising up out of the tall grass. Most of the granite and basalt stones were gone, pulled up by looters, lugged away and sold. Some less-valuable slate stones remained, along with a few varnished wooden crosses, many of them leaning bent and broken like a mouthful of crooked teeth.

      Marta followed the remains of a gravel path around the side of the old church. She noticed another of the old stained glass windows had been destroyed in the months since her last visit, leaving just one intact, near the back corner. Like the others, it had been boarded up from the inside and now just a few jagged shards of coloured glass remained sticking out of the wall.

      The church still functioned with a resident minister and a regular congregation, although guns were their religion now. She knew she was being watched, either from a tower or a spy-hole somewhere, maybe with a rifle or a handgun trained on her, depending on what weapons they had.

      At the back of the church she followed the path through the stones to a section at the rear of the churchyard which was home to the freshest graves. There, near a low stone wall that backed onto a fenced-off alleyway, she came to a small rectangle of ground where the grass was not as long as the surrounding area. At the top end was a flat, rounded rock that had long ago been borrowed from a riverbed. Marta could just make out the words written on it in faded white paint:

      
        John Richard Banks.

        September 18th 2022 to August 9th, 2072.

        Forever in our hearts.

      

      
        Rachel Mary Banks, beloved wife of John.

        March 15th 2026 to July 17th 2073.

        Rest in Peace.

      

      ‘Hey Mum, Dad,’ Marta said, brushing tears out of her eyes. ‘Sorry I’ve not been up here for a while, but you know how it is … busy and all that. Huh. Working hard, you know.’

      The stone her brother had painted watched her in eternal silence. She hadn’t added his name to it; she refused to believe he was dead.

      ‘I just came to tell you that I have to go away for a while.’ She squatted down, but didn’t sit. She felt vulnerable enough already, and the memory of Jess’s parents was still fresh in her mind. ‘I don’t know for how long,’ she continued. ‘But I’m in a little trouble, I think. Some bad people are after me and my friends. I didn’t do anything wrong, it’s just ... I don’t know ... wrong place, wrong time.’ She sighed. ‘I just wanted you to know, that if it all works out—which is unlikely, of course—things are going to change. We know things that could hurt the government, and … and, we’re going to tell the right people, who can fix it all, so that no one else needs to die.’

      She sat down, her legs falling out from under her. ‘So, Mum, Dad, I just wanted to tell you before I go, and I hope that, whether it works out or not, I hope you’re proud of me. Because, I’m proud of you. What you tried to do for me, you know. For ... for everything.’

      She stopped talking. She ran her fingers through the grass as a cold wind ruffled her hair. Looking up at the sky, she saw dark, spongy clouds drifting in the direction of the falling sun. To the east, the sky was almost completely dark, lit only by the glow of street lights and office buildings.

      She stayed that way for quite some time, as darkness fell around her. She didn’t have a watch but she guessed from the sky that it was close to eight o’clock when she climbed to her feet. She needed to get back to her flat and grab some belongings. Every second she stayed here was a second closer that the Huntsmen got to her, but for a while she had been locked into the moment by her memories. She didn’t know if she would ever be able to come back, and she needed to say goodbye, not just to her parents’ memory, but to her entire past.

      ‘Hey you! Stop or you’re dead!’

      Marta jumped at the voice, spinning around. After all, she’d been here a while, and most of the higher members of the congregation knew her. She heard the click of a gun being cocked, saw a slight movement in the grass not far from her. She was about to say something when a familiar voice shouted: ‘Don’t fucking shoot! I’m with her!’

      ‘Switch?’ She saw him now, in the shadows cast by the church. How did you…?’

      ‘He cool, Marta?’ A muscular blonde man carrying a rifle stood up out of the grass just yards from her. It was Craig, one of the ministers. He’d been in the grass the whole time, watching over her. How much had he overheard?

      ‘It’s okay, Brother Craig,’ she said, using the church’s “family” title. ‘He’s a friend. He’s cool.’

      The man shouldered his rifle. ‘Long as you say so, Marta. If you have any problems, just shout.’ He walked off back towards the church, giving them some privacy. She was happy he had kept his distance; she didn’t want her scent around him, not after what she had seen today.

      Switch stood a few feet away, looking a little embarrassed.

      ‘How did you find me? Did you follow me?’

      ‘I figured you might need some protection since I knew you’d come here. I had to do some, um, shopping first.’

      ‘Really? She raised an eyebrow. ‘What did you buy?’

      He grinned, and shook his coat. It gave a metallic rustle. ‘Man toys. Oh, and a new pair of shoes. You know, since Paul didn’t keep his end of the bargain.’ He lifted a foot to show her. The sneaker looked pretty old, but it was a definite improvement on the sock.

      Marta smiled. ‘Where did you get your money from? I thought you were broke.’

      ‘I traded.’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘Really. What with?’

      ‘Promises, mostly. You know how it is. Rules of the street.’

      She thought it probably best not to ask. ‘Did you get anything good?’

      ‘Not good enough. There’s no current market for flame throwers or hand grenades. At least not ones I can afford.’ He grinned. ‘But I got some cool shit that might help us out. Take out one or two of those canine mutant fuckers if we have to.’

      Marta smiled back. ‘Switch, how do you stay so cheerful through this? We’re being hunted. We could be dead in hours.’

      He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I guess … hmm.’ He shook his head, searching for the right words. ‘I guess it’s just that inside, I’ve felt dead for a long time.’ He shrugged again. ‘Fuck. Not literally dead, you know, just … you know how it is. Idling. Like I’m just treading water, waiting for something to happen.’ She nodded in agreement. ‘And now, suddenly, we’re alive. We have something to battle for. We get to open up a can of whoop-ass in the name of revolution. If we can escape those government monsters, of course.’

      ‘I guess you’re right. I just wished I shared your confidence.’

      He nodded towards her parents’ grave. ‘You need more time?’

      She shook her head. ‘No. It’s time to go, I think.’

      Back around the front of the church Brother Craig materialized out of the shadowed porch. ‘Wherever you kids are going, take care,’ he said, and then added: ‘Godspeed.’

      ‘So you were listening to me!’

      He cocked his head. ‘Yeah, sorry about that. I didn’t mean to, but you looked like you wanted your own time, and I didn’t want to blow my cover in case whatever it is that’s after you came along.’

      ‘It’s okay.’ Before she could stop herself, she hugged the older man. Suddenly realizing what she’d done, she stepped back and said: ‘Brother Craig, after we’re gone, go inside the church and bolt all the doors. Don’t open them for any reason. Bad things are after us.’

      ‘I figured that. Don’t worry, we’ve been protecting this place a long time. What are you going to do?’

      She grinned. ‘Bring down the government.’

      Craig laughed. ‘Well, good luck to you! It couldn’t come soon enough.’

      She thanked him and they headed back out on to the street.

      ‘Thanks for thinking of me,’ Marta said to Switch when they were alone.

      His bad eye fluttered and his cheeks darkened. Embarrassment wasn’t one of his common attributes, and it quite amused her to see it.

      ‘No problem,’ he said, regaining his composure. ‘I figured that being a chick and all you might get a little emotional and leave yourself open to attack.’

      ‘Yeah, maybe,’ she agreed with a smirk. ‘Being a chick and all. Don’t you need to grab some stuff? I have to get back to my flat to get my handbag and my makeup, but we don’t have much time.’

      Switch smiled. ‘There’s something I never told you about where I live,’ he said. ‘It’s St. Cannerwells. I kind of live there.’

      ‘Live there?’

      ‘In one of the old shops. I can just grab anything I need on the way back, though as a general rule I carry everything important with me.’

      Marta shook her head. ‘You’re crazy, Switch. I suppose at least it’s warm down there—’

      Switch put a hand on her arm to cut her off. The strength of his grip surprised her, his fingers digging into her skin.

      ‘What are you doing…?’

      ‘Marta, we’ve got a problem.’ He pointed down the street, past the scatterings of vendors setting up street stalls outside shops and wholesale markets, to where a dirty London Underground sign identified West Finchley. A man in a robe had just emerged from the stairs and was looking up and down the street. His face was covered by a hood, and his head was moving in an arc around his chin, swinging from side to side like a pendulum on a clock, almost as if he was smelling the air.

      ‘Please God tell me that’s not—’ Marta began.

      ‘Um, yeah, I think it is. I saw one on a train a couple of days ago. They were transporting it, I think. I was having a practice.’

      The figure turned and began to walk in their direction, quickly picking up pace. It moved like a man, but with its head stooped forward as though straining to see something on the ground.

      ‘Oh shit,’ Switch said. ‘It’s following my trail. I came by tube. I rode. It’s tracking me.’

      ‘Come on,’ Marta said, her heart hammering. ‘We can hide from it, maybe double back around into the station.’

      ‘I say we stay and fight it,’ Switch said, turning around. ‘I got some stuff that might work.’

      Marta looked back down the street. The Huntsman had started into a slow jog. It was heading right for them.

      ‘Uh, no, if it was you alone I’d say go for it, but since I’m here I say we run.’ She grabbed his arm, pulling him back up the street. He didn’t need much encouragement; pretty soon he was outpacing her despite his injury.

      ‘Is it gaining on us?’ he gasped.

      ‘I don’t know … this way!’

      They took a turn towards Finchley town centre, large abandoned office buildings looming up on either side of them. Marta glanced back. The Huntsman was just three hundred feet behind and closing fast, running at a full sprint.

      ‘Quick! In here!’ Switch said, grabbing her arm and pulling her sharply into the foyer of an abandoned building. ‘Back there, get up the stairs! I have a plan.’

      Marta didn’t hesitate. She pushed through a fire-door and sprinted up a metal staircase. Below her, Switch was trying to jam the door shut. From the second floor landing she watched him stick a knife into the lock and turn it, then jam an old chair under the long handle of the fire-door. Suddenly something slammed into the door from the other side, rocking it on its hinges.

      Marta yelped with fear. Switch shouted something at the door then rushed after her up the stairs. ‘Go on, run!’ he shouted. ‘It won’t hold for long, but we just have to stall it.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘All the way up. The roof.’

      ‘Oh, God. Why?’

      ‘Just go!’

      Marta dashed up the fire escape, feeling the burn in her thighs as she turned each corner and rushed up each new flight of stairs. She’d judged the building to be six or eight floors tall, but passing a door into the ninth floor, and with a couple more turns above her, she wondered if she’d make it. Far below, she heard a splintering sound, followed by a crash, and then a growl as the Huntsman burst through the fire-door.

      She couldn’t help but look back. As she did so, she heard a rough scream, a noise that sounded like a word fed through a salt grinder:

      ‘Stop!’

      She shivered, the word cutting right through her. She stared down towards the floor far below, saw something rushing up the stairs towards them, moving so fast it was a blur.

      Then Switch was jerking her arm, pulling her away through a door on to the building’s roof. A cold wind struck her face and she recoiled, shutting her eyes. Rough hands pushed her hard from behind.

      Switch’s voice was filled with frustration. ‘Quickly, Marta!’ He was doing another job on the door. The handle was round, and he kicked it hard, once, twice, knocking it out of shape so that it wouldn’t open easily. There were few objects on the roof but he managed to find what looked like a rusty metal clothes-horse and jam its stubby legs into the thin gap between the bottom of the door and the floor.

      Marta spun around in a circle, seeing the high rooftops of London rising like dark concrete islands out of a sea of twinkling lights. She could only admit that it was beautiful, but as she turned to see the adjacent building rising up some fifty feet to the right, it only helped to press home the desperate enormity of their predicament.

      ‘Switch, we’re trapped up here!’

      He appeared at her shoulder, breathing hard. ‘Get over to the edge, on the main road side. Quickly, go! The door won’t hold for long.’

      ‘Is there another fire exit or something?’ she asked, leaning over the edge of the roof.

      ‘Look there.’ He pointed over the top of her shoulder. She did, but all she saw was the road. There was no way down except to jump, and that was suicide.

      ‘What are you looking at?’ she shouted, frustration getting the better of her. Behind her something slammed against the stuck door, making it rattle.

      ‘About ten feet down, you see it?’

      She squinted. ‘I see a wire of some kind.’

      ‘That’s it!’

      ‘What good’s that going to do us?’

      He pointed across the street. ‘We ride it. It attaches to that building over there, the lower one. To an antenna mast on its roof. We get off there, it breaks the scent. The Huntsman can’t follow us. It’ll take ages for it to find our scent again, by which time we’ll be well ahead.’

      Marta tugged on a loose braid of hair at her neck. ‘We can’t ride—’

      ‘If you can jump on to a moving fucking train you can jump on to a stationary fucking wire!’ he shouted. Marta stared, shocked, but as the creature slammed against the door again behind them, she knew he was right. ‘Now get your ass on that damn wire!’ he yelled, shoving her towards the roof edge.

      She wrapped her hands through the leather straps on her clawboard and felt a sudden energy pulsing through her arms and legs, that fire that she so loved. It was the board that did it. Always.

      She turned back to Switch, flashing a wild grin. ‘If this goes wrong, I’ll see you wherever.’ Then, with the clawboard held out in front of her, she jumped over the edge.

      For a moment she was in freefall, with the ground racing up towards her, then the hooks caught on the wire that connected the two buildings, her shoulders jerked and she was hanging there, her feet dangling high above the road.

      She had worried that the wire would be too weak to hold her, or otherwise too elastic and would bounce her right back off, but it was thick and it felt strong. It had a little flex but not enough to throw her off, but as she hung there, a hundred and fifty feet off the ground, she realised they had another problem.

      ‘Switch, I’m not moving!’ she shouted. ‘It’s thick rubber casing. It’s got too much grip!’

      ‘Shit,’ he muttered, leaning over the edge above her. Then: ‘The downward slant should be enough. Swing your legs back and forth, get some momentum.’

      Marta kicked her legs out and felt herself move forward a few inches. ‘It’s working!’

      ‘Hang on. I’ll try to help you.’ After one last glance back towards the blocked door, he climbed over the edge, hanging on by one hand, his clawboard in the other. He jumped, hooked the wire behind her with his board and held on to a metal fixture that held the wire to the wall with his other hand. He leaned his back against the wall then pushed her with his feet. She slid forward a few inches, and then slowly began to gain speed. ‘You have a bit more weight than me, so you should have more momentum,’ he shouted.

      ‘You’re an asshole,’ she told him. ‘But thanks.’

      Switch grinned and kicked her again, just as she swung forward. She felt the rubber casing losing its resistance and she began to slide. Switch shouted something, but she was too far away now to hear clearly. The building in front rose towards her as she slid down, and she started to plan her dismount. It would be slower than from a train, at least.

      ‘Watch out, Marta!’

      She heard him this time, and she twisted herself around to see Switch hanging maybe fifty feet behind her, moving much more slowly. His slight frame wasn’t helping him gain much speed, and he was jerking back and forth trying to move himself forward. And there, above him on the building’s roof, stood the Huntsman.

      Marta couldn’t see it any more clearly than they had before. It was just a dark silhouette against the night sky, but she could see something in its hand, something metallic, something that glinted against the glow of the streetlights below.

      Thang!

      ‘Whoah!’ Switch shouted, and Marta saw him twisting wildly again. ‘It’s shooting at me!’

      Marta remembered the metal bolt she had seen in Jess’s house. It seemed ridiculous, but it looked and sounded like a crossbow.

      She heard another thang followed by a thud across the street where the bolt hit, then a whizzing, winding sound as the creature loaded the next.

      Marta was still looking back when she crashed into the antenna of the opposite building. With a cry of pain she twisted her clawboard off the wire and dropped to the ground. Rolling over, she managed to regain her footing and make it to the building’s edge in time to see Switch still crossing over, some way behind. He was putting on a show of mid-air acrobatics, jerking forwards and back, swinging his legs up and down.

      ‘Get down, Marta!’

      She had been so transfixed by Switch’s skills that she had almost forgotten the Huntsman. A metal bolt thudded into the antenna housing just a foot wide of her, and, aware of her fortune, she dropped to the ground just as Switch bundled over the edge.

      ‘It can’t get across,’ he said, breathing hard as he crouched beside her. ‘It’s not stupid. It knows if it tries I’ll just cut the wire. Our biggest problem though is getting out without meeting it on the way up.’

      ‘How do we do that?’

      She sensed rather than saw him grin in the dark. ‘We run like rabbits with fire crackers up our asses. And then some.’

      He was on his feet before she started to laugh, moving away from her to look for a way down into the building. As she heard him kick a door in and call for her to follow, she wondered if this was what madness felt like.

      She glanced back across the street at the other building. The Huntsman still stood there, a darker shadow against the night, watching her. Perhaps confused by their escape, perhaps amused by its prey’s wiliness, perhaps merely considering what to do next, it was observing her calmly, the crossbow that hung idly by its side glinting in the light of the street below.

      There was no way to tell what was going through its mind, but going through her own was the realization that she had just cheated death, and that she was probably going to have to do it again in the days to come.

      She turned away and hurried after Switch.
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      Paul was off the train almost before it had stopped, pushing through the crowds and up the stairs to the ticket gates. Out on the street he found a bus had just pulled in, and he jumped aboard even though it was barely half a mile to his house. He was so tired he could barely move anymore, but it was also another chance to throw them off the scent.

      He jumped off again five minutes later outside the building in which he lived with his brother. Once, 14 Monument Square had been their family home, and Paul could still remember having good times here before the air darkened, the perimeter wall gates shut permanently and the guns appeared on the streets.

      The day after the Governor passed the law prohibiting anyone to leave the city without a permit, Paul had watched from his bedroom window as tanks rolled into Monument Square, dispersing hordes of protesters. Eight years old that day, still a year and a half before Owen came into the world, Paul saw his first death, a young man with dark hair and glasses, wearing a student-friendly anti-war t-shirt and an old pair of jeans. Even through the glass Paul had heard the crunch as the body went under the tank.

      The boy had been his older brother, Gareth. Just sixteen, he was killed outside their front door. He wasn’t the only one, but he was the only one that mattered that day to Paul’s family, and their lives, until then peaceful, were shattered.

      Owen fulfilled some of their mother’s desire for a replacement, as his birth was the only thing that ameliorated her sorrow. That she saw her dead son in the eyes of her newborn was probably one of the reasons why, when Paul was just thirteen and Owen four, she chose suicide as a way out.

      Their father too, was dead by the time Paul was fifteen. Weighed down by loss and sorrow, he was unable to cope with two young boys. Paul came home from school one day to find his father had gone. A suitcase was missing from the cupboard in his parents’ bedroom, as were some of his father’s clothes. There was no note.

      Paul had let Owen believe their father might still be alive, but he knew otherwise. There was nowhere to go and their father had been weak; he hadn’t had the strength for adventure.

      The first few weeks afterwards had been a struggle. That day had proved Paul’s last at school, and his next had been part begging, part petty theft. He had lacked the skills for it, getting beaten up, chased by the police and by his intended targets. Then one day he had been caught trying to lift someone’s wallet, and the man pressing a knife to his throat had offered him two ways out. One was death. Paul chose the other. He found there was a demand for this kind of work, and he quickly got good. With his face pressed against a concrete floor in an abandoned building or on his knees in a dark alley with rough hands gripping the back of his head, the money came. And the money meant food and clothes for him and Owen. Sometimes, you did what you had to do.

      He pushed in through the door and hurried up the stairs to the third floor landing. The whole building had once belonged to their family, but his mother’s death had prompted his father to downsize, splitting the house up into three, making some renovations and subletting out the two lower sections as self-containing flats. It was the last genuinely useful thing his father did, and despite a succession of short-lived tenants on the middle floor, a long-term tenant in the bottom floor flat who paid rent on time was a godsend.

      ‘Owen?’ he shouted. ‘You home?’

      His brother didn’t respond. As he reached their door Paul prayed he wasn’t too late. The flat was unlocked. He dropped his clawboard by the front door and burst in.

      ‘Owen? Owen! Where are you? Owen!’

      He crashed through into the kitchen, the door thudding back against the wall. On the table in the centre of the room were a half-eaten sandwich and quarter of a glass of orange cordial. There was no sign of a struggle.

      He heard a sound behind him and spun on his heels.

      ‘What’s with the door slamming and the shouting?’ Owen stood in the doorway, wearing a t-shirt and shorts. His arms were folded. ‘I was just watching a movie, all right?’

      At the relief of seeing his brother alive, unharmed, and as cocky as ever, Paul’s legs sagged. He gripped the edge of the table for support. ‘Thank God you’re okay,’ he said.

      Owen just gave an adolescent’s nonchalant shrug. ‘Of course,’ he grunted.

      ‘Listen. You have to get some stuff together. Spare clothes, money if you have any, and anything essential or that you can’t bear to part with. Keep it small, keep it light. Just one rucksack.’

      ‘But I’m watching a movie! It’s only halfway through!’

      Paul slammed a hand down on the table. ‘This is important, Owen. We’re in danger. We have to go away for a while.’

      Owen raised an eyebrow. ‘Who’s after you?’

      ‘Trust me, you don’t want to know. But if you don’t hurry up, you might find out.’

      Owen grinned. ‘Are we going on an adventure?’

      ‘Yeah, I guess you could call it that.’

      ‘Cool.’ Owen turned and rushed off to his room. Paul did the same, picking through the cupboards first for some lightweight packets of dried food: fruit, noodles, soup, as much as he thought he could carry while running. He had no idea when they might eat again. Then, with the food and some basic toiletries stuffed into a small bag, he rushed through into his bedroom and filled the rest of the bag with spare underwear and another sweatshirt. From under his bed he grabbed an old clawboard Owen might need, and jammed it into the bag behind his clothes. Rummaging through the drawers of the bedside tables, he found what little money they had left, enough to buy them food for a few days. Then, hauling the bag up over his shoulder, heavier than he’d hoped, he turned back to the door.

      An object on the desk to the right caught his attention. He moved closer, his heart caught in his throat. He reached out and picked the object up.

      Out of the photo frame his parents smiled at him, his father with his arm around his mother, who was holding an infant Owen in her arms. Paul, age twelve, stood to his father’s left, a big grin on his face, a mop of light brown hair sprouting out of his head, blue eyes still unobstructed by the glasses he had started wearing at seventeen.

      Above their heads, big white capital letters read, LONDON ZOO.

      Thinking back, it must have been less than a year before the zoo closed, and it was the last happy time Paul could remember, before his mother slipped into depression. Had Gareth been there it would have been perfect.

      He opened up the picture frame, took out the photograph, and stuffed it into his bag.

      In the kitchen he found Owen waiting. ‘I’m ready!’ his brother announced with a huge smile, as if had been waiting for this chance all his life.

      ‘Christ, Owen, don’t you have a coat or something?’

      ‘It’s by the door.’

      Paul nodded. ‘Right, let’s go.’ He led the way to the front door. As he picked up his clawboard and pulled open the door, he looked back at his brother. ‘Owen, I said one bag.’

      His brother had one bag over his shoulder and was dragging another one along the ground. ‘Ah, come on. It’s just some comic books and a few movies. I don’t want some bastard looting the flat and getting all my black market stuff.’

      ‘Owen, we have to travel light.’

      His brother looked about to argue back, then his expression changed. His eyes had drifted past Paul, out into the stairway. ‘Er, Paul, there’s some guy down there. How the hell did he get in? Did you forget to lock the bottom door?’

      Paul felt a chill pass through him as he looked down the stairs to see the Huntsman standing outside the door of the middle flat, facing up the stairs towards them. Under its hood its eyes were shadowed, but its dog-like mouth seemed to grin.

      ‘Tube Rider…’

      Paul reached back, grabbed the bag of Owen’s loot and flung it as hard as he could down the stairs. The Huntsman lifted its arms to fight off a hail of books, DVDs, Blu-Rays and ancient VHS tapes. One heavy volume that Owen loved, something about a boy wizard, struck it square in the forehead. The Huntsman howled and slumped to its knees.

      As Owen was gasping, ‘What the fuck is that?’, Paul was slamming the door, pulling the deadbolts and a larger anti-theft bar across to buy them some time.

      ‘You got weapons? Is there another way out of here?’ Paul shouted.

      ‘What? Just a screwdriver, couple of kitchen knives. I’m just the kid, you’re the hero!’

      ‘Let’s hope so.’ Paul tried to think quickly. ‘Okay. Back into Mum and Dad’s room, we can get out the window.’

      ‘We’re fifty feet off the ground!’

      ‘I know, but I’ve seen what that thing can do! I’d rather jump than stay here. Now go!’

      They rushed through into the bedroom. Paul heard the Huntsman pound on the front door a couple of times, heard the handle rattle, then silence, followed a moment later by a loud crack. The handle shook. The Huntsman had shot it with something and broken the lock, but the deadbolts still held it shut.

      ‘Come on, Paul!’

      Paul realised he’d been transfixed, while in the meantime Owen had pulled the window open and thrown his bag down on to the street.

      ‘How am I supposed to get down?’

      ‘The drainpipe,’ Paul said. ‘Climbed a tree before, haven’t you?’

      ‘Trees have a bit more grip, though!’

      A splintering sound came from behind them. Paul tossed his bag out of the window, watched it fall a frightening distance and then land with a loud crunch.

      ‘Hurry!’

      Owen was already out on the pipe, trying to twist himself around and get a decent grip before starting his descent. He looked irritated rather than scared, which was how Paul felt.

      ‘Hurry up, Owen—’

      The front door burst open and something stumbled in, too fast for Paul to see clearly. It was off-balance and limping.

      ‘…Rider…’

      It veered towards them, one furred, wiry arm loose of the robe, wires beneath its skin clearly visible. The other hand was clutching at something at its waist, something that gleamed metallic under the kitchen light.

      It reached the bedroom doorway then jerked sideways as it collided with the doorframe. It staggered across the room and the hood fell back from its face. Paul’s mouth fell open as he saw the jumble of wires snaking back and forth across the creature’s scalp, above one blind eye and another that oozed blood. He had got lucky. The Huntsman had an old war wound, and Owen’s book had hit its remaining good eye. It pursued them now by sense of smell alone.

      Owen was still struggling with the drainpipe. Paul watched as the Huntsman dropped into a crouch, the claws on one hand scraping at the carpet, the other still fumbling blindly at a weapon beneath its robe. Its bloody eye flicked back and forth. Its teeth were bared and its nose wrinkled as it sniffed the air.

      Paul couldn’t breathe. His whole body tingled as though his heart had stopped and he was caught in the moment between life and death. He stared at the Huntsman as it crouched by the door less than ten feet away.

      As Owen shouted ‘Paul!’, the Huntsman leapt at him.

      He reacted instinctively. One hand was curled around the leather strap of the clawboard at his side. As the Huntsman flew at him he jerked it up, swinging it round as though he were trying to swat a fly.

      The clawboard struck the Huntsman square in the face. Its momentum carried it forward on to him and his nostrils filled with a pungent mix of blood, animal, and machinery. Then it fell past him, rolling across the floor into the corner.

      ‘Is it dead? Shit, is it dead?’

      It took Paul a moment to collect himself and realise he wasn’t dead. ‘I don’t know. Get down the fucking pipe!’

      ‘I’m going!’

      Paul backed away towards the window as Owen started down. The Huntsman had fallen in a heap, and at first didn’t seem to be alive. To kill one of the legendary abominations so easily didn’t seem possible, and as he hooked one foot over the window ledge it shuddered and began to turn back towards him, body low to the ground, arms caught underneath it. As he watched, one arm freed itself and rose towards him. Gripped in its clawed fingers was a small metal crossbow.

      Paul ducked as a quarrel slammed into the window frame less than five inches from his face. The Huntsman growled, then began to fumble with another bolt in the mechanism. Paul glanced down, saw his brother standing below him holding both rucksacks, then quickly shimmied down, his clawboard still attached to him by one leather strap, tapping against the plastic pipe as he went.

      ‘You okay?’ Owen asked, as Paul jumped off the drainpipe and staggered over to him.

      Paul tried to smile. ‘I’m still alive, that’s good enough.’ He pointed up at the window. ‘I’d say we have about a minute before that thing is back on its feet and after us. Let’s make it count.’

      ‘Where to?’

      ‘The station.’

      They started off in a run, rucksacks slung over their shoulders. Paul held his clawboard under one arm.

      On the way, he said: ‘There’s something I’d better tell you. Something you’re going to need to know about if we’re going to avoid those things in future.’

      Owen nodded towards the clawboard. ‘It’s about that skateboard thing of yours, isn’t it?’

      Paul nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s right. But it’s not a skateboard.’

      ‘Of course not, it doesn’t have any wheels.’ In the dark, Paul sensed Owen raising one eyebrow at him. His little brother said, ‘Hence the expression, “skateboard thing”…’
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      The huge portable television screen was set up on the back of a stationary truck parked on St. Cannerwells High Street. A large crowd had gathered around it, a line of police in front of them. Switch and Marta stood near the back, in the dark recesses of a cubbyhole stairway up to a tall town house.

      The screen showed a press conference. A middle-aged man had just taken the stage. A voiceover announced, ‘The Foreign Secretary, Mr. Douglas Lewitt, will read the following statement, made earlier today by our Great Leader, Maxim Cale, Lord Governor of Mega Britain.’

      Marta glanced at Switch. He was staring at the screen with undisguised hatred. ‘Fucking typical to send his minions,’ he spat. ‘Too scared to show his ugly ass face even on television.’

      ‘Shhh!’ she cautioned. ‘He does have some supporters, you know. And most of them are carrying guns.’

      On the screen, Lewitt cleared his throat. ‘“Dear Patrons of Mega Britain,”’ he read. ‘“Many of you will be aware of the explosion that rocked our streets earlier today. This was due to an explosive device that detonated inside Westminster Underground station. An as yet unconfirmed number of civilians have died, as has, tragically, the honourable ambassador from the European Confederation, Mr. Alberto Sucro.”’

      There were a few ums and ahs from the crowd. He paused to let the news sink in before continuing. ‘“Finding those responsible and bringing them to justice is currently the government’s highest priority. However, it pleases me to inform you that, due to the unrivaled ability of our own Department of Civil Affairs, the identities of those responsible are already known, and an operation has been set in motion to see these criminals brought into custody. As I speak, our best DCA agents are on their trail and we expect their apprehension within hours. In the meantime, I can only request that the general public be on their guard and stay inside where possible. There may be more insurgents acting with these terrorists, and we are yet to rule out further attacks.

      “Sadness springs to our collective hearts as I say these words, and though it brings pain to me to say that death may be worthwhile, in this situation that might prove true. Mega Britain has long been troubled by insurgents and terrorist attacks from within our own borders, trying to undermine Mega Britain’s rise towards economic greatness. With the tragic death of one of their own, we can only hope to bring our cause to the hearts of the European Confederation’s wise leaders, and seek their moral and financial aid in repairing the cracks in our state caused by those who do not believe, those who do not share our vision…”’

      ‘That’s us, Switch,’ Marta whispered. ‘They’re trying to pin this mess on us.’

      ‘It’s a conspiracy,’ he replied. ‘They murdered the ambassador and staged his death to create sympathy in the EC. That fucking deformed bastard…’

      Lewitt prattled on for a couple more minutes, his speech descending into general propaganda. Marta listened with disgust. As Lewitt finished off the Governor’s statement and left the stage with a barrage of questions leaping in his wake, Marta closed her eyes, remembering the carnage they’d found in her apartment.

      They’d not encountered the Huntsman again, but it or another had got to her apartment before them. Two of her flatmates were dead, torn apart, their blood splashed over the carpet and across the bare walls of the squat. Another, Rob, a drifter who’d been staying with them the last few weeks, was still alive, but his eyes were wild with terror. A bloody chest injury had not been bad enough to kill him, so Marta had placed an anonymous emergency call from a payphone store a couple of streets away. Switch had made him comfortable while she grabbed a few clothes and belongings. She had whispered sorry as they left.

      ‘We have to go, Switch,’ Marta said, tugging on his arm. ‘The others should be waiting for us.’

      He nodded, and they hurried off down the High Street. Behind them they heard people shutting down the television screen amidst a growing unease from the crowd, most of which had refused to disperse. Marta heard someone barking an order to leave the street. There were one or two shouts of defiance from the crowd, so she quickened her pace, aware that a full scale riot could break out at any moment.

      The road bent away to the right, and soon the crowd was out of sight. Drunken shouts came frequently now, though, and she heard the sound of something made of glass shattering on the road, followed by a gunshot.

      ‘Here it goes,’ Switch muttered from in front of her.

      St. Cannerwells Park came up on their right. Through the fence they could see a couple of trashcan fires, hear the sound of people laughing, making merry. For once Marta actually envied the drunks and tramps down there in the park. Their existence seemed so carefree.

      Switch moved further ahead of her, jogging towards the station entrance, a dark building a hundred yards further on. She smiled a little at his self-assumed role as her protector. They had always been a unit, the Tube Riders, looking out for each other, but Switch seemed to have singled Marta out for preferential treatment. Perhaps he likes me, she thought, flashing a wry smile.

      A hand fell on her shoulder. Marta jerked away, almost falling into the street. As she looked back she let out a small cry of surprise.

      Simon stood behind her with Jess at his shoulder. Both looked grim.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

      She rubbed her chest just below her neck, as though compelling her heart to slow. It was a few seconds before she could make words come out. ‘I’m so happy to see you both,’ she said at last. ‘Really, you have no idea. Did you have any trouble making it back here?’

      Simon shook his head. ‘No, we saw nothing. Maybe there’s only one. You?’

      Marta nodded grimly. ‘Yeah, we ran into one. Thank God Switch was with me.’ She briefly recounted what had happened.

      ‘That’s terrifying. Are you sure you’re all right?’

      Marta nodded. ‘Still alive is good enough right now. We haven’t seen Paul yet.’

      ‘He’ll be fine.’

      ‘I hope so.’

      They headed after Switch, who was standing in the shadows of the Underground station entrance. Marta glanced at Jess as they walked; under the streetlights the other girl’s face was difficult to read. Jess hadn’t said a word yet, and her eyes were eerily distant. Her parents’ violent deaths would be near impossible to deal with, but Marta felt uneasy seeing the way Jess’s eyes had steeled. This afternoon she had been as bright and carefree as London allowed. Now, though it scared Marta to admit it, she looked almost as dangerous as the thing that had attacked them in the office building.

      ‘No sign of Paul,’ Switch said by way of greeting. ‘But there’s no sign of any Huntsmen either. Looks like doubling back was a good call.’

      ‘What time is it?’ Simon asked.

      ‘Just after eleven,’ Switch said. ‘The first freight trains are running about now. We can give Paul a little time. We said midnight.’

      ‘We’re not leaving him!’ Marta almost shouted.

      Simon put a hand on her shoulder. ‘After what you told us, he might be dead. We’ll have no way of knowing.’

      Marta felt tears spring to her eyes. ‘We’re not … leaving him.’

      ‘If the Huntsmen come before he does, we won’t have a choice,’ Switch said. ‘We run or we die. Don’t worry about Paul. He might look like a fat, balding fag, but he can look after himself. He’ll catch up.’

      ‘Maybe there’s just one,’ Simon said. ‘Five of us against it…’

      ‘When it’s running straight at you I’ll let you say that again,’ Switch replied. ‘I picked up some shit on the street, but ... fuck, man, seeing that thing up close, I don’t know.’ He shook his head. ‘Come on, let’s get inside. At least by the tracks we have an escape route.’

      Down in the station, Marta and Simon sat down against the wall near the breakfall mats. Jess stood nearby, a few feet apart. Switch was restless, patrolling up and down the platform, knives occasionally appearing in his hands only to vanish again.

      The minutes ticked past. The trains were becoming less and less frequent as services wound down for the night. In the minutes between trains the station had a peaceful warmth to it, an echoing, thought-provoking calm.

      With her head resting on the wall, Marta realised they had no plan after this. Ride the freight trains away from here, get out of London. Was it even that simple? Were there no checkpoints, no guards?

      Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of running feet. She jumped up and turned towards the stairs as Switch jogged over from the platform edge, a serrated knife in each hand. Jess had turned too, lips curled back in a snarl of anger. Simon had been dozing and had yet to climb to his feet.

      Two shadows appeared on the stairs, followed moments later by Paul and a much younger boy whom Marta assumed was Owen, Paul’s brother. They’d never met him before, though Paul had often talked of bringing him when he was older. Without his parents around, Paul was a father to Owen, and Paul had said no sane father would let a twelve-year-old kid hang off the side of a train. Now, though, Owen was carrying a clawboard Marta recognised as one of Paul’s old ones. It pained her to realise he’d get even less practice at it than Jess had, and she broke out into a hot sweat as she realised just how many holes there were in their plan.

      ‘Paul,’ she said with relief, and started to move towards him.

      Paul put up a hand. ‘No time for greetings, guys. We’ve got company.’

      ‘What?’

      They were waiting for us. Outside!’

      ‘They?’

      ‘In the park, waiting to trap us. They broke cover just as Owen and me reached the entrance. Quick, into the tunnels. It’s our only chance!’

      Marta’s heart filled with dread. Above them came the sound of more running feet. It didn’t sound like the Huntsmen, though; the footfalls were too heavy.

      Again she realised how stupid they’d been. The Huntsmen might be erratic tracking machines, but they were working for the Department of Civil Affairs. It should have been obvious that the DCA might watch St. Cannerwells in case they came back, but in their blind fear they hadn’t realised. Of course they’d not seen them before; the DCA wanted to catch them all together.

      ‘Not so fast,’ a man’s voice said from behind them. They turned to see a DCA agent descending from the other stairway, the one which led up to the blocked entrance. Back the way they’d come in, two other men jogged down the stairs. All three had guns.

      ‘He was there,’ Jess hissed. ‘When they killed the ambassador. He was one of them. Those bastards started this.’ She started to walk towards him, but Marta put a hand on her shoulder. ‘What?’ Jess growled.

      ‘That’s suicide.’

      One of the agents held his gun in the air. ‘That’s all of them,’ Mr. Vincent. We appear to have collected an extra one too. Want us to kill them now?’

      Vincent, the leader, held up a hand. ‘Wait! Are you sure the Huntsmen have been called off? The last thing we want is those fucking monsters spoiling the party.’

      ‘Four are captive, but one has gone AWOL,’ the man shouted back. ‘We’ve lost the frequency on the fifth.’

      ‘We’re that important that they sent five Huntsmen after us?’ Marta whispered to Paul. ‘Holy shit.’

      The one called Vincent laughed. ‘Well, you kids are cleverer than I thought. How did you manage to kill one of them?’

      No one answered. They had backed away towards the centre of the platform, where a large supporting pillar offered cover in the space where a confectionary stand and some vending machines had once stood. As Marta shouted, ‘Get to cover!’ they darted towards it, dodging out of sight just as a gun went off and a bullet cracked into the platform not far from them, causing tile shards to shower their feet.

      Don’t shoot, damn it!’ Vincent shouted. ‘I want them alive!’

      Beside Marta, Paul whispered, ‘Where’s Switch?’

      Marta realised the little man wasn’t among them, and risked a glance out towards Vincent. There she saw him, standing alone on the platform, fifty feet from the DCA leader. Switch held a knife in one hand. The other had vanished, back into his jacket, she assumed. He advanced slowly like a true street fighter, swaying from side to side, ready to drop and roll at any moment.

      ‘Switch, for God’s sake, get back!’ Marta hissed, remembering his earlier words: we have something to battle for. He wanted to go down fighting, but against trained, armed, DCA men, Switch had little chance.

      ‘Well, I guess killing one won’t matter,’ Vincent said, cocking his gun. ‘I’d hoped we could use you, maybe, but it’s no skin off my—’

      As fast as Marta had ever seen, Switch drew something from under his coat then dropped and rolled just as a bullet passed through the space he’d been standing in. As the gunshot died away a sharp hammering sound rang out across the empty station and into the tunnels. Vincent screamed and fell to the ground, clutching at his leg.

      ‘Wow, that was fucking cool,’ Owen said, just before Paul pulled him back out of sight.

      ‘Where the hell did he get a nail gun?’ Simon asked, holding on to Jess, who was trying to rush out and join the fight.

      ‘Get off me, Simon!’

      Vincent’s gun went off again, impossibly loud, the bullet ricocheting off the ground just inches from Switch, who was still rolling across the platform. Vincent was hurt but not dead; Switch had just bought them a little time.

      ‘Fuck this … ahhhh … just kill them!’

      Gunshots cracked from the other direction. Paul and Simon moved to the other side of the alcove, crouched low, clawboards held like clubs. Jess had pulled a huge bread knife out of her bag and passed another to an insanely grinning Owen. Marta reached under her shirt and grabbed her pepper spray can.

      Switch rolled over the platform’s edge and down on to the track. Vincent was moaning in pain while trying to reload his gun. A train suddenly roared past and Marta gasped as it passed through where Switch had fallen.

      ‘Let’s rush them,’ Jess said behind her. ‘They’re scared. We have to take them before they call in the things again.’

      As if in response, a gunshot cracked, and a small explosion of broken tiles and mortar from the roof showered them from above.

      ‘See?’ Jess said. ‘They can’t even aim.’

      Marta stole another glance, this time back towards the front entrance. The two DCA agents were crouching at the bottom of the stairs, blocking the only way out.

      She frowned as a shadow fell on the steps behind the two men. Huntsmen? She glanced out again. In the moment before she pulled her face out of sight of their guns, she saw what looked like a woman, being pulled along by something on a leash—
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* * *

      Dreggo had caught the Huntsman outside in St. Cannerwells Park. Blind, it had been stumbling about like a drunk down near the old pond, not far from a group of tramps drinking homebrewed spirits around a pile of burning benches and old chairs. Using the metal lid of a trashcan until she was close enough to use her knives, she’d battered the creature, finally sending it into some form of unconsciousness by smashing its head against the low wall that edged the pond. A piece of old rope made a suitable leash.

      The buzzing in her head had told her all she needed to know, and she’d slipped back to St. Cannerwells and staked out the DCA units, themselves laying siege. She knew from the transmissions that the other Huntsmen had been called in and restrained. The signal had been faint, but she’d realised the fifth was still alive and getting closer, its receivers damaged but still following the mission. She didn’t know what had happened to it, but captured, it was a weapon unlike any other.

      She’d failed to track the Tube Riders; their scent had been too faint. The Huntsman, however, had a stronger smell, one she knew well. She’d taken it by surprise; it hadn’t been hunting for her.

      Its face was caked with blood and both its eyes were useless, but its sense of smell was as good as ever. Among her personal armoury was a police-issued stun-shocker, and with it tied to a piece of old railing she was able to keep the newly conscious Huntsman squirming at the end of the rope. It was damaged goods, but it was still far more dangerous than a gun.

      The two men at the foot of the stairs didn’t even see it coming. They were focused on keeping the Tube Riders trapped, and the Huntsman had slashed the throat of one and torn the arm off the other almost before they knew it was there. One of them got a shot off, puncturing the Huntsman’s shoulder. The creature screamed in rage as its claws and teeth finished the man off.

      ‘Come out, Tube Riders,’ Dreggo shouted. She jabbed the Huntsman with her makeshift stun weapon. ‘Come out, it’s safe. I’m on your side now.’
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* * *

      Marta saw Dreggo descend the stairs, saw the captured Huntsman maul the two DCA agents and leave their bodies on the ground. She also heard what Dreggo said and realised they might have no choice but to trust her.

      ‘There’s another one!’ she shouted, and glanced back towards Vincent. The leader of the DCA was crawling towards them, gasping in pain as he dragged his injured leg. A trail of blood followed him, a dark shadow under the emergency lights.

      ‘What the bloody hell is going on here?’ Paul muttered.

      ‘Just keep down and wait for a chance,’ Simon answered.

      ‘This is like a computer game,’ was Owen’s contribution, while Jess stayed silent.

      ‘Hey, you! Drop your gun, or I loose this thing on you!’ Dreggo shouted at Vincent.

      Marta glanced out to see Vincent lifting his gun. He aimed in Dreggo’s general direction and pulled the trigger, but instead of a gunshot there was just an empty click.

      ‘Ah, fuck,’ he muttered, and tossed the gun away.

      ‘Come out, Tube Riders,’ Dreggo repeated.

      ‘She doesn’t have a gun by the look of things,’ Paul said.

      ‘She has a whole lot worse,’ Jess said.

      ‘Let’s go.’ Marta stepped out into view. ‘What’s this about, Dreggo?’

      The leader of the Cross Jumpers approached them with the Huntsman still ahead of her, crouched low to the ground. It looked more feral than the one that had chased Marta and Switch.

      ‘I think we can help each other,’ Dreggo said. ‘I want a way out of this city, and in exchange I can protect you.’

      The others came up beside Marta. ‘Who says we need protection?’ Paul said.

      ‘You’d be dead if it wasn’t for me,’ Dreggo replied. ‘Or you would have been as soon as you tried to run.’ She came closer, prodding the Huntsman along in front of her.

      ‘That’s the one Paul got,’ Owen said, eyes filled with awe. ‘Man, you smashed it up bad.’

      Dreggo moved past the Tube Riders, who backed off away from the Huntsman. Ten feet from Vincent, she stopped.

      ‘Looks like your plan didn’t quite work out,’ she said.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’

      Dreggo smiled. ‘Don’t you remember me? I’m the one that got away. Give my regards to your witchdoctor friends. We’ll be seeing you.’

      ‘Fuck you. Release that thing and get it over with.’

      ‘You really want me to?’ She let out a little slack and the Huntsman jerked forwards, jaws snapping, making Vincent flinch. Dreggo turned away. To the others she said, ‘Together we’ll be safer. I have a ... history with these people. I can use it to help—’

      Marta gasped as a hand snaked up from below the platform edge and gripped Dreggo’s ankle, pulling hard. She cried out in surprise and fell backwards to the ground, the leash and the pole slipping out of her hands. For a moment everything seemed to freeze: Vincent, lying on the ground, wide-eyed; the Huntsman, crouched at Dreggo’s feet; Switch, climbing up off the tracks; Marta and the others, caught in the middle.

      Everyone was staring at the Huntsman.

      It hesitated just a second, as if deciding where the pain it remembered clearest had come from. Then it leapt at Dreggo, its claws and maw ripping and tearing. Dreggo screamed and tried to throw it off her. They rolled away across the platform. Dreggo, despite her strength, was no match for the incensed Huntsman.

      ‘Quick,’ Switch shouted. ‘We have to move now.’

      ‘What about him?’ Marta said.

      ‘Fuck him.’

      ‘We’ll catch you!’ Vincent shouted. ‘We’ll hunt you down—’

      Owen stepped forward and kicked Vincent in the face. The DCA agent slumped back against the ground. ‘Just shut up, man…’

      Switch grinned. ‘Nice footwork, little bro!’

      ‘Guys, this isn’t over!’

      Marta pointed. The Huntsman had won the fight. Dreggo’s bloody, mutilated body lay limply on the dusty tiles. The beast pulled something out of the ruins of her clothes and turned back towards them, clawed hands gripping a silver crossbow. Switch said, ‘Its mission!’

      The Huntsman’s blind head swung back and forth, nose twitching at the air. Then it stopped still, frozen. Slowly, its lips curled back in a snarl

      ‘I have an idea!’ Simon shouted. ‘Get across the tracks now!’

      Paul pushed Owen in front of him. Simon grabbed Jess’s hand and pulled her behind him, though at first the girl seemed to want to stand and fight.

      ‘What about the DCA guy?’ Marta shouted to Switch, who was already across. She pointed at Vincent’s still body.

      ‘Forget him,’ Switch replied. ‘If it wants dessert, too bad.’

      Marta was the last to jump. As she crossed over the tracks and landed heavily on the other side, she heard a whirring sound behind her, and looked back to see the Huntsman loading the crossbow.

      ‘There’s a train coming,’ Simon shouted, pointing at the tunnel where the faint glow of headlights had come on amid the growing roar of an engine. ‘Come on, you bastard, jump!’ He picked up a loose tile and threw it at the Huntsman. The tile struck the creature in the chest, and it jerked in Simon’s direction, teeth bared, the crossbow lifting. Simon took another step forward.

      ‘Come on!’ he shouted again. ‘It’s fucking Pancake Day, you bastard!’

      ‘Watch out!’ Marta said. ‘Don’t make it jump too soon!’

      Jess and Switch had joined him in goading the Huntsman. It snarled again then bounded forward, the crossbow going off with a zipping sound as it leapt out over the tracks.

      Simon’s body jerked. He screamed and staggered a few steps, then dropped to his knees. The Huntsman, more agile than they had expected, landed easily on their side of the platform with the train still back in the tunnel. Its free hand swiped at Jess, claws raking the air, the other still holding the crossbow. Simon now lay on the ground, clutching at his shoulder. Paul, nearest, swung his clawboard at it, only for the Huntsman to swat it away. Switch darted forward with a knife raised, but it was Owen, slipping behind the Huntsman and clubbing the back of its legs with Paul’s old clawboard which caused it to lose balance. As Switch’s knife flashed again, the Huntsman jerked backwards and fell out over the tracks, into the path of the train.

      For a second the train’s warning horn sounded low and hollow. Then the Huntsman was gone as the train thundered past.

      As the train rushed away, the others crowded around Simon. The crossbow bolt protruded from his right shoulder and his shirt was soaked with blood.

      ‘I’m okay, I’m fine,’ he whined, gritting his teeth.

      ‘Help him up,’ Marta said. ‘Can you still ride, Simon?’

      ‘I’ll try.’

      ‘We have to leave now.’

      ‘I know.’

      Marta glanced at the others. Paul’s face was ashen, while Switch was busy picking bits of cloth out of the teeth of his knife. Owen was reliving the strike which led to the Huntsman’s death, while Jess was stone-faced, staring at Simon as though he were already dead. Marta felt cold inside looking at Jess; the girl she’d met earlier was gone, perhaps forever. But then, she reflected, perhaps there was a part of all of them that was gone now.

      Behind them, across the track, Vincent had regained consciousness and was barking orders into a mobile phone. ‘They’re here. Quickly, free the rest of them!’

      Jess turned away from Simon and picked the Huntsman’s crossbow up off the platform. She turned it over in her hands as though she were inspecting a piece of fruit. Then, with a brief shrug, she pulled a metal quarrel out of a pocket on the side, fed it into the crossbow’s mechanism and pressed a button. Marta heard a whirring sound and saw a metal spring drawing back. Jess looked up at the others, face blank. Without a word she turned and walked across to the trackside.

      Marta followed her. ‘Don’t kill him,’ she said, meaning Vincent. ‘That makes us no better than them.’

      ‘Do you think I care? I will kill him, but he has to wait his turn.’

      Marta followed Jess’s gaze down on to the tracks. What was left of the Huntsman lay there, across the rails. One arm was completely gone, and one leg from the knee down lay between the tracks about twenty feet in front of it. The other arm was mangled and half its torso hung open. Blood pumped out of a long chest wound. Marta saw wires and what looked like metal plating inside, alongside the tissues of a body that had once been human.

      And yet it was still alive, its head trying to rise, a low groan coming from its throat.

      ‘Good God, what does it take to kill those things?’

      Jess didn’t answer. Slowly, she lifted the crossbow. ‘For my mother and my father, for everyone else … die, you fucking … prick.’

      She pulled the trigger. The bolt slammed into the Huntsman’s face just below the blinded eye. There was a popping sound followed by a crackle of electricity and then the monster was finally still.

      Jess pulled out another bolt. Behind them came the sound of another approaching train.

      ‘This is our ride,’ Switch said.

      ‘I don’t leave until he’s dead,’ Jess replied, waving the crossbow at Vincent, who was cursing and grunting in pain as he tried to pull a nail out of his leg.

      ‘We don’t have time!’ Switch shouted. ‘Stay with him and die together if you fucking like, girl, but we have to go now!’ As Switch spoke, four dark shadows poured down the station steps, rushing across the platform towards them. Marta’s jaw dropped; it was like facing the door to Hell itself seeing the snapping, nightmarish horde come on, some moving like men, others bounding like dogs.

      ‘We’re going to die unless we’re on that train!’ Paul shouted.

      Marta looked at Switch. He had his nail gun in one hand, but his face was pale, hopeless. Even he knew they had no chance against so many.

      ‘Remember what I told you,’ Paul said to Owen. ‘Don’t let me down, brother.’

      Owen, endlessly cheerful, nodded. ‘I’m a Tube Rider now,’ he said, hefting the clawboard Paul had given him.

      ‘Please don’t get hurt,’ Paul said.

      ‘Run, jump, hook,’ Owen recalled.

      ‘You got it, now go! I love you, kid.’

      Owen grimaced. ‘Man, shut up. Christ.’

      The train rushed in. Marta heard Jess screaming at Simon to ‘Run, one last time, just run!’’, and then she was running after Paul and Owen herself. In these moments, she reflected, it was everyone for him or herself; if someone fell they were on their own. No one could go back.

      Two of the Huntsmen had crossed in front of the train. As Marta caught, she saw them stumble as they tried to turn too quickly. In front of her, Paul and Owen were safely caught, Owen whooping his delight as his board hooked on to the metal rail. Just behind her, Switch caught the rail, and she leaned forward to see beyond him to where Simon, his face contorted with pain, had just jumped. His board caught the edge then slipped safely inside the rail. He howled in pain as the train jerked his injured shoulder, his eyes squeezing shut, veins protruding from the backs of his hands as he struggled to hold on. Jess, at the back, caught the rail then quickly freed one hand and pulled the crossbow from her belt. As the nearest Huntsman leapt forward, its claws reaching, she aimed and fired. The bolt hit the Huntsman in the shoulder, enough to knock it back into the one coming behind. They tumbled to the ground as the train roared into the tunnel.

      ‘Hang on!’ she screamed as the cold wind and the dark enveloped them. She could only hope the others had enough strength left to listen.
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      Vincent could think of no other plan than to play dead as the Huntsmen, freed on his command, rushed into the station. The Tube Riders were out of sight behind the moving train, and a moment later it was gone, taking them with it. Two Huntsmen were on his side of the tracks, two on the other. Vincent thought for a moment he was the next victim, but then, howling like a pack of rabid wolves, the Huntsmen leapt down on to the tracks and bounded away into the tunnel.

      As silence descended, Vincent climbed to his feet. Three nails had hit him in the thigh. One had fallen loose while the other two were imbedded deep and wouldn’t move. Every time he touched them bolts of pain lanced up his side.

      Still, moving slowly, he could walk. He found himself marveling at the resourcefulness of the Tube Riders; the skinny, odd-looking one in particular. He hoped to put a bullet in that one personally.

      A few feet away lay the body of the girl who had captured the blind Huntsman. Vincent hobbled over and looked down.

      It had mauled her bad enough that she would never need to worry about boyfriends again, he thought darkly, but underneath the blood he could see the slow rise and fall of her chest. A small moan when he nudged her with his foot confirmed that she still lived.

      I’m the one who got away. He knew what she meant, of course. There was no way a normal human could have survived such a mauling. And if what she claimed was true, Vincent thought, maybe she could be of some use to them.
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* * *

      Leland Clayton was pissed. Climbing from the car outside the abandoned station, it was all he could do not to draw his gun and flick off the safety. Vincent had gone above his authority, ordering the Huntsmen called off in an attempt to ambush the Tube Riders. Clayton, whose idea it had been to stake out the station in case one or more might return, had expected to view their bodies only after the Huntsmen had finished. Just minutes ago, though, Vincent had called him and muttered some lame excuse that an “altered” plan had failed, and that the Tube Riders had escaped, but not to worry because the Huntsmen were once again on their trail.

      Vincent, vying for commendation from the Governor, had gone behind Clayton’s back again. Maybe, Clayton reflected, this was one time too many.

      Inside the station, he found Vincent leaning against the wall, a couple of aides tending to a wound in the younger agent’s leg.

      ‘Okay, so what the fuck just happened here?’ Clayton’s fingers had gone to the gun again, and he purposefully pulled his hand away and stuck it in his trouser pocket.

      Vincent yelped in pain as one of the aides dabbed his leg with antiseptic. ‘I’m sorry, Clayton. It was my fault—’

      ‘You’re damn right it was. We’re under orders from the Governor himself to take those kids out. He ordered the Huntsmen, and you ordered them off. I know you want my job, Vincent, you damn fool, but surely you value your fucking life?’

      Vincent looked at the ground. ‘I’m sorry, I thought they might be more useful alive.’

      ‘Which is why you had them pinned down by two gunmen, both of whom are now dead?’

      ‘They were just to help … negotiations. I was fully expecting the fugitives to give themselves up.’

      ‘And instead you got taken out with what? A nail gun? You, a DCA agent, gets taken out by a kid with a fucking power tool?’ Clayton was too angry to laugh. ‘You’re a fucking disgrace, Vincent. I’d demote you to sorting mail if it wouldn’t embarrass me to explain why.’

      ‘I was surprised. And that thing over there, she took out my men.’

      Clayton looked over his shoulder. ‘The dead girl? One: who the fuck is she, and two: please explain to me, Vincent, how did she manage to kill two agents?’

      Vincent raised a hand. His look had taken on a familiar smugness that Clayton always wanted to punch off his face. ‘Firstly, she’s not dead. And she took out my men by setting a Huntsman on them. A Huntsman she somehow managed to capture. Tell me, how the fuck did she do that?’

      Clayton rolled his eyes. ‘It gets better. Who is she?’

      Vincent smiled. ‘She’s the one that got away.’

      ‘God help you Vincent, if you smile at me again you’re going under the next fucking train—’

      ‘She’s half Huntsman.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Go look at her. She’s been modified.’ For a moment Vincent grimaced and clutched at his leg. ‘And for some reason she was chasing them too,’ he continued through gritted teeth. ‘I thought she might be of some use.’

      Clayton narrowed his eyes. His anger still boiled but he was remembering something Dr. Karmski had said about an escapee. That, though, he would deal with in time. ‘So, Vincent, you’re telling me you managed to lose everyone we’re after in order to bring me someone who “might be of some use”? Jesus Christ. Get yourself to the hospital and get out of my fucking sight.’

      Clayton walked away from Vincent towards the bloody body on the ground. Vincent was right; wires protruding from her forehead and the glimmer of metal beneath the skin where she’d been mauled told him she’d been modified all right. Clayton felt a funny tickle go down his neck. He knew the government’s so-called “researchers” took kids off the streets for this. She might have been a perfectly normal girl, walking home from a café, cinema, whatever, when a bag was pulled over her head and the next thing she knew she was strapped to a chair in a room full of scientific equipment. Now she’d ended up like this, almost more metal than human. And he considered her one of the lucky ones. He didn’t know everything about what happened in those evil underground laboratories, but he knew that a vast number of mistakes were made before the “lucky” few ended up as Huntsmen.

      He felt like putting a foot on her neck and saving her from more pain, but his curiosity got the better of him. And like Vincent had said, maybe she would be of some use.

      ‘Hey!’ he shouted back to one of his agents. ‘Get a couple of men over here with a stretcher. We need help for this one. Make sure you secure her arms though. She might be dangerous.’

      As the man ran off, Clayton walked to the edge of the track and stared down the tunnel in the direction Vincent said the Tube Riders had gone. The Huntsmen were out there somewhere, running hard, nearly inexhaustible. His professional mind hoped they ran the quarry down by morning, saving him a lot of trouble and hard work. The part of him that had once had morals, though, wished the Tube Riders luck.
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      Monday was looking like another quiet day for Carl Weston. The new school term was still a week away and with a little sly help from their housekeeper, Jeanette, his homework was all done and sitting in a folder back at the house. He’d been careful this time to have her write the answers on a piece of paper for him to copy up, rather than directly onto the work itself. A teacher had caught him out last time and he could still remember the sting of the cane. The back of his father’s hand had hurt a lot more, though.

      Down in the woods, among the ruins of the old town, he’d set up a shooting range where he regularly practiced with his air rifle and catapult. Most of the houses were gone now, the roads torn up, but in some places the skeleton walls of old terraces and shops still rose up over his head.

      Transplanted trees and undergrowth obscured most of the buildings. Many of the trees tilted at ridiculous angles because, his father said, when the government began a project to reseed the countryside some years before he was born, many of the newly transplanted trees were not supported properly and had since suffered from the effects of subsidence and wind battering. The natural trees were easy to spot because they rose straight, but as a young child Carl had loved playing among the exposed root systems of many of the capsized trees, prevented from total collapse by the helpful remains of an old shop or house. Brambles, bracken and ivy smothered everything now, but Carl regularly cleared away the entrances to some of the better root-caves to maintain a series of dens where he could while away his days in blissful idleness.

      Now, with the morning sun casting long shadows all around him, he crept through the silent ruins with his catapult held ready. As he approached a sycamore tree growing at a forty-five degree angle, he crouched low. With a sudden cry of attack he leaned forward and executed a karate roll, coming up into a squat and loosing the rock ammunition. It clanged off a rusted old construction sign Carl had jammed into a crack in a half collapsed wall.

      ‘Got ya!’ Carl shouted, holding the catapult aloft. The old sign, a half-corroded silhouette of a construction worker holding a hand up in a “stop” pose, didn’t reply.

      Carl stood up and leaned against the thick tree trunk. He listened for a moment, cocking his head, looking up into the foliage. Not far away came the sound of a bird’s call, followed by the flutter of wings. He was used to the birds, of course, but there was something else, a low rumbling, somewhere distant. He looked up at the sky, though he hadn’t seen a plane in ten years or more. Then he remembered.

      ‘Train!’

      With a big grin on his face, Carl dashed off through the trees, quick feet skillful over the treacherous ground from an entire childhood of playing in the forest. The train line was several hundred yards away, slightly upslope, cut along the side of a hill. Twisting sharply back and forth he raced through the trees, following a trail he’d cut along what had once been a main road but now looked like something out of a fairy story, chunks of concrete and the occasional flash of white line hidden by huge drapes of hanging brambles caught up in tree branches, creating a natural tunnel.

      Scrambling over the remains of a bungalow, he reached the fence that cordoned off the tracks just moments before the huge train lumbered through. His fingers gripped the fence and he gasped with excitement. He was just in time to count the trucks as they rolled past. Fifteen, sixteen … he counted nineteen in total. Just two short of his record, but it had been a long one nonetheless. No wonder it was moving so slowly. All of the trucks were brown freight carriers. The cab had windows but he’d been too late to get a look inside at the driver. One of the older house servants had told him that the trains had once carried passengers from one town to another. Carl would have found it difficult to believe—after all, everyone knew the cities had been closed up to keep the unsavory types locked away—had he not discovered an old station among the ruins, not far from here. It was confirmation enough that the trains had once stopped, and nowadays, while playing in the forest, he dreamed of a time when the world had been different, when life hadn’t all been farming, ginger ale at summer fetes, and algebra.

      As the train rolled on into the trees, Carl turned and walked a little way along the fence. It was lower here where the slope was steeper. It was to keep people off the tracks, that much was obvious, but here, with only his family’s house within a couple of miles, Carl thought it a little unnecessary. The trains were infrequent, just a handful each day and less at night, rumbling on towards Bristol GUA and back again towards London.

      He had borrowed a pair of his father’s wire clippers and cut a hole once. He had pushed his bicycle through and ridden along the tracks, all ten miles back to the perimeter wall. Movement over the gravel and sleepers had been sluggish but the weather had been fine and the ride enjoyable, until the hulking grey perimeter wall had risen up in front of him like the end of the world. Above it the sunshine had been sucked away; grey clouds rolled and toiled, trying, he had thought, to get out.

      Beneath it all, a dark tunnel had sloped down into the beast itself, breathing out cold, damp air that had made Carl shiver and put his discarded sweater back on. And there, from deep down in the dark, twin eyes had appeared, catching Carl in their stare. Rushing towards him with a roar like a rising storm, Carl had been able to leap out of the way only at the last second before the train rushed like a dragon out of the tunnel.

      Looking back from the side of the track where he had fallen, he had seen the mangled remains of his bicycle lying in the train’s wake. Unfixable, he had left it on the opposite tracks for the next metallic beast to drag down into the earth.

      His parents hadn’t fallen for the story that his bike had been stolen. Crime was rare, and even a small thing such as that was treated seriously. His father had taken the belt to him in a bid to discover the truth, and Carl had almost given in and told him, his father quitting the assault perhaps two welts short of a confession. Still, rather than risk embarrassment in the local community his parents had glossed over it. Scapegoating one of the lower house servants or farm hands would have been possible, but they would still have struggled to find a motive. After all, most roads were gravel these days and the bike had hardly been new.

      So now Carl just walked everywhere.

      Glancing up, he saw the sky was beginning to lighten, the sun to come up. He loved the mornings best, often hunting in the forest before school, but Mother would go mad if he was late for breakfast. He put the catapult into a belt bag and turned to head off. Just as he did, he heard a low moan coming from further along the tracks.

      He paused, hand reaching for the catapult, afraid it might be some boys from school come to ambush him, administer a beating. It had happened once before, so he never traveled unarmed now. Although the catapult, like his air rifle, was little more than a way of distracting them long enough to give him a decent head start, he felt safer carrying it. He shuffled forwards, trying to see.

      The moaning came again. Carl felt sure it was a person this time, and whoever it was sounded hurt. It could be a trap but doubted the boys from school would bother, especially at this time of the day. Most people just left him alone.

      ‘Hello? Is anyone there?’ Carl moved forward a few more steps. There he saw, lying on the other side of the fence, leaning against it as though he’d been thrown there, a man.

      Carl sensed the man was badly hurt and hurried forward, leaning down. ‘Are you all right?’ he said through the fence. He couldn’t see the man’s face very well but he didn’t look that old after all, maybe in his early twenties, maybe the same age as some of the farm hands. Carl was sixteen but often felt younger; over twenty still made the injured person a man.

      ‘Jeh … Jes … Jess,’ he moaned. There was blood on his shirt around his shoulder, a large patch that stained the light blue fabric dark. Carl might have mistaken it for sweat except that it had dried hard, and had that distinctive smell he knew well from helping his father prepare meat for market.

      Carl tried again to talk to the man, but he appeared lost in delirium. Carl had no idea how long he’d been lying here, but if he was badly hurt there was a chance he could die.

      ‘I’ll be back soon,’ Carl said, then turned and sprinted off into the trees.
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* * *

      Back at the house he found his father in the upstairs study, reading a book while the television flickered with the sound down in the corner behind him. A bowl with the milky dregs of cereal in its bottom stood on a table nearby.

      ‘Father, can you come with me please? I found a man in the forest. He’s hurt.’

      Roy Weston slammed the book shut and looked up. The grey shadow of stubble matched the colour of his cold eyes. He stared at Carl for a moment and then put the book aside in a slow, laboured movement. Carl knew it as the first sign of trouble, and stepped back out of range in case his father’s hands darted forward.

      ‘Please, I’m not playing games,’ he said, grasping for courage for the injured man’s sake. ‘He might die if we don’t get help for him soon.’

      ‘Heaven help you if you’re messing with me, boy,’ Weston growled, standing up, still a head taller than Carl, who had his mother’s lighter build and height. A thick chest looked ready to throw bombs, and Carl backed away across the room, fearing a storm. He had the door behind him, though, and would run if necessary. In the past, his father’s anger had often been diffused by time, though Carl had scars on his back as a reminder of the times it hadn’t.

      ‘I think he fell off the train. He’s inside the fence.’

      ‘Okay,’ his father said slowly. ‘We’ll go and see what you’ve found.’

      Downstairs, his father called a hand from the stables and instructed the man to bring some wood to fashion a makeshift stretcher if required, and some wire clippers to get through the fence. With Carl leading, the three men headed back down into the forest.

      ‘Carl, if this is some prank of yours there’ll be trouble,’ his father growled, stumbling over a root as they made their way through the ruined village and the irregularly angled trees.

      ‘It’s not! He’s just up here, not much further at all.’

      The man was still there, curled up by the fence. He wasn’t making any noise now, and Carl at first thought he had died. Leaning closer, though, he saw the low rise and fall of the man’s chest.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ his father exclaimed. ‘Where did he come from, then?’ Directing the stable hand, he said, ‘Okay, let’s get that fence open and get him up to the house.’

      The stable hand cut through the fence and they carefully lifted the man’s body on to it. The hand then took the front of the stretcher, Carl and his father the back. It was nearly a mile back to the house and they had to stop to rest several times. When they finally got back they waited in the kitchen while Carl’s mother and Jeanette, clucking loudly, as Weston would have put it, prepared a room on the third floor.

      Carl’s mother insisted on old sheets being put on the bed before they laid him down, despite Jeanette’s protests to the contrary. Carl believed his father would have agreed with the housekeeper, but despite his temper and liberal use of corporal punishment, in the house Carl’s mother ruled, and so the unconscious man was laid on the floor while the bedclothes were replaced. Meanwhile, Weston dispatched the stable hand downstairs to call for a doctor.

      Jeanette, with no children of her own, quickly took charge of tending to the man’s wounds. With Carl’s father’s help she stripped him down and began to mop away the dried blood that stained his torso. Carl’s mother held a hand over her mouth at the sight of the wound itself.

      ‘Goodness, what is that?’ she exclaimed, and they all peered closer to make some sense of the object imbedded into the man’s right shoulder.

      ‘Some kind of knife?’ Carl ventured.

      ‘Looks more like a thick tent peg,’ said his father. Then, in a poor attempt to make a joke, he added, ‘He have a bloody camping accident or something?’ No one laughed.

      Jeanette, who had spent most of her life in a kitchen, said: ‘It’s like a metal chopstick, but it’s too thick. I’d say it’s a bolt of some kind.’

      ‘Well, don’t touch it until the doctor comes,’ Carl’s father said, and went to the door. Leaning out, he shouted down to the stable hand to tell the doctor to bring his surgical equipment.

      A while later, with the stable hand dispatched back to his duties in the yard and Carl’s mother gone to an engagement with friends, Carl, Roy Weston, and Jeanette stood and watched while the doctor, Rhodes, did his work.

      ‘Weston, on my advice, this lad should go to hospital for care,’ Dr. Rhodes, a gruff, bearded fellow in his late fifties, told Carl’s father. ‘He’s lucky, that’s for sure. The injury is bad, but not life-threatening unless it gets infected. He’s also sprained his ankle, but I’ve splinted it and he should be able to limp about in a few days.’ He turned and pointed to a drip bag suspended from a metal frame which the doctor had rigged up to the bed. A plastic tube disappeared into the man’s arm just below the elbow, the insert covered with a plaster. ‘Refill this with the solution I gave you every two hours. He’s been out there for ten or twelve hours, I’d think, got a touch of dehydration. And give him those tablets, two after each meal for two weeks. I still think he should go to hospital, though.’

      ‘The nearest hospital’s fifty miles, Rhodes,’ Weston said, dismissing it as though it were a stupid idea. ‘Over these goddamn roads that’s a three-hour bloody journey in the car. At least.’

      His father was right, but Carl thought that the real reason was so his father could keep an eye on the man. After all, no one came out of the cities, and if he had been thrown from the train as was how it looked, he surely wasn’t a very savory character. Other people might want him as far away as possible, but Weston, who had made his fortune in his youth as a cruiserweight boxer, had an unusual fascination with the folly and misfortune of others. And if it turned out the man was a fugitive, Weston would be certain to want his reward.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Weston said. ‘I’ll see to it that Jeanette gives the boy the correct doses as and when necessary.’

      Rhodes held up the metal bolt and grunted. ‘Where the hell did he get that, I wonder? Where did you say you found him?’

      ‘In the woods,’ Weston said. He made no mention of the train tracks. ‘I don’t know him, so maybe he’s not from round here.’

      ‘I should say so,’ Rhodes grunted. ‘From a neighbouring farm, perhaps? You positive you don’t want the police involved, Weston? Boy could be a fugitive.’

      ‘Newspapers have nothing,’ Carl’s father replied. ‘We’d know if someone was on the run. Most likely a bunch of boys were playing bow and arrow.’

      Rhodes shook his head, a wry grin on his grizzled old face. He put the metal bolt, cleaned of blood now, down on a bedside table. ‘Where those boys got a goddamn crossbow from is anyone’s guess.’

      After Dr. Rhodes had left, Weston took Carl down into the kitchen. ‘What have I told you?’ he said, pushing Carl’s shoulder. ‘Keep away from the damn train lines! You have no idea who that kid could be! He could be, I don’t know, a bloody spy?’

      ‘Who from? Who would spy on us?’

      Too late to take back his insolence, his father cracked him around the side of the head with the inside of his clenched fist, making Carl’s ears ring and his vision momentarily blur. ‘Don’t talk back to me, boy,’ he growled, and Carl shrunk away. A couple more years of filling out and he might be capable of fighting back, but his father was still too lean and the memories of a strict childhood were still too close.

      ‘Sorry,’ he muttered, looking at the floor.

      ‘I don’t want you playing near the tracks again, do you understand me?’ Carl’s father poked a finger into Carl’s chest as though to ram home the point.

      ‘Yes, Father.’

      ‘Good.’

      Weston stalked off. Carl was left to wonder about the man upstairs. Who was he? Had he fallen from the train, or had he been pushed? Carl had watched the trains many times, from outside the fence, from the branches of nearby trees, from the platform of the old station itself. They didn’t have windows, of that he was sure. They were cargo trains; they didn’t carry passengers. And the man upstairs certainly wasn’t dressed in anything that could be considered a worker’s uniform. So who was he? Where had he come from?

      Carl could guess some of the answers at least. He’d come from inside London GUA. But London was closed up, people didn’t go in without a permit and people certainly never came out, not dressed like the man was and covered in blood. He was running from something, but from what Carl couldn’t even guess. All he knew was that the metal thing that Rhodes had taken from the man’s side had come from the weapon of someone who had got very, very close to their target.

      Despite everything, Carl found himself smiling. The intrusion of the man into his life was a spark of excitement in a world of boredom barely sustained by his imagination and his adventures amongst the ruins in the forest. The man was a stranger, and a mysterious one at that. Carl could only guess at the stories the man had to tell, but he sure as hell planned to find out as many of them as he could.
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      What remained of Dreggo lay upon the cold metal operating table in the middle of the science laboratory. A group of technicians and doctors fussed around her, working hard to repair the damage, both physiological and mechanical. As Leland Clayton entered, his nostrils filled with the scents of formaldehyde, ferrous steel and blood, while the low hum of generators, the clack of needles, and the buzz of drills hung in the air around him.

      A poor night’s sleep had followed several hours of cleaning up the mess he had found in St. Cannerwells. Adam Vincent had been treated at a government hospital, and the families of the dead men had been notified. Not for the first time, Clayton cursed the decay that had set in over the land; getting the simplest of tasks done often proved a major headache. The Department of Civil Affairs, while brutal and unflinching in the face of duty, was a failing organization, fallen into stagnation after too many years of personnel and budget reductions. Even the men were suffering; below the higher levels of the organization the training was inefficient, and many of his men were less than useful in a firefight. Vincent was a prime example of how worthless, backstabbing idiots could now rise up into the higher echelons of the department when fifteen years ago they would not have been allowed in. The future was bleak too; new recruit numbers were falling, with many of the agents he needed to put trust in little more than thugs dressed up in silks.

      As Clayton grimaced at the smell and took in the sight of the girl’s ruined body, he couldn’t help pulling the phone from his pocket and glancing quickly at the display. He was waiting for a call from Bristol GUA regarding the arrival of the Tube Riders. He had fully expected them to jump the train at the earliest opportunity and try to hide among London’s slums, and had wasted valuable hours having his men check stations further down the line. The Huntsmen, though, had come back with the information that the Tube Riders had ridden right out of the city, hanging from the train as it exited under the perimeter wall from one of the sewer-like tunnels. Where they were now was anyone’s guess, and while he would have liked to have followed them immediately he dared not go above the Governor. They had a meeting later today, but the Governor was holed up in meetings all morning regarding the staged assassination of the EC ambassador by so-called terrorists. Clayton couldn’t help but think that a noose was tightening around Mega Britain’s diseased neck.

      At the head of the operating table stood Dr. Karmski, rubbing his chin with one gloved hand while he watched his team work. Clayton noticed an unnatural level of concern on the face of the usually sadistic doctor. He looked like a father overseeing an operation on his own child.

      Clayton looked down at Dreggo’s body. Half her face had been torn away and there were deep lacerations all down the front of her torso, but he could still see she had once been a woman. Not a normal one, though; metal inserts were evident in her arms and legs, as well as what looked like some kind of plastic body-frame, now scored with deep claw marks. Clayton wondered whether, had it been absent, there would be much of her left.

      ‘So,’ he began, trying to sound authoritative. ‘Where exactly did it come from?’

      ‘Her, Mr. Clayton. Not “it”, if you please.’

      Clayton scowled. ‘Her, whatever. It’s a Huntsman, I presume?’

      Karmski smiled. When he spoke, his voice was almost wistful, as though he were speaking to no one but himself. ‘She was the first of a new breed.’

      Clayton opened his mouth to reply, but Karmski continued, ‘She’s been gone over a year. At the expense of her tracking skills we left her more human. With it she kept her beauty.’

      ‘Okay, Karmski, enough of your crackpot perversity. Can you fix her or not, and if so, what good is she to us?’

      Karmski smiled. ‘Fixing her is easy. We can make her stronger, we can make her better. Mr. Vincent claimed she knew those others, the ones you hunt. As requested we are readying more Huntsmen for release, but these others … some of them are … flawed. Barely controllable. Yet, she … my Dreggo, she is one of them and also one of us. She can lead them.’

      Clayton rubbed the bridge of his nose, considering. ‘We have recalled the Huntsmen. I will talk to the Governor later today. It is my expectation that tomorrow we will move out as a unit. Can she be ready by then?’

      Karmski laughed. ‘Mr. Clayton, you amuse me. You’ve seen what we are down here, you’ve seen the wonders we create. Of course she can be ready by tomorrow.’

      Clayton rolled his eyes at the word ‘wonders’. He’d been to Stonehenge and Dover, he’d seen wonders both natural and manmade. In comparison, the creations of this modern day Dr. Frankenstein were monstrosities. He said, ‘How can it be possible for a body to heal so fast?’

      ‘We replace what is broken, Mr. Clayton. Skin, bones, nothing is beyond our skills. And the tissues themselves, we simply order them to regenerate.’

      Clayton seriously doubted the boldness of Karmski’s statement, and as he glanced at Dreggo he felt a momentary pang of sadness for the girl, losing the last shreds of her humanity before his eyes. But he nodded, his face grim. ‘Good. Report to me when she’s walking about again.’ He turned and walked out.

      Just as he closed the door, he glanced back across the room, at the racks of expensive computer machinery and medical equipment, and shook his head. ‘While everything around us rots,’ he muttered wryly.
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* * *

      Back inside the laboratory, Karmski watched as the technicians fixed in place a black metal plate to hide the ruined part of Dreggo’s face. The Huntsman had left just one eye and her nose undamaged. Half of her mouth was gone, replaced by synthetic skin tissue, its vulnerability now protected by the partial mask. Much of her former human beauty was gone, but there was still enough of the old Dreggo left to excite him.

      Karmski still remembered the day they’d brought her in, a fifteen-year-old runaway, drugged and bound. Later, strapped to an examination table, still numb with drugs, he’d used her for the first time in the solitude of his private lab. He remembered the soft, suppleness of her skin, the warmth of her body, her taste, her smell. He shivered at the memory.

      As his scientists had experimented on her and found new ways to enhance her strength and abilities, Karmski’s love for her had grown. The girl once known as Deborah Jones, nicknamed Dreggo, was never left alone out of her shackles. With an endless supply of tranquilizers and memory-erasing drugs to hand, Karmski’s love for her had manifested itself often. The day she had slipped her bonds while being transported up to the research labs and escaped, killing three scientists and more than ten guards in the process, was the proudest and also the darkest of his life.

      ‘After all this time, you’ve come back to me,’ Karmski murmured, while all around him the scientists, technicians and doctors worked without pause.
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* * *

      Out in the corridor, Clayton pulled his cell phone from his pocket and answered a call from Vincent.

      ‘Vincent? What news do you have?’

      ‘The Huntsmen have returned and been secured as you ordered,’ the younger man’s voice came through. ‘It’s as we thought. The kids have definitely gone. There are no fresh scent trails inside the perimeter walls. They’re outside. We’re ready to move anytime. Your orders?’

      Clayton scowled. He hadn’t yet cooled on Vincent, still blaming him for the Tube Riders’ escape. After sending him to the hospital to have his leg fixed up, Clayton had demanded he return to supervise the search operations and oversee the return of the Huntsmen, a duty which had ensured Vincent got no sleep last night. Still, hearing the weariness in Vincent’s voice was scant reward for the wrath of the Governor Clayton might yet have to face.

      ‘We need the Governor’s permission to send the Huntsmen out into the GFAs,’ Clayton said. ‘I have a meeting with him later.’

      ‘If we send them now, they can run down the Tube Riders by early afternoon.’

      You’ve changed your fucking tune, Clayton wanted to say. Instead, he just said, ‘No. We wait for authorization. If I have to set those monsters loose in the countryside I’m not being responsible for whatever damage they might do.’

      Clayton heard a slow intake of breath that could have been tiredness, could have been insolence. Then Vincent said, ‘Whatever you say.’

      The train that the Tube Riders had taken was on a direct trunk line to Bristol. The DCA branch there had been notified, and enhanced station security requested. He had demanded armed guards, cover on every exit. In reality, though, he doubted he’d get it. Bristol had almost as many problems as London and the Governor’s announcement yesterday evening had caused pockets of rioting in cities all across the country. The police were over-stretched, and the DCA were trying to plug the gaps. He just hoped that the Tube Riders wouldn’t slip away before the net was in place.

      He knew they wouldn’t be stupid twice. They’d taught themselves how to get on and off a moving train, a skill he genuinely admired, and he suspected they’d look for a safe place to jump, either out in the countryside or inside the perimeter wall of the industrial mess that was Bristol GUA. His hunch was that they’d head for the city, feeling safer in what they knew than the relative unknown of Reading Greater Forest Area.

      Whatever they did, their free days were short. The DCA needed to organise itself to continue pursuit outside London GUA, but within a day, maybe two, there would be twenty Huntsmen on their trail. Huntsmen could follow a trail weeks old, and, if everything went according to plan, and Dr. Karmski knew what he was talking about, there would be another, better, stronger, Huntsman leading them, one who knew the Tube Riders well enough to anticipate their movements and to bring them in.

      Clayton shut off his phone and headed for the exit. He felt a cold sweat bead on his forehead and in his armpits. He wanted to blame the clammy air of the lower levels of the facility, but he knew that was just an excuse. The truth was that the easy part of the day was over. The hard part—facing the Governor with the news that the fugitive Tube Riders, carrying information that, in the right hands could bring war to Mega Britain, had managed to escape not only the Department of Civil Affairs but the Huntsmen as well, and were now somewhere outside the city—was about to begin.
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* * *

      While the first sunlight of morning was still struggling to break through the grey smog that shrouded London, inside the facility the light came from the same clinical shadow-killing strip-lighting as ever. Inside a holding cell that doubled as a recuperation room, Dreggo lay sleeping, her one remaining eye closed, her chest rising and falling beneath a mound of bandages that left little clue as to the extent of her torso’s damage.

      The last technicians had left. Several hours of surgery had repaired most of the damage to her circuitry and closed up the flesh wounds. The latter would take time to heal; although the gene-manipulation she had undergone during her initial development caused her tissues to regenerate at accelerated rates, Dr. Karmski’s men couldn’t work miracles and she would still be vulnerable for a few days.

      The damage she had suffered could never be completely repaired. Her skin tissue could be replaced, but her human sight could not. In its place, the technicians had installed a computerized motion sensor and infra-red night vision “eye”, but she would only see clearly and in full colour from her right.

      Karmski walked around the table. One hand reached up and touched the skin of her leg underneath the sheet that covered her. He glanced back towards the door. He’d locked it, but was nervous nevertheless. Dreggo had been gone over a year and he’d not had a chance to be alone with her since the DCA van had brought her in.

      He sucked in a sharp breath as his hand slid further up the inside of her thigh. He glanced up at her face and saw her eyelids flutter, but otherwise she was still. He’d given her an extra dose of sleeping pills, just to make sure. With the right friends, the street could make you tolerant towards even the strongest medication.

      Confident no one could see him and that she wouldn’t wake, Karmski let his other hand move inside his own trousers. His excitement was building, and he didn’t know how much longer he could hold himself back. He pulled his hand free and began to unbuckle his belt.

      His other hand had found her sticky wetness now. He slid his finger inside, delighted to see the way her body shuddered. Awake, she’d kill him in an instant, but in her drugged sleep she felt the same pleasure as any other woman touched by a man as it manifested in her dreams.

      ‘My beautiful Dreggo,’ he moaned as he climbed up on to her, his trousers slipping down around his knees. Almost unable to control himself, he eased her legs open and pushed the covering sheet up over her body.

      Losing himself in the pleasure of his greatest creation as he eased himself into her, Dr. Karmski felt like he’d come home.
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      The first grey light of morning was breaking through the dark as the perimeter wall of Bristol GUA rose up out of the forest a mile ahead.

      ‘The train’s finally slowing down,’ Switch shouted to Marta. ‘At fucking last. Are we going in?’

      Marta struggled to lift her head. It had been a long, long journey from London, on the clock maybe less than three hours, but on the heart and the hands an eternity. She remembered Jess’s scream as Simon fell, then the girl’s desperate assertion that she would find him, and they’d all meet again in Bristol. Marta had screamed at her to wait, but Jess had ignored her, blindly pitching herself off into the dark. Marta still hoped, but the chances of seeing either alive again were slim. She remembered something she had said, live together, die together, and her mind toiled with indecision and guilt, for hadn’t they thrown that away? Shouting back and forth to each other up and down the train, they had agreed that following Jess and Simon into the dark was near suicide. For Simon and Jess, their fate was their own, but guilt now tore at her like a Huntsman’s claws.

      She looked around at the others. Everyone was quiet, even Owen, who at first had whooped and screamed like a kid on a rollercoaster. After Simon fell and Jess jumped—two people who weren’t faceless bad guys—the reality of the situation had set in, as had the cold. Hugging the side of the train, the chill night wind had battered them relentlessly, and Marta had felt the temptation to just close her eyes and fall backwards into the dark.

      ‘We’re going in,’ Marta responded at last. ‘A city has better cover and more ways to throw the Huntsmen off our scent. And if we got out of one we can get out of another.’

      ‘I’ve never seen the countryside,’ Paul shouted back to them. ‘Only on TV.’

      ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get your chance,’ Marta replied, hair whipping her face. ‘We’re not stopping long, just until we work out what the hell to do next.’

      Ahead of them the perimeter wall loomed, a huge grey concrete sentinel rising up into the sky.

      ‘It’s fucking patroled!’ Switch shouted. ‘Lean in close, they might see us!’

      Marta looked, and saw he was right. On top of the wall she could see soldiers moving around. They were just shadows at this distance, and she couldn’t be sure if they had weapons or not, but judging by the security alert they’d set off, there was every chance the guards were watching for them.

      ‘We’ve had tree cover the whole damn way,’ Paul said. ‘Now when we need it we get bloody fields.’

      ‘It’s a killing ground,’ Owen shouted.

      ‘A what?’

      ‘Open space around the walls where they can see people either escaping or attacking. Easier to shoot them that way.’

      ‘How did you know that?’

      ‘Video games.’

      Marta cut them off. ‘We’re coming up to the tunnel,’ she said. ‘Wait for the train to slow. There’s bound to be a station; hopefully it’ll be for freight only and we can jump off and hide while they unload the train. We’ll have to look for a way out.’

      ‘Here we go!’ Paul shouted, as the tunnel rushed around them, cold wind wrapping around their already freezing bodies like iced blankets. ‘Hang on!’

      The tunnel sloped downwards in impenetrable darkness. Somewhere far ahead the train’s headlights had winked on, but from where they hung the glow was barely perceptible.

      ‘Can’t see,’ Owen mumbled.

      ‘Get your head in!’ Paul shouted, and from Owen’s pained shout Marta knew Paul had given him a gentle shove. Losing two for the night was enough already.

      ‘We’re slowing,’ Switch said as the train began to angle upwards again. ‘I think this could be the station.’

      They saw a glow up ahead. Marta was hoping for a secretive underground unloading bay, one with dim lights and few people, where they might be able to slip away unnoticed, but then the glow bloomed all about them as the train rushed out of the tunnel into an immense, cavernous station, an ornate, glass domed roof above them illuminated by huge spotlights. Looking over her shoulder Marta saw a dozen or more empty platforms alongside theirs before you came to the far wall. Her heart sunk. So much for sneaking away, they had about as much cover here as a fugitive did in the middle of a football field.

      The train slowed. Switch jumped first, rolling and landing effortlessly. Owen jumped after him, but the train had almost stopped and he just jogged a couple of steps. Paul waited until the train had completely stopped before climbing down like an arthritic old man. Marta flexed her arms, and a moment later a tingle began to filter through them as pins and needles attacked all the long motionless parts of her body.

      Then a door at the front of the train swung open with the grinding of rusty hinges, and she saw a bulky figure climbing down on to the platform.

      ‘Over the edge, now!’ Switch hissed, slipping down into the thin gap between the train and the platform edge. Paul and Owen followed quickly. Marta shuffled after them, her body wracked with cramps, and managed to get out of sight just as the driver appeared on the platform. Lying there in the semi-darkness beneath the train carriage, the hot smell of oil and grease all around her, Marta looked up towards the platform as spasms tugged her body back and forth. She gritted her teeth to stop herself from crying out.

      Footsteps approached as the train driver walked along the platform towards another man coming over to meet him.

      ‘Good day to you, Barry,’ the driver said in a voice as rough and pockmarked as his face. Well met on this fine overcast morning.’

      ‘Hello, Phil,’ Barry, presumably the station master, said in a Westcountry accent Marta hadn’t heard in years. ‘You got the early run I see.’

      ‘Well, one hellhole is as good as another,’ Phil the driver said. ‘Doesn’t matter what time of day it is. Right, let’s open them up.’

      ‘What have we got?’

      Phil huffed. ‘Lose your checklist again? One through six is newspapers. They have to be at the distributors by seven so tell your men to get a shift on. Seven and eight are fresh fruit, boxed. Nine to eleven are furniture, twelve to fourteen are foodstuffs. Fifteen is goldfish.’

      ‘Goldfish?’

      ‘Yes, goldfish. You deaf?’

      ‘Just, who—’

      ‘People buy them, someone has to carry them. Now get them shipped off, we’re scheduled to roll out in an hour and it would be nice to actually be on time for once.’

      Peering through the gap between the train and the platform, Marta could see the driver was tall and grizzled, wearing a grimy baseball cap that might once have been red. A beer belly hung over the waist of his grey slacks.

      She didn’t dare move. At any moment his eyes might drop and they would be staring into her own.

      ‘One more thing,’ the driver said. ‘You get the message from London? There’s a chance there are stowaways on this train. I got the radio call about half an hour ago. It’s likely they jumped off somewhere in the GFA, but they might be hiding out in one of the carriages. Get your security men over here before you check. You have permission to blow their fucking heads off on sight.’ He grunted. ‘Especially if you find them in with the fucking goldfish.’

      The other man laughed. ‘Yeah, we got the message too. We have a couple of DCA men outside, but there were riots last night over in Easton and Knowle West. An office building got firebombed, so they didn’t have many personnel to spare. Personally I think the terrorists jumped off out in the GFA. I wouldn’t come into this shithole by choice.’

      Phil the driver nodded. ‘You can get keg beer out in the GFAs. Legal keg beer. You hear that? I mean, what the fuck?’

      ‘Yeah, the government has a lot to answer for. Terrorists can blow whatever the fuck up they want for all I care, so long as they stay out of my train station.’

      Phil grunted and spat down towards the platform, but his aim was off and the globule exploded off the platform edge down on to the tracks. Marta saw Owen wince as a drop of spittle landed on his cheek but to his credit the boy stayed silent.

      ‘You’re sounding more like a rebel every day, Barry,’ Phil said. ‘I should ship you in and claim my reward. I wonder what that would be, a glass of flat beer and a couple of tins of tuna?’

      ‘The government and the rebels can get in a circle and fuck each other in the ass as far as I’m concerned,’ the station master said. ‘As long as they do it outside my train station. They’re as worthless as each other.’

      ‘Amen, ain’t that the truth.’

      Both men laughed. Then the driver said, ‘DCA’ll most likely send men from London. That right?’

      ‘I think so. If they ever get past the red tape. Even the fucking DCA need a permit to travel these days.’

      ‘Huh. Crazy, ain’t it? Right, let’s get this shit unloaded. The café got bacon this morning?’

      ‘Only if you brought it.’

      ‘Ah, shit.’

      The two men started to walk away as others came forward to open up the freight truck doors. Wooden slats slammed down, cutting off Marta’s view. The open doors vibrated and wooden boards clattered as men ran up them to unload the cargo inside.

      Marta’s eyes caught Switch’s, then Paul’s. So, as they thought. They were hunted.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Paul whispered to Marta.

      ‘I have no idea. Switch?’

      They looked for the little man, and saw him moving away from them along the side of the platform towards the front of the train, crouched low beneath the metal pipes and supports of the carriage frame. He glanced back towards them. ‘Wait here,’ he hissed. ‘And stay in tight against the wall!’

      ‘Where’s he going?’ Owen asked.

      Paul and Marta both looked at each other. ‘You don’t think he’s going to—’ Marta began.

      Paul shook his head. ‘He’s not that crazy. Is he?’
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* * *

      Switch glanced up from time to time as he moved along beneath the train. He saw workers unloading the freight, men in dirty overalls with thick forearms, scarred faces with bitter stares. So, life in Bristol sucked as much as it did in London, then.

      While that was not his concern, protecting his friends was, and Switch had an idea. In a wide open space with no cover, the best way to escape was to have your enemies looking the other way, and he had just the way to make them do that.

      He reached the front of the train and ducked beneath the wheels to the other side. Peering up over the platform edge, he saw another train standing a couple of platforms away, providing him with cover. Pushing the clawboard up on to the platform ahead of him, he wormed his way up through the space beneath the cab’s step. He crouched in the cab’s shadow for a moment, checking again. Then, with one hand he reached up, searching for the handle behind him, eyes never leaving the platform.

      He found it and tugged. The handle turned, but the door didn’t move.

      Switch cursed under his breath. He knew that a common precaution dating back hundreds of years to the days of regular train hijacking was to keep the spare door locked. Most trains were operated by one man, and since most people were right-handed the right-side door was the obvious choice for access.

      Still, no matter. He gripped his clawboard tightly then jabbed it backwards above his head, ramming the thin end into the passenger side window with all his strength.

      Trains had thicker glass windows than a car, and while he felt the window crack it didn’t shatter. Wincing from the searing pain in his side and the jarring in his wrists, he hit the window again.

      This time he felt a crunch, and he twisted up and around, using the clawboard to break away the shards of broken glass. He slipped his hand in through the broken window and pulled up the door release from the inside.

      Inside the cab he put the clawboard down on the seat and looked around at the controls. He’d never been inside a train before, but it didn’t look dissimilar to the cab of a bus. There were dials, handles, buttons…

      He was choosing which handle to try when the driver’s side door opened and the driver, Phil, climbed up beside him.

      Phil had been looking down, otherwise he would have seen Switch and had a chance to get away. But, not expecting to find someone else inside the cab, he climbed right up into range before he looked up.

      Switch pressed a knife to Phil’s throat. ‘I’ve got no quarrel with you,’ he said, eyes hard. ‘Tell me what I want and you live.’

      The driver was overweight, but his arms were heavily muscled. Dark eyes and a mashed nose that was bent a little to the left suggested he’d been involved in many a fist fight. He towered over Switch, and Switch knew that without the knife he’d be in trouble.

      ‘You little fuck.’ Phil started to lift a hand, but Switch’s other hand came up, holding another knife, a thin flick blade. The man paused, words cut off.

      Switch grinned, showing his teeth. Right in front of the driver’s face he jerked the knife back and made a thin incision down the side of his own face.

      Switch felt a warm trickle of blood dribble over his skin and down his neck. He grinned again, and moved the bloody knife back and forth so that the metal gleamed in the cab lights.

      Phil’s mouth dropped open, his eyes widened. Growing up on the street had taught Switch many things, and one of them was that while cutting someone else was hard, cutting yourself was far harder. An adversary willing to cut him or herself was one to be feared.

      The ruse worked. ‘What do you want?’ the driver said. ‘I have a wife, kids…’

      ‘The handbrake.’

      Phil moved his hand slowly, pointing to a red handle. Switch felt a certain satisfaction in that it was the one he had guessed on.

      ‘Release it.’

      The man did so.

      ‘The engine.’

      ‘Here.’

      ‘Start it.’

      The driver hesitated just a moment, and Switch pushed the blade a little tighter. Phil turned the ignition and the roar of engines sounded all around them.

      Switch smiled. ‘Thank you for your cooperation.’ Before the driver could reply, he made a dummy feint with the second knife. Phil jerked backwards, and Switch kicked out, causing the man to overbalance. Phil stumbled backwards down the steps on to the platform.

      Switch pulled the door shut. As the train started to move, he heard shouting from outside. Back along the platform came the terrible grinding sound of wooden doors scraping on the tiles, the crash of overturning freight crates mixing with angry shouts. He only hoped the diversion would work long enough for the others to get away.

      He glanced out through the driver’s window. People were running along the platform towards the front of the train. He saw the driver back there too. Now the knife was gone from his throat, the man had recovered some of his courage and was leading several other workers and security guards in a pursuit of the runaway train.

      Switch was pleased. He was drawing them off; perhaps they thought he was alone. He hoped the others were safe.

      He moved across the cab and looked out through the passenger side window. He saw more men running towards him from this side too. The train was barely moving at ten miles an hour and without any knowledge of its operation playing with the buttons and levers might cause it to stop rather than speed up. He was keeping in front of them, but only just, and if he tried to get out he risked being caught, or worse, shot.

      ‘Bugger it…’

      He grabbed his clawboard, kicked open the door and swung himself up on to the metal roof of the cab. He walked in a crouch for a few feet then dropped flat on his belly, out of sight of the men on the platform. The metal felt warm to the touch and the heat made the wound in his side ache.

      He lifted his head to look back, long enough to see several men still in full pursuit of the train as it rolled towards the end of the station. Behind them all, though, he saw the other Tube Riders running across the station, jumping over the tracks like a group of leaping deer.

      He’d given them the chance they needed, and as he watched, one by one they vanished down a stairway near to a set of rusting ticket gates that had once fed passengers into the station. Marta was the last, and as she reached the stairs she looked back across the station towards him, lifted her hand and waved. He knew he had to find a way to follow.

      He looked back towards the front of the train and found he had another problem. The line came to an end a few hundred yards further on, but blocking the way was another stationary locomotive. He was heading for a collision.

      Switch looked up. Where the station building ended, an electricity wire hung from the highest eaves, stretching inwards towards a small building in the centre of the station that had antennae and aerials on its roof. If he could catch it with his clawboard, he could swing right over the chasing men, drop down and have a head start on them heading for the stairway. The only problem was that it was fifteen feet over his head.

      Switch smiled. He reached inside his coat and pulled out a coil of climbing rope: thin, strong nylon. He had armed himself well before leaving London, not just with knives and other weapons, but with several other small objects that he thought might come in handy.

      He tied it to one strap of his clawboard and then stood up in full view of his pursuers. One or two men had reached the cab and were trying to get a handhold to climb up. The train was still moving steadily, and they were running out of platform.

      ‘Oi, you!’

      ‘There’s the bastard!’

      Switch threw the clawboard up into the air, above and over the electricity wire. As he caught it on its way back down and pulled the rope taut, he could only hope the wire would hold his weight. The wire across the street where Marta and he had escaped from the Huntsman had held both of them, but this one looked a lot thinner.

      He wrapped the rope around his wrists and then sprinted back along the top of the train. At the end of the locomotive the wire began to angle away from the platform, so Switch jumped, the rope sliding along the wire and taking him above the heads of the men. One or two turned to give chase but he was gaining speed, the wire holding firm and beginning to angle more steeply down.

      Behind him he heard a thundering crash and turned back to see the cab collide with the stationary locomotive. It toppled over on to its side, the next few carriages hanging at decreasing angles until the weight of the train load took over. People were running in all directions, shouting for security, for firemen, and for someone to catch Switch.

      Twenty feet before he reached the small building at the end of the wire, he unhooked the rope from his wrists and dropped to the ground, pulling the rope down and wrapping it into a quick bundle around his clawboard. His heart was racing with exhilaration and sweat was beading on his forehead.

      He glanced back and saw three men rushing towards him, still a hundred feet away but closing. In front of him was the stairway, across one more set of tracks. As he watched, Marta’s head appeared from the shadows. ‘Switch!’ she shouted. ‘Look out!’

      He guessed she meant the men, but as he took a couple of steps towards the set of tracks separating him from her, he saw another cargo train rushing into the station.

      It was moving too fast to stop; it had to be a through-train, heading on to another station further into the city.

      Looking far up the platform, he couldn’t see the far end as the trucks continued to flow into the station.

      It had cut him off. There was no way to get to Marta, and he couldn’t outrun three men, not with his injury.

      One hand fell to his knife. He glanced back. They were big, burly men who probably knew how to brawl, maybe even work a blade. One, maybe two, he’d have a chance, but three—

      He looked back towards the train and gripped his clawboard, his decision made. Riding the trains was his life, he would let the train claim him rather than the men.

      As the train roared past he sprinted towards it.

      Cargo trucks didn’t always have a drainage rail, but he saw one coming that did. He timed his run and leapt just as the truck came level with him, his clawboard out.

      A second later and he would have missed it, hitting the truck behind which had no rail, but his timing was perfect. His clawboard caught the truck’s rail, just a couple of feet short of the end. He slid a few inches but used his feet to brace himself. Shouts came from the men behind him as he slipped his left hand free from the clawboard and gripped the rail with his fingers. Shouts of anger and surprise rose from behind him as he kicked off at the same time as he pulled, flicking his body over on to the roof of the train.

      He rolled, started to stop, and then pushed himself onwards, rolling across the top of the train and off the other side.

      He heard Marta screaming for him as he fell through the air, twisted and landed hard on the concrete. He gasped for breath and struggled to get up as the train rushed by, his wound sending daggers of pain up through his chest.

      Then hands grabbed his shoulders and back, and he looked up to see Paul and Marta hauling him up.

      ‘Excellent job,’ Paul said, wrapping Switch’s arm around his shoulders and dragging him towards the stairway. Marta grabbed his clawboard and hurried after them.

      Air slowly filtered back into his lungs as they descended the steps into a dusty pedestrian underpass. From the bottom of the stairs, Owen shouted encouragement.

      ‘We’ve found a way out,’ Marta said. ‘There’s a door into an old underground parking garage. We can get out into the city through there.’

      ‘Quick, this way,’ Owen said. The door beside him opened on to darkness.

      ‘Look!’ Paul said. ‘Those men found another way down!’ He pointed. The three men who had been chasing Switch were running towards them from the far end of the pedestrian underpass.

      Marta pushed Switch through the opening. As Owen and Paul went through she dragged the door shut behind them.

      It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. The parking garage was vast, stretching away beneath the station. One or two rusty, long-abandoned hulks stood wheel-less in the dark.

      She squinted. There, far across the parking garage, was the bright glimmer of an exit.

      Owen was fiddling with the lock. ‘There, that should hold them until they get something to break it with. I’ve jammed it.’

      Marta took a second to breathe. ‘Okay, we’ve made it this far. So far, so good. Now, Tube Riders, run!’

      They sprinted off across the empty parking garage together.
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      Clayton felt that familiar sense of foreboding as he walked down the corridor to the Governor’s chambers. The eyes of the upturned past political leaders seemed to be staring at him, the reversed mouths downturned in distaste.

      The Governor was standing by the window as usual, his back to Clayton. One arm rested on the tinted glass. Clayton quietly closed the door behind him and stood there, looking at the floor, unsure whether it was wise to break the Governor out of his reverie.

      After a few moments the Governor shifted slightly. One finger tapped against the glass, causing a dull thud. ‘Look at it, Mr. Clayton,’ the Governor said, not turning around. His voice took on a musing, wistful air. ‘The mess we made…’

      ‘Sir—’

      ‘Agricultural production in the southern GFAs is up six percent on last year, four percent in the north,’ the Governor said. ‘And in Scotland and Wales, the fisheries are working at closer to ten. Our great wind farms are producing more electricity than ever. We have problems in one or two of the GUAs, but production is still good in the south, industry good in the north. Most people are…’ He paused, choosing his word carefully. ‘Content.’

      ‘I—’

      ‘But here, in London, in our once glorious capital, crouching shamefully in the shadow of our pioneering space program, anarchy rules.’

      Clayton said nothing. He had sensed a tightening of the Governor’s voice, and thought that to interrupt again might mean death.

      ‘There are many ways to improve a failing situation, Mr. Clayton. The use of force, for example, crushing the opposition with tanks and bombs. But equally powerful can be persuasion, or manipulation. All can achieve similar results. None, however, work as well as one extremely simple, often overlooked action. Do you know what that is?’

      Clayton opened his mouth to answer, but the Governor cut him off. ‘Generosity. Give, and people respond. Give them what they want, and they will give what you require in return without question. Yourself, for example. When the government doubled your salary, Mr. Clayton, did it not make you happy? We gave you what you wanted, and in return you gave us what we wanted. You followed our orders without question, regardless of what you might consider moral, and you achieved the results we required…’

      Clayton’s mouth was dry, but he managed to mutter, ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Hmm. Until now, don’t you think?’ The Governor turned. Clayton took a step back as those red eyes bored through his own. The Governor continued, ‘With the Huntsmen in range, you called them off. Didn’t you?’

      Clayton, of course, had done no such thing. Vincent was responsible for the order to halt the Huntsmen as the Tube Riders headed back to St. Cannerwells, slipping behind Clayton’s back to further his own ambitions, and then hiding behind his senior officer when things hadn’t gone to plan. Clayton wanted to expose Vincent and see him rot in the torture chambers beneath Dr. Karmski’s research facility, but he knew that protesting his own innocence would achieve nothing. As senior officer, he was responsible for the acts of his men. If he left this room with his life he promised himself that his score with Vincent would be settled privately.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, hanging his head, unable to meet that gaze. ‘I thought—’

      ‘You are paid to do as ordered, Mr. Clayton, not to think.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      The Governor reached out for a standing lamp just in front of him and in one astonishing show of strength flung it hard across the room. It struck a shelf unit and smashed, the glass shattering, the wooden shelves cracking and collapsing, unloading their books and ornaments on to the floor. Clayton shrank back as the Governor advanced across the room.

      ‘Sir, I—it won’t happen again—’

      Ten feet from Clayton the Governor’s face jerked upwards towards the ceiling, the fiery red eyes revealing white undersides. Clayton felt his feet slip out from under him and suddenly he was lying on his back, his head not far from the door, his feet scrabbling at the carpet as the Governor advanced. Clayton was disorientated, but one thing was certain above everything else:

      The Governor hadn’t touched him.

      He looked up at the Governor standing over him, red eyes like two cherries in a churning bowl of milk. The thick lips and high cheekbones of his face were blankly emotionless, the eyes alone carrying the threat of pain and suffering. Clayton gasped as one hand reached down, ice cold fingers closing about his neck.

      For a second he couldn’t breathe, and then he was upright again, pressed back against the door. The Governor let go of him, and Clayton stumbled, unaware his feet had been off the ground. He stared at the Governor’s chest, too terrified to look the man in the eyes.

      ‘Negotiations have opened with the European Confederation,’ the Governor said in that dark chocolate voice, like an old cassette tape playing on weak batteries. ‘We have filed a report concerning the ambassador’s unfortunate death. We have made a case for certain trade routes to reopen, and in the meanwhile the provision of financial aid to allow us to reduce the poverty in London GUA. Negotiations are going well.’ He paused, his eyes falling to the ground. His mouth shifted as though he were chewing on something, and he frowned, thick white eyebrows descending like snow drifts on his eyes. ‘We created the mess, Mr. Clayton, and we have created the means by which to solve it. One man’s death for an entire city? The ambassador died for a noble cause, Mr. Clayton. If we receive the financial aid we requested from the European Confederation, his death will not have been in vain. His death would have been one of valour, honour, resulting in the saving of hundreds of lives. Do you want your stupidity to jeopardize that?’

      ‘I’m sorry, sir—’

      The Governor ignored him. ‘Neither do I. If it happens again, Mr. Clayton, I will not be so generous with you as I have been this time. Now, I know you came here to request my authorization for the Huntsmen to be released outside of London GUA in the continued search for these street kids you call the Tube Riders. And my answer is this, Mr. Clayton: you do what you have to do to safeguard the future of our nation. Those kids have knowledge that could bring our nation to its knees. And I will not jeopardize that. I understand the danger of the Huntsmen, but understand this: the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. Do what must be done, Mr. Clayton, to stop the Tube Riders.’

      Clayton managed a weak nod. ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Now, get out.’

      Clayton didn’t wait to be asked twice, bowing and stealing a quick glance at the smashed lamp before pulling the door shut and hurrying down the corridor past the immobile guards and the dozens of upturned photograph portraits. He ignored the questions of the reception staff and headed straight for the elevator.

      Downstairs in the lobby, a security guard announced that a car was waiting for him, but Clayton walked past him without acknowledgement. He headed through the reception area and down a small corridor at the back, into the men’s restrooms. Spotlessly clean and smelling of peaches, he walked to the end stall and went inside. He locked the door, dropped the seat and sat down.

      For a long time he just sat there with his forehead pressed against the back of the door, going over his confrontation with the Governor again and again. He couldn’t find the words, couldn’t make sense of what had happened, couldn’t comprehend the scale of the danger he had faced. Guns, bombs, even the Huntsmen, they were man-made, they were comprehendible. But the Governor … the albino monster possessed something else.

      A lot of rumours circulated in the cesspit illegal bars and gambling dens of London GUA. But, like the legend of the Tube Riders, most were simple speculation, something small built up over a lengthening string of drunken conversations into something grand.

      The rumours about the Governor, however, that he had some kind of unexplainable strength, that he had abilities and powers that no other human had, were beginning to manifest themselves in Clayton’s mind as truth.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, but there, in the darkness where he’d hidden so many times, all he could see was that menacing milk-white face and those glowing red eyes.
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      It quickly became apparent to Marta that Bristol GUA shared many of the same anarchistic problems as London. As the Tube Riders wandered through the streets, directionless, numb from lack of rest, hurting from their wounds and the sudden loss of Jess and Simon, they found themselves in a similar world of decay as that which they had taken for granted in London.

      Long abandoned cars blocked many side streets. Groups of filthy tramps huddled in the open doorways, their eyes fixed on the Tube Riders as they passed, their faces stony, bitter. In the distance came the familiar wail of sirens, skidding car tires, screams, the sound of shattering glass.

      They rested for a while in a small park behind a church a couple of miles from the train station. There they ate some of the food they’d brought with them, a few packets of cookies, some apples, half a loaf of bread. Only Paul had remembered to bring any drink, so Switch went off in search of some. Marta and Paul sat side by side with their backs against a low stone wall. Owen sat beside Paul, his head on his brother’s shoulder, snoring quietly. Marta envied him, but despite feeling weary beyond words, her eyes wouldn’t stay closed.

      ‘How long do you think it would take for a Huntsman to run to Bristol?’ Paul said, more voicing his fears than expecting any serious answer.

      Marta forced a smile. ‘Surely even they have to rest sometime.’

      ‘Do you think the DCA called them off when we got out of the city?’

      She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I hope so.’

      He nodded. One arm slipped around the shoulders of his brother. Owen moaned and shifted slightly, but didn’t wake.

      ‘At least one of us can sleep,’ Marta said. ‘I hate to think what he’s dreaming about.’

      ‘The ocean, maybe. He’s always said he wants to see it. Or video games.’ He cocked his head. ‘I don’t think the Huntsmen scared him at all.’

      Marta smiled. For a moment they were silent, listening to the quiet rustle of the trees in the park. Except for a tramp sleeping on a bench the park was empty. The sun had risen up over a cluster of housing blocks to the east, its pale glow pressing through a thin veil of cloud. The air around them was cool, and the wind brushed against their arms with the chill touch of icy cobwebs.

      Marta turned to Paul. ‘What do we do now?’ she asked.

      Paul tried to smile. ‘We wait for Switch. After that, I don’t know. He said he had an uncle in Bristol. Maybe we can find him.’

      Marta grimaced. ‘In the unlikely event that Switch remembers where his uncle lives, and the man is even still alive, what do we do then? Sit and wait for the Huntsmen? And what about Jess and Simon?’

      Paul looked pained. ‘I don’t know. I really don’t.’

      They had avoided talking about it much until now. Nothing needed to be said; they all knew how desperate the situation was. Simon was most likely dead, and Jess too, unless by some miracle she’d survived the jump in the dark. Even Marta wouldn’t have chanced it blind, and she’d jumped from moving trains hundreds of times.

      For a moment she marveled at what it must feel like to love someone so much you would risk dying for them. The jump had been near suicidal, and the girl’s devotion to Simon struck her as quite truly wonderful. There were days she’d lain awake at night, wishing someone would feel like that for her.

      She’d had boyfriends, of course, some better than others. She found trust too difficult, and the last time she’d ever let herself feel love had been for a roguish guy called Jamie, whom she had known in her last year of school. They’d been a couple for a while, and she’d loved him far more than he deserved, for just a month after they had started going out he had gone out drunk and got himself shot by the police while trying to hold up a fuel station. She had mourned him for a while, but over time she’d come to see him for what he was: a bum, a freeloader, using her for a place to stay, borrowing her money, lying to her friends. Now, almost four years later, she felt nothing for him other than an odd, detached curiosity.

      She sometimes wondered why she had never got together with Paul, or Simon before he found Jess. Simon, while a little too androgynous for her liking, had a smile that would have melted hearts in a happier world, and even Paul was attractive in a dad-like, homey kind of way. Marta, with hair she rarely cut that was matted from lack of care rather than dreaded, and a body that was hard from tube riding, knew she was attractive in a goth-punk kind of way, because enough guys had told her. Yet the kinship she shared with Paul and Simon was more like a family bond. She had never really seen them as anything else.

      Until yesterday, she had felt that Switch was different. He didn’t let anyone close to him and had issues with trust, she knew. Before the Tube Riders, everyone in his life had let him down, and while Marta felt he looked out for them, she often felt it was only temporary. If the Tube Riders fell apart, he would most likely move on.

      Ever since he had assumed the role of her protector though, she had seen him looking at her differently. As though, perhaps, the demons on their tail had scared his own inner demons away, and allowed him to move closer to her, maybe to the others too. Perhaps he had taken their union as Tube Riders for granted, and now he had come close to losing it he was considering things in a new light.

      Paul shifted beside her. ‘He’s back,’ he said, as Switch came running over.

      Squatting in front of them, he handed out bottles of water. Paul nudged Owen awake, and his brother looked up, eyes bleary.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Went back to the station,’ Switch said. ‘People about but no sign of the DCA or the fucking Huntsmen either. If they can track as well as they claim, they should be here by now.’

      ‘Was that a good idea?’ Marta asked. ‘Going back there?’

      ‘Don’t worry. I was as quiet as a dead fucking mouse. Whatever, it looks like they’ve either lost us or got caught up with red tape back in London. Who knows, maybe they got sidetracked looking for Simon and his woman.’

      ‘Jess,’ Paul said.

      ‘Yeah, I know her name.’

      ‘She didn’t cause this.’

      Switch looked away. ‘Fucking government caused this. Ain’t that who her old man works for?’

      Paul glared at him. ‘Yeah, before he was slaughtered by the Huntsmen, along with her mother. Obviously not very selective are they?’

      ‘I guess not.’ Switch rolled his good eye. His bad eye made it halfway around, then gave up and just twitched. ‘Anyway, I think we have to assume the others are dead. If not, perhaps the—Jess might get away. Her scent won’t have been all over St. Cannerwells like ours was. In the meantime, I think we need to worry about ourselves first, and get to ground.’

      ‘Your uncle?’ Paul asked.

      ‘Give me time, we only just arrived. Not been here in a while, you know. A lot of shit’s been blown up since then, it looks a little different. If it wasn’t for certain familiar landmarks I’d be as lost as you are.’

      Paul nodded. ‘I guess that first we need to worry about what we’re going to do with the information we have before it kills us.’

      ‘Simon had the memory card, in case you forgot. We have no proof of anything now,’ Marta said, struggling to keep the hollowness out of her voice. Until now she hadn’t really had a chance to think about it, but what she had promised her parents ... it was over. They no longer had proof of what they’d seen. Now they were just a bunch of young people on the run, trying to stay as far ahead of the Huntsmen as possible.

      ‘We have what’s in our heads,’ Switch interrupted. ‘We have enough to start rumours, talk.’ He grinned. ‘Who knows, maybe they’ll even believe us.’

      ‘It’s something,’ Paul said. ‘Otherwise we just run until they catch us.’

      ‘You guys wanna stop talking and start moving?’ Owen said. ‘I’m getting cold.’

      Switch grinned at him. ‘You got it right, kid. Let’s roll.’

      Switch led them out of the park. There was still little traffic on the streets even as midday approached. Buses rumbled along among a handful of cars and motorbikes, some of their windows broken, swathes of dirt and dust along their sides. Glum people in factory uniforms stared out at nothing.

      ‘Wouldn’t wanna vacation here,’ Switch muttered as they ran. ‘Reckon I’d probably kill myself.’

      They came out of a side street onto a wider road alongside a river, identified by a rusty sign as Temple Way. A bridge led over the muddy, lethargic water, and beyond it was another litter-strewn park. They could see the remains of park benches, a bandstand, even what looked like a small Ferris Wheel lying on its side. There were groups of people there too, sitting around under black or blue tarpaulin sheets, near fires that burned in old metal buckets and among piles of bricks. The faint echoes of laughter floated towards them from across the river.

      They crossed the bridge and followed a sign that indicated the city centre, the road angling up from the river along a row of older buildings that wore the fading logos of old high street banks. There were no people here, and the road was empty of traffic.

      ‘Which way?’ Marta asked.

      ‘Trust me,’ Switch said. ‘I know a safe place.’

      ‘I’m hungry,’ Owen muttered, just as Paul said, ‘Look!’

      Behind them, on the other side of the bridge, they saw a truck moving slowly along the road. Erected on its flat back was a huge television screen like the one they’d seen back in London. They could see the face of a man, hear snatches of what he said.

      ‘It’s the same broadcast as in London,’ Marta said. ‘About us. That crap about terrorists.’

      ‘I think we’d better get undercover quickly,’ Paul said.

      ‘Look at those people,’ Owen said, pointing.

      In the park, people were stirring. A great cry went up as the truck moved slowly along the road outside. People stood up, shouting, waving sticks at the truck, throwing stones. A police officer standing guard lifted a speakerphone to his mouth and demanded calm, which only riled the people further.

      As they watched, a mob began to grow out of crowd, moving through the park in the direction of the bridge. They carried sticks, rocks, metal poles, anything it seemed they could get their hands on.

      ‘They’re rioting,’ Marta said. ‘Those police are going to have a problem in a minute or two.’

      They watched as the first police officer said something to the driver of the truck. The driver leaned out of his window, and over the distance between them they couldn’t make out his expression, but they saw the speed with which he ducked back inside, reaching for the gears.

      Too late, another mob had taken a second bridge further down the park, and the truck was surrounded. The driver jumped out and together with the police officer turned and sprinted away down a side street.

      ‘What are they going to do?’ Paul asked.

      The two mobs descended on the abandoned truck. Within moments several men had climbed up on to the back and had set upon the giant television screen with their weapons, smashing it up even as the Foreign Secretary, Douglas Lewitt, still read the Governor’s statement in a voice that boomed out across the park. Someone else had climbed up into the cab and was trying to clear people away in order to reverse it back.

      ‘They’re gonna bomb it,’ Switch said, grinning. ‘They’re sick of the government’s constant crap.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Owen asked.

      ‘Into the river,’ he replied. ‘Divebomb it.’

      ‘Wow!’ Owen’s eyes were wide and he had a big grin on his face as though he were watching an action movie. ‘That’ll show them!’

      ‘It’ll make this area into a hive of police once those guys return with back up,’ Paul said. ‘We’d better get moving.’

      ‘Just let me watch this!’ Owen said, resisting Paul’s tug on his arm. Marta and Switch also turned to watch.

      A low stone wall marked the edge of the river, but as one person moved the truck into reverse dozens of others kicked and struck the wall with their weapons. A couple of rocks came loose and fell in, then a couple more.

      ‘Clear!’ someone shouted, and the truck revved and jerked forward, slamming into the wall. A few more stones fell away, but the wall still held. The truck backed up again and the mob moved in to do some more damage. On the back of the truck, the battered television still played, indistinct flickers of colour darting across the damaged surface like tropical fish in a pond during the rain.

      ‘Clear out!’ someone shouted again, and the truck revved. This time, the man inside pushed open the door before the truck started to move. As it rumbled towards what remained of the wall, he jumped out into the arms of several people waiting alongside.

      The truck struck the wall with a loud metallic bang and jerked upwards. Then the wheels must have caught again because it suddenly moved up and out, hanging precariously over the river for a moment before plummeting into the water below.

      The truck struck the shallow riverbed with a huge crunch and rolled over on to its back. Water rushed up to drown out the colours of the television and with it the last remaining fragments of the Foreign Secretary’s face.

      A huge cheer went up from the mob at the same time as a wail of sirens began in the distance.

      ‘Run!’ someone shouted, and like a stampede of deer fleeing from a predator, the mob split into two, both groups heading for the bridges leading over to the park. The few people who’d stayed behind by the tarpaulins gave a triumphant cheer.

      ‘Round one to the revolution,’ Marta said.

      ‘And on that note … don’t you think it’s time we made ourselves scarce?’ Paul said.

      Switch grinned. ‘Follow me.’

      He led them down the street between the rows of old banks, away from the park, towards the city centre. The street was eerily quiet after the ruckus behind them, almost empty of people. Even a dog sitting beside a sleeping tramp only gave them a brief look, before dropping its head to its paws and closing its eyes.

      The road opened out on to a wide plaza, a central area surrounded by a large roundabout, office buildings, old hotels and theatres rising up all around. To their left, the plaza opened out on to a harbour waterfront, while opposite them the road wound uphill past a towering Gothic cathedral.

      ‘I take it this is the city centre,’ Paul said. ‘It’s rather pretty, but where are all the people?’

      ‘Perhaps they’re at work,’ Switch said. ‘They keep this country running somehow,’ he said. ‘Who’s to say they don’t have whole armies of slaves chained up in underground factories?’

      The others were silent for a moment.

      ‘Because the police are so pathetic?’ Owen said at last.

      ‘Yeah, the ones back there were, but I’m not so sure about those.’ Switch pointed towards the road that led up past the cathedral. A little closer now, they saw it was blocked by a tall chain-link fence that ran across the length of the road. Behind it stood two men in dark uniforms, their faces covered by helmets with visors. Each had a rifle slung over his shoulder.

      ‘We had best keep out of sight,’ Marta said.

      Switch looked around as though getting his bearings. Familiarity flashed across his face, and he pointed. ‘See that old theatre over there? We’re going in there.’

      Paul coughed. ‘You mean the one right near the fence over there? Er, pardon me for sounding crazy, but wouldn’t it be better to go back the other way?’

      Switch grinned, good eye wide with a hint of insanity. ‘The last place your enemy will look for you is under their own fucking doormat,’ he said. ‘Trust me, I have plenty of enemies. And have I ever been caught?’

      Without waiting for a reply, he headed off to the right, skirting around the central plaza, close to the buildings around it which cast long shadows in the dawn sun.

      ‘That’s unless your enemies hunt purely by smell,’ Paul muttered.

      Marta shrugged. ‘He’s got us this far, and we don’t have any better options.’

      Switch skirted around out of sight of the guards by the fence and then headed back in their direction on the same side of the plaza. On this side the buildings all had a second floor overhang, giving them cover. A scattering of homeless people lay asleep in the sheltered doorways, but the buildings looked dark and abandoned.

      The front entrance of the old theatre was shut up, huge barred wooden doors offering no way through. Switch, though, ducked into a thin alley that ran alongside. The others followed, having to turn sideways to squeeze through.

      ‘Where’s he going?’ Paul asked, stumbling on a mess of garbage, old drink cans and plastic bags, a couple of smashed chairs and the charred remains of an old bookcase.

      ‘Voila,’ Switch said from the shadows ahead of them. Marta, going ahead of Owen with Paul coming last, stumbled out into a small courtyard at the theatre’s rear. A thin lane wound up out of sight behind a derelict pub towards the fenced off area, and in the other direction towards a distant junction.

      Switch was standing by a service entrance, a small door in the wall alongside a larger opening blocked by a metal shutter, a drop off point for equipment or stage sets.

      ‘You want to get inside?’ Marta said. ‘I think between us we should be able to pick the lock.’

      Switch shook his head and grinned again. He twisted the handle and the door opened silently. ‘It’s unlocked.’

      Before they could say anything, he slipped through the opening.

      ‘Uh, Switch,’ Marta started, then shrugged her shoulders and followed him in. Paul started to tell Owen to wait outside, but his brother was already close behind Marta, his clawboard held up like a weapon.

      Inside, Switch pulled the door shut behind them and took a small torch out of his pocket. ‘I don’t want them to know we’re here,’ he said.

      ‘Who?’ Marta asked him.

      ‘Whoever lives in here.’

      ‘Is this not likely to get us killed?’

      He shrugged. ‘Oh, I don’t know. A lot of things could get us killed right now.’ He flashed the torch around and headed across towards a door in the far wall. When he opened it a thin light slipped through. ‘Electricity’s on then,’ he said.

      A square emergency light coloured the corridor beyond orange. Switch flicked a switch on the wall near to him and for a moment the loading bay was basked in a clinical brightness before he quickly turned it off again.

      ‘Why did you turn it off?’ Paul said, still squinting from the sudden brightness. ‘I preferred this place with light.’

      ‘I don’t think we’re in any danger,’ Switch said, ‘But I’d prefer it if we got to see whoever lives here before they see us. You know, just in case.’

      ‘You scared, Paul?’ Owen quipped. ‘The really bad stuff’s behind us, remember?’

      Paul gave him a mock slap around the ears. ‘Shut up, kid.’

      Switch headed up the corridor, the others following. He moved cautiously, checking around the corners before he moved on, always light on his feet.

      ‘Could be they’re sleeping too,’ he said.

      ‘Let’s hope so.’

      Finally, Switch pulled open a door into what looked like a storage room. He glanced around inside, then flicked on a light. At the back of the room several large chests were stacked against the wall. Switch shut the door behind them, then went over to the chests and started to pull one down.

      ‘We’ll help,’ Paul said, motioning Owen over.

      ‘It’s heavy,’ Owen said, as they dropped it down on the floor. ‘What’s in it?’

      ‘Old costumes, I’m assuming,’ Switch said. ‘This is a theatre, isn’t it?’

      ‘What do you want with those?’ Marta asked.

      Again came that grin. ‘Well, I don’t know about you, but after a long night of traveling, not to mention jumping over trains, hanging from buildings, getting stabbed, attacked, shot at…’ He spread his arms. ‘I fancied a few hours sleep.’

      ‘You’ve got that right,’ Owen said.

      ‘And you, kid, after getting a little shut-eye earlier, have nominated yourself for first watch.’

      ‘Switch, you’re one hell of a guy,’ Paul said, as Owen scowled.

      ‘Anyway, enough of the deserved praise. Let’s get this bastard thing open, see if we can’t find something that’ll work as a blanket.’ He tugged on the catch, but it was locked. ‘Okay, that’s fucking strange.’

      ‘Perhaps the costumes are valuable,’ Marta said.

      ‘Maybe, who knows?’

      ‘Let me try,’ Paul said. ‘I’ve dealt with worse locks than that. You got something thin?’

      Switch pulled what looked like a metal pencil out of his coat and handed it to Paul.

      ‘What the hell is this?’

      ‘I got it on the black market. It’s an old ninja weapon. You throw it.’

      ‘Well, let’s see if it’ll pick locks too.’

      Paul knelt in front of the case and pushed the metal pencil into the lock. The mechanism was big, not made for high security, and after a few seconds of jostling the tool back and forth Paul grunted, ‘Okay,’ and the clasp snapped up. Switch pulled up the lid and stood back for the others to see the chest’s contents.

      ‘Oh my,’ Marta said, eyes wide.

      ‘Well, I’ll be fucked if that’s not quite what I was expecting to find.’

      Paul and Owen leaned forward to look. Both gasped with surprise and Paul even took a step back.

      The chest was full of guns.

      ‘Well,’ Switch said. ‘Looks like we’ve found ourselves a way out of this. There are enough guns here to storm London.’

      From the doorway behind them, someone said, ‘That’s pretty much the plan.’

      Switch and Marta spun, Switch with a knife in his hand, already coming up to throw. Paul stepped back, dragging Owen with him.

      Three men stood by the door they had not heard open, casually dressed but each with a semi-automatic weapon trained on the Tube Riders.

      ‘Okay,’ the man in the centre said. He was around thirty, lean and tight with wiry muscle, and, Marta thought, very handsome. She felt colour fill her cheeks and silently scolded herself for getting all girly at the most inappropriate moment. What the hell is wrong with me? They’re going to shoot us!

      The leader’s eyes flicked to Marta, and for a moment he looked amused. Then he glanced across at the others, gave a wry smile and flicked long, dark hair away from his face. ‘Well, there’ll be time later for introductions, but first of all would you mind telling us how you ended up in our armoury?’
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      It was twilight when Jess woke. She sat up and rubbed her head, then brushed some leaves and twigs off her body. She wrapped her arms around herself, shaking out some of the stiffness. She had fallen badly and lost consciousness, but she was still a novice after all so really she had to be thankful she hadn’t broken anything at best.

      At first she had thought it was dawn, but then realised the sun was on the wrong side of the sky. It had been dark when she’d jumped from the train, and it appeared she had been unconscious right through the day. Perhaps her body just needed to shut down for a while, work some of the trauma out of her system, or perhaps she’d hit the ground harder than she’d intended and should consider herself lucky to still be alive.

      Idiot, she scolded herself. What good are you to Simon if you’re dead?

      She climbed to her feet and saw the crossbow and her knife lying further back up the railway line. Before jumping after Simon, she had thrown her weapons down first. Her clawboard, too, lay in the grass near her feet, seemingly undamaged.

      Everything flooded back quickly: the ambush by the Cross Jumpers, her parents’ brutal murders, fleeing London with the DCA and the Huntsmen on their tail. She wanted it all to be a bad dream, but the sight of her parents’ mutilated bodies was like a knife in her stomach. Almost as bad had been that never-ending race through the pitch black of the railway tunnels, as they clung like lichen to the side of the freight train.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It seemed like they were speeding through the wet darkness forever, the freight train taking a different route to the commuter tubes, following a thin, cold tunnel that sometimes seemed so close that their bodies brushed the walls. Ghosts screamed out of the darkness and rare flickers of light burst from nowhere to dazzle them. Jess felt her hands shaking, her fingers seizing up from the cold as she fought to hold on.

      The train roared on endlessly, the wheels thudding a rapid dakka ta dakka ta dakka ta over the rails below. Jess screamed her own panic out at the dark as her clawboard jumped and shook, its tenuous grip on the metal rail forever near to failing. Her legs ached from the vibrations, and her neck was stiff from the buffeting of the wind. For a second she leaned her head back into the dark, stretching her neck, only to feel something catch and tear away a clump of her hair. She jerked her head back in, acutely aware just how close they were to the tunnel walls.

      Another inch…

      The tunnel continued roughly straight as far as she could tell, the train jerking back and forth in a meandering line, tugging her shoulders, making her hips hurt. After what felt like an eternity the tunnel began to rise, and then suddenly they were outside, rolling below the clear night sky, the looming perimeter wall of London GUA receding behind them like a chasing mountain that couldn’t keep pace. And as Jess looked out past a thin chain-link fence at the dark shadows of forest behind, lit only by the light of the moon, she felt as though for the first time since escaping the Huntsmen that she could breathe.

      Suddenly the train didn’t seem so fast. Suddenly her aches and pains seemed to leave her, and suddenly she understood how this could be not just dangerous and terrifying, but exhilarating. Defying the danger she had faced in the tunnel, she leaned her head back into the cold air and let the wind take her hair.

      As her eyes adjusted to the night she made out the others on the train ahead of her. Paul, at the front, was suffering worst from the wind; he had a coat but was also trying to shield Owen from the full blast of the cold. Marta and Switch too, had managed to crowd together now the threat of the tunnel wall was gone, but it barely made a difference.

      Now that she could see him, Jess shuffled her way forward to Simon, and from his agonized moans she realised his wound was worse than they had thought. His head lolled as he struggled to stay conscious, even the constant buffeting of the wind failing to help.

      ‘I can’t hold on!’ he gasped, eyes squeezed shut with pain.

      And then, suddenly, before she even had a chance to reply, the train bucked, hitting a loose or ill-fitting rail. Simon was there one moment, gone the next, his already tenuous hold unhooked by the train’s movement, pitching him off into the dark. The train rushed on so fast she didn’t even hear the sound of him striking the ground.

      Jess screamed, her mind snapping alert. ‘Marta!’ she screamed forward into the wind. ‘Simon’s gone!’

      Marta looked back at her, and in the dark her expression was unreadable. Whether Marta had heard or not, Jess couldn’t tell.

      ‘I have to find him!’ she screamed. Then, ‘We’ll meet you there!’ although she wasn’t really sure where there was. She heard Marta shout her name, but Jess was no longer listening. She threw her weapons away, then closed her eyes, tensed her hands on the clawboard, and kicked up and off.

      She trusted entirely to luck. Life owed her a break, and she took it now. Landing on a slope, the wind was crushed out of her as she rolled, bouncing down through thick grass and brambles that tried to hold on to her clothes. Her head spun, the clawboard falling loose from her grip, and the last thing she remembered was something hard as it collided with her head.
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* * *

      As she looked around now under the last remnants of sunlight, she realised the claws of the brambles that had raked her skin through her clothing had slowed her progress just enough. Otherwise the rock she had hit might have killed her.

      After finding her weapons, she crept back along the railway line, looking for signs of where Simon had fallen. In the dark, it had been difficult to judge how far the train had gone while she’d been dumbstruck, but she guessed it could be anything up to three miles. It had taken time to alert the others and then throw down her weapons, and also—it shamed her to admit—time to decide if she should follow Simon or not. She had been frightened, of course, but part of her wondered if there was any point. He had been badly injured already, and the fall would surely have killed him. Only the image of her dead parents had spurred her on. Simon was all she had left now, and if there was a chance he was still alive and she could save him, she was prepared to take it.

      After half an hour of walking she had still found no sign of him, and had come to a small bridge, under which a fast flowing river made its rocky way down into the valley. While she couldn’t be certain, she had no recollection of them passing over a river after Simon had fallen, and she was sure she had gone too far. Frustrated, she began to backtrack.

      Just as she was beginning to wonder whether they might have passed over the bridge after all, she saw something wooden poking up out of the undergrowth by the fence.

      Simon’s clawboard.

      Of Simon, though, there was no sign.

      Jess looked around her, wondering if he’d crawled a few feet and was lying nearby. There was no sign of him on the upslope side of the tracks, nor in the trees in the immediate vicinity. There was a hole in the fence that he could have climbed through, but there was no blood, no sign of torn clothing. The sky was darkening, but Jess could still see that on the other side of the fence the undergrowth had been trampled down.

      As she ducked through the hole she touched a piece of the cut metal with her finger and found it still sharp. In the twilight she’d thought the hole caused by rust, but someone had done this recently with wire cutters. Simon, she knew, had no such equipment, which meant someone had been here and taken Simon with them. Whether he was living or dead, though, was another matter.

      She looked back towards the railway line. The overhanging trees already made it difficult to see, and with no torch or way of making light she could easily get lost. Still, Simon was out there somewhere, maybe in danger. And there was no telling how much of a head start they had on the Huntsmen. It could be days, it could be hours.

      She turned with her back to the railway line, and started forward into the forest. The undergrowth was sparse beneath the trees, many of which tilted at bizarre angles. For a while she was able to follow the trail left by whoever had taken Simon: the undergrowth was trampled and hacked down in places. Whoever had taken him—almost certainly more than one person—had not feared pursuit, making her more and more certain that it wasn’t the Huntsmen or the DCA.

      In places, the foundations of old buildings rose up out of the undergrowth. Pretty soon Jess realised she was walking through an overgrown, abandoned town. Wide sections between buildings marked old roads, with occasional patches of tarmac appearing underfoot. She remembered a fairytale from her childhood, Sleeping Beauty, where everyone in the castle fell into a deep sleep for a hundred years and everything became overgrown. She felt a little nervous, but in another way it was almost beautiful. Nature, something she’d seen so little of, was untamed here, rapidly reclaiming its stolen land.

      If she hadn’t been so troubled by the events of the last few hours, she would have marveled at it all.

      Few people in the cities knew much about what went on out in the Greater Forested Areas, but because her father worked within the government she had a little more information than most. The official line was that the government had chosen to segregate forms of industry, and the social status that went with it. It had been intended as a commune system, where energy could be concentrated on one or a handful of related tasks, with free movement between the GUAs and GFAs. As dissatisfaction with the system had grown, especially in the cities, which still suffered from a lower standard of living, the perimeter walls became taller and more fortified, with movement requiring first written notification of business, then a local council permit, and finally an official government-stamped document of authorization.

      The final closing up of travel between the major conurbation areas of London, Bristol, Manchester-Liverpool, Birmingham and Newcastle-Sunderland to all but officially sanctioned individuals, coincided with the banning of several major forms of communication: the internet, mobile phones and also several major independent television networks. The BBC was shut down and reemerged as the Mega Britain Television Company, broadcasting mostly inoffensive game shows, cooking programs and old movies.

      Massive rioting had ensued in all the cities. The people outside in the GFAs, though, with their comfortable standard of living and stress-free lifestyle, barely stirred. There were a handful of meetings, mainly concerned by the demolition of hundreds of minor population areas and the moving of large numbers of underemployed people into the cities, but as the cleanup operation gained pace many of the more powerful dissenters were ameliorated by unexpected financial incentives, or offers of land. Many of those who still didn’t sway simply disappeared.

      Within the GUAs, though, the rioting lasted for weeks. Armed militias laid siege to government buildings and in some areas held open pitched battles with government soldiers. The uprising was always going to fail, though, and the government brought it to a close with the release of dozens of prototype Huntsmen. The creatures, some uncontrollable once released, cut a bloody swathe through the ranks of the dissenters, until finally the riots were subdued and a relative calm fell.

      Then, of course, the government began to close up all the other major urban centres. Ports were shut down, airports dismantled, trade with foreign countries reduced, some cut completely. The food producers—the GFAs—were pampered and lavished with financial rewards, while all the time the distance from technology and urbanization was slowly lengthening. In the cities, unrest began to grow as the government squandered its financial resources on the GFAs and the increasingly crackpot space program, something that even many of those on the inside of the government failed to understand. The rich who had stayed in the cities lived in better areas, in houses wired top to bottom with security devices, while the poor, the under-classes, got by the best they could.

      She began to stumble as the night closed in, hindering her progress. Having spent her entire life in a street-lit twilight zone, an uneasy sense of claustrophobia descended upon her. So used to seeing violence on the streets, flashing sirens, uncontrolled fires, suddenly the sharp call of a bird carried double the menace; the crackle and creak of something moving nearby could be more than just a fox or rabbit. She found her knife in her hand, her breath quick in her throat.

      Something rustled in the trees behind her, and the tension that had been building in Jess suddenly broke. With a horrified squeal she bolted, knife gripped tightly in one hand, the other hand held out in front of her to ward off the branches that battered at her face.

      For a couple of minutes she ran hard, dodging instinctively between the trees, ducking low under heavy branches. And then her luck ran out.

      Dashing through a thicker stand of trees in near total darkness, her foot snagged a root and she tumbled forward into a thicket of nettles and brambles. Crying out as something grunted and bolted away, she rolled over and over, slashing her knife towards unseen enemies in the darkness around her. Finally, almost in submission, she rolled on to her back, and realised she was staring up at the clear night sky. The trees were a dark shadow away to her right. Underneath her was grass.

      She was out.

      She brushed herself down as she stood up and looked around. The moon glowed brightly in a cloudless sky, a black sheet scattered with glimmering stars, stretching away to meet a slightly lighter blue pushing up from the gentle curve of distant rolling hills. Far away, in a hollow several miles distant, she saw the scattering of lights that indicated a small town. Nearer, though, perhaps just a few feet away, across a flat open pasture dotted with large round humps (which she knew from a childhood book to be hay bales) she saw other lights, four, five maybe, moving about.

      People.

      Jess smiled with relief, both at being out of the forest and to find there were other people out here after all.

      The first natives of this foreign land.

      She looked around for the nearest hedgerow, but the field seemed to stretch for miles in either direction. The huge bales would have to be cover, then.

      Crouching low, she darted from one bale to the next until she was just fifty feet from the moving lights. Cautiously, she leaned out.

      The light was coming from a couple of paraffin lanterns set down in the grass around a large truck trailer and from the torches several men were carrying. She counted six men in all, the glow from the torches revealing them as young, maybe just a couple of years older than her. All of them wore shabby overalls which looked black or brown. Working together, they were rolling the bales up a ramp on to the trailer.

      At first, the performing of such an arduous task without the help of any kind of machinery made Jess think they were stealing them, but the snatches of conversation that she caught told her different.

      ‘Six more, boys. Then we’ll call it a night.’

      ‘Six? We’ll be here til midnight and I wanted to grab a pint!’

      ‘We can be done by ten-thirty if we move quick. And anyway, if you boys want to come by mine when we’re done, I got a few cold ones in the fridge and a hot pack of cards just waiting to take your money.’

      ‘Sounds like a challenge!’

      ‘Got an early start though, eh, lads.’

      ‘That old sod Weston booked the cab to come by at seven tomorrow, take the first load. Weather’s gonna turn, so forecast says. Got to get these boys undercover ‘fore then.’

      ‘Curse on Weston for flogging off his forklift. We’d have done the lot in half an hour.’

      ‘Well, what I heard was that the council took it. Government rechartered it, gave him a payoff. Like they been doing with the cars.’

      ‘Cities are running out, seems.’

      ‘Huh. Seems like everything is, ‘cept beer.’

      ‘Don’t complain ‘bout that! Dumb government want to throw beer at us like water who are we to complain?’

      Jess frowned. In London beer was illegal. You could get it on the black-market, of course, so readily that many people thought the government was actually supplying it. Here, though, it seemed people were drinking it unrestricted. She wondered what else they had.

      A light suddenly flashed in her eyes.

      ‘Hey! You boys see that? Someone out there!’

      ‘No—’

      ‘I did, looked like a lass! Hey, you!’

      Footsteps in her direction. Jess gripped the knife and looked about her. She had weapons, but six guys in the dark would be impossible to fight against. And they were a long way from any help.

      She glanced left, right, then picked an area ahead where the bales were numerous. She glanced back to see what head start she had, then sprinted across the field, the sharp stalks of the cut hay scratching her ankles.

      ‘There she is!’

      ‘Hey you, maid, wait up!’

      ‘You from the village? Shouldn’t be out here after dark!’

      ‘Come here, we won’t hurt you!’

      Jess didn’t give them the opportunity to prove their word. She ducked behind the nearest bale and dropped to the ground, shuffling deep into the recess left by the curved edge. A moment later the men jogged past, torches flashing back and forth. She knew they wouldn’t maintain the chase for long, so she quickly scrambled back out, rounded the bale and jogged back to the trailer where they’d left their lamps burning.

      Behind the trailer, a gate opened on to a lane. Jess glanced back, hearing a few more shouts out across the field as the men continued their search. On the edge of the trailer she found a small plastic lunchbox next to one of the lamps. She grabbed it then quickly extinguished the lamp and took that too.

      As the men’s shouts came nearer as they returned to the trailer, Jess took her treasure and ran for the road.
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      The handsome man called himself Ishael. Now, as he sat facing the Tube Riders, the four of them sitting in a row on an old, musty-smelling sofa, he rubbed his chin, picking at a piece of stubble. ‘So, let me get this straight. Those damn broadcasts are about you?’

      Marta, holding a steaming cup of delicious tea in her hands, nodded. ‘It seems so. And now we have the DCA, Huntsmen, and God knows what else on our trail. We’ve not had a great last twenty-four hours, let’s put it that way.’

      ‘That’s a fucking understatement and a half,’ Switch muttered.

      ‘Well.’ Ishael leaned back in the chair. His gun was back in a holster on his belt, but one of the other men was guarding the door to the small meeting room where they had brought the Tube Riders, a gun held loosely in his hand.

      ‘That’s a pretty good reason not to kill us, don’t you think?’ Owen said.

      ‘Be quiet,’ Paul scolded.

      Ishael smiled. ‘On the contrary. You realise that by being here at all you compromise our own safety? If you’re right about Huntsmen being after you, they’ll follow you right here. Perhaps we should just kill you and throw you out for them.’

      ‘You have weapons, you can fight them,’ Switch said. ‘Give us a bunch of guns and we’ll stand out there and wait for the fuckers. All we have is knives and other lame shit. Mostly other lame shit.’

      Marta couldn’t help but smile at his crude attempt at modesty. They had been searched by Ishael and his men, and while herself, Paul and Owen only had their clawboards, Marta’s pepper spray and a couple of knives, Switch had yielded up a veritable armoury of his own. The men had looked quite impressed by the array of knives, throwing stars and other weapons. He’d told them with a proud smirk how he’d lost his nail gun in St. Cannerwells, but not before taking out a DCA agent.

      ‘You’ve survived so far,’ Ishael said, raising an eyebrow at Switch. ‘Anyway, say they come here and we somehow kill them? Two days later they’ll send more. If we manage to kill those, they’ll roll out the entire army. We can’t win. Do you have any idea how many prototypes they have? Handing you over might be the best way to keep ourselves alive.’

      ‘But you’ll expose yourselves,’ Marta said.

      Ishael shrugged. ‘We’re just a smalltime gang, of no consequence to anyone.’

      Switch scoffed. ‘No “smalltime gang” has that many guns, man. We might have stumbled in here by luck, but we know what you are. You might as well admit it.’

      Switch was right, but as Marta watched his face as he spoke, she couldn’t help but think that luck had nothing to do with it. Switch had known exactly who he’d find when he led them here.

      Ishael looked at each of them in turn. ‘I don’t think you’re in a position to ask us to admit to anything. We have the guns, remember.’

      Switch grinned. ‘Come on, man, if you were going to kill us, you’d have done it already. And if you are freedom fighters as I’m pretty certain you are, you’re fighting against the very people who enjoy doing that sort of thing.’

      Ishael raised an eyebrow. ‘You’d better hope you’re right then.’

      Marta was getting tired of the banter. She shifted forward on her seat. ‘Can you help us get over to France?’ she asked.

      Switch, sitting beside Marta on the sofa, glanced at her. For once he looked taken off guard. His bad eye twitched like crazy. ‘France?’ he muttered. After all, they’d not really talked about what would happen after they got to Bristol in any realistic terms.

      Ishael smiled. ‘What exactly did you do so wrong that you need to get to France?’

      Marta had thought about it a lot over the last few hours, during which they’d been allowed to rest by Ishael’s men. While Paul, Owen, and Switch had slept a while, Marta had lain awake, considering their options. Getting out of the country seemed like the only sensible thing to do. Quite how to do it was another matter.

      ‘We watched the Department of Civil Affairs murder the European Confederation’s ambassador,’ Marta said. ‘They then set his death up as an act of terrorism, and we were shouldered with the blame to give them a reason to hunt us. We had proof, but ... our friends didn’t make it. It’s left to us now to pass the information on and I’d say that setting the Huntsmen on us proves how important we are.’

      Ishael’s tone went suddenly serious. ‘You said you had proof?’

      ‘A friend of ours recorded the Ambassador’s murder on a digital camera. But ... the memory card got lost.’

      ‘Then who’s going to believe you?’

      Marta spread her hands. ‘Well, who in Mega Britain has actually seen the Ambassador? He hasn’t made any broadcast appearances, yet all of us saw him with our own eyes. We can describe him, even what he was wearing.’

      Ishael’s face changed. Suddenly his doubts had been replaced by hope. ‘You think anyone’s going to believe you?’ he repeated.

      Switch nodded towards the door. ‘Where did you get those guns? They don’t exactly grow them on trees over in Wales, you know.’

      Ishael smiled. ‘Quite right. Maybe we can help you after all. What happened to the others? The ones with the memory card?’

      Marta exchanged glances with Switch and Paul. ‘We don’t know for sure,’ she said. ‘We got … separated. Out in the GFA.’

      Ishael grimaced. He paused for a moment and rubbed his chin. ‘That’s unfortunate.’

      ‘But now we’ve found you…’

      Ishael stared at her, his eyes narrowing. ‘You said you found us by chance? That’s a hell of a coincidence, don’t you think? That of all the people in Bristol that you could run into it just happens to be us?’

      Marta and Paul both glared at Switch. Owen chuckled. ‘Sometimes you two are as blind as that Huntsman we ran into. He runs circles round you.’

      Switch grinned again. He looked at Ishael. ‘Okay, you got me. It was all a bit vague until I saw that fence. Then I remembered. Figured you guys might still be camped out right under their noses, being the last place an enemy looks, and all.’

      Ishael looked at him. ‘If I thought you were a government spy you’d be dead by now. So how did you—?’

      ‘I’ve been here before.’ He paused, leaning forward on the sofa to fix Ishael with a stare. ‘I used to be one of you.’

      Everyone was staring at him now.

      Ishael’s hand dropped to his gun. ‘I think someone might remember you. Perhaps I was wrong—’

      ‘Calm down, man.’ Switch held up a hand. ‘I wanted to ask before, but I guess I was hoping to surprise him, and I haven’t seen him about. Is William Worth still with you people by any chance? It’s been a few years, but ...’

      ‘William? Yeah, William’s still here. But how the hell do you know ...’ the words failed on Ishael’s tongue and he stared open-mouthed.

      Switch spread his arms. ‘I’m Steve Worth, man. The long lost son.’

      Ishael’s hand fell away from his gun. He turned to the guard by the door. ‘Go see if Will’s back yet,’ he commanded, voice hollow with shock. ‘My God—’

      ‘William’s still doing good?’

      ‘He’s great.’ Ishael’s handsome features appeared to have taken on a red sheen. ‘I didn’t, um, recognise you, Steve.’

      Switch smirked. ‘Well, I’m not ten years old anymore, and you know, the eye. You can’t plan for these things, eh. I remember you too. I used to take the piss out of your stupid name, but I guess that’s what you get when you grow up in a gypo commune. I see you’ve jumped up the chain of command. Cleaning pots last time I saw you, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Someone had to do it.’

      ‘Well, you’re looking pretty dapper these days too, I notice. So did Marta.’ Switch jabbed an elbow in her side.

      Marta felt her cheeks bloom. ‘Shut up, Switch,’ she said, suddenly feeling no older than Owen.

      Ishael too, looked a little uncomfortable, but before he could reply Paul rescued both of them by changing the subject. ‘Do you mind explaining what’s going on here, Switch? You said you had an uncle in Bristol. You forgot to mention he was part of an underground resistance group!’

      Switch shrugged. ‘I didn’t want to get your hopes up. People die young in this country.’

      ‘Where the hell is he?’ came a loud voice from the corridor outside, and Marta jumped as the door burst open. A muscular Afro-Caribbean man stepped into the room, a beaming grin on his face. His curled hair was slightly greying, but his face lacked any meaningful age lines. The only real age was in his eyes.

      ‘Stevie! Is that really you?’

      ‘Hey, Unc! Long time no fucking see!’

      Switch jumped up from the sofa and was swallowed up in a huge bear hug. William’s face looked like it would crack if he smiled any wider, and Marta thought she saw the glimmer of tears in his eyes, the light of answered prayers. She found herself smiling too. She listened to William’s laughter, great heaving gasps, and realised he was sobbing, tears streaming down his face. She thought about her brother, and her own eyes filled with tears.

      William pushed Switch out at arm’s length and looked him up and down. Switch was no more than a toy in his huge hands.

      ‘Oh, my boy! My boy! I never thought … Goddamn, you’re so different!’ William pulled a hand across his face to wipe away tears. He frowned. ‘What the hell happened to your eye?’

      Switch grinned. ‘I jumped off a train and hit a wall,’ he said, causing William to bellow with laughter.

      ‘As good a reason as any,’ he said, and Marta was not sure if he believed Switch or thought it was a joke. Switch was grinning but Marta remembered the day it had happened, the sickening thud he’d made as he slammed against the wall, the way he had seemed to slide down to the breakfall mats in slow motion. Her, Paul, Simon and a couple of others they’d been riding with had gone running over, expecting the worst. Switch had looked up at them through one bloody eye, and muttered, ‘Fuck, that hurt.’

      ‘Uncle, you haven’t changed at all,’ Switch said. ‘I was expecting you to look older.’

      ‘Ah, you’re too kind,’ William said. ‘I always wondered what became of you, Stevie.’ His eyes welled up again. ‘I should never have let you go out that day…’

      ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Switch said. ‘The damn government keeps fucking people in the ass, and it’s about time we turned around and fucked them right back.’ He turned to the others. ‘Uncle, these are my friends, Marta, Paul, and, um, Paul’s brother.’

      ‘My name’s Owen, you wanker,’ Owen said.

      William roared with laughter. ‘Got spirit, this one. Like you had!’

      The others were looking at Switch with questioning expressions. The physical resemblance was not exactly close. Switch explained, ‘My natural parents were killed in the riots, I think. I’d been through one or two bad foster homes before Unc took me in.’

      ‘I was taking a nap on a park bench,’ William said. ‘I felt this tugging on my shoe. I kicked out, and when I looked up I found Stevie here lying flat out on his back. He must have been five or six, and I’d just flattened his nose, blood everywhere. He’d been trying to steal my shoes. Six sizes too big for him, but hey.’

      ‘I was going to sell them.’

      ‘Man, that kid’s spirit impressed me,’ William told them. ‘So I took him in. I raised him as my own, right here in this place. But, fuck, I turned my back. You can never turn your back, goddamn…’

      ‘The government was rounding up street kids and transporting them up to the Manchester-Liverpool GUA to work in the steel factories,’ Switch said. ‘I was down at the homeless shelter scrounging a free meal, and the next thing I know I’ve got two guys dumping me in the back of a truck. I was ten years old, but one of those guys is half blind now.’

      Marta smiled. She didn’t doubt that for a moment.

      ‘After a few months in some sweatshop in Manchester I was moved again, down to London where I was put to work cleaning the crap out of some abattoir.’ He shook his head, grimacing at the memory. ‘Those plastic mops, snap them and sharpen up the broken handle ends, that’s the way I did it. Left the guard captain to bleed to death among the pig carcasses. Got out, took a bunch of other kids with me, and the streets looked after me from then on.’

      William laughed. ‘That’s my boy.’

      Owen was beaming at Switch. ‘Man, if I ever get to be as cool as you…’

      ‘You’re doing okay as it is,’ Paul said, putting an arm round his brother’s shoulders, but shooting a look at Switch that clearly said, don’t encourage him.

      William couldn’t keep the smile off his face, but he said, ‘I’m glad you’re back, Stevie, but I hear you have more problems.’

      Switch gave him a brief account of the last day. ‘We have to get out of Bristol,’ he concluded.

      ‘To France,’ Marta added.

      William turned to Ishael. He raised an eyebrow. ‘If we can get these kids across to France, do you think they can raise us an army?’

      Ishael shrugged. ‘All the ports are closed except those transporting freight along the coast. Even if we could get a ship away, there are sea mines moored ten miles offshore. Not to mention the damn coastal guns, the patrols…’

      ‘I had no idea it was so bad,’ Marta said.

      Ishael nodded. ‘That son-of-a-bitch has got us roped off from the rest of the world. He gives our country a dumb new name, but there’s nothing “Mega” about this failing place. It’s falling apart under his nose and the rest of the world is laughing at us. It’s apathy that’s kept Europe from intervening, or worse, razing the whole country. I guess milk-face finally ran out of money for that dumb space program he’s killing people for.’

      ‘You know about that?’ Paul said.

      ‘Yeah, we know. We don’t know why he’s sending those overweight freighters up, just to watch them hit the lower atmosphere and disintegrate, but we can guess.’

      ‘Europe, the States and China have fully active space programs,’ William said. ‘We think that the Governor wants a piece of the action, and a large slice at that.’

      ‘Or more, he wants something that’s up there, floating around.’

      ‘What?’

      Ishael shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

      Owen yawned, making William laugh. ‘Looks like the youngster’s had enough action for one day.’ Despite Owen’s loud protests, he continued, ‘We’ll find you a place to rest a little more. Meanwhile we will send some men over to the station to wait for the inevitable convoy. Maybe we can set them a trap to buy you some more time.’

      ‘The Huntsmen?’ Marta said.

      William nodded. ‘Rolling out those beasts takes time and effort. The DCA know they have to maintain some control. Let them off the leash in the GFAs and in a couple of days there’d be no cattle left alive between here and London, but what you can be sure of is that if they’ve gone to the trouble of releasing them in the first place, they’re not going away until you’re dead.’

      With that grim prediction ringing in their ears, the Tube Riders were taken back to the old changing room they’d been allowed to sleep in earlier. Marta, who’d barely slept before, felt weary beyond words.

      ‘Although this is our headquarters,’ one of the guards told her, ‘there are very few people who actually live here. Most of our recruits live in normal society, undercover. It’s safer that way. Sometimes, though, we have training and we congregate here.’

      ‘We’re very thankful,’ Marta said.

      ‘What happens if the Huntsmen come in the night?’ Owen asked.

      The man smiled grimly. ‘We’ll post someone outside your room. You’ll probably know from the screams.’
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* * *

      Back in the meeting room, alone now, Ishael turned to William.

      ‘They didn’t think this out too clearly, did they?’

      ‘They’re just kids. They’re hurt and tired and on the run. I imagine they’ve seen a lot of death in the last few hours.’

      Ishael grimaced. ‘They might have Huntsmen on their trail yet Steve brought them straight here? Strikes me as stupid.’

      ‘Stevie’s not dumb. He knows how easily we can vanish, empty this place, leave no trace. The Huntsmen will come in and follow the scent until it leaves again. The DCA will write this place off as just somewhere they sheltered. Remember, the Huntsmen aren’t looking for us.’

      ‘Can we help them? Can we get them to France?’

      William shrugged. ‘It’ll be easy enough to blow a set of gates and get them out of Bristol. Where they go from there is a little more tricky. I have an idea, but it’s a long shot. You know what’s in Cornwall, don’t you?’

      Ishael frowned. ‘You know that’s beyond risk.’

      ‘It might be our best chance. There’s no port we can get them out of.’

      Ishael nodded. ‘It’s still risky.’

      ‘First of all we need to buy them some time.’

      Ishael looked grim. ‘And in order to buy them time to get out we have to go to war. We have to go to war, William.’

      The bigger man nodded. He frowned deeply, his lips tight. ‘A lot of men are going to die if we go up against the Huntsmen. It takes a lot of firepower to stop one of those monsters.’

      ‘A lot of men are going to die if we don’t. The question is whether the information these kids have is worth it.’

      Ishael looked grim. ‘We might never know.’

      ‘You’re in charge. It’s your call.’

      Ishael took a deep breath and nodded. ‘Okay. Send out the alert. Call the men together and get them armed. We need to have a watch on the station within the hour.’
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      Dreggo still felt groggy from the drugs, but she had been given little time to recover before guards had hauled her, still shackled, out into a large, dirty room where a group of Huntsmen and their handlers waited. At first she thought this would be her fate, to be set upon by a dozen or more of the things for the amusement of the scientists and government officials who waited in a group at one end. By God, she thought, I’ll take a few of them with me. The scientists, too.

      Her senses were slowly coming back. She felt changed, different, and not just physically. Something had happened to her face and a metal plate now covered half of it. With her right eye she could still see normally, but when she closed it her left was like a computer screen. She could call up information just by focusing her attention on menu buttons along the top edge, while the images she saw moved differently, pixilated. It was wired it up to her neuro-transmitters, because a simple decision would alter the vision in her left eye from infra-red to night-vision to heat sensitive.

      Her sense of smell was stronger too. She could almost see the scent trails each man in the room had left. She could tell to within seconds how long they’d been standing in each particular position, which door they’d entered through, who they had talked to while waiting for her entrance.

      And it also revealed to her something else that she suspected but had not known for sure until now.

      The doctor, Karmski. His scent was all over her body, strongest in her most intimate areas.

      While she had lain broken and unconscious, he had raped her. And she felt certain it wasn’t the first time. His scent had a familiarity, one which she associated with all the darkest memories of her past. Those memories, she felt sure, had happened here, her transformed, unconscious body used as a plaything in dark chambers far underground, where, even if she could have made a sound, no one would have heard her cries.

      ‘Dreggo.’ Karmski stepped forward now, gesturing to the men around him.

      ‘This is Mr. Clayton, and his associate, Mr. Vincent, from the Department of Civil Affairs. I think you might have met Mr. Vincent before.’

      She didn’t respond, but Karmski was right; Dreggo remembered the inept fool from St. Cannerwells Underground station, and she was disappointed to see he was still alive. Still, like the others, his time would come. They had let her live, and she fully intended to make that the worst mistake any of them could have made.

      Clayton stepped forward. ‘Dreggo,’ he said, her name sounding awkward on his lips. ‘I am Leland Clayton, Commander in Chief of the Department of Civil Affairs. I’m sure you’re wondering what is going on here.’

      ‘No,’ she growled, and immediately realised her voice sounded different. Running her tongue over her teeth, it felt strangely synthetic. The Huntsman must have torn it out or bitten part of it off. They had repaired her well, but she felt less human than she had before; the memories of the girl she had once been were distant now, like faded photographs.

      His voice sharpened. ‘Well, we have decided that, rather than let you die from your wounds or simply killing you for interrupting a government investigation, you can be of some use to us.’

      ‘Why would I help you?’

      ‘Because we want the same thing. We both want the Tube Riders dead.’

      ‘Who says I want them dead?’

      Clayton smiled. ‘Vincent told me about your grand entrance. He told me what you said. But neither he nor I believe you had any intention of aiding the Tube Riders. You just wanted to get close enough to kill them yourself.’

      Dreggo actually smiled. The synthetic part of her face felt strange, alien. ‘I guess we’ll never know now, will we?’

      ‘We don’t care for your reasons,’ Clayton said. ‘But we’re going to give you another chance, while at the same time doing a job for us. You will lead the Huntsmen in pursuit of the Tube Riders.’

      She glared at him. ‘Now, why would I do that?’

      ‘Because you want them dead, and we want them dead, but the Huntsmen are a law unto themselves.’ He smiled. ‘We want to try to keep the death toll down, if we can.’

      ‘Why not just send me alone?’

      ‘The Tube Riders managed to escape five Huntsmen, our own DCA agents, and, um,’—here he coughed a little—‘yourself. We want no more mistakes. We sent five Huntsmen before, one of which is now dead. This time we are sending twenty. You will act as their guide. Think of them as beetles inside a piece of drainpipe. We want them to get to the other end, we’re just letting you hold the pencil that guides them.’

      ‘I don’t think you heard me,’ she spat. ‘Why would I ever help you?’

      Karmski stepped forward. ‘Because you have no choice.’

      ‘I have every choice,’ she said, eyes boring into his, wanting him to fall to the ground, wanting him to die.

      Karmski laughed. ‘Ah, my beautiful Dreggo. You have no choice at all, my dear. When we fixed you up, we left a little chip inside your head. One to make sure you do as you’re told.’

      Dreggo glared at him. ‘So set it off. Do it! Kill me.’

      Karmski looked surprised. ‘Kill you? Don’t be ridiculous! What fear do you have of death after all that’s happened to you? Something of a relief it would be, wouldn’t it?’

      Dreggo frowned.

      ‘It won’t kill you, my dear. But it’s attached to the neuro-receptors in your spine. If we activate it, it’ll just hurt like God himself has struck you. And we’ll keep doing it until you start to obey. Of course, it’ll kill you eventually, but all the nerve tissue in your body will have to fall apart first.’

      ‘You wouldn’t—’

      Dreggo screamed as a surging white heat raced up her spine. She arched her back, her legs collapsing under her as a sensation like a thousand scalding needles exploded across her body.

      Then as quick as it had come it was gone. Dreggo found herself lying on the floor, the residue of pain fading away like water drying on her skin. Two guards stepped forward and hauled her up to her feet. Her back felt scrunched up like an old cloth, leaving her only able to stand hunched over as she gasped for air.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ Karmski said. ‘But we felt it best you know exactly what we’re talking about. It has higher settings. Oh, and I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you it kind of cramps up the muscles a little. I guess it feels like you’ve run a marathon now, right?’

      Dreggo glared at him. ‘I’ll kill you one day,’ she muttered, spit rolling down her chin, her mouth as numb as the rest of her body.

      ‘I love cooperation,’ Karmski said with a grin.

      ‘What do I get from this?’ Dreggo said, turning to Clayton.

      ‘Aside from staying alive? You leave the Tube Riders dead, and you get to go free. That’s it.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Anywhere you please. The GFAs, Scotland. Wales? We’ll give you enough money to buy a small house in a remote area and an allowance to live on. What you don’t seem to understand is that the government rewards those who work for it. It’s a shame we had to persuade you to take the job.’

      ‘Okay,’ she said, relenting, accepting she had no choice. ‘Tell me when I start.’

      ‘Good,’ Clayton said, smiling. ‘You start right now.’

      Dreggo looked towards the cluster of Huntsmen at the other end of the room. Most of them looked sedate, drugged. She wondered how she was supposed to control them when the modifications had left them little more than extremely dangerous and slightly rabid animals.

      Whatever, she thought. Her priority wasn’t with the Huntsmen, but with finding a way to free herself from the chip inside her, and then to find a way to take revenge on Karmski and his brethren. She didn’t know how she would do it, only that somehow she would.
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* * *

      Clayton waited until they were out of the building before he pulled Vincent aside.

      ‘Vincent, I need a quick word,’ he said, walking away towards the rear of the building.

      ‘Sure, what is it?’

      ‘Just follow me a minute.’

      Clayton waited until he had turned the corner and was out of sight of his driver. Then he took a deep breath. As Vincent followed him around the corner, Clayton stepped backwards, swung his elbow up and slammed it into Vincent’s face. With a grunt of pain and surprise Vincent dropped to his knees, hands clutching at his face. Clayton swung round and kicked him hard in the stomach. Vincent grunted again and rolled on to his side.

      ‘What—wait—’

      Clayton pulled his gun and knelt beside Vincent. He pressed the barrel to Vincent’s forehead, and the younger man’s bloody face stared up at him in horror. Clayton flicked back the hammer.

      ‘Leland, wait, don’t—’

      Clayton pulled the trigger. Vincent gasped as an empty click sounded. Clayton smiled.

      ‘Go above me again and I’ll kill you,’ he said, voice barely above a whisper. His eyes narrowed, as hard as they’d ever been.

      Vincent spat blood out of his mouth. The fear in his eyes told Clayton that Vincent understood.

      ‘I thought—’

      ‘I gave you a little rope and you hanged yourself. Every single order you give goes past me first from now on. I know you think getting the Governor’s favours will get you my job. What your back-stabbing, sniveling ass doesn’t realise is that when you fuck up I have to take the flack, and the Governor’s disappointment is not something any man should have to face.’

      Clayton stepped back, then reached down and hauled Vincent to his feet. Vincent pulled a cloth from his pocket and dabbed at his nose, not looking at Clayton.

      ‘A word of warning,’ Clayton said, voice still low. ‘Don’t get too power-hungry. The Governor has all the power, and he doesn’t want to give much of it up. Enjoy what you have and be happy with it. Now clean yourself up and I’ll see you at Paddington at six, ready to move out. I trust you can find your own way back?’

      Vincent, who had come with Clayton and wasn’t sure where they were, nodded. Right now, he probably just wanted to be alone.

      ‘Good.’ Clayton stalked off around the building.
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* * *

      Vincent waited until Clayton was out of sight. He listened for the sound of a car door opening and closing, then a starting engine, and finally the sound of the vehicle moving off at speed.

      As the sound of the car faded, Vincent sat down against the wall and dabbed at his nose again. During his training he’d been taught how to reset breaks and dislocations, and now he reached up and gripped his nose, feeling a little give where the bone had cracked. Counting down from three, he shoved it back into place, his eyes filling with tears.

      He thought that the scream he let out might have been heard by the Huntsmen, ten levels or more underground.

      Clayton, you’re a bastard, he thought. This isn’t over.
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      ‘It’s good to see you’re awake.’

      Simon squinted, his eyes focusing on the boy who sat beside his bed. ‘Where am I? Is this a hospital?’

      The boy shook his head. About sixteen, he had unkempt mousy blonde hair, a soft, downy face, and a carefree smile. ‘No,’ he said. ‘The nearest hospital must be fifty miles away. Father wanted to keep you here.’

      ‘Where’s “here”?’

      ‘This is my house. My family owns most of the farmland around here.’

      ‘Oh. Who are you?’

      The boy leaned forward, an eager smile on his lips. ‘I’m Carl,’ he said. ‘Carl Weston. Did you jump off the train?’

      ‘Something like that,’ he said, offering a weak smile in return. ‘I’m Simon.’

      Carl nodded as if he already knew. ‘Well it’s nice to meet you, Simon. Do you want something to eat? Something to drink?’

      ‘Both would be good.’ Simon tried to sit up in the bed, but as he shifted his body he felt a stab of pain in his side. He remembered the Huntsman’s crossbow, how the bolt had felt in his side as he tried to hold on to the train. Like a red hot scalpel, cutting and scalding him with every movement, causing sweat to wash down over his face and tears to pour from his eyes. At the moment the train had bumped he had been close to unconsciousness anyway; he barely remembered hitting the ground, only how peaceful he had felt with the ride over.

      ‘Thank you for saving my life,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember quite what happened, but I know I should be dead now.’

      Carl smiled. He reached out a hand and patted Simon’s knee the way someone might pet a dog. ‘Glad to be of service. The doctor said you should be okay in a few days. I think my father is a little suspicious of you, though. We don’t get outsiders in these parts very often.’

      ‘Where are we, exactly?’

      Carl spread his hands, although all Simon could see was the inside of a rather quaintly decorated bedroom, a little wardrobe in one corner, and a green floral patterned curtain pulled across a small window to keep out the sunlight that pressed in around its edges. ‘This is Reading Greater Forest Area,’ he said. ‘We’re about ten miles from the London GUA perimeter wall. Did you come from in there?’

      Simon didn’t remember moving after he fell from the train, so quite possibly they’d found him right next to the tracks. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Last night, I, um, took a train.’ It was only half a lie.

      ‘The trains don’t stop out here. All the produce from our farm gets taken to a processing plant a few miles to the south and then a fleet of trucks deliver it to the GUA checkpoints at London or Bristol. Where were you going?’

      ‘Bristol.’

      ‘Why?’

      Simon tried to shift his body again. For all the help this boy and his family had given him, they weren’t great nurses. He had terrible pins and needles in his legs and lower back.

      Carl flushed. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t ask you so many questions. It’s just that I don’t meet a lot of strangers.’

      Simon shook his head. ‘No, it’s okay. It’s just that I’m not really sure why I was going to Bristol. It’s difficult to explain.’

      The boy craned forward. His eyes were as bright as a kindergarten kid being told fairy tales. Simon knew that if he if he started to tell Carl half of what he’d been through, Carl would wow and gasp and beg to hear the end of the story.

      ‘Are you in trouble?’ Carl asked, his voice barely more than conspiratorial whisper. ‘If so, don’t worry, I can protect you.’

      Simon wanted to shout at him this isn’t a game, but he forced himself to smile and shake his head. ‘It’s complicated. I don’t know how much I can trust you.’

      ‘I saved your life, Simon. And do you really have much choice?’

      Simon nodded. ‘That’s true. Did you see any other people?’ He remembered the Huntsmen, and wondered if they’d tracked him. Could they follow a scent moving as fast as a train? Were they out there, waiting for him? He said to Carl, ‘Did you see anyone that looked, kind of, um, odd?’

      Carl shook his head. ‘No, just you. I was play—walking in the forest, when I found you by the tracks. It looked like you’d fallen off the train.’ He shrugged. ‘I suppose someone could have pushed you.’

      ‘No one pushed me. I fell.’ Glancing around the room, he saw no sign of his clawboard, and thought best not to mention it. There on the table beside him, though, set on a plate as if it were a biscuit to accompany a cup of coffee, was a long metal crossbow quarrel. Simon didn’t have to guess where it had come from.

      ‘I think my father wants to talk to the police, but mother won’t let him. Knowing him, he’ll want to know if there’s a reward for you, but she says you’re in no fit state to go anywhere and questioning you and all that stuff won’t make you get better any quicker.’

      ‘I didn’t do anything wrong,’ Simon said. Or had he? He was scared by his abrupt honesty. He was desperate for someone to believe him, someone to be on his side.

      ‘My friends and I, we were in the wrong place at the wrong time,’ he continued. Then, realizing he must sound like an actor in an old movie, he added, ‘We witnessed something bad that we weren’t supposed to. A crime. Now people are after us. I can’t tell you any more, because it would put you in danger.’ He strained to sit up. ‘Please, Carl. It’s very important that I get back on the train.’

      Carl frowned. ‘How? They don’t stop.’

      ‘That doesn’t matter. I don’t need it to stop.’

      The boy looked confused. ‘What do you mean? You just jump on or something?’

      Simon grinned. ‘Yeah, that’s about it.’

      This time Carl reacted as expected. ‘Wow, that’s cool. But Dr. Rhodes said you have a sprained ankle. He said it’ll be difficult to walk.’

      Simon frowned. The terrible pain in his shoulder had masked any others, but now that Carl said it, he could feel a dull throbbing in his ankle, with something tight like a bandage wrapped around it.

      ‘Well, that might be problem. I can’t fly or anything.’

      ‘It would be cool if you could, though, wouldn’t it?’

      ‘Er, yeah,’ Simon said, feeling a little like a spaceman fallen from the sky to land in the back garden of a bunch of simpletons. He watched as Carl’s eyes glazed over, as though the boy were imagining himself in an old Flash Gordon movie. For a few seconds Simon said nothing. Then, starting to tire of the game, he cleared his throat. ‘Uh, that drink would be really great just about now.’
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* * *

      Jess crept out from under the tarpaulin and rubbed her eyes. The barn had been a good place to shelter, in among the hay bales, and the tarpaulin had made a good makeshift sheet to keep out the draft. She actually felt quite rested, but at the same time as her body thanked her, her mind scolded her for letting too much time pass.

      She didn’t know how safe she was out here in the country, but she knew she had to find Simon quickly and get away. The Huntsmen could catch up with her at any moment. There was no way of telling how close they were.

      The barn where she had spent the night stood at the edge of a field, completely isolated. There were no houses nearby that she could see, and no way of knowing who owned it.

      The barn entrance looked out across a valley, a patchwork of green and yellow fields dipping away from her and then rising again a mile or so distant. The deepest part of the valley was forested, and she could see a church spire sticking up out of the trees. Jess breathed deeply as she stood by the road, her heart fluttering a little at the sight of such tranquility, wondering quite how Mega Britain had managed to separate into two such different ways of life. This sleepy country scene was as different from the dangerous, bloody streets of London as night was from day.

      She stood still for a moment, listening for cars. Barring the trailer she’d seen in the field last night, she’d neither seen nor heard any form of transport at all. The road leading away from the barn was dirt and gravel, and during her flight from the men she’d not seen any real roads, only lanes and gravel tracks.

      She headed west, back in the direction she thought she’d come from, but she couldn’t be sure. The road angled slightly downhill into the valley, and she guessed there was more chance of finding a village in that direction. In a village she could at least get her bearings, find out where the train line was, look around for signs of a hospital or a doctor, someone who might have heard about or seen Simon. She had a terrible feeling that the most likely place she would find him, though, would be in a police cell.

      She found herself smiling as she trotted along the lane, and wished she could have been here under better circumstances. Her parents’ murders hadn’t properly sunk in yet, nor had how much danger she and the other Tube Riders were in. The knife was wrapped in cloth and tucked into her sock, while the crossbow hung from her belt, covered by her shirt. Only her clawboard and Simon’s were difficult to hide, but she had a small rucksack and had pushed them inside as best she could.

      The hedgerows closed in around her as the road wound down, occasionally broken by a farm gate. The view vanished as she descended further into the valley, and the church spire was closer each time it peered between the trees up ahead.

      Her ears pricked up as she caught the chugging sound of an approaching vehicle. She looked around, but there was nowhere to hide, no nearby gateways to slip through. She had no choice but to dip her head and try to look as inconspicuous as possible.

      A small tractor appeared around a bend up ahead. She pressed herself against the hedge as it passed, but couldn’t help glancing up at the driver inside. He was maybe sixty, weather-worn, almost bald. He nodded and smiled at her, then, perhaps realizing he didn’t recognise her, frowned and started to say something. Jess dipped her head and walked on, putting distance between them. Behind her the tractor’s engine cut out, and she glanced back just long enough to see the man stand up and twist around.

      She turned a bend in the road and broke into a run, sprinting over the crunching gravel just in case the man decided to chase her. He might have just wanted to ask her where she was from, but it was too great a risk.

      The church reared up in front of her and Jess dashed through the gate, dropping down behind a gravestone from where she still had a view of the road. The tractor hadn’t started again and a moment later the farmer appeared around the bend, jogging lightly, head turning this way and that.

      Outside the church he stopped, put his hands on his hips and shrugged. With what sounded like an expression of resignation he turned around and headed back to his tractor. Jess didn’t move until the tractor had rumbled on almost out of earshot. Then she climbed to her feet, went out of the church gate and looked around her.

      She was in the middle of a tiny village. Twin rows of quaint cottages lined the small street heading away from the church. A couple of roads led down between them, leading to more cottages. On the other side of a little square with a pond and a fountain in its centre, was a small village store. Turning left, another lane led to a country pub.

      It was the sort of place Jess would like to grow old in. Quiet, pretty, it was everything the city was not. She found herself walking over to the pond to peer down at the goldfish darting about under the water. Little silver discs gleamed down there too: money. It was a wishing well, and she found herself reaching into her pocket for some change. She didn’t have much, but she figured a couple of coppers wouldn’t make much difference.

      ‘Safety for Simon, safety for all of us,’ she whispered, and tossed a coin into the water. She sighed as it drifted down to the bottom and settled amongst the others.

      ‘I hope it comes true,’ someone said behind her.

      Jess spun, one hand slipping beneath her coat to rest on the crossbow, but it was just a woman coming out of the shop, sixty or seventy years old, shuffling across the gravel towards her.

      Jess smiled. She didn’t think the woman had heard her, but she said, ‘Me too.’

      ‘Are you from over in Turnpike?’ the old woman asked.

      Jess started to nod, but the old woman cut her off. ‘Old I might be, but not so slow as to miss hesitation. You’re from a ways further than that, I’ll bet.’

      Jess just shrugged.

      ‘No need to tell me, love. I’ve been here a while, I know how the world is. We’re all either running from or towards something. The luckiest among us know what it is.’

      Jess didn’t know what to say.

      ‘All I know,’ the woman continued, is that regardless of where you’re going, you look darn hungry.’

      Finally Jess found her voice. ‘Yes, I am.’

      The old woman thrust a thumb back over her shoulder. ‘I own the store. Why don’t you come inside and I’ll find you some breakfast.’

      Jess smiled. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That would be wonderful.’

      As the old woman led the way inside, Jess felt tears in her eyes and a lump in her throat. After what she’d experienced over the last twenty-four hours, for someone to show a kindness as simple as offering a stranger a meal, it was like a miracle in itself.
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      Dreggo sat at one end of the freight truck as the train rumbled along, watching the Huntsmen at the other end with suspicion, even though most of them appeared to be sleeping. Their heads were lowered, buried in their cloaks, and their knees were pulled up to their chins. All twenty of them sat pressed tightly together like a flock of birds at roost.

      Emotions rose from them like steam, and she found it almost painful to sit and watch them as their combined hatred and sadness pressed at the wooden walls of the truck. She recognised one or two from her first days in the facility, remembering the human eyes behind the canine mouths and beneath the jumble of wires and electrodes. They looked more alien than human now, but once they had been men, innocents dragged off the streets into the hellish science labs and torture pits of the research facility.

      Innocents just like her.

      The freight truck bumped and Dreggo looked up at the door, wondering how much further they had to go. They had been traveling for about an hour, rumbling across the sleepers, the train bumping and jerking, depriving them of any chance of real sleep. She guessed they were somewhere out in Reading GFA, maybe halfway to Bristol. Belatedly, a call had come in from Bristol’s branch of the DCA, informing Clayton of a disturbance this morning at the train station there. A group of kids had caused chaos, crashing a train and destroying a large volume of cargo in the process. Clayton had been furious that the call had taken so long to come in, but at least the Department of Civil Affairs had known the Tube Riders had gone where expected. Their predictability made them easier to track down, and Dreggo expected this mission to be over shortly. After which, of course, she had a little mission of her own to complete.

      She looked at the Huntsmen again. Like flicking through files, she knew about all of them from the information Karmski’s minions had uploaded into the computerized part of her mind. She knew which ones had been in active service, which ones contained blemished records, which ones were most likely to be uncontrollable once set loose. The scientists hoped that the data on each creature would help her control them, but it just scared her even more. From her own feelings she knew how much each Huntsman was hurting, and knew that madness and bloodthirsty insanity were just a simple order away.

      One of the creatures stirred, its head lifting with a grunt, snout jerking towards the door. It shifted forward onto hands and knees, moving doglike towards the edge of the freight truck. As it reached the door, it lifted one hand and scratched at the wood.

      Dreggo dropped into a crouch. She searched the data for information and found that this Huntsman, Craul, had tested highly in scent recognition tests. It had picked up something the others had missed.

      ‘Craul, what is it?’

      The Huntsman swung its head towards her. Drool hung from its jaws, and the skin moved back from the teeth in a snarl. ‘Tube Riders.’

      Dreggo raised an eyebrow. Could the disturbance in Bristol have been something else? Witnesses had spotted four people, but she knew the Tube Riders numbered six including the little kid. More likely was that they had split up.

      Or perhaps one of them lay dead by the train tracks. It would take just minutes to stop the train and check.

      Craul was growling and pulling at the door, locked from the outside. Dreggo knew the Huntsmen could break through if they really needed to, but it was worth Clayton thinking the DCA had control.

      She tugged the radio from her belt, tapped in a number.

      Clayton’s voice fizzled on the other end. ‘What?’

      ‘We’ve got something,’ she said. ‘Stop the train. We need to check.’

      A minute later the train began to slow, finally bumping to a stop. Dreggo waited while doors opened further down and the voices of men carried down towards them. She could hear a lot of them out there; no doubt they weren’t taking any chances with a car full of Huntsmen.

      Then keys rattled in the padlock. ‘Stay back from the doors,’ someone shouted.

      ‘We’re back,’ she shouted back. She wanted to wait by the door and order the Huntsmen to attack them now, but the DCA agents would be heavily armed. Their time would come; she had sworn it to herself.

      The door swung open. At least ten DCA agents stood there, weapons leveled at the Huntsmen. Dreggo felt sure the creatures could still overwhelm them if she gave the order. Many of them would be happy to die.

      The Huntsman, Craul, snarled and took a couple of steps forward. ‘Tube Riders,’ he growled again.

      ‘Craul, back!’ Dreggo ordered, and to her surprise the creature responded, slinking back into the shadows where the others waited.

      The men moved back to let her get down. ‘Lower your weapons,’ she said. ‘The Huntsmen work on my orders. Unless I say, you’re safe. Unless I say.’ She glared at them, undermining the threat. On the heat sensors installed into her robotic eye, the faces of several men flushed red with fear.

      Leland Clayton stood at the back, behind his line of defense, she noted. ‘How was first class?’ she called, pushing through the armed men towards him.

      ‘What do you have?’ he said, ignoring her sarcasm. She noticed he had one hand in his jacket’s pocket, where no doubt his finger hovered over the button of the device that would stun her if she attacked him.

      One of my Huntsmen picked up a scent,’ she said. ‘I think the Tube Riders might have split up. Otherwise, we’re looking for a body.’

      Adam Vincent moved up alongside Clayton. His nose was bruised and blackened and one eye was swollen closed. He was limping from the nail gun wound and she smiled at his obvious discomfort.

      ‘What happened to you?’ Dreggo quipped. ‘You fell asleep and the train rolled over you?’

      Vincent glared at her. ‘I cut myself shaving.’

      ‘You shave with a sledgehammer?’

      ‘Shut it, bitch.’ Vincent turned to Clayton who, she noticed, had a little smirk in the corner of his mouth. ‘One of them was hurt,’ he said. ‘One of the boys. The Huntsman shot him with a crossbow.’

      ‘Let’s do a sweep of the line,’ Clayton said. ‘See if we can find his body. The Huntsman smelled it when?’

      ‘A couple of miles back.’

      Clayton nodded. ‘Can you pick up the scent yourself?’

      Dreggo smiled. Clayton didn’t want the Huntsmen released if he could avoid it. ‘Not as well as they can,’ she said.

      Clayton looked grim. ‘Okay, take two, have one track on either side of the line.’ He lifted a finger to point at her. ‘Keep them reined in though. I’ll have guns trained on them at all times.’

      She gave him a mock salute. ‘Yes, sir.’

      She took Craul and another Huntsman who had tested well, Jacul, and set one either side of the train line. Together they moved along the track, Craul and Jacul bent close to the ground, Dreggo walking along the tracks between them. Behind her four of Clayton’s agents followed, their guns trained on the Huntsmen. Clayton himself walked at the back. He had left Vincent back by the train to conduct his men in a sweep of the nearby forest. The other Huntsmen had been locked back up in the freight truck. Like cattle, she thought bitterly. Don’t give up, my new friends. Your time will come.

      They had been walking for maybe twenty minutes when Craul let out a howl and darted towards the fence that kept people off the railway line.

      ‘Stop!’ one of the agents shouted.

      Dreggo heard the click of a gun. ‘Craul!’ she shouted. ‘Wait!’ But the Huntsman had ducked down by a hole in the fence and pushed through.

      ‘I’ll shoot!’ the agent shouted behind her, as the Huntsman emerged on the other side of the fence and dashed off into the forest.

      ‘Craul!’

      The agent fired. The tak-tak-tak of automatic rifle fire blasted through the trees, sending birds flocking into the air. Dreggo flinched back from the sound, shutting her eyes for a moment. Finally, as the agent stopped firing, she smelt cobalt in the air, her enhanced sense of smell picking it up as thick as treacle. She looked through the forest towards Craul.

      The Huntsman was lying face down about thirty feet away, not moving. Dreggo felt a sudden pang of regret; after all, Craul had simply been following his initial order to find the Tube Riders.

      Dreggo searched her files. Craul had once been a man called David Wilson, abducted from outside his home in Green Park in October 2064. He was survived by a wife and two young children, who, if luck was with them, would be still alive and well, the children now close to finishing high school.

      Dreggo hung her head. A bolt of guilt ripped through her, thicker than the Huntsman’s crossbow quarrels in a pouch attached to her belt. It was government policy to send a certificate of death to any fallen Huntsman’s family. She knew what it would say: David had died in service of his country; his death had been honourable.

      That they had probably stopped mourning him ten years ago was no matter. That certain details would be omitted, about the cruel experiments that turned him into a monstrous killing machine, or that he would have eaten his own children without a moment’s hesitation, didn’t matter either.

      Whatever he had become, all Dreggo could see now was a man lying dead in the grass, shot in the back while trying to follow orders. She tried to feel nothing, tried not to care, but somewhere inside her the part that was still human burned with rage and shame.

      ‘What the hell happened here?’ Clayton, who had dropped back, shouted, running up towards them. ‘Keep the noise down, we’re not in the city anymore! People take note of gunfire out here!’

      ‘The fucker tried to run away,’ the agent said, looking at his weapon with suspicion, as though it had fired itself.

      Dreggo glowered. ‘He was following the scent. Now one of my best trackers is dead.’

      Clayton stopped a few feet away. He looked towards the fallen Huntsman and huffed. Dreggo watched him. Just behind his shoulder, Jacul waited by the edge of the tracks. A digital transmitter inserted into his brain meant she could speak to him with her mind; he could be on Clayton in a second. Another agent had his gun trained on Jacul, but at least Clayton would be dead before he had a chance to fire. Dreggo hesitated a moment, fighting the urge, but in the end she glanced back towards Craul’s fallen body, and couldn’t bring herself to sign Jacul’s death warrant too.

      Clayton said: ‘You communicate with those things. They break loose out here and we have hell to pay. Remember that.’

      ‘It was okay to have them roaming wild in the city.’

      Clayton shrugged. ‘There are lower standards there.’ Dreggo glared at him. His broad generalization took in almost everyone she had ever known. ‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘one less of those monsters is one less to worry about.’

      Something inside Dreggo snapped. She leapt at Clayton, barely aware that while in her vicinity he had slipped his hand back into his pocket.

      She knocked him to the ground, one arm sweeping for his face, metallic fingernail inserts raking at his eyes.

      Pain bloomed in her and everything seemed to vibrate, as though someone had stuffed her into a washing machine set on high power. She tried to scream but her breath caught in her throat; all her muscles felt bunched so tightly they might burst like blisters all over her skin.

      Then it stopped. Dreggo opened her eyes, wiped away a sheen of sweat and tried to breathe as her heart raced. Clayton climbed to his feet. His free hand touched the scratch on his cheek that was a sign of just how close she had come. His other hand held the little box of pain Karmski had given him.

      ‘Try that again…’

      Dreggo bared her teeth. ‘Always, always … look over your shoulder, Clayton. One day…’

      Clayton tried to match her stare but failed. He knew how close she had come. ‘Just get on with finding those kids.’ With his finger hovering over the button, his voice shook as he said, ‘Or I’ll have you put down like the dog you are.’

      ‘You’d be doing me a favour.’

      Clayton brushed himself down. ‘Get another one out of the freight truck and get me those damn Tube Riders.’ Without waiting for a reply he strode off in the direction of the train.

      Dreggo glared at the other DCA agents in turn until they looked away. Then, commanding Jacul to follow, she went to investigate what Craul had found.

      There was a hole in the fence, a disturbance in the undergrowth nearby. Dreggo bent close and found the fence had recently been cut open, perhaps no more than a day ago. Jacul growled as he smelled what she did: Tube Rider scent, mixed with blood.

      So, the injured one had fallen after all. The question was, was he dead or not? Someone had found him and come back with wire cutters. She found several sets of footprints, three unfamiliar scents.

      Jacul, a few feet away, growled.

      ‘What is it?’

      He pointed, saying nothing.

      Dreggo nodded. She understood as she picked up the scent for herself.

      The wet grass showed it had rained recently, and as a result the scents of the boy and the three who had carried him were a little dull, but a fifth scent was sharper, more recent. And Dreggo recognised it instantly as that of the boy’s girlfriend, the one she had tried to follow.

      How sweet, she thought. He fell, and she came after him.

      She ordered one of the agents to call Clayton. A moment later he came jogging back down the track, Adam Vincent hobbling along behind him.

      ‘We’ve got two of them out here,’ she said. ‘One is definitely mobile, the other could be dead. We can’t tell. I’m pretty certain he’s hurt at least. They shouldn’t be difficult to track down.’

      ‘Just two? So the others made it to Bristol?’

      Dreggo nodded. ‘I’ll take three Huntsmen and track the two out here. You take the rest to Bristol and pick up the scent there. The handlers can control the Huntsmen for you.’

      Clayton turned pale. One hand absently touched the mark on his cheek where she had slashed him. It was still bleeding slightly; he brushed the blood away with his finger and wiped it on his trousers.

      ‘I can’t leave you out here. How can I trust you?’

      She pointed. ‘That little thing in your pocket? You have a choice. We split up and follow both trails while they’re still fresh, or we risk losing the Tube Riders. They escaped your pathetic attempts once. In Bristol they could disappear like rats down a drain.’ She smiled. ‘Of course, if you’d rather we stick together, I’m happy to take nineteen Huntsmen on a little outing in the country. I’m sure we could have lots of fun, out here, where the standards are … higher.’

      ‘She’s right,’ Vincent said. ‘We’ve wasted enough time already.’

      ‘Okay.’ Clayton turned to Vincent. ‘Order the handlers to secure the Huntsmen. When we get to Bristol we take only as many as we need, until she gets there. And you,’—he pointed a finger at Dreggo—‘You stay in constant radio contact. As in every thirty minutes. I want to know exactly where you are. If you sight them, you call me. If you think you sight them, you call me. In fact—’

      ‘Okay, I get you. If I just want a little love chat, I call you.’

      Clayton glared at her for a moment. Then, with a grunt of annoyance he turned on his heel, and they all headed back towards the train, Jacul at the back with the agents’ guns trained on him. The rest of the Department of Civil Affairs entourage waited near the train. Clayton told her a sweep of the area had found nothing but a ruined village. He offered to print her maps of the area from his laptop, but she refused.

      ‘The only map I need is the one the Tube Riders left behind,’ she said, tapping the side of her nose. ‘Don’t worry. I expect them to be dead by nightfall.’

      ‘Good.’

      The men opened up the Huntsman’s freight truck again and Dreggo selected two more to accompany her in addition to Jacul. Several of the handlers who had also traveled with them as backup in case something happened to Dreggo, climbed up into the freight truck to secure the remaining Huntsmen.

      Within fifteen minutes, the train had pulled away, rumbling on down the track, leaving Dreggo and her three Huntsmen behind. As the train rolled out of sight she turned to look at them.

      Jacul was crouching by the hole in the fence. The other two, Meud and Lyen, were waiting for orders. She looked at them and nodded. Together they made their way through the hole in the fence, and away from the train tracks into the forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Government Policy

        

      

    
    
      Marta found Ishael in an old dressing room not far from the room where they’d been allowed to sleep. He was standing by a wall that was covered in maps and charts, newspaper clippings, photographs and memos. He appeared to be studying a map of the city centre.

      He smiled as she entered. ‘Hi, Marta. Did you sleep okay?’

      ‘Yes, thank you. Apart from the dreams.’

      ‘I can imagine.’ He looked uncertain for a moment, and his eyes flicked from her face to the floor and back. ‘Sorry about the interrogation yesterday,’ he said. ‘Times are hard, and it’s difficult to trust people.’

      She raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘Especially those who walk in your back door unannounced.’

      ‘I guess we’ll have to lock it next time.’

      She watched him as he turned back to the wall. He was maybe thirty, and while his face had the hardness of the streets his eyes still radiated kindness. She found herself wanting him to turn back, wanting him to look at her.

      ‘I especially enjoyed the shower,’ she said, breaking the silence. ‘I haven’t felt clean in a while.’ Immediately she felt like an idiot. What are you saying, Marta? You don’t want him thinking about you being dirty.

      ‘No problem.’ He turned back towards her, and Marta tingled with nervousness. What the hell is wrong with me? I feel like I’ve met a film star.

      ‘This is our command room,’ Ishael said. ‘Really, you shouldn’t be in here.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘I forgive you.’ He smiled at her again. ‘From here we organise all the revolutionary activities that we don’t do.’

      She laughed, glad to be back in control of herself. ‘Still waiting, huh?’

      He nodded. ‘The time will come. Probably a little sooner than we were expecting, with the sudden appearance of you and your friends.’ She noticed how his smile dropped, as though he’d just been told the family he loved and cared for wouldn’t be coming home again.

      ‘How are the others?’ he asked.

      ‘Switch went off to spend time with his uncle. Paul and Owen are still sleeping. I think they’re exhausted just from looking after each other, not to mention everything else.’

      He took a step closer. ‘And you?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘You’re their leader, aren’t you?’

      She shook her head, felt her cheeks redden. ‘I don’t know. I think they look to me because my brother was the first Tube Rider. They think that makes me leader by default.’

      ‘It’s hard being a leader, sometimes. Knowing that what you ask of others might put them in danger.’

      She nodded. So, he understood.

      ‘What happened to your brother?’

      Marta looked down at the floor, seeing Leo’s face there in the dirty tiles. ‘I don’t know,’ she said quietly. ‘He disappeared a couple of years ago.’ She looked back at Ishael. ‘There were rumours he’d been taken. That he ended up on one of those space ships.’

      Ishael closed his eyes for a long moment. When he looked at her again she saw only regret. ‘A lot of people have died because of what this country has become. Here, we’ve been building an underground army. We planned to start a rebellion, but I think we all knew it would never be enough. We might sting the bastard, but he’d still swat us away.’ Ishael tapped his finger against a photograph fixed to the wall. It showed a strange-looking man taken over a distance. The man was facing the camera, his mouth slightly open in a look of anger, his eyes wide in shock. Marta saw they were dark red, like clotted blood.

      ‘Is that him? The Governor?’

      Marta knew very little about the Governor, only that he had been in power since before she was born. She had never seen him because he never appeared in public or on television. There were rumours, of course, but no one she knew had ever seen his face. He was like a dark lord in a tower, controlling Mega Britain through hundreds of lower ministers and officials while he hid away from public view. Most rumours said he was disfigured, scarred by fire, perhaps, or mutilated in an accident. The most common rumour she had heard was that his skin was abnormally pale, as though he lived underground, but there were other less believable ones. Some people thought he was nine feet tall.

      Ishael nodded. ‘The man who took this picture is dead. It’s the only picture I’ve ever seen of the Governor’s face. He was being transferred to a new government office, and the photo was taken at long range.’

      ‘What’s wrong with him?’

      ‘We’re not sure. We think his skin colour is due to albinism, but there are rumours that there are other strange things about him. Albinos have no fear of light, yet he is almost never seen outside. A former government worker who defected to us once reported that the Governor’s quarters were kept at a higher humidity level compared to everywhere else in the building.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘We guess it has something to do with his skin. Some other defect.’ Ishael frowned. ‘People say he’s the result of a scientific experiment gone wrong. Or, perhaps, spectacularly right.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘The man had no proof, but he had heard rumours from the other staff that the Governor … he could do things.’

      ‘What things?’

      ‘Move stuff around. Hurt people.’ He shrugged. ‘With his mind.’

      Marta felt a shiver run across her back. ‘Telekinesis?’

      ‘I didn’t like to use that word, but yeah, that’s what the informant said. He also said there were rumours that the Governor was from a different place entirely.’

      ‘He’s not human?’

      Ishael shrugged again. ‘There were rumours that the space program is an effort to contact someone or something. That it has nothing to do with Europe or America at all.’

      Marta cocked her head. ‘People in London believe the Tube Riders are the ghosts of train suicides come back from the dead. But they aren’t. It’s just us. Me, Paul, Switch, and Simon. And, as of yesterday, Jess and Owen. Hardly legends, are we? The Governor is probably just a normal man with a couple of allergies.’

      ‘Maybe. But looking at that photograph, do you really think so?’

      Marta felt cold inside as she studied the picture, the red eyes seeming to know she was watching. Ishael moved nearer to her and put a hand on her arm. Normally, if a man she’d known only a day tried to touch her, she’d have knocked his arm away, but with Ishael it just felt right. She leaned against him, feeling more like a child than she had for years.

      ‘We’re going to help you,’ he reassured her. ‘We’re going to find a way to get you over to France. And I’m sorry that we can’t do more for your friends, the ones out in the GFA.’

      Marta felt a sudden pang of regret. ‘Did we abandon them?’ she asked him. ‘Should we have gone after them? The others call me their leader, but I don’t know how, I can’t lead ...’

      Ishael shook his head. ‘You’re doing fine. The others, this ... Jess? You have to trust her. You have to trust that she’ll find her boyfriend and find you.’

      ‘He was hurt bad.’

      ‘Put yourself in his situation. Would he want you to come after him?’

      Marta thought for a moment. ‘Simon … no. He’d tell us to go on. He’d tell us to see this through.’

      ‘Then that’s what you must do. You have to trust them to make it, and if they don’t ... you have to honour their memory by finishing this.’ He smiled in a way she thought was supposed to reassure her. ‘We’ll help them any way we can,’ he said. ‘I’ll post men to watch for them, and if they make it to Bristol, we’ll find them. And if they still have that memory card, then we’ll make sure they get it to you.’

      Marta closed her eyes. Jess’s desperate shout as she leapt off the train into the dark echoed inside her head. She opened her eyes again, the memory too painful. ‘How can it end?’ she whispered in a quiet voice. ‘How can we end all this?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ He forced a grin. ‘Everything pans out in the end,’ he said. ‘One way or another, it’ll work out.’

      ‘But which way? The right or the wrong?’

      Ishael said nothing. Marta knew there was only so far he could reassure her without it sounding false. They’d grown up in the same country. They both knew the way things were.

      Ishael pulled away from her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I have to go.’

      ‘Where?’ Don’t leave me.

      ‘I have to go the station and oversee our defenses. I can’t ask my men to do what I won’t do myself. If you can wake your friends, one of my men will come and drill you on how we’re getting you out of the city. We have a plan in place.’

      Marta bit her lip as she realised this man was putting his life and that of others on the line for theirs. When the Huntsmen came through the station there was no guarantee anything could stop them. And Ishael would be standing in the front line. Don’t beg him to stay, her mind screamed at her. You barely know this man. Don’t show such weakness.

      Something in his eyes made her feel he could read her mind. He reached up and ran a finger down the side of her face, his touch as gentle as a breeze.

      ‘It’ll be okay,’ he said. ‘It’ll work out.’

      Marta’s lip trembled. She didn’t trust herself to say anything. Ishael flashed a smile, turned, and was gone.
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      ‘Thank you very much, but I really should get going.’ Jess started to stand up, but the old woman shook her head.

      ‘Good heavens, girl, after what you’ve been through, you ought to have a shower at least.’

      ‘Well, I guess. If that’s all right?’

      ‘Of course it is.’

      The old woman led Jess up the stairs at the back of the living room and showed her into a pretty bathroom, all frilly drapes and flowery patterned towels and mats.

      After the old woman had left, Jess stripped off and climbed into the bath tub. She switched on the shower and squeezed her eyes shut as the hot water doused over her, wishing she could cleanse more than just her body. The horrors of the last day were still so fresh in her mind that she couldn’t imagine ever being without them.

      She hadn’t meant to talk to the old woman, but sitting across from that kindly face she’d been unable to help herself. The woman reminded her of her own grandmother, dead some ten years now, with soft, caring eyes, and an easy smile.

      She hadn’t told the woman everything, but she’d still said too much, maybe. She was looking for her boyfriend, she had said, fallen from the train, but carried away before Jess could get to him. They had been heading for Bristol, looking to start a new life away from the troubles in London, but some men had started a scuffle in their carriage, and Simon had been pushed through an emergency door. How much the woman knew about the trains, she hadn’t said, but she had nodded carefully while Jess spoke.

      After ten minutes Jess switched off the shower and climbed out of the tub. She dried herself and dressed in spare clothes she had brought from London. Her other clothes were so ripped and soiled that she stuffed them into a waste basket, hoping the old woman wouldn’t mind.

      She was feeling a lot better as she picked up the rucksack containing her weapons, the clawboards, and the last of her leftover food, and went back down to the living room.

      She was humming to herself as she pushed through the door into the living room and found a bulky middle-aged man standing next to the old woman.

      ‘Ah, Jessica dear. I hope you feel better now.’

      Jess took a step back. The man, too, looked alarmed.

      ‘This is my son, Roy, the one I was telling you about. Roy Weston.’

      The man stared at Jessica with barely disguised hatred. ‘You—’

      ‘Roy was telling me they found a boy. It sounds like your Simon—’

      ‘Mother!’

      Jessica took a step forward, one hand going to her forehead as though she might faint at any moment. They had Simon!

      ‘He’s alive? Where is he?’

      Roy Weston didn’t answer. His eyes moved to her rucksack. Jess watched as he stepped across in front of the old woman and glanced behind him, looking for something hard to hold on to. He settled on a large quartz bowl and lifted it in front of him.

      ‘Roy, what are you doing?’

      ‘Be quiet, Mother! Girl, I don’t know who you are, but I want you out of here right now, or Heaven help me…’

      Jess followed his gaze. The crossbow she had stolen from the Huntsman was half exposed at the top of her rucksack.

      ‘The boy was seriously hurt, Mother,’ Roy said. ‘Someone had tried to kill him, and my guess is it was this little bitch here.’

      ‘Roy!’

      ‘No, I didn’t—it’s not mine!’

      ‘You get a two minute start, girl, and then I’m coming after you with a shotgun.’

      Jess knew he didn’t actually have a gun, otherwise it would be trained on her now, but she didn’t wait for a second warning. Grabbing her bag, she turned and bolted back through the door into the hall, looking for another way out. Behind her she heard the old woman shouting over her son’s angry demands for a telephone.

      He’s going to get a gang after me, Jess thought. Whatever serves for law enforcement out here in the damn woods is now officially alerted to my presence.

      She went through into a small kitchen, past a little terrier dog that watched her with confusion from its basket. A door led out into a quaint garden which Jess sprinted across, vaulting over a wall at the end into an adjacent field. A few moments later she heard shouting from the garden behind her, but she was already climbing over another hedge into the next field along.

      As she ran alongside the hedgerow towards a distant gate, her mind was a confusion of bitterness and sadness. The old woman had shown her genuine kindness, only for her buffoon son to charge in and throw his accusations around.

      Still, Weston’s entrance had solved one problem for her: she now knew where to find Simon. Before her shower, the old woman had talked with pride about how her son was the biggest landowner in the village. All Jess had to do to find the biggest landowner was to find the biggest house, and that was easy.

      From where she stood, the field dipped away into a valley, and there, at the top of the far rise, overlooking the whole village, stood a large manor house, glinting white in the sun.

      And somewhere inside it, if she could get there before Roy Weston and his lynch mob, she was sure she would find Simon.
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      Dreggo and the three Huntsmen were crouched behind a low wall that bordered the back lawn of the manor house. Dreggo was still, concentrating, but the Huntsmen fidgeted, their lips curled back, their eyes darting around them. They were hungry, but there was no time to eat now. They had found the Tube Riders.

      Well, one of them at least. Following the trail had been easy. Not expecting pursuit, the men who had taken the injured Tube Rider had battered their way back through the forest, leaving a path of broken vegetation she could have followed in the dark, even if the scent trail had gone.

      They had circled the house earlier, and found no scent leading away. The boy was still inside, hopefully laid up with his injuries. And if he was, Dreggo doubted he would be guarded.

      Easy pickings.

      But that was just one. Leading away from the same spot by the railway line, the trail of the Tube Rider’s girlfriend had been fresher but less clear, because she had been alone and moving fast. However, her trail had become erratic, doubling back on itself, even swinging round to cross over the same path again.

      She had got lost trying to follow her boyfriend. Dreggo and the Huntsmen had followed her trail until it finally emerged from the woods in the corner of a field, but at this point, Dreggo had turned the Huntsmen back around and they had backtracked to the other trail, following it to the house. The girl would come, Dreggo knew. She was after the boy, too, and the best way to trap her was to use the boy as bait.

      Behind her the Huntsmen stirred. A whine escaped from Jacul’s lips, while Meud and Lyen bobbed their heads like hyenas, tongues lolling.

      ‘Be quiet,’ she muttered.

      ‘Eat…’

      Dreggo grimaced, as she always did when she heard one of them speak. Their canine muzzles and tongues weren’t designed for speech, but they still had human larynxes. What came out was a low, cheese-grater voice that sounded like a metal file scraping away human skin, and each time they spoke it reminded her of how close she’d come to ending up as one of them.

      Dreggo would have problems soon. She was overriding their orders by keeping them here; their natural instincts were to break into the house and kill the boy. Then, with the Tube Rider dead, their reward would be his flesh.

      She didn’t need their mind-link to sense their uneasiness. She had to keep them happy or she would lose control.

      ‘Come on,’ she hissed, and led them away from the house and through a cluster of farm outbuildings until they reached a barn. Dreggo heard the shuffling of cattle inside.

      ‘Just one,’ she ordered them. ‘And keep it quiet.’

      Meud’s eyes widened and his jowls pulled back over his teeth. He looked crazed, rabid. ‘Eat…’

      The other two had already moved towards the barn. ‘Listen to your transmitters,’ Dreggo told them. ‘Be ready when I call.’

      They nodded, but she knew they weren’t paying attention. She hoped their hunger would outweigh their thirst for mindless slaughter.

      She headed back towards the house as the sound of something heavy dropping to the ground came from behind her. To their credit, it sounded as though they’d chosen an isolated target, for the rest of the cows continued their slow shuffling, their occasional moo. The Huntsmen knew stealth as well as any assassin; they just rarely chose to use it.

      She resumed her vigil at the same place as before. Dreggo felt sure the girl would come from this way; she would be thinking like a fugitive, and would take what she believed to be the safer way in, around the back.

      Unsure how long she would have to wait, Dreggo let herself drift for a while, thinking back on her childhood, back when Mega Britain was young and the perimeter walls weren’t yet finished, when people could go out into the countryside and sit by rivers and under trees, eating sandwiches and drinking juice in the sun. She remembered the journey out of London into the tranquil fields and the rolling hills, but she also remembered the streams of people heading in the opposite direction, in towards the city, the suitcases and the weary faces, the armed guards lining the roads, the cranes rising up above the trees and the groan of heavy machinery.

      It had left conflicting impressions on her, and she realised that through it all she hated the countryside and the people who had been allowed to remain here, hated its illusion of safety. Her parents had never again taken her outside the perimeter walls, and her life had spiraled downhill until her eventual capture and abuse at the hands of Karmski and his government toads. Now, coming back here, she felt the urge to shatter the apparent tranquility that these people lived under. She had to live in Hell, so why shouldn’t they?

      She was still lost in reminiscence when a girl slipped out of the bushes not fifty feet from her and darted towards the back of the house.

      Dreggo ducked down behind the wall as the girl reached the back of the house, turned and looked around her. Dreggo had no doubt that this was the Tube Rider; although the girl was wearing different clothes Dreggo could see the girl’s hanging board poking out of her rucksack, and in her hands she held a Huntsman’s crossbow.

      Dreggo smiled. She would enjoy turning the stolen weapon on the thief.

      The girl climbed a set of steps to a porch and peered in through a dirty window. Dreggo could only assume that around the back of such a large house were the servants’ quarters. After a moment the girl cracked open the door and slipped inside.

      Dreggo waited just a few seconds and then hurried across to the door. She too glanced inside and saw what looked like a kitchen pantry: shelves packed with cans and jars, hanging sides of meat, great sacks labeled as corn and flour. She gave a brief wistful smile at the storybook air of the house, and then slipped inside. Through an arch in the far wall wooden stairs led up.

      Dreggo had taken just a few steps when she heard the girl above her on a higher landing. She was trying to be quiet but Dreggo’s advanced hearing had no trouble picking up the creaks and shifts of her footfalls as she crept up along the wooden floor and up the next flight of stairs. Dreggo was tempted to kill her immediately because she knew the other Tube Rider was inside, but a sadistic part of her wanted them to die in each other’s presence. Let them think everything was going to be all right, and then take it away. Wasn’t that what life had done to her? Wasn’t that the way it always was?

      Someone opened a door below her. Above her, she heard the girl freeze, then tip-toe quickly away, open a door and slip inside. Glancing around a corner behind her, Dreggo saw a woman dressed in a white apron start up the stairs. Dreggo hurried on and slipped into an alcove in the wall a few feet from the top of the stairs. The woman came up behind her, quietly whistling to herself. At the top of the stairs the woman had a choice of right or left.

      If she chose right, she would see Dreggo and would die.

      She chose left.

      Still whistling to herself, she walked along the corridor, past one of the doors behind which the girl was hiding, and disappeared out of sight.

      Dreggo waited a few moments and then, as she’d expected, a door opened and the girl stepped out on to the corridor, looked both ways and then hurried on up the stairs towards the next level of the house. Dreggo gave her a few moments and then followed.

      Just as she reached the landing halfway up, where the stairs turned back on themselves, she heard another door opening below her. She froze again, listening for the creak of the stairs.

      Nothing.

      The girl had reached the corridor above. Dreggo climbed to the top of the stairs and peered around the corner of the wall. The girl was about halfway along the corridor, peeking through a keyhole.

      ‘Simon?’ Dreggo heard the girl whisper. ‘Where are you?’

      Dreggo felt a brief pang of guilt for what she was about to do, but she brushed the feeling away. Why should they live? Why did they deserve it more than her?

      The girl had reached a door near the end of the corridor when Dreggo saw her expression change. Relief crossed her face as she opened the door a crack and leaned in. A moment later she slipped inside and closed it behind her.

      Dreggo trotted down the corridor and leaned close to the door. Inside, she heard their voices.

      From her belt she pulled a long, serrated knife.
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* * *

      Simon was lying on his back in the bed, his eyes half closed. Jess felt her heart race at the sight of him. He was a little beaten up, his face crisscrossed with band-aids, but he was breathing. That was enough.

      A blanket covered his body but one arm was exposed, a tube attached to a drip bag feeding into his arm. He also had bandages wrapped around the ankle. Her heart sunk; if he couldn’t walk they would have a problem.

      ‘Is that you, Jess?’

      Jess started. He had been watching her the whole time she had been staring at him.

      ‘Simon, oh thank God…’

      He smiled weakly. ‘I’m so happy to see you.’

      She smiled. ‘Yeah, me too.’

      ‘Come closer.’

      She moved around to the side of the bed and he lifted up his hand to take hers. ‘I didn’t know if I’d ever find you,’ she said.

      ‘You came after me? Where are the others?’

      ‘In Bristol now, I hope. Simon, we’ve got to go—’

      Even as she spoke his eyes widened, but before he could speak Jess felt something cold at her neck, and a strong arm wrapping across her chest.

      ‘Isn’t this sweet?’ Dreggo sneered, her mutilated face close to Jess’s. ‘A lover’s reunion.’

      Simon tried to rise, but his body was weak from the medication and his injuries. ‘Let her go—’

      ‘Don’t worry. You’ll be joining her soon.’ Dreggo jerked Jess’s head back. The girl struggled, one arm trying to reach Dreggo’s belt, but Dreggo hauled her backwards across the room.

      ‘I gave you a choice, and you chose wrong. You’ll pay for what happened to me. All of you will.’

      Jess squirmed again. She tried to twist away, heedless of the knife at her throat. She figured that Dreggo was going to kill her anyway, so she had nothing to lose. Twisting back towards Simon, she tried to reach for Dreggo’s belt again. As she looked down, she saw the bottom of the door shift forward an inch.

      ‘Stop struggling, bitch,’ Dreggo spat. ‘I wanted your boyfriend to enjoy this, but I guess I’ll have to make it quick—’

      Dreggo screamed and jerked backwards. Her arm dropped away and Jess fell forward towards Simon’s bed. She twisted round, reaching for her crossbow, and saw a boy, maybe no more than sixteen, jabbing a long metal pole into Dreggo’s back.

      ‘Get Simon and run!’ the boy shouted.

      ‘Who…?’

      ‘Carl,’ Simon muttered. There was something wry in his voice, as though Carl’s sudden appearance hadn’t surprised him at all.

      Jess looked towards him. ‘Can you walk?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Try!’ Carl screamed, jabbing Dreggo again with the metal pole, this time in the neck. Jess heard a crackle of electricity, and Dreggo screamed as she tried to roll out of range. She groaned, twitched, and was still.

      ‘Come on!’ Jess pulled the tube out of Simon’s arm and pulled him upright. ‘We have to go, Simon. We have to go now.’

      She hauled him up out of the bed and pulled one arm over his shoulder. He was wearing his own spare clothes, but there was a mound of padding around his shoulder where someone had patched up his crossbow wound.

      The boy, Carl, took Simon’s other arm. ‘He’s drowsy from the medication,’ Carl said. ‘We weren’t expecting anyone to come and pick him up so soon.’

      Jess glanced at him. The boy appeared to be smiling. ‘Um, thanks.’

      ‘Are you Jess?’

      ‘Yes, but how did you—’

      ‘He talked about you. A lot.’

      Jess found herself smiling back. ‘We have to hurry,’ she said as they reached the stairs and started down.

      ‘What on earth is that thing back there?’ Carl jerked a thumb back over his free shoulder. ‘I saw it—her, whatever—outside. Obviously she wasn’t after me or I’d be dead now.’

      ‘Her name’s Dreggo,’ Jess said. She didn’t say that they’d left Dreggo for dead. ‘I don’t know what she’s doing here, but—’

      They stopped as a howl that sounded like metal scraping on metal echoed through the house. Jess’s blood seemed to run cold. Her heart hammered in her chest and she wondered just how they were going to get out of this. One nightmare kept being replaced by another.

      ‘What’s that?’ Carl gasped.

      Jess started to walk again, forcing her legs to move before they turned to jelly and failed all of them. ‘I don’t think you want to know, but I’ve got a terrible feeling that it came with her.’

      ‘That cyborg woman?’

      Jess had noticed the metal on Dreggo’s face. Someone had taken her away and fixed her up like the Huntsmen, and it was obvious who. That they should be here together could hardly be coincidence.

      ‘Carl, we have to get away, otherwise many people could die, including you. We need transport of some kind.’

      ‘We have a car, but Father took it out this morning. There aren’t any buses or anything, only the trains, but they don’t stop.’

      ‘Did Simon tell you how we were on the train?’

      ‘Yes, you hung.’ He pointed at the clawboards poking out of her bag. ‘With those things. He said they’re called clawboards.’

      ‘What’s wrong with Simon’s ankle?’ Jess asked. ‘Is it broken?’

      ‘No, Rhodes—that’s our doctor—said it’s just a sprain. He might be able to walk but he won’t be able to run.’

      ‘Shit.’ They had reached the back door. ‘He has to be able to run,’ Jess said. ‘He has to. He can’t get back on the train otherwise. It’s the only way!’

      ‘With that ankle, there’s no wa—wait! I know! I have just the thing!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Get down into the woods. Go straight through the back garden, and keep going straight. There’s half a path, but if you lose it keep heading in the same direction. When you get to the ruined village, follow the remains of the road past the old post office. It leads to an old station.’

      ‘Thanks, but what about you?’

      ‘Wait for me there.’

      Jess nodded. Carl’s eyes were bright, exhilarated, as though this were some wild storybook adventure. She wanted to tell him that this wasn’t a game, that people had and would soon die, when another terrible scream came from an outbuilding not far from them.

      ‘Bugger,’ Carl said. ‘That’s the cattle barn. Sounds like something’s in there with the cows. Best get going before it comes out.’

      ‘Huntsmen,’ Jess whispered, before she realised what she was saying.

      ‘You have Huntsmen after you? Are they even real?’ When Jess nodded he said, ‘Holy crap. What did you do?’

      ‘No time to explain. Thanks, Carl, for everything you’ve done.’

      The sound of a car engine joined the commotion coming from the barn. Jess glanced up to see the vehicle swing around a gravel driveway at the side of the house and slide to a halt not far from them.

      ‘That’s my father,’ Carl said. ‘Perhaps he can help.’

      Four doors opened, and a group of men climbed out. Two other cars pulled up behind the first and they heard another stopping around at the front of the house.

      ‘Hey! There they are! They’ve got my son!’

      ‘No, Father—’

      One of the men cocked a shotgun. The first man shouted, ‘The girl’s got the boy! Take her first, we’ll question him later.’

      ‘Run!’ Carl hissed, pushing Jess towards a gap between the outbuildings and the house that opened out into a manicured garden. ‘Don’t stop until you get to that station!’

      ‘Simon, you’re going to have to forget about me carrying you,’ Jess said, slipping out from under his shoulder. ‘I’ll find us a place to rest, I promise.’

      ‘Stop, or we’ll shoot you dead like the city dogs you are!’

      ‘Father, no!’

      The men started across the open driveway. To their left stood the house, to their right was the clutch of outbuildings. They’d taken no more than a couple of steps when the back door of the house broke open and Dreggo stumbled out, one hand on her forehead, the other clutching a crossbow.
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* * *

      Carl was quickly descending into a nightmare. He saw the woman’s weapon, and remembered the bolt Rhodes had taken out of Simon’s side. He pointed. ‘Shoot her, Father! Shoot the robot woman!’

      One of the men raised his gun without hesitation. He fired at Dreggo, the bullet narrowly missing her as she swayed sideways and dropped to her knees. The bullet hit the stone wall near to the door.

      ‘Weston, we need the police!’ another man shouted.

      Behind Carl, Jess and Simon were halfway across to the trees. He no longer had the cattle prod he’d used to stun Dreggo, and he felt naked without any kind of weapon. Dreggo was less than twenty feet away. If he didn’t move and no one shot her, she’d be on him in a few seconds. He stared, shocked, as Dreggo bared her teeth like some kind of animal. With her half metal face and the crossbow in her hand, she was like a cyborg she-devil out of a comic book. He couldn’t move.

      Dreggo suddenly looked away. She glanced back towards the group of men, most of whom had taken cover behind their cars. Carl counted at least ten. He knew most of them; they were his father’s hunting companions, poker friends and a couple of farm hands. Most were good with a gun.

      ‘Huntsmen! To me!’ Dreggo screamed. A growl came in response, and something leapt up and over the barn gate and dashed towards them. Two others followed behind it. At first Carl thought they were very tall priests, in their brown robes with the hoods that covered their faces, and then he saw the twisted claws that should have been hands, heard the slavering growl of what sounded like dogs, saw the silver crossbows that hung at their waists.

      ‘Weston! We’ve got to get out of here!’

      ‘Shoot the devils!’

      Carl loved his father, in a way. He’d suffered badly in the name of discipline over the years: regular split lips, the occasional black eye, and one particularly bad time he had lost a tooth. Yet, still, Roy was the only father Carl had ever known, and abusive monster though he sometimes was, Carl didn’t want him to see him die.

      Tears filled Carl’s eyes as the Huntsmen leapt to the attack. The men lifted their guns and fired practically into the Huntsmen’s faces. One fell back, its face a mess of broken bone, blood and metal, but the other two kept on, charging into the midst of Carl’s father’s friends, their crossbows firing, their claws and their teeth ripping and tearing. Carl heard the screams of his father and the other men, saw their blood, watched them fall, watched them die.

      He was transfixed for what felt like hours, but it was little more than a few seconds in real time. In that time, though, watching the one-sided slaughter, he knew that he had to run, or he too would die. He also knew that if he just headed for the woods after Jess and Simon, they would all die. He had something that could help them, something which could get Simon back on the train.

      While Dreggo’s attention was fixed on her murdering Huntsmen, Carl slipped around behind her, ran around the side of the house, and pulled open the door to the basement.
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      ‘Man, Stevie, you don’t know how it makes me feel to see you again. It’s like there was this bulb inside just burning low, you know. Now it’s just flared up again, and I feel damn fine.’

      ‘You too, Unc.’ Switch sipped from the can of beer William had given him. It was a little old and tasted slightly sour, but it was still beer, a rarity. ‘I never thought I’d see you again.’

      ‘I never forgave myself, you know, for letting them take you.’

      ‘It wasn’t your fault, Unc. Shit happens, we both know it. But it all comes back around and this time it’s us ready with the shafting rod.’

      William laughed. He brushed away tears and they clinked glasses. ‘I always thought I might see you again, Stevie,’ he said. ‘You just had too much to just give in. The system just couldn’t break you.’

      ‘And I ain’t about to give up yet.’

      ‘I’m amazed you still remembered where we hid out,’ William said. ‘You’ve been gone almost ten years.’

      ‘I’m amazed you were still here.’

      ‘We thought about moving, but the UMF didn’t have anywhere better to be. The DCA don’t have the same power here, and unless we made a move they wouldn’t spare the resources to search for us. We’ve mostly been stockpiling arms and extending our network. It’s only recently that we’ve engaged in any live action.’

      ‘What’s that you’re calling yourselves now?’

      ‘The UMF. The Underground Movement for Freedom. We felt we needed to put a name to it.’

      ‘The umph.’ Switch grinned. ‘I guess it has a ring.’

      William grinned even wider than Switch had done. ‘Boy, you’re a hoot. We prefer the U-M-F, but whatever gets people going, I guess. You tell your friends about us?’

      ‘I only tell the others what they need to know. It’s safer that way. They get caught, there’s nothing they can say. Interrogators are paid to know when someone’s lying … and when someone’s not.’

      ‘Kid, you get more like me every day.’

      They were sitting in the front row of the old theatre, a dark and dusty stage in front of them, lit only by a couple of bare bulbs hung against the back wall. The whole setting had an expectant feel to it, as though a troupe of dancers might suddenly burst out of the wings at any moment, though the layer of dust around Switch’s feet said that no one had used this theatre for entertainment in many years.

      ‘You scared, Stevie?’ William asked. ‘About the gate?’

      Switch had been drilled on how the Tube Riders were getting out of Bristol. Ishael’s men had made their preparations and plans had been put into action. Within the next few hours, if things panned out as Ishael and William hoped, the Tube Riders would be out of the city and heading down towards Cornwall.

      ‘I’m fine, Unc. I’m more worried about you. If you attack the Huntsmen a lot of UMF men are going to die. And plus, I’ve only just found you again. You sure you can’t come with us?’

      ‘Stevie, man, my place is here. Just make sure you keep yourselves alive long enough for that information to get into the right hands, and I know we’ll see each other again.’

      ‘Why the fuck do you have to attack them? This isn’t a bunch of DCA clowns you’re going up against, this is the fucking Huntsmen. I love a good scrap, but Unc, I’ve seen what those motherfuckers can do.’

      ‘We attack on our own terms or they attack on theirs. Don’t worry about us. We have a few surprises up our sleeves, and even if they do break through, they’ll never find us. There are safe houses, sink holes. Places we can hide. They’re not looking for us, remember, they’re looking for you. We just need to give you and your friends a head start, and I hope that one day, when this government is on its fucking knees, that me and you can have more than just a couple of beers together.’

      Switch looked away, frowning. ‘I don’t want to see you get hurt, Uncle.’

      William grinned, displaying pale yellow teeth. ‘You won’t see it. With luck you’ll be long gone by the time the Huntsmen start feeding on me.’

      ‘Don’t fucking joke like that.’

      William spread his hands. ‘Listen, don’t worry about me, kid. Stayed alive this long, haven’t I?’

      ‘I guess.’

      They were silent for a while, sipping their beers, listening to the occasional creak and groan of the old wood of the theatre. Then, Switch said, ‘Unc, what’s behind that fence? When I was a kid it was completely off limits.’

      William looked grim. ‘I wondered when you’d ask. We have a bit of time, I think. Let’s go take a walk, shall we?’

      A few minutes later they emerged from a side door in a building a couple of hundred yards inside the fence. William ducked down behind a small wall and waved for Switch to join him.

      Switch was amazed at the extent of the tunnel network William had led him through. Down through the rambling basement of the old theatre, Switch had seen where walls had been knocked though into sewage systems and then through again into other buildings. Some openings had been covered by hanging tarps or even doors, while others, especially those further away from the theatre, were barely disguised demolition jobs.

      ‘Look,’ William said, as they watched the two guards by the fence. ‘They don’t look particularly alert, but that’s because all they’re guarding is a little back road. The government has about forty percent of the city cordoned off, but without serious reconstruction work the best they could do was put up fences everywhere. They’re electrified, of course, but that wouldn’t stop anyone who really wanted to get in. Not that anyone wants to.’

      William led them down a thin stairway beside the cathedral. They emerged on to the dockside.

      ‘Shouldn’t we be in disguise or something?’

      William grinned, and Switch recognised the same adrenaline-fueled eyes that others saw in him. ‘Not if we don’t get seen.’

      They walked along the dock beneath the shadow of an overhanging warehouse. The dusty, rusted and broken signs of clubs and bars long dead called to them from the shadows: Evolution, Club Crème, Lloyds, Walkabout, Café Underworld. Switch could only imagine the revelry that had taken place here in the years before the Governor and Mega Britain.

      ‘Okay, it begins over there.’ William pointed out across the water towards the far bank.

      At first Switch couldn’t see anything. All that was over there was a row of warehouses and factories, smoke rising from the chimneys of some, lights flickering in the windows of others.

      Then he realised. This was what his uncle had brought him to see.

      Industry.

      ‘What do they make in there?’

      ‘Processed food. At the far side of the city there’s a gate where they bring in fresh produce from the GFAs. Vegetables and meat mostly, but they grow some amazing shit out there in greenhouses and the like. Strawberries, tomatoes, rice ...’ William licked his lips. ‘And they bring it in through the gate in trucks and in those factories they can everything up and make it taste like crap. Then it comes out for us to buy.’

      Across the water a large garage door opened and a truck pulled out. It made a sharp turn near the water’s edge and then headed off around the side of the factory.

      ‘Where does all the metal come from to make the cans? Paul reckons they won’t import anything anymore.’

      William nodded. ‘So they say. Up north they’ve opened up some of the old iron and steel mines, but I gather pickings are pretty thin. Most of it comes from decommissioned merchant ships.’

      Switch nodded. He watched a group of people walking around the side of one of the factories, marching in an orderly fashion. He couldn’t help but feel a little impressed. All his life he’d grown up in the squalor and decay of London, where nothing seemed to work and anarchy ruled. He had expected the situation to be the same in Bristol, but from where he stood the factories looked like a model of economic success.

      ‘Looks good, don’t it?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘The economic situation in the country isn’t nearly as bad as everyone says,’ William told him. ‘The government seized control of all the major companies. Those factories are government-owned, government-run. All the money from the food sales goes back in there. Or what that fucker doesn’t spend on his ridiculous space program does, at any rate. The factories run on bio-fuel or electricity.’

      Switch nodded thoughtfully. ‘Why the hell does everyone hate what’s going on, then?’ he said. ‘Looks all fine and dandy from here.’

      William pulled something from his pocket. Switch had seen one before. He’d swapped a knife for one, once, but he’d dropped it running away from a fight a few months later.

      He lifted the eyeglass to his good eye.

      ‘Look at the people,’ William said.

      It took a moment for Switch to focus the lens and then to find the far bank of the river. Once he had, he panned along the riverbank until he came to the first group of people walking along the front of one of the factories.

      ‘Shit, Unc, they’re chained to each other.’

      ‘This is what we fight against,’ William said quietly.

      Switch steadied his gaze. Dozens of men and women, even some children, walked with shackles on their hands and feet, the chains linked to each other so that if one tried to escape, the rest would have to go too. Armed guards watched them.

      ‘Who are they?’

      ‘Criminals, street kids, other people the government didn’t like. Most, though, are surplus people from the GFAs. For the last forty years or so, since the Governor took power, the government has been making regular sweeps through the countryside, razing unwanted towns and putting the land into production under the ownership of landlords, usually the richest people from each area, those able to keep their families out of the factories with heavy bribes. A certain number of people were left behind to work the farms, and over time the communities started to build up again. But those that missed the initial cut, so to speak…’

      William shook his head. ‘They live in here, behind the fences. Many of them are old now, kept here their whole lives, but the younger ones were allowed to have children, keep the supply fresh. But all of them—every man, woman and child over the age of eight—work in alternate twelve-hour shifts. The factories work day and night.’

      ‘Why don’t they take the people from the cities?’

      ‘Oh, I think they take some. But the city folk have more means, more fight. And they need people to buy the crap the factories churn out.’

      ‘Why the hell isn’t there an uprising?’

      ‘There have been many. But the government has shit going on somewhere, developing weapons, creatures like the Huntsmen. There are three types of people in this country, Stevie. The pampered, out in the GFAs. Their lives are so goddamn easy they were quite happy to forget about their missing friends, get on with raising their crops, riding horses, playing bridge and drinking beer on Friday fucking nights. Then there are those in there, ruled by an iron hand. I’ve watched people die from here, Stevie, just for talking out of turn.’

      ‘That’s fucked up.’

      ‘And then finally, there’s us. What you might call the general population. Scrapping and batting against the government who keep us down with gangs of trigger-happy police and the threat of the Huntsmen. Discontentment rules, Stevie. We spend so much time fighting each other that our potency as a group is lost. What the UMF is trying to do is pull those people together. It’s hard, boy, but it’s not impossible. People are starting to come around. They figure if they’re gonna die, they might as well do it for a decent reason.’

      Switch took a couple of steps towards the river and squinted towards the far bank. As he turned away from the choppy waters, movement to his right caught his eye.

      He dropped instinctively into a crouch and pushed back against the wall of the converted warehouse. William fell back beside him.

      Switch glanced out. Two guards were moving slowly along the waterfront in their direction. They weren’t moving with any urgency but there was no way Switch and William could get all the way back to the path by the cathedral before they were spotted.

      He pointed them out to William.

      His uncle grimaced. ‘A patrol. We’d better get out of sight. This way.’

      William led them back past the abandoned bars and clubs. He stopped by a door labeled Art Café and kicked it open. Switch followed him inside.

      ‘Get down, we’ll wait until they pass,’ William said. ‘They’re just a patrol, they’re not looking for us—’

      The windows exploded in a deafening blaze of gunfire. Switch and William dived for cover.

      ‘You’re surrounded!’ someone shouted as the dust settled. ‘Give yourselves up and you will be returned to your stations with minimal penalty.’

      ‘Minimal penalty,’ William scoffed from the darkness behind a stack of old tables. ‘Those bastards.’

      ‘Wait here,’ Switch answered. He lowered himself to the ground and crawled along towards the middle of the room where a metal pillar rose about four feet up out of the ground, ending in a wider table top. Switch leaned back against it and risked a glance around.

      Two heads appeared outside the broken window. They were wearing blue police helmets and shouldering heavy guns. From the way they squinted nervously into the dark it was clear that they couldn’t see anything inside.

      ‘Uncle!’ Switch hissed, a plan formulating in his mind. ‘Move to your left and knock over that stack of chairs. Draw their line of sight.’

      ‘Sure thing, kid, but I hope you know what you’re doing.’

      William crept through the shadows and stood up behind a table stacked on its end. He lifted a chair and tossed it twenty feet into a pile of others near the far wall.

      There was a crash as the stack of chairs collapsed. The two guards rushed to the door and blindly opened fire in the direction of the sound. With their attention diverted, Switch pulled out a little metal star out of his coat, its edges honed sharp. Moving out of cover, he flung it in the direction of the guards.

      His aim had the precision of long hours of solitary practice. The star hit the nearest guard in the eye, and the man went down screaming, blood spurting from the wound.

      Switch was on his feet before the other guard could turn, a throwing knife in his right hand. He took a couple of steps closer as he gathered his aim, only to feel something shift under his foot, a broom handle or an old ashtray, maybe even a dead rat, stiff with rigor mortis. It took his balance, sending him sprawling to the floor, the knife landing tamely in the wooden wall beneath the window.

      Switch looked up as the man raised his gun, only to see a flying chair slam into the man’s face.

      As the guard grunted and felt backwards, William leapt out of the shadows, a broken-off chair leg in his hands. One sharp thrust and the man lay still beside the other.

      William helped Switch to his feet. ‘I ain’t a goddamn freedom fighter for nothing,’ he said, a smile lighting up his face. ‘But I’m glad to see my boy’s growing up. Nice work with that shuriken there.’

      Switch returned the smile. ‘I learned everything from you, Uncle,’ he said.

      William’s face fell grim again. ‘Glad to hear it boy, but we’d better get out of here. Two ain’t much to deal with, but in about ten minutes there’ll be half an army outside.’

      William led them through the mess of fallen furniture and out of a door at the back. A dark stairway led up, and from there they crossed an old floor where only rats and spiders danced now, pushed through another door and out on to a fire escape. They emerged on to a quiet lane behind the warehouse.

      At the end of the lane they climbed up a grassy bank and over a wall into an overgrown garden around the side of the cathedral. They waded through it and jumped over a metal railing fence as shouts came from the waterfront behind them.

      Running low behind a wall surrounding a fountain, they crossed the square and ducked into the doorway they had come out of before. Inside, William leaned back against the wall, breathing hard.

      ‘Phew! Close one!’

      Switch was about to reply, when he heard a muffled explosion followed by the distant sound of gunfire. It didn’t come from the waterfront, though, but further away, back across the city, in the direction of the train station.

      William gave him a grim smile. ‘Ah, Stevie. I hate to lose you again so soon, but I think you’d better get back home and pack. Sounds like a train from Hell just pulled in over at Temple Meads.’

      Stevie sighed and nodded. The Huntsmen had arrived in Bristol.

      The chase was on again.
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      The jolt from the cattle prod had messed with the electronic part of Dreggo’s brain. She gradually began to regain control of herself, but as she tried to run down the stairs after the two Tube Riders and the country boy, while her mind felt clear, the receptors in her arms and legs were still misfiring, causing her to stumble and fall.

      When she finally emerged from the house to find the group of men there, with their heavy, inaccurate shotguns trained on her, a red mist descended over her mind. All her life she’d been persecuted and abused. She didn’t deserve any of her suffering, but it had happened anyway. Why should she suffer while these country fools lived in peace and prosperity?

      Her heart was heavy as she ordered the Huntsmen on them, and somewhere inside her heart, another little piece of her lingering humanity died.

      It was over in less than a minute. She walked over to the cars, their bodywork and windows now stained red. There had been eleven men in total, all of them now dead or dying, their bodies ripped up and torn open, their faces nearly unrecognizable. A couple of low moans came from those not yet expired. Of her Huntsmen, Meud was dead; a shotgun fired point-blank into his face had left him beyond any hope of repair. The others had picked up minor injuries, but nothing their enhanced tissue regenerative genes couldn’t deal with over a few days. Now they waited, their bloody hoods lowered over their faces, for their next orders.

      Instinct made Dreggo look up at the house, at the tall, vine-covered walls. A woman’s face pressed against a window on the second floor, looking out, watching them. Her mouth was agape, and with her computerized eye Dreggo could see her lip trembling, her cheeks stained with tears.

      A shock like an earthquake rocked through her heart, and she staggered beneath a sudden, overwhelming guilt for what she had done. This woman was now widowed, as no doubt were many others in the local area, their husbands, fathers, uncles, brothers, sons, slaughtered like the cattle her Huntsmen had fed on.

      Just two days ago her friend Maul had been killed by that Tube Rider with the bad eye. Maul had loved her, and he’d been murdered without thought. Regardless of the situation they had been in, the Tube Rider with the bad eye had cut him down.

      ‘Why should it be any different for you?’ she muttered under her breath, still looking up towards the woman. ‘No one spared mine. Why should I spare yours?’

      The woman was openly crying now, her hands held up to her cheeks. Dreggo dragged her gaze away to the Huntsmen. ‘Into the woods,’ she ordered. ‘Find them, and kill them.’ Realizing she was about to cross another bridge that would subsequently fall behind her, she added: ‘Kill the boy too.’

      Lyen and Jacul raced off across the lawn. Dreggo followed at a walk, her head hung low. I will not cry, she told herself. I will not. But it was too late. From her one good eye tears flowed down her cheeks, and sobs jerked what was left of her heart.
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* * *

      Carl dashed through the woods after Jess and Simon. He hoped Jess had followed his instructions, because it was easy to take a wrong turn among all the poorly-planted trees.

      He tried not to think about the slaughter he had just witnessed, the ripping, tearing claws of the terrible creatures. Mercifully he hadn’t seen his own father die, because Roy Weston had fallen down behind one of the cars, but the claws had flashed over there too. There were no signs of pursuit, but it was surely underway by now. Running hard, he knew he would catch Jess and Simon soon, and he could only hope that their passage wasn’t obvious enough that those creatures could follow.

      Huntsmen, Jess had said. Carl had heard of them, but in the GFAs they were a myth, a legend. The kind of thing mothers told their children would eat them if they didn’t go to sleep right away. They were monsters in the closet or under the bed, a child’s nightmare.

      He reached a small river and bounded over it in a single leap. The terrain started to rise again, and Carl followed a rough path up through the undergrowth of what had once been natural forest. The ruined town began a few hundred feet ahead.

      Under one arm he carried something he’d found years ago in the ruined town, down in an old basement. It wasn’t dissimilar to the boards that Jess and Simon had, except it was longer and had little wheels on one side. When his parents were out, he sometimes took it out and rode it up and down the hallways of the house, but there was nowhere outside he could use it because all the roads had been torn up and replaced with gravel.

      The first ruined houses appeared to his left, and he veered in their direction to take him up through the old town. Why, he wondered, as he passed several old houses and the collapsed ruins of a corner shop, a rusty ice cream sign still outside, had the government felt it necessary to do this? To relocate so many people and then try to cover over any trace of them ever having been here?

      He’d asked his grandmother about it, the only person prepared to say anything at all. She had told him that the government didn’t think the countryside needed so many people, that it was easier to get things done with more empty space about. They’d chosen those best for the task, and left them behind.

      Those best for the task? Like his father? Roy Weston had certainly been good at raising cattle and crops, but as a father he hadn’t proved the best at anything. Carl swallowed a lump in his throat as he remembered that his father wouldn’t get a chance to make that right now. He could only hope that Dreggo and the Huntsmen had spared his mother and Jeanette. He wanted to go back and check, but that was suicide.

      ‘I can’t go back,’ he said aloud as he jogged up the half overgrown road that lead to the old station. ‘Whoever you are, Jess and Simon, I’m with you now.’

      He saw them then, up ahead, leaning against the overgrown steps that led up to the platform. Simon was doubled over, clutching his ankle and wincing in pain, while Jess was fiddling with a silver object. As he got closer he recognised it as a crossbow, the same kind that those beasts had carried. As he didn’t think she was one of them, he guessed that meant that at sometime before he met them, one of the Huntsmen had ended up dead. The thought gave him some hope.

      ‘Don’t stop, Carl,’ Jess said as he reached them. ‘Get across the train line and up into the woods. Simon can’t run anymore, so we make a stand here.’

      Carl shook his head. ‘You have no chance against four of them.’

      ‘There’s no way we can get Simon on the train. They trail us by scent, so running’s no good. They’re not after you. You might still get away.’

      Carl held up the board. ‘We can use this to push Simon along the platform when the train comes.’

      Jess took it and turned it over in her hands. ‘A skateboard? Where did you find it?’

      ‘Skateboard.’ Carl tested the name. ‘I found it in one of the houses here. We don’t have them out in the GFAs.’

      ‘A tool of anarchy,’ Jess mused. ‘Who would have thought they’d ban skateboards?’

      ‘Train,’ Simon muttered.

      Carl and Jess both looked up. From back in the woods came the low rumble of an approaching train.

      ‘Quick!’ Carl said. ‘Up on to the platform.’

      Jess turned to him. ‘Carl, we can never thank you enough for this. After we’ve gone, please just run as far from here as you can. They won’t follow you because we’re too important to them, but just in case, make sure you get away. We’re forever indebted to you.’

      He forced a smile. He didn’t have the heart to tell them what the Huntsmen had done to all the men back at the house. ‘It was a pleasure to meet you,’ he said. ‘I just hope that wherever you’re going, you manage to get there.’

      Jess grabbed his arm and pulled him close, kissing him on the cheek. ‘Be safe, Carl.’

      ‘And you.’

      ‘Huntsmen!’

      Simon’s single chilling word broke up their leave-taking. He was too weak to point but they could see anyway. No more than a few hundred feet away, two Huntsmen bounded through the trees towards them. One of them held up a crossbow, and they heard the fizzy ping as its quarrel loosed. Too late to move, they were lucky as it slammed into a wooden board not ten feet from where they sat.

      ‘Up, quick!’

      Together, Carl and Jess hauled Simon up the steps to the platform. Carl felt Simon’s legs sag, and knew that however Jess had managed to get him to run, it had taken the last of his strength.

      ‘Come on, Simon, I won’t lose you again!’ Jess screamed, practically dragging Simon along. Behind them, they heard the building roar of the oncoming train, and above that, the wail of the pursuing Huntsmen.

      Up on the platform, Jess wrapped the straps of his clawboard around Simon’s wrists, and then took hold of her own. Carl noticed how she avoided looking at him; her concern for his safety was there, but so was the knowledge that they were leaving him behind.

      ‘Stand on this, Simon,’ he said. ‘I’ll push you. Can you jump?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Just one more time, Simon!’ Jess screamed into his face. ‘Just one more time!’

      Carl supported Simon on the skateboard. The Huntsmen had closed to less than two hundred feet.

      ‘Leave me the crossbow,’ Carl told Jess. ‘I’ll try to hold them off.’

      Jess stared at him. The hardness in her face dissolved for just a second. He thought she would refuse, then she held out the weapon. ‘Carl—’

      ‘Save it. Get him moving!’

      Together, they started to push Simon along on the skateboard, gradually picking up speed. The train had reached the edge of the station. It had slowed down as it passed between the platforms, but was still moving faster than Carl’s father’s car at full speed.

      The train rose up on them like a giant metal snake, a piercing roar and the puffing of its oily breath filling the air around them.

      ‘Faster—now … jump, Simon!’

      Simon cried out and jumped, pushing up off his good ankle. He lifted the clawboard, gritting his teeth as the stitches in his shoulder broke and blood began to soak through his shirt. Carl didn’t think he’d make it, then the metal claw clunked down on the water drainage rail and he was jerked away from them, the train already passing them. Jess looked back at Carl.

      ‘Go, Jess. It’s a long one, you still have time.’

      She stared at him again. Her eyes flickered between his and the crossbow in his hands, already wound and fitted with a quarrel. ‘Carl … thank you,’ she said, her eyes glistening. Then in one motion she turned and sprinted down the platform. Carl watched her angle in towards the train, then leap up and catch on the rail, as graceful as a leaping deer.

      He turned away. The train was still lumbering past. He had just seconds before the first of the Huntsmen was on him. He remembered three from the slaughter at his house, but there were only two now, and one, maybe injured, lagged behind. He thought perhaps he had a chance if he could disable the nearest one, but then he saw her, back in the woods, the half-metal leader who’d ordered the slaughter of his father and his father’s friends. She wasn’t even running, just walking calmly towards him. He only had time to loose one bolt, but he wished it could be for her. Another time, he promised himself.

      He stood his ground. He had always been a dreamer, and he had a plan. But for it to work, he had to be quick. Once the train was gone he was finished, but what he hadn’t said to Jess was that he had no intention of being left behind. He’d have to trust his luck just a little more, was all.

      He’d practiced for this. He’d ducked and rolled and dived, firing his catapult or his air gun at targets both stationary and moving; old signs and shop windows, rabbits, birds, foxes. He’d hit with a good level of accuracy, and his target now was a lot bigger.

      The Huntsman closed on him, its own crossbow coming up. At the last second, Carl dropped and rolled sideways towards the platform edge. The Huntsman’s crossbow bolt fizzed through where he’d been standing and embedded itself in the wooden side of a freight truck. As Carl came up into a crouch just behind the Huntsman, he fired his own crossbow into the back of its head.

      The Huntsman roared and tried to turn around. As it did so, Carl picked the skateboard off the floor and swung it at the monster’s face. It hit the Huntsman just above the eye, and with another roar, it staggered backwards, right into the moving train.

      Carl saw it lose its footing, saw it sucked into the gap between the train and the platform, saw it disappear into the dark shadows where the thundering wheels rolled.

      The train was almost past him. Without thinking, he started to run alongside it, trying to time his spot. If he missed, he died, but if he stayed, he would die anyway. The woman and the other Huntsman would show him no mercy.

      There were just three carriages left. As the next space between two rushed towards him, he counted down from three and jumped.

      Metal hit him in the stomach and then he felt something hard slam into his back as the train’s momentum rammed him against the front of the last truck. He cried out and hung on for his life, wrapping his arm over a dirty, sticky tube that stuck out of one truck and fed into the next. His back and ribs screamed at him, but he was on the train, he was safe.

      As the last of the platform edge disappeared to be replaced by forest on either side, Carl let himself breathe, let himself close his eyes.

      And there, for a few minutes at least, he let his face crumble up, let tears flow, and allowed himself to mourn.
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      Clayton watched with unease as the Huntsmen were unloaded inside Bristol Temple Meads train station, deserted now on his orders. The handlers urged the leashed beasts forward, occasionally dishing out a sharp stun which resulted in growls of pain that echoed across the cavernous space above them.

      Clayton wondered what a casual bystander might think of all this. Behind him, his men were unloading what looked like a train straight out of a nightmare. The Huntsmen moved slowly across the platform, hooded faces lowered, their rough breathing and the occasional growl the only sounds.

      The handler, Jakob, waved to him. ‘What?’ Clayton asked.

      ‘We’ve got a scent,’ the man told him. We’re a few hours behind but if we set the dogs off now we can run them down. These Tube Riders have to sleep at some point.’

      Clayton nodded. ‘Get the Huntsmen over there. Make sure the new ones are familiar with the scent.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Jakob replied.

      Clayton grimaced. The last thing he wanted was for the malfunctioning monsters to dash off after the wrong people. He’d seen a lot of bloodshed in the last twenty-four hours and was growing weary of it.

      I want this finished, he thought. I want this over with.

      He knew, though, that the only way to end it was to see those kids dead, and a part of him suffered at the thought of it. He’d done many bad things in his life, and he was about to do another. He knew, as no doubt the Governor did, that the Tube Riders had done nothing wrong. They were just another group of misfits trying to make something out of the mess Mega Britain had become. If there was anyone who ought to die…

      Clayton squeezed his eyes shut, trying to keep out the thought. Treason was a strong word even in peace times, and to utter those thoughts out loud could see him dead. But there was something not right about everything, and part of Clayton wished he’d been born in a different time and place.

      Instead he let himself think of Dreggo, the girl under his control whom the DCA were forcing to lead the Huntsmen. The bulge of the remote in his pocket pressed against his side, and he felt a sudden flush of regret for what he’d done to her. She’d attacked him, but his words had provoked her. What had he been thinking?

      There are lower standards there, he had told her. But those were the Governor’s words, not his. Clayton rubbed his eyes. Were the Governor’s threats turning him into a similar monster? Dreggo was no different to the Tube Riders. The wrong place at the wrong time. Yet something about her just made him hate her. Maybe it was that without the remote in his pocket, she would kill him in an instant, perhaps as he deserved.

      ‘Got to give them credit,’ someone said beside him, and Clayton jerked back to the present to see Vincent standing there, looking in the direction of the damaged train that had derailed just beyond the platform edge, having collided with a stationary train. The debris was yet to be cleared.

      ‘What?’ Clayton said.

      ‘They’re putting up a hell of a fight over this.’

      Clayton smiled. ‘They’ve got spirit,’ he said.

      ‘Kind of a shame we’ve got to see it ripped out of them,’ Vincent said. ‘But I guess that’s just how it goes.’

      Clayton looked at Vincent. The agent’s face was a mess of bruises but that same cold stare was there. Clayton could read the younger man well. There was no conflict behind those eyes, simply a desire to see the job done as efficiently as possible, ideally in a way that would allow personal gain. Vincent had allowed the Tube Riders to escape once, and suffered for it. He wasn’t about to do it again.

      ‘Sir!’

      Clayton turned, noticing how Vincent turned also; that same desire for command still there, despite everything.

      A DCA agent stood behind them. ‘They went down the stairs,’ the man said. ‘Into the parking garage. The trail’s clean down there because the area is disused. Want us to roll them out?’

      Clayton considered. The chances were high indeed that they were still in the city, hiding out somewhere. Maybe they thought their trail would go cold, the scent would fade.

      ‘Okay, let’s do this,’ he told the agent, looking back over his shoulder towards the train. He frowned. ‘What’s going on with those?’

      Several of the handlers had shackled a group of Huntsmen together using a chain with individual manacles.

      ‘They’re the reserve, I think,’ Vincent said.

      ‘The what?’

      ‘They’re using the first group to track. These others are the heavy artillery, so to speak.’

      ‘Jesus Christ. This whole operation is just waiting to fuck up.’

      Already Clayton was regretting letting Dreggo go after the other Tube Riders. She had called him just once in the hour and a half since she left them, with nothing to report. He was fuming. What was she doing, having a goddamn picnic?

      ‘At least they’ve cleared out the station,’ Vincent said with a smirk. ‘If there were people around it would be like letting a group of rabid foxes loose in a chicken coop.’

      Clayton rolled his eyes. ‘Just keep an eye on the ones to the left.’

      One of the handlers called to him. ‘All four went into the parking garage together. I’d guess they were running by that point.’

      ‘Well, in after them we go, then,’ Clayton muttered, following the man down the steps. Behind them, three handlers were directing the chained Huntsmen down.

      ‘We should have stuck with five,’ Vincent said. ‘This is turning into one ugly fucking dog show.’

      Clayton said nothing.

      The door to the parking garage was ajar. Inside, the darkness was almost impenetrable, except for a small glow on the far side, several hundred feet distant.

      ‘Let’s get on it,’ Clayton said and stepped inside, his gun drawn as a precaution. He moved wide around the side wall as the handlers pushed the Huntsmen down the centre.

      ‘Looks like they just bolted straight across, sir—’

      An explosion rocked the entrance just behind him, sending Clayton sprawling to the ground amid a shower of sparks and debris as the back of the parking garage roof collapsed.

      ‘Find cover!’ he screamed, just as huge spotlights came on at the far end of the parking garage, blinding him.

      The air filled with gunfire, bullets pinging off the concrete around him. Clayton glanced back at the door and saw a couple of his men half buried under the rubble. A couple of Huntsmen lay still beside them, but there was no way to know how many were dead.

      The gunfire came again, automatic weapons, and he rolled behind a chunk of fallen masonry that moments before had just missed landing on his head. To his right he heard a growl and then a scream as a Huntsman took a bullet, a thud as it slumped to the ground.

      ‘Return fire!’ he shouted.

      ‘What about the Huntsmen?’ Jakob shouted from nearby. ‘Chained up they’re just waiting to die! Release them and we’ll win this fight!’

      Clayton frowned. Even now, ambushed, bullets flying around his head, he didn’t want to. But the way in was blocked, and their attackers, whoever they were, were heavily armed and covering the only way out. One or two more explosive devices and the battle would be lost.

      ‘Do it!’ he shouted. ‘Set them loose! And God help us if they don’t know who they’re fighting against.’

      He heard a click, the wrist locks binding the monsters opening by automatic control. Even as heavier gunfire cracked against the concrete around him, he heard a roar go up in union from the Huntsmen. Risking a glance up out of his hiding place, he saw them running into battle.

      Like the devil’s own cavalry, the Huntsmen raced across the parking garage towards the attackers hiding behind their blinding spotlights. As gunfire turned on them, several Huntsmen dived forward and rolled across the floor like whirling, spinning ninjas, while others leapt up and clambered across the beams and lintels of the parking garage roof. Others dropped to their knees, crossbows and other weapons in their hands, loosing their arsenal at the enemy, covering those who moved in towards close combat.

      There were only perhaps ten or twelve involved in the charge, but the enemy’s organised position fell into sudden disarray, guns firing wildly, bullets spraying in desperation as the Huntsmen advanced. He watched as one Huntsman was shot and felled, only to leap to its feet again, claws stretching to tear and maim.

      One of the spotlights took a bullet, sparked and went out, quickly followed by the others. Men began to scream.

      Clayton didn’t want to think about how he would round up the Huntsmen once the carnage was over. With the spotlights no longer trained on him, he waved his remaining DCA agents forward. ‘After them!’ he shouted. ‘We need prisoners. We need to know who the hell these people are!’

      Clayton let his agents get a decent start and then he followed after them. Leading his troops from the front was hardly the plan; that’s why the Huntsmen were here.
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* * *

      In fact, Clayton was last bar one. As Clayton jogged after his men, Adam Vincent got up from his own hiding place, behind a support pillar left at an angle after the explosion, and moved after Clayton. His gun was in his hand, and he was wondering when would be the best time to put a bullet in Clayton’s back.
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* * *

      From behind the row of abandoned cars his men were using for cover, Ishael had detected the Department of Civil Affairs agents coming through the door from the station on an old, hand-held heat detecting radar scanner. He knew immediately how important the Tube Riders were by the sheer number of agents—at least thirty, maybe more. He could see their steady blips on the radar, but worse were the pulsing blips that appeared to be Huntsmen, the body heat they gave off far higher but unstable, as though they were flushing hot and cold at two-second intervals. He felt his own blood chill at the thought of them, especially when he realised how many the Department of Civil Affairs had brought. He knew instantly that his own group, twenty-four armed and capable men, wasn’t nearly enough.

      With the DCA agents and the Huntsmen crowding through the doorway, Ishael’s men had detonated the bomb. Looking at the scanner, he’d seen five or six DCA agents killed or hurt by the rubble, but not nearly as many as he’d hoped. One or two Huntsmen were down, their blips flickering wildly, but it was difficult to tell if they were dead or even disabled. He prayed at least a few were. Most of the survivors had ducked down for cover, and he had felt confident his men could pick them off or at least keep them down using the scanner and the spotlights they had brought.

      Only when he saw a group detach from the main contingent, all of their blips pulsing like little heartbeats, had he realised just how hopeless their situation was.

      Now, looking up, as the Huntsmen raced across the open space of the parking garage, heedless of the bullets flying around them, he felt he was looking into the face of Death himself.

      A man standing beside him grunted and slumped back, a crossbow bolt in his neck. As his blood pumped out on to the oily concrete, Ishael barely had time to reflect on how many good, loyal men he was about to lose.

      ‘Back!’ he screamed, waving towards the parking garage exit. ‘Out on to the street!’

      He turned, just as a snarling Huntsman launched itself across the top of the car towards him.

      Ishael gasped like a frightened child as the snarling jaws broke from beneath the dark hood and darted for his neck. He pulled his rifle up at the last second, knocking the monster off course, the jaws missing him but one clawed hand raking his arm, pulling him around. As the Huntsman skidded and rolled past him, he clutched at his side, feeling blood flow from a deep gash. Someone shouted his name, but he didn’t have time to move as the Huntsman wheeled and launched itself again. Ishael dodged sideways and the Huntsman struck the car, but it was already turning, its reactions far faster than his. He grabbed the car’s loose rear door and slammed it into the Huntsman, but instead of being knocked back the creature gripped the door and tore it off its hinges, tossing it aside.

      This is it, Ishael thought. This is where it ends.

      ‘Die…’

      But Ishael wasn’t ready to die, not yet. For a second the image of Marta—the beautiful and brave Tube Rider—entered his mind, and he felt a surge of adrenaline. He scrambled backwards, dropped to the ground and rolled sideways, slipping underneath the adjacent car. As the smell of old oil and petrol filled his lungs, he saw the Huntsman’s feet move as it came after him, and then it too dropped to the ground and tried to follow, its claws reaching under the car to rake at his legs.

      Trying to make space, Ishael kicked at it, striking it once in the face. As he felt a jarring pain race up his leg, the lack of give and the strength of the beast’s neck terrified him. It had felt like kicking concrete.

      It caught hold of his leg and began to pull him out. He kicked again, aiming for its hood, where he hoped the eyes would be. He cried out as it shifted to the side, and then powerful jaws clamped down on his calf muscle, biting through the combat trousers he wore. Hot blood washed over his skin, and wondered if the creature would bite right through his leg.

      Instead, its teeth released their grip and it jerked him backwards, pulling him out from under the car. For a moment he saw the Huntsman silhouetted above him in the light of one of his own men’s spotlights, and then it dived at him, jaws snapping.

      He closed his eyes.

      ‘Pull it off!’

      Ishael opened his eyes to see the Huntsman spasm in the air above him, a terrible wailing coming from its open maw. It scrabbled at its neck, claws pulling the hood free. Ishael saw what looked like a human head behind its dog-like snout, wires snaking across its scalp. Then it slumped away from him, landing on its stomach a few feet away. Two men rushed to clamp its arms.

      ‘Well, well.’

      Spotlights had come on again, pointed skyward now to leave the parking garage illuminated in a twilight glow, and Ishael could see the eyes of the man standing above him. Perhaps forty, his body was solid beneath the black suit, his jaw firm, unsmiling. His hair was flecked with spots of dust. Hard, dark eyes watched Ishael with contempt, but also, Ishael thought, with what looked like a hint of admiration.

      The man waved his hand and two other DCA men came up behind him. ‘Secure the prisoner,’ he said. ‘And find me a room. We need to have a talk with him.’ As the agents moved forward, the first man glanced over his shoulder. ‘Vincent! Move the men forward on to the streets. Follow them down and kill them if you can’t take them alive. Find where they’re hiding the Tube Riders.’

      ‘What Tube Riders?’ Ishael groaned, but the man just shook his head as if to say, don’t bother. We know. Then he turned and was gone.

      Ishael started to push himself up, but one of the agents stepped forward and kicked him hard in the face. Ishael was conscious just long enough to see the man lean down towards him, and then everything went black.
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      As the train rushed through the forest, picking up speed again, Jess inched her way along towards the front of the freight truck, her feet on a thin rail barely above the wheels, her clawboard sliding slowly along the water drainage rail above her. Occasionally it got caught on a piece of grit or caked mud, and Jess had to carefully remove one hand from the straps and pick out the obstruction with her fingers. Twice she had to hold on with her hand and lift the board over. Glancing down at the gravel and sleepers rushing past below, she was reminded just how close she hung to death; that a momentary slip would see her pitched off the train. She’d survived once; she didn’t fancy her chances of surviving a second time.

      Simon was five trucks ahead. At the end of her truck, she painstakingly climbed down into the working area that fixed the two freight trucks together before climbing back up on to the drainage rail of the next one. Just at that moment the train started around a wide bend. The trucks arced away to the right and she saw Simon again, what seemed like miles away, hanging from the side of the train, his head lolling back and forth as though every second was a fight against unconsciousness.

      She’d pushed him hard through the forest, and she’d got him this far. If she could just get to him before his strength gave out again then she could save him, she could hold on to him until they reached Bristol. She had no idea how far it was, but it couldn’t be more than an hour. She could do it; she could be the strength for both of them.

      She glanced back down the train, and her heart almost stopped.

      There, just three trucks back, a Huntsman was crawling along the top of the train.

      Jess wanted to scream, but no sound would come out. As she watched it in horror, she felt all her last hopes fade away.
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* * *

      Dreggo stood beside Lyen on the platform edge as the train rolled away into the forest. The two Tube Riders had escaped again; with the help of the country bumpkin boy even the wounded one had managed to get on to the train. Catching them would be easy; a simple radio call to Clayton would have twenty agents and Huntsmen waiting for them when the train arrived in Bristol, but still she couldn’t shake the feeling of failure. Despite the tears, her hatred and anger were back, and being so close yet again only to have them escape made her feel weak and incapable.

      The country boy, though, he impressed her. Not only had he killed Jacul, but he’d made a possibly suicidal jump on to the train. She would only know if he survived or not when she viewed his corpse in Bristol, but a leap like that had taken some faith, and lots of guts. Despite seeing her Huntsman cut down and pulled under the train, he had won her respect.

      If Clayton could leave him alive, she’d enjoy killing him.

      She pulled the radio from her pocket, intending to call Clayton and inform him of proceedings, and request he have the next through train stop for them. As she lifted it to her ear, though, she felt a crackle of static in her mind, the sign of a Huntsman’s internal transmitter. Lyen shifted beside her; he’d felt it too.

      The voice that came into her mind was broken and indistinct, but still it could come from nothing else.

      ‘…alive…’

      She glanced across at Lyen and he gave her a dark, feverish glare in return. Jacul wasn’t dead. Through whatever twist of luck and fate, he had survived being pulled under the train.

      She sent Lyen to check the tracks. There were no signs of a body, mutilated or otherwise, which meant, of course, that Jacul was still on the train.

      She put the radio away. There might not be a need to inform Clayton after all.
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* * *

      As Jacul felt his foot slip out from under him, he could only think of relief; that it was finally over, that he could rest. Then, as one arm reached out, his clawed fingers closing over something metal, he felt himself jerked away from the wheels of the train, and from the death that he would have so welcomed. The last vestiges of his human mind had prayed for the thundering salvation of the huge metal wheels, but the robotic part of his body, that which would obey orders until death, refused to let him go.

      It was too late for his other arm. As he hung from the bottom of the train, he swung inwards, and struck the side of the nearest wheel. He reached out as a reflex to push himself away, and then it was gone, ripped off at the shoulder, his body filled with a thousand spasms of pain. He felt human blood, oil and fluids oozing down his side, mixed with those that bled from the crossbow wound. His mind was already drifting, and he estimated that he would be dead within half an hour. His human mind wanted to close his eyes and let him drift away, float back through the fragments of childhood memories that had survived his transformation into a Huntsman, but the machine part of him, the engineered part, knew there was a mission to complete, and that half an hour might be all he needed.

      The Tube Riders, his prey, were on the train.

      With his one good arm he hauled himself along the underside of the train, using his legs to support him while he searched for another hand-hold.

      Inch by inch he made his way forward, the blurring wheels of the train never more than a couple of feet away. Then, finally, he came to the end of the freight truck, and saw daylight again above him.

      Hauling himself up and over on to the mechanism that latched the two trucks together, he managed to stand, bracing his feet against the rocking of the train, hanging on with his one good arm.

      There was a door in the back of the truck in front, but when he tore the lock free and pushed it open he found the truck packed full of crates, labeled with various food company labels. There was no way through, so he closed the door, and looked up at the top of the truck.

      Fear wasn’t something that the Huntsmen felt. Like a lot of emotions, it had been erased by the technology used to develop the minds of the killing machines, but every now and then Jacul would feel a certain sense of otherworldliness, as if what he was about to do was more dangerous than usual. He felt it now, but as he glanced down at the ground blurring below him, he shrugged what was left of his shoulders and began looking for a way up.
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* * *

      It was scant relief for Jess to realise that the Huntsman was missing an arm and appeared to have been through a serious battle. Blood streamed down its canine face and dripped on to the roof of the train as it closed on her. She was half a truck ahead of it still, but it was gaining. She was still one truck away from Simon, who appeared to be hanging on desperately. The back of his shirt was soaked in blood, his head lolled from side to side, and his feet kept slipping from the rail below him.

      In the back of her mind Jess wished now that she’d not given her crossbow to Carl. After what he’d done to help them, she had owed him, and just hoped he’d managed to get away. Now, the best weapon she had was a knife, but even one handed, the Huntsman would make short work of that.

      Just as she reached the end of the freight truck and began to climb around into the gap between it and the next, she glanced back at the Huntsman, saw it shift its head towards her. Protruding from its neck and glistening in the sunlight was the shaft of a crossbow bolt.

      Jess’s heart plunged. Carl had attacked this Huntsman, yet it still lived and was on the train. Did that mean Carl was dead?

      She knew she might never find out. She squeezed her eyes shut against another wave of pain, and tried to concentrate on getting to Simon.

      Then something slammed into her from behind.

      She fell forward across the stubby metal joints between the trucks, felt them vibrating and shifting as they knocked the wind out of her. She gasped for breath, swinging her clawboard up instinctively. Something thudded into it, and she felt the inhuman strength in the Huntsman’s remaining arm as it then tried to pull the knife free. Jess screamed, her resolve failing her as she looked into its muggy, bloodshot eyes, and wondered how it had closed the gap on her so fast.

      It jerked the knife out of the wood and almost overbalanced, its knife hand clutching awkwardly at a maintenance handle beside the freight truck’s door. Jess almost lost the clawboard, but managed to get it up between them again just as the Huntsman, using its legs for support, swung its knife at her again.

      ‘Leave me alone!’ she screamed.

      As the clawboard deflected the slash, Jess struggled to hold on with one hand, the Huntsman’s strength pushing her back. It would be a short fight, she knew; if she moved for her knife she would lose her shield or her handhold, and she couldn’t survive without either.

      The Huntsman’s eyes followed her impassively, its mouth torn back in a snarl that revealed yellowed, gummy canine teeth. The breath was pungent, like that of a dog’s, but the tongue was shorter, thicker than a dog’s but not quite as squashed as a human’s. Its nose, too, was thinner and paler than a dog’s might be.

      ‘Tube Rider!’ the Huntsman growled, and Jess wanted to scream at the nightmarish sound of its voice.

      The knife slashed again. Jess swayed away, the blade missing her by inches. She tried to swing the clawboard up towards its face, but it was heavy, and her strength was leaving her. As she looked back at the Huntsman, her eyes filled with tears.

      Then something moved in her peripheral vision, and there was another figure in front of her, crashing down on the Huntsman’s shoulders and knocking it briefly to its knees.

      ‘Simon…?’

      Sweat drenched his face, blood drenched his shirt and his eyes seemed about to roll back into his head as he swung an arm around the Huntsman’s neck. ‘Run!’ he gasped, his voice slurred. ‘I heard you scream—’

      The Huntsman, with Simon wrapped around its shoulders, stood up and slammed him back against the door, knocking the wind out of him. Jess bared her own teeth and rammed her clawboard into the Huntsman’s stomach, feeling an unnatural hardness there. The thing’s half metal, her mind shouted. There’s no way we can kill it.

      Simon’s clawboard was still strapped to his other hand, and he pulled it up and across the Huntsman’s neck. The Huntsman growled and twisted its head, but it couldn’t use its hand to pull the clawboard away or it would lose its grip. Jess tried to reach the knife on its belt, but it kicked her in the stomach, doubling her over. She looked up, wondering how much longer Simon could hold on.
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* * *

      ‘Jess, no!’

      Simon smashed the clawboard into the Huntsman’s face. Its nose burst, spraying him with blood. With his other hand he reached up and tore at the wires and metal plates that covered the creature’s scalp, trying to disable it. It bucked at him but continued to hold on, so he stretched forwards, his fingers reaching for the creature’s eyes.

      He heard Jess gasp as the Huntsman’s maw snapped at him, sharp teeth closing just out of reach. He grunted and thrust his fingers in through the soft tissue, squeezing as hard as he could, feeling the creature struggle as its eyeballs depressed and then popped like blisters, bathing his fingers in sticky fluid. Screaming now himself, he thrust his fingers deeper as the Huntsman thrashed, its free hand letting go of its hold, sending them both crashing back against the door. Simon hooked his clawboard behind the handrail to hold himself steady, even as his fingers pressed deeper towards the Huntsman’s brain. He felt it buck again, felt its arm slip behind it, pushing against his belly.

      ‘Die, you evil fucking bastard!’ he hollered, at the same time becoming aware of a new, acute pain somewhere in his midriff, a twisting coldness, and the sudden warmth of blood down over his stomach and thighs.

      The Huntsman gave a final, shrieking roar and sagged against him, an expulsion of dead air exiting its lungs for the last time. Simon let go and pushed it away. Its eyes closed, almost in relief, and it slipped down between the joint mechanisms and under the train.

      There was a bump, and then it was gone.

      Simon sagged back against the truck door, one hand still attached to the clawboard stuck behind the handrail, the other going to his stomach, feeling the warmth there, the handle of the knife that stuck out, so, so little of it. Somewhere he was aware of Jess screaming, but the sound was hazy, unclear. His vision blurred just as someone else dropped into view, someone he recognised from his bedside. A young boy. What was his name?

      What … what was his name?

      Simon’s head lolled back.
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* * *

      Jess watched as the Huntsman pressed its knife into Simon with its last dying move, and then fell away under the train. She saw Simon slump back, the front of his shirt slick with blood, both his own and that of the Huntsman. His eyes rolled, his breathing coming in small gasps.

      A figure appeared above her, squatting on the top of the freight truck. She cried out, pulling her clawboard up, before realizing with some surprise that it was Carl. Somehow he’d made it on to the train. He looked none the worse for his battles with the Huntsmen, but his eyes widened as he saw the blood that covered Simon.

      ‘We have to stop the train,’ Jess said to him. ‘Go to the front, threaten the driver, something, I don’t know. Anything! We have to stop the train.’

      ‘Break the door open. You might be able to rest inside,’ Carl said.

      Jess nodded. Turning behind her, she rammed her clawboard against the truck door. It had a padlock, but didn’t look strong. Sure enough, after a couple more desperate slugs, the door popped open, swinging inward.

      There were some crates secured near the far side of the truck, but there was a little space left between them, and with Carl’s help Jess was able to haul Simon inside. He was barely conscious, and they propped him up with his back to a wooden crate. With the door shut, the peace inside the truck was harmony compared to the grinding, thudding cacophony that had surrounded them outside.

      Carl looked at Simon, then at Jess, his face grim. ‘I’ll go up to the cab,’ he said. ‘I’ll see if I can stop the train.’

      Jess nodded. ‘Be careful,’ she said, trying not to let her voice break up.

      Carl gave her a quick smile and went out, shutting the door behind him.

      In the relative calm of the freight truck, Jess mopped Simon’s forehead with a rag. His face was ashen, his lips white from blood loss.

      ‘You know, don’t you?’ he said suddenly, his voice almost as she remembered from their first meeting, soft, peaceful, like a cool park in the middle of a busy city. She remembered his smile too, and he gave her one now, warm, easy. She felt her heart jump as it had done that first time, back in the street near Charing Cross where he’d stopped her and asked her for the time.

      ‘I know what?’

      ‘That I love you. That I love you more than anything.’

      ‘Yeah, I know.’

      ‘And that … it’s time for me to go now.’

      Jess’s breath caught in her throat and she almost choked. She hadn’t tried to stop the bleeding; she knew how bad his wound was, but still, hearing it in words made it suddenly so real. She wanted to cry but no tears would come. She just felt empty, hollow.

      ‘There are a million things I want to say to you, Jessica,’ Simon told her. ‘But there isn’t the time. Perhaps in another life, another time, we could have been together longer.’

      ‘Simon, shut up! Just shut fucking up!’ She wanted to shake him, make him take back what he was saying.

      ‘I just want you to know that I love you. You are my … my … light.’

      ‘Simon!’ Jess was hysterical. She’d found him, she’d brought him back. She’d saved him once, and he’d returned the favour, but at an incalculable cost. ‘I didn’t come so far just to lose you again!’

      ‘You’ll never lose me. I’ll always be in…’ He reached up a hand, his face scrunched up with pain, and touched her chest, just between her breasts. ‘… in … here.’

      ‘Simon, no…’

      One of his hands dropped into hers. His fingers squeezed momentarily tight, and she felt something hard there. ‘Don’t give up … on us…’

      For a moment she didn’t understand. Then she looked down and saw what he had pressed into her hand—the little camera memory card. For a second she hated the thing, wanted to throw it away, but she realised that if she did, his life, like those of her parents, would have been wasted. He was right. As much as it tore her up inside, he was right.

      Simon began to cough, doubling over. She patted his back, lifting him up straight, felt the weakness in his shoulders, the sagging of his body.

      ‘I love you, Simon!’ she gasped, as his eyes locked on to hers, narrowing slightly, then going suddenly wide, desperate, his shoulders and neck tensing, a whining sound escaping his mouth as his last breath left him.

      ‘Jessica—’ he gasped, and then went soft in her arms.

      ‘No!’

      Jess’s howl filled the small space between the cargo crates, seeming to make them rattle. Around her she felt the braking of the train, the slow bumping as it ground towards a halt, but she didn’t notice anything at all, not even when, a few minutes later, the side door opened and Carl looked in to see her leaning back against the crates, Simon’s body held in her arms, his blood drenching her clothes.
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* * *

      Carl looked at her face, saw the pain there, the utter, complete grief in her beautiful face, and he wanted to cry too, not just for the young man whom he had known so briefly, but for the girl who had lost him. Carl saw in the dead hollows of her eyes that Jess’s life had moved a step closer to darkness, and sensed the sadness torturing her heart. As she closed her eyes and leaned closer to Simon’s body, part of Carl wished she would never open them again.

      Let life spare her too, he thought, tears springing to his own eyes.
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      Marta couldn’t see anything. Below her she could feel the rumbling wheels of the bus, but hidden away in a thin compartment below the floor she had little way of knowing in which direction they were heading. Beside her, Paul and Owen were talking quietly in the dark. Owen had that familiar excitement about him, which Paul was trying to hush. Marta smiled. It was probably better for the kid to keep his spirits up. She had lost hers long ago.

      Switch was on the other side of her. Feeling a need for conversation, she nudged him softly. ‘Tell me again what’s going to happen.’

      ‘Uncle and his men will create a diversion; draw the guards away from the perimeter gate. I’ll slip out and attach a small explosive device to the gate. When it blows, the bus can just drive through.’

      ‘I can’t believe it’ll work as easily as that.’

      ‘Me neither. But I trust Unc. He’s the best man I’ve ever known, and if I can’t trust him I can’t trust anyone.’

      They both heard the bus’s engine die and the rocking below them ceased. A moment later they heard a muffled explosion not far away.

      ‘What was that?’

      ‘I guess that’s our diversion.’

      Someone tapped on the floor. ‘Your turn!’ a muffled voice shouted.

      Marta felt Switch’s hand take hers and squeeze it lightly. ‘See you soon,’ he said.

      She heard him slide away, and a second later daylight bathed them as Switch pulled away a loose panel in the side of the bus and jumped out. Marta squinted in the brightness. Switch gave her a weird spastic wink and replaced the panel, locking her in darkness again.
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* * *

      Outside, Switch looked around. The perimeter gate rose up in front of him, about thirty feet tall, built back into a concrete wall that stretched off in both directions, disappearing behind the roofs of the abandoned houses and buildings that rotted in the wall’s shadow. William had told him that few people lived near the wall; it was too much of a reminder of times past. Now, the buildings were the haunts of drug addicts, whores and vagrants.

      Behind him, the bus, an old government one, had stopped at a bent, rusty bus-stop sign just short of the gate. The driver, an undercover UMF man, was engaged in a heated exchange with another man, also of the UMF, masquerading as a fare-dodging customer. Switch had about a minute to take care of his job and get back to the bus before their ruse drew attention.

      The gate itself looked unguarded. It was a small one; most of the major traffic came in though a much larger gate to the north of the city, William had said, but even so, Switch would have expected guards. Looking left, he saw the reason why; a burning car had drawn the attention of the gate’s sentries, who now stood around it like tramps around a trash-can fire.

      Switch didn’t waste any time. He headed straight for the gate, leaning low, limping slightly. He wore a dirty brown shawl and a headscarf, while in his hand he carried a paper bag with the end of a glass bottle sticking out.

      When he reached the gate, still unnoticed, he put the bottle down as close to the centre as he could. Then he began limping away.

      ‘Oi, you!’

      Switch glanced up. A green-uniformed guard jogged across towards him, waving an automatic rifle. ‘Get the hell away from there, you fucking turd!’

      Switch had one hand inside the robe, trying to pass off as an amputee. Out of sight, his fingers closed around a switch-blade. The other guards were over by the burning car, walking around it, trying to peer inside to see if there were casualties. With surprise on his side Switch felt quite sure he could take the guard out if the man caused him a problem.

      ‘Sorry guv’nur,’ Switch slurred. ‘Got lost eh.’ He cocked his face at the guard and gave a half-grin. William’s men had caked his face with fake blood, and his own twitching eye only made him more pitiful.

      The guard relaxed. ‘Come on. Just get the hell away from the gate. You know the law.’

      ‘Just tryin’ t’get ‘ome, guv.’

      ‘Well, keep trying. Hey, wait!’ The man pointed. ‘You forgot your medicine, my friend.’

      ‘’E’s empty,’ Switch started to say, but it was too late. The man was already heading across towards the paper bag, nestled in between the two huge gates.

      Switch started to jog for the nearest buildings. Beneath his robe he let go of the knife and felt for the small plastic box that would detonate the crude bomb.

      He reached the nearest building and ducked into a doorway. Turning around, he saw the guard reach the bag and pick it up.

      Switch closed his eyes. It was bad enough having to do it at all, but he didn’t want to watch the man die as well.

      He pressed the detonator button.

      A roar filled the air behind him. The sound of ripping, tearing steel and splintering wood mixed with the screams of men. Switch opened his eyes to chaos; a wall of smoke and concrete dust bloomed up between him and the gate, so at first he was unable to see if they’d broken through. At the same time, gunshots began to ring out from the cover of the buildings to his right, where a group of William’s men were staked out. Caught out in the open, several of the guards went down immediately, but a couple managed to take cover behind the burnt-out car, and from there they began to return fire.

      Switch was behind them, though, so he slipped back through the dust alongside the perimeter wall towards the gate. Ahead of him, he heard the engine rumble as the bus began to move.

      Gunfire came from above him, guards on top of the wall trying to pin down William’s men. He grimaced. Their plan was moments from failure.

      The dust began to clear. To his dismay he saw that the gate still stood.

      ‘Shit, oh shit.’

      As he got near he found that the bomb had badly damaged it, great dents and cracks in its steel surface, with its hinges buckled and misshapen, but still it remained closed.

      He turned in the direction of the bus and began to run.

      The driver almost didn’t see him, and Switch heard the squeal of old brakes as the bus tried to stop. Jumping out of its way, he caught the rail to the side of the open front door and swung inside.

      ‘Gun it, man!’ he shouted at the driver, one of William’s men. ‘The gate’s still up!’

      ‘No way,’ the man grunted. ‘I’ll see what I can do, but those damn gates were built to last.’

      ‘It’s our only chance!’

      ‘Gonna tell the others?’

      ‘No. If we don’t make it there’s a chance they won’t be discovered.’

      ‘Fat chance of that.’

      Switch spun around. Marta stood behind him, while behind her Owen was helping Paul up out of a trapdoor in the bus floor.

      ‘Get back out of sight!’

      ‘We stand together,’ Marta said.

      The driver glanced over his shoulder. ‘Well, damn well hang on to something, then.’

      The bus lurched forward. Gunfire cracked all around them, shattering several of the windows. Switch ducked down behind the bus’s dashboard, while behind him the others dived down between the seats.

      ‘Here it comes!’ the driver shouted. Switch glanced up just long enough to see the perimeter wall rising up around them, the gate no more than a few feet ahead.

      ‘Yeah!’

      The bus hit the gates square on. Switch slammed into the dashboard as the front window imploded, ducking his head to avoid shards of flying glass. There was a momentary thud and then a rush of forward movement, and to his relief Switch realised they were through. He heard the gunfire receding behind them as the bus bumped downhill, at first on a road, and then swerving off, bumping across an open area of grassland. The wind rushed past his face and he frowned, looking over his shoulder to see the road disappearing back to their right.

      ‘Where the hell are you—’

      Switch knew immediately that his words were wasted. The driver, bloodied and lifeless, was slumped back in the seat, a large shard of glass protruding from a neck injury that pumped blood down over his fake bus driver’s uniform.

      ‘Marta, Paul! We have another problem!’

      Switch jumped up, trying to grab the wheel out of the driver’s dead hands, but it was too late. The dead man lurched forward, pulling the wheel sharply over to the left. The bus, still moving downhill, bumped again and overbalanced.

      Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Switch was screaming at the others to hang on, even as he wrapped his arms around the wheel to brace himself. Behind him, he heard Marta screaming, Paul shouting at Owen, and Owen gasping as though this were yet another fairground ride.

      The bus crashed over on to its side, cushioned slightly by a stand of bushes that smashed in through the windows. There was a grinding noise as the engine continued to revolve for a few seconds, then the internal workings of the old bus shuddered and went still.

      Switch rubbed his head and pulled himself to his feet. He felt like he was standing horizontally, with the bus’s seats hanging in the air to his left. ‘Everyone all right?’ he asked, feeling a little dazed but otherwise okay.

      Three groggy voices came back affirmative.

      ‘Is it going to blow up?’ Marta asked, crawling across the broken bus windows towards him, a small cut on her cheek and some pieces of twig in her hair.

      ‘No,’ Paul said. ‘Not unless there’s a spark from somewhere. It’s a common myth that vehicles blow up when they crash, and the bio-fuel buses use is less flammable than old petrol.’

      ‘Thanks for the fucking infomercial, but we had better get moving,’ Switch said. ‘We’ve lost our wheels, but they’ve still got theirs.’

      ‘Perhaps we should blow it up anyway,’ Owen said, leaning against the sideways turned seats. ‘Throw them off the trail.’

      ‘He’s got a point,’ Marta said. ‘How?’

      Owen pointed at Switch. ‘You’ve got something to light a fire with, haven’t you?’

      Switch grinned. ‘Of course I have.’

      ‘And the fuel’s still flammable?’

      Paul nodded. ‘Yeah, less than petrol, but it’ll still ignite, I think.’

      ‘Good.’ Owen nodded. ‘Do it then.’

      Switch cut a piece of his rope to use as a fuse. The driver’s body yielded the keys to the petrol tank, but unfortunately the bus had rolled on that side. Instead, Paul and Switch had to break a hole in the bottom of the tank and feed the rope inside. Rust made it easier, but the three-quarters empty tank swallowed a lot of rope before they reached the fuel itself. The fuse wasn’t long enough to be safe, and Switch insisted the others got clear before he set it alight.

      He waited until they were twenty yards away, then he touched his lighter to the doused rope. ‘Here it comes!’ he shouted, watching a flame immediately strike up and rush towards the bus’s undercarriage. Switch turned and dashed in the other direction, leaping over a stand of bracken into a small natural hollow, just as the flame reached the bus and an explosion boomed. Switch looked up to see the underside of the bus broken open, a pool of flame around the vehicle. He nodded with satisfaction as the flames raked at the side of the bus.

      ‘Nice job, Switch!’ Marta shouted.

      ‘Thanks. Pocket fucking pyro, I am.’ He grinned and turned to follow the others.

      They were heading downhill, away from the bus, towards a stand of forest. They had no escape from the Huntsmen, of course, but the trees would give them cover against gunfire.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Owen said, running alongside Paul.

      ‘We run,’ Paul said. ‘And we keep running.’

      ‘Paul, that’s a crap plan if ever I’ve heard one.’

      Despite their fear, their exhaustion, and the bruises that littered their bodies, Marta and Switch both laughed.

      ‘Well, you get working on a new one, and while you’re at it, we’ll keep running from the Huntsmen,’ Marta said.

      ‘Easy,’ Owen said. ‘The river.’

      ‘What river?’

      He pointed to the right. ‘I saw it from the top deck of the bus before we crashed. At the very least we can get across it. Should make our trail more difficult for the Huntsmen to follow.’

      ‘Paul, your brother’s a genius,’ Marta said.

      ‘That’s the benefit of a proper education,’ Owen said. ‘And lots of video games.’

      ‘Well, you haven’t solved what we’re going to do once we cross that damn river,’ Switch said. ‘I can’t fucking swim. And if we’re walking I imagine even those DCA chumps will be able to find us.’

      ‘I thought I saw some sort of boat. Maybe we can steal it, but we’d better hurry.’ Without waiting for an answer he dashed ahead of the others, dancing between the trees like a deer running from fire. ‘Come on!’ they heard him shout back, before a sudden splash came from up ahead.

      They jogged after him through the trees, emerging from a thicket on to a sharp riverbank. Owen was standing waist deep in the water.

      ‘Dammit, didn’t see it coming,’ he muttered, looking down at his sopping clothes and then picking a piece of grime out of his hair.

      The others looked down. The riverbank didn’t so much slope away as drop vertically into the water, and a moment later they realised why.

      ‘It’s an old canal,’ Paul said. ‘I wonder what they used it for?’

      ‘God knows. But it’s here so we might as well make use of it. Where’s that boat, Owen?’

      ‘There.’ He pointed. The others saw it, caught up under a tangle of trees on the canal’s far bank, about fifty feet away. ‘I didn’t say it would definitely float, now, did I?’

      To Marta it looked like an old barge, not dissimilar to ones she’d seen rotting along the sides of the Thames. Its hull was a rusty mottled brown, and hanging vegetation draped over the low cabin that stuck up at one end, clogging up its deck with ancient fallen leaves.

      ‘Let’s get across, see if we can set it adrift,’ Paul said, climbing down into the water. ‘Wow, it’s cold!’

      Together, they waded across the canal. It was no more than chest deep at its widest point, the flow of water steady but not dangerous as it tugged at their legs.

      Switch got up on the boat first, and pushed his way through the foliage towards where the boat nestled against the bank.

      ‘It’s tied up!’ he called back. ‘I’ll cut it free. Paul, Owen, help me push it away from the bank. Marta, go look inside. See if there’s some kind of engine that still works.’

      She nodded and pushed her way through the low branches towards the door down inside. She felt a brief pang of fear; there was no telling what horrors she might find inside this ancient, abandoned boat. She braced herself for decomposing corpses. She felt quite familiar with dead bodies now, but they had all been fresh.

      Behind her, she heard Switch and Owen whooping with delight as the boat lurched under her feet and swung lethargically out towards the centre of the canal. Over them, she heard Paul demanding quiet. Turning back to the job in hand, she found the handle of the little door to be rather smooth, maybe sheltered from the weather. The door wasn’t locked either, and opened without a sound.

      It took Martha a moment or two for her eyes to adjust to the dim light inside. When they did, they widened in surprise.

      The small cabin was well tended and ordered, like a miniature kitchen-dining room. There was a booth table at the back, complete with a vase holding dried flowers. In the middle was a small stove and beneath it a fridge, humming with power supplied by a generator somewhere. Near the front, set into an alcove in the barge’s hull, was a small bed.

      And on the bed, a man of about forty was lying on his side, watching her. He looked like a detective from a film noir; in plain but clean clothes, with his face clean shaven and his hair combed neatly over to the side. He had a thin, pencil moustache that curled at the ends. He raised one eyebrow and cocked his head as Marta gasped.

      ‘Erm ... I don’t believe I’ve made your acquaintance, young lady, but it appears that you and your friends have just hijacked my boat.’
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      At times, Carl felt he was supporting a dead weight as they headed down into the dark railway tunnel. Jess would walk a few steps and then suddenly slump against his shoulder, making him pause to get her moving again. She didn’t speak much, but she didn’t cry either, and Carl could only guess at what was going through her head. The darkness of the tunnel was a relief sometimes, because it hid the painful vacancy in her eyes. He had learned through her earlier hysteria that the Huntsmen had murdered her parents just two days before, and now with Simon dead Jess had no one left to live for. She had talked about turning her knife on herself, so now Carl was carrying all the weapons just to be safe. It was just talk, though, he knew. Death might free her from the pain, but he knew that somewhere behind those empty eyes, Jess wanted to live, if only to seek revenge.

      The driver, upon Carl’s sudden appearance, had stopped the train. As honest a man as Carl had ever met, he had helped Carl carry Simon’s body back into the trees, accepting Carl’s muted explanations, asking no more questions than necessary. By the time the grave was dug and Simon’s body had been laid to rest, Jess had climbed down from the train. Carl had found her wandering in circles, her eyes blank.

      At Carl’s request, the driver had taken the train on, leaving them behind.

      For a while Jess had lain down on the ground, her body shaking with fever and shock. Carl had kept her warm and tried to comfort her.

      Part of him shared her pain, now his own father was certainly dead too, while part of him resented her for taking away his time to grieve. In a few short minutes he’d gone from being the kid with the murdered father to the shoulder that supported Jess’s grief. The world, so bright and easy just a few hours ago now seemed so dark and unjust. Carl had frowned up at the blue sky, willing it to cloud over; willing it to give him some sign that the way things happened was preordained, that life wasn’t just controlled by the stupidity of chance.

      The clear blue had beamed back at him unflinching until he turned away.

      He had needed to drag her to get her moving. He’d thought to let her say goodbye to Simon before they buried him in the forest, but for the first time Jess had shown a reaction, angrily pushing him away.

      ‘Let him rot!’ she had screamed, getting up and marching off down the tracks. Carl knew her words weren’t a reflection of her true feelings, but a result of the frailty and loneliness she felt. She had lost him, found him again and saved him. And then, when everything should have been getting better, he had been taken away.

      Carl had followed her until she started to slow down, watched her as her legs began to shake, and then caught her as she started to fall. Supporting each other they had walked along the tracks, their shoulders slumped under the combined weight of their collective grief.

      He had to find her friends. That was the only way to help her, but by now they should be inside Bristol GUA. There was only one unguarded way in that he knew of, and that was the same way the trains went: through the tunnels. To Carl’s relief, the train had left them only a couple of miles from the Bristol GUA perimeter wall, which began to rise above the trees as they got closer; not as tall as London’s but still foreboding enough. Beyond it, plumes of smoke rose into the air from dozens of industrial holdings, one or two large enough to be visible above the wall. The clunking sounds of machinery grew louder as they approached.

      Jess had said nothing as Carl led them down into the railway tunnel, the darkness closing in about them, clammy like cold sweat.

      After thirty minutes of walking, they could see nothing but the faint glow of occasional emergency strip-lighting in either direction. Carl figured the tunnel would eventually come out somewhere, but he hoped it was sooner rather than later because back down the line, the rest of those creatures were following.

      Then, up ahead, he saw lights.

      ‘Come on,’ he said to Jess, nestled into his shoulder. ‘We’re almost through.’

      The girl said nothing.

      They emerged into an old underground station. Carl didn’t know much about trains or city stations, but it didn’t look like somewhere passengers would get on or off, but for freight loading and unloading. There were no seats on the platform edge, no sign that there had once been shops, timetables, or trash cans.

      He found some steps at one end of the platform, and helped Jess up. It was a relief to be off the tracks, because another train would be due soon.

      They went up some more stairs, away from the platform. Emergency lighting bathed the passageway in a dull orange glow, enough for them to see the dust on the floor, the few footprints where it had been disturbed. None looked too recent, which also came as a relief to Carl.

      The passage thinned, and the tiles beneath their feet changed from a sandy colour to a darker grey. There was little dust here, suggesting the tunnel was still in use. It headed off in two directions. Carl chose left.

      The passage angled slightly uphill, reaching a sharp corner at the top of the rise. Just as they reached it, Jess moaned and leaned against him, causing Carl to stumble forward around the corner. He was looking at Jess, and he only knew he’d bumped into someone when the other man pushed him away.

      ‘Hey, you!’

      Carl looked up. A man wearing the black uniform of the Department of Civil Affairs stood right in front of him. He looked like he had been in a fight: bruises shadowed his face and one eye was swollen shut. Behind him were two more agents, supporting the limp weight of another man. This one looked far worse. Long hair crusted with dried blood hung down around a bloodied and badly beaten face.

      Carl stepped back. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered, for lack of anything else to say.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ the DCA agent said, and reached into his pocket for something.

      ‘We got lost?’ Carl ventured. ‘It’s pretty dark down here.’ He looked down at Jess to tell her to run, but the girl’s eyes were open, focused, and narrowed with hatred. ‘You!’ she screamed, as she snatched a knife from Carl’s belt and launched herself forward.

      The other man still had one hand in his pocket when Jess reached him. He didn’t have time to scream as her knife raked his throat, spraying blood across the walls. He fell back into the other men, causing them to let go of their prisoner.

      Carl reached for a knife of his own as Jess slashed at the nearest of the other agents, opening a wound on his face. As the shocked man reached up to feel for the damage, Jess rammed the knife into his stomach. The agent grunted and fell backwards, trying to pull the knife free.

      ‘You little bitch!’ the third man shouted, but as he lunged for Jess the battered man swung a fist up between his legs. The agent doubled over in pain and Jess pounded him on the back of his neck. He grunted and tried to punch her, but she kicked him in the groin and he fell to the ground, coughing.

      Jess walked among the fallen agents, looking for a pulse. The leader was dead, as was the second man, but the third man was lying curled up and clutching his groin, otherwise unhurt. Jess sighed, pulled the knife out of the second man’s stomach and slit the third agent’s throat with the weary nonchalance of a mother tidying a child’s room.

      Carl felt a sick feeling in his stomach as he watched the clinical way Jess finished off the DCA men. Much as he hated to admit it, her actions reminded him a little of Dreggo: cold, merciless.

      Jess wiped the knife clean on the shirt of one of the dead men and slipped it into her belt rather than returning it to Carl. The beaten man was sitting against the wall, watching them.

      ‘Thank you for saving me,’ he said. ‘My name is Ishael. Who are you?’

      Jess actually smiled, but it was wild, almost macabre. ‘We’re the Tube Riders,’ she said.

      The man’s eyes went as wide as the bruises and swellings would allow. ‘Jess and Simon?’ he asked. ‘I know your friends! I’ve heard so much about you.’

      Jess looked at Carl, then back at the man. The strength drained out of her face, and she stumbled back against the wall, putting her hands out to stop herself falling. Carl heard a high-pitched moan, like a distant door creaking. Then, slowly at first and then faster like a sudden flood, Jessica began to cry.
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      ‘They built it way back. Heaven knows why, but it goes all the way down as far as Exeter. We’ll be there before nightfall, I should imagine.’

      The Tube Riders watched the man who called himself John Reeder as he sat cross-legged on the bed, smoking a pipe. The aroma of tea leaves filled the air, and Marta for one wished he’d put the stuff in a pot and offer it around. The canal water dripping through a strainer on the top of the boat didn’t look so appetizing.

      ‘Thank you for not throwing us overboard,’ Owen said.

      Reeder cocked his head and grinned. A clump of hair detached itself from his neatly gelled scalp and he hastened to realign it. ‘It’s not often I get visitors. Even the government leaves me alone, and how many people can say that? I haven’t moved the Old Rose in a few months, but there’s still enough power in the tank to get you to Exeter.’ He tugged on one curl of his moustache and shrugged. ‘Not that I have a lot of choice really, is it? It’s too far for you to walk. Where are you headed from there?’

      Marta said, ‘We’re not sure,’ at the same time that Switch said, ‘Falmouth.’

      The others looked at him. ‘What?’ Paul said.

      Switch grinned. His twitchy eye flickered like a bird trapped against a window. ‘I didn’t really have time to tell you about the plan. I figured I would when things had calmed down a bit.’

      Marta flicked a thumb over her shoulder. ‘We’re taking a canal cruise. Is it quiet enough for you now?’

      ‘I guess, yeah.’

      Paul started to stand, then shot a wry glance at the low ceiling and sat back down. Owen, sitting on the floor in front of the fridge, was the only one who seemed comfortable.

      ‘Do you want me to leave the room?’ Reeder said with a wry smile. ‘Remembering of course, that it is, er, my room?’

      ‘Isn’t it called a cabin?’ Owen said.

      Reeder grinned at him. ‘I also charge for conversation.’

      Marta watched the man as he talked. From the moment she’d burst into the cabin and found him lying on the bed she’d found him captivating to look at, but not in a sexual, attractive sense. He was just so odd, so out of place that it was like looking at a time traveler, someone pulled forward a hundred years in time just to help them.

      The barge’s cabin was immaculately decked out in a 1950s style. Black and white prints of long dead actors and actresses hung from the walls. An old, brightly coloured tea set stood on a rack above the fridge, the ancient spider-webbed china cups rattling as they moved through the water. A gas hob balanced a wrought iron kettle. Tucked into one corner, behind the bed, was a jukebox, the like of which Marta had only seen once before, in a junkyard. She was desperate to ask him if it worked.

      Rather than be alarmed at their presence, John Reeder had seemed reluctantly excited, like an old explorer pulled out of retirement for one last mission.

      ‘Uncle told me to head to Falmouth,’ Switch said. ‘He said there was a way there we could get across to France. Didn’t say how, but said we’d get further instructions later.’

      ‘Where’s Falmouth?’ Owen said.

      ‘Cornwall,’ Paul told him. ‘Don’t they teach you anything in school?’

      ‘Ah, you know it’s all censored. Where’s Cornwall?’

      ‘Cornwall is the south-western tip of England,’ Reeder said. ‘It’s famous for its beautiful beaches, a type of pie called a pasty and was once popular among tourists. Main industries were tin mining, china clay quarrying, fishing and farming. Main recreational pursuits were surfing, moorland walking, and a rather odd style of wrestling, in which the defeated party would be thrown square on his back. These days, of course, most of it is empty.’

      ‘Empty?’ Owen said.

      Reeder pouted and frowned. ‘How would you say? The government closed it.’ He looked around at the others. They were all staring at him. ‘About halfway across, after the moorland ends, they built a fence. Made everybody who lived behind it leave.’

      ‘Why?’

      Reeder spread his hands. ‘Why do they do anything? They have their reasons. Luckily, if we’re heading for Falmouth, we won’t have to go that far.’

      ‘We?’ Owen said.

      Reeder raised another eyebrow. ‘What kind of a hostage would I be if I didn’t accompany my captors to their final destination?’

      While they were floundering for a reply, he climbed up from the bed and walked over to the miniature kitchen, ducking his head to avoid the low ceiling. With five people in the cabin it must seem a lot smaller than usual, Marta thought.

      ‘Now, we’ve got a few hours before we arrive, and you all look a little hungry. Would you like anything to eat?’

      ‘Hell, yeah.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘What do you have?’

      John Reeder looked at Marta. ‘Fish, my dear, and a few pilfered vegetables from the GFA. My diet doesn’t vary much. I’m a simple man as you can see.’

      Later, sitting up on deck while the small boat whirred along the canal, tall trees rising up on either side of them, Reeder told Marta about his life on the canal.

      Downstairs, Paul, Owen and Switch were playing a game of Monopoly on an old board Reeder had pulled out of a cupboard. It was a welcome respite from all the violence and death, but Marta couldn’t concentrate and preferred to be up on the deck, watching the countryside pass by. She’d seen little enough of it in her life, and despite the threat of the Huntsmen out there somewhere, it helped to calm her.

      ‘It’s an uneasy world we live in,’ Reeder said, sitting on a stool, one hand on the boat’s wheel, occasionally shifting it slightly from side to side. ‘The government tried to compartmentalize everything, but those of us that didn’t fit into any particular vein just got skipped over. No one cared about a young man living on a riverboat. How old are you, Marta?’

      ‘Twenty-one.’

      Reeder nodded, not looking at her. ‘You’ve seen a lot, I suppose.’

      She shrugged. ‘Until recently life was just usual, you know? I saw car crashes, riots, whatever. It was all just life. I did what I had to do to survive. It was hard, but I was used to it.’

      They had told Reeder a shortened version of their story. They had no choice but to trust him, and he seemed genuinely willing to help.

      ‘You know,’ he said, ‘your legend stretches far. Even I’ve heard mention of it.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Many people talk about the wraiths of the Underground.’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that what they say?’

      ‘They say that the souls of the dead reside down there in the dark, screaming their pain at those who dare enter the tunnels.’ He smiled. ‘Stories get around you know. Even though most people can’t travel anymore, stories still move. They blow from place to place, like the wind.’

      ‘I’m surprised.’

      ‘Why do you do it? Why do you “tube ride”?’

      The way he said it, as if it was the strangest thing in the world, made her smile. She shrugged again. It was difficult to explain. ‘Why do people do anything?’ she said. ‘Because it’s fun.’

      ‘But it’s so dangerous.’

      ‘Yes, it is.’

      ‘Have people died?’

      ‘That I know of, five. Maybe there were others, practicing alone. I don’t know.’

      ‘That’s a lot of death to see. Why didn’t you stop?’

      Marta looked around them as the canal bank eased past. A willow tree hung over the water, its nearest branches scraping the side of the boat. So peaceful, she thought.

      ‘Many did. At one point there were over twenty of us. Seeing someone die, though, it changes things. It sorts out who values life the most. Because the people who value life don’t do it.’

      ‘Don’t you value your life?’

      Suddenly Marta felt close to tears. Hearing someone say it reminded her how worthless she was, how worthless the country had made her. ‘My parents are dead. My brother disappeared years ago. I had nothing else to do. I just … carry on.’

      ‘How did you get into it?’

      ‘My brother, Leo, he was the first.’

      ‘The first Tube Rider?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘How?’

      Marta brushed the hair out of her face and fresh tears out of her eyes, and smiled. ‘It’s kind of dumb, really. He was drunk or stoned, or something. He wandered into the station by mistake. At least this is the story he tells—told.’ Her bottom lip trembled. ‘A train came just as he tripped and stumbled towards the track. Had it come a second earlier it would have crushed him. As it was, it should have killed him, but it didn’t. His coat got caught on something, a hook, a loose piece of metal paneling, maybe. It literally picked him up and pulled him along. He managed to free himself a moment before the train went into the tunnel. He broke several ribs and one arm, but otherwise he was fine. And afterwards…’

      ‘What?’

      She shook her head. ‘It was like he was a different person. He was enlightened or obsessed, one of the two. All he talked about was the trains. He even got himself a job working in a rail yard just so he could study the trains and find out if there was a way to replicate what had happened. He got a friend to help him design and build the first clawboard. Then he went down into the tunnels and learned. He started off on the slower freight trains, practicing until he’d perfected the technique. And then he started to invite people.’

      ‘Sounds exciting.’

      Marta smiled again. ‘Yeah. I didn’t get into it at first because I was the kid sister, you know? He wanted to protect me, so he kept it a secret. With his train obsession I just thought he was some anorak nerd. Then one day I saw him when I was riding the train home. It scared the shit out of me, and I thought it was a premonition of his death or something. I told him and he owned up. He took me along a few days later and I ended up as hooked on it as he was.’

      She shook her head, wistful memories coming back to her. ‘Tube riding, it’s like nothing you can imagine. It hurts, you know, when you hook, and the train jerks you away. But it’s a good pain, like when you have sore muscles after a workout, and you can’t stop touching them. And then, when you’re riding, for a few seconds your mind just empties as though the train’s moving so fast you just leave it behind. Then after you brace with your legs you can see the people inside the train through the windows. Sometimes they look back at you, and it’s like looking into a book. You feel like you know everything about them. It’s just … magical.’

      Reeder patted her shoulder. ‘Marta, dear. I would love to give it a try.’

      ‘It’s way too dangerous.’

      ‘For an old man, you mean?’

      ‘John, that’s not what I—’

      Reeder laughed. ‘You’re probably, right. I’m too old to be hanging off the side of trains. Barges are far more my pace.’

      They were quiet for a few minutes. Marta watched as fish jumped out of the water, and birds called from the trees. For a while she leaned over the side of the boat and let one hand trail in the water. Finally, she said, ‘Thank you for helping us.’

      ‘Never underestimate the kindness of strangers,’ Reeder said with a wide smile. ‘Not everyone has become what the government drove them to. Most people, especially out in the GFAs, are just trying to get on with their lives the best way they can.’

      ‘They’re the lucky ones.’

      ‘You could say that. There might not be the violence, but they miss out on certain things too. They can’t travel outside of their particular area. The government pulled up most of the roads, just to make it a hassle to get around. If they are inclined to drive thirty miles on the gravel and dirt tracks for whatever reason, they eventually come up against concrete road blocks. There are no soldiers anywhere, but there doesn’t need to be. It’s such an inconvenience to go anywhere other than where the government wants them to go that they don’t bother.’

      ‘I’d still like to live out in the country,’ Marta said. ‘It’s just so peaceful. The air’s so fresh.’

      ‘Yeah, it has that going for it. I don’t miss the cities.’

      ‘How do you survive out here? Where do you get your food from?’

      Reeder shrugged. ‘This way and that way. People know me in some of the villages. I do farm work, labouring sometimes. Odd jobs. In some villages I’m known for the baskets I weave from the canal reeds. Hence the name. John the Reeder.’

      ‘Is that not your real name?’

      Reeder smiled. ‘I’m known by different names in different parts. It’s safer that way. I forget just which name preceded the others.’

      Marta could understand. ‘You don’t look the sort to do odd jobs,’ she said.

      Reeder grinned. ‘Just because a man likes to look the part in his own castle, doesn’t mean he won’t get his hands dirty when necessary. Like you say, the world’s changed.’

      The door opened. They both turned to see Switch coming up out of the cabin onto the deck. He looked around at the trees, his bad eye flickering. When he saw them sitting in the little driving space at the back of the boat, he walked over, looking a little uncertain as the boat rocked along. Reeder was following a course close to the outer bank as the canal arced gradually right towards open farmland. Switch looked afraid that they would crash at any moment, and Marta found it comical after all the dangerous things she’d seen him do.

      ‘We nearly there yet?’ he said, ashen faced. Marta grinned.

      ‘Boats don’t move as quickly as trains,’ Reeder said. ‘We’re going about fifteen miles an hour. We have several hours before we make it to Exeter.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘You look unwell.’

      ‘Yeah, not feeling so great, eh. Must be all the excitement.’

      ‘Seasick?’

      Switch looked embarrassed. ‘Nah, man. Of course not.’

      Reeder smiled. ‘It’s a lot easier when you’re driving. You want to try?’ He pointed at the little wheel and the drive stick beside it.

      ‘Ah, no,’ he said. ‘Looks way too difficult.’ But even as he spoke, he climbed down beside Reeder and pulled up another stool. ‘What does this do?’ he said, pointing at a black button.

      Marta patted him on the shoulder and stood up. ‘Enjoy, boys,’ she said. ‘I’m going to use some of those hours to try and sleep, if that’s okay with both of you. Call me if anything happens.’

      Switch ignored her. ‘So this button makes the fucker start?’

      ‘That’s the ignition, yes.’

      Marta smiled as she climbed over the top of the protruding cabin towards the little door at the front of the boat. The canal was leaving woodland behind and weaving out across open farmland. She saw tractors and trailers standing idle in one or two fields, but no people. An image of the Huntsmen flashed into her mind, and her smile faded.

      She felt safe for now, sooner or later she would see those horrifying half-human faces again, she was sure of it. How many times could they keep escaping?

      As she climbed down into the cabin, where Owen was demanding an extortionate rent payment from Paul, she wondered how long they had left before the chase finally came to an end.
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      Clayton looked down at Vincent’s body as the men zipped it into a body bag, getting one last view of the slash wound across the younger man’s neck. He was torn between the urge to smile at the death of a disliked colleague or to grimace at the loss of an important prisoner. Instead, he just cocked his head and pouted a little, waiting for the results from Jakob, who was hauling a Huntsman along on the end of a leash.

      ‘Two scents,’ Jakob said at last. ‘A boy and a girl.’

      Clayton nodded. That matched the footprints they had found, heading back down into the railway tunnels. ‘The Tube Riders?’

      ‘Definitely the girl. The dog is straining at the bit. The boy, I don’t know. The dog doesn’t seem concerned by it. It doesn’t make any sense. Who else could it be?’

      Clayton nodded again and pulled a radio out of his pocket. He had set the receiver to silent when they came across the dead agents, and now the display told him someone had been trying to reach him. He punched in a frequency.

      ‘About time,’ came a familiar voice. ‘Where the fuck have you been?’

      He sighed. ‘Dreggo. I hope you have news for me, because I have some for you.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’ll ask the questions. What happened out there?’

      ‘We lost another Huntsman. Both Meud and Jacul are dead.’

      ‘I don’t care about the Huntsmen, they’re expendable.’

      There was a momentary silence on the other end.

      ‘Dreggo?’

      Her voice came back sharp and strained. ‘One of the Tube Riders is dead.’

      Clayton’s heart jumped. Finally. ‘Which one?’

      ‘The boy. We found his body in a shallow grave not far from the perimeter wall. What do you want me to do with it?’

      Clayton rubbed his chin. ‘Leave it. You didn’t see the girl?’

      ‘She escaped. Some kid from the GFA helped her. He could still be with her.’

      Clayton sighed again. Well, at least one was down. ‘Did you find the memory card?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Search the body again.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Just do as I say, Dreggo.’

      There was another silence, followed by: ‘You said you had news. What is it?’

      ‘Never mind. Just get here now.’

      Her reply practically made the radio burn in his hands: ‘Fuck you and every one of the polished turds in your organisation.’ The line went dead. Clayton felt a momentary clamminess on his hands, but as his fingers closed over the little device in his pocket the fear went away. He still had control. She wasn’t about to get it back. But still…

      He pushed the thought out of his head. With Dreggo back around at least they had someone who had better control of the Huntsmen. The damn things were constantly on the verge of causing chaos. Part of him wished the Department of Civil Affairs had done the work alone, but he knew the kids would have escaped. The cities were a mess; there were a million places they could hide, and a million people to hide them.

      A scent, however, couldn’t disappear so easily.

      The phone in his other pocket buzzed.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Leland? I trust operations are going well?’

      ‘Like clockwork, of course. You have information for me?’ He recognised the other voice as a man named Robert Wade, one of his intelligence experts from the London branch of the DCA. Wade was a rare man who could be depended on.

      ‘I have information for you,’ Wade told him.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Of what help it might be I don’t know, but we’ve followed up your leads and we’ve uncovered the identities of some of these Tube Riders.’

      ‘Really. Do you have anything interesting?’ Clayton was feeling thoroughly pissed off, and he found it difficult to keep the cynicism out of his tone. All he had to do was catch a group of street kids and he seemed to be starting a whole goddamn war. Already, far too many people had died.

      ‘Maybe. One of the girls, Jessica Woods … her, um, now deceased father, Martin Woods, was a lower member of the government. Paul and Owen Morton live in a flat in central London which they actually own. The other two, the boy and the one whom you said had a bad eye, we can’t find anything on them. Perhaps they were runaways. However, you might want to look at the details for one Marta Banks.’

      Clayton rolled his eyes. ‘Will I, really?’

      ‘Yes, Leland, I think you will. Get to a computer and take a look at the documents I send you. Something rather unexpected has come up.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dreggo and Lyen reached the station an hour later. The Huntsman hadn’t said much during the journey, but Dreggo was feeling more attached to the creatures the longer she spent with them. Looking into the still-human eyes, seeing the tortured intelligence that burned there, she could ignore the doglike snout and the raw scar tissue where the two parts of its face had been surgically fused together. They were human still, caught in a government net that offered only death as a way out.

      Dreggo saw Clayton coming towards them. At his side were two handlers and behind him came a group of DCA agents. She felt an immediate warning signal go off in her head. Clayton usually came towards her tentatively or with a show of forced confidence. This time, though, he walked with genuine purpose. She put a hand on her hip and felt a knife hidden there. Maybe this time, if she was quick ...

      ‘Secure it quickly, I want to take a look at it.’ Clayton pointed at Lyen, and the two handlers moved forward.

      ‘Back off!’ Dreggo shouted. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

      ‘Don’t worry, we won’t hurt him.’

      ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’

      ‘Stand away, Dreggo. I won’t warn you again.’

      She saw the remote in his hand and the certainty in his eyes. With a growl she stepped back as the handlers closed in and secured Lyen’s wrists. They pushed the Huntsman to his knees.

      ‘What do you want with him?’

      One of Clayton’s men handed him an envelope. ‘We just want to try a little experiment. A little recognition game.’ Clayton pulled a sheet of paper out of the envelope. ‘You sure he’s secure?’ he asked the handlers. They nodded.

      ‘I hope he rips your face off,’ Dreggo muttered.

      Clayton flashed a look at her, and uncertainty appeared for just a moment before the purpose returned. ‘Does this one have a name?’

      ‘Lyen,’ one of the handlers said.

      ‘How appropriate. Lyen. Lion.’ He looked right into the Huntsman’s eyes. ‘Tell me, Lion, do you recognise this girl?’

      He held up the sheet of paper. Dreggo couldn’t see, but Lyen’s eyes stared for a moment then went wide. They flicked back and forth across the paper, and his eyes narrowed in a frown, the wires over his head pulling tight. His lips curled back in a snarl and then he began to shake from side to side. The word that came from his mouth was mostly a growl, but Dreggo’s acute hearing picked it up.

      ‘Marta…’

      Lyen jumped to his feet, wrenching his hands apart, the shackles creaking as they barely held. The Huntsman snapped at Clayton, but one of the handlers activated the leash remote, and Lyen jerked as a shock tore through him. Another pulled a bag over Lyen’s head and sprayed him with something that stank of chemicals. The creature sunk to his knees, his breathing slowing.

      ‘Clayton, what are you doing to him?’

      He passed the picture to her. It was a faxed copy of a family photograph, mother, father, brother, sister. At first she didn’t recognise any of them. Then, as she looked closer, the girl became familiar.

      ‘That’s—’

      ‘Marta Banks, leader of the Tube Riders.’

      Dreggo looked closer at the other people. The photograph was old; the girl could only be fourteen or fifteen. The boy was older, maybe—

      ‘Oh my God.’

      Dreggo pointed at Lyen, trussed and bound, his face hidden. ‘Take off that fucking bag.’

      Before Clayton could protest, one of the handlers pulled the mask away from Lyen’s face. Dreggo looked down on the creature, slumped forward on its knees, its eyes staring into space. Human eyes…

      ‘Lyen. Lion. Leo. Right here, Dreggo, we have Leo Banks,’ Clayton said. ‘Lost brother of Marta, and if our intelligence reports are correct, formerly a Tube Rider.’

      Dreggo couldn’t take her eyes off him. Now that she looked closely, the eyes were the same, as was the face shape. Only the rest, the terrible rest, was different.

      Clayton snorted. ‘Not that easy to see the family resemblance these days, is it?’
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* * *

      The Governor looked around his ruined room. The array of ornaments and precious artwork lay smashed and scattered across the floor. Tables and chairs were upturned, some of them in pieces. The cabinets along the wall had fallen forward, revealing old, stained wallpaper beneath. A door into an inner chamber had come loose of its hinges, and even the huge bay window had a small hairline crack.

      The Governor took a deep breath, feeling the pull inside his body that the power had caused, feeling the urge to continue, to destroy more, to smash everything he could until the power grew so great that it destroyed him, too.

      He let it go, regretting its onset but regretting more his inability to control it. Fearsome though it was, his power was unpredictable. He did not know how great its full potential could be, but it had been easy enough for him to seize power, to keep him in control of Mega Britain for more than forty years. It had enabled him to establish a state that barely remembered the past, and to control his subjects through a mixture of fear and misleading promises. And he wouldn’t need it much longer; his spacecraft were almost ready. Just a few more years…

      And now everything was threatened by a group of street kids. Power or not, he couldn’t defeat an entire army. His own military was weakened by the transferring of material resources to the space program, and the Huntsmen, together with Dr. Karmski’s other prototypes, while strong, were too few. His hopes had rested on keeping the European Confederation at bay with a series of charades, but if those kids managed to get across the Channel…

      He pulled the internal phone off the wreckage of his desk and pressed the button for reception.

      ‘Get my car,’ he said, in chocolate-smooth tones. ‘I’m going to Cornwall.’

      He put the phone back down. He knew from Clayton’s reports that the Tube Riders were heading that way. To what end he didn’t know, but it was time to find out.
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      Jess was quiet now as they headed down through the tunnels. Occasionally Carl glanced back at her, watching the way she absently stroked the dirty walls, her eyes following the trails in the grime left by her fingers. As they walked, Carl explained what had happened to his father and Simon to the man called Ishael, who turned out to be the leader of Bristol’s Underground Movement for Freedom, an organization even Carl had heard of out in the GFA.

      ‘I can only tell you how sorry I am for your loss and for hers,’ Ishael said. His voice was muffled; the swelling around his jaw made speech difficult. ‘Too many have died already, but I think this is just the start.’ He in turn had recounted his knowledge of recent events: the arrival of the Tube Riders in Bristol, the attempt of his men to halt the charge of the Huntsmen and their overwhelming defeat, his capture and subsequent torture at the hands of the DCA agents.

      ‘I don’t know where they were taking me,’ Ishael said, a haunted look in his eyes. ‘But I expected to die.’ Carl saw that the fingernails were missing on Ishael’s middle, ring and little fingers of his right hand, and how Ishael grimaced with every step he took, as if someone had beaten his feet.

      Carl had found a radio on the body of one of the dead men and now Ishael held it up. ‘If there was a signal down here I could contact my men,’ Ishael said. ‘I know the frequency, but these walls … they’re just too thick and we’re too far below ground.’

      Carl didn’t know where they were going, but both Ishael and Jess were slowing them down. Jess was unresponsive, but to Ishael he said, ‘Can you please try to move a bit faster? The Huntsmen could be on us at any moment.’

      The other man gave a pained half-grin, and Carl knew that once, not so long ago, he had been handsome. ‘I’ll do my best.’

      Carl had also pulled three guns off the bodies of the DCA men. He had one, while Ishael had the others. Jess had made no response when he’d tried to give her one, looking right through him as though she were somewhere else entirely. Now, Carl held his own in front of him as he moved, even though he’d never fired a real gun before. He imagined it had a far stronger kickback than an air rifle.

      They reached another fork in the tunnel. ‘Head left,’ Ishael said. ‘Right goes back to the surface. We have to get out of the city, try to meet up with the others. The best way to do that is to steal a train.’

      ‘You’re joking, right?’

      Ishael shook his head. ‘The government has no heavy artillery. Mega Britain’s army is mostly limited to foot soldiers, some old robots, and the Huntsmen. We don’t know what missiles or other weapons they might be hiding, but there is practically no known air force or heavy ground artillery. So, what can possibly stop a train?’
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* * *

      A short distance further on they found a flight of stairs that led up to a loading bay. There they found a stationary train, its trucks standing empty. There were no guards in sight, and they were able to approach the cab unnoticed. Ishael, terrifying with his bruised and bleeding face and clearly at home with guns, hauled open the door, and with a wave of his stolen weapon instructed the surprised driver to start the engine and pull out of the station while Jess and Carl climbed into the cab. As the train groaned to life guards came running, but too late. The train, hijacked by a blond-haired, bright-eyed kid, a man with a battered face, and a red-eyed, mute girl was away.

      Picking up speed, they roared out of Bristol Temple Meads station and away through the city, past old, crumbling city centre housing estates and large factories billowing smoke up into the air in great grey-white plumes. The side of the Avon Gorge rose in a wave up to their left, while the city swept away to their right, the apartment blocks and office high-rises poking up into the sky, with only the absence of any reflecting sunlight revealing their missing windows, their abandonment. Ishael sighed and muttered something about how it still looked the same as ever. Having never seen a city before, Carl couldn’t comment.

      ‘Where do you want to go?’ the driver spat, showing more anger than fear. It had been a relief to Carl that the driver was not the kindly one who had helped him bury Simon.

      ‘As far away as possible. Cornwall.’

      ‘The line ends in Exeter but that doesn’t matter. They’re gonna catch you, you know.’

      ‘We’ll see.’

      Carl listened to the exchange with nervous interest. He hoped the driver wouldn’t try anything. For one thing he wasn’t sure how to fire the gun in his pocket, and for another, while shooting a monstrous, murdering creature like a Huntsman was one thing, shooting an innocent person was quite something else. He wasn’t convinced that Ishael knew quite what he was doing, but the longer they were in the train the further they got from the Huntsmen, and that was fine by him.

      ‘You have a problem,’ the driver said, pointing at a flashing light on the dashboard.

      ‘What?’

      ‘See that? It means they’ve switched the rails at the next junction. We’re going to move over on to the other line about a mile further on.’

      ‘The other line? Where does it go?’

      ‘Same as this one.’

      ‘So what’s the problem?’

      ‘The other line is for incoming. Anything coming along that track is going to hit us unless we stop and go back.’ The man grinned, revealing gaps between blackened teeth. ‘Huh. They must really hate you.’

      ‘Is there any way we can override it?’

      ‘No.’

      What can stop a moving train? Carl remembered Ishael’s question now, and thought he knew the answer.

      Another train.

      Ishael’s eyes hardened and he jabbed the gun into the man’s neck. ‘Tell me. Believe me, I am desperate enough to kill you.’

      ‘Okay, okay, but it’s pretty useless. There’s a manual lever half a mile from the junction. We hit that, the junction switches back.’

      ‘Can we slow down, get out and do it?’

      ‘We could, but there’s another train behind us.’ The man gestured towards a side mirror outside the train’s window. ‘We slow down and that one hits us. Good God, what have you people done?’

      Ishael punched the dashboard with his free hand, immediately wincing. ‘Shit, shit, shit!’

      Carl reached into his bag. ‘I can do it,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      Carl held up his catapult. ‘I’m pretty good. I didn’t have much to do outside of school, you know. I used to shoot at signs all the time. Sometimes birds and animals, although I used to feel a little guilty whenever I hit one.’

      Ishael tried to laugh. ‘You’re joking, right?’

      ‘Do we have a choice?’ Carl replied. ‘We have nothing to lose.’ He glanced at Jess. The girl’s empty stare followed the tracks as the train rushed forward, swallowing them up. She veered between frightening intensity and hollow emptiness as she battled with what haunted her. He wondered then if she would either notice or care if they smashed headlong into an oncoming train.

      ‘Do you have a rock or something?’ Carl asked.

      Ishael looked around, but it was the driver who handed him something heavy from his pocket. It was a small hip flask. ‘I couldn’t give a fuck about you people but I don’t particularly want to die either,’ the driver said.

      ‘It’ll have to do,’ Carl said. He wound down the window of the train and leaned out. A strong wind buffeted him in the face, making it nearly impossible to hold the catapult steady with its unlikely ammunition resting in the cradle.

      ‘That’s it up ahead,’ the driver said. At first Carl couldn’t see what he meant, and then he spotted it: a lever about three feet long, sticking out of a metal box with a flashing red light on the side. It was just like in the cartoons he had watched as a little kid, but damn was it thin, and it was coming so fast he barely had time to aim.

      ‘Slow the train as much as you can!’ Ishael shouted at the driver.

      ‘You’ve got to hold my shoulders,’ Carl said. ‘I can’t keep it steady.’

      Ishael glanced at the driver, then at Jess. He put his gun in Jess’s palm, folded her fingers over it and turned her hand so the gun pointed at the driver. Jess didn’t react. ‘She will shoot you,’ Ishael told the man. ‘If you make a move, she will shoot you.’

      Ishael moved behind Carl and braced himself against the back of the cab. Carl smelt dried blood on Ishael’s fingers as he put his hands on Carl’s shoulders. Carl lifted the catapult, lining up the shot. He’d done this a thousand times in the forest, jumping and rolling, diving out of trees, over walls, aiming at rabbits, foxes, deer. He’d hit more often than not, but even when he missed he’d always get another shot, sooner or later. There would be no other shot this time.

      Ishael’s raw breathing tickled his ear as he tensed the catapult, the cradle held in his fingers, the metal hip flask pointed slightly up.

      Ready, aim…

      He let his fingers open and the little flask shot through the air, momentarily outrunning the train. Then, to Carl’s amazement, it clanged against the lever and was gone, falling into the overgrown grass verge. In a moment the lever was behind him too as the train rushed past. Carl tried to look back to see if it had shifted or not, but it was already too far behind to tell.

      ‘You got it!’ Ishael shouted, just as a deafening gunshot rang through the cab. The driver gasped. Carl looked around and saw the man fall against the control panel and then slide to the floor, blood oozing from a head wound.

      Carl stared at the dead man then looked up at Jess, her steady gaze on the body between them. He gripped the window edge and tried to force his breathing to slow. His heart was thundering faster than the wheels of the train over the sleepers below them.

      ‘What happened?’ Ishael asked Jess. ‘Jess? What did he do?’

      The girl didn’t look at him. Her fingers opened and the gun dropped to the floor.

      Ishael turned to Carl. He looked grim. ‘Between you and me we have to figure out how to drive this thing,’ he said.

      ‘There’s the junction,’ Carl said, pointing through the front window. Half a mile ahead a second line branched off from the first. In the distance, they could see another train moving towards them, at this distance as thin and silent as a snake.

      ‘I see it,’ Ishael said.

      ‘Are you sure it worked? I didn’t see the lever move.’

      They stared at the junction as they approached. It was impossible to tell which way the train would go, and Carl’s eyes flicked from the rails to the other train and back. He felt Ishael’s bloody fingers digging into his arm.

      Ten seconds away, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, threetwoone—

      They screamed as the train jigged left, jerking them into the path of the oncoming train. Carl covered his face with his hands, resigned to the coming impact. Beside him, Ishael was shouting out for him to open the door, but his mind failed to recognise the command as the other train thundered towards them. He wanted to shut his eyes, but he couldn’t, just couldn’t, take them off the oncoming train—

      —which suddenly jigged to their right, ducking away from them like a cobra vying for an opening in its prey’s defenses, and then it was past them, roaring alongside their train and gone, disappearing in the mirrors behind them as it headed in towards Bristol. Another scream faded away on Carl’s lips. He looked down to see that Ishael’s blunt fingers had left bruises on his forearm.

      ‘What just happened there?’ Ishael asked, his voice shaking. He had bitten into his already swollen lip. Fresh blood dribbled down his chin.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘He lied,’ a quiet voice said.

      They turned to see Jess looking up at them, her face still devoid of emotion.

      ‘What?’

      ‘That wasn’t a junction override,’ she said. ‘He just wanted you near the door, to give him a chance to push you out. He controlled the junction from the dashboard.’ She pointed at a small computer display. Carl saw red lines on it and flashing symbols which must signify their train and oncoming rail junctions, but it was all gibberish to him. He didn’t even know how to drive a car.

      ‘I saw him press it,’ Jess said. ‘He knew that the other driver would want to avoid the crash and would open up an earlier junction, which is what he did.’

      Carl didn’t really understand. Ishael just shook his head and thanked Jess. The girl said nothing.

      ‘We still have a train on our tail,’ Carl said. ‘What do we do about that?’

      Ishael shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Easy,’ Jess said, in that same monotone. ‘You release the trucks. Block the tracks.’

      Carl smiled. ‘I suppose you know how to do that, too?’

      Jess pointed at another control screen. ‘This one,’ she said.

      ‘You were watching him all along, weren’t you?’ Ishael asked her.

      The tone of Jess’s voice didn’t change; neither did she look at him.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I watched.’
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      Dreggo stood by the canal bank with a group of Huntsmen clustered behind her. The handlers stalked around them like lion tamers, their hands guarding the leash remotes. She was beginning to realise just how damaging the neuro-stunners could be: several of the Huntsmen twitched erratically or rolled on the ground, their faces shielded. One, back at the station, had failed to get up from a series of stuns. The others had watched the assault cautiously, their eyes flicking to Dreggo as though willing her to bid them attack the men who tortured them in the name of control. Despite their frayed, irrational minds, they were beginning to trust her.

      She looked at the canal bank, at the scrapes in the earth where the Tube Riders had gone down into the water. Her Huntsmen had checked the other side, and found no evidence that they had ever got out over there. The canal, Clayton had told her, was part of a route built in the early years of Mega Britain as an alternative freight line between Exeter and London, to be used in the event of serious fuel shortages on the railways. Despite his assurances that it was no longer in active use, that there were no boats on it, she knew he was wrong. The Tube Riders had found something to take them away.

      The scent had gone, of course. Even Huntsmen couldn’t track through water, but Dreggo had no doubt it would be easy to cut the Tube Riders off. Two Huntsmen were already in pursuit, and unless the Tube Riders had found something with an engine, the Huntsmen would run down their quarry within an hour. There was no direct road that followed the course of the canal, and Clayton’s plan was to get in front of the Tube Riders and lie in wait.

      ‘You can take them back now,’ Dreggo said to the handlers. ‘Take them to the train station and get your orders from Clayton there.’

      ‘They went downriver?’ one of the handlers asked.

      ‘Unless they flew away.’

      The man grunted. He barked orders at the other handlers and they started to move off, the Huntsmen clustered between them.

      Dreggo sighed. She looked out at the water, and despite the conflict she felt inside she could appreciate how peaceful it was. There was another time, perhaps, another life, in which she would have sat down by the canal side and drifted off to sleep as the sun warmed her face, and the birds sung in the trees. Not now, though. There was too much blood on her hands, too much hate in her heart.

      The radio fizzed in her pocket, startling her. She took a step backward as she dislodged a loose rock with her foot and sent it tumbling into the water.

      The call was from Clayton.

      ‘What do you want?’

      ‘You’ve sent the Huntsmen back?’

      ‘The others, yes. The two I sent to follow the canal have orders to report any sightings of the Tube Riders or wait in Exeter if they find nothing. I’ll keep in contact with them.’

      ‘Good. I hope you chose the Huntsmen wisely. I don’t want them going haywire out in the countryside.’

      Dreggo thought of the slaughter she herself had initiated in the Reading GFA. ‘They won’t,’ she said. ‘What have you done with Leo?’ She found it impossible not to use the Huntsman’s real name.

      ‘Nothing. We’re keeping him safe. I have a feeling he might come in useful.’

      Dreggo said nothing. On the other end of the line she heard Clayton shouting at someone.

      ‘Dreggo? You still there? Jesus fucking Christ. We’ve had another setback. Meet us by the gate the Tube Riders broke out of. We have to go by road because the others blocked the railway line.’

      ‘How did they do that?’

      ‘Don’t ask. We’ll meet you by the gate in twenty minutes. If you want to make yourself useful, get the Huntsmen to sort out the scrap by the gate. We have a bit of a situation there. A few civilians tried to get out while the gate was down. All the obvious rebels were killed or chased off, but a group of the general populace thought it would take the opportunity to have a goddamn picnic. I want the uprising quelled and the gate secured.’

      Dreggo’s heightened awareness sensed an extra tenseness in his voice. ‘Clayton, what is it?’

      She heard him sigh. ‘It looks like we’re going to have company. The Governor himself is coming down. He’s going to meet us in Exeter.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Yeah. So just get the job done.’

      Before she could say anything else, Clayton cut the line. Dreggo frowned. If the Governor was coming, that was bad news for Clayton. She suppressed a little smile. Maybe, just maybe, she might have a chance to take them both out.

      The faint sound of a gunshot broke the tranquility of the canal bank, reminding her of the world she lived in. A mile away, just inside the city gate, people were starting to die, and later, perhaps, their blood would be on her hands. With her face set in stone, she headed back through the trees, following the trail left by the Huntsmen and their handlers.
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* * *

      Outside the gate, Clayton grimaced. With Vincent’s death, things had started looking up. Now that brief glimmer of hope had been quashed by the news that the Governor himself was coming to meet them.

      ‘Get ready to roll out,’ he shouted, as his men climbed up into the back of a battered old removal truck. They’d arrived by train and didn’t have time to wait for reinforcements from London so Clayton had been forced to use what road transportation he could find. The underfunded Bristol branch of the DCA had come up with a serviceable land cruiser for himself, but his men had to make do with the hard wooden floor of a vehicle designed for carrying tables and sofas.

      The Huntsmen, though, had fared even worse. The third of Clayton’s commandeered vehicles was an old freezer truck with the coolant system turned off, and a hole broken through the back for ventilation. The creatures whined like cattle being sent off for slaughter as they were loaded up and sealed inside.

      Not for the first time, Clayton cursed his country’s lack of forethought. Tearing up the roads might have seemed like a good idea at the time, but he was faced with a tough, three-hour drive to Exeter.

      ‘They’re ready,’ Dreggo said from behind him.

      He turned to look at her. Back through the gate, a group of his men were setting fire to the piled bodies of the rioters. Her face was flecked with blood, her expression grim, and he knew she had unleashed the full horror of the Huntsmen. He wondered how she felt now. Most of the rioters had fled, but more than fifty were dead, their bodies torn apart.

      ‘I guess you could call the gate secured,’ he told her with a wry smile. ‘Blocked with bodies.’

      Her single human eye watched him impassively. ‘He will kill you, you know,’ she said.

      Clayton felt a flash of anger at her bluntness and his fingers closed over the remote device in his pocket as he took a step closer.

      ‘Not before I kill you first,’ he said.

      ‘Those people, and the others, and the ones yet to die,’ Dreggo made a sweeping movement with her arm. ‘It’s all in your government’s name.’

      ‘You gave the order,’ he said. ‘You’re more of a beast than they are, more of a beast than I’ll ever be. After all, I stand for the principles of this country, such as they are. I live to protect it.’

      ‘Good for you.’ She turned and stalked away. Clayton watched her climb up into the back of the removal truck with his men.

      ‘Animal,’ he said bitterly, but as he turned to follow her he wondered whether he should be referring to her or to him.
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* * *

      As the truck bumped along the cracked and torn up tarmac of an old highway, Dreggo didn’t look at the men who sat around her, their weapons resting on their knees. She sat right at the back, and as darkness fell outside she tried to let it drown out the pain in her head, the buzzing in her limbs, the low humming of fourteen hurting souls suffering inside the old freezer truck. Killing hurt the Huntsmen too, more than anyone knew, but like an addiction it just drove them on while their souls steadily died. The killing frenzy at the gate had sucked another layer away from the remnants of their sanity. It would not be long before they had nothing left to give.

      Dreggo had given no order to attack.

      She’d walked slowly back through the woods, her heart heavy, and had reached the gate just as the short battle was coming to a close. The handlers, anticipating her orders, had shocked the Huntsmen into a blind rage and then set them loose. She’d reached the gate to find her charges practically ankle deep in blood.

      She tried to close her eyes, but all she could see were a thousand sickles swinging out of the darkness towards her.
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      We’re coming up to Exeter,’ Ishael said, glancing back at Jess and Carl. The girl was sitting in a corner, her chin on her knees. Carl was leaning out of the window, the wind blowing his hair back over his face. Neither should be part of any of this, Ishael thought. They’re both too young. They didn’t need their lives ruined.

      ‘What happens there?’ Carl asked.

      ‘The line ends. We look for some other way to continue.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      Ishael watched him. Carl looked more than tired, and despite the pain Ishael had suffered from the beatings, he knew that Carl was hurting worse. He was being braver than his years, and Ishael wondered how long it would be before cracks started to appear.

      ‘We’re going into Cornwall,’ he said. ‘We think there’s a way to get across to France from there.’

      ‘How?’

      He wasn’t keen to tell Carl what he knew until he’d managed to speak to William back in Bristol. So far, he’d had no luck with the radio, and he feared for his old friend’s safety. ‘I’ll tell you as soon as I know,’ he told Carl. ‘In any case, Cornwall gives us a better chance because there are no people there.’

      ‘None? Why not?’

      ‘The government emptied it. Quite why, I’m not entirely sure, but the rumours cover everything from a military testing ground to a “play area” for government tourists. One person I spoke to years ago said that in Cornwall there were golf courses as far as the eye could see, and barely a soul using them.’

      ‘Well, I’d prefer that to a military shooting range any day,’ Carl said.

      ‘Me too. I guess we’ll find out soon.’ Ishael dabbed at a deep gash on his cheek with a piece of gauze they had found in a medical kit in the train’s cab. He’d told Carl earlier that he’d hit his face on the ground after his captors had pushed him. He didn’t know why he’d lied; after all it appeared Carl had seen many terrible things himself, but something about the look in that DCA man’s eyes as he’d dragged the piece of broken glass across Ishael’s face like he was slicing butter, his dark eyes never once flickering with concern or guilt or regret, haunted Ishael enough to set that one aside, cover it over with fallacies and hope it stayed buried. Their pounding fists and kicking feet had been anger and resentment, but the glass, a piece from a broken window, had been pure callousness. Most of his wounds would heal and fade with time, but that one would stay forever.

      ‘Can you do something for me?’ he said, holding the radio out to Carl. ‘The buttons hurt my fingers.’

      ‘Sure. How does it work?’

      Ishael showed him how to use it. ‘We gave Jess’s friends a radio. We need to try to arrange a rendezvous point. Your contact is called Switch. This frequency should work, but we’re not getting through so see if you can pick up something else. Also, listen out for anyone trying to contact us from Bristol.’

      ‘Okay, no problem.’ Carl started to fiddle with the radio, but something else caught his attention. ‘Wow! Look at that!’

      The railway line made a gradual incline into a copse that stood at the bottom of a gentle valley. Evening was closing in, but the clouds had cleared just enough for them to make out the land around them, all disused farmland, the fields overgrown with shrubs, bracken and nettles.

      Beyond the copse, the spires of a tall cathedral were lit up against the night.

      ‘That’s Exeter Cathedral,’ Ishael said.

      ‘Can we go take a look?’

      Ishael gave him as sympathetic a look as his battered face would allow. The boy seemed to have momentarily forgotten the situation they were in. ‘I’m afraid not,’ he said. ‘Exeter Urban Area is closed off like all the rest.’

      Carl nodded to show he understood. Rising up beyond the copse a few miles distant he saw the grey barrier that kept people out of the city—Exeter UA’s perimeter wall. ‘That’s a shame,’ he said.

      ‘We’re not going inside. Our pursuers may have radioed ahead, depending on what back-up, if any, resides in the city.’

      ‘What do they do in Exeter?’ Carl asked.

      ‘Textiles,’ Ishael said. ‘They make our clothes.’

      ‘It’s clever, really, to put all the same industries in the same place,’ Carl said.

      ‘I guess,’ Ishael said, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice. Much as he liked Carl, he wondered what naivety was breeding out in the GFAs. ‘I imagine that the idea was to focus people’s efforts.’

      Carl looked back at Jess. ‘Are you okay?’

      The girl took an age to look up at him, but when she did she nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘When are we getting off?’

      ‘In a couple of minutes,’ Ishael said. ‘Any luck with that signal, Carl?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Keep trying. Okay, I’m going to slow us down now.’

      A few minutes later the train had slowed to a crawl. Carl and Jess picked up their things.

      ‘Aren’t you going to stop it?’ Carl asked.

      ‘No. I’ll let it run right on into the station. If Exeter UA has been notified, then a runaway train will certainly focus their attention for a while. Not too fast, though. Enough people have died today as it is.’

      Carl nodded. For such a young boy his face looked weary, haggard. ‘Yeah, I noticed.’

      ‘Okay, get ready to jump. I imagine this is going to be a lot easier for you two than it is for me.’

      As he looked up, Jess actually smiled. ‘We’re barely moving,’ she said, and stepped out on to the ground.

      ‘Yeah, well,’ Ishael muttered, thinking at the same time how good it was to see the girl smile.

      Carl jumped down after her. Ishael tapped a new speed into the train’s digital control and jumped down last, landing in a heap just as it began to speed up. He rolled over, feeling the press of a dozen welts and bruises. The train moved away from them towards Exeter UA, slowly picking up speed.

      ‘Okay,’ he said. Let’s get clear of the tracks. Preferably to somewhere where we can see people coming in case we need to move quickly.’

      Carl pointed. ‘Top of the ridge?’

      ‘That’s good.’
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* * *

      The fizzing sound was coming from Switch’s bag.

      ‘What’s that?’ Marta said, looking around. ‘Paul, can you grab his bag?’

      The fizzing noise came again. Paul, still playing monopoly with Owen, pulled Switch’s bag over. He unzipped it and rummaged around inside. ‘God, he’s got a lot of stuff in here! Knives, guns … ah! What the hell? He’s got a damn radio!’

      He pulled out what looked like a large mobile phone but with less buttons.

      ‘It’s a walkie talkie,’ Owen said. ‘We had some of them in school. In science class we used to use them to call each other from different rooms.’

      ‘Do you know how to answer it?’ Marta asked.

      ‘Press the red button,’ Owen said.

      ‘Hello?’ Paul spoke into the mouth piece.

      ‘Stevie? Is that you?’

      Paul held up the phone to Marta and Owen. ‘It’s William,’ he said, somewhat bemused.

      Owen hit Paul with a pillow. ‘Well, answer him then!’
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* * *

      ‘This way,’ Ishael said, leading Carl upslope towards a thin stand of trees on the hilltop. Jess had gone on ahead, and was now sitting with her legs pulled up to her chin, facing away from them. Whether her eyes were scanning the surrounding countryside for the canal or just staring vacantly into space where the memories of Simon and her parents waited, Carl couldn’t tell.

      A few minutes earlier they had finally managed to pick up a signal, this one from Ishael’s friend William, back in Bristol GUA. ‘From what William told me, this supposed canal should pass by the southern side of Exeter,’ Ishael said, sounding a little more positive now he knew his friend was safe. ‘We should be able to see it from the top of the rise.’

      ‘Jess doesn’t seem to be getting too excited,’ Carl said. ‘Maybe William was wrong.’

      ‘Let’s hope not. We’ll try to get back in contact when we reach the top.’

      ‘You know,’ Carl said, his voice wistful as he led Ishael up towards Jess, ‘I used to dream of something like this happening. Going on an adventure and all that. Like in a storybook. Except now that I am, I’d so much rather be back at home. Doing homework, even.’

      Ishael tried to smile. ‘When you dream of adventure, you never see the blood so red,’ he said.

      They continued up the hill. Back to the right Carl could see over the perimeter wall of Exeter, see the rows of houses built on a hillside, the spire of the cathedral poking up from among them. He could see the railway line where it passed through the perimeter wall, could even see part of the track on the inside before it disappeared among the houses. He wondered what had happened to the driverless train engine.

      They reached the ridge summit. Jess didn’t look up at them as they put their bags down. ‘See anything?’ Ishael asked her.

      ‘No water,’ she replied.

      Ishael cursed. ‘Damn it, there should be a canal passing by somewhere along here. That’s what William said. Carl, please try the radio again.’

      Carl began to flick through the frequencies. Then he had a thought. He stood up, scanning the valley below them.

      ‘What is it?’ Ishael asked.

      Carl turned to him. ‘You said it’s a canal, right?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And it’s no longer used?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Canals aren’t like rivers, you know. They take maintaining. A continuing water supply, dredging, that kind of thing. If no one uses them, they tend to go to seed.’

      ‘You mean—’

      ‘It could be silted up, overgrown. It could be right in front of us but we can’t see it because there’s no water at this end.’

      ‘William said the canal went right to Exeter.’

      ‘It probably does. But that doesn’t mean it can be navigated that far by boat.’

      Jess stood up. She pointed towards a line of trees. ‘There.’

      A thin line of trees arced through the middle of the valley and then swung around the rise below them, angling in the direction of Exeter. They hadn’t noticed because of the rest of the forest in the valley, but now that Jess pointed it out, it was easy to see the slightly darker green of the fast-growing coniferous trees that had been planted along the canal side. Where they could see between them in places was just a belt of green, like an old forest trail.

      ‘I thought it was an old railway line,’ she said.

      ‘Grab your things. We have to go,’ Ishael said. ‘We need to find where the others landed before it gets too dark to see.’

      ‘The Huntsmen will be on our trail,’ Carl said. ‘Even if we find the others, how are we going to escape?’

      Ishael patted him on the shoulder. ‘One problem at a time, please. Come on, let’s go.’
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* * *

      ‘I thought you said it went right to Exeter.’

      Reeder glanced back at Paul as they climbed off the boat. ‘It does. You just can’t go that far by boat. It’s a nice cycle ride, however. In the unlikely event that you happen to have a bicycle.’

      For the last mile or so the canal had made a thin course through swampy green water, reeds and other water plants pressing in from either side, leaving only a thin navigable channel in the centre of the canal. Eventually Reeder had docked them at a section of bank he told them he had cleared himself. Beyond it the canal was completely closed off by vegetation.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Reeder said, leading them through the woods. ‘You’ll meet with your friends as planned.’

      Owen, directly behind him, stopped. He put out a hand and Switch walked into it.

      ‘Hey, kid, watch out!’

      Owen turned to the others. ‘I think we should stop trusting this guy,’ he said. ‘How do we know he’s not been paid off to turn us in?’

      Marta sighed. ‘Owen, quit it. We’d either be dead or in a lot of pain by now if it wasn’t for John.’

      ‘He’s nuts!’

      Paul and Switch took one of Owen’s shoulders each. ‘Come on, kid,’ Paul said. ‘We’ll get you some comic books as soon as we can.’

      ‘Don’t treat me like an idiot. Are we going to walk all the way to Falmouth, wherever the hell that is?’

      Reeder turned around. He had a wide smile on his face. ‘He’s a bright one, your brother,’ he said to Paul. ‘Perhaps the rest of you should be less trusting of a kind hand. Something to consider as your journey continues. However, while I might live on a boat, from time to time I need to get around on land. Follow me.’

      Marta raised an eyebrow at Switch who just shrugged as they followed John Reeder along a thin path cut through the woodland. Owen stood his ground a while, hands on hips, before giving up and following, cursing under his breath. As he dragged his feet along behind the others, Paul turned around. ‘Don’t get left behind,’ he said with a smile.

      ‘Yeah, yeah. I’m coming.’

      ‘Don’t worry, you’ll have more chances to be a hero later.’

      Owen just wrinkled his nose and shook his head.
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* * *

      They were halfway down the hillside when they saw the convoy. A land cruiser followed by two trucks, bumping quickly along a dirt road that swung down through the valley from the north. Full darkness was less than half an hour away, but still the vehicles had no lights on.

      ‘We run, now!’ Ishael shouted. ‘The Huntsmen are in there!’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘As sure as I need to be! Come on!’

      Moving in an awkward, shambling gait that reminded Carl of some of the old men who sat outside the village pub on a Sunday afternoon, Ishael led them down towards the woodland and the dried up section of canal. The road ran parallel along the opposite side of the valley. As they reached the trees they heard the sound of the trucks as they passed by, less than three hundred feet away.

      ‘Pray they’re shut up tight,’ Ishael said. ‘They smell us now, we’re dead.’

      Carl glanced back towards Jess. The girl wore her rucksack on her back, the clawboard sticking out the top. In each hand she held a knife.

      Through the trees they heard the sound of a vehicle slowing down.

      ‘Faster!’ Ishael hissed.

      They dashed through the trees, trying to follow the course of the dry canal. Ishael went first, Carl behind him, trying to shepherd Jess. The girl seemed intent on being last, or perhaps the first to die should the Huntsmen capture them, Carl thought.

      In front of him, Ishael tripped on a root and tumbled to the ground. Carl hauled him up again but Ishael’s injuries were starting to slow him down. As they moved off again, Jess continued to bring up the rear, eyes scanning the forest behind them.

      ‘Come on,’ Carl heard her whisper.

      Ishael looked around them. They had moved away from the dry canal because of a thicker area of trees. Now, in the falling darkness, he looked disorientated.

      ‘Shit, which way were we going?’

      Carl pointed. ‘I think it’s back that way.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Wait.’ Carl looked around for a rock. Testing its weight in his hands, he threw it hard up into a tree to their right.

      With a collective cry a small flock of roosting birds rose and flew off to their left. Carl pointed in the opposite direction. ‘That way is Exeter. Which means the canal is ... over there. Come on.’

      As they moved Ishael cocked his head at Carl. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Birds never fly towards a settlement,’ Carl said. ‘Just one of the things you learn from spending the majority of your childhood in a forest.’

      ‘Listen!’ Jess shouted. ‘Another truck.’

      They squatted down low and listened. Through the trees they could hear the sound of another vehicle coming towards them.

      ‘Do we go back?’ Carl asked.

      ‘No, we’ll be surrounded. We have to try and get around it before it stops and unloads its men.’

      They moved on through the trees, more cautiously now. The ground beneath their feet was getting soggy, so they had to be close to the canal again. Maybe here they would find Jess’s friends.

      Again they heard the grumble of a truck engine, behind them this time. They quickened their pace through the trees, swatting aside the low hanging branches and leafy foliage that clawed at their faces.

      And then Carl bumped into Ishael, who had stopped in front of him. Jess almost ran into them both, looking up just in time to stop herself.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Carl said.

      The woodland had ended. In front of them an open meadow stretched away alongside the clogged waters of the old canal. To their right the valley side rose, with barely a tree for cover. There was nowhere to hide.

      ‘We have to hurry,’ Ishael said. ‘If they unload the trucks it won’t take the Huntsmen long to find our scent. We have to stay close to the canal. If necessary, we can wade through the reeds to the other side and double back. Come on.’

      They jogged down to the canal side and headed along the remains of what had once been a cycling path, the tarmac now cracked and barely visible through the rampant weeds.

      ‘They still use this for pasture,’ Carl said. ‘Otherwise it would be overgrown.’

      ‘A pity it isn’t,’ Ishael said. ‘It would make tracking us just that little bit harder.’

      Carl glanced back at Jess, but the girl had vanished. He looked around. ‘Ishael! Where is she?’

      Ishael pushed through the weeds into the meadow. He squinted into the gloom. ‘Over there! Good God, what’s she doing?’

      Jess stood in the middle of the field, a knife in each hand, facing back towards the forest.

      ‘Jess!’ Carl shouted, but the girl didn’t answer.

      ‘It’s suicide!’ Ishael said. ‘They’ll kill her!’

      ‘She thinks she has nothing left to live for,’ Carl said. ‘What do we do?’

      ‘We can’t just let her give her life away. Come on!’

      They hurried through the grass towards her. Carl got there first, Ishael some way behind. Carl grabbed Jess’s arm. ‘No!’ he shouted, trying to twist her around. ‘They’ll kill you if you stay! They don’t want us alive!’

      ‘They killed my mother … my father … Simon … it’s their turn to die.’

      Carl glanced at Ishael. The other man nodded.

      Taking one arm each, they began to drag Jess backwards towards the canal.

      They had gone only a few feet when lights appeared through the trees back in the direction they had come from. A vehicle was making its way slowly through the undergrowth, the headlights on full beam now as the last light trickled away over the horizon. The sound of spinning wheels followed the groan of a powerful engine hauling it through the soggy earth, guiding it between the trees.

      ‘Look, up there! It’s the others!’ Carl pointed. The land cruiser and the two other trucks were negotiating a dirt path down into the meadow. They too had their lights on now.

      ‘Take out your guns,’ Jess said. ‘We stand and fight.’

      ‘We’ll be cut down!’

      ‘There’s nowhere left to run. Better to die with their blood on our hands.’

      Carl glanced at Ishael, and saw the defeat in his face. The beating Ishael had taken had left scars more than skin deep. He had found out first hand just how ruthless the government could be. If the DCA took them alive, death might prove a mercy.

      ‘We might take a couple of them with us,’ Ishael said reluctantly, but if it comes to it turn the guns on yourselves. Don’t let them capture you.’

      Carl’s gulped. Less than two days ago he’d been a happy-go-lucky country boy playing in the forest, shooting at signs and birds with his catapult—

      ‘Wait!’ he said. ‘Lower your guns. Save the bullets.’ He pulled the catapult out of his bag. ‘With this I can take out their headlights, and they won’t hear a thing. Now run at them! Angle right, back towards the canal!’

      Ishael dragged Jess as Carl loaded the catapult with a rock he found in the grass at his feet. If he could take out the headlights, maybe the dark would give them enough cover to get back into the woods.

      The closest vehicle—the land cruiser—closed to fifty, forty, thirty feet. Carl lifted the catapult and took aim.

      Ishael put an arm on his shoulder. ‘Not the light, you’ll never break it. Aim for the windscreen. It will surprise them more.’

      Carl nodded. The truck closed to twenty feet and began to slow down. He closed one eye, aimed, and fired.

      The rock struck the windscreen and Carl heard a loud crack. The vehicle jerked to one side, the lights swinging away from them, momentarily leaving them in darkness.

      ‘Now, the canal. Go!’ Ishael shouted as the truck started to come back around. Its lights swept in a wide arc towards them. The cover of the reeds was just fifty feet ahead, but there was something there, something standing in front of the canal, waiting—

      Jess slumped to her knees, just as the truck’s lights came around to light up the field around them. Ishael turned to help her up, but she hadn’t fallen. She’d seen the robed figure standing by the canal, waiting for them. Shock had felled her, the fight draining away.

      Carl lifted the catapult, feeling utterly pathetic. It was useless against the Huntsman, but the gun was in his bag; he would never get to it in time.

      They heard the audio click of a loudspeaker behind them. ‘Stay where you are!’ a man’s voice boomed. ‘Do not move!’

      The two trucks came to a halt behind the land cruiser. Glancing up, Carl saw the Huntsman still standing by the canal. Little more than a shadow in the gloom, beneath the hood was a black pit of darkness. The creature started to walk towards them, robe wrapped around its body like some ancient druid. Carl felt his blood run cold.

      Behind them, Carl heard the sound of the truck door slam.

      ‘Well, well, it’s a surprise to see you again,’ a man’s voice said.

      Carl saw Ishael flinch slightly as he looked up. ‘Take me, let the others go,’ he shouted. ‘I’ll tell you anything you want to know.’

      ‘Hmm. Bargaining. Well, considering that we have all three of you already, what makes you think I would consider your offer?’ the man said. ‘Don’t worry. You won’t die until we have your friends. You are meeting them here, aren’t you?’

      ‘I don’t know—’

      ‘Oh, we do. We intercepted your radio transmissions.’

      ‘You bastard.’

      The man gestured at the DCA agents pooling behind him. ‘Secure them, get them into the truck. We’ll take cover until the others get here. You, get away. Dreggo?’

      The Huntsman by the canal had come closer, its hood hung low. Carl heard ragged breathing as though it were hurt or out of breath. Ishael had told him how these creatures were unstable, how they could tear you apart in a second regardless of their orders.

      ‘Dreggo?’ the man shouted back at the trucks. ‘Get out here and call it off!’

      Ishael put a protective arm around the shivering, trembling Jess, while Carl squatted down beside them. His heart thundered in his chest.

      Then the Huntsman by the canal roared, and the cloak fell away. The earsplitting sound of machine gun fire filled the meadow, and for a second before the headlights were shot out of the DCA vehicles Carl saw two men where the Huntsman should have been, one standing tall, another squatted down. A third dashed out from behind them to where Jess, Carl and Ishael had ducked down.

      But it wasn’t a man at all. ‘Hurry!’ the girl hissed as the two men sprayed the trucks with bullets.

      ‘Marta?’ Jess stammered, surprised, the first real emotion Carl had heard in Jess’s voice since Simon had died.

      The girl called Marta led them down the slope towards the canal. Behind them the sound of breaking glass and tearing metal filled the air. Then the gunfire abruptly stopped, and Carl heard running feet, together with the confused shouts of the Department of Civil Affairs men trying to reorganise themselves. One shout hung above all others: ‘Release the Huntsmen!’

      Beyond the reeds more headlights flicked on, and an engine burst into life.

      ‘Quickly!’ Marta shouted. ‘Get into the back!’

      Carl saw a Land Rover, not unlike one his father’s friend owned, but this one had clearly been tampered with to make it even better equipped to handle the rough terrain. The chassis had been jacked up, the wheels enlarged.

      A young boy waiting in the open back helped to pull him up alongside the others. As the smaller of the two men vaulted over the side, Marta punched the metal back of the cab and shouted, ‘Reeder, go!’

      The Land Rover bumped off down a thin lane that ran along the top of the old canal, shielded from sight by a thin, reed-filled channel alongside the meadow which they had come from. A moment later it bumped up over the old edge of the canal and began to thread its way through the trees, following an old road or trail. Soon they were out of the wood and on the gravelly remains of a proper road, the Land Rover’s headlights on dip but given additional shielding with metal flaps that hung over the lights, making them harder to spot from a distance.

      Carl looked around the open back of the Land Rover as it bumped along. Two men in their early twenties and a young boy sat with their backs against the cab. Marta had got into the front.

      One of the men was round-faced, prematurely balding and a little overweight. He wore spectacles and gave Carl a warm, fatherly smile. The other was wiry thin with a pinched, ratty face and short-cropped hair. This one appeared to be winking at Carl. The boy was thinner but clearly resembled the bigger of the two men, although he had a lot more hair. All of them, he noticed, were avoiding looking at Jess.

      The girl lay by the edge, sheltered by the raised metal side of the Land Rover, one hand under her head, one hand over her stomach.

      Her eyes were closed, but Carl was sure she wasn’t sleeping.
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      ‘I told you, I didn’t know.’

      Clayton glared at Dreggo. ‘How the fuck could you not have known that wasn’t one of yours?’

      She shrugged. ‘They didn’t respond to me. I assumed they were too busy following the trail.’

      ‘You lying bitch.’

      ‘I guess you’ll have to take my word for it.’

      Clayton scowled and walked off. Dreggo gave an inward grin. The two Huntsmen she had sent to follow the trail had taken a detour into a field of sheep not far outside of Exeter. There was nothing she could do to reel them in now. She had to wait until they were done and hope they didn’t find any human settlements to raid on the way.

      Perhaps she should have mentioned it to Clayton. He had just seemed so busy …

      ‘God damn it!’ he shouted, turning back towards her. ‘We have three dead and four more injured. How the hell did this happen?’

      He was talking mostly to himself so she didn’t answer. Instead, she said, ‘I’ll send two more Huntsmen to follow the trail. Get a map and find out the best way to cut them off. The radio transmissions said they were heading down into Cornwall.’

      ‘Yes, yes.’ Clayton looked flustered as he rubbed his head. His eyes were shadows in the dull glare of the convoy’s one remaining headlight, but she could see the stress painted in dark lines across his face. ‘Fuck, how could this happen?’

      ‘To Falmouth,’ Dreggo said. She’d been awake while a DCA radio operator had intercepted one of the conversations between the men back in Bristol and the Tube Riders on the boat. They’d probably known their open frequency would be easy to intercept, so they’d not given away many details. Falmouth, she thought, could have been a slip brought on by pressure, or a dud to deliberately throw them off, but it was the only lead they had. In any case the Huntsmen would lead them to the truth.

      Despite Clayton’s obvious panic at yet another near miss, Dreggo was quite enjoying the chase. The Tube Riders had proven wily, slippery prey, and it would make their eventual capture even sweeter. They were still running, of course, but heading into the open wilderness of Cornwall was probably a mistake. They were running out of land, and there were no active ports in Cornwall. If it was an airstrip they had their sights on, it would be easy to spot and dispose of with the rarity of flight these days. No, the chase was coming to an end, but it had certainly been an interesting one.

      Cornwall. Clayton had said it was mostly empty. The bottom half was sealed off by a fence, what lay inside unknown to anyone outside the higher levels of the government. The northern part, from the River Camel up, was still used for grazing cattle and milk production. From the River Camel down, though, Clayton had just shrugged. Empty, he said. Everyone moved to work elsewhere.

      She was certainly getting to see the country. The more she saw, however, the more she hated it. She hated the dumb violence of the cities, the blissful ignorance of the GFA people. She hated the way the government had torn up the roads, pulled down the signs. Everything stank of delusional, misguided leadership that was slowly tying the country into a knot. If you didn’t clean or oil or check a car it would continue to run for a while, but soon its performance would begin to wane. Eventually, it would just stop dead. It was happening to Mega Britain, and a large part of her was pleased.

      ‘He’ll be angry,’ Clayton said, brushing one hand through his thinning hair. ‘We had them cornered, and they outsmarted us. They got away again.’

      ‘They were lucky,’ Dreggo said. ‘That’s all. One mistake and they might all be dead now.’

      ‘But they’re not.’

      ‘Which is why we need to get moving.’

      Clayton nodded. ‘Okay. We roll out in five.’ He gestured at one of his agents. ‘You got me that map yet? We need to know how they’re going into Cornwall. What’s the quickest way? Which roads are still there, which aren’t? Be quick about it.’

      He pulled another hand through his hair. As the truck with the working headlight began to swing round, Dreggo caught a glimpse of his eyes.

      They looked as bloodshot as the Huntsmen’s.

      He’s suffering, she thought. Finally, after everything, he’s starting to hurt too.
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* * *

      In the back of the frozen goods truck, sitting in the dark a little apart from the others, Lyen’s mind toiled. He had smelled her; she was near.

      ‘Marta.’

      The photograph had sprung a leak in the sealed tank of his memory. Disconnected from his past, he was starting to remember small sequences, images, voices. The girl in the picture was Marta, but who was Marta? He knew her. How did he know her?

      What had he been before this?

      Lyen listened to the shouts and the gunfire outside. The sounds of violence, of war, and his tongue lolled from his jaws, the need to maim, to kill, rising up inside him.

      The other Huntsmen shifted. Hoods fell back, some stood, others scratched at the walls of their prison. Lyen pulled the crossbow from his belt and fingered the mechanisms. How he knew to use it he no longer remembered, but the weapon was as much a part of him as his own hands. He had killed many men with it, and he hoped to kill many more. The blood in his veins wouldn’t run warm without the blood of others on his hands.

      Several of the Huntsmen had moved to the door and were pawing at the steel, whining like hungry dogs. Lyen stayed where he was, though, his eyes closed, trying to remember how he had known that the girl in the picture—the girl they were chasing—was called Marta.
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* * *

      The Governor’s car, with its enhanced suspension, gave a surprisingly comfortable ride across the countryside, and he looked out of the tinted windows with interest at the towns and villages that they passed. Behind them, the small container truck that made up the second half of his convoy was having less luck, bumping heavily through the potholed remains of the roads, graveled over only on more common routes. It didn’t matter; there was nothing important inside, not to him at any rate.

      As always, when faced with the results of his policies, the Governor felt pangs of uncertainty. Had his GFA policies worked as they should? Was production up or down? Had pulling up the roads really helped focus people’s attention on their work?

      Until dark shut off the outside to everything but his own reflection, it heartened him to see the bales in the fields, the huge parked trailers laden with grain ready for transportation into the GUAs. He had seen farm workers laughing and joking as they went about their work. At least in the GFAs people looked happy.

      Happiness, though, for the Governor, was of no importance other than to maintain productivity. He didn’t care about their state of mind as long as the country still produced, still rolled on, with the end result being the finances for and the tools to build his spacecraft. As long as the country kept producing the spacecraft, and his spacecraft got gradually closer to their goal, the Governor, while not happy, was content. That was enough.

      Turning away from the window, the Governor set his thoughts on the task in hand. These kids, these so-called Tube Riders, were running across the country with their proof of the ambassador’s assassination, slipping between the fingers of the Department of Civil Affairs and the claws of the Huntsmen alike. On the one hand he admired them for their resilience, and thanked them for exposing some of the flaws of his system. How easy it was to get out of the cities through the railway tunnels! He had never considered it. And the Huntsmen, his pride, his success, had been shown up as unpredictable, unstable. Clayton had warned him, of course, but Clayton was a fool. Mega Britain ran so smoothly that Clayton had never had more to do than interrogate a few political prisoners. Faced with a real crisis the man was a fraud. It was a shame that Clayton’s second was dead; Adam Vincent had shown ingenuity the older man lacked, but there were others in the lower ranks of the DCA who would welcome the chance to replace Leland Clayton as soon as this mission was over.

      The Governor flicked down the sun shade above him and studied himself for a moment in the small mirror on its reverse side. His skin, milky-white, was in contrast to the dark sunglasses he wore. The texture of his skin was coarse and thick, but he was perfectly albino, just one of his many abnormalities but probably the most useless. An inverse effect was that it made direct sunlight intolerable. Vampiric, some might suggest, but it wouldn’t kill him, not in short bursts at least. Merely irritate, at worst burn. It was more the fear of it that kept him out of sight these days, and the memories of the cruel experiments that had seen him exposed to measure its effects. He still had the scars.

      All in all, he looked in good health. His face suggested a man in his late thirties or early forties, but Maxim Cale was a hundred and twenty-three years old. Extended life was just one of the many gifts bestowed on a shy, quiet little boy abducted from an innocuous Algerian village in the 1950s and locked away in the dark hell of a Soviet research facility in the wastes of Siberia for almost twenty years.

      Night by night the screams had filled the dank, chilly corridors. Stern men in white coats marched back and forth, clipboards in their hands, sharp instruments in their pockets. That little boy was just one of dozens who saw their faces and bodies change with each passing day. As he grew into a man the changes to his body more apparent, until one day they gave him too much power, enough to escape from that icy hellhole just a couple of miles south of the Arctic Circle.

      Many years later, his mind now as dark and as murderous as those who had abused him, he went back to that place to uncover the details of what had happened to him. He had found the place in ruins, all the records and artifacts and information taken away.

      Where?

      Someone somewhere knew, had noted down what had happened, knew where the technology had gone. It took him another ten years of searching, interrogating, and killing, to find out.

      Afraid of the technology falling into the hands of the Americans or worse, the scientists had hidden it in the one place they thought no one else would ever be able to get at it.

      Space.

      The Governor wanted that technology back. He wanted to understand, wanted to know his origins, where his power had come from and why. And then he wanted to make use of it.

      Maybe he should use these Tube Riders as his first test subjects. They were clever; their genetics were strong. He could give them power almost as great as his own, and then use them like he did the Huntsmen, turn them into killing machines to brush aside his enemies. All of Europe could fall, and after it, the former USSR. How he so wanted to make them pay for their crimes…

      The Governor leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes, enjoying the soft reverie of world domination.
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      Marta stood on the hilltop looking east across Bodmin Moor in the direction of London, from where the sun would soon rise. Nothing moved out there, no people or cars, not even sheep or cattle. Reeder had told her they used to run wild, but had long ago been herded up by the people of the GFAs. Now, only rabbits lived up here, invisible among the grass that whipped back and forth like hair in the wind.

      From her vantage point Marta could see almost to the edge of the moor, some ten miles east. The open grassland rolled away, punctuated only by a few rocky outcrops and some gnarly trees bent like old men by the incessant wind. It was pretty in a desolate kind of way, with the shadows stretched long across the hillsides, turning the valleys into lakes of dark water. She squinted, looking again for a house, but saw none.

      She heard a sound and glanced back. Jess was coming up the hill towards her. Jess’s shoulders were slumped, her eyes downcast. The change in her was as remarkable as it was tragic. Gone was the pretty innocence, the bright, sunny look. Gone, too, was the violent hatred that had replaced it. Now she just looked bleak, weary, her eyes struggling to focus on anything. Her cheeks were pale, and her mouth hung slightly open as though it took too much effort to close it.

      ‘So little time,’ Jess said, her voice barely audible over the wind. ‘So little time, and they’ve all gone.’

      Marta could say nothing to ease her pain. She continued to scan the moorland, half watching for pursuit, half waiting for the sun to show itself above the distant hills. She didn’t want to think about Simon; it hurt too much.

      ‘I thought I’d got him back … I thought I’d got him.’ Jess shook her head as she came to stand beside Marta.

      Marta put an arm around her shoulders. She expected Jess to push it away, but instead Jess leaned in towards Marta like a child might to her mother. ‘I might not have loved him in the same way that you did,’ Marta said, picking her words carefully, ‘but he was dear to me. He was dear to all of us.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘I want this nightmare to end.’

      ‘No, no,’ Jess said in earnest, and at first Marta wondered what she meant. Then Jess shook her head again, the fervour briefly returning. ‘It can’t end. Ever. Too much has happened. We might win, or whatever, but my parents, Simon … this nightmare will never be over for me.’

      Marta looked down as Jess’s voice rose. She felt guilty that Jess had to be a part of this. It wasn’t her own fault; Simon had brought Jess to St. Cannerwells, but Marta knew he would never have made her come. But now Simon was gone, killed by the Huntsman; who was left to shoulder the blame? Her brother had started tube riding, and in the last few days she had graduated, reluctantly or not, to be their leader. The death of Jess’s parents and now Simon should rest on her shoulders, surely?

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Marta said.

      ‘It’s not your fault,’ Jess replied, but Marta could feel the emotion behind the words, hear the unspoken second line: but I want it to be. I need someone to hate.

      Behind them, Reeder was cooking up some fish and potatoes for breakfast, the smell drifting upslope towards them. Marta welcomed it like an old friend, her stomach growling in anticipation.

      John Reeder, for all his eccentricities, was proving a valuable ally. His old Land Rover, adapted for the harsh terrain, and his experience of living on the fringes of GFA society, had been invaluable. Without their chance discovery of his boat, they might all be dead. Certainly Jess, Ishael and the boy, Carl, would be prisoners, maybe all of them. They’d managed to outwit the Huntsmen and the Department of Civil Affairs again, but she wondered just how long they could stay half a step ahead.

      It had been Owen’s idea to disguise themselves as a Huntsman in order to trick their pursuers, an idea so simple only a child could think of it. They had gambled that Huntsmen had been loosed on their trail, and that the DCA would be fooled into thinking one had kept with them long enough to appear at the right moment to trap them. Using guns that William had given Switch, again without their knowledge (‘If you get caught, what you don’t know you can’t tell,’ had been his familiar response), it was a case of shoot before being shot while dragging the others to safety. Paul had insisted they just aim for the lights, use the confusion and the surprise to get away, but despite his agreement, Marta knew Switch had aimed straight for the truck windows. Switch didn’t have the same qualms about killing people that Paul did.

      Jess moved away from her, wandered a few feet down the slope and sat down on a rock, her eyes drifting across the valley below. There was nothing that could be said to make her feel better, so Marta turned and headed back towards the group.

      Reeder had begun to dish out the food and most of them were eating. Paul sat together with Switch on a flat rock, while Owen and Carl were sitting on a tarpaulin spread out by the side of the Land Rover. Reeder smiled and handed her a plastic dish, then set about preparing his own. She looked around and saw Ishael standing alone, looking out towards the west. As she went over to join him, she realised how happy seeing him again had made her, even though at first she had barely recognised him behind the ruins of his face. Whatever horrors she’d seen, the thought of the DCA agents going to work on him like thugs made her sick inside. There was a case to excuse even the human-made Huntsmen, she reasoned, but any man who could commit such atrocities towards another with willingness and zeal was inhuman.

      After they had stopped, Reeder, his field skills seemingly without end, had produced an old first aid kit, the plastic wrapping on the band-aids and bandages hardened and cracked with age. Using tweezers boiled sterile, he had reopened the half-scabbed gash on Ishael’s cheek, cleaned it with antiseptic, and stitched it up. Then he had fixed up a gash in Ishael’s scalp where his hair had literally been torn out, dressed his fingers where the fingernails had been torn away and applied an antiseptic lotion to terrible welts on the soles of Ishael’s feet and to teeth marks on the back of one calf muscle. Ishael was at least recognizable now, and Reeder claimed he would eventually look ‘better than new.’

      Switch had been next, his knife wound re-stitched and dressed. Jess, Carl and Paul had been treated for minor cuts and scrapes. Only Owen and Marta had so far escaped unharmed.

      ‘Hey,’ Ishael said, as she came up beside him. He looked down at her food. ‘Eat it while it’s hot.’

      ‘I intend to.’ She prodded a potato with a plastic fork. ‘I’m, um, glad you made it. We didn’t know what happened back at the station. I thought maybe you…’

      ‘Nearly.’ He shrugged. ‘It depends how lucky you call this,’ he said, gesturing at his face. ‘Whatever, I owe Jess and Carl my life.’

      Marta nodded. She had heard a version of events from both Ishael and Carl, who had told her what he knew of their flight and Simon’s death because Jess wasn’t talking to anyone much. ‘It’s lucky they found you.’

      ‘It’s kind of hard to say, but if Simon were alive now, I’d probably be dead. I’m not sure how to describe how that makes me feel. On the one hand I feel happy, but on the other so desperately sad.’

      Marta glanced at him. His bruises made it difficult to read his expression, but she could guess at the turmoil there.

      ‘Do you think Jess resents me because of that?’

      Marta shrugged. ‘Jess is hurting. We’ve all lost friends and family over the years, but most of us have had time to grieve, to come to terms with it. Jess has lost everyone close to her in such a short time. We’re all she has left.’

      Ishael nodded. ‘For years, all I wanted was for the UMF to come out from the underground, blow this whole thing wide open. You know, just get on with it. I never realised how much it would hurt to see so many people in pain. The dead, at least they have closure. It’s the living who are suffering the most. Jess, Carl too. The Huntsmen killed his father, maybe his mother too.’

      Marta nodded. She hadn’t had much chance to speak to Carl herself, but Paul had taken him on as a second younger brother. Paul had told her about the attack on Carl’s house. To Marta, not knowing was perhaps even worse. She felt terrible that Carl, like Ishael, had been dragged into this mess, and she knew how he felt; she had suffered with Leo’s disappearance for years. Time could dull the pain, but it could never fully erase it.

      Marta reached across and felt for Ishael’s hand. He let her take it, and then squeezed hers in his. Am I safe? she wondered. Can this battered man protect me? Can I protect him?

      She thought of Jess, of Simon’s death, and of the pain Jess must be suffering. A sudden pang of guilt struck her. Ishael let go of her hand.

      ‘What’s wrong? I’m … sorry. I shouldn’t have—’

      ‘It’s okay. It’s just…’ She couldn’t finish, but his small nod told her he understood. He squeezed her hand again, and she let her body relax.

      ‘I hope that some good comes of all this,’ he said.

      ‘Me too.’

      They sat on the ground for a while. Marta finished her breakfast. It was good, even though she had let it get cold after all.

      Carl and Owen were talking quietly. Paul was eating. She caught Switch’s gaze for a moment before he quickly looked away, not for the first time since they’d rescued Ishael and the others last night.

      Surely not … but she wondered. He had saved her life more than once over the last couple of days. In between she’d felt him edge closer to her, as though he had appointed himself her personal protector. He spoke to her in a kinder, less abrasive way than he spoke to the others.

      It made sense. They had always been like siblings, but difficult circumstances had a way of pushing people closer. She had no feelings for him other than the same brotherly love she’d felt before, and now as she watched the back of his head as he dipped to eat, she felt nothing new. They were close, but there was nothing deeper there.

      With Ishael though, just his presence made her feel good. She found him attractive, too, beneath his bruises. If anything, what he had suffered made her feelings stronger; that she’d come close to losing him before anything had ever happened. Could something happen between them?

      Marta stifled a sigh. Maybe, if circumstances were different. On the run from the Huntsmen, homeless, maybe lost, was hardly the time to start building a relationship. In another time, another place, maybe. She swallowed down a lump in her throat.

      ‘Come on,’ Ishael said at last. ‘We have to get moving.’

      Just down the hillside from the camp, Paul, Carl and Owen were washing up the breakfast dishes. Switch had climbed to the top of the rise and was sharpening a knife in the shadow of a crooked tree. Jess stood nearby, gazing out at the view.

      Reeder was tinkering under the hood of the Land Rover. He looked up as they approached.

      ‘Any trouble?’ Ishael asked. ‘Maybe I can help. I know a little about engines.’

      ‘No, she’s fine. I’m just worried, as always. It’s almost impossible to replace parts these days. I’ve not changed the oil in nearly a year, so the engine isn’t working too great, but our biggest problem is fuel.’

      ‘You don’t have enough?’

      ‘I think we can make it to Falmouth.’

      Ishael forced a smile. Instead of heading south, Reeder had purposely taken them far further north-west than necessary in order to gain some time on the government men. The DCA’s vehicles couldn’t cover the ground so fast, and if they were using the Huntsmen to track them on foot, every mile opened up the gap further. Of course, they knew the DCA had intercepted their radio broadcasts, so there was a good chance the government would head straight for Falmouth to cut them off. However—

      ‘We need to change course,’ Ishael said. ‘We’re not going to Falmouth.’

      Reeder raised an eyebrow. ‘Are we not?’

      ‘No. We knew they might listen to our radio transmissions. We had to throw them off. We need to go further south-west than that.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Lizard Point. It’s a rocky outcrop into the English Channel. You know it?’

      Reeder looked grim. ‘Yes, I know where you mean.’

      ‘Do we have enough fuel to make it?’

      ‘What do you need there?’

      Ishael took a deep breath. ‘There’s a tunnel there.’

      ‘A tunnel?’

      Ishael nodded. ‘It was built back in the days before Mega Britain. It was originally planned as a second public tunnel to France, but the government changed its plans and downgraded it to trade and military uses only. Then, during the coup, the remnants of the old military sealed over the entrance. A few years ago, we broke into an old government bunker in Bristol. We stole some plans, hoping to find out more about the perimeter walls. Among them, we found details of the tunnel.’

      Marta stared open-mouthed. ‘You mean—’

      Ishael nodded. ‘That’s how we’re getting you to France.’ He smiled. ‘We’re going underground.’

      Marta started to speak, but John Reeder lifted a hand. ‘Wait, don’t get carried away, young revolutionary. I have a few more years on you, my friend. I remember hearing of that tunnel. The government never finished it. Got about halfway in, and then the coup came.’

      Ishael shook his head. ‘That’s what everyone thought. The old government didn’t finish it. The French did.’

      ‘Now, how on earth did you figure that out? Where’s your proof?’

      ‘It was in the contract drawn up between the two countries. The British and the French were both to drill to the midpoint. The British finished their section before the coup, but sealed up the entrance to hide the tunnel’s existence.’

      ‘Are you sure they didn’t destroy it entirely?’

      ‘No. The plans we stole weren’t the originals, they were plans updated by Mega Britain Officials. In a footnote it was stated that the tunnel had potential as a future invasion route to Europe, should the need arise.’

      ‘They were going to finish it off and send an invasion force over to France?’ Reeder scoffed. ‘That’s ridiculous.’

      Ishael nodded. ‘I don’t think they ever planned to do it. They were just acknowledging the tunnel’s potential.’

      Marta touched his arm. ‘How do you know the French finished it?’

      Ishael looked at her, and then back at Reeder. Behind the bruises his eyes looked a little uncertain. ‘We have strong reason to believe that the French would have kept their part of the bargain for the same reason.’

      Reeder slapped a hand against his forehead with a resounding snap. He rolled his eyes. ‘“Strong reason to believe”? So, you don’t know.’

      Ishael cocked his head. ‘We’re about eighty percent sure.’

      ‘That’s just a number, my friend. Ninety-nine percent won’t be enough if that tunnel proves to be a dead end. In the event we make it that far, it sounds like a coffin to me.’

      ‘The ports are all sealed or closed. There’s not an inch of water within three miles of the coast that’s not covered by machine guns. It’s our only chance.’

      ‘But it’s not much of one! You’d be better off setting up a couple of gun outposts and trying to pick them off as they surround us. It’s crazy.’

      ‘I think it’s worth a try. If we get there with enough of a head start, we’ll have time to turn around and get away if it doesn’t work out.’

      Reeder didn’t look amused. ‘Let’s assume this tunnel is complete. That’s the least of your problems. You do know it’s behind the Fence, don’t you?’

      Ishael nodded. ‘The sealed section of Cornwall. The area reserved for government officials to take a little holiday.’

      Reeder laughed. ‘Is that what you think? Is that really what you think?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I take it you’ve never been as far as the Fence?’

      Marta said, ‘What’s behind it?’

      Reeder nodded towards the Land Rover. ‘Get everyone on board. It’s time to leave. As for that accursed fence, my friend, in a couple of hours you’ll know exactly what’s behind it, and I’m afraid you’re not going to like it one bit.’
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      Clayton scowled through the broken windscreen as the sun began to rise behind them, bathing the dirt track they were traveling along in pale sunlight. After more than three hours of laboured progress along the thin, overgrown lanes, the land cruiser’s battered suspension and the cold early morning air were starting to get to him. Dreggo’s Huntsmen were still tracking the Tube Riders’ scent, while his men had been searching maps to try to find shortcuts to reduce back their quarry’s time advantage. The Tube Riders’ single vehicle could move much faster over the terrain, so only by second guessing them would Clayton’s men haul them in. The problem was that half of the roads on the map were overgrown or otherwise impassable. They had been forced to backtrack several times, and all the while the Tube Riders got further and further ahead.

      A small force had been dispatched to Falmouth to cut the Tube Riders off, but as Clayton had suspected, the scent trail was leading away from there, angling much further north. Falmouth was most likely a decoy, a town spat out at random in an attempt to buy them some time. Fortunately for Clayton’s men, though, the Tube Riders were running out of places to go. Deep into Cornwall now, Clayton had ordered fresh reinforcements from London to move in and cut off the major routes out of the area, should the Tube Riders and their little band try to double back. They were heading for the sea. There were no active ports in Cornwall, neither were there any air strips. It occurred to Clayton that the resistance force they had battled in Bristol might have an ocean-equipped vessel hidden away somewhere in an abandoned fishing port, but it was unlikely. Even if they could get out to sea, the government’s coastal defenses would easily pick them off.

      Beside him, Dreggo twisted. He had brought her up to his vehicle in order to more quickly relay his instructions to the Huntsmen, but it made him nervous to have her so close. It was difficult to concentrate with one hand pressed into his pocket, fingering the little remote that would screw up her nervous system.

      She looked at him and pouted. ‘Are we there yet?’

      ‘Shut up.’

      Dreggo grinned and glanced out of the passenger window at an overgrown field they were passing. ‘Where are all the people?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘I’m sure you do but you can’t be bothered to tell me.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      Dreggo leaned her head against his shoulder, close enough that he could smell the distinctly metallic odor of the inserts in her face and head. He tensed, and saw her smile as a result. ‘You know, Mr. Clayton,’ she began in a childish, saccharine-soaked voice, ‘if I didn’t hate you with every inch of my body, and desire your death with every part of my will, I would probably find you attractive. In a grandfatherly kind of way.’

      ‘I appreciate the compliment.’

      ‘I would probably sleep with you, if I thought I could bring myself to touch you without wanting to tear you apart.’

      ‘Give it a rest, would you?’ Clayton tried to shift away, but the gearbox and the driver’s seat blocked his escape.

      ‘I haven’t been with a man—willingly—in a long time, Mr. Clayton. Even though the pond scum you work with filled me up with bits of metal, underneath it all I’m still a woman. I’m a woman with needs.’

      Clayton scowled at her. ‘Just shut up, will you?’

      Dreggo looked about to reply when a crackle of static burst from the car’s internal radio.

      Clayton leaned forward. ‘What is it?’ he barked.

      ‘Mr. Clayton…’

      Even Dreggo shivered at the sound of the Governor’s voice. Clayton glanced at her before he answered. ‘Sir? Yes, sir?’

      ‘I trust you cannot yet confirm the capture of the Tube Riders?’

      ‘Sir, I—’

      ‘I thought not. Clayton, your incompetence is beginning to annoy me.’ Beside him, Dreggo smiled.

      ‘Sir—’

      ‘It appears you have developed a stutter. I suggest you put your breath to better use by more accurately briefing your men. In the meanwhile, we will rendezvous at Fence Checkpoint Three in approximately two hours. I assume you have surmised that the Tube Riders plan to go inside?’

      ‘They won’t get far, sir.’

      ‘You told me that back in London, and you told me that from Bristol, yet here we are taking a vacation in Cornwall with an unnecessary trail of bodies behind us.’

      The radio clicked off. Clayton glared at it.

      ‘Sounds like you’re in trouble,’ Dreggo said.

      ‘Shut up.’

      ‘You know,’ she said, voice suddenly turning serious. ‘We could start a revolution of our own.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The Governor is coming to Cornwall. He’ll be unguarded. We have your men, and the Huntsmen—’

      Clayton lifted a hand. ‘You talk of treason. I should kill you for those words.’

      ‘Do it, I dare you. But with my last command to the Huntsmen I will order your death.’

      Clayton’s eyes narrowed. ‘There’s not time.’

      With a slow smile Dreggo lifted a hand and touched her forehead. ‘It’s already done.’

      ‘You bitch.’

      Dreggo reached out and touched his knee. Her eyes narrowed. ‘I control the Huntsmen, Clayton. Through a little kinship and a lot of cruelty on behalf of your men, they trust me. We have enough to practically sack London. We can fight him.’

      Clayton shook his head with resignation. ‘You have no idea what the Governor can do.’

      Dreggo fingered a piece of metal that protruded from her upper arm and bent over her shoulder as a kind of armour. Where it passed through the skin was a stretchy plastic membrane that had been fused with her skin tissue and melded to the metal. She reached out and put her fingers on the truck’s dashboard, pressing against the plastic. For a moment she appeared to strain and nothing happened. Then Clayton heard a creak and a fracture opened up in the plastic. His eyes widened. It would have taken a hammer to do the same amount of damage.

      ‘I’m pretty sure I can imagine,’ she said, wiping sweat from her hand off on to her shirt.

      ‘You can’t imagine it,’ Clayton said, regaining his composure. ‘Unless you’ve seen it.’

      Dreggo closed her eyes. ‘Well, pretty soon I’ll have a chance to, won’t I?’
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      Reeder stopped the Land Rover on top of the rise. Ahead of them the dirt trail headed down into the valley, snaking through abandoned, overgrown farmland and into a thin thicket of woodland which spread across the valley floor. They could see it again as it broke out of the copse, angling up the hillside to where it ended at a small car park, a low brick building at its rear. A short distance beyond the building they could see a tall fence that stretched away for as far as they could see in either direction.

      ‘Is there anything they haven’t fucking enclosed in this country?’ Switch said, climbing out and spitting on the ground. ‘What the hell is behind this one?’

      Reeder climbed out beside him and lifted a pair of binoculars to his eyes. He scanned back and forth. ‘There. There’s one.’

      Ishael had climbed out beside Switch. Paul, Owen and Carl had jumped down from the back. In the front, Marta and Jess were both sleeping, their heads close together.

      ‘What is it?’

      Reeder handed the binoculars to Switch. He pointed towards a stand of trees on the slope just beyond the fence. ‘Look there, just to the right of those trees.’

      Switch put the binoculars to his eyes and scanned back and forth. ‘I don’t see anything…’

      ‘Use the button here to focus it.’ Reeder tapped the top of the binoculars.

      ‘Ah, okay, got it. There! What the fuck is that?’

      ‘What is it?’ Ishael asked.

      ‘It looks like a man. Sitting down, head slumped over. Is he dead?’ He passed the binoculars to Ishael and glanced back at Reeder.

      ‘He’s not dead,’ Reeder said. ‘Just resting.’

      ‘I thought there were no people in there,’ Ishael said.

      ‘It’s not a man. It’s a Mistake.’

      ‘No,’ Ishael said. ‘He lifted his head. It’s definitely a man.’

      Reeder shook his head as Ishael passed the binoculars first to Paul then Owen and Carl in turn. ‘You don’t understand,’ he said. ‘That’s what people call them. Mistakes.’

      ‘Mistakes?’

      ‘They used to bring them down here in truckloads. These days, so I’m told, they come in trickles rather than floods. Their experiments must be improving.’

      Owen said, ‘That’s not a man. His face isn’t right. It’s furry, like a dog. Like one of those things. Are there more of them in there?’

      John Reeder nodded. His face, smooth and youthful when they first met him, was now etched with worry lines. Even his neatly curled moustache had bent out of shape. He looked to have aged ten years overnight.

      ‘Them, and worse, maybe,’ he said. ‘In varying states of repair. What you see before you, gentlemen, is Mega Britain’s live experiment junkyard. In every failed experiment, if the test subject doesn’t die, it ends up here.’

      Switched cursed under his breath and looked around at the others. Paul took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, while Carl sat down on a rock and ran a hand through his hair. Ishael’s face was unreadable, while Owen lifted the binoculars and swung them back and forth across the far hillside.

      ‘So to get to this tunnel we have to get through a whole country of fucking broken down Huntsmen?’ Switch said. ‘This just gets worse.’

      Ishael pointed. ‘I saw a sign on the gate saying Fence Checkpoint Three. Is it manned? I don’t see anyone.’

      Owen swung the binoculars round. ‘Can’t see any vehicles, but that building is quite big. There could be a garage or something round the back. There’s another one. Leaning against the fence. They gonna cause us any problems?’

      Reeder shrugged. ‘They might do. I don’t know.’

      Can we get through that fence somewhere else?’ Ishael asked. ‘Cut through?’

      ‘It’s electrified.’

      ‘It can’t be,’ Owen said. ‘That bastard creature is leaning against it!’

      ‘Maybe it’s dead,’ Paul said.

      ‘It was moving!’

      Reeder gave the others a wry smile. ‘Quite possibly it’s feeding. Let’s not think about it too much. Hopefully it’ll leave us alone.’

      They went back to the Land Rover. Reeder turned them around and they backtracked down the hill before turning right and cutting through the fringes of the forest. Soon they were deep into the trees. Reeder slowed the Land Rover down and jagged the vehicle back and forth, following a route close to the road up to the checkpoint but just out of sight. A short way back from the edge of the copse, Reeder pulled the Land Rover to a stop and they climbed out.

      ‘We have to go up there and see if the gate is guarded,’ Reeder said. ‘If it is, we then need a way to get through.’

      ‘I’ll go,’ Switch said. He handed a gun to Paul. ‘Paul can come as lookout.’

      ‘I wanna come too!’ Owen said.

      ‘Stay here, kid,’ Paul said, patting his brother on the shoulder. ‘They’ll be plenty of fights for you yet.’

      Owen scowled, but didn’t try to follow as Paul and Switch headed through the copse towards the building. As it appeared through the trees they could see it was bigger than they had first realised. At least the size of a small bungalow, the featureless concrete building hung low to the ground. There was an entrance in the front wall, and what looked like a window. There was no way from their angle to tell if there was a garage around the back or not.

      At least fifty feet of open, grassy hillside separated the trees from the building. With the exception of some patches of longer grass there was almost no cover.

      ‘This would be a whole lot easier at night,’ Paul said.

      ‘We don’t have time. They’ll have caught us by then.’

      Paul looked at his watch. It was 6.40 a.m. It was only going to get lighter, and Paul felt like he’d been awake forever, despite catching a couple of hours sleep while they traveled. Their only hope was that the checkpoint hadn’t been alerted to their approach.

      Switch pointed left. That way the hillside dipped more, giving them more cover. ‘We can get closer to the fence, come in from the side.’

      Paul fingered the gun Switch had given him. He didn’t want to use it; he hoped the checkpoint was deserted. Switch, though, in front of him, carried a knife in each hand, his whole body tensed, ready for immediate action. Paul wondered how much of this Switch thought was real, and how much was a game.

      Switch went ahead, dropped in a crouch, inching up the slope towards the blank side wall of the building. There was no sign of any security cameras or lookout points. The whole place had an air of neglect and abandon.

      ‘Cover me,’ Switch hissed without looking back. Paul held the gun out in front of him as Switch rose up and ran low towards the side of the building. Paul, hands shaking, pointed the gun at the roof, at the corners, everywhere except at Switch.

      Switch ducked down by the wall. He waved Paul forward. Paul steeled himself, then jumped up and dashed across the open space to join Switch at the wall. Breathing hard, heart pounding, he looked back at the trees. The others were out of sight.

      ‘Round the back,’ Switch whispered, the hint of a smile on his lips.

      Without waiting for Paul, Switch dropped to a crouch again and moved quickly along the featureless side wall of the building. They had seen the door on the other side, but here there was nothing, no doors, windows, or vents. Paul just prayed it wasn’t the entrance to an underground bunker, one housing a whole garrison of men.

      ‘There’s a way in,’ Switch said, disappearing around the corner.

      When Paul followed, he saw Switch standing at the entrance to a parking garage. Inside, an army-camouflaged jeep was parked at the back. The window was down. Switch leaned inside and pulled a set of keys out of the ignition. He held them up to Paul and grinned.

      ‘Just got ourselves another ride.’

      ‘Let’s just get on with this.’

      Switch nodded and slipped into the shadows at the back. Paul heard a door click open.

      ‘Through here,’ Switch said. ‘Hardly big on their security, eh?’

      ‘They probably don’t get many guests.’

      Paul followed Switch into a thin, grey corridor. Several doors branched off, all of them shut. At the end, a double door loomed. Above it, a sign announced: Control Centre.

      Switch ducked down by the door. Paul stayed further back down the corridor, the gun covering Switch as the little man reached up and pulled down the handle. The door inched inwards.

      Switch glanced back at Paul and waved him forward, one finger to his lips. Paul hesitated just a moment then crept up to the door. Switch pointed at the gun, then at his own back. Paul tried to glance inside, but the room was dark, and all he could see from this angle was the black metal edge of a table.

      Switch gave the knives a little shake then slipped through the door.
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* * *

      With Paul covering his back, Switch crept forward towards the low sofa at the front of the room. Ahead of it, he could see the top of a television set, switched off. On the sofa, judging from the neatness of their haircuts, were two men; the tops of their heads all he could see. He moved towards the centre of the room, arms out wide, knife blades glistening. He would take them both at once, before they even knew he was there.

      One of them shifted, and for a second Switch saw the top of a book. From the posters on the walls and the small kitchen units to his left he knew this was a recreation room. Did that mean there was a guard on duty somewhere else? He knew silence was his best weapon. If one of them saw him, he and Paul would have a real fight on their hands.

      He crept closer, just a couple of feet from the sofa’s back now. He lifted his arms wider, the knives ready to arc in and slice the guards’ throats. He prayed his feet didn’t slip.

      ‘Hey!’

      Switch jerked forward at the sound of a voice behind him, knives slashing. The man on the left was too slow. Switch raked the knife across his throat and felt warm blood wash over his hand.

      The other man, though, was quicker, the blade catching just strands of hair as he rolled forward on to the floor. Behind him, Switch heard a dull thud followed by a grunt from Paul.

      He turned to see a man by the door, wearing loose grey clothes that could have been pajamas. His eyes looked sleepy but his hand was strong as he slammed a fist into Paul’s face, sending Paul sprawling forward, his glasses spinning away across the floor. The man reached for a rifle standing near the door. Switch glanced back at the third man, saw him now at the back of the room, reaching for a gun holster hung on the wall. He tried to get around the sofa but the man was too fast. The handgun trained on him.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ the man by the door said, his rifle moving back and forth between Switch and Paul, who was crawling across the floor, blood dripping from his nose. ‘Drop your knives, kid.’

      ‘Jesus, Matt, he killed Ray,’ the other man said, in a voice that revealed that he was a she, her hair cut short in a crewcut.

      ‘Oh fuck, oh fuck,’ the man said, rubbing his free hand through his hair, messy from sleep. ‘I get up to this…’

      Switch backed away against the wall, hands in the air.

      ‘Drop the fucking knives you jippy-eyed little prick!’ the woman shouted.

      Switch did.

      ‘What do we do now?’ the one called Matt said, his rifle trained on Switch. Paul was crawling across the floor, patting the carpet as he looked for his glasses. Switch had never seen him left blinded before. He had no idea how well Paul could see.

      ‘Ray’s dead! I say we return the favor!’

      ‘My glasses…’

      ‘Shut up!’ Matt stepped forward and stamped on Paul’s glasses, crunching them underfoot. ‘Kelly, you do it.’

      ‘A pleasure. You’re first, you squinty little bastard.’

      As Kelly cocked her gun, Switch was sure he’d run out of luck this time. She was too close to miss.

      But it was Paul who moved first. Crawling on the floor just a couple of feet from Matt, he lunged forward and grabbed the barrel of the gun, jerking the butt backwards into Matt’s groin. The big man grunted and doubled over. Paul twisted the gun in the direction of Kelly and pulled the trigger.

      The bullet hit Kelly in the chest and she staggered backwards into the wall, dropping to her knees. Her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open in an expression of shock and dismay. Then she tumbled forward, head striking the floor with a sickening crunch.

      Paul looked back at Matt and rammed the butt of the gun into the man’s dumbstruck face.

      ‘That’s for my glasses,’ he said through gritted teeth, as Matt grunted and fell to the floor.

      Switch jumped across the sofa and took the gun out of Paul’s hands just before Paul dropped it, his arms going limp, the wall holding him up as he stumbled a few steps backwards.

      The smell of blood filled the air, thick and pungent. One of the two dead guards, Kelly or Ray, had vacated their bowels on death, the stench of feces mixing with the smell of blood.

      ‘You all right, Paul?’ Switch said, touching his friend’s shoulder. Your glasses, man.’

      Paul, recovering his composure, shook his head. He gave a wry smile. ‘I knew that ruse would come in handy someday. They’re fakes. I’ve never needed them. Signs of vulnerability came in handy in my line of work.’

      Switch grinned. ‘Sly bastard. I’m impressed.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Paul was staring at Kelly’s corpse.

      ‘Get up,’ Switch said, nudging Matt with his foot. ‘Get back against the wall, hands in the air.’

      The man did as he was told. ‘Look,’ he pleaded. ‘Don’t kill me, okay? I’ve got kids. Take whatever money you can find, take the guns, the jeep, whatever. Just don’t hurt me.’

      ‘We need you to open the gate,’ Switch said. ‘We need to get inside.’

      Matt’s eyes widened. ‘What the hell do you want to do that for? You do know what kind of people live in there?’

      Switch lifted the gun. ‘That’s our business.’ He cocked the rifle with an efficient flick of his finger, like a veteran assassin lining up another kill. ‘My friend here has a conscience; just look how he reacted to killing your friend. But I don’t. I’ll kill you like a pig without a second thought.’ He took a step forward. ‘Your choice,’ he said.

      ‘In the control room,’ Matt said, one shaking arm lifting towards the door.

      ‘Take us there. And remember, move too quick and you’re fucking dead. We’ll find it ourselves.’

      Matt moved off down the corridor, hands still in the air. ‘Get the others,’ Switch told Paul. ‘Bring them up here.’ He turned back towards Matt, who had reached a door further down the corridor. The guard looked back. ‘In here, all right?’

      ‘Go inside. Slowly.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      Paul glanced back at the bodies on the floor behind him as Switch followed after Matt. Ray’s body did little to him, but at the sight of Kelly his legs turned to jelly and he had to grip the edge of a table for support.

      He had killed her.

      He’d never killed anyone before. A bluffer not a fighter, he’d kept himself and Owen alive using whatever means he could to keep them fed and safe. Never before had he aimed a gun at someone with the intent to kill. Even if he’d missed, his heart would have hung heavy, but with Kelly dead, it was far worse. He felt like someone had driven a bore down through his spine and ripped out his soul. All he wanted to do was lie down and close his eyes, but he didn’t have time. Switch needed help, and the demons in his head were nothing compared to those on their trail.

      Outside, the cool air felt sticky against his face. Paul found himself gasping for breath, his hands on his knees. Looking up through eyes blurring with tears, he saw a group of people running towards him.

      ‘Paul?’ Marta said. ‘Paul, are you all right?’

      ‘Where are your specs, bro?’

      Paul squeezed his eyes shut and wiped a hand across his face. He thought of all those who had died because of them, and all those who might die yet. Their lives won’t be wasted. They can’t be.

      ‘We killed two guards,’ he said. ‘We took a third prisoner. Switch is getting him to open the gates.’

      ‘Where?’ Ishael asked.’

      ‘Go around the back and in through the garage.’

      Ishael hurried off, followed by Reeder. Paul forced a smile. ‘I lost my glasses,’ he said to the others. ‘Never really needed them, so doesn’t matter anyway.’

      Marta gave him a strange look. I’ve actually impressed her, he thought.

      He glanced at the building, just as a muffled gunshot came from inside. Reeder hadn’t yet reached the building, but they stopped and looked at each other.

      Marta started after them. ‘Oh God, Switch—’

      They heard a door slam. Paul felt at his waist for his gun, but somewhere he must have lost it. ‘Get cover—’

      ‘Hey.’

      ‘Switch!’

      The little man stood behind them all, around the front of the building. ‘The main entrance is around this way. Quickly, we need to load up their food and weapons.’

      ‘The gate?’ Reeder said.

      ‘I know the controls. It’ll be open shortly.’

      ‘Where’s the guard?’ Paul asked.

      Switch’s eyes were hard as he said, ‘No loose ends.’

      Paul gulped.

      None of the others said anything as Switch went back inside. Paul exchanged a glance with Marta, whose bottom lip was trembling. Jess looked as cold as Switch. Carl and Owen just looked tired.

      After a few moments they turned and headed back towards the Land Rover in the forest, leaving Switch alone to operate the gate. As Paul climbed up into the back with Owen and Carl they heard a low humming noise. The Land Rover’s engine covered it for a few seconds until they were out of the woods and moving up the slope to the checkpoint.

      The gate stood open. Switch was outside, the rifle in his hands. Reeder pulled up alongside him and leaned out. ‘Jump in.’

      Switch shook his head. ‘I’ll close the gate then bust up the lock mechanism. It’ll buy us some time.’

      ‘Switch, no!’ Marta said. ‘The fence is electric. There’s no way through!’

      He grinned at her, his eye twitching furiously. ‘I’ll find a way,’ he said.

      The jeep was already waiting on the other side of the gate. Switch had moved it. All he had to do was get over somehow.

      ‘We’ll wait for you,’ Marta said.

      ‘No.’ Switch leaned into the Land Rover and put a hand on Ishael’s arm. ‘You lead them. Don’t wait. There’s no time.’

      Ishael looked around at the others. ‘There’s no telling what state the tunnel might be in, even if we can find the entrance. We have to go.’

      Switch looked at Marta. ‘Don’t worry. It’ll be okay.’

      Before she could reply, he stepped back and waved the vehicle forward. As they passed through the gates Paul turned to look back. Switch briefly raised a hand, then turned and jogged back towards the checkpoint building.

      Switch, always the hero. Paul’s stomach felt knotted. He wondered if perhaps this time his friend had taken on one feat too many. Simon was gone, a loss that Paul was still trying to comprehend. Jess was grieving, Marta too, but Paul hadn’t had time to think about it properly. He thought if he lost Switch as well, his mind might just go into shutdown.

      Turning away from the gate as though it were the grave of a long lost relative, Paul closed his eyes as the Land Rover bumped over the uneven surface of the field.
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* * *

      Switch watched from around a corner of the checkpoint building until the Land Rover was out of sight. Then he made his way back into the control room.

      Matt, the last of the three guards, was tied to a chair, feet secured to the chair legs, hands tied tight behind him. Switch hadn’t bothered with a gag.

      Above them, a light fitting hung loose on its wire, having come unstuck when Switch fired a shot into the ceiling.

      ‘We’ll wait five minutes,’ Switch said, undoing the cord that bound Matt’s hands. ‘We have that long. Then you will open the gate long enough for me to pass through. Once I’m through you will close it again. If it doesn’t happen within one minute of it opening I will come back in here and I will find you and fucking kill you. Do not try to trick me. You are alive now only because I want you to be.’

      The man looked up at him. ‘Why pretend? They think I’m dead, don’t they?’

      Switch cocked his head. ‘I find it difficult to trust,’ he said, his voice never losing the icy, sharp tone that threatened to kill wantonly and at random. ‘Sometimes, it’s better for people to believe you are dead.’

      ‘I won’t tell a soul,’ Matt said. ‘I’ll tell them someone operated the gate then went out. I don’t know what happened.’

      Switch ignored his pleas. ‘I need to seal the gate from the other side. How do I do that?’

      ‘There’s a manual operation switch to the right of the gate once you’re through. You need a pass card to open the control box.’

      ‘I’ll take the woman’s.’

      ‘Inside is a control panel. Bust that up and the gate is stuck. There’s an override in the basement, but it’ll take time to find. Who’s chasing you, man?’

      ‘If you stay alive you’ll find out. I’m quite happy to kill you, though, if you’re scared.’ Switch cocked the rifle and held it up towards Matt’s head.

      ‘No, man, no! I’m sorry I asked, really sorry! I’m just an honest guy trying to earn a living.’

      ‘Another reason you’re still fucking breathing.’ Switch put a hand on Matt’s shoulder and leaned close, speaking quietly straight into Matt’s ear. ‘But cross me and I’ll find you. My friends might be nice people, but deep down inside I’m an evil little shit and I’ll quite happily cut your fucking face off.’

      ‘I won’t! I promise.’

      ‘Good. Now, it’s time.’

      Switch pushed Matt’s chair closer to the controls. ‘When it’s done, free yourself. The bonds are loose enough. I recommend you start running as soon as you can. Any direction is good. The people following me aren’t as generous as I am.’

      He grinned and went out of the control room, leaving Matt to operate the gate controls. On the way out he took the woman’s wallet from her pocket and fingered through it for her ID card as he walked down the corridor. Just as he got outside he saw the gate swing slowly open. Good, Matt had kept his word. Switch walked through to the other side, and stood out of the way while he waited for the gate to close, swinging shut in a lazy arc.

      Switch went to the door control box and used Kelly’s card to open the outer panel. As soon as it opened, he lifted the rifle and fired one shot into the middle of the small keypad. He ducked his head away as it exploded with a crackle and a cloud of dust.

      He glanced back at the building as he walked to the jeep. Matt didn’t come outside, which was just as well, because Switch really was feeling in the mood for tying up loose ends. It was best that Matt stayed out of sight.

      He slipped the key into the ignition and turned the jeep west, following the tracks left by the Land Rover in the soft, wet grass of the hillside.
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      ‘My God, Clayton, what the hell is that? What are they doing?’

      Clayton’s land cruiser bumped down the lane towards Fence Checkpoint Two in the valley below. The checkpoint itself was a low squat building nestled up against a tall fence that stretched out of sight in either direction. What had caught Dreggo’s attention, however, was the raised monorail line that led along the valley floor and up to it, ran alongside it for a short way, then ducked back on itself and followed the same route back among the sparse trees of the valley floor.

      At regular intervals of perhaps a few hundred feet, small ore-transporting trucks rode up to the fence, slowed as they came alongside, and then tipped sideways, emptying their contents over the fence on to the ground below.

      The smell was astonishing. The pungent stench of rotting food hung like a veil over everything, as thick as foam.

      ‘How the fuck do they stand it?’ Dreggo said, glancing across at Clayton, who looked grim. She patted his knee, digging her nails into the cloth, feeling smug. ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure you get used to it.’

      She knew her heightened sense of smell made it worse, but it was strong just the same. Clayton looked just moments away from vomiting. And over her neuro-sensors she could feel the Huntsmen growing into a frenzy.

      Feeding time.

      The fence and the huge trash pile had obscured their view, but as they climbed out of the truck a couple of hundred feet from the checkpoint, she was able to see the activity on the other side of the fence for the first time.

      A horde of what she could only describe as human detritus crowded around the pyramid of waste, pulling the rubbish away, stuffing the rotten foodstuffs into their mouths, filling bags and primitive wooden carts with anything else they could carry. A steady stream of them trailed to and from the fence, half-human creatures staggering back and forth like zombies. And as Dreggo watched, every so often one would just stop, drop whatever it was carrying, and slump down into a crouch, head hung forward.

      ‘Good God, so it’s true after all. I never quite believed it,’ Clayton said, coming to stand beside her. ‘This is where they bring all Mega Britain’s crap,’ Clayton told her. ‘Human and otherwise.’

      Dreggo had never heard of this place. ‘This is an utter abomination,’ she muttered.

      Clayton didn’t appear to have heard her. ‘The result of every failed government experiment, be it gene-splicing, mind-alteration, cryogenic, carbon fiber enhancement, anything, on human, animal or plant, gets brought here. And then we load up all our waste and bring it here to feed them.’

      ‘You knew about this?’

      ‘I’d heard of its existence, but I never quite realised the extent of it. I’ve never had reason to come here though. Few people do.’

      Dreggo stared at the side of his face until he turned to face her. ‘I can hear them,’ she said. ‘In my mind. Whatever your bastard scientists put inside me, it’s in some of them too.’

      ‘That doesn’t surprise me. There are a lot of bad prototypes wandering around in there I imagine, many as deadly as the Huntsmen but with even less control.’

      ‘I can feel their anger and hatred. If we go in there they’ll kill us all.’

      Clayton pointed. ‘You see those over there? The ones sitting on the ground?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘The people in there are known as Mistakes. Most of them suffer from brain damage caused by whatever happened to them in the research labs. They can be dangerous, but studies made by researchers down here say that they won’t usually attack without provocation. Most of the more dangerous burn themselves out within days of being put inside. They either fight until something stronger kills them, starve to death, or die of exposure. Those that survive are more docile. They only attack when disturbed. It’s our bad luck that those fucking kids disabled the gate at Fence Checkpoint Three, but short of going another twenty miles north this is our only choice. With luck they’ll be distracted by the dumping ground and we can slip past them.’

      Earlier, Clayton had been fuming when they found the gate at Fence Checkpoint Three inoperable and two guards dead. Another guard was missing. Worse was that Clayton himself had been forced to call the Governor and rearrange the rendezvous, leaving yet another black mark on his record.

      Dreggo had asked why the DCA didn’t just cut a hole in the fence. Clayton had stared at her with disbelief and then asked how she’d like to have several thousand half-finished Huntsmen wandering through the GFAs.

      Clayton shrugged. ‘Don’t worry, once we’re over the hill we should be away from the worst of them. Then it’s your job to keep us safe.’

      ‘You’d know I’d never do that by choice,’ Dreggo said with a thin smile.

      ‘Then it’s a good job you have none.’

      They were interrupted by a nearby agent, who greeted Clayton with a salute and pointed back up the road down which they had come. They turned to look. A long black car moved slowly down the potholed track. Its windscreen and side windows were blacked out too, leaving the car so dark that it seemed to suck the light from the pale morning sun.

      Judgment day, Dreggo wanted to quip, but her mouth had gone dry and no sound would come. She glanced at Clayton and saw his hands were shaking. A single bead of sweat made a trail down the side of his face.

      The car pulled up in the shade of some trees behind their convoy and stopped. The engine cut out. There was a hum of a fan working somewhere, and then it too stopped. A few slow seconds passed, then the front doors opened and two suited men got out. One went to the back and opened a rear door, saying something they couldn’t hear to the person inside.

      Dreggo flinched as the Governor, the man on whose dreams and ambitions Mega Britain had been built, climbed out of the car and stood up straight in the shadows below the trees. He was far taller than any normal man, perhaps taller even than the Huntsmen, and beneath the black suit he wore his body was thick with muscle. He turned towards them, his movements slow and languid, his paper-white face expressionless.

      ‘Clayton,’ he said as his gaze found them, his chocolaty deep voice floating across the wet, dewy grass. Dreggo knew in that moment that everything Clayton had told her about this man was true, that he harbored a power beyond understanding, be it of the body or the mind. Beneath his blood-red gaze she had an overwhelming urge to drop her eyes and kneel. She knew, as Clayton did, that this was the man who controlled everything, that the so-called government ministers were just puppets to do his bidding, that the elections, held every few years, were merely for show. Even the mock parliamentary debates were merely a way of narrowing and refining policies which were then submitted to the Governor, the immovable Head of State. Whatever uncertainties existed about the set-up of Mega Britain’s government, one thing was beyond any doubt: this man ruled.

      The Governor glanced left and right as he trod carefully towards them across the grass, keeping to the shadows where possible. A low mist hung in the valley below them but the sun still shone overhead, and on one occasion where its light passed across his face, Dreggo saw his expression tighten, his eyes narrow, his mouth curl into a slight grimace. As he looked up towards it, he seemed to be issuing a challenge, that for whatever pain it caused his skin he would not back down, that he was a man prepared to fight even the sun itself.

      The two guards who flanked him wore belts heavy with guns and stun weapons, but Dreggo knew they were as unnecessary as her thoughts of ambushing this man were foolish. Power emanated from him thicker than the mist, and Dreggo knew there was no one present who could touch him, not Clayton’s men, nor the Huntsmen she commanded.

      About five feet away the Governor stopped, standing in the last vestiges of shadow. His eyes flicked from one to the other, his face once again expressionless. His head tilted back, and his big nostrils flared, sucking in the stench around them.

      ‘This place stinks like the gate into Hell itself,’ the Governor said at last. His lips parted in a small smile which he aimed at Dreggo. Then, looking at Clayton, he said, ‘I was wondering why you haven’t had the gates opened yet.’

      Clayton didn’t bother to argue against what wasn’t a question. Instead he nodded at the nearest agent and barked a quick command. The man rushed off.

      ‘Sir, we’re happy that you could be here,’ Clayton said, ‘to watch the capture and death of the fugitives in person.’

      The Governor cocked his head a fraction. ‘It’s time to end this game of cat and mouse, Mr. Clayton. And it seems, in your incompetence, that I will have to do it myself.’

      ‘Sir, I can assure you—’

      ‘Few people see my anger twice, Mr. Clayton,’ the Governor said, and Clayton fell silent. ‘Maybe one of these … children … would like your job, since they seem so much more capable than you.’ Before Clayton could speak again, the Governor said, ‘Perhaps you should check on the work of your men.’ Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, ‘While you still can.’

      Clayton ducked his head and without another word he hurried off towards the checkpoint. Dreggo could almost smell his relief.

      The Governor glanced at his guards. ‘Help him,’ he commanded them, and wordlessly they turned to follow Clayton.

      Dreggo faced the Governor, her eyes trying to hold his gaze. She simultaneously loathed, feared and stood in awe of him. Part of her wanted to strike at him simply to see what he would do, see what extent of his power she could lure out.

      ‘Dreggo,’ he said, and his milky face softened, his lips parting slightly in a smile. ‘I have anticipated meeting you with interest. Walk with me a while?’

      She nodded and they fell into step, heading away from the Fence and the trucks. After only a few steps she realised that the Governor was deliberately leading her away, up through the trees towards the crest of the hill, until they were out of sight of Clayton’s men, with only the cries and growls of the monsters crawling over the garbage clinging on to them. Even the smell began to wane.

      At the same time she wondered how he knew her name, and where he was leading her, but the simple strength of his presence made every question seem trivial, as though of course he would know, and who was she to question where he led her? She would know soon enough.

      ‘Are my thoughts entering yours?’ he asked, breaking five minutes of silence.

      ‘I think maybe,’ she answered.

      ‘Because yours enter mine,’ he said. He took a couple more steps and then stopped, turning towards her. He lifted one hand and ran his fingers down her bare arm. Dreggo tensed for a moment then relaxed. His touch was not seductive in any way, it was more the way a proud father might caress a daughter. It was a feeling Dreggo could barely remember.

      ‘Do not fear me,’ he said. ‘Clayton is right to fear for his life, but you should have no fear for yours.’

      ‘I have failed you also,’ she said, feeling guilt seep into her mind, aware it probably came from his. ‘I was given command of the Huntsmen but only one Tube Rider is dead. The others are still free.’

      The Governor shook his head. ‘These ... Tube Riders ... possess more skill than they are credited with. No one running for their life should ever be underestimated. To learn how to capture is far easier if one knows how it feels to run, something Mr. Clayton knows nothing about.’

      ‘Clayton is a fool.’

      A thin smile touched the Governor’s lips. ‘Then we agree on something. Look at me, Dreggo.’

      She turned her eyes upwards towards his, and though she stared hard, she could see no other colour there. His eyes were like two crimson marbles built into his face.

      ‘Are we not one and the same?’

      At first she didn’t understand, because in her eyes they had no common ground. But in her mind—

      ‘You were made like this too, weren’t you? By scientists.’

      ‘I prefer to call them God-mongers, or even devils, playing with a technology that was not theirs to use. But you are right, we both are, or were, experiments.’ He cocked his head again. ‘And depending on what way you look at it, we could both regard ourselves as failures ... or successes.’

      Dreggo felt a frankness flood her, compelling her to speak. ‘You’re the cause of everything. All those people inside that fence are there because of what you did to our country. Everything is fucked, including me, because of you.’

      The Governor began walking again. ‘I know you went into Reading GFA,’ he said. ‘Did the people not seem happy there? The people you slaughtered as though they were nothing more than lame, useless dogs?’

      Dreggo squeezed her eyes shut, the memory still fresh. ‘I was angry—’

      ‘And you don’t think I am? Look at me. I am a monster. Every minute of every day I live in agony. I can’t even stand out and watch a sunset without experiencing pain.’ He wiped a hand across his huge forehead and sighed. ‘It was my dream to have the country working as I knew it could. And from that everyone would be happy.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve made mistakes, believe me. But I am trying to put things right. Do you trust me on that, Dreggo?’

      She looked at him. Again came that urge to be frank. ‘I don’t know. Everywhere I look I see suffering, and in your name I cause more of it.’

      ‘Everyone has to suffer in order to find peace. I’m still searching for mine, but let me try to help you find yours. I knew I would need to earn your trust to bring you on to my side. So I brought you a gift.’

      Dreggo frowned. ‘You brought me a…?’

      The Governor pointed through the trees. There, back off the road, out of the sight of anyone further down the valley, was another parked truck. The front seats were empty.

      Dreggo frowned. ‘What’s that? You brought me a truck?’

      The Governor chuckled deep in his throat, a sound like wooden balls jostling together. ‘Your present is inside,’ he said. ‘I left the vehicle there, out of sight, because the gift is rather a personal one for you. Go on, go inside.’

      He waved her forward. Dreggo hesitated a moment before starting towards the truck. Was this a trick? A joke? The Governor didn’t come across as a particularly humorous man, but what could there possibly be that she might want? All she’d ever wanted for as long as she could remember was to shed the blood of others, and now she’d had her fill of that.

      The back door of the truck was open, a metal step folded down. The inside was dark.

      Dreggo paused for a moment. She glanced back at the Governor, standing near the front of the truck. A shadow hung across his face. As she watched, he gave a slight nod.

      Dreggo stepped up into the truck.

      To her human eye it appeared empty, but the motion sensors on her robotic eye picked up something near the far wall, radiating heat, moving slightly. She switched off her robotic eye and let her human eye adjust to the dark, using her ears and nose to create a picture of the room. There was a stench inside, not of rotten food, but of feces. And the sound of sharp, short breathing, and sobbing. She stared into the dark as her eyes adjusted, and let herself see what the Governor had brought her.

      There, no more than five feet in front of her, bound to a metal chair that was fixed to the floor, was a man she hated more than any man in the world.

      Dr. Karmski.

      He whimpered like a child, and she knew the smell came from his vacated bowels. His mouth was bound with duct tape, and the blood that dribbled over it showed how he had cut his mouth trying to wriggle it off.

      Dreggo’s knees sagged beneath her, and she looked away from him, eyes darting around the inside of the truck, unable to make eye contact. Beside him, on another chair, was a flat screen television.

      She sucked in a breath. ‘Oh God, no…’

      She looked back at Karmski, and he was shaking his head, his eyes so wide she thought they might pop out of his head.

      She still woke up sweating, the cold touch of clammy hands a lingering, faceless memory. The dark recesses of her mind knew what had happened, but just in case she couldn’t remember, the Governor had brought it all here for her.

      She reached out and switched the television on.

      The first video was grainy, a shot of a laboratory from above, an empty operating theater. A young girl was brought in on a stretcher and lifted up on to the metal surface of the operating table. Her head lolled in unconsciousness. The camera zoomed in on the girl’s face, and a lump caught in Dreggo’s throat. A name came back to her, one she hadn’t realised she still remembered.

      ‘Deborah … oh no…’

      Karmski made a sound like a whistling kettle, and without thinking Dreggo reached out and clubbed his face with the back of her balled fist. Stunned, his head slumped forward.

      The scene cut, but the same camera kept the view, only now it was dark, and the girl was sleeping. From the bottom right, a man came into view, and Dreggo recognised a much younger Karmski. He fussed around for a few seconds, before coming close to the girl and leaning over her face. Dreggo saw his tongue licking at her cheek, and she wanted to kill him there and then. Only a compulsion to see what happened kept her from tearing off his face.

      A few moments passed and the girl didn’t stir. As Dreggo watched, horrified, Karmski climbed up on to the operating table. His hands reached down to pull off the girl’s hospital garb.

      Dreggo had the best seat in the house, and the Governor hadn’t spared her anything. Within seconds Karmski was fucking her unconscious younger self, his back heaving with the exertion.

      Tears filled Dreggo’s eyes, and she sobbed openly as the scene cut. Then it began again, a different room but a similar view, the same unconscious girl but with her hair cut short now, what looked like bandages around her wrists. Karmski appeared again, and again he mounted her. Dreggo cried openly, but this time the scene cut off early, moving to yet another a few months later.

      Dreggo held her head in her hands as the scenes flicked past. Some were in colour, others in black and white, some from a distance, others close up. From the digital time displays in the corner of some of the videos, she watched a couple of years pass. Then there was a gap of several years, and the final, last video.

      Dreggo, older now and with the memory of Deborah long gone, was carried by orderlies on to a similar operating table as before. Her body was bloodied and still, her face ripped open. She shivered, as though watching her own death on tape. Men came and went as the tape sped up, performing operations on her, repairing her body, inserting tubes into her arms and attaching metal plates to her skin. For one brief moment she thought she saw Clayton in the theater. Finally, the scene darkened as a light was switched off, and the video moved forward in quick time, stopping again as the doctor appeared in shot. As before, he approached her unconscious body, one hand running over the metal plate that covered half her face.

      When she watched him pull off the surgical robe that covered her midriff, something inside her snapped. With a roar she punched through the television screen, the image exploding in a mess of colour and then vanishing. She stood up, breathing heavily, and looked around.

      Karmski’s rabbit-wide eyes watched her with terror.

      ‘I hate you,’ she growled. ‘I want you to die.’

      Karmski frantically shook his head, eyes wide. Dreggo felt a strange compulsion to hear what he had to say. She reached out and tore away the duct tape, amused to see it take some skin. Karmski screamed and spat a mouthful of blood on to the floor.

      Dreggo backhanded him again, but not hard enough to knock him out. She wanted him to die knowing she had caused it.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he cried. ‘I loved you, Deborah.’

      ‘Don’t call me that. I was barely a kid when you started, you sick, sick man.’

      ‘I made you beautiful,’ he said.

      ‘You made my soul black. Everyone I have killed was because of what you did to me.’

      ‘That’s not true. Please, I’m so sorry.’

      Dreggo stared at him. The Governor said she could end her suffering. But how was that? By killing him? Or by forgiving him?

      ‘I love you—’

      She couldn’t take any more. With a roar that was all her rage and resentment pouring out of her in a flood, she gripped Karmski’s neck and began to squeeze. She couldn’t look at his desperate face as his skin tore and his neck caved in with a sudden rush of warmth. She screamed again as his arteries emptied over her hands, and then heard a thunk as his head lolled over on to one side. She gritted her teeth and gripped tighter, wrenching until his spinal cord snapped and at last his head thumped to the floor, where it rolled and lay still.

      Dreggo staggered backwards, turned and fell against the side of the truck before pushing herself up and lurching down the steps into the sunlight. The grass came up to meet her as she fell, and she put out her hands to stop herself hitting the ground. A moment later, a stream of vomit soaked the grass below her.

      She choked, hot bile stinging her throat, gasping for air.
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      Carl sat at the rear edge of the Land Rover’s open back, cradling a shotgun in his arms. He still felt a little strange around real guns—air-rifles had a lighter, less powerful feel. In the opposite corner, Owen sat, holding a handgun.

      The hillside rolled away under them as the Land Rover joined up with an old road, the surface far better than anything Carl had ever seen inside Reading GFA. It was as though the government hadn’t bothered to implement any movement restriction measures here once they’d moved the people out. The tarmac was almost complete, obstructed only by the overgrown hedgerows as they spread out and encroached on the road.

      ‘Pretty quiet out here,’ Carl said to Owen. ‘We haven’t seen any of those things in a while.’

      ‘Yeah, keeping their heads down, eh. I imagine most of them die.’

      Carl nodded. John Reeder had told them what he knew about the area, but Carl had wondered why the failed experiments weren’t just killed. Reeder didn’t know, but Ishael thought it was in case the government wanted the technology again in the future. The lab cells were full, and it was safer to keep the Mistakes out of the city. They also made a convenient guard for the tunnel, although so far none had bothered them.

      ‘They don’t even know we’re here,’ Owen said as they passed what might have been a woman sitting back in the hedge, head slumped forward against her knees. She didn’t react as the Land Rover sped by, even as it splashed her with water pooled on the road.

      ‘I wish the rain would stop,’ Jess said behind them. Carl glanced back at her, but the girl was staring at the floor, as though her words had been for her alone. Carl grimaced, wishing there was something he could do for her.

      Reeder’s Land Rover didn’t have an awning in the back. The light rain that had started shortly before they broke through the checkpoint was beginning to worsen. Paul was sitting beside Jess and holding a small piece of tarp over both of them, but Owen and Carl, who had both volunteered to sit at the back, had nothing. They were wet through.

      ‘How far is this place we’re going?’ Carl asked.

      ‘Ishael said about forty miles,’ Paul told him. ‘The problem is that the government pulled up all the road signs. He’s guessing from old maps but he has no real idea where we are.’

      ‘Typical,’ Owen said. ‘So much for revolution.’

      Paul gave him a tired smile. ‘Don’t worry, kid. You’re first in line to start the civil war.’

      ‘Damn right.’

      The Land Rover began to slow.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Owen asked.

      Carl and Owen stood up, looking forward over the top of the Land Rover’s cab.

      ‘Oh, shit, there’s one in the road,’ Carl said.’

      Owen cocked his gun. ‘Let’s blast it.’

      Reeder leaned out of the cab and called back, ‘Hold steady. We might be able to circle around it.’

      ‘What is that?’ Jess said.

      As they came closer they realised it wasn’t a human at all. It looked more like a bear, curled up in the road. Thick hair covered its body. Thin, human-sized legs were bunched up under it, and its face was buried in its arms.

      ‘Perhaps it’s dead,’ Paul said.

      Reeder closed to within twenty feet of it, and then started to turn the Land Rover to the right, trying to find a way around the creature without touching it.

      ‘Ah,’ they heard him exclaim. ‘There’s a ditch on this side. It’s going to be a little tight. Hold on.’

      ‘Keep your gun on it,’ Owen said to Carl.

      Carl pulled the heavy gun up to his shoulder, aiming the sight at the furry creature as it came up on their left. It still hadn’t moved, but it was almost close enough to touch.

      ‘We’re going to hit it!’ Paul said, leaning forward to look over the side of the Land Rover. The creature was directly below them, barely inches from the front wheel as the Land Rover moved forward in fits and starts, the wheels spinning in the mud to the right of the road.

      The Land Rover inched further forward. The back wheel came level with the creature. A couple more feet and it would be behind them.

      ‘Come on, Reeder,’ Paul muttered, wincing.

      The Land Rover jerked forward. Carl let out a deep breath as the back wheel moved past the creature. ‘Just a little more,’ he heard Owen whisper beside him.

      Then everything went crazy. Reeder gunned the engine, only for the back wheels to spin, one in the mud, the other bumping into a pothole. Muddy water sprayed the creature, and the tire grazed against its side.

      The monster leapt up with a grating roar, a scarred, scabby, blinded human face rushing up towards them. Thick, furry arms gripped the rear side of the Land Rover and the creature swung up into the back. Furry human hands raked at them and black, jagged teeth snapped at their necks as breath as thick as engine oil pulled vomit up into their throats.

      ‘Oh, fuck!’ Owen screamed, firing but missing.

      Carl staggered backwards as the creature reached for him. Its claws were almost on his neck when it suddenly spun round, hands clenching into fists to knock a struggling Owen off its back and down into the road.

      Paul leapt forward but the creature’s arms came back up, knocking him down. He gasped as blood spurted from his nose.

      Carl heard shouts and screams behind him as he swung the gun around and fired point blank into the creature’s stomach, just as the Land Rover braked hard, throwing the creature forward into Jess, knocking them both down on top of Paul. Beneath blank eyes her knife slashed and hacked at the creature’s back and neck.

      Carl twisted himself, trying to get a clear shot. Just as he pulled the gun up the creature roared again, and this time the faint sound of replies echoed back from the trees and fields.

      Carl fired into the creature’s back and it jerked upwards, its monstrous face contorted with pain. Marta jumped into the back and smashed her clawboard into the creature’s face, shattering its scarred nose to pulp.

      Still it came on. The Mistake reached out for Carl, one eye hanging by a thread, broken teeth hanging from tendrils in its mouth. Jess stabbed it in the neck, and Ishael, behind her, almost severed a hand with a hack of his knife. The creature wailed and jerked backwards. Jess and Carl pushed it over the side and into the ditch.

      ‘Where’s Owen?’ Paul shouted, pushing himself up, spitting blood out of his mouth.

      Carl looked around. The Land Rover had bumped forward, and Owen was some way back down the road, lying motionless.

      ‘Oh, sweet Jesus,’ Ishael exclaimed.

      The creature which now lay motionless in the ditch beside the road had awoken others with its screams. They came in a rush now, a dozen, perhaps more, some running, others on all fours, one even appearing to slide along the ground. Not all of them were obviously humanoid, and some bore closer resemblance to insects.

      Owen lay in the road, thirty feet from the Land Rover, seemingly unconscious. The Mistakes were barely two hundred feet beyond him, closing fast.

      ‘Owen!’ Paul tried to shout, his voice barely more than a gurgle.

      Carl didn’t stop to think. He hurdled over the side of the Land Rover and sprinted down the road towards Owen. He grabbed the boy and hauled him into a sitting position, amazed how heavy even a kid was as a dead weight. Owen was breathing, but his eyes were closed.

      ‘Come on, get up!’ Carl shouted, slapping Owen across the face. He looked up to see the nightmarish host closing in amid a cacophony of calls and screams, just as a bloodied Paul reached his side and grabbed one of Owen’s arms. Behind them, Carl caught a glimpse of Ishael standing in the road with a gun in his hands.

      ‘Get him up!’ Ishael shouted, and then stepped in front of them, between Owen and the approaching creatures. Machine gun fire rang out as he raked the Mistakes with bullets. Several screamed and fell away, but most still came on as Carl and Paul dragged Owen back towards the Land Rover. Ahead of them the Land Rover started to back up, Jess and Marta leaning down to help lift Owen over the side.

      ‘Ishael!’ Paul shouted as Carl jumped up to help the girls lift Owen. As they got him over the side the first of the creatures reached Ishael, who threw the empty gun aside and ducked sideways, ramming a knife into its side.

      ‘Die, you fucker!’ he screamed as the creature swung a huge hand at him. Ishael ducked again, trying to hold off a face that was doglike, all human shape gone. The creature’s jaws snapped at him as Paul slammed his clawboard down on its back.

      Carl grabbed Ishael’s arms and pulled him up. The Land Rover started to move, just as something arced through the air and clanged against the metal floor just inches wide of Jess and Marta.

      A metal pole, about the length of a man’s arm, sharpened at one end into a point.

      ‘They have weapons!’ Carl shouted as the Land Rover pulled away, the nearest creature leaping after it. Its claws caught the back of the Land Rover and a screeching, ape-like face gnashed at them. Carl thrust his knife into its maw and ducked back, relieved as the creature fell away, taking the knife with it. For the first time in what felt like hours he let himself breathe.

      His respite was momentary. ‘There are others ahead!’ Reeder shouted back. ‘Hold on!’

      Marta, Jess and Paul ducked low as the Land Rover smashed into something and bounced. Carl used one hand to steady himself as he reached for a rifle.

      ‘We need to clear the road,’ Ishael shouted.

      Carl pulled himself to the front of the Land Rover and stood up behind the cab. Ishael climbed up beside him, holding Owen’s handgun. Several Mistakes rushed towards them down the thin road. Hitting them was unavoidable, but the Land Rover wasn’t built like a battering ram; eventually something would break, leaving them stranded.

      Standing shoulder to shoulder, Ishael and Carl fired at the approaching creatures, trying to clear a path through. Blood sprayed from the Mistakes’ bodies as their bullets found targets. Some collapsed into the road or fell into the verges, while some came on unaffected. One or two just stopped running for no reason, and slumped down into a crouch like the first creatures they had seen.

      ‘We’re clear!’ Reeder shouted, as they swung round a bend in the road and sped down the remains of a slipway that joined on to a wide highway, the Land Rover bumping through potholes and bashing through tall weeds grown up through the cracks in the tarmac. There were no other Mistakes ahead of them, while behind them their last pursuers had lost interest and turned away.

      Reeder drove hard for a few miles, then slowed the Land Rover down, picking his way more carefully through the potholes as before. In the back, the others crowded around Owen.

      Paul, his face bloody, cradled his brother’s head. Owen had a gash on his forehead which Marta wiped with a piece of rag.

      ‘Is he all right?’ Ishael asked.

      Paul looked up at him, his eyes distraught, his face tight with worry. ‘Come on, Owen,’ he said.

      Without opening his eyes, Owen smiled. ‘I’m waiting for you to cry, big brother.’

      There was a gasp of relief from the others. ‘What the hell happened to you?’ Owen said, looking up. ‘You look like I just kicked your ass in a bitch fight.’

      The others moved away to give them some space. Carl sat down at the back of the cab beside Ishael as Marta helped Jess into the front.

      ‘We were pretty lucky there, weren’t we?’ Carl said.

      Ishael nodded. ‘We were. We’re almost out of ammunition now. If we get attacked again we’ll have problems.’

      One glance told Carl how scared Ishael had been. The man’s bruised and swollen face was pale, and his top lip trembled.

      ‘They were human, too, weren’t they? Just like the Huntsmen.’

      Ishael pulled his knees up to his chest and rubbed at a tear in his trousers on his thigh. ‘I keep telling myself that they have to die, that it’s the only way to save the lives of others. If we get across to France—’

      ‘They might do nothing. They might send us back.’

      Ishael grimaced. ‘With each additional bullet I feel less of a man and more like one of them. If we ever get there, who will we be?’

      Carl had to think for a moment. He understood what Ishael meant, but he had no answer. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I guess we’ll have to worry about it when we get there.’

      ‘If.’

      Carl looked at him. ‘When.’

      Ishael stifled a laugh. ‘The confidence of youth.’

      ‘The pessimism of late middle-age.’

      ‘I’m barely thirty!’

      This time they both laughed. It was a welcome sound. Owen looked over, wondering what all the fuss was about. Even Paul smiled.

      The soft thump of the plastic partition window sliding back broke up their party. ‘Sorry,’ Marta said. ‘Reeder says we’ve got another problem.’

      ‘What?’ Paul said.

      ‘It seems the battery of the Land Rover is running down. Reeder says we have to find a settlement and try to locate a recharging station or find another battery that works.’

      ‘Aren’t we close enough to walk yet?’ Owen said. ‘How far is it?’

      ‘About fifty miles,’ Marta told him.

      Ishael shook his head. ‘They’d run us down. Tell him to look for a small settlement, maybe the remains of a highway service station. We can maybe switch a battery from an abandoned car and bump start it.’

      Marta nodded and turned around.

      Carl looked around at the others. ‘Not getting the rub of the green, really, are we?’

      Owen stared at him. ‘What the hell are you on about?’
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      ‘Here. You may need this.’

      Dreggo looked up. Hands as huge and pale as dinner plates held out a glass of water. She took it gratefully, finishing it in one swallow. She looked up into the Governor’s expressionless face. ‘I thought you might need these too,’ he said, indicating behind him.

      What she saw there was like something out of a mirage. A large plastic container filled with steaming water, beside it a small fold-out table holding a fresh set of clothes. She had no doubt they would be her size.

      ‘Where did you…?’

      The Governor smiled. ‘I anticipated certain situations. Now, let me leave you a few minutes, and then we will talk more.’

      The Governor disappeared around the side of the truck. Dreggo and slammed the rear door shut, cutting off the horrors of her past, maybe. Karmski was dead now; she had faced up to all the nightmares that had plagued her and dragged her through the bloodiest days of her life. She felt the murderous strength of revenge flooding through her, and her mind felt vital, clear and invigorated. She slipped off her bloodied clothes and let them fall to the floor.

      She used a ladle to take the worst of Karmski’s blood off her. It felt good to be clean, though it hurt her to see the extent of the damage to her body. Tears filled her eyes, but she washed them away with a handful of warm water.

      The clothes the Governor had left for her were similar to those that Clayton wore, but sized for a woman and with a crest on the right chest that surprised her, a black circle with a pair of crosses in the centre.

      It was a Mega Britain military rank. The crest on Clayton’s uniform had a black circle with just one cross. Dreggo frowned. That little second cross meant Dreggo was officially Clayton’s superior.

      She looked around for the Governor. He was standing in the shade near the truck, his back to her, arms folded. She waited a moment, unsure what to say, but he seemed to sense her and turned. He smiled.

      ‘Does it fit?’

      ‘Yes, perfectly. But…’ She wanted to say, I’m a prisoner. I’m not here by choice.

      ‘Dreggo, I trust you,’ the Governor said. ‘I have delivered you a gift as a token of respect. Karmski was a great scientist, among Mega Britain’s best. That he was in possession of a heart as black as coal was his undoing, as were the secret cameras that only higher government officials knew about. But still, due to his brilliance, his death weighs heavily on my heart. That, though, is a weight I am prepared to bear, if it brings me your trust, your respect.’

      Dreggo had a million things to say. They clamored at her, refusing to form a queue. She blurted, ‘I was taken in the first place because of you. I’m a … a monster because of what your scientists did to me!’

      The Governor lifted a hand. ‘I admit we have research facilities. But the programs were supposed to be voluntary. I was never aware that anyone was being taken against their will, or of the atrocities. I can guarantee that a full investigation will be carried out once this terrible business is over with. I lead a large country, Dreggo. My eyes cannot see everywhere at once, and I trust few to see for me.’

      She held his gaze a few seconds and then looked away. Can I trust him? His arguments made sense, but it was difficult to break the shackles of torture and abuse that had surrounded her all her life.

      The Governor spoke. ‘How did it feel, Dreggo? How did it feel with your hands around his neck?’

      So he had watched her. She’d suspected he might. She held his gaze steadily. ‘It felt necessary,’ she said.

      ‘The power of revenge,’ he said, nodding, a small smile on his lips. ‘I never did go for all that turn the other cheek business. Think about how you felt before, and how you feel now. Do you not feel free?’

      ‘Freer than I’ve ever felt,’ she admitted.

      ‘And now imagine that you’re still carrying that weight around your neck. Feel the years, the decades pass. How do you feel?’

      She thought for a moment. ‘Suffocated?’

      The Governor nodded. ‘I’ve helped you destroy some of the demons of your past. The demons of mine are a lot harder to find, but will you help me? Will you be on my side?’

      Dreggo thought for a moment. She looked at the Governor, her eyes moving slowly down his face, past his neck, to his chest. She stared hard, concentrating, until she was sure she could hear the low thud of his heart. She stepped forward, lifted one hand, and touched him.

      His own hands closed over hers and he pulled her closer, the strength she could feel in his hands and arms astonishing.

      With her face just inches from his, she whispered, ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then Dreggo,’ he replied, his voice a low rumble, ‘Welcome. Now you lead this operation. Find me the Tube Riders, and let’s bring this unpleasant matter to a close.’
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* * *

      Clayton knew something was amiss from the moment he saw the Governor and Dreggo emerge from the trees. Behind him, the cacophony from the dump and the scrounging Mistakes had begun to burrow into his skull, while the stench filled every pore of his body.

      Opening the gate had been easy. The checkpoint guards, dulled over years of putting up with the smell, had not questioned his authority once they had seen his rank, and the gate was duly opened. Clayton’s convoy now waited on the other side, the men and the Huntsmen all boarded and ready. It was just Dreggo and the Governor holding everything up.

      Clayton looked around uncomfortably. A few hundred feet down slope, the grotesque carnival of rubbish clearing continued, the howls and groans of the Mistakes filling the air as they scrabbled for scraps of rotten food and anything that could be of use. It scared the hell out of him, watching the zombie parade, but he found the way they just switched off without warning at any time even worse. Dozens of them littered the slope, on their knees, heads slumped forward on their chests. The closest was not twenty feet away, its back turned to him, head hung forward. He had considered having his agents clear it, but the checkpoint guards had warned him that disturbing one Mistake might set off the rest of them. So, as he waited for the Governor and Dreggo, he couldn’t help but glance over his shoulder every few seconds just to make sure the Mistake hadn’t moved, that it hadn’t come any closer. His fingers rested on his gun just in case.

      They’d been gone more than two hours. Clayton had sent an agent off to find them, but the man had returned with terror in his eyes, babbling that the Governor did not want to be disturbed. Clayton hadn’t asked for details; he didn’t want to know. He now waited by the gate, alone besides the two checkpoint guards standing a few feet away, who were eager to get the gate closed and the electrification back on.

      He noticed Dreggo’s change of clothes immediately. The black DCA uniform was a stark difference to the bloodied trousers and ripped up shirt she’d been wearing before. Her hair, also, which had been a matted mess of blood, was now cleaned and tied back behind her head.

      If it wasn’t for the metal plate that covered half her face, he could almost have seen her as a woman.

      As they walked towards him Dreggo chatted amiably with the Governor, smiles and even laughter passing between them. Above them, rising up from behind the trees that topped the rise, was a plume of smoke.

      They stopped in front of him. ‘Good work,’ the Governor said. ‘Are we ready to move?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      The Governor turned to Dreggo. ‘Send two Huntsmen south along the Fence to pick up the trail. It seems fairly straightforward to me where they’re heading though.’

      ‘Land’s End?’ Clayton asked. ‘If they can get out to the Scilly Isles they might be able to find a boat to take them down the coast of Brittany. There are rumours of pirates out there.’

      The Governor shook his head. ‘Again, Mr. Clayton, you underestimate them. They’ve led us this far. They could have turned south at any time, tried to find a port where they might have found someone willing to risk trying to smuggle them across the Channel. But they haven’t because they know it’s futile. They know there’s no way out of Mega Britain by sea. They’re going underground.’

      ‘The tunnel at Lizard Point,’ Dreggo said.

      Clayton opened his mouth to say something to her. Then he noticed the rank crest on her uniform. So, he’d been relieved of power, replaced by this half human bitch. His anger boiled, but he said nothing. He felt the bulge of the remote in his pocket pressing against his arm. In her smugness she appeared to have forgotten about it, but he hadn’t. And he’d use it before she ever got a chance to take it from him. They’d both go down together.

      ‘Lizard Point is around three hours from here over uneven terrain,’ the Governor said. ‘We had best get moving.’

      ‘I thought the tunnel was sealed,’ Clayton said.

      The Governor smiled. ‘It is. But the Tube Riders don’t know that.’

      Clayton nodded. So, it was soon to end. Within a few hours they would all face their fates, his and Dreggo’s undoubtedly among them.

      He let his hand brush against the bulge in his pocket one more time.
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      The land was leveling out towards the coast when the engine began to choke. The Land Rover bumped a few times and then the engine cut out. Reeder frowned and dropped it into neutral to freewheel a few final feet before coming to a stop by the side of the road.

      ‘That’s it, I guess,’ Ishael said. ‘How far is it from here?’

      ‘From the map I’d guess about ten miles,’ Reeder said.

      Marta sighed. ‘We walk from here?’

      ‘There should be the remains of a town just over that hill,’ Reeder said, pointing at a rise ahead of them. The old weed-strewn highway angled up and over the crest of the rise, a stand of trees on either side. ‘It might be worth a try to see if there are any old vehicles lying about. We might find a spare battery, or even another usable vehicle.’

      ‘I’ll go with Reeder,’ Ishael said. ‘The rest of you should stay here.’

      ‘To hell with that,’ Marta said. ‘We stay together.’

      ‘Live together, die together,’ Jess muttered suddenly, and the others looked at her. ‘That’s what Simon would have said.’

      Marta put a hand on Jess’s shoulder. ‘Jess—’

      ‘He would also have wanted this seen through to the end.’ She brushed a hand through her hair, matted and caked with dirt. ‘His death won’t be for nothing. We all go together, and if necessary we carry on to this tunnel place on foot.’

      Marta looked at the others. ‘Are we agreed?’

      Ishael and Reeder both nodded.

      ‘Okay.’ Marta looked over at the back of the Land Rover. There, curled up in a huddle, Paul, Owen and Carl were sleeping soundly. ‘I’d better wake them then.’

      Five minutes later they were all standing on the road, the Land Rover emptied of its supplies. They all had bags slung over their shoulders. Marta, Paul, Owen and Jess still had their clawboards. Carl and Ishael carried the last of their guns, and Reeder held the map.

      ‘If we see any Mistakes keep your voices down and give them a wide berth,’ Reeder said. ‘Chances are there’ll be some in the town over there. What we don’t want is to be attacked again, because we can’t outrun them.’

      The others nodded. With Reeder and Ishael in the lead they set off.

      Owen walked close to Carl as they walked in a thin line down the side of the highway, staying as near to the hedge as possible. ‘Do you reckon they still have baguettes in France?’ Owen said. ‘I’m bloody starving.’

      ‘What’s a baguette?’

      ‘It’s like a long stick of bread. They put ham and cheese inside. I saw them on a DVD about France we watched at school once.’

      ‘You mean bread rolls? About this size?’ He indicated with his hands. When Owen nodded, he smiled. ‘We have those in the country,’ he said. ‘Mother used to give me one for lunch on schooldays. Cheddar and bacon was my favorite.’

      Owen grimaced. ‘Just shut up. You’re making me hungry!’

      ‘Yeah, I’m making myself hungry too.’

      They were silent for a few minutes, and then Owen said, ‘Do you think about your mother a lot?’

      Carl nodded. ‘Yeah, all the time. My father was a pretty tough man to live with, but somehow she managed it. Even when he was being a bully she was kind to me. She always loved me. Now, although I know my father’s dead, I don’t know what’s happened to my mother. That cyborg woman might have killed her, or she might still be alive. I want to go back, but I know that right now I can’t.’

      Owen looked sad. ‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah, I hope so. I have to just keep believing it. It gives me something to hold on to. What about you? Is your mother back in London?’

      Owen shook his head. He pouted his lips. ‘My mother’s been dead since I was a little kid, and my father’s been gone as long as I can remember. I don’t know what happened to him, but he took off somewhere and never came back. Even though I hate him for leaving us, I still hope that he found a decent life somewhere. Perhaps without the stress of dealing with Paul and me, life’s a bit easier and he’s happy.’

      ‘I hope so.’

      ‘A large part of me thinks he’s dead, though,’ Owen said. ‘People don’t get happy endings in this country anymore.’

      ‘We might,’ Carl said. ‘If we escape from the Huntsmen, Dreggo and the DCA and get over to France, things might be different. We might get a bath, and we might even get a baguette.’

      Owen smiled. ‘Yeah, I hope so. But whatever happens, I don’t think it’ll be a happy ending for any of us. Simon’s dead, your dad’s dead, Jess’s parents are dead. Tons of people have been killed. Even if we get to France, we’re cut, Carl. How old are you? I’m twelve. Twelve. And I’ve killed men. Every time I close my eyes for the rest of my life, I’m going to see the faces of those men I killed. Nothing can ever gloss over that, not baths, not baguettes, nothing.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s fucked. I just wanted to go to school, study about stuff then come home, play video games and be a pain in the ass for Paul.’

      ‘I guess we just do our best, and see what happens,’ Carl said.

      ‘Yeah, that’s about right.’
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* * *

      Paul, walking in front of Owen and Carl, felt a lump in his throat as he listened to his brother speak. He blamed himself for Owen being caught up in this mess, although he preferred Owen with him rather than back in London, alone. It especially hurt to hear Owen talk about his father, and the time was coming when Paul would have to tell his brother the truth. Owen had seen enough of life, he could handle the truth now, Paul thought.

      In front of him Jess and Marta walked in silence, though Marta was holding Jess’s hand tightly in hers. They looked like two very dirty primary school children on a class outing. Of all of them Jess was suffering the most, but he hoped the girl would find the strength in herself that Simon had loved so much and pull through her grief. Marta was being strong for her, Marta who was always strong for everyone. He hoped she wasn’t about to crack under the pressure, because he felt that if Marta cracked, they would all fall apart. Switch’s absence made it worse for her. Switch and Marta had always been close, Switch sharing a bond with her that he wouldn’t allow with other people.

      Paul always watched people carefully. He had learned over the years how to spot conflict in someone’s eyes, and he had seen a lot of it in Marta’s. He had noticed the way she looked at Ishael, and had recognised the pure delight she’d felt to see him alive. Paul also noticed the way she looked at Switch, almost with regret. But more than anything, he noticed the way she looked down, the sag in her jaw, the way her eyes hung at her feet when she thought no one was watching her. Here she was feeling a tentative love for someone, but in her heart she felt undeserving of it, felt that she had no right even thinking of it while people around her suffered and died.

      He wanted to tell her it was all right, that she was allowed to feel something other than sorrow, that even amidst the ashes of their lives she was allowed to let a seed grow. He wanted to tell her, before something happened to him, before it was too late.

      But again, as he walked along behind Marta and Jess, watching the way they leaned close like two long lost sisters finding each other for the first time, their hands and now arms intertwined, he could only keep his silence.
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* * *

      Ishael took the lead from Reeder as they reached the top of the hill. As the first rooftops of the town came into sight, he angled off the road on to the overgrown grass verge to give them a little more cover. Overhead, clouds had obscured the sun as it dipped towards the horizon, and a cold wind had risen. Darkness would come in an hour or so, and he was worried about what would happen then. Did these Mistakes become more active at night?

      He jumped as his foot landed on something soft, and he looked down to see the decayed remains of a human lying in the grass at his feet. Hollow, bird-pecked eye holes stared up at him; a toothless black maw yawned wide. He took a few steps backwards in shock, but before he could say anything, one of the girls had seen it and let out a little cry of horror.

      ‘Quiet!’ Reeder hissed.

      Up ahead of them, Ishael saw something detach itself from the hedgerow and take a few steps towards them.

      ‘Down,’ he said, waving a hand at the ground. ‘Keep still and stay quiet!’

      Marta inched up alongside him. ‘Did it see us?’ she asked, nodding towards the Mistake lurching across the road thirty feet ahead of them.

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘This is unfortunate,’ Reeder whispered. ‘We haven’t got time to get trapped here.’

      The others had bunched up into a group. ‘Want me to create a distraction?’ Owen asked. ‘I’ll lead it up the road, then double back through the fields.’

      ‘No you damn well won’t,’ Paul said.

      ‘Just wait,’ Ishael told them. ‘Stay quiet, and … wait.’

      The seconds dragged past like a heavy chain. The Mistake took a few slow steps across the road, turned towards them once, turned away, and finally slumped down on to its knees. It grunted once and went still.

      ‘Okay, move on,’ Ishael said. ‘Be careful not to disturb it.’

      They moved on down towards the town. They passed the slumped Mistake, but it neither moved nor seemed to notice their presence.

      Ishael glanced back as they passed, and saw the others do the same. His heart was hammering in his chest, the blood making his wounds throb. The thought of another mob of those monsters on their trail was enough to make his hands shake.

      Then a light flicked on ahead of them.

      ‘Well, would you take a look at that,’ Reeder said, putting a hand on Ishael’s shoulder and making the other man jump.

      ‘John, where’s it coming from?’ Marta said.

      ‘It’s coming from one of the houses,’ Reeder told her.

      ‘But ... I thought this town was abandoned.’

      ‘Yes,’ Reeder replied. ‘So did we. It looks like we were wrong.’

      ‘And it looks like they have electricity too,’ Ishael said. ‘Those lights aren’t flickering like flames or gas burners would.’

      Ishael led them on towards the town. Evening was beginning to draw in, and as the shadows lengthened they had more cover than before. Even so, they kept to the side of the road just in case they came across any more wandering Mistakes.

      The closest houses were just a few feet away. A row of bungalows lined a meandering road into the centre of the small town. Some of the gardens were overgrown; some of the windows were smashed. Other houses, though, looked well kept, lights pressing against curtains giving the impression that the town was just like any other, closed down for the night after a busy working day, its inhabitants safe behind their doors and in front of their televisions.

      ‘Who the hell lives here?’ Paul wondered.

      A door opened just a few doors down.

      ‘Back against that wall!’ Ishael hissed, and they ducked down, just as two children danced out into the street.

      ‘Tom! Brete! Come back inside!’ someone shouted, a woman’s voice, tinged with a hint of desperation. ‘How many times have I told you?’

      The children laughed and joked, pushing each other. As a shadow fell over them from the doorway, the boy disengaged from the tussle and dashed back into the house. The other, the girl, stood up and brushed herself down. She peered into the dark, eyes searching. Suddenly her arm lifted, a finger picking them out.

      ‘Mother, there are some Wildmen over there, sitting in the dark. I count seven but there could be more. What are they doing?’

      ‘Oh, fuck,’ Ishael said.

      ‘Get in the house now!’ the woman hissed at the little girl.

      Owen stood up. ‘Wait! We’re not Mistakes! We’re just normal people! Help us!’

      Paul grabbed his shoulder, but it was too late. A howl went up from somewhere in the forest behind them. A moment later a hideous shrieking sound rose in answer.

      The woman had come out into the road. ‘Who are you?’ she shouted. ‘If you’re spies, then the Wildmen are coming now.’

      ‘Let me go,’ Marta said, standing up.
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* * *

      Marta stepped out into the dim glow emitted from the open door and faced the woman and the girl in the street.

      ‘We need help,’ she said. ‘We have to get to Lizard Point, if you know where that is. Please, we’re not Mistakes, and we’re not spies. But bad people are following us.’

      ‘Whoever you are, it’s already too late,’ the woman said. With a grin almost of resignation, she looked over her shoulder. Cupping hands around her mouth, she hollered, ‘Redman!’

      She was answered by a distant roar. The woman looked back at Marta. She was about thirty-five, and looked normal apart from something that was wrong with her arms. They were longer than they should be, stretching as far as her knees. Her fingers stretched even further, spindly like spiders’ legs.

      Marta stepped forward. ‘Please help us!’

      ‘Bring your people out into the light,’ the woman said. Turning to the girl, she said, ‘Brete, get inside. Fetch your father.’

      A man already stood in the doorway. He looked normal, as far as Marta could tell. ‘Who are these people?’ he asked.

      ‘They say they’re not Wildmen, and they’re not spies. Which begs the question, why are they here?’

      ‘We have to get to Lizard Point,’ Marta shouted.

      The others had grouped up behind her. Carl and Ishael trained their guns on the darkness behind them. Jess had a knife in each hand. Paul and Reeder hovered at her shoulder.

      ‘Please!’ Marta shouted again. ‘We’re on the run from the government!’

      ‘Forget these people,’ Paul said, putting a hand on her shoulder. ‘We need to get out of sight.’

      Others had appeared further down the street. Doors opening, people stepping out to see what was happening. One or two started running towards them.

      ‘Oh my God, what in Heaven’s name is that?’ Reeder said, and for the first time since they had met him Marta heard real fear in his voice. She looked up, and understood why.

      Something huge and dark was loping down the street, head hung low, arms almost scrapping the ground. It looked like a human hunched over, but it was the biggest human Marta had ever seen. Even with its head slung forward it towered over the people that it passed.

      ‘Who is after you?’ the woman demanded.

      Marta spread her arms, and for a moment the answer seemed hysterical enough to make her smile. ‘Everyone!’

      The man looked at the woman and nodded. He moved past them down the road, ducking into the hedge a few feet beyond them.

      ‘What’s he—’ Paul began, just as a loud siren wailed and a chain of spotlights flicked on in a ring extending out into the darkness around the houses. The road out of the town lit up, and there, rushing towards them, they saw a motley group of Mistakes.

      ‘Aim for the legs!’ Ishael shouted.

      ‘No!’ the woman cried. ‘Gunfire makes them worse! Take your people and follow Jin!’

      Jin had to be the man. Appearing from the trees again, he waved at them to follow him back up the street, towards the approaching giant. Owen, Paul and Reeder didn’t hesitate; Carl and Ishael looked around but seemed reluctant to move from their positions. Jess was standing stock still, eyes on their attackers, knives gripped tight.

      Then something burst from the trees just a few feet away, leapt over a garden fence and dashed up the road towards them. Carl, closest to it, screamed in terror and spun towards it. His gun went off, and the top of the Mistake’s head exploded, jerking it around. It gave a guttural, metallic howl, then tumbled backwards to the ground, where it twitched and writhed for a few seconds before falling still.

      ‘No!’ the woman screamed.

      A huge cacophony rose from the forest.

      ‘I told you about guns, you idiots!’

      Carl’s mouth fell open. He looked ashamed that his fear had overcome him, endangering them all. Marta felt awful for him, but understood. After the terrible things they had witnessed over the last couple of days, they were all starting to lose control.

      ‘Go!’ the woman screamed again.

      Marta turned, just as the giant man reached them. He was massive, maybe twelve feet tall, his body a thick mass of muscle, his chest covered only by a thin waistcoat which revealed the enormous shoulders that hung on to overlong, muscular arms. His face was a mass of scars, his mouth lopsided, one eye lower than the other. He roared as he rushed at them, arms swinging like scythes.

      ‘Redman, the Wildmen are coming!’ the woman shouted.

      The giant barely seemed to notice her, but his course veered slightly right and he passed by where the Tube Riders crouched, rushing headlong at the phalanx of monsters that came at them down the street. In his wake others came too, some recognizably human, others that resembled Huntsmen, still others who could be one or more different creatures combined, not all of them human.

      Jin said, ‘Hurry! We’ll be swamped in minutes. There are far more of them than us.’ He looked back at the woman. ‘Lucy, I’ll take the kids. Be safe.’

      She reached up and touched his face. ‘You too. I’ll be there soon.’

      He looked at her a moment, then turned and headed up the street, the Tube Riders following him, while around them others moved in the direction of the battle. More cries came from the wilderness beyond the ring of spotlights.

      A screaming Mistake who looked mostly human leapt into view from between two houses, dashing into the road in front of them. Jin leapt straight at him, what looked like knives in his hands. The man turned on him, and Jin buried the knives into his chest. The Mistake screamed and collapsed to the ground. Jin barely pushed him off before he started running again. Where knives had been, his hands were human again.

      ‘This way,’ he shouted back, taking a street heading left. Marta glanced back once before she followed, and saw the Redman in the midst of the battle, huge arms flailing, Mistakes flying through the air like thrown toys. She shivered at the sight of it, but at least it was on their side.

      ‘Come on,’ Ishael shouted, tugging at her arm. She’d been lingering back; the others were all far ahead now.

      They passed through a town square. People dashed back and forth, some involved in little skirmishes, others running away. In the midst of battle it was difficult to tell who were Wildmen and who were not.

      ‘In there!’ Jin shouted, pointing at a two-floored building ahead of them. Double doors were open, flanked by two men who were ushering others inside. The windows on the lower level were bricked over, while the higher level windows were barred. She saw from the faded sign that it was an old police station.

      An explosion came from nearby, followed by a howl. Jin shouted something back that she didn’t hear, just as a group of Mistakes raced into the square through an alleyway. Spears sailed through the air and three of them went down, only for them to climb back up off the floor and move on. One of the children pulled what looked like a pipe out of his clothing, turned and raised it to his mouth. Marta heard a whistling noise, then the nearest Mistake screamed and dropped to the floor, clutching at its eye. The child dashed after Jin.

      Mistakes were all around them now. In front of Marta, Jess slashed the neck of one who reached for her, while Carl punched another in the face as Ishael grabbed it and hauled it back. They were just a few yards from the doorway. A hand fell on her shoulder and she swung her clawboard up and around, striking something birdlike in the face. It fell away, screeching.

      Carl and Owen had reached the door, Ishael close behind. Paul pushed Jess away from a group of Mistakes grappling each other and dragged her towards the door. Marta was just behind them when she remembered Reeder.

      She looked back.

      John Reeder lay on the ground, something that looked half amphibian standing over him. His face was covered with blood.

      ‘No—’ She took a couple of steps towards him, but a strong arm closed around her waist and hauled her back.

      ‘There’s nothing you can do,’ Jin said, dragging her towards the door.

      ‘John!’ she screamed, as the creature lifted a metal spear and thrust it down into Reeder’s chest. The man’s face twisted with pain as his head slumped back. His eyes fell on her for a second and his mouth shaped the word, go.

      Marta gaped as the creature jerked the spear out of his body and flung it at her, just as Jin pulled her sideways through the door. The spear missed her by inches, hitting the wall behind where she had been standing, clanging to the ground.

      Marta stared at the carnage outside. Reeder was just one of a number of bodies that lay scattered around the square. Small groups still fought, battling with sticks or bare hands. Then the door slammed closed, and a huge deadbolt slammed across. Marta closed her eyes and collapsed back into Jin’s arms, tears of anger and frustration stinging her eyes.
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      As the convoy rolled past, heading upslope towards the top of the rise, Switch lifted his head. His neck ached from maintaining the position, keeping the guise up while Clayton, the Governor and Dreggo talked just a few feet away. It had been a risk to get so close, but he’d been right that the stench from the garbage would be too much even for the Huntsmen to differentiate him from it.

      After separating from the others, he had hidden the jeep out of sight and then headed back to the gate to see what the Department of Civil Affairs would do when they reached the sabotaged checkpoint. As he’d suspected, they didn’t cut through the fence for fear of letting out the Mistakes, but rather headed north towards the next one. Once he realised their plans, he moved ahead of them quickly as the road took them away from the fence, their trucks slower over the old roads. At the next checkpoint he’d found a place to hide the jeep and been in position near the gate long before they arrived.

      He rubbed his neck as he moved off towards where he had hidden the jeep in a stand of trees. He’d been able to shift position a little, but they’d still taken far longer than he’d thought necessary just to get the gate open and their trucks underway. He’d sensed that a changing of the guard was in order when Dreggo had disappeared with the Governor and come back wearing a DCA uniform. The man identified as Clayton had obviously suffered some sort of demotion. It was all conflict that might prove useful later, as was the brief conversation he had been waiting so long to hear.

      So, the Governor knew where they were going. That in itself erased all need for stealth because they were no longer being tracked, but that the Governor said the tunnel was sealed raised a bigger problem. Letting the Tube Riders run into a trap was the plan; let them head into the tunnel only to find it went nowhere except back, into the waiting teeth of the Huntsmen.

      He frowned as he climbed up into the jeep and pulled off, heading due south-west, a map of Ishael’s on the seat beside him, Lizard Point highlighted in red. Out of the field, he turned on to a small road that would take him around and ahead of the DCA, his jeep able to take routes their bigger trucks couldn’t. He pushed the jeep up through the gears, picking up speed, not caring as the small vehicle lurched and jumped through the potholes of the old road. He took a certain delight in driving, something he hadn’t done since he was about fifteen, in the days when there had been enough cars on the roads for it to be worth stealing them. It was no tube ride, but it was fun. Perhaps in another life he might have been a rally driver, he thought.

      One of their radios had been lost during the fight in Exeter, and the rest of the Tube Riders had taken the other to stay in contact with William if necessary. The jeep was his only hope now, and he prayed it could handle one last journey. Getting to the tunnel and his friends before the DCA did was his only concern. He had to stop them going into that tunnel.
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* * *

      Dark was falling when he finally stopped the jeep at the top of a thin lane and climbed out. His body ached from the rough journey, and his stomach felt queasy. The knife wound in his side was sticky beneath the bandages, as though the rocking and jerking of the jeep had broken open some of the stitches Reeder had redone. He hoped it would hold just a little longer.

      From here he could hear the roar of the sea and the grumble of the waves as they battered the cliffs. The damp air was thick with the smell of salt, and Switch breathed it deeply, tasting it back in his throat. He’d never been remotely near the sea before, and he found the smells and the sounds intoxicating. Perhaps, he wondered, he’d also been a sailor in another previous life.

      Up ahead of him was a clearing. A wide avenue had been cut through the trees, and a large warehouse stood at the end of a long stretch of tarmac, wide enough for four vehicles shoulder to shoulder, in the lee of a steep hillside silhouetted against the evening sky. Mickelson Packaged Goods read the faded sign above the warehouse door.

      This building, he was sure, disguised the entrance to the tunnel. Up the hill to the right another trail led away, and there, at the top of the cliff, were a cluster of huge windmills, their blades beating against the night sky. Below them, where he had just been, was a large shed housing several generators which still hummed with life.

      The power was on.

      A mile back down the road, he’d come to another fence, another gate. The padlock had been thick with rust, suggesting the place was abandoned. He’d had to break it open, and he’d left the gates wide, figuring that to put back the broken padlock would be a ruse gaining him a few seconds at most. In the entranceway, he’d left the bodies of a couple of Mistakes he’d killed, to try to give the DCA the impression that the gates had been broken in a long time ago.

      There was no sign of the other Tube Riders. He had expected them to be here by now, so perhaps they’d encountered further problems. He had faith in them to make it, but their chances of getting here before the Governor and the Huntsmen were slight now. He had a couple of hours on them at most.

      He looked up at the warehouse façade, the wide road in front of it, his curiosity rising. The Governor claimed it was sealed, while Ishael thought it went right through to France. Who was right? If the Governor was right, he had to head the Tube Riders off before they got here. But if Ishael was right…

      Curiosity got the better of him. He had to know for sure. He had to get inside, and find out for certain whether the tunnel was finished or not.

      He approached the huge warehouse doors. They were maybe twenty feet high, tall enough to permit any kind of large cargo or military vehicle.

      They were unlocked.

      Switch slid them back on metal runners, the doors squealing as years of rust and dirt was scraped away. Sweat poured from his brow, and his throat was dry. He was hungry, thirsty and very, very tired, but he knew that whatever was going to happen was just hours away. First William, and then the streets, had raised him tough; he would last.

      Inside, a cavernous darkness awaited him. He pulled a torch from his pocket and flashed it about. At least there were no Huntsmen or DCA agents that he could see. In fact, there didn’t appear to be anything except a thirty foot wide stretch of tarmac, flanked on either side by bare earth.

      The whole warehouse looked rather temporary, erected just to cover over something not yet finished but which was best kept secret. He shone his torch to either side, and located a set of switches. Flicking them brought high strip lights reluctantly into life, and the warehouse revealed itself.

      At the back a rock wall faced him, broken only by a huge tunnel entrance at the end of the tarmac. A hundred feet high, it angled gently down into darkness. The tunnel looked finished, the roof rounded and polished smooth. Dim emergency lights reminded him of St. Cannerwells, and he could only reflect on how long ago those days seemed now.

      Near the entrance was a single floored brick building. Inside, Switch found a dusty computer console and a bank of switches. He flicked a couple to see what would happen. One brought a gust of damp, musty air flowing out of the tunnel, and he knew he’d started up some sort of fan system. He flicked a few more. One, terrifyingly, caused scratchy piano music to boom out. He switched it off quickly, and tried another. This time he got lucky, and a flood of light burst out of the tunnel as huge overhead strip lights came on.

      Switch went outside and looked down the slope of the tunnel. It was just an entrance ramp, because a hundred yards further on the tunnel opened out.

      He jogged down to take a look. The tarmac stopped at the bottom of the ramp, yielding to bare hewn rock. Lights and fans hummed overhead but the floor of the tunnel wasn’t quite finished, wooden boards and occasional piles of rock debris showing how work had abruptly ceased. To the right of the ramp were a series of huge storage garages built back into the rock, and Switch wondered what was inside. Cutting or clearing vehicles he imagined.

      To the left though, was as impressive a sight as he’d ever seen. The entrance was nothing compared to this monster, the tunnel at least two hundred feet wide, and angling downwards below the ocean floor, stretching away as far as he could see. He expected it began to rise at some point, up towards the French side. There was no sign of an end from here, but it could be fifty miles long or more. Slight curves or angles would easily take it out of view.

      So, it existed. Now he just needed to know how far it went. Who was right, the Governor or Ishael? Did it stop halfway across the Channel, or was it complete?

      He hurried back to the Jeep.
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      Darkness had completely fallen by the time the Governor’s car led the way up the dirt track to the old tunnel entrance. Dreggo confirmed one of the Tube Riders had been inside, but his scent trail was freshest leading back away down the track, the way they had come. Earlier they had caught the rest of the Tube Riders’ scents heading into a small village a few miles back down the valley. Clayton had wanted to follow them and flush them out, but the Governor had decided it would be far more rational to lie in wait for them near the tunnel entrance. If they survived the Mistakes they would come eventually, he reasoned, and if the Tube Riders didn’t survive, well, so be it.

      ‘We set up camp back in the trees,’ the Governor told Clayton by radio. ‘Dreggo will have the Huntsmen patrol the area and await the Tube Riders’ approach. My guess is they will come early in the morning, at first light. There is a good chance they will be on foot, so have your men set up sniper positions from the hill above the entrance and in the trees. Remember, no one is to shoot unless on my command. I want them inside the tunnel, where they can’t get out. Get the doors open and see if the lights still work.’

      He clicked the radio off and turned to Dreggo. ‘Soon, very soon, things will be back on track and we can get back to running this country.’

      Dreggo nodded. Part of her was sick of the countryside and wanted to return to London, while another part was aching to spill the blood of the Tube Riders. The feeling of her fingers breaking open Karmski’s neck returned, and the deliciously euphoric sensation she remembered made her shudder. It would happen again with the Tube Riders, especially the bitch and the little fuck with the bad eye. Then they could go home.

      ‘Give your commands to the Huntsmen, Dreggo,’ the Governor said. ‘I want the Tube Riders inside the tunnel. The Huntsmen are only to kill them if they come out. Anyone else, though, should be killed immediately. No errors this time.’

      ‘Yes, sir. Consider it done.’ She quickly established a mind link with the Huntsmen. She could feel their frustration at the long, bumpy journey, and their desire to kill and feast. Now was a time to be wary of them, she knew, because they were liable to disobey her commands if they didn’t do either soon. She warned them, told them to keep themselves alert. One, though, was missing.

      Lyen? she sent the link personally to his neuro-frequency. Where are you?

      Yes…

      Are you all right?

      Yes…

      She felt the Huntsmen being released from the truck under the supervision of their handlers. Don’t stray far, she told him.

      No … stay close.

      You are worried?

      No…

      You will see the girl soon enough.

      Girl…

      Be patient.

      Patient…

      She closed the link. He was all right. Showing him the photograph of his sister had been risky, but there was still a chance the knowledge could be useful. If the Tube Riders tried to escape, they might be able to force the girl to give up the memory card in return for her brother’s life. The net was closing, this time for good.
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* * *

      Lyen looked around as the other Huntsmen were released from their bonds. One or two snapped at the handlers, but most were calm, aware of their orders and ready.

      He slipped into the trees, planning to do a circuit of the clearing and then patrol the area up on the hill. The remaining human part of his mind really wanted to see the ocean. His eyes were good in the dark, and the moon was out, which would help. But, orders were orders.

      Or were they? The image of his sister flashed in his mind, and he remembered the moment they had crossed her scent trail and then left it behind. He could go to her now, could see her again, couldn’t he? After all, they were searching for her, because she had done something wrong.

      She had to be killed.

      Didn’t she?

      Lyen cocked his head. Lyen, Dreggo had called him just now. But his name was Leo. Leo Banks.

      Lyen was a Huntsman, ordered to ensure the deaths of the Tube Riders. But he was also Leo Banks, brother of Marta, the Tube Rider. Leo Banks had been a Tube Rider too, he remembered now. He had been a Tube Rider and a brother. He was no longer a Tube Rider, but he was still a brother.

      Were brothers supposed to kill their sisters?

      Lyen was a Huntsman.

      Leo Banks was Marta Banks’s brother.

      Which one was he? Which one was he supposed to be?

      He realised he had walked further into the woods than he had planned. The fence was nearby; he could smell the metal on the wind. Beyond it was the dirt road which they had come up.

      That road led back to Marta’s scent. Marta, the Tube Rider and his sister. His target, and his kin. If he followed that road he could find her.

      Lyen could kill her.

      Leo could love her.

      Who was he?

      The fence was behind him now. The dirt trail was dark and silent, the night not even broken by the screams of the Mistakes they had been hearing for the last few hours. None of them came here, but there would be Mistakes where Marta was now. Mistakes would try to kill her.

      Marta, his sister.

      Lyen could kill Mistakes, he could protect her.

      Leo could kill Mistakes, he could protect her.

      Lyen.

      Leo.

      Which was he?

      Lyen was a Huntsman. Leo was Marta’s brother.

      Lyen was Leo.

      Leo was Lyen.

      They were one and the same.

      Marta was in danger.

      Leo moved into a slow jog as he headed down the dirt track. Within a few hundred yards, he had broken into a full run.
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      John Reeder’s death had hung heavily on all of them as they sat together in the basement of the old police station, now converted into a safe house of sorts. The last sounds of the battle above had died down some time ago, as the villagers found cover and the Mistakes lost interest and headed back into the forest. Owen and Carl had fallen into an uneasy sleep, the toil harder on the younger ones than the others, and Ishael knew Carl blamed himself for firing the gun. Ishael blamed himself for giving the order, but as Jin had told them, when the Mistakes came, they came, it was only ever a question of how many.

      Jess, unwilling to speak to anyone, had gone off with Paul to help care for the wounded on an upper floor, leaving Marta and Ishael alone. After a while, Marta had fallen asleep, and Ishael had gone off to speak to Jin.

      The man’s face was blood-stained from the fight. Sitting on a metal chair, he was wiping himself down with a towel when Ishael approached.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Ishael said, taking a seat beside him. ‘I’m sorry we brought them down on your town.’

      Jin shrugged. ‘It happens often. Each time we lose a few more. It’s the children we try to keep safe.’

      Ishael looked at the man’s arms, at the metal implants that bulged under his skin.

      ‘Is Lucy all right?’

      Jin smiled. ‘I got word that she made it to another safe house. She can take care of herself better than I can.’

      Ishael could resist no longer. ‘Why do you fight each other? After all, you’re all…’

      ‘Mistakes?’

      ‘Uh, yeah.’

      ‘Why do white humans fight black humans?’ Jin said. ‘Or humans of one nation fight another? They’re a lot more similar than we are to some of them out there.’

      Ishael sighed. ‘It’s how the world is I guess.’

      Jin nodded. ‘We’re all government rejects,’ he said. ‘But all of us are different. Back when that fence first went up and the first dumps were made, those of us that maintained a level of rationality banded together. We called ourselves the Free Folk. We made camps, joined with other groups, and eventually made settlements. We repaired houses, planted our own crops, even managed to find a few stray cows which we bred into small herds. We built generators, got the power back on. Together we rediscovered our humanity, but we can never forget what happened to each of us. We are reminded of that every day, when the Mistakes who are too far gone, those we call the Wildmen, wander into the village, or attack us like they did tonight. But we are free now, and we are the lucky ones, the ones able to rebuild. Not all of the people taken by the government were as lucky as us. Many of them are mindless and destructive, more animal than man. They attack us at random. Anything can set them off, a shout, a cry, a closing door.’

      ‘How do you survive?’

      ‘Any way we can.’

      ‘And the children? Were they failed experiments too?’

      ‘Some of the older ones. The younger ones, though, they’re ours.’

      Ishael was surprised. It obviously showed in his face, because Jin said, ‘Not all of us can, but there are more than you might think who can still carry out normal human functions. Like childbirth.’ He dipped the towel into a bucket of water at his feet. ‘One of my children—Brete—was dumped here as a Mistake. The other, Tom, is ours by birth.’

      ‘That’s wonderful.’

      ‘It’s a life many of us never thought we’d have.’

      Ishael was silent for a moment. He dipped a rag of his own into the bucket, and mopped his own face.

      ‘I’m sorry about your friend,’ Jin said.

      ‘Reeder … he was a good man. I didn’t know him very well, but he gave up everything he had to help us.’

      ‘Then that makes him as good a man as any.’

      ‘You’re right about that.’ Ishael sighed. ‘Thank you for what you did for us. We’d all be dead now if it wasn’t for you.’

      ‘We’re wary of anyone we don’t know,’ Jin said. ‘Wildmen come into our village in many guises. But we haven’t lost our humanity.’

      ‘I’m afraid we might bring worse down on you,’ Ishael said, and briefly recounted what had happened. ‘We have to get to Lizard Point,’ he said. ‘There’s a tunnel there that we can take that will hopefully take us under the Channel to France. We have evidence that could bring war to Mega Britain, and with it, freedom.’

      ‘While I don’t envy the war, I think everyone wants freedom.’ Jin was thoughtful for a moment. Then he said, ‘We have vehicles. We can take you up to Lizard Point at first light. Before then it’s dangerous to go outside. The Mistakes tend to calm down a little more during daylight.’

      ‘What about the Huntsmen?’

      Jin smiled. ‘How many did you say there were? Ten? Fifteen? Don’t worry about them. The Redman can deal with them.’

      ‘The Redman … you mean that giant?’

      ‘He might look fearsome, but his mind is mostly human. In return for the care we give him, he protects us.’ Jin smiled. ‘There are some pretty dangerous Wildmen behind the Fence, but nothing is a match for a raging Redman. Not Huntsmen, not the Governor himself even.’

      ‘That’s a bold statement.’

      ‘One you might agree with after seeing him in action.’

      Ishael considered. ‘He looked powerful, for sure. But against an organised assault, he’d be just another monster waiting to be tied down.’

      Jin cocked his head, still smiling. ‘The Redman is far more intelligent than you give him credit for. A group of Redmen could bring down the government.’

      Ishael listened carefully. In his mind, plans began to form. ‘It’s a shame you don’t have more of them.’

      Jin looked regretful. ‘There are others about. One of the problems with Redmen is that they’re territorial. When the government filled those babies with growth hormones and animal genes and whatever else, they accidentally put in something that makes them fight each other. The government found that out the first time they tried to use them, which is why the survivors got dumped in here.’

      ‘Unfortunate.’

      ‘It is. But our scientists are working on it.’

      ‘You have scientists?’

      ‘When you spend the best years of your life as a damn lab rat, it’s not surprising many people want to know what happened to them. Our technology is primitive, built up from nothing. There are other towns with bigger projects going on, but travel is pretty difficult because of the Wildmen. We have few working cars, and a rail line we tried to put down suffered from constant attacks.’ He shrugged. ‘But we’re getting there.’

      Ishael sat back in his chair. It was a like a microcosm of social evolution happening right under the government’s nose. The government was throwing away its scientific detritus and that detritus was building itself up into a functioning society, one that was developing awareness and strength. One that could be a huge asset in the event of a war.

      ‘Do you go beyond the Fence?’ he asked.

      ‘There are some tunnels. But like I say, it’s difficult to travel safely. For every rationally functioning near-human that gets put inside, there are five Wildmen. Most of the good men don’t make it as far as the towns, though we try to keep a watch on the main depositing points as much as we can.’ He stared at Ishael for a few seconds. ‘Life is hard here, don’t get me wrong. But from what I remember, it’s not that great on the other side of that fence, either.’

      Ishael said, ‘Back in Bristol I was the leader of the Underground Movement for Freedom. We have guns, and men. If your men can be organised into a fighting machine, then we can be ready to strike from inside if help comes from Europe.’

      Jin laughed. ‘You have grand ideas, my friend, and believe me, we’d like nothing more than to see that bastard cut down from his perch.’

      Ishael said the words before he really understood what he was saying: ‘I can help you. The UMF’s network is far-reaching. We have small outposts in most of the major UAs.’

      Jin smiled. ‘You’d leave the girl for us?’

      ‘Who…?’ But Ishael knew he meant Marta. Staying would mean letting her go alone. He didn’t know what might happen between them, but if he stayed behind he might never see her again.

      Ishael stood up and walked away, going to a window and peering out into the night. A couple of dim streetlamps burned in the square, but it was otherwise empty.

      Could he leave her?

      He had grown up a revolutionary, living in tunnels and in basements, attics and sewers. Everyone he’d ever loved was dead, and for as long as he could remember his life had centred on ways to remove the oppression in Mega Britain. Ways to bring down the government. Here, among these people, these Free Folk, he’d found another link, another wedge that if sharpened could be driven into Mega Britain’s charred and polluted heart. But if he stayed behind to help shape it, he would be giving up someone who had come to mean a lot to him over the last few days.

      Leaving Jin to finish cleaning up, Ishael went out and back down to the basement room. He went inside and closed the door. Marta was awake, sitting back against the wall, staring at the floor.

      ‘Hey,’ he said, sitting down beside her and taking her hand.

      ‘I’m so tired,’ she said. ‘I just can’t sleep. Every time I close my eyes I just see death. Everywhere.’

      ‘John Reeder was brave,’ Ishael said. ‘And so was Simon. This thing is almost over. A few more hours and you’ll be through that tunnel into France.’

      She was weary, but she caught his words immediately. ‘You said ‘you’, Ishael. You’re not coming, are you?’

      She was astute. You had to be to survive in Mega Britain, but still she impressed him.

      He took her chin in his hand and bent her head towards him. He pushed a dread of hair away from her eyes, and stroked the side of her face. ‘Marta…’

      ‘Damn you, Ishael.’

      ‘Marta … I…’

      She squeezed her eyes shut and pushed him away. ‘Why do you have to stay?’

      ‘I can help them get organised. I can make them into an army. When you bring men from Europe we can strike from inside too.’

      ‘Why can’t they do that for themselves? Why do you have to leave me?’

      ‘We’ll see each other again,’ he said, hoping his words sounded sure.

      ‘No, we won’t! It’ll be just like when Simon fell from that fucking train! Over! You’ll die, or I’ll die or…’ Her voice trailed off as he pulled her close. She sobbed as he kissed her, his bruises smarting but his lips desperate, his tongue searching. She melted into him, crying as she pulled the blanket over them.

      ‘Don’t leave me,’ she cried, tears streaming down her face as she pulled his hands around her body and slipped her own hands under his clothes.
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* * *

      Ishael was sleeping quietly beside her when Marta woke. She looked down at him, naked under the blanket, and she felt tears well up in her eyes again. Angrily, she brushed them away and climbed to her feet, pulling her own clothes back on, the dampness of old sweat unpleasant on her skin.

      She needed some air, and she needed to be alone. Too much was going through her head.

      She went outside, closing the door quietly behind her. She went up the stairs, past other rooms where people were sleeping or talking in hushed tones. She saw Owen and Carl sleeping inside an old cell, a couple of other people lying down beside them.

      At the top of the stairs the main door was open. Two men stood guard, peering out into the night.

      ‘Is it safe?’ she asked. ‘I need some air.’

      The Wildmen have gone,’ one guard said. ‘We’ve checked the perimeters and secured the town, but a lot of people like to stay inside the safe houses, just in case.’

      ‘If you go outside just don’t make any noise,’ the other added. ‘Don’t stray too far from the safe house.’

      ‘Sure, no problem.’

      She stepped out into the square, immediately letting out a tiny gasp as she found the huge Redman sitting just outside, leaning back against an old monument. He watched her through big eyes, his chest rising and falling with slow breaths. He was even more impressive at rest, close to three times her height, his legs and arms as thick as tree trunks, his fingers alone almost the length of her arms.

      They watched each other. Marta noticed blood on the Redman’s waistcoat.

      ‘Are you hurt?’ she asked.

      The Redman’s table-sized head rocked slowly back and forth. ‘A couple of scratches,’ he said, in a deep voice that was surprisingly human. ‘Always, just a couple of scratches. They can’t hurt Redman.’

      ‘I’m happy you’re safe.’

      ‘I’m hungry.’

      Marta smiled. ‘Me too.’ She nodded to the left, towards a quiet street that was well lit, heading up towards what looked like a smaller square with a water fountain. ‘I just need a little walk. It’s been a long day.’

      The Redman nodded. ‘Keep eyes open. Be safe.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Marta headed off, a thousand conflicting thoughts buzzing through her head like flies, and just for a moment she wished they would all clear off long enough for her to enjoy the moonlit night and the peace of what had once been a tranquil little country town.
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      Leo’s chest heaved as he came to a stop, several miles of running making his legs and feet throb. Up ahead of him the lights of the town rose out of the trees. He’d heard sounds of a commotion before, but the battle or whatever it was had died down now, and as he crept closer through the trees he heard nothing but the occasional hoot of an owl.

      He froze, sensing something standing close to him in the darkness. It was one of the failed people, one who never made it to be a Huntsman. The figure was a few feet away, not moving, its back to him.

      Leo took two quick steps forward and broke the man’s neck, then lowered the body quietly to the ground.

      Sleeping, resting or not, dangerous creatures became enemies on waking. It was best to have them eliminated.

      He approached the first houses, dropping onto his belly to crawl through the last undergrowth before he reached a clearing illuminated by a large spotlight attached to a pole. Across the clearing the town started. He could see a thin alleyway ahead of him, blocked only by a barbed wire fence.

      Leo assessed the situation. The creatures in the forest had attacked the creatures in the town, something that happened regularly he assumed, given the spotlights and the barbed wire that hung across the spaces between the houses. From what he’d seen though, the creatures attacked wildly with careless abandon. No one would expect someone to use stealth.

      Huntsmen, too, had problems with stealth sometimes, especially during periods of hunger. But Leo was remembering a time before he used to be a Huntsman, when he’d had better control of himself. On his stomach, he crawled across the clearing and found a space beneath the wire to squeeze through.

      He followed the alleyway to a junction, where he paused and sniffed the air, his ears pricked for sounds of approach. Marta’s scent led off to the left, but as he turned his head back and forth he caught wind of a fresher scent coming from the right. He turned that way, walking slowly with his hood up, appearing to anyone who noticed like another of the townsfolk returning home.

      He had expected to have to kill or break into buildings to get at her, but as he turned another corner, he was surprised to see her, standing a few hundred feet away next to a dry fountain, one hand trailing in the basin where water had once fallen.

      Marta, his sister. He felt a lump in his chest pushing up into his throat, and a low growl escaped his lips.

      To him, she was beautifully human, a living memory of his past that the government had failed to erase. But to her, he was still a Huntsman, and he knew it would be difficult to get close without her raising the alarm.

      Leo moved towards the nearest buildings, stepping into the shadows where he was unlikely to be seen, and began his approach.
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* * *

      ‘He’s gone, sir,’ Dreggo said, jogging up to the Governor as he stood near the top of the ramp down into the tunnel. ‘The Huntsman Lyen, the one who used to be Leo Banks.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘He’s ignoring my instructions and he won’t respond. I can hear him, but he’s blocking his thoughts. He’s distant though. I think he’s gone after her.’

      ‘His sister?’

      ‘Yes.’

      The Governor frowned. ‘This is … unexpected. We may have to change our plans.’

      ‘Sir, I think he’s heading into the village to warn her.’

      The Governor’s white face flushed with anger. ‘We cannot have that. We may have to abort the trap and take them in the town. At worst they will come running here. There is nowhere else for them to go.’

      Dreggo closed her eyes and concentrated. ‘Sir, I can … feel the Mistakes. The ones in the forest. I can sense something has happened.’

      The Governor looked hard at her. ‘Can you control them?’

      ‘I don’t know … maybe.’

      The Governor’s eyes blazed. ‘Do it. Call forth their rage, Dreggo. Bring them down on that town with fire in their eyes and hate in their hearts. And while chaos ensues, we will capture the Tube Riders and finish this.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Dreggo moved off as the Governor called out for Clayton to assemble his men. She closed her eyes and sent her thoughts out to the Huntsmen and to the people who had almost been Huntsmen. She called forth their anger, sought out their rage. And distantly, through her mind, she heard them begin to respond.

      ‘My Huntsmen … I command you to go to war,’ she whispered aloud. Around her she heard their minds spark into life and their bodies begin to move as they turned and sprinted through the trees, back in the direction of the dirt road and beyond it, five or six miles away, the town where the Tube Riders were hiding.

      And among the nearby fields and the forests, she felt a buzz rise into the air as hundreds of shattered human minds began to boil with anger, brush away the pain of their wounds, and turn their thoughts to one last assault on the people who had hurt them.
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* * *

      Switch was having a good day. Lying in the grass feigning death not far from where the Huntsmen and the DCA agents patrolled, he watched with surprise as the men began to climb up into the trucks which then turned around and headed back down the road away from the tunnel entrance.

      He was soaked in the blood of a Mistake he had killed, his clothes doused, his hair, his face, his hands sticky with it. It stank beyond belief, to the point where he had retched until his stomach was empty of the last of Reeder’s breakfast and then some, but the ruse had worked. He’d overheard Clayton telling the Governor he thought there were Mistakes in the tunnel, and a Huntsman had patrolled just a few feet to the left of where he lay still without giving him more than a brief glance.

      But now they were all leaving. There were two agents up on the hill, covering the entrance with sniper rifles, but he would easily kill them once the others were gone. Where were they going? What had happened to cause them to leave?

      He sensed the others were in danger, but at the least their urgency and the leaving of the guards meant his friends were still alive. He had to help them, but first of all he had to secure the tunnel entrance.

      Pulling a knife from his pocket, he began to shimmy through the long grass like a deadly snake, towards where the land began to rise.
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* * *

      Leo knew it was almost too late when the cacophony began behind him. He let his mind relax and the sounds flooded in, the Mistakes in the forest creating a backdrop to the roars of the Huntsmen, and above it all, the shrieking commands of Dreggo, their assumed leader. They were coming, all of them, and within minutes the village would be turned back into a battle zone.

      Marta, just twenty feet ahead of where he crouched in a doorway, had heard it too. She looked around as though having just woken up, and the dim street lights reflected tears in her eyes.

      She stood up. This was his chance, his only chance, before she was gone again.

      He stepped out of the shadows.

      ‘Marta…’

      She turned. For a moment her face didn’t change, then suddenly she seemed to recognise he was different to the other Mistakes in the town.

      ‘Huntsman!’ she gasped, backing off.

      ‘No!’ he growled, unable to think of anything else to say, and then, trying to prove he wasn’t a threat, he slumped forward onto his knees, his hands spread wide on the ground in a praying gesture he hoped would look submissive and harmless.

      Marta had been about to run, but now she paused. Perhaps she thought he was injured. Leo had only had seconds to make her understand before she called out for help.

      For a moment his own name eluded him, so he used hers. ‘Marta … sister.’ He lifted up one hand and pulled the hood back so that she could see what was left of his face.

      She stared at him for another long second. Then her mouth fell open, and she began to cry.
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* * *

      It was him. Leo. Her brother. She recognised his eyes, the deep blue that mirrored hers. The rest of his face was a mess, a doglike snout covering where his mouth had been, wires protruding from his temples and feeding in through holes in his neck. She was repulsed and joyous at the same time, washed away by a wave of emotions. Her brother wasn’t dead after all. He was right here in front of her, but he had been subjected to a fate that might actually be worse than death.

      She couldn’t stop the tears that flooded down her face. ‘Oh my ... what have they done to you…?’

      ‘Huntsman…’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Tunnel … Governor … Dreggo … wait for you … run, Marta…’

      Her hands, tentative at first, cupped his face. She could feel metal under his skin. ‘Leo, come with us, we can save you!’

      ‘I … save you.’ He frowned, and a strange yelping noise came from his throat. She thought he might be crying. ‘They come … now. You … must … hide.’

      Marta looked up, hearing the wail of the Mistakes. From somewhere not far away, she heard what sounded like an explosion. They were attacking again.

      She climbed to her feet, pulling Leo up with her. ‘Come on. We have to get back to the safe house.’

      He stopped. ‘No. They attack … safe house.’

      People were running past her now, people with spears and knives, running in the direction of the perimeter. The attack was imminent.

      ‘This way,’ she said, leading them into an alley. ‘We can get back to the safe house, find the others, and then—’

      A Huntsman stepped out in front of her.

      Marta screamed and turned back. Another Huntsman appeared behind them.

      ‘Lyen,’ the first Huntsman growled. ‘Lyen have … Tube Rider?’

      Leo put an arm around Marta. ‘Prisoner,’ he said.

      ‘Kill her,’ the second Huntsman ordered.

      ‘Prisoner,’ he repeated.

      The first Huntsman sniffed at the air. ‘Lyen … Tube Rider … smell same.’

      The second Huntsman growled. ‘Lyen … is … traitor!’

      With a roar, the two Huntsmen leapt forward in attack.
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* * *

      Clayton’s DCA convoy pulled up just outside the town. Ahead of them, the Governor and Dreggo climbed out of their car and headed straight into the fray, through the last trees and into the town, even as crazed Mistakes dashed past them and threw themselves headlong into the barbed wire. The Huntsmen were in there already, and now he was supposed to order his own men to join the carnage.

      He couldn’t decide who he hated most. The Governor and Dreggo, for their treatment of him, the Tube Riders for continuing to elude him, or himself for becoming a mere pawn in a war he didn’t believe in.

      He got out of the land cruiser. ‘Get in there,’ he said to the men as they climbed down from the trucks. ‘Keep alert, wait for my command.’

      As they headed into the battle, Clayton pulled his gun and followed, trying all the while to swallow down the realization that he might be walking to his death.
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* * *

      With a frenzy the Free Folk had never seen before, the Wildmen surged back into the village, flinging themselves at the doors of the safe houses while defenders fought to repel them. Ishael, watching from the second floor of the old police station with Jin at his side, knew that this time there would be no respite, that this time there were forces beyond simple insanity that were driving the Wildmen forward.

      Down in the square, the Redman fought like a machine, flinging groups of Wildmen aside, a series of volcanic roars erupting from his throat. Across the square, Jin saw a group of shadowy figures standing back in the alleyways, and then a volley of bolts swept across the square and thudded into the Redman, knocking him back and away from the safe house door. The Wildmen surged forward, battering the windows and the door, trying to tear it down with their hands alone.

      ‘We have to go out,’ Ishael said beside him, his voice desperate. ‘Marta’s out there somewhere, and they’ll break through eventually.’

      ‘They’ve come for you,’ Jin said grimly, but there was no accusation in his voice. ‘We’ll get a car for your people ready on the northern edge of the town. Get them together. When we counter-attack, you have to go.’

      ‘What about Marta?’

      ‘I can’t help her. If she’s out there, she’s on her own.’

      Jin’s words stung. Ishael remembered waking and finding her gone, and knew that his words had driven her away. Now she was out there, in danger, and it was his fault. He cried out and punched the wall in frustration, sending slivers of agony from his missing fingernails up through his arm.
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* * *

      Jess listened to the commotion outside. The battle was on again, and this time it wouldn’t end. She pulled two knives from her belt and headed for the entrance, where a group of Free Folk were gathering in preparation for a counter strike.

      ‘I’m coming, Simon,’ she whispered.
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* * *

      Paul, Carl and Owen were standing in the corridor when Ishael and Jin came down the stairs towards them.

      ‘Where are Marta and Jess?’ Paul said.

      Before Paul could answer, there was a crash from the entrance lobby, and a roar from the Free Folk as they rushed out to join the fight. Among the screams they heard a familiar girl’s voice.

      ‘Outside,’ Ishael said, and headed for the door. ‘Come on!’
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      Leo threw the first Huntsman off, reaching for the crossbow at his belt as he turned, using his other hand to push the second Huntsman away. Somewhere nearby, Marta screamed.

      Leo kept his crossbow loaded at all times, unlike some other Huntsmen. He pulled it up as the first attacked again, and fired the bolt off into the Huntsman’s face. The creature fell back, shrieking with pain and clutching at the bolt protruding from its cheek. Leo saw Marta rushing forward with a brick, just as the second leapt on him from behind, claws tearing at his face.

      He twisted back, slamming the Huntsman into a wall, at the same moment that something hard and metal jabbed into his side.

      The Huntsman fell away, and Leo pulled the knife free. The wound was bad, but not serious. He turned and threw the knife at the Huntsman, who was trying to load his crossbow. The Huntsman ducked, and the knife clanged off the wall behind it.

      The first Huntsman was dead, its head a bloody pulp. Marta, her face hard, resilient, stood over it, covered in gore and breathing heavily. Leo leapt at the second Huntsman, knocking its crossbow away. It pulled another knife from its belt and slashed at him, but he punched its face and twisted its other arm behind it, bending until he felt the bones snap, the metal insertions breaking through the skin.

      The Huntsman screamed. Leo reached for its neck but its teeth snapped at him, tearing open his shoulder. He roared in pain and raked its face, feeling an eye burst under his claws. The Huntsman gave him one last slash across the chest, and then Leo got his hands around its throat and pulled, hot blood and fluid washing over him as it died. He flung the body away.

      ‘Marta…’

      Marta was looking at him, a shell-shocked expression on her face.

      ‘Safe now … find others … escape.’

      ‘Leo, look out!’

      He started to turn as she screamed, but even before he saw Dreggo’s half-metal face at his shoulder he felt the spear she had thrust into his back. His body jerked upwards as the spear ripped through organs, and he tried to speak but no words would come. He saw Marta rush forward only for Dreggo to knock her away, and then he was on his knees with Dreggo standing over him.

      ‘You betrayed me, and you betrayed us,’ Dreggo said. ‘It’s a shame you won’t get to watch your sister die.’ She lifted the spear over her head and rammed it deep into Leo’s chest.

      Leo saw a million things flash before his eyes as the spear pierced his heart. He saw operating tables and needles, dark cells and strong chains. He saw death, pain, murder, hatred. And then he saw light, the smiles of Marta, his parents, his friends. He felt warmth and love, arms tight around him. He saw beauty and peace.

      And then, as he closed his eyes, he saw light again.
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* * *

      Marta threw the brick at Dreggo as her brother slumped forward, the spear still protruding from his chest near the shoulder, but it bounced harmlessly off her shoulder. Dreggo turned to her and smiled as she wrenched the spear free.

      ‘Now it’s time to join your brother,’ she said, moving forward.
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* * *

      The Governor stepped into the square. In front of him, the huge Redman was at the front of a counter-attack as a group of Free Folk forced the Wildmen back from the safe house. Several Huntsmen and DCA agents were down, while others fired shots or quarrels from the alleyways.

      The Governor lifted his hands. A smile creased his lips.

      Summoning all his power, he flung back the Free Folk and Wildmen alike, a wall of kinetic energy smashing into them like an invisible train. He felt his shoulders immediately sag, the power sapping his strength, and he gasped for air as he readied a second attack. Across the square, men, women and beasts lay stunned or dead. As the survivors began to climb wearily back to their feet, he unleashed a second blast, strong enough to break windows and send shards of glass raining down on the people back by the door of the safe house. Others were smashed against the walls, bones cracking, bodies slumping dead.

      The Governor smiled. They were no match for him. He possessed a power no one in the world could fight against. A group of misfits and failed experiments had no chance against his strength.

      As he felt the power begin to build again, he looked back towards the safe house and the depleted ranks of the defenders, just as the Redman’s massive fist slammed into his smugly grinning face.
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* * *

      With a thunderous roar, the Redman lifted the Governor and flung him at the stone monument in the centre of the square. The Governor struck it head first and fell in a crumpled heap at its base. The Redman rushed forward and again lifted the Governor in its massive arms. As the Governor looked up, his eyes groggy, the Redman smote him against the ground, smashing the Governor how a child might beat a hated rag doll.

      In his mind, the Redman remembered this milk-white monster, the man at the doorway of the cell where they held him chained, nodding with satisfaction as the scientists ran currents of electricity through the Redman’s body and injected him with substances that made the Redman feel like his eyes were being pierced by needles.

      The Redman associated nothing but pain with this man, and as he smote him over and over again, he could think only to destroy this monster, to break him like so many others had been broken.

      Then suddenly, the Governor’s arm snaked up, and the Redman felt bones in his wrist snapping as the Governor’s impossibly strong fingers gripped him and twisted his arm away.

      The Redman roared in pain.

      The Governor, his face stained with a pinky-white blood, smiled.

      ‘You dare to fight me? You? I created you!’

      The Governor gripped the Redman’s shoulders and flung the monster over his head. The Redman slammed down on his back. He looked up as the Governor came to stand over him, red eyes narrowed. As the Redman tried to rise, an invisible weight pressed down on him, pushing him down. The Redman writhed, trying to get up, but the Governor’s power was too strong.

      ‘You fought bravely, beast,’ the Governor said. ‘I only wish you could have been fighting for me.’ The Governor closed his eyes. Redman heard a cracking, splintering sound, and roared one final time as the building above him began to collapse, a waterfall of masonry raining down on his head. The Governor jumped aside as bricks and lintels crashed down, burying the Redman under the rock.
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* * *

      As the dust settled, nothing remained visible of the Redman. The Governor let his breath come heavy, the exertion of the fight almost too much for him. He would never let it be known, but his power had grown weak through years of neglect, and the Redman, one of a group of mere foot soldiers created under his watchful eye, had come a lot closer to victory than he found it comfortable to admit. It was time to start awakening his power if he hoped to win this battle and make Mega Britain safe again.

      He looked around the square, now deserted. Down side streets he could hear the sounds of a battle still raging. He let his mind drift, searching for Dreggo.

      When he found her, he frowned. In danger? Surely there were no more surprises these people could conjure up?

      He turned and headed off down the nearest side street, his mind searching for her.
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* * *

      Marta showed no intention of running away. She jumped at Dreggo even as the half-human former Cross Jumper came for her.

      ‘I’ll kill you, you evil fucking bitch!’ Marta screamed, grappling with Dreggo, trying to get at her eyes.

      At first Dreggo was a little taken aback by the ferocity of the assault, but her strength began to tell as she pushed Marta away and punched her in the face, knocking the Tube Rider to the ground. As Marta tried to twist out of range, Dreggo grabbed her from behind, planning to finish it quickly.

      Then something happened.

      The whole world turned white.

      Dreggo screamed as pain surged through her like a phalange of firebrands. She squeezed her good eye shut until she thought it would burst, and she raked her own body with her hands as she rolled across the ground. She felt Marta slipping away from her, and through the agony that wanted to destroy her she screamed the only word that could possibly offer a solution:

      ‘Clayton!’
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* * *

      He stepped out of the shadows to stand beside Dreggo’s writhing form, his finger pressed so hard on the button of the stun control that the nail was white. With his other finger he turned a dial on the side up to the highest setting.

      ‘Tell that bastard downstairs I’ll see him soon,’ Clayton shouted at her.

      It was all he could do to stop himself kicking her as she lay at his feet. When finally he relaxed his finger, Dreggo was barely moving. A small groan dribbled from her throat and her body shook with spasms. Clayton looked up and saw Marta, one of the girl Tube Riders, standing a few feet away, staring at him, open-mouthed. She was covered head to toe in blood and gore.

      ‘Is she dead?’ Marta asked.

      ‘She will be when I’m done with her. Go now. Take your people and head for the tunnel on the coast.’ He flicked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘The Governor thinks it’s a dead end. He planned to trap you there, but I’ve seen the plans. It’s finished. It goes all the way through. Get across and you’re safe, but you have to go now. The Governor is here, in this village. You do not have much time.’

      Marta nodded. ‘Thank you.’ She seemed reluctant to move. She looked down at Leo’s body and pointed. ‘He was my brother,’ she said.

      ‘I know. And I’m sorry it had to be this way. I’m sorry that any of this had to happen. I’m sorry you had to live in this world, but if I can do just one good thing in my life … just one thing that helps someone … go now!’

      Marta flashed him a quick smile of thanks then turned and ran. For a few seconds Clayton watched her go. Then he pulled a radio from his belt and switched it to his agents’ common frequency.

      ‘Agents of the DCA, this is your Commander, Leland Clayton,’ he said. ‘Something has gone wrong with the Huntsmen. The Governor has given the order to kill them all. Shoot on sight.’

      He switched the radio off. He put it back on his belt and pulled his gun. Looking down at Dreggo, he said, ‘It ends now, you fucking monster.’

      He lifted his gun, but before he could pull the trigger, a voice from behind him said: ‘Do you know the meaning of the word, “treason”, Mr. Clayton?’

      Clayton spun as fast as his training would allow. He brought up the gun with which he had dealt countless deaths, and his marksman’s eye pulled the trigger on the man standing in the road behind him. He was quick, but the Governor was no mere human. Another man would have been dead, but the Governor moved just enough to take the bullet low in his shoulder instead of his heart. He grunted and staggered, but not before the gun had been torn from Clayton’s hand by an invisible force Clayton would not have believed possible, leaving his fingers sore and aching.

      The Governor took a step forward. He lifted his hands, but this time he didn’t send Clayton tumbling away from him. Clayton jerked forward, and the Governor’s hands closed around his neck.

      ‘An eye for an eye, Mr. Clayton,’ the Governor said.

      Clayton looked up into the Governor’s eyes as the iron grip tightened, and in the seconds before blackness claimed him forever, he stared deep into those crimson eyes, and was sure he could see the face of the devil himself there. The devil appeared to be smiling.

      Clayton smiled back.
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* * *

      Marta had run down a couple of streets when she heard someone shouting her name. Turning, she saw Ishael running towards her. She fell into his arms, crying.

      ‘Thank God,’ he gasped. ‘Quickly, you have to go. There’s a car.’

      Marta couldn’t speak. Her throat felt dry and cracked, and no words would come. Ishael kissed her forehead and dragged her after him. A couple of minutes later they turned a corner and found a car waiting in front of them, its engine idling. In the back were Carl, Owen and Jess. Paul sat at the wheel. Jin stood beside the open front passenger door, with Lucy next to him.

      Ishael didn’t say a word as he pushed her inside and shut the door. The window had been broken, so Ishael leaned down and kissed her quickly on the lips. ‘I love you, Marta Tube Rider,’ he said.

      ‘They took my brother, don’t you leave me too!’ she cried, finding her voice at last. She tried to hold on to his arm, but Paul pulled her back.

      ‘Marta, we have to finish this!’

      ‘You have to go now,’ Jin said. ‘The Huntsmen are all here. The tunnel entrance is clear.’

      ‘Ishael!’

      He pulled her hand off his arm. ‘I’ll see you very soon,’ he said. ‘In a better place.’

      Marta felt Jess’s arms around her shoulders as Paul steered the car away. From the back she could hear both Carl and Owen sobbing. Through the window, she saw Ishael standing beside Jin and Lucy, his arm raised. Then they turned out of sight.

      She tried to stop herself from crying, but she couldn’t. Tears rolled down her cheeks, cutting little channels in the grime and blood.
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* * *

      Dreggo opened her eyes to see the Governor’s bloody face leaning over her. His shirt, too, was soaked with blood, and had a burn hole near the shoulder.

      He reached out to pull her up.

      For a moment she couldn’t stand, but the Governor held her steady.

      ‘My Dreggo,’ he said, his rumbling voice containing a hint of sadness. ‘What has he done to you?’

      Dreggo looked down at herself. Parts of her clothing had been torn away, and the skin of her legs and chest bubbled with burn blisters. When she reached up to touch her face her skin was damp with blood and pus. Her whole body shook. She could still feel the shocks of pain coursing through her, and her vision seemed to flicker, as though her mind were switching on and off.

      Clayton’s bloodied body lay not far away. Beyond him was the body of a Huntsman, Lyen. Two others lay nearby.

      Things started to come back to her in flashes.

      ‘We have to go,’ the Governor said. ‘This finishes tonight.’
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      Switch heard the vehicle before he saw it and ducked out of sight, expecting it to signal the return of Clayton’s men. Instead, an unfamiliar car bumped into the clearing and skidded to a halt just short of the warehouse doors. Switch recognised Paul at the wheel, and he hesitated only a second before dashing from cover, shouting the names of his friends as he ran.

      Someone cried out in alarm and he saw a gun barrel appear at the rear window. He dived to the right as the gun went off, the muzzle flaring bright in the darkness. Rolling back to his feet, he remembered he was still caked head to toe in someone else’s blood.

      ‘It’s me, you idiots! It’s Switch!’

      Someone else pushed the gun barrel aside as it roared again, but this time the bullet embedded itself harmlessly into the ground.

      ‘Sorry!’ Owen shouted. ‘Can’t be too careful what with all these monsters about!’

      Switch unable to suppress a grin. The boy was like a twelve-year-old version of himself. Had he been behind the gun, faced with some screaming, blood-soaked man, he would have fired three times.

      Paul climbed out of the car. ‘God, it’s good to see you again.’

      ‘And you,’ Switch replied. ‘What happened down there?’

      Paul shook his head. ‘It’s difficult to explain ... just carnage. Complete and utter carnage. Reeder is dead. Ishael stayed behind. One of the Huntsmen was Marta’s brother—’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It’s complicated.’

      ‘Sounds it. The Governor, Dreggo and the Huntsmen?’

      ‘Still in the village when we got away.’

      ‘Good, that gives us time.’

      ‘Switch!’ Marta shouted from of the car. ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘Never better, apart from the fucking smell. You need to hurry. You might have a head start now but it won’t last long. The tunnel entrance is inside the warehouse. You need to take the car down into the tunnel and start driving.’

      ‘What about you?’

      ‘I’ll be right behind you. I have work to do before they get here. To cover our backs, make sure they can’t follow. Just trust me, I’ll be fine.’

      ‘Don’t leave us!’

      ‘I’ll be following behind you. Unfortunately, so will the Huntsmen if I don’t cover our asses.’ He slapped Paul on the back. ‘Get in the car. I’ll get the doors open.’

      As Switch reached the warehouse doors and flung them open, he heard the first howling from the woods. He shook his head. God, they were relentless.

      After killing the guards, he had made sure the lights were still on, and then disabled the switches to make sure there was no way they could be turned off. He’d faced the Huntsmen in dark tunnels once before, and he had no intention of doing it again.

      As Paul drove the car through the opening, Switch lifted a hand to wave. Once again, he thought, it might be the last time, but for their sakes he hoped it wasn’t. If they didn’t see him again, they would all be dead.

      The car disappeared out of sight down the entrance ramp. Switch counted the seconds in his head. He had got up to around two hundred before he heard the sound of vehicles approaching. He ducked back into the nearest trees as a truck pulled into the clearing. Just one now, he observed. The battle had taken its toll on them, too, it seemed.

      The truck paused just long enough for the driver to see that the warehouse doors were open. Switch thought the Governor was driving, but it was difficult to be sure. The truck moved on inside, cautiously, as though expecting a trap.

      Good, he thought. Give the others a little more time to get a head start. Every second helps.

      Switch waited a few seconds before stepping out of the trees. He was about to head for the tunnel entrance when he heard movement behind him. He turned to see several Huntsmen burst out of the trees, sprinting for the warehouse entrance, hoods pulled over their faces and crossbows ready in their hands.

      Switch dived to the floor as death raced passed him, aware that any one of them might spot him and bring the whole wraithlike group his way. He would have no chance; you only got so many lives, after all. But they didn’t, his bloody disguise still holding true as they raced after the truck and down into the tunnel, moving at speeds unnatural for any normal human. He counted ten, the last of their host.

      He lay on the grass, holding his breath, until a couple of minutes had passed. No other Huntsmen came.

      Hoping his luck would hold just a little longer, Switch climbed to his feet and followed them down into the tunnel.
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* * *

      Paul pushed the car hard as it bumped along the uneven tunnel floor. In the back seat, Owen and Carl had their guns pointing out through the broken glass of the rear windscreen. Jess sat on the left, directly behind Marta. Paul couldn’t hear what Jess was saying as she leaned forward, but Marta had calmed down since the flight from the village. Paul had never seen her so upset before, as though the events of the past few days had finally broken her. Jess, on the other hand, seemed to have pulled through losing Simon and was growing in strength.

      The immense tunnel stretched away ahead of them. Paul took a path along the left side, because the centre was covered with dusty tarps and wooden boards, as though the floor had never been finished. Even along the side he constantly had to steer round outcrops of rock both from the walls and the floor, as though the drilling equipment had failed to break through some harder seams.

      For the first couple of miles the tunnel angled gradually downward before leveling out. The ceiling got lower and the walls closed in, but even after they had been driving for twenty minutes it was still fifty feet above their heads.

      ‘Can you see France yet?’ Owen shouted.

      ‘Not yet! About another half an hour!’

      ‘I’m hungry. Order me a baguette at the first café we get to!’

      ‘Will do,’ Paul said. His brother sounded slightly hysterical, and Paul knew Owen was making a conscious effort to keep up the humour. If Owen let the events of the last couple of days get to him it might simply fry his mind. While Paul didn’t share his brother’s forced enthusiasm, he did feel like a weight had come off his chest for the first time in years. Almost there…

      The tunnel meandered gently back and forth. Paul could always see a mile or so ahead. ‘Any sign of pursuit?’ he asked.

      ‘Not yet. Whatever Switch did, it looks like he did a good job,’ Owen said.

      Paul nodded. Switch. He hoped his friend made it. He wouldn’t mind sitting in a café in France with him, sharing a few stories. Talking about their adventures—

      Paul’s blood went cold. His mouth dropped open and he stared, disbelieving.

      ‘Is that … what I think it is?’ Marta gasped from the passenger seat.

      ‘I don’t … I don’t know,’ he said.

      ‘It’s blocked!’ Jess shouted. ‘They were wrong. They were all wrong. It’s not finished at all!’

      ‘That man lied to me,’ Marta said. ‘He told me it was finished!’

      Paul slowed the car. Ahead of them they saw what they’d been dreading, the only thing that could possibly stand between them and safety.

      An impassable wall of grey rock.

      The tunnel ended abruptly. The construction work continued right up to the rock wall, the boards on the floor, and the piles of old scaffolding over on the far side. The rock face rose sheer out of the earth, stretching high over them to where it joined the ceiling above.

      ‘Here they come!’ Carl shouted, his voice breaking up. Paul thought he might be crying.

      Paul stopped the car a short distance from the end of the tunnel. His heart felt as heavy as lead. His legs sagged as he climbed out and looked back, seeing a black car bouncing along the tunnel floor towards them. He had never faced his own death before, and the way it made him feel was stunning, the most hollow, empty, helpless feeling he’d ever experienced.

      ‘Paul, get yourself together,’ Owen said beside him. ‘If this is it, we die like men, yeah? Not cowards.’

      Paul looked at his brother, and his heart burned with love for him. He put an arm around Owen’s shoulders and pulled him close. ‘I—’

      ‘Don’t fucking say it,’ Owen said, grinning. ‘Jesus Christ, what kind of a pussy are you? We’ve got fighting to do.’

      Paul started to laugh. A moment later Carl joined in. Within seconds they were all laughing, even Jess, united in their helplessness, but still, at the end, together.

      Marta took a deep breath. From her face Paul could see she was swallowing down hysteria and trying to stand tall as their leader.

      ‘Get behind the car,’ she said. ‘Here we make our last stand. The Tube Riders. Live together … die together.’

      ‘Maybe they’ll write books about us,’ Owen quipped.

      ‘A stage play,’ Carl said, his voice trembling.

      ‘Whoever plays Paul will be a woman in drag,’ Owen said.

      ‘And whoever plays you will be a girl in a pink dress,’ Paul said.

      Owen raised an eyebrow. ‘Man, you suck at retorts.’ He grinned insanely. ‘Come on, let’s kill monsters!’

      ‘Yeah!’

      ‘Yeah!’ A cheer went up from the others. Owen and Carl took up positions behind the car. Jess handed out knives to Paul and Marta, who pulled her pepper spray out of a pocket in her shirt, wondering if she would finally get a chance to use it.

      About fifty yards away, the car stopped. The engine cut off, and the doors opened. The Governor climbed out of one side, Dreggo from the other. The human half of the girl’s face was all burned up. Beside him, he felt Marta tense.

      ‘I thought she was dead,’ Marta said. She turned to him. ‘Give me the gun, Paul. Give me the gun!’

      ‘Wait, just wait a minute.’

      ‘Now!’

      ‘Grab her, Carl.’

      Carl wrapped his arms around Marta as she tried to struggle free. Behind the car, Paul saw shadowy figures approaching down the tunnel. The last of the Huntsmen.

      Carl had managed to calm Marta enough to keep her quiet. Paul glanced up over the bonnet of the car just long enough to see the Governor take a couple of steps forward. Paul had seen him briefly from a distance during the Governor’s battle with the Redman, but now, seeing him up close, he felt overawed. This was the man who had built the perimeter walls, this was the man who had separated Britain up into sections and given the country a new name. This was the man in whose name the Department of Civil Affairs rounded up supposed dissidents and left them to rot in government cells. This was the man whose spacecraft crashed and burned into the streets of London, the man on whose hands was the blood of so many.

      This was their leader.

      Either the Governor didn’t know they had guns, or he didn’t care, because he had no cover. He spread his arms like a priest addressing a congregation.

      ‘Give up, Tube Riders,’ he shouted. ‘It’s over.’ Behind him, the last Huntsmen assembled behind Dreggo. With her consortium of wraiths the girl looked like the Gatekeeper of Hell itself.

      ‘We will spare your lives, if you give up without a fight,’ the Governor continued. ‘You have something that we want, that’s all. Standing your ground now is futile. You cannot escape, but you can die. And you will die if you try to fight, I can assure you of that.’

      Paul glanced at the others, but it was Jess who stood up, in plain view. ‘One day, you’ll get what you deserve!’ she shouted. ‘For everything you’ve done, for everyone you’ve killed and who has died in your name. You will see justice, you fucking ugly, milk-faced freak—’

      The Governor started to open his mouth, but confusion suddenly spread over his face. He looked from side to side, frowning, as though searching for something. It took Paul a moment to realise what it was, for at first it was something so familiar to him that he hadn’t even noticed it.

      ‘Oh my God,’ Marta said. ‘Look!’

      Behind them, back up the tunnel, two huge headlights appeared, accompanied by a roaring ocean of sound. It was a sound they all knew, one they had waited for a thousand times.

      A train.

      It rushed towards them down the centre of the tunnel, pushing a wave of splintering wood and flapping tarpaulin in front of it. Paul suddenly understood the mess in the centre of the tunnel: it had covered rails, rails that this monstrous, ancient freight train was now uncovering as it roared towards them, munching up the ground in front of it.

      ‘It’s going to crash!’ Jess shouted, but Carl, a sudden realization dawning in his face, picked a chunk of broken masonry off the floor, turned, and hurled it at the rock face behind them. It hit with a small thud, releasing a puff of dust and leaving behind a small crater in what they had assumed was a wall of rock.

      ‘Look! It’s fake!’ he shouted. ‘It’s not rock at all. It’s plaster!’

      Paul felt like someone had taken a foot off his chest. ‘Switch is in the train, he has to be! He knew all along! Get ready!’

      Back up the tunnel, Dreggo screamed, ‘Kill them!’ and the Huntsmen surged forward. Marta, Paul, Jess, and Owen grabbed their clawboards as the beasts closed the gap between them, still fearsome but looking so, so tiny as the train bore down on them all.

      ‘Tube Riders, get ready to ride!’ Marta shouted.

      As the train reached them, Marta, Jess and Owen dashed forward towards the tracks. The Huntsmen turned in their attack to try to cut them off but it was too late; all three leapt forward and caught on to the wooden slats on the side of a cargo car.

      Paul looked back. ‘Carl!’

      In their panic they had forgotten the boy had no clawboard, Paul realised. After all he had done for them Paul would not let him be left behind, but when his eyes searched for the boy he saw Carl had taken the last of their guns and had turned to face the oncoming host.

      ‘This is for my father!’ Carl shouted, raking them with bullets, the recoil causing his body to judder. Behind the Huntsmen, Dreggo and the Governor dived for cover. Several of the Huntsmen fell away, wounded. Others came on, crossbows rising. As the gun spat out its last bullets, Carl threw it aside and pulled a knife from his belt. ‘Come on!’ he screamed.

      Paul had seen too many people die; he wasn’t about to watch Carl join them. He grabbed the boy’s arm and swung him around, pulled him towards the train. He held out his clawboard, offering one strap to Carl.

      ‘With me!’ he shouted, starting to run, pulling Carl after him. ‘When I say, you jump for your life, Carl!’

      Ahead, the front of the train smashed into the fake rock wall with a deafening crash, sending chunks of plaster raining down on the roof of the cab.

      ‘One … two … three … jump!’ Paul shouted, and then together they leapt, the clawboard between them.

      The metal hook caught on a wooden slat of the passing freight truck. Paul slammed against the side of the train. He was terrified the wood would break under their combined weight, and his feet scrabbled for a ledge somewhere. Beside him, Carl had found a hold with his free hand, and was struggling to find purchase for his feet. He glanced across at Paul and flashed a smile. As Paul smiled back, he could only think how he wished Switch could have seen them.

      Madness. Complete madness. One moment he had been facing certain death, and now they were speeding on towards France, the Huntsmen and the Governor left in their wake. He looked for the others and saw they were all hanging on. He afforded himself a little smile of satisfaction.
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* * *

      Switch leaned out of the cab as the train raced on. Behind him, Marta and Jess were closest, with Owen on the same car behind them. Paul and Carl were several cars back.

      ‘You have to move forward!’ he shouted. ‘I need to release the back trucks! It’s our only fucking chance! Get into the cab!’

      He watched, frustrated, as Marta and Jess inched towards him. Behind them, Owen was calling to Paul and Carl to get on to the roof and jump across the gaps between the trucks. He saw them make it across one, then dash forward, Carl far nimbler than Paul, who looked set to fall off at any moment. They made it across another, but they were still too slow…

      Switch grimaced. They were on the first of the trucks he needed to release. With his right hand he steadied himself as he leaned out of the window, while in his left his fingers drummed against the casing of what looked like a radio transmitter.

      ‘Come on…’

      Marta and Jess had reached the cab. Switch helped them climb inside.

      ‘Owen…?’

      ‘Don’t worry, he’s fine.’ Switch pointed, as he saw Paul reach across and get a hold on the first truck, Owen holding his hand steady. Carl stood behind him.

      ‘Marta,’ Switch said. ‘Keep an eye on the controls. Keep the speed rising.’

      ‘Why?’

      He gave her a wide grin, his bad eye flickering wildly. ‘Because I’m about to unleash arma-fucking-geddon,’ he said, lifting up the radio.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Switch stepped forward and pressed a button on a digital control screen. A computer image of the train appeared. Switch pressed a button that hung in the space between the first and second trucks. The word “release?” appeared, the words “yes” and “no” flashing below it.

      He glanced out and saw that Paul had made it across. As he watched, Owen helped Carl get over the gap.

      Switch looked up and grinned. ‘Heads down,’ he said. His finger jabbed out and hit the ‘yes’ button.

      The train lurched forward as the rear trucks detached, leaving just one truck attached to the cab. Switch looked out of the window to see the detached trucks slowing behind them, falling away, coming to a gradual stop.

      ‘One, two, three, four, five … once I caught a fucking fish alive … six, seven, eight, nine, ten … then I let it fucking go again—’

      Switch’s finger depressed a red button on the radio control. A second passed. Then an explosion louder than he could have imagined rocked the tunnel behind them. The walls shook around them, and further back, increasingly large chunks of rock fell from the roof to smash into the tracks below. The train bucked, and for a moment he was worried it might derail itself. Then, as the tremors eased it shimmied back into line and sped on, carrying them away from the destruction.

      Marta, pushed to her knees by the shock, stared at him. ‘What was in those trucks?’

      ‘Our get-out clause,’ Switch said. ‘Guns, arms, explosives. Old ones, left behind. This whole train was armed as a supply for an invasion force. Everything was a little musty, a little old. I just wired up a simple charge. Looks like it worked.’

      He glanced out one more time, to see what looked like a wall of water pursuing them down the tunnel.

      ‘Ah ha ha, it worked!’ he screamed. ‘It fucking worked!’

      ‘Switch, what the fuck have you done?’ Paul yelled at him, climbing into the cab.

      ‘Just made sure no one could follow us,’ he said, grinning.

      ‘You’re fucking insane!’

      ‘Too late,’ Marta said. She pointed. ‘Look!’
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* * *

      The Governor watched as the train plowed past them, the coverings over the rails breaking up in front of it like a wooden wave. His heart was heavy with disappointment, with the shame of being outsmarted once again. These kids, the Tube Riders, had displayed a level of ingenuity that he would have to try to follow, or his carefully sculpted Mega Britain would disappear in the same way that they had.

      He turned and started walking back toward the truck. The Huntsmen still followed the Tube Riders, but it was too late now. The Tube Riders were gone, escaped, and all that was left for the Governor was to begin preparations for war. The European Confederation would undoubtedly come now, and when it did he had to be ready. He felt quietly confident, though; Mega Britain had a few surprises that their military leaders would not be anticipating.

      ‘Dreggo,’ he shouted. ‘Order a retreat. We leave for London, now.’

      It took him a few moments to realise she was no longer there. When he looked back, the train was speeding away, its last trucks just passing him, but his eyes were still good. He could see her, up near the front, hanging on to the side.

      He sighed, saddened. She would have made a perfect second. She was a rare person, one who might understand him, but she possessed demons of her own, and despite his best efforts, she still had to chase them down.

      ‘Good luck,’ he whispered, climbing into the front of the car and starting the engine. ‘One day I hope you come back to me.’

      He started to pull away, but he had gone no more than a few hundred feet when a massive explosion rocked the tunnel.

      Behind him, he saw a row of freight trucks explode. The roof of the tunnel above the explosion seemed to shimmer, to vibrate, and then the whole thing collapsed with a deafening roar. The Governor slipped the car into gear and it lurched away, just as a wall of grey-green water burst down through the rock above.

      As the huge wave rushed towards him, the tunnel roof collapsing above it, the Governor slammed his foot on the accelerator and drove for his life.
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* * *

      Dreggo pulled herself up over the back of the cab and pulled a knife from her belt. Her face, her arms her legs, her entire body ached from the jump. But she had made it.

      It ended now.

      She watched as the youngest Tube Rider helped the teenager from the GFA into the cab. The one with the bad eye was climbing out onto the roof, while the cowardly one was hiding back inside with the two girls. No matter. They would die together, or one by one. It was their choice. She braced herself against the rocking train, while behind her the water roared.
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* * *

      ‘Switch, no!’ Paul shouted, as he tried to haul Marta back. Marta struggled against him, wanting to get out of the window after Switch, who was closing on Dreggo as she climbed up on to the roof of the train.

      ‘Let go of me, this is my fight—’

      ‘Stop him!’ Paul shouted at Carl and Owen, but it was too late, the boys were already climbing out after him. Was he the only one with sense? They had no chance against Dreggo; their best chance was to get into the cab and attempt to knock her off when she tried to climb in. Going out to fight her on the roof of the rocking train was suicide. She would cut them down one by one.

      ‘Let me go!’ Marta shouted. ‘She killed Leo! She killed my brother!’

      ‘So you want her to kill you too?’

      ‘Let me go, Paul!’

      He looked towards Jess for support, but all he saw was the other girl’s ankles as she climbed out of the window.
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* * *

      Owen put one hand on the roof of the train to steady himself as he tried to follow Switch and Carl. Carl looked as uncertain as he felt, but Switch looked as at home on the moving train as he did on the ground.

      ‘Come on!’ Switch roared, and leapt forward at Dreggo, knife flashing. She easily parried, and knocked him sideways with a back-handed slap. Carl leapt at her feet but she kicked him in the head. As he slid over the edge, Owen jumped after him and caught his hand. With his other hand Owen held on to a drainage rail as Carl tried to find a foothold, his legs dangling out over the rushing rock below. A little further along, Switch was climbing back up as Dreggo turned on him.

      ‘The water’s getting closer!’ Owen shouted. ‘Knock her off! You have to knock her off the train!’

      Switch swung himself up, knife hand flashing through the air. Dreggo stepped deftly to one side, one lightning-fast hand catching hold of his wrist. Switch cried out in pain and dropped the knife as Dreggo held him out in front of her. He tried to reach her with his other hand but she was too strong. His eyes rolled in his head as Dreggo’s iron grip crushed his wrist.

      ‘You can run and you can hide, but can you swim, Tube Rider?’ she shouted at him. ‘Can you swim?’

      She turned towards the side of the train, ready to fling him off into the roiling mass of water that was just a couple of hundred feet behind them now.

      ‘Switch!’ Owen shouted, but he knew it was too late. Holding on to Carl he had no chance to stop her, and he knew they would be next.

      From the corner of his eye he saw movement, someone running along the top of the train. He twisted his head and saw Jess, two knives held high over her head as she sprinted towards Dreggo. The girl’s face was set, her lips tight, her eyes hard.

      ‘Jess, no!’ Owen shouted. The girl ignored him, leaping at Dreggo and plunging her knives into either side of the girl’s neck. She rammed them in to the handles as Dreggo let go of Switch and staggered backwards.

      Switch slid sideways over the edge of the train, head lolling, the pain of his shattered wrist sending him close to unconsciousness. ‘Grab him, Carl!’ Owen shouted, and Carl reached out with his spare hand and caught Switch’s shirt. Owen watched Carl brace himself with his feet and pull Switch close.

      Owen looked back towards Jess. Jess was screaming incomprehensibly into Dreggo’s face, as the leader of the Huntsmen staggered backwards, her arms tight around the girl.

      Owen tried to scramble forward but it was too late. Dreggo took one more step backwards and then vanished, falling over the end of the train.

      Owen caught one last word, hollered over the cacophony of sound: ‘Simon!’

      For a second they looked impossibly small as they struggled together in front of the looming wall of water. Then it engulfed them, and they were gone.
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* * *

      Paul looked out of the front of the cab. In a rear view mirror he could see parts of the battle going on behind them, but his focus was on the front. Up ahead of them, the tunnel started to angle upwards as it approached the French side. How much longer they could stay ahead of the water as it brought the tunnel roof crashing down, he didn’t know.

      Marta was crying somewhere behind him. He pushed forward on the accelerator control, and the engine’s scream filled the cab. It would be close.

      ‘Paul, Jess is gone,’ Marta cried, and he glanced back once to see Marta holding something tiny up in her hands. It looked like a computer chip.

      ‘She never intended to come back,’ Marta sobbed. ‘She went out there to her death.’

      Paul turned away, his heart heavy. There was nothing left he could do now except keep the train moving forward.

      The tunnel began to rise more steeply.

      ‘Come on, just a little more…’

      In the mirror, Paul could see the water splashing the back of the train.

      Ahead of them, the rails disappeared beneath what looked like two huge doors.

      ‘Hang on!’ Paul shouted.

      He closed his eyes as the train struck the doors and burst out into the cool light of dawn. Behind them he heard a huge whoosh as the water erupted out of the tunnel entrance. It rose high in the air and then battered down around them like a lake falling from the sky. Water showered the train’s windscreen hard enough to crack it.

      ‘We have to jump!’ Paul shouted, feeling the sudden lurch of the train as the certainty of rails beneath it disappeared. They’d run out of track. Not everything was finished on this side, either.

      Paul swung one of the doors open as the train meandered towards a stand of trees. He looked back to see his brother, Carl, and Switch leap off the side of the train. Beside him, Marta was still sobbing. He grabbed her and hauled her to the door.

      ‘Marta,’ he gasped. ‘In case we don’t survive this, I just wanted to say…’

      ‘What?’

      He shook his head. ‘I have no fucking idea. But whatever it was, it was going to be profound.’

      She gave him a teary smile.

      He took her hand.

      They jumped.

      Paul hit the ground and rolled, feeling the crunch of bones in his body. As water rained down on him he looked up and saw the train cab veer sideways into a stand of trees. It hit something and rose up into the air, for one second standing on its end. Then it crashed back down, broke apart, and exploded.

      A wall of fire rose up into the air. Paul lay on his back and felt the heat even through the water that was still pouring down on him. As he closed his eyes he wondered why the water hadn’t stopped yet.

      A few minutes later, when he opened his eyes, he realised it was raining. Beside him, Marta was sitting up, watching the plumes of smoke rise from the wrecked train cab into the grey morning sky. He looked behind him, and saw Owen and Carl helping Switch to his feet. The little man was wincing with pain, one arm hanging limp.

      Beyond them, Paul saw the remains of what had once been a building, a pair of train tracks stretching a short way out from the rubble to end in a grassy field where two freshly ploughed lines of earth now led up to the burning ruin of the locomotive.

      Paul stood up. Something in his shoulder felt wrong, and he had a burning sensation in his chest. But, he was alive. He reached down with his good arm and pulled Marta up. The girl looked in better shape as she smiled up at him, her hair slicked against her face.

      Wordlessly, they started walking back towards the ruined building, beyond which a pool of sea water now lapped calmly. As they reached the others, Owen, Carl and Switch stood up. Owen took Paul’s other hand, making his brother wince a little, while Carl supported Switch with an arm over the little man’s shoulder.

      No one said anything.

      They climbed up the slope, past the ruined building, past the pool of water and up to the brow of the hill. Rain battered down relentlessly, soaking them all to the skin. Behind them, the flames from the burning train still roared.

      They stood in a line at the top of the hill, and looked down a gentle slope towards the sea. There, stretching back several hundred feet from the beach, they saw a gorge cut out of the rock, now filled with sea water that lapped gently against its bare rock sides. To a stranger, it might look like a canal, recently begun, cutting inland through the rising hillside, until the builders had just given up and gone home as the hill became too steep.

      The tunnel to Mega Britain, closed off forever.

      ‘I hope she’s at peace now,’ Marta said.

      The others looked at her.

      ‘Jess or Dreggo?’ Switch asked.

      Marta cocked her head. With her free hand she wiped her wet hair out of her eyes. ‘Both, I guess.’

      They were silent for a long while. Waves, building in the rising Atlantic storm, broke against the corners of the rock channel, sucking the water back, before surging forward to create curtains of splash rising up from the steep edges of the gorge. Out across the English Channel, dark clouds rolled and toiled, battering the water with driving sheets of rain.

      ‘God, the sea smells good,’ Switch said.

      There were mumbles of agreement.

      ‘You know, we have to go back,’ Marta said. ‘Sometime.’ She sniffed. ‘We left a lot behind.’

      Carl said, ‘Things will change when we go back. Things will be put right.’

      Paul glanced at him. Carl’s eyes, like Marta’s, were elsewhere. His mother, maybe still alive, prayed for his return. One day, he promised himself, he’d see them reunited.

      Owen was peering back over his shoulder. ‘I don’t know about you lot, but while I’m enjoying the view, the sentimentality and getting wet and everything, I’m pretty sure there’s a town back there, and I’m not too keen to die of hypothermia when I could be sitting in a café watching TV and eating a baguette. Who’s with me?’

      No one laughed. But as he looked around, Paul saw the others were smiling too.
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      As the rain began to die down, the two children slipped out of the old air raid shelter and began to pick their way back across the beach towards home. They had one hand each on a bucket which was full of tiny conch shells. Mother had promised to help them make a mural for their bedroom if they could collect enough. Mother hadn’t planned on the rain though, the temperamental Atlantic drift bringing in storms quicker than the gulls that invariably flew ahead of them.

      The beach arced around to the left towards a headland where Father sometimes took them fishing in summer. Off the rocks there they’d caught baskets of cod and whiting which Mother would grill over the barbeque in the evening. Sometimes, they’d even caught a spider crab or two.

      They were both obviously thinking of better weather and nicer days, because they almost tripped over the body lying in the sand not far from the water line. They were too surprised to scream, but they did drop the bucket, scattering conch shells across the wet sand.

      ‘What is it?’ the first child said in the dialect of French favoured in Northern Brittany.

      ‘It looks like a girl,’ the second replied.

      ‘What’s she doing here?’

      ‘It looks like she’s sleeping.’

      They approached slowly. The girl was lying on her front, her hair spread out around her on the sand. Her clothes were ripped and torn.

      The first child knelt down by the girl’s face. ‘Hello?’

      ‘What’s wrong with her?’ the second child asked.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      The first child pointed.

      The second child saw now. Something shiny seemed to be covering part of her face. ‘I don’t know. I think we’d better get Mother.’

      ‘Look. She’s awake.’

      The two children watched as very slowly a hand reached out and scraped a line in the sand, the fingers leaving five trails which quickly pooled with water.

      The two children scampered away across the beach, shouting for their mother.
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      The crushing force of the wave forced his mouth and eyes open. His vision blurred as salt water pressed down into his lungs, dry and abrasive. Dragged back under, he tumbled over and over, caught in a death roll as sharp rocks lacerated his clothing and split open his skin.

      For a brief moment there was air, and he howled like a dying man as water burst out of his throat in a gushing, suffocating rush. Then the next monstrous wave crashed over his head, forcing him back down into its freezing depths.

      He thought of his family, of his mother’s arms. He remembered how she had kissed him in the days before, told him how much he was loved.

      The water battered him again, and he saw himself being torn away from his family by strangers in white coats with rough leather gloves and hard, durable boots, taken down into a black mine of hell that would turn him into a monster with a dark, cancerous hatred in his heart.
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* * *

      The Governor jerked awake. His car, accompanied by a three-car Department of Civil Affairs convoy, bumped along a potholed lane that arced its way through sparse, untended woodland. Through the trees up ahead appeared glimpses of a grey perimeter wall topped by barbed wire and gun emplacements, patrolled by soldiers with guns slung over their shoulders.

      He wiped sweat from his brow and took a deep breath, relishing the air in his lungs, remembering the suffocating press of the sea water.

      Too many memories. Too much pain.

      He had been lucky. Whether or not the Tube Riders had come out on the other side of the tunnel that began at Lizard Point in Cornwall he didn’t yet know, but aboard the train they’d had a better chance than him, and he had managed to survive. He had clawed his way up out of that seething, churning mass of destruction and clung like a barnacle to the wet, cold rock while the waves caused by the collapsing tunnel had battered the cliffs below.

      The front car of the DCA convoy ahead of him pulled up at the gate checkpoint. A uniformed guard emerged and leaned down to the car window. An arm appeared, impatiently flashing an ID card. The guard nodded and marched back into the gatehouse, and a moment later the gate swung open.

      From the front, the building could have been any other manor house left over from the purge of Britain’s nobility, which the Governor had ordered shortly after assuming power. Unlike many great leaders of the past, while the inhabitants had been slaughtered in their garages and basements like unwanted dogs, he had been selective with his destruction of the buildings themselves, instructing the demolition of only those he had considered likely to act as a standard for the disaffected. In a reordered context, such buildings had proved useful. The gothic pillars and tall, ornate windows gave Talhale House an air of classical beauty, but behind the tinted glass were bricks and steel, a series of alarm-triggered storm doors and enough guards to take out a small army. The gun emplacements and the dozens of mines scattered throughout the forest were precautionary; realistically no one could get in or out without authorisation.

      Once home to a noble line of upper class British gentry, Talhale House was now a prison, housing some of Mega Britains most dangerous criminals.

      ‘How have the years been, my old friend?’ the Governor mused, as Wohfel, one of his three Personal Guard, held the car door open for him, and another of them, Stark, shielded him from the sun with a large parasol. The third, Adilin, was somewhere among the closest trees, following on foot, keeping watch, staying invisible.

      He tried to hide his limp as he moved. He had once told the traitor Leland Clayton that generosity could inspire people to follow you, but he had found that only through coercion and intimidation could you ensure absolute loyalty. Clayton’s own bullet still kept wrapping on his shoulder, while the battle with the Redman had drained his strength, and the final confrontation in the tunnel off Lizard Point had left his body battered and bruised. Under his trousers he wore a brace on his leg. Smote against the cliff face by water surging from the collapsed tunnel, the femur bone in his left leg had broken in three places, and while it would heal in time, he was physically the weakest he had ever been.

      The less people who knew it the better.

      The door opened and a man in a dark blue suit came down the steps to meet them. When he saw the Governor, his eyes gave a double take and a look of horror danced across his face. Suppressing a gasp, he sank to one knee, his head bowed.

      ‘My Lord Governor, I am Ronald Welch, Director General of Talhale House Maximum Security Unit. It is an honour—’

      ‘Get up,’ the Governor snapped. ‘I don’t have time for this. Did you wake him?’

      Welch looked up. ‘Yes … sir. Halo is awake.’

      ‘Good. I need to see him immediately.’

      ‘Um, sir, he’s not in the best of condition—’

      ‘I wouldn’t expect him to be after forty years in this hellhole. Would you be?’

      ‘Um, no, sir. I—’

      The Governor waved him aside and started up the steps with his guards flanking him. Welch shouted to his men to open the doors. The Governor felt a sense of satisfaction at the fear with which they still seemed to behold him. My influence still holds true, for now.

      He glanced back as they went inside. Several DCA agents had left their vehicles and were standing around by the gates in a gesture of security. The Governor still had a bitter taste in his mouth after what had happened with the DCA in Cornwall, and while the order to turn their guns on the Huntsmen had been given by Leland Clayton, his trust in the DCA as an organization was lost. Clayton’s replacement as Commander in Chief, Farrell Soars, was a solid man and respected by the lower ranks, but the Governor had to ensure no such situation happened again.

      ‘Wait here,’ the Governor told the Personal Guard. ‘I need to see this man alone. Do not allow anyone else into the building until I return.’

      Stark and Wohfel both nodded, their eyes hidden behind their visors, and took up positions just inside the door. The Governor glanced outside once more at the DCA agents, then followed after Welch.

      An elevator took them down a couple of floors below ground. The Governor emerged into a cramped, low corridor where he was forced to follow Welch in single file. They made a couple more turns and then descended another flight of stairs. Double storm doors made a barrier through to the Maximum Security wing, and the Governor waited patiently while Welch let them through one using a coded keypad, locked it again and then opened the other. The Governor wondered for a moment what might happen if Welch suddenly decided to go turncoat, sacrificing his life to keep the Governor trapped down here. The man would die, of course, but did the Governor have the strength to break out of a place like this?

      He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. Don’t let the paranoia overcome you. I am still strong, and they still fear me.

      ‘He’s in here, sir,’ Welch said, indicating a solid steel door, its former shine now grimy and stained, flecked with rust.

      ‘Is he chained?’

      Welch actually smiled. ‘Of course, sir. He’s always chained.’

      The Governor nodded. ‘Good. Open the door.’

      He stood back while Welch operated a series of locks and then dragged the heavy door open, grunting and straining under the load.

      The Governor peered inside. A dark form was slumped on a wooden pallet in the corner. It took a moment to identify the amorphous shape as a man curled up in a foetal position. The stench of weeks-old sweat and feces collided with the dry dusty scent of grain sacking, and the Governor wrinkled his nose in disgust.

      ‘Get up,’ Welch barked.

      The sacking shifted a little. A grimy foot poked out from the folds and rubbed against the edge of the wooden pallet. Then chains clinked as the foot withdrew into the folds.

      ‘Hello, Halo,’ the Governor said. ‘It’s been a long time. Are you ready for some fresh air?’

      There was a barely perceptible shift in the brown, formless clothing covering the figure. As the Governor’s eyes began to adjust to the gloom, he made out the long white hair and beard that covered the figure’s head and face. He felt like he was looking at some hellish version of Jesus who now lay in a grey purgatory, somewhere between crucifixion and rebirth.

      ‘Get up, old friend. Let me take a look at you. You served me well once, and I have use of you again.’

      A rasping, crackling sound rose from under the figure’s clothes. At first the Governor was unsure what it was, then he realised it was laughter.

      ‘Ha, ha … ha. My … my,’ intoned a gravelly, parched voice. It sounded like the man hadn’t spoken in a long, long time. ‘Is that a familiar face … I spy?’

      ‘Halo—’

      With a rattle of chains, the figure leapt up from the pallet, hands curved into claws as they stretched forward. A single dirty fingernail scraped a layer of skin from the Governor’s cheek before he jerked back out of range. Behind the beard and beneath the hair the man was unrecognizable from the one the Governor had known so many years ago, barring one thing—the black, dead eyes. Now they were as wide as sinkholes, as empty as a dead soul, and they bored into the Governor’s own with undisguised hatred.

      ‘Cale, you bastard, I’ll tear out your throat!’

      ‘Now, now,’ the Governor said, feeling the door pressing into his back. He tried to keep the unease out of his voice, but he had seen how the chain fixtures in the wall had loosened, seen how the shackles around the man’s wrists had bent. The Huntsmen were powerful, but none of them could bend steel. It was beyond even him.

      ‘It’s good to see you’re alive, Halo,’ the Governor said. ‘I will send a team to bring you up. I imagine it’s been a while since you last saw natural light.’

      Halo had slumped to his knees. He reached down and began scratching against the stone floor. ‘Little piggy, little piggy … I’m so hungry so.’

      The Governor stepped out of the cell. ‘Lock the door,’ he said to Welch, who was waiting outside in the corridor, a forced smile failing to hide his fear. As Welch replaced the locks, the Governor asked, ‘When did he last eat?’

      ‘Six days ago, sir,’ Welch told him. ‘He lives mostly on water with vitamin supplements. If we feed him more often he gets too strong and breaks his chains. Then we have to starve him until he’s weak enough to be sedated. Sometimes it takes weeks.’

      ‘Good, good. Bring some men and instruct my team on how best to restrain him. I want him brought up to the surface and cleaned up. I have need of him.’

      ‘Sir, are you sure? He’s dangerous.’

      The Governor gave a cold laugh. ‘You say that word as if describing a rabid bear or a starved tiger. You have no idea how dangerous that man can be. But … he can be controlled.’

      As the elevator carried him back up to the surface, however, his mind was plagued with doubts. There were too many people around him whom he could no longer trust. Once, Halo had been closer to him than anyone, a surrogate son, and he knew the man had the skills he needed. But after forty years underground, what was he releasing? A man … or something else?

      Still, the situation had reached a critical level. His empire was on the verge of collapse. He needed to know if the Tube Riders lived, and whether the secret they carried had survived. Halo might be his last chance to avoid all-out war, both from without and within. He closed his eyes, searching for peace, but found none.

      It was a risk, he knew. But it was one he had to take.
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      My best friend.

      He’s my best friend and he’s dying.

      Sitting at the table in the living room of the abandoned farmhouse, Marta lifted the tiny memory card between her thumb and forefinger and angled it so it caught the afternoon light streaming through the wide bay window. She turned it over to examine it as she had done several times before. On one side was a tiny depression with the worn, unreadable remains of a manufacturer’s label. The other side was smooth. At one end was a silver port where it had once attached to a camera.

      The whole thing was no bigger than her thumbnail.

      She put it back down on the table. Nearby stood a tall, cut-crystal vase that contained the dried, brittle remains of several flowers. Marta lifted it, feeling its weight, and held it above the tiny memory card.

      All she had to do was open her fingers.

      ‘Marta, what are you doing?’

      She turned to look over her shoulder. Paul stood in the doorway, the shadows of the dark hallway at his back. One hand went to his nose, rubbing by habit the spot where his glasses had once rested, then moved up to trail through the thinning remains of his hair.

      ‘I’m wishing I could destroy the damn thing.’

      He smiled. ‘Again?’

      ‘Every day.’ She shrugged and put the vase back down. ‘Wouldn’t do any good, would it? Wouldn’t bring them back.’

      He shook his head. ‘But it would make you feel better.’

      ‘Huh. For about five minutes. Then I’d realise that I’d just crushed our only bargaining tool.’ She tried to smile, but couldn’t force one out. She shrugged again and slipped the card back into an inside pocket of her tunic.

      ‘Switch was asking for you.’

      ‘Really?’

      She stood up and followed Paul into a small bedroom across the corridor. Switch lay beneath a floral patterned duvet on an ornate, iron-framed bed that might have once been someone’s proudest possession, but was now tarnished and dulled from years of abandonment.

      She leaned over him, grimacing at the familiar sight of his pale face, the eyes that wouldn’t stay still, the lips that trembled with each breath.

      ‘Marta, that you?’ he muttered, his bad eye flickering, his gaze darting from her to the ceiling and back again. The corner of his mouth curled up in a half grin, only to vanish again as he squirmed beneath the covers, fighting pain Marta could barely imagine.

      ‘I found some of these in a kitchen cupboard,’ Paul said, holding up a little plastic bottle and shaking it. Pills rattled inside. ‘They’re antibiotics, so I gave him a couple, although they’re six years out of date.’

      ‘How can you be sure what they are?’

      ‘I also found a dictionary.’

      As Marta finally found cause to smile, Switch muttered, ‘Throw me in the river, damn you all. Leave me behind.’

      ‘Shut up and go back to sleep.’

      ‘No,’ he answered, but his eyes were already closing, his head lolling over to the side, his breathing deepening.

      Marta pulled the duvet up to his neck, checked his forehead for fever, and returned to the living room. She went over to the window, pushed the thin drape aside and peered out at the coastal road that passed by the house, at the top of a short gravel drive now choked with weeds.

      ‘Ten, twelve days? How long has it been?’ she said, mostly to herself. She glanced westwards, back the way they had come, following the line of the coast towards the east. They’d found maps in several of the houses and knew Paris was to the northeast. Paris was where they would find the government.

      So far, though, they’d found nothing at all.

      ‘Where did they go?’ Paul said at her shoulder. ‘Why did they all just leave?’

      For days they had been wandering through one abandoned fishing village after another. Some houses were almost untouched, while others had been ransacked and emptied as if their occupants had been fleeing an advancing army. It had been easy enough to find food. Many basements had contained boxes of emergency supplies: canned goods and more dried pasta and noodles than any of them had ever seen back in Mega Britain, while long-ago-seeded carrots, cucumbers and potatoes had sprouted among the weeds in dozens of forgotten vegetable gardens. Plenty of water flowed in the little streams cutting through the villages, and the abandoned houses provided comfortable, if creepy, shelter.

      They had everything they needed to survive, except what for Switch was most important: medicines.

      Every morning Carl would scout ahead while Owen, Marta and Paul took turns keeping watch, preparing food and taking care of Switch. A pain in his chest that might have been a fractured rib made it painful for Paul to walk, but at least he had his senses. They had splinted the wrist Dreggo had broken on the roof of the train, but Switch’s fever and delirium ebbed and flowed with each passing day. He drifted in and out of consciousness, and even in his sleep he would toss and turn, muttering and sometimes cry out.

      Marta shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I’m not even sure they have gone, you know? Don’t you get that feeling?’

      Paul gave her a reassuring smile. ‘I don’t know about you, but after all we went through to get here, I think this peace and quiet is pretty nice. Creepy, but nice.’

      ‘At least in Britain we knew what was after us.’

      ‘I suppose we should feel grateful,’ Paul said. ‘It’s so nice to sleep in a real bed again, even if it’s like sleeping in someone’s grave.’

      ‘Maybe, I don’t know.’

      ‘Hey, guys.’

      They looked up as Owen walked in. Battle-scarred and world weary, Paul’s little brother looked years older than his twelve, Marta thought. Not long ago he had been all gung ho and enthusiastic. Now his body looked toughened, but his eyes had a guarded look as if he was haunted by what he had seen.

      ‘You find anything interesting in the cellar?’

      Owen grinned and held up a box of candles and a pack of dog-eared playing cards. ‘Entertainment for tonight is sorted. How’s Switch?’

      ‘He’s sleeping again,’ Paul said. ‘Those pills we found seem to be helping a bit.’

      ‘He needs a doctor,’ Marta said. She slapped a hand on her thigh in frustration. ‘Where is everyone in this fucking country?’

      ‘It’s like there was a plague or something,’ Owen said. ‘Who knows, we might all be dead in a week. I really don’t think we should be eating anything that isn’t in cans.’

      Marta shrugged. She looked at Paul and Owen in turn, and saw the way they looked back at her. They wanted leadership, she knew.

      ‘I say we eat anything we can damn well find,’ she said. ‘I think we’d have seen a few more bodies if there was a plague.’

      ‘I hope you’re right,’ Owen said, giving her a brief, resigned smile.
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* * *

      Two days later they saw the lights for the first time.

      Every night they changed where they slept, moving east along the coast, often walking by the rugged coast path that snaked up and down France’s cliffs. They had all agreed it was better to stay off the roads where possible until they knew what had happened to the people. They had seen a handful of abandoned cars, but when they had tried to start one or two they’d been empty of petrol.

      They stopped at the abandoned farmhouse midway between two villages to rest for the night. While Paul could limp along, Switch needed Carl, Owen or Marta to support him, meaning progress was slow, little more than a couple of miles per day. It was a million miles from their days of hanging off the sides of moving London Underground trains. At times Marta pined for those days as much as she lamented the deaths of her parents and brother. Despite the danger, those days in St Cannerwells had possessed a familiarity about them, a sense of home.

      Often, as they walked, Marta would look down at the clawboard she held in her free hand and wonder why she didn’t just drop it in the grass at the roadside. It was nearly useless, but when she looked around she saw the others still carried theirs. Paul held his in his hand, while Switch’s was sticking out of Owen’s rucksack alongside Owen’s own, taking up space that could have been used for food. Only Carl didn’t have one. Sometimes she felt they were being stupid, holding on to a past that had been swept away, taking with it several of their friends. The clawboards held much more than memories, though.

      They were their identity.

      They were the Tube Riders. The label gave them meaning, gave them strength and unity, and right now they needed that more than ever.

      In the kitchen at the farmhouse they had found a gas cooker with an external canister that still worked, so as night fell Marta set to work preparing a meal from some cans of luncheon meat and boiled vegetables that they had brought with them from the previous house. The electricity was off, but one of the candles Owen had found now burned beside her on the kitchen worktop, its light flickering over her hands as she levered the cans open with a rusty tin opener.

      ‘If Switch was okay, it would be tempting, wouldn’t it?’

      Marta turned to see Paul behind her. ‘What would?’

      ‘To just stay here.’ He spread his hands. ‘These houses are comfortable, and what food we couldn’t find I’m sure we could grow.’

      Marta thought of Simon and Jess, of John Reeder and Ishael, of her brother Leo, found and lost again so quickly. Even Dreggo’s mutilated face flashed into her mind. ‘You know it wouldn’t work, Paul,’ she said. ‘We can’t just disappear.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because things aren’t finished.’

      ‘And why is it up to us to finish them? I never asked to get involved in any of this.’

      She felt a bloom of anger. She hacked at a carrot as though it was the Governor’s throat and the tip bounced on to the floor. ‘None of us did, but we are anyway.’

      ‘All I want is for Owen to be safe. I don’t care what happens in Mega Britain.’

      ‘He’ll never be safe—none of us will—while that motherfucker and his Huntsmen are in control of our country. Do you know how it felt to see my brother as one of those things?’

      Paul looked down. He kicked the tip of carrot out of sight beneath the table. ‘No. I can’t imagine.’

      Marta jabbed the knife into the chopping board, the blade snapping off with a metallic crunch. She turned and threw the plastic handle away across the kitchen. ‘It felt like someone had put their hand down my throat and ripped out my heart. I’ll kill that bastard and I’ll kill anyone else who stands with him. I’ll kill—’

      ‘All right, all right.’ Paul pulled her forward, wrapping his arms around her. ‘And I guess we’d get bored with no trains about, wouldn’t we?’

      She hugged him back for a moment, then grinned and pulled away. ‘Better get me another knife.’ She pointed. ‘That drawer over there.’

      ‘What are you making?’

      ‘Soup.’

      ‘You always make soup.’

      Marta smiled again. ‘I don’t know how to cook anything else. I’d make a crap housewife, wouldn’t I?’

      Paul opened his mouth to reply but stopped and looked around. The sound of running feet came from the hall and then Owen appeared at the door.

      ‘You might want to see this.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Lights on the cliffs.’

      They followed him through into the lounge. The room stood in darkness but Owen had pulled the curtains back to reveal a magnificent view of the last vestiges of a sunset over cliffs that bucked and reared off to both east and west.

      ‘There,’ he said.

      A succession of lights was bobbing up the coast path towards a rocky headland silhouetted in the distance. Marta counted seven. They looked like lamps or torches, but she guessed they could just as easily be fire.

      ‘What do you think they’re doing?’

      ‘Searching for us, maybe?’ Paul said. ‘Better make sure all the candles are out until they’ve gone.’

      ‘Where’s Carl?’ Marta said.

      ‘He went out to get a closer look.’

      ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘Yeah, he said he used to track animals and stuff, and that it would be just like that.’

      ‘He’d better hope so,’ Paul said.

      They watched the lights while waiting nervously for Carl to return. Eventually the flickering procession reached the crest of the headland, passed over and disappeared out of sight.

      ‘I’m hungry,’ Owen said at last.

      ‘We’ll have to wait,’ Marta said. ‘What if they come back?’

      Owen shrugged. ‘After those Huntsmen, I’d be inclined to invite them in for some tea.’ He grinned. ‘Maybe they’ve got baguettes.’

      ‘More likely they’ve got guns and knives,’ Paul said.

      About half an hour later they heard the sound of running feet and then Carl appeared, breathless, out of the gloom. Marta unlatched the front door and let him in.

      ‘Well?’ Owen said, as Carl gasped to get his breath back. ‘Who were those guys?’

      Carl shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘They were up on the cliffs and I couldn’t get close enough to hear what they were saying without being spotted.’ He grinned. ‘I did get a look at what they were wearing, though. Uniforms. Like they were soldiers or something.’

      ‘I guess that means we’d better avoid them,’ Marta said.

      ‘It also means we could already be under surveillance,’ Paul said, glancing up at the ceiling as if expecting to see cameras there, tracking them.

      ‘We aren’t,’ Carl said. ‘If we were, I think we would know it by now.’ He paused, and thoughtfully rubbed his chin with a finger. ‘No, they weren’t looking for us. They were searching for something, though.’
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* * *

      Marta found it difficult to sleep that night, despite being in a better bed than she’d ever slept in before, one with a soft but firm mattress and big, spongy pillows. Paul was on watch until midnight, supposed to sit by her window looking out at the road in front of the farmhouse, but at half past eleven she offered to relieve him. He gratefully accepted.

      In the room across the hall, Owen and Carl were supposed to be taking shifts watching the woods beyond the back garden, while at the same time keeping an eye on Switch. The sky had clouded over, so Marta couldn’t see anything at all outside except darkness. Who were those people with the lights? And who were they looking for?

      In London, she had felt in control. She’d grown up in the city, she had adapted to it. In the countryside she felt lost. In the city she had been in danger almost every day, but she felt far more spooked in the countryside.

      Perhaps it was the complete absence of lights. In London, even during the blackouts there had been some form of lighting: private generators, car headlights, fires. Out here there was just … nothing. It didn’t help that she wasn’t even in England. There was no telling what lived out there in the dark. After the Huntsmen she figured nothing ought to scare her, but did they have bears in France? Wolves?

      After less than an hour she found her eyelids starting to droop, so she opened the window to let in the cool late-autumn breeze. The only sounds were the distant roar of the English Channel, and the occasional rustle of the wind blowing through the hedgerows that lined the coastal road.

      And something else, something that made a clop, clop, clop sound.

      She sat bolt upright. Footsteps were coming towards the door, making no effort to disguise themselves.

      What if it was the soldiers? Think, Marta.

      Paul was wrapped in a duvet on the bed, snoring quietly. She thought about waking him, but while he was in better condition than Switch he was still hurt, and it was safer not to risk him making himself worse.

      She looked around. Her clawboard stood at the end of her bed, the pepper spray can that an old friend had filled with something far more unpleasant lying beside it.

      She leaned closer to the window and heard someone trying to open the front door, rattling the handle. Something struck her as strange; their potential intruder was behaving as if the door was supposed to be open, as if it was a surprise that it was not.

      Could it be the owner of the house?

      She heard a sharp crack followed by a splintering sound.

      The person downstairs was forcing the door. Marta gasped. The door was solid wood. No one could just pull it off its hinges unless they were—

      She scrambled across the room, grabbing both her clawboard and her pepper spray. She wished they had more weapons, but in the train crash they’d lost almost everything. All they had were kitchen knives and Carl’s catapult.

      Marta crept out on to the landing. Downstairs, she heard the sound of wood cracking again. Was it possible a Huntsman had survived the tunnel’s collapse and come after them? The sound came again, followed this time by a thud as the door swung open and struck the wall behind it. Once, Marta guessed, this house had been owned by an older couple, because the upper floor was carpeted in a soft cream pile all the way through, with frilly curtains over the windows and prints of Parisian café scenes hanging above the stairs. The lower floor, though, had varnished pine floorboards, and now she heard the clump of footsteps as the intruder came inside.

      She crept across the landing to the room occupied by Switch, Carl, and Owen.

      ‘Carl!’ she hissed, knowing he should be on watch. ‘Quick! There’s someone downstairs!’

      ‘Huh?’ she heard him say groggily from the darkness. A moment later he appeared in the doorway, one hand rubbing his eyes. In the gloom she could just make out the easy smile on his face. ‘Sorry, I dozed off. What’s happened?’

      ‘There’s someone downstairs.’

      ‘Oh, bloody hell.’

      Marta saw a light flicker across the bottom of the stairs. The intruder was moving around, looking for something. Her hopes started to rise. Perhaps the intruder wouldn’t come upstairs. Perhaps he would find whatever he wanted and leave.

      Carl pushed a torch into her hand and took his catapult off a clip on his belt. ‘If they come up the stairs, shine the light in their eyes and give me a clear shot. I’ve got some rocks which should knock them out cold. If they keep coming, spray them with that stuff or whack them with your clawboard. That should deal with the sucker.’

      Even after all the death and destruction they had witnessed, Carl still gave off a happy-go-lucky façade which infuriated her. She wanted to scream at him: It’s not a game, but she knew it was just his manner. He had watched his father die and left his mother behind to perhaps meet her own gruesome fate. He had lost as much, if not more, as any of them.

      ‘Let’s hope that will be enough,’ she whispered. ‘What we really need is a gun, or at least a knife.’ What we really need is Switch.

      ‘The knives are all downstairs,’ Carl said. ‘Perhaps I could sneak down—’

      ‘No, it’s too dangerous.’

      The light flashed across the stairs again, and the footsteps became louder as they approached.

      ‘There goes our damn surprise,’ Marta said. ‘He’s already got a light.’

      They shifted back out of sight as the intruder started up the stairs.

      As the light flickered off the ceiling above them, Marta glanced across at Carl, crouched against the wall on the other side of the stairs. Maybe it was just the light, but he looked terrified. Her own heart was hammering. She understood running, she understood flight. Stuck here in this house she felt like a cornered animal.

      ‘Now!’ she screamed, jumping up, swinging the torch around. A figure was standing halfway up the stairs, beams of light blazing out of its eyes. Then Carl was beside her, releasing the catapult. The rock struck the figure in the forehead and bounced off with a metallic clang as if the person were wearing a helmet. Marta fingered the release button on her pepper spray. Beside her Carl was reloading. The figure took one faltering step back down the stairs, then the lights dimmed and the beams angled down towards their feet.

      ‘It’s a robot!’ Carl hissed.

      ‘Y at-il des cadavers?’ the figure said.

      ‘What?’ Marta’s French was limited to hello, goodbye, and shit.

      ‘He asked, “Are there any dead bodies”?’ Carl said.

      ‘Tell him no!’

      ‘Non!’

      The figure fired off rapid French in their direction. Its voice sounded altered, not quite human but nothing like the chilling, grating voices of the Huntsmen.

      ‘He says he’s the Gravedigger. He’s searching for bodies and he says not to lock the door, I think. Something like that.’

      ‘Tell him we’re sorry!’

      Carl said something back. The Gravedigger nodded and lights danced in its eyes. Then it turned and went back down the stairs. A few seconds after it disappeared from sight, they heard the sound of the ruined door being pulled closed.

      Marta’s legs were shaking. She sat down with her back against the wall and switched on the torch. In its dim glow Carl looked as shocked as she felt.

      ‘What just happened here?’ she said, not sure whether he could answer. ‘What was that thing?’

      Carl shrugged. ‘A local.’

      She gave a nervous laugh. ‘I’m impressed by your French.’

      He grinned. ‘I was a real swot in class at school because the French teacher was kind of pretty. That robot’s accent was really clear. It was like a class listening test. I didn’t get all the words, but I got enough.’

      Marta had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. ‘I think we’d better be out of here by first light.’

      ‘Are you worried it’ll come back?’

      She took a deep breath and leaned her head back against the wall. ‘It’s a robot. It has to belong to someone. I’m worried about who it might belong to.’
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      Lionel Buckingham didn’t fear the robots, but neither did he have any love for them. They were just there, wandering around Brittany’s countryside, doing whatever they had long ago been designed to do without fuss, but they had a certain wraith-like quality that made him nervous whenever he encountered one during a patrol. Just yesterday he had come across a construction-borg repairing potholes in the road that led south towards Rennes, seemingly unaware that the whole area was quarantined and that no cars had passed that way in five years or more. Last week he had seen another painting the wall of an old bank, ignoring the boards nailed over the windows and door.

      It’s spreading, he thought. Whatever is wrong with Britain is spreading elsewhere. It’s like the whole world is turning to shit.

      Life inside the Zone de Quarantaine was comfortable enough. The French authorities knew they were here, of course, and provided them with everything they needed except weapons. There was the town of Chamquec too, where they could get medical care if necessary, reluctant though the locals were to interact with the deserters. The day they lifted the quarantine though, would be a day of celebration. Still, until that day … Lionel and the rest of the soldiers in the Brittany Command filled their long days by looking for other deserters who made it across the English Channel, while observing with wry bemusement the strange robots as they carried out their pre-programmed tasks.

      The Gravedigger stood there, on the edge of the light thrown out by the tunnel entrance, its head cocked towards him. Lionel wasn’t sure what to make of it; it looked part human, part machine. Its face was made of cream-coloured synthetic skin stretched over metal. Its eyes were glowing orbs of light that could glare as bright as the headlights of any car, or fire tiny explosive charges strong enough to break rocks. Its nose was undersized and too pointed to look human, while its mouth was a silver oval filled with two rows of porcelain teeth. It wore human clothes reduced almost to rags, but its arms were over-long and its hands resembled crab pincers—one wide, thicker claw used, he assumed, for shoveling, and one shorter curved one reminiscent of a human thumb that he imagined had to do everything else.

      ‘Reward?’ it said, in perfect King’s English. He knew from experience that they spoke several languages, and this one had learned to use English around the men of the Command.

      ‘That’s not for me to say,’ Lionel answered. ‘It depends what you’ve found.’

      ‘People,’ it said. He refused to think of the Gravedigger as either man or woman, although he knew that somewhere in there was a synthetic but functioning organic brain.

      ‘How many?’

      ‘Gravedigger saw two.’

      ‘Where? What did they look like? Weapons?’

      The Gravedigger gave him some coordinates and an address, and repeated the details it had already told him. Lionel scribbled them down on a piece of paper, but he knew the house the Gravedigger meant. It was about three miles east, not far from the coast. They could be there in an hour.

      ‘Reward?’ the Gravedigger said again. Its voice had a cheerful, optimistic tone which would have made Lionel laugh had the machine not been so damn creepy. He’d known of some to go haywire after years of neglect, some that were more human than machine. The trails of death and destruction they left before they were either destroyed or their batteries ran down were no laughing matter.

      Lionel shrugged. ‘Fine. What do you want?’

      ‘Pig?’

      ‘You’re a damn robot. What do you want meat for?’

      The Gravedigger cocked its head almost to its shoulder, its eyes twinkling. ‘Pig,’ it repeated.

      Lionel shrugged ‘All right, whatever.’ He called inside for one of the younger men. ‘Hey, go get me a side of pork, would you?’

      The man nodded and disappeared down the corridor.

      ‘That enough?’

      The Gravedigger’s eyes flashed. ‘Enough.’

      ‘All right. You just wait here.’

      ‘Wait.’

      Lionel closed the door and went back inside. As he headed down the corridor he passed the young soldier carrying a joint of raw meat on a tray. ‘Just throw it at its feet,’ he said. ‘Hopefully it’ll disappear after that.’

      ‘I don’t trust those things,’ the young soldier said. ‘It’s like part of Mega Britain is over here with us.’

      Lionel frowned, trying to remember the soldier’s name … Arthur, that was it. Arthur Hanbridge, from Portsmouth Urban Area. A corporal in the Coastal Defense Force who had defected while on patrol in the English Channel some three years ago, if Lionel remembered correctly. Arthur had done what many of them had done, waited until his night patrol had got within sight of the Brittany coast, then jumped overboard and taken his chances. It was high risk—Lionel estimated only one in ten made it to land alive. Even without the sea currents, the cold, and getting disorientated in the dark, you ran the risk of being machine-gunned in the water, or recaptured and imprisoned or worse. You needed several lucky cards to fall in your favour: the currents and the calm of the English Channel, and usually a sympathetic patrol captain who would ignore your desertion until you’d had time to get clear.

      ‘Arthur,’ Lionel said. ‘Is that right?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘As you were.’

      ‘Thank you, sir.’

      Lionel descended into the depths of the complex. Once the headquarters of a computer corporation, the floors above ground had been razed and landscaped some years ago, leaving several levels below ground which had become a command centre of sorts for the deserters in this part of the Quarantine Zone. They referred to themselves as the Brittany Command, but that was just an overly formal name for a motley crew of former soldiers helping each other to survive.

      On one of the lowest levels he walked along a dim, metal walkway across a wide, empty hanger which had once been full of research equipment, and up to a door at the end. He knocked sharply.

      ‘Come in.’

      ‘It’s me, sir,’ he said, entering and closing the door behind him. ‘We’ve received some information about more possible deserters.’

      The man sitting behind the desk was about sixty. Commander Brent West was the oldest and highest ranking member of the Command, which made him as good a man to lead as any. There was no way of knowing what kind of man he had been before he had deserted, but like the sand on the Brittany beaches they had all crawled up, their pasts had been wiped clean by the water. West led them well enough in what they had to do, which usually amounted to little more than searching the beaches for survivors and lighting fires on the headlands to guide anyone out there in the water to land.

      ‘Do you think it could be the ones who brought that train and destroyed the tunnel?’ West asked. ‘It’s been weeks without news. I’d like to meet whoever was capable of doing that. Who knows what might be going on over in Britain now?’

      ‘The Gravedigger robot gave us an address,’ Lionel said. ‘I’ll see that it’s checked out. We’ll be there by dawn, so they’ll likely still be sleeping.’

      ‘Be sure that your men are careful,’ West said. ‘If they did come through that tunnel … there’s no telling how dangerous they might be.’
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* * *

      An hour and a half later, Lionel and six soldiers under his command had the farmhouse covered from all sides. It looked dark and empty, but they had seen no one on the roads and Lionel had sent runners in both directions of the coast path as well as down several of the little lanes that branched inland in order to look for a trail.

      Above him the sky was beginning to lighten into another beautiful morning. He heard the chirp of birdsong in a tree nearby; behind him a field of wild artichokes rustled in the breeze. Despite the limited freedom they had in the Quarantine Zone, he still blessed every moment he was out of Mega Britain. A little boredom was a good exchange for waking up each morning without fear.

      Lionel lifted a speakerphone to his lips. ‘To whomever is in there,’ his voice boomed, ‘I request that you come on out. We mean you no harm. We’re British soldiers. If you came across the English Channel, you’re safe now.’

      He glanced across at Arthur Hanbridge, who was lying flat beneath a hedgerow a short distance away. The young man’s face was a picture of interest, as though he wasn’t hunting for deserters from Mega Britain but bird-watching, perhaps. Lionel smiled and looked back towards the house.
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* * *

      Marta and Paul were downstairs, packing up their few things. Switch was slumped in an armchair nearby, his head lolling back, mumbling incoherently. Owen was in the kitchen, packing cans of food and kitchen utensils they thought they would need. Carl was poking about down in the cellar.

      ‘… come on out …’

      At first Marta thought the voice was in her head. Someone was shouting out to her in a language she understood, telling her that she was safe, that they were all safe.

      Carl appeared in the doorway. ‘Did you hear it?’ he asked.

      Marta and Paul both nodded. ‘Do you think they’re for real?’ Paul asked.

      Owen came running in from the kitchen. ‘What the hell? There are people outside.’

      Marta and Carl had told them about the strange robot creature in the night. They’d prepared to leave but it was difficult to move Switch and they hadn’t thought the robot could act so fast.

      ‘What are we going to do?’ Carl asked. ‘They sound friendly.’

      ‘Could be a cover,’ Owen said.

      Marta looked from one face to another. All of them looked lost, uncertain. Paul looked like the kind of school kid who dreads being asked a question. Carl was genuinely in need of instructions. Only Owen looked combative, ready for a fight.

      She glanced down at Switch. His face was pale, his eyes closed. His mouth moved silently as a line of spittle ran down his chin, through stubble that had grown up over the last couple of weeks.

      He had saved her and the others so many times she could barely count them. Now he lay dying. If there was just a chance she could get help for him, she had to take it.

      ‘Wait here,’ she said. ‘I’ll go.’
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* * *

      Crouched in the shadows of an overgrown hedgerow, Lionel heard a creaking sound and saw the remains of the front door shifting outwards. He saw an unruly mess of dark hair framing a pale, petite face. A girl.

      She pushed the door open and stepped out into full view, one hand shielding her eyes from the dawn sun. She was strikingly attractive, he noted. Her hair hung in thick, untidy braids and dreads to her shoulders. Her face was bright and intelligent. She wore a kind of tunic with a blouse underneath, leg-hugging trousers that had probably once been beige, with what he first thought was a skirt, but then realised was the lower half of the overlarge tunic coming halfway down her thighs, tightened by a belt. Her shoes were dirty, threadbare trainers.

      Hanging from one hand was a wooden board with bits of metal poking out of one side.

      Lionel hadn’t seen a woman in a long time. There were none in the Command and only a handful in the town of Chamquec, which lay inside the Quarantine Zone, but most of them were old. He glanced at Arthur, and saw the young soldier’s mouth had fallen open.

      ‘Who are you?’ the girl shouted. Her defiance was betrayed by a slight tremble in her voice.

      ‘Put down your weapon,’ Lionel shouted, no longer needing the speaker. Still, he didn’t reveal himself. ‘We just need to know that you’re not dangerous.’

      The girl looked down at the wooden board she was carrying. She gave a brief smile as if amused that it had been referred to as a weapon. She looked up, eyes searching the hedgerows and trees in front of the house, looking for him.

      ‘No,’ she shouted, making Lionel grin. She had some gumption, this girl. ‘Not until I see you in the open.’

      Lionel stood up. He gestured to Arthur to do the same. He climbed out of the hedgerow, onto the weed-choked driveway.

      She started a little when she saw him and lifted the wooden board up like a shield. ‘Arthur,’ he said. ‘Tell the rest of the men to break cover.’

      Arthur was staring at the girl like a teenager who’d just met a pop idol. There wasn’t just love in those eyes, there was total adulation. ‘Huh?’

      ‘Today, please!’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ Arthur grinned and snapped a salute, then jogged off across the tangled mess of garden that surrounded the house.

      ‘My name is Lionel Buckingham,’ Lionel shouted. ‘I was a lieutenant in Mega Britain’s Coastal Defense Force, stationed on Jersey. That is, until I jumped ship one day like a heathen coward and swam ashore. Now I am a full time deserter. And you?’

      She looked uncertain, glancing around her as if expecting to be jumped at any moment. Lionel took a few steps closer. ‘There really is nothing to fear from me,’ he added. ‘I don’t even have a gun because the bloody French won’t let us have any weapons.’

      She cocked her head at him and held his gaze. ‘My name is Marta Banks,’ she said. ‘From London Greater Urban Area. I despise Mega Britain and everything it stands for.’

      Lionel smiled. ‘A pretty common opinion in these parts.’

      ‘My friends are inside. One of them is seriously hurt and needs a hospital.’

      ‘That can be arranged,’ Lionel said. ‘Believe it or not there’s one not far up the coast.’ He saw her visibly sag. Her bottom lip trembled. She’s just a young girl, he thought.

      ‘We’re armed,’ she said, but this time her voice cracked. ‘If you try anything we’ll kill you.’

      Lionel smiled. ‘No you’re not,’ he said. ‘The Gravedigger—that robot you may have seen—it said something about … um, a catapult?’

      The rest of his men had appeared and assembled behind him. He took a few more steps forward. He was only a few feet away from her now. Exhaustion and fear were apparent on her face.

      ‘Did you, by any chance, come in by train?’

      The girl who was called Marta fell to her knees, the wooden board clattering to the ground. She put her hands out and tried to push herself up, but she couldn’t move. Lionel heard big, gasping sobs, and for a moment he was reminded of his own daughter, whom he had lost to Mega Britain’s evil so many years ago.

      ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘You’re safe.’

      The door opened behind her and a man looked out. Beside him, Arthur tensed. Jealousy, Lionel thought with amusement. So easily it comes in the young.

      The man was balding and slightly overweight. In the shadows he looked much older than the girl, but as he stepped into the light Lionel could tell from his face that they were of a similar age. Behind him, Lionel saw two others crowding into the doorway, both far younger, no more than kids.

      ‘Don’t worry, we won’t hurt you,’ he said.

      The girl nodded slowly, relief flooding her face. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you for finding us.’
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      ‘Tell me where we’re going, damn you.’

      Sitting opposite Halo in the back of the truck, the Governor smiled. ‘I think it’s best if you see for yourself.’

      Halo strained against the steel restraining jacket encircling his chest. The Governor saw the metal bulge, and he forced the tension—what some might call fear—out of his eyes. After all this time, Halo was still strong, still powerful. He was perfect for the job, if only the Governor could convince him to take it.

      ‘You will die at my hands, Cale,’ Halo said through gritted teeth. ‘If you want to live, kill me. Roast me over a fire. Chop me up piece by little piece. Chop, chop … chop. Anything. Keep me alive and one day I’ll bathe in your tainted blood.’ The restrainer creaked again. ‘How long was I down there, Cale? Look at me—I’ve barely aged. I can wait forever. Kill me now. Do it. You have to if you want to save yourself.’

      The Governor raised an eyebrow. ‘While I find your begging to be amusing, you underestimate me.’

      ‘You should already be dead.’

      ‘You are the one in chains, Halo, and you will remain that way until I say otherwise. Do not forget who has the power here.’ For a second his anger bloomed, and he couldn’t help but release a little of his power. The truck shook as if caught in a strong gust of wind.

      Halo didn’t even blink. His black eyes glared at the Governor. ‘Tell me where we’re going,’ he repeated.

      ‘Soon, my old friend, soon.’

      They lapsed into silence as the truck bumped along for a few more miles, a contingent of DCA vehicles following in its wake. Eventually the vehicle reached a gate in the south-eastern edge of the perimeter wall and stopped for identification purposes. Then they were through, out of the grey confines of London and into the countryside. Within moments the tarmac road beneath them gave way to gravel and dirt.

      ‘Gives you a chance to enjoy the scenery, doesn’t it?’ the Governor said as their speed slowed to a crawl. As often happened when he came into direct contact with the fruits of his considerable labours, he found himself doubting some of his policies. Outwardly, the point of turning the roads in the Greater Forest Areas into gravel tracks had been to reduce urgency, to focus attention on cultivation and production, and it had worked. Once travel became frustrating and difficult, people started wanting to stay in one place. Inwardly, of course, it had been to make the mobilization of opposition forces difficult. However, the rule was the rule for everyone, and it meant his urgent business was slowed to a grinding, frustrating crawl.

      A couple of hours later, they pulled up in a parking area on the crest of a small hill. The Governor peered out of the window. After a moment he nodded. ‘Let us out here,’ he called to the driver.

      The back doors opened and a group of DCA agents began to unload Halo in his restraining brace.

      ‘Bring him over here,’ the Governor said, walking quickly to the shade of a stand of trees nearby, trying to ignore the burning itch the sunlight gave to his skin.

      Halo was fitted into a steel straightjacket that could flex at the waist and the knees to allow him to sit. The agents lifted him onto a trolley and wheeled him over beside the Governor. In front of them, the hill opened out across a wide, forested valley. Halfway up the other side a few buildings marked the outer edge of a small town.

      ‘Look, my old friend. Do you see that village?’

      Halo wrinkled his nose and stared at the ground.

      The Governor took a pair of digital binoculars from the DCA agent beside him and scanned the hillside opposite, focusing on a rectangular two-storey building. Through the windows he saw lines of chairs and desks. On the side nearest to them was a small courtyard. A few small children were playing there, watched over by their teachers.

      The Governor pressed a button and the face of one of the teachers zoomed in to fill the view. Younger than the rest, she was standing with one hand resting on a metal climbing frame, one foot cocked behind the other. She had a carefree grin on her face as she watched a group of children spinning in a circle holding hands.

      The Governor lowered the binoculars and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a crumpled picture of the girl. It was perhaps a year old; she was slightly plumper and more baby-faced. He held the picture out toward Halo.

      ‘Recognise this woman?’

      Halo gasped, his eyes widening. Hate dissolved from his face, replaced by a look of hope.

      ‘Margaret? My—my—Margaret?’

      The Governor laughed. ‘No, you fool. I had her killed, you know that. Her and your son. You got to watch, did you forget? I remember how you begged for their lives, and how I laughed.’

      Halo’s face hardened again. He glared at the Governor with undisguised contempt.

      ‘But your daughter, Roberta, we let her live. She’s dead now: natural causes.’ As Halo’s head sagged, the Governor chuckled. ‘At least for London, such as it is. She was killed in a riot. I can’t say her death was quick, but maybe she was lucky.’

      ‘I’ll gut you—’

      ‘Quiet, now. I told you—not my fault.’ He pointed. ‘But Roberta had a little girl, and after her mother’s death I thought she might prove useful. She was in an orphanage, but at twelve I had her resettled out here in Middlesex West GFA. A much more pleasant life, I’m sure you can imagine. I’m surprised you haven’t thanked me.’ The Governor raised an eyebrow. ‘She’s twenty-four now, and works in a primary school. We know these things because we watch her carefully. She’s a good girl, your granddaughter. And life in the GFAs is easy, and safe. I can ensure that no harm will ever come to her.’

      Halo nodded at the binoculars. ‘Show me.’

      The Governor smiled. ‘Come on, Halo. I know you don’t need these. Eyesight suffered from a few years underground?’

      Halo held his gaze. ‘Show me.’

      ‘All right.’ The Governor instructed a DCA agent to hold the binoculars up to Halo’s eyes. The battered old prisoner squinted. The agent moved the binoculars around until Halo let out a gasp. The Governor saw the way he strained at his steel bond again, but this time he sensed only desperation.

      ‘Good God, she’s the image of her mother…’

      ‘Her name is Valerie.’

      ‘Valerie.’

      ‘Okay, enough,’ the Governor said, knocking the binoculars away. ‘Leave us,’ he growled at the DCA agent, who hastily retreated. The Governor turned back towards his prisoner. ‘You worked for me before Halo. Let’s talk business once again.’

      ‘I want to see her.’

      ‘You just did.’

      ‘I mean face to face. I want to talk to her.’

      ‘No. Not unless you do something for me. Complete your mission, and I’ll let you and Valerie go free.’

      Halo glared at him. ‘You spun me that line forty years ago, you bastard. I haven’t forgotten.’

      The Governor smiled. He could feel his control returning with every breath. ‘Oh, Halo. Why can’t you understand? I had to do what I did. You were too dangerous. But what does it matter? Like myself, you’ve barely aged. To a normal man forty years might seem half a lifetime, but to you, or to me…’

      ‘Forty years is forty years!’ Halo screamed. He spat at the Governor, but the clod of spittle stopped a few inches from the Governor’s face. It hung in midair for a couple of seconds and then splattered to the ground.

      The Governor smiled again and pointed out across the valley. ‘She’s the last of your blood, Halo.’

      ‘And what a tainted blood it is. Why not just kill her now and get it over with?’

      ‘Oh, I have no intention of killing her,’ the Governor said quietly. ‘Not at all. She’s far too intelligent for that. No, if you refuse I’ll have her do what I require instead.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘I’ll have her become a Huntsman. You’ve heard of them, I assume?’

      Halo’s pointed beard trembled. He stared out towards the distant schoolyard. Once, Halo’s eyesight had been good enough to rival any hawk or owl. After forty years of captivity the Governor wondered whether he was still watching her, or whether he was mulling over the offer.

      Finally, Halo looked around. ‘All right, Cale,’ he said. ‘I’ll do it. But don’t pretend you’ll spare me. I know you won’t—I would hunt you forever for what you did to my wife and son. But let her live. Don’t tell her about me, don’t tell her I exist, and if there is one atom of warmth in that black heart of yours, let her stay safe.’

      The Governor gave a slow nod. He studied Halo, trying to read his face behind the dark emotionless eyes, searching for tension in the muscles, the set of his jaw, the angry flaring of his nostrils. All he saw was resignation, defeat.

      ‘My word, for what it is, is yours.’

      Halo coughed. ‘Now tell me what you want.’

      The Governor looked out across the valley. Just south of the village, several harvested fields were turning brown as the farming community prepared to batten down its hatches for the oncoming winter. Could they really have survived? he wondered. He had survived by his fingertips. Was it possible they had too?

      ‘I need you to go over to France. I have some loose ends that need tying up. There is a group of fugitives who have something that belongs to me. I need to know if they still live. They call themselves the Tube Riders.’

      ‘And what do you want me to do?’

      The Governor felt a surge of anger. Around him the trees began to shake and he heard the distinct cracking of branches.

      ‘First I want you to take back what belongs to me. And then I want you to kill them. I want you to kill them all.’
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      The Brittany Command’s medical officer scowled at Marta. ‘Could you give me a little space, please?’

      ‘Sorry.’ She took a couple of steps back from Switch’s bed. ‘Will he live?’

      The medical officer nodded. He held up the bottle of pills Paul had found in the farmhouse. ‘You gave him these? Huh. Who’d have thought they’d last so long? You might just have saved your friend’s life, but he still needs further treatment that I don’t have the expertise for. A heavy dose of antibiotics will fix his blood infection and fever, but his wrist was broken and wasn’t set properly. It needs to be re-broken and set. Otherwise he’ll never be able to write his name again.’

      ‘What do we do?’

      ‘There’s a small town in this section of the Quarantine Zone. Chamquec. It’s about ten miles further along the coast. If you had kept walking you would have got there eventually, but your friend might not have made it. As it is, we’ll have him out of here within the hour, the sooner the better. Providing those stubborn buggers will take him, he should make a full recovery in a couple of weeks.’

      ‘What do you mean “providing they take him”?’

      The medical officer held up a hand. ‘Don’t look so terrified. They will. They’ll be grumpy about it but that’s just their way. He’ll be fine.’

      Marta nodded. ‘That’s wonderful.’

      ‘I imagine this must all seem a little strange to you. This setup that we have going on here?’

      Marta grinned. It felt good to smile. ‘We’ve seen a lot of strange stuff in the last few weeks,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure I really expected France to be any different.’

      The medical officer laughed. ‘There are some beautiful parts,’ he said. ‘Only in the north has it really been affected by what’s going on across the English Channel. Particularly in the south, you can find cafes and pretty streets and all the wine you can dream of.’

      ‘I’ve never tasted wine,’ Marta said.

      ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘There was this guy in the house I used to share who would bring home this awful black market liquor he bought down in the backstreets of Westminster, in the part of London they call the Tank. It tasted like piss, but he was an alcoholic. I used to drink it sometimes, when I…’ She shrugged, gave a small smile and looked at the floor. No point looking back. ‘Anyway, when do we leave?’

      ‘Go to see Lionel Buckingham. He’s making arrangements for you now.’

      Marta gave Switch’s hand a squeeze and left the room. Out in the corridor she passed a couple of men in uniform who nodded politely at her. She felt like she was in a military base, but she hadn’t seen any weapons at all. Lionel had explained that while the vast majority of the inhabitants were deserters from the Coastal Defense Force, the French government treated them like possible infiltrators.

      She found Lionel together with the young soldier, Arthur Hanbridge, and a couple of others in an office at the end of the corridor. Carl and Owen were also there, sitting on a sofa in the corner. Paul was in another room being treated for his own injuries.

      ‘How’s your friend?’ Lionel asked, flashing a handsome smile. He reminded Marta a little of her dead father, reassuring and knowledgeable in that been-there-done-that kind of way.

      She shrugged. ‘Not good, but he’s still alive.’

      Lionel turned to her. ‘We’ve readied a vehicle for you. I think it’s a good idea if you all get checked out at the hospital in Chamquec. In the meantime, Paul mentioned you were carrying something important.’

      Marta scowled inwardly. Paul was always too trusting, and she wished he’d kept his mouth shut. She reached inside her tunic and slipped her fingers into the little pocket. The memory chip was there, as always, tucked inside.

      ‘This,’ she said, holding it up.

      Lionel took a couple of steps forward.

      ‘That’s close enough,’ she said.

      Lionel put up his hands. ‘Okay, just turn it around so I can see it better. Hmm. It looks archaic,’ he said. ‘I’ve not seen a chip like it before. Where did you get it?’

      ‘Our friend had an old digital camera. She used it to make video footage.’

      ‘If you let me look at it, maybe I can find someone who knows what might play it. This building had a lot of old equipment down in its basement. We might be able to find something. You say it shows—’

      ‘The European Confederation’s ambassador being murdered by Mega Britain’s thugs,’ she said. ‘The Department of Civil Affairs. The bastards responsible for the death of several of my friends and the … disappearance of my brother.’

      ‘If you let me look at it—’

      ‘No.’ She slipped the memory card back inside her tunic. ‘Bring me something that might play it and I’ll show you, but this doesn’t go out of my sight. Too many of my friends have died already for this fucking thing.’

      Owen and Carl had got up from the sofa and come to stand beside her. She wondered how pathetic they looked: a girl and two young boys facing down a group of trained soldiers, but her heart burned with love for them. My Tube Riders, my friends.

      ‘Let us try to copy it at least,’ Lionel said.

      ‘I’ll think about it,’ she replied. ‘But get my friend to hospital first.’

      ‘Sure.’

      Lionel led them upstairs. The complex was huge, endless featureless corridors and closed doors. Lionel claimed it had once been the headquarters of a computer company, but to Marta it felt more like a prison.

      ‘How many of you are there?’ she asked Arthur as they walked. ‘I’ve seen hardly anyone.’

      ‘In this base, about fifty. But in the Quarantine Zone in total, several hundred.’

      ‘Wow, that’s a lot of deserters.’

      He smiled. ‘Well, you used to live in Britain,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t the nicest place in the world, was it?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘Most of us were stationed on the Channel Islands, Guernsey or Jersey. The French government was understandably nervous, hence the Quarantine Zone. About ten years ago they put up the fence, moved everyone out and let the first deserters stay here. They won’t let us out, though. There are a couple of towns inside the zone where we can go, and the folk there were given the choice of whether to stay or leave. Many left, but some, being typical French, chose to stay just to piss off the establishment.’

      ‘It sounds crazy.’

      ‘It’s understandable really. They’re worried we’re an elaborate plan to invade the country, that the Governor is sending us over two at a time or whatever to build up an army base. That’s one reason they don’t let us have any weapons.’

      ‘You didn’t bring any with you?’

      ‘Ever tried swimming across several miles of open sea with a rifle strapped to your back?’ He grinned. ‘They don’t float very well.’

      She smiled. ‘I suppose not.’

      ‘And another reason,’ he continued, ‘is that they no longer trust anything that comes out of Mega Britain, like we’re diseased or something. You remember that Gravedigger?’

      ‘That weird robot thing?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘That’s Mega Britain technology. Before the Governor seized power, the exportation of worker robots was a major part of the British economy. There are dozens of them wandering around. Some are all mechanical while others are more like cyborgs, barely discernible from real men but ten times as strong. The French shut down all the ones they could find and made ownership illegal, but the ones in the Quarantine Zone they just left alone. Anything from Mega Britain tends to make people paranoid.’

      Someone knocked on the door and a soldier’s head appeared. ‘Sir, we’re ready to move.’

      Lionel looked at the others. ‘Let’s go.’

      He led them out of the building to a waiting minibus. One of the soldiers jumped up into the driver’s seat and Lionel climbed in beside him. Arthur Hanbridge pulled the back door open and waved Marta forward. ‘After you.’

      ‘Um, thanks.’ She jumped inside. Switch was propped up in the back seat with Paul sitting on one side and the medical officer on the other. Switch’s eyes were closed, and he was breathing gently. For the first time in days his face wasn’t covered with sweat.

      Owen and Carl climbed into the row just in front of Switch, then Arthur got in and pulled the door shut. As the minibus pulled away, Marta gave him a quick glance. She had caught him looking at her when he thought she wouldn’t notice.

      She still thought of Ishael when she was alone at night, looking up sleepless into the dark. She remembered his hands on her, hands that had been left bloodied by torture, and the gentleness of his words. He had said he loved her, and she had wanted to love him back. Did she? Was it possible to love someone after just a couple of days, or was it the direness of the situation that had pushed them together?

      ‘What do you think of France?’ Arthur said, making her jump. ‘I remember when I first got here. I thought it would look a lot different to Britain, but it doesn’t really. The summers are a little warmer but that’s about it.’

      ‘Did you grow up in the GFAs?’ she asked. ‘Until a few weeks ago I’d never even seen a field.’

      ‘Yes, I grew up in Salisbury GFA,’ he said. ‘At eighteen I decided to join the army, mostly because I was bored. I wanted to see inside the cities. I got posted to Portsmouth UA and then got transferred to the CDF. I spent three years manning a lookout station on the hills outside Portsmouth before getting transferred again to the Special Forces on Guernsey.’ He shrugged. ‘Life was pretty good up until then. I used to get letters from my mother on a weekly basis, telling me about life back home. In the last letter I ever received she said the Department of Civil Affairs had called to arrange a meeting with my father. When I went two weeks without a letter, I jumped from a patrol ship one night and swam for France.’

      ‘Weren’t you scared?’

      ‘I was more scared of what might happen if the DCA came after me,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t know what my family might have done, but it’s guilty by association and all that, isn’t it?’

      ‘We patrol the beaches nightly,’ Lionel said, glancing back at her from the front. ‘We find many more dead than we do alive, but they keep coming. We’ve had three this November alone.’ He smiled. ‘And your group, of course.’

      Marta gave him a smile then turned and looked out of the window. They were driving along the coastal road as the sun rose over the sea to the east, covering the water with glittering shades of orange and yellow. It was probably the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.

      ‘Shit, what’s that?’ Owen said, pointing down the aisle at the road in front. ‘Holy crap, that looks like one of those things.’

      A humanoid robot was standing in the road. The driver slowed and pulled around it. It didn’t move, but it turned to look up at them as they passed.

      ‘That was that one we saw,’ Carl said.

      ‘The Gravedigger?’ Lionel asked. ‘Yeah, we know him. He sold you to us for a side of pork.’

      ‘Pork?’ Owen said.

      ‘Don’t ask me what he does with it. Many of the robots have organic internal organs, so perhaps he eats it to replace tissue.’

      ‘Is it dangerous?’

      Lionel shook his head. ‘All he does is dig holes in the ground. He might be a snitch but he’s harmless.’ He raised an eyebrow and cocked his head. ‘We think.’

      ‘In Cornwall,’ Marta said, ‘there’s a fence. It’s not so much a quarantine zone as a living junk yard. I think that’s where they put ones like that which don’t work. I think the government likes to see what happens.’

      ‘He works fine,’ Lionel said. ‘He wanders into empty buildings looking for bodies, because there aren’t any left to bury. If you had left the door unlocked he would have come in and done a sweep of your house and then left again. When you attacked him he got suspicious.’

      ‘Chamquec is just ahead,’ the driver said.

      Marta looked up. The road wound down from a headland into a wide, flat valley where a quaint little town was set back from a smooth, sandy beach. Frothy breakers battered the shoreline as they drove down the hill, passing a couple of people walking dogs along the street. The driver made a turn then pulled up alongside a long, white-washed two-storey building with a large, mostly empty car park at the front.

      A sign at the entrance to the car park announced L’Hospitale Chamquec. The driver stopped the minibus right outside the main doors. In the windows beside the entrance people were milling around, moving from desk to desk, answering telephones and filing paperwork. It was so mundane, so normal, that Marta wanted to scream.

      ‘Don’t say anything,’ Lionel said. ‘When the French government quarantined this part of Brittany these people refused to leave. They didn’t stay for our benefit. They’ll treat our sick out of professional duty, but don’t expect a welcoming party. Just let me do the talking and we’ll do fine.’

      He jumped out and ran inside. A minute later two orderlies appeared, wheeling a stretcher. Arthur and the driver opened the back doors and helped Switch out. He was awake, but his eyes were glazed and his head lolled. Marta called his name but he didn’t turn, didn’t acknowledge her.

      The two orderlies laid him out on the stretcher and wheeled him inside. ‘And the rest of you,’ Lionel said. ‘We’ll get you all checked out while we’re here.’

      ‘We don’t have any money,’ Marta said.

      Lionel gave her a smirk. ‘This is France,’ he said, as if it should be obvious. ‘It’s free, even for heathen deserters like us. They don’t like us, but they’ll still do everything they can to patch us up.’

      Marta glanced back towards the bus as they headed inside. Arthur, standing back by the open back doors lifted a hand and gave a short, shy wave. She flashed what she hoped was a neutral smile and turned back to follow Lionel and the others.

      Since when did I become such a heartbreaker? She shrugged and shook her head. He was handsome, though, she had to admit. She had fallen for Ishael, but Ishael was across a stretch of sea. He might be dead. He might think she was dead. She scolded herself for thinking about herself so much, and patted the memory card nestled inside her tunic, just below her left breast. You have a world to save, Marta. Many people died to get you here. Don’t forget that for some schoolgirl fantasy.

      She wasn’t alone, she knew. She wasn’t the only young woman who dreamed of being normal, of going on dates and having crushes and meeting guys and having secret liaisons and exotic love affairs. She wasn’t alone. She didn’t know much about the wider world but in the part she knew suffering was everywhere. She’d seen girls as young as Owen on their knees in dark, dirty alleyways trying to earn enough to eat, seen boys with bright, youthful eyes like Carl die over a bottle of homebrewed whiskey. It wasn’t fair, but then life wasn’t fair.

      God damn it, Marta, don’t let your guard down. You have to be strong—for your Tube Riders, and for everyone you left behind.

      She gritted her teeth, shook the memories off, and pushed through the doors after the others.
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      Halo stood on a grassy knoll, looking down at a train graveyard in the valley below. He counted eight sidings, of which all but the nearest were clogged with rusting, abandoned locomotives and strings of shabby carriages, their windows smashed, their wheels strangled by weeds.

      Meandering through the hills to the north ran two lines of track. They passed through the old station and disappeared into the hillside below his feet, angling down into the earth. From over his shoulder he could taste salt on the wind and hear the low rumble of the English Channel.

      His rough, calloused fingers stroked his short, pointed beard. Maxim Cale’s servants had also cut his hair, and what remained of it was tied back in a ponytail. It seemed to have receded further than he remembered, and he wondered if perhaps age was starting to catch up with him.

      Forty years.

      He had thought the double-crossing bastard would never let him out, but here he was, thirty miles outside London, standing a couple of miles from the sea on a peaceful hill in south-east England. Beneath his feet ran the Channel Tunnel train line over to Calais, from where it turned south to Paris.

      He could run now, and Cale would never find him, but there was more to consider.

      Valerie.

      Halo knew that Cale would keep his word if he failed. He would turn his granddaughter into one of those monstrosities Halo was leading over to France, or kill her in the attempt. Whether Cale would keep his word if Halo succeeded remained to be seen, but one thing was for certain: Halo never intended to be caught unawares again. He would never return to that prison. He would rather die than go back into that pit and those heavy, soul-crushing chains.

      ‘Do you understand what you have to do?’

      Halo spun at the sound of the voice he hated so much. Maxim Cale stood behind him, flanked by two Personal Guard. The third would be somewhere nearby, watching. Once, Cale had only needed one. Halo clenched his fists, feeling his wasted muscles tense. Beneath the surface of his skin, though, something was growing in strength, growing in power. It felt like a layer of pure energy, heating him as it flowed through his muscles and bones.

      His eyes flicked from Cale’s red coals to the visors of the guards and back. He imagined his fingers around their necks, crushing the life out of them.

      Not yet. I don’t have the strength now, but soon. It’s growing. Piece by little piece it’s coming back.

      The reason for his imprisonment had been obvious. With Britain on its knees, he had been the last person who could possibly oppose Cale’s power. But he had often wondered why Cale hadn’t just killed him. Why make him suffer so many long years?

      The answer was clear now. Cale had feared a day like this might come. When you stole a country by force there would always be enough hate for you that a day would come when your rule was threatened, when your very existence hung by a thread. Cale needed someone to bail him out, just like before.

      ‘Find out if these Tube Riders survived. If they did, I kill them and destroy this memory chip they carry.’

      ‘Good. And make sure you bring me proof.’

      ‘Their heads in bags, sure.’

      ‘Any proof will do.’

      Halo crossed his arms. Part of him ached to throw himself at Cale, to see how close he could get, and to hell with the consequences. There was too much at stake, though. This girl Valerie was his family, the last of them. He had to protect her.

      Halo heard a distant thundering. He looked up, his keen eyes scanning down the track. His eyesight was growing stronger by the day.

      There it was, in the distance: a train.

      He watched as the express rushed towards him and disappeared into the tunnel beneath his feet, a tremor rippling through the ground.

      ‘The trains are run by remote control,’ Cale said. The French government will no longer allow people to pass in either direction. Only cargo. They are suspicious of us.’

      ‘You surprise me.’

      Cale ignored his sarcasm. ‘You will be the first human passenger in more than a decade. Even the accursed ambassador who started all this mess flew in by helicopter.’

      ‘And the welcoming committee will be waiting with fine cognac and cigars to toast me?’

      Cale smiled. ‘It will be a holiday for you, my old friend. You have my permission to do whatever you want. Drink, eat, have your way with women, do what you like. Just kill the Tube Riders and destroy that chip.’

      ‘Assuming they live. If it’s anything like you said I imagine they’re at the bottom of the sea by now.’

      ‘The first thing you will do is travel to where the tunnel exited. That should give you your answer. If they live the Huntsmen will pick up the trail.’

      Halo rubbed his eyes. ‘Well, my bags are packed.’ He began to hum the melody to some old song he could no longer name. God, how he’d love to hear music again. ‘When do I leave?’

      ‘Tonight.’
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* * *

      Darkness had fallen when Halo and the three Huntsmen under his command were led up into the boxcar. Halo watched as specially-trained handlers pushed the snarling Huntsmen into small crates barely a metre to a side. Nail guns sealed them in. They had been loaded with sedatives; within a few minutes they should be asleep and would not wake until the crates had been unloaded on the other side of the English Channel.

      Then it was his turn. He climbed into the crate and crouched down with his knees pressed up against his chest. He twisted over to his side and ducked his head down to allow them to seal the box shut.

      Immediately claustrophobia struck him, and he fought to control his breathing as his heart began to race. This was worse even than his cell in the government prison. He was so cramped he could barely move.

      Think of Valerie, his mind screamed at him. Don’t let them win.

      He gripped his temples and squeezed, trying to erase the fear. It did little good, but he gradually felt his pounding heart begin to slow.

      He heard the outer door of the boxcar close, following by the metallic click of a padlock. The journey had begun. Cale had told him that publicly the French government avoided all contact with Mega Britain, but secretly there was still trade going on, mostly in recycled electronics parts. The French had banned the import of new technology more than a decade ago, but their suspicions of spies and infiltration hadn’t extended to junk goods. Halo didn’t trust a word that came out of Cale’s mouth, but he had noticed certain things with his own eyes since his release. Under Cale’s leadership the countryside had regressed into an agricultural collective system, while London was a churning mass of discontent amid a sea of corroding technology. Public transport still ran, but with each passing day more private cars joined the ranks of the abandoned, piled up in cul-de-sacs and lined against the roadsides, clogging London’s arteries like cholesterol. Haulage teams did their best to drag the rusting hulks away and break them down, but there were always more. Soon, Halo, thought, London would choke on its own garbage, and the city would grind to a halt.

      If the effect was country-wide, he wondered, it was a miracle the discontent hadn’t grown into full civil war.

      Maybe he should just head to France and disappear, let these Tube Riders he’d been sent to hunt carry out whatever mission they had. Perhaps it would be better for everyone…

      Valerie. My granddaughter.

      Her face haunted him, those eyes, that hair, the angle of her jaw. She was the image of her grandmother, Margaret, his dear, lost wife. He had looked on her for only a few seconds, but he had known instantly that she was his blood. Cale had killed all the rest. She was all he had left.

      The train began to move, jolting and jerking as it gained speed. Halo groaned and pushed his hands up over his ears to cushion his head against the hard side of the crate as it rocked back and forth. The journey would take about an hour. On the other side the cargo would be checked, but probably not too closely. If they were discovered, Halo knew what to do: the one thing he had had always been so good at.

      He closed his eyes. He wanted to dream about his long dead wife, but all he could see in his mind was Cale’s evil grinning face and the bare walls of the prison cell that had confined him for the last forty years.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He jerked awake at the sound of the boxcar’s door sliding open. Immediately he was alert, shaking off sleep. Had they been discovered?

      He felt the crate being dragged towards the door, and the muffled sound of voices in a language he recognised as French. He had spoken it once, but like everything else it had gone stale through disuse. In the prison, the guards had rarely passed the time of day with him. Halo’s tongue had once been almost as deadly as his hands.

      He clenched his fingers tight. His strength was growing, day by day. Part of him was sure Cale would never let him set foot in Britain again. Cale feared a confrontation as much as Halo relished it. They were swords forged from the same steel, but while Halo had been hidden away for decades while his hate and his desire for revenge grew stronger, Maxim Cale had grown soft.

      He jerked as someone dragged his crate across the floor of the boxcar. Then it was rising up into the air, the whir of a mechanism all around him. He heard the sound of an engine revving into life.

      He put his hands on the bottom of the crate and tried to spread his weight. The other crates were full of archaic computer parts, but if men carrying it felt an uneven distribution or a shifting of mass they might grow suspicious. He stared at the tiny sliver of light that pushed in through one of the upward edges, left a fraction unsealed to allow him to breathe. God, he hated being enclosed. Part of him wanted to break out right now and to hell with the consequences, but Cale had ordered him to wait, to bide his time.

      He felt the crate stacked above him shift. Then his crate moved forward in jerky, laborious movements as if being pushed and pulled by tired hands. He felt it being pressed against other boxes, and then a huge clanking sound made the whole crate shudder.

      The sliver of light winked out.

      Halo gasped. Then the sound of an engine began almost immediately below him, and he knew he was on a truck. He wondered how the Huntsmen were doing, whether they were still sedated.

      Once the drugs wore off they could break out at any time, but he would have heard them. So far so good. They were following orders. He knew little of the Huntsmen, only what Cale had explained. Deadly killing and tracking machines, part man, part dog, part machine. The three under his command, so Cale had said, were newer models. Two of them were more humanoid, the third was a specialist Tracker-Killer, far more animal than human.

      He leaned his head back against the side of the crate, closing his eyes to the darkness. He thought of his dear, dear Margaret, and his beautiful children: Jeffrey, his son, and his daughter, Roberta. After his last job for Cale he had wanted to retire, to settle down and enjoy his life. He had played his part in the formation of Mega Britain, but had grown tired of the endless killing. Margaret had meant everything to him; his children were perfect, angelic.

      The day he awoke to find himself paralyzed from the neck down, lying helpless on his bed in a room full of DCA agents, was the darkest of his life. He remembered how he had screamed and struggled, how they had interrogated him but rejected his answers, then pulled Margaret into the room. He remembered the look on her face, as if he, not them, were the root of the betrayal. She had known what he was, she had known they might come for him, but had not expected it so soon.

      Forty years later, he was still haunted by her eyes as they had cut them out.

      And then, when they were done, and they brought his four-year-old son Jeffrey into the room…

      Halo rocked back against the crate, his eyes pooling with tears. He hadn’t cried in years, but the memories were loose now, buzzing around the inside of the claustrophobic wooden box, berating him for the many failures of his life. He felt the onset of madness, and wondered just how long it would be before his mind cracked and gave in. He wondered if he would realise, if he would know, or whether the first man to open this crate would be confronted by a frothy-mouthed, wild-eyed gibbering wreck.

      The engine noise died. Halo shook himself out of the swamp of his reveries. They had stopped, they had arrived.

      The time to exit the box was close at hand. The infiltration had begun.
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      Something fluttered at the window. She opened her eyes, turned her head a fraction, and saw a tiny sparrow beating its wings against the glass in a rhythm that was almost musical. It looked at her a moment, then it turned and was gone.

      She let her eyes stay open. She stared up at the ceiling, at the eaves and vaults made by the ancient stone blocks. She peered into its greyness, imagining it to be cloudy water, wondering if it would ever clear.

      Today, maybe, she would rise. She didn’t know how long she had lain on this bed or why she had been brought here, but the monks came to feed her every few hours, and to check on the wounds that both horrified and fascinated them.

      They cared for her. With tender but authoritative hands they bathed her, the first time washing away the stains of blood and oil from her ruined body, then later the sweat that her delirium had brought. They fed her basic but delicious food—bread, cheese, cucumber, and a boiled vegetable they called artichoke. Over time she had come to enjoy it. She now waited for each mealtime with a level of interest that bordered on excitement.

      Yes, she felt. Today she might finally rise.

      She heard two quick taps on the door.

      ‘Yes?’

      The door opened and a monk entered. ‘I came to check your toilet needs,’ the monk said, in passable English. ‘Do you require a movement?’

      She shook her head. ‘No, thank you.’

      ‘And how about the bed? Would you like to be turned?’

      Again she shook her head. ‘No, I’m fine.’

      ‘Very well.’ The monk bowed and took his leave, closing the door quietly behind him.

      She looked back towards the window. It was quiet now, but often, particularly at night, she could hear the distant rumbling of the sea, the water that had thrown her up on land like a piece of driftwood on a high tide, her body buckled and her back broken, her face a ruin of metal and burned flesh. It called to her, wanting her back, considering her escaped from its dark, lonely depths where hundreds of others had fallen and been lost forever. It considered itself cheated of a life that now belonged to it, a misplaced piece of unwanted human debris that the land had thrown away.

      She barely remembered the sea at all. She had a vague memory of rolling over and over, but it felt distant, ephemeral, dreamlike. She remembered the beach, the warmth of the sand under her face, so soothing as every other inch of her body cried out in agony, and the gentle breath of the wind, stroking the bloody clotted mass of her hair.

      The pain, of course, had dragged her down into unconsciousness, and she had woken to the feeling of something cold and plastic having replaced the sand beneath her, a black tarpaulin like a body bag that had split open.

      Whoever had carried or dragged her from the beach had dumped her on the steps of this huge, dark grey granite monastery that rose out of the sand flats. She had never seen it from the outside, but she knew from the glimpses she had got from the windows while being moved from room to room that it was colossal indeed.

      Beside her bed was a packet of painkillers the monks had brought from the hospital in the local town. Early on, after movement in her arms had returned, she had taken a whole packet at once, hoping to either drown out the pain or kill herself, whichever came first.

      Her body had refused to let her go, and she had woken hours later with her sheets coated in vomit and a circle of monks around her. Rather than fussing, they had been observing her calmly, as if she were a scientific experiment in progress.

      The monks called her la Dame de la Mer, The Lady of the Sea. She found it quaint and would have considered it amusing were she able to feel any kind of humour. As the days passed and the pain gradually eased, however, she found herself increasingly concerned not with the simple battle between life and death, but with the more complex idea of her identity.

      She remembered nothing before the beach, other than the nightmarish juggernaut of the sea.

      She knew where she had come from. That much was obvious. The metal in her body and the genetically enhanced qualities of her tissues were not something the French had the technology to create. The monks had told her how they had found her that day, on the steps of the monastery. Her back had been broken so badly her head nearly touched her hip. One leg had twisted around in its socket to face backwards, and the flesh of her front, legs and back had been almost scrapped away. The old burns on her face alone would have been enough to kill most people.

      She was more than dead, they said. She was a ruin.

      The hospital had refused her so her rescuers had brought her here, and somehow she had lived. A miracle perhaps, but of what kind she did not know.

      There was another knock on the door.

      ‘Yes?’

      It opened slowly, and a kindly old monk peered inside. ‘Can I come in?’

      ‘Of course.’

      She liked this man. His name was Lucien, and she guessed he was one of the elder monks. None of the men talked about themselves, and none asked about her past. When they looked at her she could feel them reading her, and the answers that her broken, scarred body gave them seemed to be enough.

      He took a seat beside her bed. ‘How are you feeling today, ma Dame de la Mer?’

      ‘I hurt. Less than yesterday, but still, I hurt.’

      ‘Do your memories return yet?’

      She shook her head. ‘No.’

      ‘Have you tried to remember?’

      She felt a wave of anger rising up inside her, and she fought to hold it down. Her mind felt like a well, at the bottom of which was a truly dark place. In those depths she sensed the presence of a lake of red, a subterranean layer of hate and anger, which bubbled and boiled and sometimes tried to surge up into the forefront of her mind.

      She didn’t know what had happened in her past, but she didn’t want it back. There were scars all over her body, wounds caused by weapons she could not recall.

      And then there was the eye.

      ‘I don’t want to remember,’ she said.

      ‘Maybe not, but the only way to beat one’s demons is to look them in the face,’ he said. ‘The coming months will be hard on all of us.’

      She had heard them speak in this way before. Their self-assumed status as monks identified them as a religious order, but to what beliefs they aligned themselves she had no idea. She didn’t ask, and only vaguely cared. It was their business. They had helped her, and for that she was grateful, but she had no intention of being absorbed into their ranks. She had no intention of anything.

      ‘I was thinking about getting up,’ she said. ‘I was thinking about walking to the window.’

      Lucien smiled a wonderful grandfatherly smile, and for a moment she wished he belonged to her. She didn’t know if she’d ever had a family.

      ‘You should,’ he said. ‘It’s a wonderful view. Although, it is of greater interest to those with a high regard for the sea. If you prefer to gaze upon the land, the windows on the southern side, or indeed the parapets, offer far more wide-ranging views. I enjoy a few moments up on the roof myself from time to time.’

      ‘Maybe I will,’ she said. ‘I’m just afraid.’

      ‘Of what, ma Dame?’

      ‘Of walking. In particular, of failing to.’

      ‘Ma Dame, your body is incredible. It has knitted itself back together in a way that no human being is able to do. Walking should be easy, and more.’

      She didn’t know what he meant by that. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Do you want to try now? I can help you.’

      She shook her head. ‘No, when I try for the first time, I want to try alone. If I fail, I want to fail in private.’

      ‘Of course.’ He smiled. ‘But you won’t fail.’

      ‘What would you know?’

      He flinched a little at the harshness of her tone, and she immediately regretted it. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m just so afraid.’

      ‘It takes time to get over your fear, ma Dame de la Mer,’ he said. ‘But you will. And you will walk again.’

      ‘I hope so.’

      ‘You will.’ He shifted a little in the chair, rearranging his robes and clasping his hands together. ‘Tell me, has your eye come back online yet?’

      She shook her head. ‘No. I see static sometimes, as if the systems are slowly repairing themselves, but mostly I see just a monochrome version of everything. It’s off-putting; the world flashes in and out of colour whenever I turn my head.’

      He nodded. ‘Maybe soon you will be able to control it. Perhaps then you will find the answers you are looking for.’

      She stared at him, looking for mistrust, suspicion, wariness. They were all there in shades, but equally apparent were concern and sympathy. ‘I might not be looking,’ she said.

      ‘Maybe not. But you might not have to search.’ He stood up, smiled, and gave her a short bow. ‘I have work to do,’ he said. ‘Call if you need anything.’

      She smiled thanks as he glanced back on his way out. She looked up at the vaulted roof of her room, over at the window, then down the length of the white bed sheets to where the linen rose over her feet.

      She wiggled the toes on one foot, then the other.

      Soon, she thought. Soon I will rise.

      But what happens then?
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      ‘Well, you look better,’ Marta said, clapping Switch on the shoulder. ‘Your eye’s still on the blink, at least.’

      ‘I’ll take that as a compliment. I feel like someone’s rolled over my ass with a fucking steamroller, though.’

      ‘They pretty much did.’

      Switch shifted in the bed and turned his gaze from Marta to the doctor and Lionel standing beside him. The two were conversing in French. Marta could pick out the odd word that sounded like English, but not enough to understand.

      After a couple of minutes the doctor went out. Lionel sighed and turned towards them. ‘I’ll keep it brief,’ he said. ‘They’ve put you on an antibiotic drip which will sort out your blood infection, but for now you’re bed-bound. In addition, as our medical officer thought, your wrist was shattered and the bones had begun to knit back together incorrectly. It had to be broken again and reset.’

      Switch didn’t answer. He looked at Marta. ‘Who is this chump?’ he said. ‘I tend to ignore people with toff accents.’

      ‘His name’s Lionel,’ she said. ‘He’s the one responsible for saving your life.’

      ‘Well, thanks,’ Switch said, flashing a smirk, ‘but seriously? Your name is Lionel? What’s that about?’

      Lionel scowled. ‘Blame my mother.’

      ‘And that hair, Jesus Christ. Don’t you people have any scissors? Find me a knife and I’ll lop that fucking mullet for you, but I can’t guarantee I won’t nick a major artery somewhere.’ He held up his plastered wrist. ‘Not working at a hundred percent right now.’

      As Lionel rolled his eyes, Marta grinned. ‘If he insults you that means he likes you,’ she said. ‘Kind of like when a dog pisses on your leg. It’s claiming you as its own.’

      Lionel raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, thanks.’ He turned back to Switch. ‘In any case, the doctor says you’re not to move for a week. After that you can walk around the hospital, but not much. After two weeks you should be okay to travel.’

      Switch stared at him. ‘Two weeks, are you fucking serious?’

      ‘I guess it depends on how much you like staying alive. I hear you’ve done okay so far. It would be a shame to throw all that away.’

      Marta dropped her eyes. She had asked Lionel to let her tell Switch about their plans. It was hard for all of them, but he might take it better if it came from her.

      She took a deep breath. ‘We’re splitting up,’ she told him. ‘Me, Carl and Owen are going on to Paris. Some of Lionel’s men will help us. Paul is staying here with you. He has some injuries of his own, and it’s best if—’

      ‘Are you having a joke with me?’ He tried to push himself up, but winced and slumped back down. ‘After all we went through to get here you’re just going to leave me here in some fucking hospital bed? Who knows what the fucking Frogs have that might be worse than the Huntsmen? You’ll be dead in a week without me!’

      She sighed. ‘Maybe, but we have to try. People could be dying while we’re sitting around here.’ She wanted to say William, his adoptive uncle, but she couldn’t bring herself to. ‘We have to get someone to look at that video.’

      ‘Well go on then, fuck off to Paris and see what happens.’

      The doctor reappeared at the door and Switch glared at him. He flapped a hand towards Marta and Lionel. ‘I’m tired. Take these people out of here and shoot me full of something to make me sleep.’

      The doctor frowned, but Lionel said something to him and he nodded. Marta wanted to protest, but she knew Switch wasn’t angry at her, he was angry at himself. He felt he had let the others down. She gave him a smile which he ignored and followed Lionel and the doctor out into the corridor.

      Lionel put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. ‘He’s got a tongue, hasn’t he, your friend? He’ll be fine. Staying here is the best thing for him. You understand that, don’t you?’

      Marta frowned. ‘He’s always protected us. It kills me to leave him here, but I don’t want to see any more of my friends die. We have to get that video to the government.’ Almost without thinking, she patted her tunic with the bump of the memory card just under the cloth, then let her hand slide down over her stomach. She felt sick; she didn’t know why. She’d been feeling ill all day, the stress of everything finally catching up with her, no doubt.

      ‘Let’s go and get the others,’ Lionel said. ‘We’re taking you back to the Command for a briefing. It’s not as easy to get you to Paris as you might have hoped.’

      They headed out of the hospital. Owen and Carl were waiting by the minibus that had brought them into town again. Switch and Paul had been in hospital for three days already. Paul would be discharged in another two. He could walk around but he couldn’t run at all, and Marta knew they’d be doing plenty of running in the days ahead. It was inevitable.

      ‘How did Paul take it?’ she asked Owen.

      ‘How do you think? Like a big girl’s blouse. He whined and complained and told me to stay behind too. I told him I’d proved myself already and that you needed me to look after you. He wasn’t happy about it.’

      ‘None of us are. Are you ready to leave?’

      Owen grinned. ‘Not yet. Carl and me have something we want to do before we go back to that damn rat hole.’

      ‘What?’

      Owen didn’t reply. He glanced at Carl, grinned, and then the two of them set off at a run towards the hospital car park entrance. They crossed over the main road and cut up a path through some low dunes on to the foreshore of the beach, disappearing from sight as they dipped down towards the sand flats and the shoreline.

      She glanced at Lionel, who shrugged. ‘No idea,’ he said.

      Marta jogged after them, and reached the top of the beach just in time to see Carl diving naked into the shore breakers. He disappeared under the water, then reemerged a little further out, not far from where Owen was treading water. She started to walk down towards the water’s edge, unable to keep the grin off her face as Carl dunked Owen under the water, then hastily dodged out of the way as Owen tried to return the favour.

      ‘It’s warm, Marta,’ Owen shouted. ‘Come on in!’

      ‘I don’t have a swimming costume!’ she shouted back.

      ‘Neither do we!’

      She looked up at the sky, at the sun peeping out from behind a bank of cloud. It was a warm day, around twenty degrees. Warm for November, for sure. She looked back at the boys, laughing and frolicking in the small swell just offshore. Their excitement was infectious. Shaking her head at such a crazy idea, she stripped down to her underwear. She folded her tunic neatly so the memory card wouldn’t fall out, and placed it on a rock where she would be able to see it. Then she waded out towards them.

      ‘I thought you said it was warm!’ she shouted, wincing as each swell lifted to chill a little more of her body. ‘It’s bloody freezing!’

      ‘Don’t be such a wuss!’ Owen shouted, cupping his hands and splashing her with water.

      She screamed and splashed him back. He dived back out of the way, and a wave closed over his head. Marta and Carl burst out laughing as Owen surfaced, coughing up sea water.

      They messed around for a few more minutes until Marta’s skin was numb from the cold. She used her clothes to dry herself and carefully checked on the memory card as she pulled her tunic back on. She turned away to let Carl and Owen have their modesty, and saw Lionel watching them from the top of the beach, his arms folded like a father keeping an eye on his children.

      ‘First time at the seaside,’ she said by way of explanation when she reached him.

      ‘So I gathered.’ He smiled. ‘Before they set up the Quarantine Zone, this was prime tourist territory,’ he said. ‘It would have been dead at this time of the year because the French are sticklers for the right season, but in summer this beach would have been packed. Some of the locals still come down when it’s hot enough.’

      ‘I’m not surprised, it’s lovely.’

      Lionel shrugged. ‘We find bodies washed up now and then, deserters who didn’t make it. Kind of ruins the appeal.’

      Marta grimaced as Owen and Carl, dried off and, half-dressed, came over to meet them. She didn’t know what to say.

      The minibus was waiting at the top of the beach. They all climbed aboard and it headed back towards the base.

      Just as they were reaching the outskirts of the town, Owen leaned forward between the seats. ‘What’s with the freaky bald guy in robes?’ he asked Lionel, pointing out of the window at a man walking along the street, hunched over with age. ‘If his hood had been up I would have thought it was a bloody Huntsman.’

      Marta’s head snapped round. Owen was right. The figure looked like a priest, but the robe was eerily similar to those that the Huntsmen wore. She watched the man, his bald head glinting in the sun, turn and disappear into a shop just before the minibus swung out of sight along the rising coast road.

      ‘One of the Monks of the Mont,’ Lionel said.

      ‘The what?’ Owen said.

      ‘About ten minutes east is Mont St. Michel, a massive old monastery built on a small island connected to the mainland by a causeway,’ Lionel said. It’s a breathtaking sight. In years gone by it was one of France’s premier tourist spots. It was abandoned when the Quarantine Zone was created, but a year or so later a bunch of crackpots moved in. An end of the world cult, so I’ve heard. They keep to themselves unless they need goods from the town, but they’re harmless enough, I think. The townsfolk seem in awe of them, though. A little afraid, maybe.’

      ‘Creepy,’ Marta said.

      ‘A little, but like I say, they’re harmless.’

      ‘I hope so.’

      They were silent for the rest of the journey. Back at the base, Lionel gave them a few hours alone to rest, eat, and get clean after their bathing excursion. They met up with him again just after nightfall, in the office of the base’s leader, Commander Brent West. Unlike Lionel, who was open and friendly, Commander West was difficult to warm to. He was coldly efficient, but when he smiled it was bound by duty.

      ‘We’re sending two men to guide you,’ West told them. ‘Lieutenant Arthur Hanbridge and Captain Darren Greenwood. Captain Greenwood is a former marine and will lead your group. Both have been out of the Quarantine Zone and speak enough French to help you should difficulties arise. They will take you to the former British Embassy in Paris, where you may be able to find help. Then they will return back here to guide your friends if necessary. Of course, your friends will be welcome to remain here until your return.’

      ‘Our return?’

      Commander West looked towards the two soldiers standing by the door. Arthur had his arms folded and was following the conversation with interest, while Captain Darren Greenwood stood rigidly with his chin jutting forward like a soldier in an inspection parade.

      ‘Captain Greenwood? Could you elaborate?’

      The soldier snapped a salute. ‘Yes, sir.’ He turned to Marta and addressed her directly, ignoring both Carl and Owen. ‘You and your friends are about to enter a delicate political situation, Ms Banks. Has Lieutenant Buckingham already briefed you on the nature of the Quarantine Zone?’

      ‘A little.’

      ‘For obvious reasons the French government want us contained here. The Former British Isles—’

      ‘You mean Mega Britain?’

      Captain Greenwood fixed her with a cold stare. ‘Please do not refer to it by that name in my presence, Ms Banks. Also please refrain from interrupting me.’

      Marta felt like a schoolgirl who’d just been caught chewing gum. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Mega Britain is an unpopular moniker among the soldiers,’ Commander West explained. He nodded to Captain Greenwood to continue.

      ‘As I was saying, the Former British Isles is a dangerous, unknown political entity. Any act that appears antagonistic could have grave consequences. Hence the Quarantine Zone. While the French government refuses to extradite us they also refuse to grant us official asylum. They take a kind of no man’s land stance on the issue, being neither passive nor aggressive. They are very careful to neither antagonise nor pacify the British government. Allowing us to remain here allows them to display their dissatisfaction with Britain, while should events escalate they have a readily available bargaining tool.’ He glanced towards Commander West.

      ‘Technically we’re prisoners,’ West continued. ‘We are allowed no projectile weaponry nor to leave. However, as long as we don’t cause trouble we’re left alone, and provided the political situation doesn’t change … we’re safe.’

      ‘In France there are just two relatively safe havens for British defectors,’ Captain Greenwood said, flicking two fingers into the air then clasping his fists together. Every gesture was muscular and aggressive as if he was putting on a show of authority. ‘Here, in the Quarantine Zone, and behind the walls of the embassy. Everywhere else we’re in danger.’

      ‘In danger of what?’ Owen asked.

      Captain Greenwood looked at Owen as if noticing him for the first time. ‘What do you think?’

      It was Arthur who answered. ‘Of being sent back,’ he said. ‘Of being sent back to Britain.’

      ‘Although shooting us is another favorite pastime,’ Captain Greenwood added.

      ‘Can you not just hand us over to the French army?’ Marta asked. ‘Surely if you tell them what we’re carrying—’

      ‘We’ve already tried,’ Commander West said. ‘Our plea was rejected. We are treated with contempt and disdain both for being British and being defectors, or deserters, as some say. If we hand you over you’ll likely be extradited to Britain without a court hearing. Our only option is to get you inside the former British Embassy where European political law will protect you and ensure that, at the very least, someone listens to what you have to say.’

      ‘Sounds like you have no real idea what to do with us,’ Owen said.

      ‘Boy, if you would rather take your chances alone, then feel free,’ Captain Greenwood said, glaring at Owen.

      ‘Who are you calling “boy”?’

      Marta pulled Owen against her and gave his cheek a light slap, like a mother admonishing an unruly child. ‘These people are helping us, Owen,’ she said. ‘Be quiet and listen.’

      She felt him tense against her, wanting to argue, then as she kicked his shin in a more aggressive gesture of warning, he finally relaxed. He pushed away from her, straightened out his shirt and stared at the floor.

      ‘If you have no more questions then we should begin preparations to leave,’ Commander West said.

      As the meeting broke up, Marta called Carl aside.

      ‘That was fun, wasn’t it?’ he said. ‘Can’t say it’s got me too excited.’

      She shook her head. ‘Me neither. Listen. I’ve got something for you.’

      ‘What?’

      She grinned. ‘Follow me.’

      She led him down a couple of flights of stairs and through a door into what had perhaps once been an office but was now a workshop. It was filled with cutting machines, vises, and work benches. Dozens of power tools hung from the walls. Sawdust and rolled strips of paper as thin as bank notes dirtied hard-to-clean corners.

      She went to a worktop and retrieved a cardboard box about sixty centimetres long. ‘Present,’ she said, holding it out.

      ‘What’s this? My birthday is in May.’

      ‘It’s early.’

      He pulled off the lid, reached in and pulled out a rectangle of wood a little longer than the width of his shoulders and about two centimetres thick. On one side a curve of metal was fitted into a groove in the wood. On the other side were two metal handles, together with two straps made of leather. The wood was varnished a dark brown.

      ‘I got a couple of the soldiers to help me,’ she said. ‘At school I sucked at woodwork and didn’t want it to break while you were riding or anything.’ As he turned it over in his hands and ran his fingers over the wood, she added, ‘It’s oak. I saw a posh old desk in one of the houses we passed so I got one of Lionel’s men to drive me back out there so I could cut a chunk out of it.’

      Carl looked up at her with the glint of a tear in his eye. ‘That’s just great,’ he said.

      ‘You’re a Tube Rider now, and every Tube Rider needs a clawboard.’ She forced away a wave of her own sadness for what had been lost, for what might have been. ‘I know you’ve lost your family, and I know we’re not much, but that board marks you as part of our family. Live together, die together.’

      He looked at her for a few more seconds, then hugged her tightly. She hugged him back, and was surprised at how strong his body felt. She’d always thought that growing up in the GFAs made you soft.

      Carl pulled away first. ‘Right,’ he said, eyes defiant. ‘Let’s go save the world.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      The minibus drove them down a bumpy lane and deep into a forest. Night was falling when the track came to an abrupt end, and they had to get out. Lionel, who had accompanied them, bid them good luck and farewell. Marta had grown to like him and felt a lump in her throat as the minibus turned and headed away up the lane.

      As the headlights disappeared into the trees, Captain Greenwood took the lead ahead of Marta, Owen and Carl, with Arthur coming last. Greenwood, almost without a word, led them along a winding forest path for several miles, using a powerful military torch to light their way. The ground, undulating at first, gradually began to slope downwards. The dark closed in around them, and soon Marta could see nothing other than the bobbing light of the torch ahead of her. No one spoke. She couldn’t shake a growing feeling of trepidation, that the bad stuff was about to start all over again.

      At last Greenwood called a halt at the edge of a little stream. On the other side, the land rose sharply. Directly in front of them was a rock face partially overgrown with small scrubs and hanging creepers. Greenwood waded across the river and seemed to disappear among the plants.

      His voice drifted back, echoey and hollow: ‘This way.’

      Marta led the rest of them across. Behind a curtain of creepers, Greenwood was standing just inside a thin cave entrance. ‘This was a mining exploration tunnel,’ he said. ‘They were looking for coal but found none, so gave up after about two hundred metres and went looking elsewhere. It goes almost right underneath the Quarantine Zone border. A few years ago our men came here and extended it, building an exit on the other side. This is now our primary route into and out of the Quarantine Zone.’

      Without another word, he headed inside. Marta took a deep breath. Here it all begins, she thought.

      Feeling like she was about to take the first steps of the rest of her life, she walked forward into the darkness.
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      The Huntsmen were beginning to stir. To Halo, it felt like they had been in the crates for days. Cale’s instructions had been to lay low as long as possible to avoid premature discovery, but it had always been a plan with a finite time limit. The Huntsmen didn’t have the same human patience that Halo could force upon himself, and now their sedatives were wearing off they would attempt to break out.

      Somewhere across the room he heard one of them shifting in its crate, emitting a low whine. It would be best if he broke out first.

      He kicked out, and the thick wooden planks broke like kindling. One more kick and he saw light. It was just a dim glow, but to his eyes it was as if the sun itself was peering into the box. He squinted, kicked again and then pushed himself out through the space.

      He was in a large, dimly lit warehouse. Several more crates were stacked above his, and he had been lucky to have been on the edge of a line, otherwise he would have made a real mess breaking out. One of the Huntsmen was trapped in an inside line, so he followed the sound and then pulled away a few crates until the whining grew louder.

      ‘Come out,’ he whispered.

      The crate practically exploded and the Huntsman rose up out of a tangle of electronics parts like some futuristic Dracula. It towered over him, seven feet tall or more, shook its body loose and bared its teeth.

      He, not it, he reminded himself. It might not be easy to tell but these creatures used to be men.

      ‘Feed…’

      ‘Soon,’ Halo promised. ‘First, find the others.’

      It didn’t take them long. The Huntsman could smell his companions and Halo was happy to let the creature go off digging about now that he could see there were no guards. Deliberately heading in the opposite direction, Halo walked through the corridors made by the towering walls of crates, looking for an exit.

      After a few minutes he came to a side wall. Following it around, it brought him to a guard room. He saw a bank of surveillance monitors through a glass window, and was a little alarmed to see himself in close up on one and the three Huntsmen climbing out of a heap of wreckage on another. Two security guards were sitting at a coffee table playing cards with their backs to the monitors. As Halo watched through the window, one of the guards slammed his cards down on the table, laughed, and pushed a pile of chips towards the other man.

      Halo walked over to the guardroom door. He kicked it open, the door breaking from its hinges and crashing against the wall behind, falling to the ground in two pieces.

      As Halo stepped inside, one of the men fell out of his chair, while the other looked around for a gun hanging on a hook on the wall behind him.

      ‘Where are we?’ Halo said, in passable French. What seemed like a million years ago he had spoken eleven languages, but most were near forgotten now. His French, though, was gradually coming back.

      ‘Who…?’

      ‘Answer me.’ Halo aimed a kick at the bank of surveillance monitors and the whole thing crashed over in a fuzz of crackling wires and breaking glass.

      I’m not done yet, he thought. The power’s still there. It’s weak, but it’s growing. You made a mistake in freeing me, Cale.

      ‘Rouen,’ the first man replied in trembling French, his eyes wide. ‘Outside Rouen. Fifteen minutes by car.’

      The other man gasped, and Halo glanced back to see the Huntsmen looming behind him, hoods slipping back to reveal their vicious, snapping, dog-like jaws, their human eyes and the tangle of wires over their scarred, mottled scalps.

      Both men backed up against the wall, eyes wide and lips trembling with terror. Two of the Huntsmen, Heyna and Jol, were taller than most men, their snapping jaws a full head above Halo. The third, Ystapha, was shorter and broader with huge shoulders and muscular arms, more canine in the way he loped as he walked. Heyna and Jol were more human, Cale had said, more controllable, more capable of giving and following orders. Ystapha, the Tracker-Killer, was more doglike, enhancing the qualities that made the Huntsmen so unshakeable.

      ‘How far to the coast?’ Halo asked.

      ‘One hour by car,’ the second man answered. ‘Less if you hurry. Please don’t hurt us.’

      ‘How many men are stationed here?’

      ‘I don’t—’

      Ystapha snarled and whined, and Halo felt a tickle of horror run down his spine. Wild intelligence danced in his human eyes, but the sound that came from his maw was of a dog desperate to eat.

      ‘I think you do know,’ Halo said. ‘Or at least you can guess. I don’t need to tell you that it’s a good idea to cooperate.’

      The first man had been inching back towards the wall, hoping to grab the gun. Halo actually felt a sense of regret, of disappointment. Killing had once made him rich, but it had been like any other job. He had never enjoyed it much, and at times it had been like treading water, repetitive and dull, but necessary. He didn’t particularly want to see these men die.

      ‘Nine on the current shift,’ the second man said. ‘But they’re just workers. Truck drivers, forklift operators. This is just a storage warehouse. No manufacturing happens here—’

      The first man made a grab for the gun. He managed to pull it from its holster and turn, but Ystapha, leaping across the table, was on him before he could flick the safety off, pulling him to the ground. Ystapha growled, the man screamed. Halo winced at the sound of tearing flesh and turned away. With a small jerk of his thumb he indicated the other Huntsmen forward.

      ‘No, no, I have a family!’

      ‘We are not only responsible for our own actions, but for those of the people around us,’ Halo muttered in English as the man began to scream. Then in French: ‘I warned you.’

      He sighed and glanced down at his feet as blood splattered against the walls. ‘Feed quickly,’ he told the Huntsmen, then went back out into the warehouse, leaving the sounds of ripping and tearing behind him. He looked up at the towering stacks of crates, wondering how much lost information was hidden in those countless thousands of junked computers, how much that would now be forgotten and erased. The memories of whole generations had been crated up and sold to French recyclers, millions of lives tossed away like litter. Cale had a lot to answer for.

      And I helped put him there.

      He felt a grumble in his own stomach, and wondered where he would find food. A little further along he came to a changing room with a row of lockers lined up against a wall. It only took him a few minutes to discover a packed lunch in one. He pulled out a baguette stuffed with ham, cheese and olives, and ate it hungrily. It had a delicious sprinkling of some salad spice: a woman’s touch, he could tell. He wondered how many women he would leave widowed by the time this mission was done, and felt another pang of regret.

      Behind him, the Huntsmen, as ravenous at eating as they were at killing, were done. They came slinking out of the guard room, Ystapha half crouched at the front, his robe bloody. He considered telling them to hide the bodies, but the mess in the room would give them away. The chase was where the Huntsmen exercised stealth; the kill was just pure slaughter, and the mess it brought was unavoidable.

      ‘Let’s move out,’ he told them. ‘There’s no need to kill everyone we encounter, but watch out for anyone with weapons.’

      Not far from the guardhouse was a huge entrance built to allow trucks to unload inside. The large metal door was shut, but there was a small door for workers to access built into it on the right. Halo opened it and peered out at a wide gravel parking area. There were a couple of trucks parked in a line, beyond which were some smaller buildings. A road led off to the left between two warehouses. The access road, he thought. They needed to steal a vehicle first, then find a decent map or a navigation system. He had no idea yet which way was north.

      There was no sign of other workers. Halo stepped out and led the Huntsmen towards the nearest truck. He still remembered how to drive, and they would be safer—or perhaps less dangerous—in the back.

      A loud bang sounded from one of the buildings to their left, and something flashed past Halo’s face. The Huntsmen growled as more gunfire sang out across the parking area.

      ‘Down!’ he hissed, trying to get in line with the trucks in case their attackers were on the other side.

      Jol growled as he took a hit in the chest. ‘Fight?’ the Huntsman barked at him. ‘Huntsmen kill?’

      Halo looked at the creature’s eyes above the dirty, jowly snout. Ignoring the dog’s mouth they were unreadable, expressionless.

      He gave a short, sharp nod.

      They split in three directions. Heyna dashed left and Jol right, with Ystapha bounding straight towards the trucks. He watched with awe as Heyna reached the nearest building, threw a grapple up over the roof and then hauled himself up in a matter of seconds. On the roof, the Huntsman dropped into a crouch, a crossbow appearing in his hands. There was a hiss as Heyna fired, then a cry of pain and a thud from behind the trucks as a man fell.

      On the other side, Jol had ducked into one of the buildings. Halo saw the window smash outwards and then an explosion lit up the far side of the parking area. On the other side of the trucks he heard screaming, and the sound of Ystapha’s snapping, crunching jaws.

      It was over in less than a minute. As silence descended over the compound, Halo left his cover and ran over to the trucks. Behind them he found three mutilated men. Three more corpses lay dead inside a nearby building.

      ‘They must have been alerted to our presence,’ Halo said, as the Huntsmen gathered around him. ‘An alarm in the guardroom, perhaps. It means they might have called for reinforcements. We have to leave. Now.’

      They found a key in the ignition of one of the trucks. As Halo steered them down a dusty, uneven access road, he saw the compound was on the top of a hill, with a view down over the valley below. The road snaked through the woods before opening out on to a main road where a gate and a small guardhouse stood.

      Three vehicles were down there, turning into the entrance. They weren’t cargo trucks; they had the combat colourings of the regular army.

      He stamped on the accelerator. The truck jerked forward, bouncing along the potholed road. In the back the Huntsmen growled and snarled in annoyance. He let the speed rise, then as they came up to the next right-hand corner, he jerked the wheel around to the right. The truck swerved, its left side wheels left the ground, and then it toppled over.

      Halo hung on to the wheel as the truck skidded to a stop. In the back, the Huntsmen howled. ‘Get out!’ he shouted. ‘We go from here on foot.’

      Climbing down, he wiped the blood from a small cut on his forehead and grinned at the Huntsmen, who looked unhurt from the crash.

      ‘Nothing’s ever simple, is it?’ he said, as the sound of the military trucks grew closer. ‘Right then, my friends. It’s time for a walk in the woods…’

      Without waiting for a response, he darted into the trees, running hard, leaving the Huntsmen to catch up.

      As the foliage and tree branches whipped at his face and clothes, Halo couldn’t stop himself from smiling. It felt so good to be free.
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      The tunnel was cold and damp. Marta used her hands to feel her way, reaching out in front for the jagged rock wall before it got a chance to graze her. Up ahead, Captain Greenwood led the way into the darkness, the circle of light from his torch flicking back and forth, bending and folding into and out of the shadows. Carl went after him with Owen next. Marta was fourth with Arthur last.

      The tunnel’s roof was above her head for the most part, and she was thankful for it. Even the sections where it squeezed her so tight she had to move side-on were nothing compared to the short stretches where they had to duck low or even crawl. She refused to let a sense of claustrophobia overcome her, concentrating instead on just following the others, listening to the groans as they bumped their heads, and the soft crunch of their feet over the sand and grit beneath them.

      Conversation was rare. Occasionally Owen or Carl shared a joke, but their brief laughter always died away quickly. Marta didn’t really feel like talking anyway. She had too much to think about. She had to be responsible for the others now, particularly for Owen. While the kid could take care of himself, he was still only twelve. Paul treated Owen more like a son than a brother, and he had made Marta promise to take care of him.

      ‘What’s London like?’

      Arthur’s soft voice drifting out of the darkness startled her.

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘London,’ he repeated. ‘In my division we often wondered. I heard stories of course, and I saw a few pictures, mostly of old buildings … if you don’t want to talk that’s fine, it just gets a little creepy back here.’

      She smiled to herself. He sounded so shy. She wondered how long he’d been plucking up the courage to speak to her.

      ‘It’s not quite the place it once was,’ she said, trying to be diplomatic. ‘Many of those old buildings are still there, but a lot of them are burnt out and abandoned. The old Houses of Parliament are still standing, but the government doesn’t use them. In fact, the whole area around the centre is like a police-free dead zone, from where Buckingham Palace used to be down to the edge of the Thames. They call it the Tank, and it’s controlled by gangs. It’s best to stay out of there unless you’re after bad stuff.’

      ‘You’re painting a pretty bleak picture of the place.’

      ‘Sorry, I don’t want to. Some areas aren’t too bad, particularly in the old suburbs. Areas that used to be rough are actually quite safe now. Not everywhere is complete anarchy. Collectives of residents keep order in a feudal kind of way. Places like Richmond, Catford, Watford, Chepstow … although some of the outlying suburbs are outside the main perimeter wall and are policed separately. It’s the old rich areas that you want to stay away from, particularly at night. The Governor made a point of bringing capitalism to its knees by hammering those places, so my dad said.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘All the old signs of historical greatness were smashed up and abandoned. Few were destroyed completely, apart from Buckingham Palace and some other royal residences. Most were just left to rot and have been taken over by squatters, the homeless. People survive in gangs, despite the danger from other gangs. Safety in numbers.’

      ‘Like the Tube Riders?’

      ‘Yeah. Although our numbers weren’t big enough, and they get smaller every day, it seems.’

      Arthur slipped into silence. Marta started thinking about Switch and Paul again, and for a moment the total bleakness of their situation segued into such clarity it nearly knocked her off her feet.

      So many of her friends were gone, and everything rested on a tiny bunch of electronic components hidden inside her tunic.

      If it weren’t for the secret video Jessica had taken on an ancient digital camera, they would have no reason to go on. They could just settle down inside the Quarantine Zone with the rest of the deserters and live a simple life, leaving Mega Britain to deal with its own problems. They had no reason to go back.

      She thought of Ishael, of the touch of his hands on her body, the kind eyes that looked out of that battered, warrior’s face. Was he still thinking of her? I love you, Marta Tube Rider, he had told her, but how much of that had been genuine, and how much of it had been conjured by the futility of their situation? She had expected to die that night, but now it seemed so long ago. The memory of that night in the tunnel, once so vivid, had already begun to blur around the edges, as if her mind was trying to let it go.

      Arthur’s words broke her out of her thoughts: ‘I think we’re being followed.’

      She stopped dead so suddenly he bumped into her. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

      ‘I’ll go back to check. It could be an echo, or it could be just an animal. Don’t panic the others.’

      Greenwood’s torch was just visible around a gradual bend in the tunnel. They had fallen behind the others, she noticed. Carl and Owen trailed after Greenwood, their heads lowered. They were all tired, but if there was something behind them there was no way they could rest.

      Arthur flashed the torch across the dark behind them, but the tunnel was empty. ‘Perhaps it’s nothing,’ he said, ‘but I was certain I could hear footsteps.’

      ‘You’re scaring me,’ she said, trying to laugh but finding no sound would come. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been chased through a tunnel, but I imagine if it were a Huntsman we’d be dead by now.’

      ‘I’ve never seen one,’ Arthur said. ‘Huntsmen were just a rumour in the barracks I lived in on Guernsey. They must be terrifying.’

      ‘Imagine your nightmares come true,’ she said. ‘Imagine something that can track you like you’re attached to a piece of elastic, that will not stop following you until either you or it is dead.’

      ‘How do you kill one?’

      She smiled in the dark, remembering the way she had smashed the brick into the dying Huntsman’s face. ‘Any way you can.’

      Arthur was silent for a moment. Then he said, ‘You go on and catch up with the others. I’m going to hang back a bit and see if I can find out what’s back there.’

      ‘Okay, but be careful.’

      ‘You too.’

      Arthur’s torch winked off. Even though it was right behind her, the sudden darkness was alarming. Using her hands again as a guide, she hurried after Greenwood’s flickering light.

      Twenty minutes later Greenwood called them to a halt. Carl and Owen looked up with weary sighs, while Marta too was feeling the sting of a dozen bumps and scrapes.

      ‘Listen up,’ Greenwood said, his voice rigid and strict as he barked at them like a drill sergeant. ‘The tunnel ends about twenty metres ahead. We’re now in France proper, about a mile inside the quarantine line. The easy part is over. From here on in we’re fugitives. The French have border patrols everywhere to stop deserters getting in and claiming asylum. If we’re spotted, at best we’ll be herded into a truck and sent back. At worst we’ll be shot. We have no rights here, no negotiating power. If we’re seen the place will be crawling with soldiers within hours. Understand?’

      Owen actually said, ‘Yes, sir,’ to which Greenwood scowled in the torchlight. Carl and Marta just nodded.

      ‘Good. Arthur?’

      There was no response from back in the dark.

      ‘Arthur!’ he shouted again. ‘Damn it, where is he?’

      ‘He thought we were being followed,’ Marta said. ‘He stayed back to check.’

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ Greenwood muttered, only just loud enough for them to hear. ‘This isn’t the time to be a goddamn hero.’ He shook his head then turned back towards them. ‘All right. File to the end and wait there. The tunnel ends at an old sewage discharge gate. It looks stuck, but there’s a catch on the inside near the bottom.’

      Marta followed Owen and Carl while Greenwood headed back in search of Arthur. A few moments later they reached the gate, a big metal circle which opened out of a hillside onto a small stream. A light breeze drifted in through the bars. Outside, a thick metal pipe headed up the hill at a steep angle.

      ‘Carl, what’s that?’

      ‘Looks like a run-off pipe. Maybe there’s an old factory up there, or even an irrigation system. It depends what kind of farming they were doing.’

      Up ahead, Owen had opened the gate and climbed out. ‘Wow,’ they heard him say, ‘I’m properly in France now. Tell me, where the hell can I get something to eat?’

      ‘Captain Greenwood has the cooking supplies,’ Carl said.

      ‘What’s the odds he’ll make us jump through hoops or do a dance?’ Owen said. ‘That guy could do with loosening up a little. Can’t at all tell he’d rather be at home than out here with us.’

      Marta shrugged. ‘He’s just doing his job.’

      ‘What happened to service with a fucking smile?’

      Marta laughed. She gave a wry grin. ‘Sometimes, Owen, you sound so much like Switch it’s uncanny.’

      ‘And he would have been spot on.’

      ‘Still,’ she said, ‘we have to get on with these people. They’re here to help us.’

      They heard the sound of heavy footfalls approaching and looked back up the tunnel. Greenwood came charging out of the darkness, his lips curled back in a snarl. He pushed past Marta and Carl and jumped down next to Owen. One moment Owen was looking up at the former soldier in surprise, the next Greenwood had shoved him to the ground, clamping one hand over Owen’s mouth.

      ‘You want to start listening to me, kid?’

      ‘Get off him!’ Marta shouted, swinging her clawboard up like a weapon.

      Greenwood turned on her, his eyes hard, fearless. Marta became suddenly afraid. He was no Huntsman, but he had a violence in his eyes that Arthur lacked. Arthur seemed nice; Greenwood was what he was: a trained, hardened soldier.

      ‘Put your silly little board down, girl,’ he said. ‘Get on the ground all of you, and shut up.’

      Marta put one hand on Carl’s arm to stop him moving forward, but there was no worry of that—he was shaking with fear.

      Greenwood released Owen and stood up. Owen started to open his mouth but Marta stilled him with one glare. She pulled Carl down with her into a crouch.

      ‘Listen to me,’ Greenwood said, squatting down, his voice low, barely more than a whisper. ‘We’re not in Britain anymore. Over there you’re safe enough unless someone is after you because their military resources are thin. Here, we’re in the middle of a highly militarised area. The worst thing is not the army, though, it’s the amateurs.’

      ‘The what?’

      ‘There’s a small but tempting price on the head of anyone from Britain found outside the Quarantine Zone. The French government is scared of us, scared of what goes on across the channel. The Quarantine Zone exists for two reasons—one, to house deserters who will be armed and used as the first line of cannon fodder in the event of an invasion, and two, to keep us out of the rest of their country. They’re not worried about a few cowards, they’re worried about spies. Spies … or worse. They have no idea what might be hidden among us, or what it might do if it gets out of the zone. However, it’s considered uncouth for the army itself to hunt us, so they allow us to be hunted privately for bounty, provided it’s kept below the radar of the news networks. As a result, the first few miles from the border on this side are crawling with amateur killers all looking for a slice of government pie.’ He looked around at Owen and jabbed a finger into the boy’s chest. ‘Silence is a really good attribute to have around here. As is obedience.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Owen muttered.

      ‘I don’t want to die, so keep your mouth shut and your head down.’ He turned back to Marta and Carl. ‘Arthur went back because he was worried our trail had been picked up. If one of them has found the tunnel it could be a disaster. Where money is concerned they don’t give a shit. They’ll happily sneak through and drag our corpses back.’

      Marta jumped at a sound behind her, but it was just Arthur returning. In the dim glow of the moon he looked grim but unhurt.

      ‘We’re clear,’ he said. ‘I found no trace of anyone following us. If they’re back there, they’re hiding real good.’

      Greenwood nodded. ‘Right, let’s get this lot to a safe place before we all get killed.’

      As they followed Greenwood down into a stand of trees, Marta glanced back to see Arthur still standing back by the tunnel entrance. He was staring intently at the opening, one hand rubbing his chin as if he were deep in thought.

      She wondered how sure he was about them being followed or not.
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      The first step was the hardest. Her foot touched the floor below the bed and the first sensation was a chilling tingle racing up her leg from the cold stone. Once the first foot was down, the second was easy. She leaned to the left and shifted her weight, letting her other leg slide out of the bed. Lying back on the bed with both feet on the floor, she stared up at the grey ceiling and whispered a short prayer.

      Let me walk again. Please.

      She gripped the edge of the bed and pushed her fingers into the soft down of the mattress, levering herself up into a sitting position. Her body creaked and groaned, not just the old muscles but the rest, the parts science had given her. She gritted her teeth as long-ignored joints were forced back into use, bones that had been broken and repaired supporting weight for the first time, hips and a spine that had been shattered and restored remembering how it felt to be part of a functioning human being.

      Sitting on the edge of her bed, she could almost see the ocean outside, but it wasn’t enough. With a guttural howl she pushed down with the soles of her feet and her palms at the same time. Sweat beaded on her face, but she stood, the glorious possibilities of the window one phase closer. She twisted her body, jerking her hip and forcing one foot in front of the other. She did the same with the other, repeated it three more times, and she was there.

      Far below her she saw a stretch of wet sand fanning out around the tiny island on which the monastery was built. Beyond it was a seemingly endless expanse of choppy, grey-blue water, and her stomach churned as she remembered how that same water had coughed her up, broken and battered, onto the cold shore of this country.

      She quickly looked away, back down at the sand glistening below her. Lucien had told her that in times past the island had most days been surrounded by sand, but that fifty years ago the government had widened the river, dredged the bay, and built a new bridge to the mainland that allowed water to flow underneath. For eighteen hours a day now, the island was cut off from the rest of the country, allowing the monks to contemplate their studies in peace.

      She heard a hard rapping at the door and it opened before she could answer. She scowled at the invasion of her privacy, but her anger quickly faded when she saw Lucien there, his face filled with concern.

      ‘I heard you cry out, ma Dame de la Mer. Are you all right? Ah, I see you have overcome your fear at last.’

      She smiled. It was a strange feeling. ‘Thank you. Maybe I have.’

      He looked like a father watching his child walk for the first time. ‘Feel free to walk through our halls as you please. This is your home now.’

      Home. What a strange word. Was this really her home? Her computerised eye still hadn’t come back online, but she was beginning to have increasingly vivid dreams. Many of them involved laboratories and suffering, but every so often she would dream about a train, or about a huge man with a milk-white face and burning red eyes. Always he seemed to be beckoning to her.

      Home was somewhere else, she knew. Wherever it was, it was dark and terrifying, and she had no wish to return. She didn’t know much about Lucien and the others who lived here, but they had been kind to her, and that was something she could respect.
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* * *

      It was another day before she ventured out of her room, but now she had established contact between her legs and the ground again she could think of little else. At first she stuck to her floor, padding barefoot along quiet stone corridors, peering into a couple of open doors that led to study and contemplation areas, walking along a covered gallery on the far side of the building that looked back towards the flat fields and rolling hills of France. Down there in the greenery everything looked so calm and peaceful, so idyllic.

      By the following day she had dared descend the closest flight of stairs, down to a corridor of closed doors she thought might be the monks’ quarters. On one side of that floor, among several open-plan rooms with little or no decoration, she found a chapel, the kitchens, and a library. Flicking through a couple of books, she found them to be in a language she didn’t understand.

      She began to encounter the monks, too. Other than Lucien, only two or three had ever entered her room, but she saw many others that she had never seen before. Some of them were as young as she guessed she was, maybe only in their twenties, but most were old men. A few, terrifyingly, were ancient: aged, she thought, beyond normal years, their bodies a withered heap of bones and leathery skin wrapped tightly in monks’ robes as if to stop them falling apart. Science, not God, was the miracle that had saved her, and she didn’t doubt that it had had something to do with them, too. Why they had assembled here on the Mont she was yet to discover. Perhaps they too had been washed up by the sea.

      Three days after taking the first steps of her new life, she left the safety of the Mont for the first time. Below the towering grey turrets and walls of the monastery was a cluster of houses. Some were still inhabited, others were boarded up and forgotten. Beyond a gatehouse she ventured down on to a stretch of sand at low tide and ran her fingers in the water that had rejected her soul, feeling it lap gently around her. Then, unable to resist the temptation, she walked the mile length of the bridge over to the mainland in order to look back on her new home.

      It rose magnificently out of the water, a grey rock monolith with the tallest tower of the monastery pointing defiantly up at the black-grey storm clouds that drifted overhead. She imagined that millions of people must have looked with awe on this view and stood dumbstruck beneath its power. In the shadow of such a monumental human achievement she felt tiny and fragile, insignificant. As a chilly wind rolled off the sea to buffet her, she wrapped the robe the monks had given her tighter around her body, as if to protect her from the weight of history itself.

      That night, after returning to the monastery, the dreams were worse than before. She woke drenched in a cold sweat, her heart thundering. She had seen him again, the giant pale man with the blazing red eyes, calling to her. He used a name that she remembered, but on waking it had been drawn back into her subconscious, taking with it any clue it might have offered as to the nature of her past.
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* * *

      As the days passed, her excursions lengthened. Like a cat exploring new surroundings, she wandered further and further afield as the strength returned to her broken body. She walked the little lanes in the countryside around the Mont, climbed over gates and rambled through fields, followed woodland trails through shady forests. She touched everything, held flowers, rocks and earth to her nose, tasted river water and wild vegetables that she found.

      It quickly became apparent that her senses were stronger than a normal human’s. She didn’t know how she knew, only that she did. Scent trails, for example, were almost visible in the air like smoky tendrils drifting up from a particularly pungent object, while her tongue could separate anything that entered her mouth into different layers of taste.

      That wasn’t all, though. She had known while she lay in bed that there was a strength in her arms and legs that was unnatural, engineered. Now, alone in the forest, she tested her powers, tearing out small trees by their roots, breaking rocks into pieces with her hands. At first she was tentative, afraid that her power was a freak result of her accident or her injuries, that as she healed it might fade. Soon, as the pain of the regeneration process began to ease, she realised the strength and agility she had were part of the reason for her survival, not the result. Whomever or whatever had altered her, they had done a comprehensive job, not just on her genetics, but on her muscle and bone structure too.

      And what did that mean for her mind? What was in there that wasn’t supposed to be?

      Eventually she ventured as far as the town. The monks had warned her that the townsfolk might not be friendly, but she had no intention of attempting to communicate with anyone. For the most part she was happy to be in her room at the monastery, or in the little library flicking through old picture books of famous countries and historical places, but she felt a need to reconnect with society that she couldn’t resist. Her past was a clean slate; she had to see what the world was like.

      With her hood pulled up over her face, she wandered through the town, looking at the quaint cottages with their ivy-covered walls, little arched windows and brightly painted doors. She looked into shop windows, and peered over walls into back gardens, enjoying the feel of the cobblestone roads under the shoes the monks had given her. She did see people, but no one tried to talk to her. She had seen her own face in a mirror and was happy to keep out of sight. Her regenerating tissues had repaired her limbs and broken bones, but it had been selective about what it did to her skin. The blind side of her face had been seared and charred, leaving behind a mess of scar tissue. Around the eye she felt the fittings for some kind of protective plate, probably torn off in the water. From one side, in the shadow, she looked like a woman. From the other, she was a monster.

      She recognised things in the town without knowing how she knew them: a hospital, a church, even a small school. Part of her subconscious had stored the memory of infrastructure, it was only her own life that remained a mystery, as if it was not worth remembering. She was intrigued but reluctant; the signs hinted that suffering was something she was familiar with, but at least she felt a semblance of peace living in the Mont among the strange, ancient monks.

      The town, peaceful and simple as it was, threw up no surprises. It was in the monastery itself that she made the most interesting discovery of her explorations.
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* * *

      The technology that blighted her body betrayed advancements in the world that stood in stark contrast to the bare-bones society she lived amongst. The monks lived in simple quarters, wore basic, formless clothing, and ate simple but fresh food, mostly from produce they grew themselves or fished from the sea around the Mont. They didn’t drive cars, and while they had a generator to light the darker rooms during the day and the corridors at night, in the rooms they used oil lamps and candles. There were no televisions, radios or computers. Although they had brought her in and given her medicine from the hospital in town, she had seen no medical equipment of their own.

      It was almost as if they were afraid of technology.

      Four days after she first began to walk, she met Lucien at the foot of a staircase that led up to the roof.

      ‘Ma Dame de la Mer, how pleasant to see you,’ he said. ‘How are you feeling today?’

      ‘Better every day, thank you.’

      ‘It’s a miracle,’ he said, echoing her own thoughts. ‘A miracle of science that you survived. Your injuries … I’ve never—’ He stopped.

      ‘Never what?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I don’t want to upset you.’

      ‘I understand what I am.’

      ‘Do you really?’

      She shrugged and gave him a smile. ‘Maybe.’

      He touched her arm. ‘Come with me, let me show you something.’ He led her up the stairs and through a door. There were a number of connecting areas of rooftop courtyard, on several different levels. Lucien led her up to an area she had never been to before. As they climbed a steep set of stairs, she saw the stained glass roof of the chapel in the centre of the monastery poking up through a wide courtyard. Towering above it was the very top of the monastery, a flag pole about twenty metres tall.

      And sitting in its shadow was an enormous telescope.

      ‘Wow.’

      ‘Indeed. This is central to everything we believe.’

      The telescope was five metres high, and had a built-in chair next to a digital viewer. It was pointed out across the sea.

      ‘Where did it come from?’

      Lucien placed a hand on the side of the telescope and patted it as one might pat a horse. ‘We brought it here, years ago, piece by piece. And here we assembled it.’

      ‘It’s not pointed at the sky.’

      ‘We’re not interested in the sky,’ Lucien said. ‘At least not the sky above us. We’re interested in what goes on over there.’ He pointed out across the sea. ‘This telescope is pointed at London, or more precisely, the skies above it.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘We’re watching for his spacecraft. Every few weeks another one is launched. He’s stripping the country dry of resources to build them, and his technology is flawed. None have made it yet. We’re watching for the one that does.’

      ‘I don’t understand. Who is “he”?’

      ‘His name is Maxim Cale. He now calls himself the Lord Governor of Mega Britain.’

      She felt a shadow of recognition fall across her. ‘And?’

      ‘He has his foot on the neck of the country. He rules there now. He is powerful, but he wants more. That’s why he’s sending up the spacecraft.’

      ‘What’s he after?’

      ‘Something that was put up there to keep it out of harm’s way. A form of technology. Something that could end the world.’

      ‘How do you know all this?’

      Lucien gave her a look that seemed pained and saddened at the same time. He gave a great long sigh that was like the atmosphere escaping from the earth. ‘Because my colleagues and I put it there.’

      She didn’t really know what to say. Question after question flashed into her mind, only to sound stupid and trivial. What was he talking about? Where had they got it? How had they got it up there? Who were they?

      Lucien walked over to the wall and pulled a loose slate tile off the top of the battlements. He turned it over and over in his hands as he came back towards her, frowning deeply as he glared at the lichen-covered stone as if it had done him a personal sleight.

      ‘Ma Dame,’ he said, not looking up. ‘Do you wonder about yourself, about where you came from?’

      ‘All the time.’

      Lucien hefted the stone as if he might toss it over the wall. Then, with a sudden growl of exertion, he turned and swung it towards her face.

      Her reaction was instantaneous. Her forearm came up and the rock shattered against it. The fingers of her other hand closed around his neck and lifted him off the ground as if he weighed no more than a doll.

      ‘Stop … test …you,’ he croaked, his face turning red, his hands scrabbling at her arm.

      She released him and he dropped to the ground, gasping. In a second she was standing over him, fists clenched, ready to crush the life out of his body.

      ‘No! I just wanted to see … your reaction.’

      Seeing the honesty in his eyes, she let herself relax. ‘What did you try that for?’ she said. ‘I trusted you.’

      ‘Your arm,’ he said, still struggling for breath. ‘Does it … hurt?’

      She looked down. There was a slight reddening of the skin and a couple of slivers of slate which she brushed away. ‘I can barely feel it.’

      Lucien reached out a hand, and after a moment’s hesitation she helped him to his feet. ‘I’m sorry, ma Dame,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to know. When you were brought in your body was a ruin, yet in barely a week you could walk again. I can’t know how strong you were before, but I suspect you’re stronger now than you ever were.’

      She looked down. ‘I wish I could remember.’

      His face was grim. ‘Maybe it’s best that you don’t. But tell me, what level of technology can do something like that? Imagine if you could magnify it fifty, a hundred, a thousand times, and imagine that you weren’t willing to do good things with it, but to use it to conquer, enslave? What would you do if you knew just how dangerous that technology was, and how close it was to falling into the wrong hands?’

      ‘I guess I would want to stop that happening.’

      Lucien nodded. For a moment he said nothing, just stared up at the sky as if waiting for something to appear out of the clouds to the north-east. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We would too.’
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      ‘Fuck this, man. I don’t need these damn poles.’ Switch tossed the crutches away and lurched forward a couple of steps, holding his arms out for balance. Just as he was about to fall, the nurse reached out and caught his shoulder, her strong hands hauling him upright. She glared at him as she might at a puppy that had just crapped on the floor.

      Paul moved to his other side, and together with the nurse they lowered Switch into the chair. ‘How do you feel? It certainly sounds like you’re feeling better.’

      ‘My legs feel fine, it’s just my fucking back. It just doesn’t seem to connect to shit like it should.’ He scowled and slammed his plastered wrist back against the wall. His mouth curled up in the semblance of a wince of pain, and his bad eye flickered like a trapped butterfly.

      ‘Lionel said an infection had spread into your joints. He said you’re lucky, you could have been paralyzed if we hadn’t got you here in time.’

      ‘That clown doesn’t know what he’s talking about. No one ever died of fucking tetanus.’

      ‘It’s not—’

      ‘And you let him just send Marta off with your kid brother and that country bumpkin. God damn it, couldn’t they have waited?’

      Paul bit his lip. He felt bad enough already. Particularly about Owen, but he felt he’d let the others down too.

      After all, after a couple of days of taking it easy, he felt fine. His side was still wrapped in a padded bandage, but that was just a precaution. He had to take tablets, too, but he was nearly finished and would be free to leave in a couple more days.

      The hospital wasn’t particularly busy, but Paul could sense from the few doctors and nurses that they wanted him and Switch gone as soon as possible. They were curt and polite, but there was an underlying current of mistrust that he could feel every time they spoke to him. They had chosen to stay inside the Quarantine Zone not out of a love for the few deserters who hauled their half drowned bodies up on to the Brittany beaches, but out of a loyalty to their own livelihoods, communities, and histories. The government hadn’t forced them to leave so many had stayed.

      Depositing Switch in a wheelchair, the grumpy nurse wheeled him back to his room. Paul trailed in after she had gone and sat down in the chair next to the bed.

      ‘Look at this,’ Switch said. He pointed at a black object at a screen set into the far wall and a TV picture flicked on. He flicked over a few assorted channels of shopping and cooking shows and switched it off again. ‘I wait almost twenty years for a fucking TV, and all it shows is junk.’

      ‘You find anything about Mega Britain?’

      ‘Not in English.’

      ‘We had a TV back in London,’ Paul said. ‘All Owen used to watch was black market movies.’

      ‘Better than all those dumbass propaganda broadcasts I heard it showed.’

      Paul shrugged, not really listening. He was thinking about his brother again. Owen had loved watching old movies. Anything with wizards or spaceships or robots in it he would have sat in front of for hours, watching it on endless repeat until his eyes blurred and he fell asleep. Paul, on his way in after another rough night trying to earn money, would pick up his brother’s sleeping form and deposit Owen in his bedroom. Then, if there was anything left of the movie still playing, he might have sat down and watched it for a while.

      Paul had been lucky. He’d at least had a childhood before things had gone bad. Owen had been without his parents for several years, and had already done things Paul couldn’t have imagined at such a young age. The world had turned towards darkness, and it wasn’t over yet. Things would get worse before they got better.

      And he had let Owen go out there into that dark. Owen, the only thing in his life worth living for, and he was out there in danger while Paul lounged around watching television in the comforting surrounds of a hospital bedroom.

      ‘We shouldn’t be here,’ Paul muttered.

      ‘Don’t you think I know that? Live together, die together, and all that shit. And look at us. We’re not Tube Riders, we’re pussies.’

      ‘How soon before you can walk?’

      Switch grimaced. ‘Not soon enough.
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* * *

      A while later Paul left Switch to rest and headed back towards the underground base. Lionel’s men had provided him with a small car to drive. Having never driven a car before, it had taken one of the soldiers an hour to show him the basics, after which he had been left to figure it out for himself. The army only supplied fuel to Chamquec, so it was rare to see cars outside it, Lionel had told him, and there were no police inside the Quarantine Zone. As long as he didn’t end up in a ditch he would have no trouble.

      He was almost at the turning that led down into the valley where the base stood, when he changed his mind. Instead, he drove straight on along the coast, following the road for several miles. He passed the farmhouse where Lionel’s men had discovered them, drove through the deserted fishing towns they had stayed in before that, and finally, an hour later came to the lane that led up to the old tunnel entrance.

      He parked the car and walked up the dirt track towards the cliff top. The roaring of the ocean grew louder, and a moment later he saw it.

      The train was still there, lying on its side at the end of a long swathe of churned up earth. Where the turf had been ripped away, though, grass was already beginning to grow back.

      The train was a burned-out wreck. He went up to the front, ran a hand along the rents in the metal at the front where it had broken through the fake rock face in the tunnel and then through the huge doors at the other end.

      A wave of emotions rushed over him, and he turned and hurried back down the lane to the car. ‘How could we split up?’ he wondered aloud. ‘Damn it, the only time we were strong was when we were together.’

      He turned the car around and headed back along the coast towards the village. Somewhere, though, he missed a turn and found himself heading inland. Rather than panic and try to find his way back though, he let the road lead him, first on to a wider road, then later on to a two lane highway.

      He was the only car going in either direction. Unlike the roads of Mega Britain, which for the most part had been torn up, the highway was well-maintained and he was able to cruise along without any concerns, the road dipping and rising through overgrown fields. Everything had gone fallow, from the hedgerows that spilled over onto the roads to the overgrown gateways he passed, but there wasn’t that sense of ruin he had felt in the GFAs of Britain. Here it felt like everything had just fallen asleep for a while, and that, in time, it would wake again.

      Like a plague, he thought. Mega Britain is like a plague that has spread across the sea. If we can’t stomp it out it’ll keep on spreading.

      The car cruised down a steep hill and arced around a protruding, forested knoll at the bottom. As his speed increased Paul had begun to slip into a daydream about tube riding, and almost didn’t see the tall fence that crossed the road a few hundred metres further on. It rose up over the embankments on either side of the highway, and where it met in front of him was a pre-fab checkpoint building. Paul saw jeeps, a small armoured truck and a couple of soldiers in combat fatigues with guns slung over their shoulders.

      He broke out in a cold sweat. Even though the soldiers weren’t hunting him, it was impossible to forget the fear he had felt while on the run from the Huntsmen. All he had to do this time was to turn the car around and drive in the opposite direction, but even so … that fear of pursuit remained.

      The air cracked with the sound of a gunshot. Paul gasped as a puff of smoke burst out of the highway not far in front of him. His foot slammed down on the clutch and he jerked the car into reverse, skidding backwards, swinging it around and accelerating away.

      Within moments the checkpoint was out of sight behind him, but his hands were still shaking. A warning shot. A trained soldier would not have missed the car at that range.

      Feeling a surge of courage Paul didn’t realise he had, he turned the car off the highway and up a steep lane to a hilltop, from where he hoped to get a better look at the fence and the checkpoint. He parked the car back in a stand of trees and walked along the road until it crested the hill and started to descend into overgrown, abandoned farmland. Climbing up onto a gate choked with weeds, he was able to see a clear mile in either direction. Brittany looked a lot like Cornwall, all rolling, patchwork hills of fields, pockets of forest and quaint villages with little church spires poking up into the sky.

      From his vantage point he could see the fence rising and falling over the hills. Wherever a road tried to cross it there was a small checkpoint. The one on the highway was the biggest one he could see, but he could just make out an armed guard on a couple of others. There were vast stretches of fence between each checkpoint, but getting over it wouldn’t be as easy as it might look; the fence was probably electrified and there were possibly security cameras watching every section.

      He was about to return to the car when he heard a distant but familiar sound. He climbed back up on to the gate and squinted into the distance. He no longer wore his glasses now that they had been discovered as a ruse, but his eyesight still wasn’t the best.

      Yes, he knew that sound. Where was it?

      The train came rushing out from between two hills and poured through a valley along a stretch of track he hadn’t noticed sandwiched between two tight lines of trees. It was moving fast, far quicker than anything he had ever seen before. Whether it was possible to ride it he didn’t know, although he thought Switch would want to try. However, it opened up possibilities.

      Lionel had told him that Marta and the others would be going to Paris on foot to avoid attention. How long would that take? If Switch and himself could somehow get on that train, they would be able to catch the others up with ease.

      He jumped back into the car and headed back towards the village. It wasn’t too difficult to find; he just backtracked until he got within sight of the coast and then took the next road to the east. Evening was approaching when he pulled up in the car park outside the hospital.

      He was thinking he’d go in and see Switch, but his mind was a swirl of emotions that the car journey hadn’t really allowed to settle. Instead, he took a walk down to the beach and found a short cliff path up to a headland, from where he watched the waves crashing for a while, letting the cool salty air fill his throat and lungs. It’ll be all right, he thought. It’ll be okay.

      After a few minutes of quiet contemplation, he made his way back down to the beach. He was halfway along the shoreline when he noticed a figure standing by the water’s edge. Lionel had told them about the monks up in the monastery, that they were part of a cult, but he had never seen one up close. He watched the figure for a while, saw it stoop, pick up a small pebble and toss it underarm into the sea. Perhaps the monk had come here to contemplate life, too.

      Paul felt a sudden urge to tell the monk his feelings, to confess his guilt. It struck him like a wave right out of the sea, that this was a person who might listen, not to his words but to his heart, who might, despite the probable language barrier, understand.

      Paul walked over to the monk and stood beside him, looking out at the sea as the sun fell towards the horizon to the west. The monk’s hooded face inclined slightly in his direction, as if acknowledging his presence, but the man said nothing. For a couple of minutes Paul was afraid to speak, aware the monk probably wouldn’t understand English and wondering if this might scare him, send him scurrying away.

      At last he found his voice. ‘I left my brother,’ he said. ‘He’s gone on to Paris, but I stayed behind. Do you think I should have gone with him?’ As he thought about his words he felt stupid, as if he were talking to a statue, but once he had started they came forth in a torrent. ‘I was hurt, but perhaps I could have gone. I could have protected him, couldn’t I? I should have protected my brother.’

      The monk made no motion for a few seconds. Then he nodded slightly, not as if to answer, but to agree. ‘We can’t always know what to do,’ the monk said in fluent English, in a soft, lilting voice that sounded feminine but with a slight gravelly undertone, as if the speaker had something caught in his or her throat. ‘We can’t always do the right thing. Only what we think is right at the time. We have to trust our decisions.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Paul said, not sure what else to say to a monk. ‘Thank you for listening to me.’

      The monk turned towards him, the hooded face lifting for a moment so that the last rays of the sun flashed across the monk’s face and Paul saw that indeed it was a woman, not a man as he had first thought. ‘You’re welcome,’ she said, gave him a brief smile and turned away.

      As the woman walked back up the beach, Paul stood by the shoreline, frozen to the spot. His bottom lip trembled, and he felt his stomach doing a u-turn. Sweat beaded on his forehead and dribbled down his neck. Tears popped from his eyes and it was all he could do to keep a moan of terror from escaping his throat.

      He hadn’t recognised her voice, but he had known her face. The last time he had seen her she had been falling from the back of a thundering train, with a friend of his held tightly in her arms.

      She was alive. Oh God, she was alive.

      Dreggo…
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      I’m slow, Halo admitted to himself, as he wiped absently at the dried blood on his shirt, blood drawn from his forearm by the jaws of a French army hound during the previous night’s ambush. Jol had torn the dog in half before it could inflict further damage, but it should never have got so close.

      Perhaps you picked the wrong man, Cale. Perhaps I’ve aged after all.

      The journey north towards the coast had been eventful. They had covered the ground quickly by night and hid by day in an attempt to shake any trail. Only one pack of dogs had got close, and while the Huntsmen had easily dispatched them Halo had been caught unawares. It had been amateurish, a schoolboy error, and reminded him that his powers were still only just returning.

      As they traversed the French countryside, they detected a heightened military presence on the roads, so Halo kept the Huntsmen out of sight whenever he could. He could pass for an old man, but there was no disguising them, and he wanted to keep the body count down.

      They had found a secluded farmhouse on the third day out from the warehouse. Halo waited outside while the Huntsmen entered first, then came in when they were finished to search for food and supplies. He had more refined tastes, after all.

      That night, they slept in the woods not far from the farm. It fascinated Halo the way the Huntsmen could curl their massive frames up and tuck their heads in near their stomachs as if they were dogs. He sat a watch while they slept in three tight curls in front of him, huddled together for warmth.

      After he woke Heyna to take second watch, he decided to go for a walk. He wandered back to the farmhouse and went in through the broken back door. He tried not to look at the tangle of bodies in the living room, instead taking what he needed from a cupboard in the kitchen and then heading upstairs.

      There, in what he assumed was the master bedroom, he reacquainted himself with vodka after a forty-year separation and then fell into a drunken sleep in a dead man’s bed. He woke to a cool November sun streaming through the window, remembered his mission through a towering hangover, and headed back out to the woods where he found the Huntsmen sitting around a small fire, a mutilated sheep carcass lying nearby.

      A few hours later, while following the inside line of a hedgerow, they heard sirens approaching. An ambulance rushed past, followed by several police cars. Halo wondered absently whether they had discovered the farmhouse. He wasn’t sure if he cared. Guilt and regret flashed in and out of focus like a broken movie camera, and he found himself less and less connected to the mission and reality as time went on.

      Was there a name for it, he wondered? For prisoners who can’t deal with being released? He had dreamed of seeing the sun again during the forty years he had been left to rot, yet now, released and entrusted with a mission that only blackmail could keep him aligned to, he was struggling. In his pack he had stashed a couple more bottles of spirits he had found in the farmhouse. Wasn’t that quite the irony? Forty years of purity through near starvation and here he was, descending into drink as quickly as he could.

      Another day later they came to a larger town. They found an abandoned factory and bunkered down inside. Ystapha immediately went out to hunt—‘No people,’ Halo told him, unsure whether or not he would obey—and Halo set to work on the next bottle.

      Evening had come when he woke, and he looked up to find Heyna and Jol standing over him. Ystapha was behind them, picking at the carcass of another mangled animal.

      ‘Leave,’ Heyna hissed, and for a moment Halo was unsure whether it was an order or a request. ‘Must … leave.’

      Halo pulled himself up. ‘Why?’

      ‘Mil … i … tary.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Town.’

      Halo nodded. He shook his head in an attempt to clear the hangover, but it just made him feel worse, and for a moment he leaned over and retched hot bile on to the old factory floor.

      They went out a back entrance on to a dark alley. Halo led them down a couple of residential streets in a direction he hoped was north, towards the sea. Then, turning a corner, he saw a soldier further down the street, knocking on a door. A gun was slung over his arm. Halo couldn’t hear what was said to the woman who opened the door, but from the way her hand went to her mouth in a gesture of fear he could guess.

      He frowned. He had to pull himself together. They were leaving a trail of death and destruction so obvious a child could follow it. He was supposed to be in charge, so it was his fault. He reached into his bag and pulled out the last bottle of vodka. With a reluctant grimace, he tossed it to the ground, wincing at the sound of the glass smashing on the tarmac.

      ‘Hey!’

      He looked up, immediately realizing his stupidity. Damn it, Halo! Wake up! The soldier had noticed him and unshouldered his gun. With his other hand he reached into a pocket and pulled out a radio.

      Halo judged the distance. Roughly fifteen metres; he could be on the man in less than five seconds, but he shook his head. He hadn’t come here to start a war with the entire French army. Behind him, he could hear the shifting of the Huntsmen. They wanted to fight, of course: that’s what they were designed for. His game was stealth, something he was showing a worrying lack of.

      He looked back past them and saw a military truck pass the end of the street.

      ‘Up,’ he said. ‘Onto the roofs.’

      The Huntsmen scaled the nearest wall in moments. Halo, concentrating, leapt almost to the second floor then gripped a drainpipe and swung himself up. It felt really good to use his strength again. It was growing. With each passing day he was stronger.

      As the sound of gunshots rang out on the street below, Halo watched with awe as the Huntsmen leapt and rolled across the roofs like circus acrobats. Mega Britain might have turned into a hellhole of discontent and distrust, but its technological advances were much to be admired.

      They dropped down into a quiet street near the edge of town. A vegetable truck was parked up by the side of the street, and in a few seconds he had hotwired the ignition. The Huntsmen climbed into the back, and they headed up a thin lane leading out of town.

      They had gone only a couple of miles when he spotted another roadblock through the trees, so they abandoned the truck by the side of the road and continued on foot, cutting through fields again.

      Within an hour they were clear. They made camp in the woods again that night, but they heard the sounds of sirens and the howl of dogs so they broke camp and continued on until they were sure they had left their pursuers behind. For the next couple of nights they travelled across fields and through woodland, lying low during the day. They occasionally came across farmers or dog walkers, but for the most part they were able to stay out of sight. Halo only allowed the Huntsmen to take sheep and cattle for their food, cooking a little of it up for himself over a fire.

      Finally, on the fifth or sixth day—he couldn’t remember and didn’t really care—they came to the sea. Halo had no particular love for water, but it meant that their mission was one step closer to completion. Turn west, Cale had commanded him. Keep going until you either find them or you find out they’re dead.

      They lay low for another day, waiting and watching for signs of pursuit. A couple of times Halo heard a helicopter beating its wings overhead. They passed a couple of military vehicles on the road heading south, but it seemed they’d slipped the net yet again.

      The following evening they stole another truck and headed west along the windy coast roads. They drove with the lights dipped, hoping to avoid attention. Over several hours of dropping and rising with the coast they saw almost no one. Dawn was breaking when they finally crested a rise and saw the first human presence for some time.

      It wasn’t a welcome one. A tall, barbed wire fence snaked across the countryside from the sea to the north until it disappeared into the farmland to the south. At the bottom of the valley ahead of them was a roadblock checkpoint. There were a number of military vehicles nearby, including a tank. He parked the car in a small cliff top viewing car park and continued on foot, leaving the Huntsmen behind him in the back of the truck.

      His keen eyes noticed a sign in the road just short of the checkpoint itself. He translated the French: Quarantine Zone.

      What was in there that they didn’t want to let out? The threat of diseases or plagues didn’t concern Halo. He needed to get inside, and get inside he would. He returned to the Huntsmen.

      ‘Checkpoint,’ he told them. ‘We wait until dark and then we kill them all.’

      He’d uttered similar words a hundred times before over his long life, but wondered why they now sounded so bleak.

      The Huntsmen made no obvious reaction. They were sitting in a circle with their heads pressed together. He could hear Heyna muttering under his breath, but the other two, even Ystapha, were still.

      Maybe that’s how they prefer to communicate, he thought. After all, those damn dog maws make it difficult for them to speak.

      It was a few seconds before Jol was the first to look up. The Huntsman’s eyes widened as if he hadn’t realised Halo was watching them. ‘Yes…?’

      ‘Did you damn animals hear me? We’ve come to some kind of quarantine zone. We’re going in after dark.’

      ‘Yes.’ This time Jol’s word was an assertion.

      ‘Are you clear on that? We’ll do what’s necessary to get inside.’

      ‘Yes.’

      He began to explain his plan. At times, as their heads bobbed like hyenas in a zoo waiting to be thrown food, he wondered if they even understood, whether they were listening to him at all, or thinking only of the next kill.
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* * *

      ‘Halt!’ Sous-Lieutenant Mathieu shouted in French as the huge circling spotlight picked up a figure limping up the road towards the checkpoint gate. It looked like an old man, bent under a heavy coat, a gnarled walking stick in one hand the only thing keeping him from falling forward.

      Mathieu cocked his gun. ‘Stop right there or I’ll shoot!’

      His commanding officer, Capitaine Renard, stepped out of the guard hut and walked over, pulling his own gun off his shoulder.

      ‘Sous-Lieutenant, what’s the trouble?’

      ‘Look there, sir. We’ve got someone coming up the road.’

      Renard shouted back into the hut for the two other guards on watch to turn the spotlight off of random search and point it at the approaching figure. As it swung round, Renard saw what Mathieu had described, a man hobbling up the road towards them, leaning on a walking stick for support.

      ‘What does he think he’s doing?’ Renard muttered, as the two men peered through the gate.

      The Quarantine Zone was protected by not one but two fences, both four metres high, both steel-framed and lined with barbed wire, both electrified in sections a few hundred metres long. The checkpoint building at this point stood inside the two fences, in a space about thirty metres wide, big enough for the maneuvering of tanks or other heavy military machinery. Most of the checkpoints within five miles of the coast were like this, connected by a dirt track that ran between the two fences, which closed to a distance of around six metres when away from any major roads. The dirt track was level enough to be negotiated by jeeps or tanks if necessary. A tank stationed at their checkpoint earlier today had rumbled on south late in the afternoon.

      Along the southern edge of the Quarantine Zone there was only one fence, with the checkpoints on the outside, but here the design was to protect against people trying to get in as well as out. Whether such caution was necessary, Renard wasn’t sure, but he felt the same unease as the rest of the French with Britain so close. Even though the growing community of British inside the zone claimed to be deserters, he found it difficult to feel any trust for them. Europe had been at peace for more than seventy years and in many pockets of the Confederation full demilitarization had taken place, or was a couple of government Acts away from happening. Combined, the Confederation could match whatever Britain threw at it, but it would take time to organise, and of course there would be months, possibly even years, of political negotiations. The French defense force was at full stretch already, patrolling the northern coast, and now with the rumours of possible infiltration coming out of Paris, everyone was on high alert.

      The man was perhaps fifty metres away, still hobbling towards them. ‘Name yourself,’ Renard shouted. ‘State your business and do not come any closer.’

      The man ignored him.

      ‘Looks like he could be a drunk, sir,’ Matthieu said.

      Another soldier came out from the checkpoint building. Sous-Lieutenant Piron was the youngest member of Renard’s command. ‘Want me to go out and have a word, sir?’ he asked. ‘I’d kill for a bit of excitement. Bores me to tears staring at those monitors.’

      Renard scowled. ‘We can double your patrols, Sous-Lieutenant, if it would make you feel better. The midnight to four a.m. shift is always looking for takers.’

      ‘Sir, he’s not stopping,’ Mattieu said.

      ‘I’ll make him stop, sir,’ Piron said, slamming a hand against the butt of his rifle.

      ‘No one’s getting killed, boy,’ Renard said. ‘Not on my command. We’ll just—’

      ‘Sir! Look!’

      Renard looked up. Mathieu was pointing at the man, who had fallen forward. He lay on the ground, groaning. ‘Damn it,’ Renard growled. He struggled for a moment with indecision, then said, ‘All right, Mathieu, get out there and see to him.’

      ‘Me, sir?’

      ‘We can’t just leave him there! Piron, cover him. Aspirant Babineau,’ he shouted at the man back in the checkpoint building. ‘Open the gates.’

      There was a hiss and then the lock mechanism on the gate clicked open. All of them were wearing thick rubber gloves in the event that the electricity failed to switch off, and Mathieu hesitated before putting a hand on the gate. Once he was out on the road, though, he moved quickly, hurrying to the fallen man’s side. Renard glanced across at Piron and saw the Aspirant’s rifle was trained on the old man. Good. You could never be too careful.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Mathieu asked, leaning down towards the old man. ‘Can you hear me?’ Mathieu leaned closer and cocked his ear, as if hearing something.

      ‘What’s he’s saying, Sous-Lieutenant?’

      ‘He said he’s hungry, sir. He says he hasn’t eaten in a week and that someone attacked him yesterday.’

      Renard glanced at Piron. ‘Do you think he ran into those people, Aspirant?’

      Piron shrugged. ‘No idea, sir. Perhaps we should just plug him and be done with it.’

      Renard glared at the young hothead. ‘We’re not at war, Aspirant,’ he growled, but wondered whether that was true. They’d all heard the reports of a spate of killings further east in Normandy. People had been torn apart, slaughtered like animals. Rumour had it that the perpetrators were not human, but there had been no confirmed sightings. Everyone thought to have come in direct contact with them was dead.

      ‘He can’t get up,’ Mathieu called. ‘I don’t know what to do with him, sir.’

      Renard shook his head. ‘Merde. Piron, get out there and give him a hand. We’ll bring him in and take a statement.’

      ‘Are you sure, sir?’

      Renard shrugged. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got you covered.’ He pulled his rifle off his shoulder and released the safety.

      Piron shouldered his own rifle and stepped out through the gate. He glanced up at the dark hedgerows on either side of the road and then walked out to where Mathieu was crouching by the old man. ‘You grab his arms, I’ll take his legs,’ he said.

      The two soldiers lifted the old man off the ground. Piron had just begun to walk forward when the old man suddenly jerked straight, like a rope being pulled taut. For a moment the searchlight illuminated a human letter H, then Sous-Lieutenant Piron flew through the air and slammed into the hedgerow several metres away. Sous-Lieutenant Matheiu somersaulted backwards, landing facedown near the verge.

      ‘Merde.’ Renard reached for his gun, but in that moment he knew he had no chance. Something dropped out of the hedgerow above Sous-Lieutenant Piron, and in one fluid motion turned the soldier’s head too far, until it faced back over his shoulder. Sous-Lieutenant Mathieu sat up, only for something thin and white to whistle out of the darkness and strike him in the forehead, just above his right eye.

      ‘Capitaine! Close the gate!’ screamed Aspirant Babineau from the checkpoint building. Renard heard a hiss as the Aspirant reactivated the gate’s electrical charge, but even as he reached out the old man threw off his cloak and leapt forward, covering the twenty metres between them quicker than Renard could blink. The gate snapped open, then the man—whose eyes were like black coals—was right in front of him. Renard felt himself thrown backwards by hands like iron pistons. He seemed to be airborne forever, and as he sailed backwards towards what he knew would be devastating pain, he saw something crouching low to the ground rush through after the man, heading straight for the checkpoint building. The snap of rifle fire filled the air, followed by Babineau screaming.

      Then the whole world exploded as an electrical charge from the gate scoured through him. He felt every nerve and muscle in his body stretching and contracting, then his vision failed and he landed hard on the dirt ground inside the fence.

      He couldn’t move. He was aware that he was still alive, though, because he heard a man’s voice issuing a sharp command in English, followed by the shuffle of something running doglike up the dirt trail between the two fences.

      In the seconds before darkness claimed him, Capitaine Renard remembered that there were two good men out on patrol. He hoped that after they heard the gunshots and the screams they would decide not to come back, but somehow he didn’t think so. Duty would rule them, and it would end them too.
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      From the midst of a clutch of buildings to the south, a column of smoke meandered up into the air, dissipating among the smog that hung over London in a thick cloud. On the streets around where the bomb had just gone off, the lights of the assembled police cars flickered. They had arrived too late, of course. It was always the same. Whoever had set the bomb would have disappeared back into the tunnels long before the police arrived.

      The Governor watched the events from his window. His brow was drawn forward in a deep frown, his mouth set hard with frustration. It was impossible for him not to feel anger as his control gradually began to slip away.

      News of the escape of the Tube Riders had filtered back into London and ignited the hearts of the people. Now their general disrespect was turning into pockets of outright revolt. It didn’t matter that the corpses of the group of street kids might be feeding fish at the bottom of the English Channel, word had spread that they had defeated a troop of Huntsmen and destroyed an entire unit of the Department of Civil Affairs. Regardless of the accuracy of the rumours, the Governor had to face the very real threat of civil war.

      Large parts of the uprising were being directed from below ground, from the train tunnels that the Tube Riders had crawled from only a few weeks before. The DCA had gone into the tunnels in places, but there were thousands of miles of them. Filling them in would be best, he knew, but without the London Underground to ferry workers the city would grind to a halt.

      A knock came from outside the door. The Governor turned away from the window and bid the guest enter. The door opened and Farrell Soars came in, bowing low as he came to stand before the Governor.

      He was a short, square man with high, wide shoulders that gave away hours of weight-training beneath the crisp DCA suit he wore. Soars was known in the DCA for his physical power, but it was his hard, unflinching loyalty that the Governor liked. The Governor had tested Soars’ loyalty in the torture chambers, on a family innocent of any crime. Soars had been unflinching, convincing the Governor that he was the right man to step into Leland Clayton’s soiled boots.

      ‘The South-West Junk Zone, what of it? Give me your report.’

      Soars ducked his head again. ‘We’ve doubled the perimeter guard,’ Soars said, his voice a low growl. ‘Regular patrols are searching for infiltration tunnels under the fence, but none have been found so far.’

      ‘The possibility of an all-out assault?’

      ‘From their way or ours, sir?’

      ‘Both.’

      Farrell Soars nodded. ‘From their side it’s unlikely. The pockets of community that you mentioned appear to have little or no interest in infiltrating Mega Britain,’ he said. ‘From our interrogation of prisoners they appear only concerned with keeping the others—the ones they call Wildmen—out of their villages. We could wipe them out with airstrikes but … we don’t have any planes.’

      ‘We cannot spare the fuel. We need it…’ He didn’t finish. For the space program. He didn’t want to give Soars any reason to show dissatisfaction. He turned and stared out of the window for a moment, watching a distant column of smoke rise up into the air.

      He had been lax, he realised. The years had softened him, made him believe the country was powerful enough. Now, in the face of growing threats, Mega Britain’s weaknesses were revealing themselves. He needed time, time to replenish and strengthen his army, to build more Huntsmen.

      ‘And the girl?’ he asked.

      ‘We’ve sent a team to bring her in, sir.’

      ‘Good.’

      His regular communications with the Huntsmen in France worried him. Halo was being too erratic, letting them be seen by too many people. Once, he had been no more than a shadow. Perhaps he needed a reminder of what was at stake.

      ‘Don’t hurt her unless she resists. It is absolutely imperative that no serious harm comes to her. Her death would cause problems you cannot begin to imagine. And my problems become your problems. Do you understand that, Mr. Soars?’

      ‘Perfectly, sir.’

      The unflinching stoicism in Farrell Soars’ face actually impressed the Governor. It was only in Soars’ eyes that fear showed itself. The Governor was pleased; had it been entirely absent he would have had the man killed.

      ‘Good. Now leave me. I await your next report with interest.’

      Farrell Soars bowed and left. The Governor turned back to the window, observing the cityscape beyond the full-wall tinted window. His empire was beginning to smolder and it would need to be doused before it caught fire. Issues presented themselves at every turn, but the Governor was confident he could restore order. And then, once things had calmed down, he would ensure such upheavals could never happen again.

      In some ways he thanked the Tube Riders. Wherever they were now, be it on the bottom of the English Channel or wandering around in France, they had exposed the cracks in his country that he’d failed to see. Now that he knew they were there he could set about filling them in.

      There would be bloodshed, he knew, but that was inevitable. No government had ever survived entirely through peace.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Evening had fallen by the time the Governor took his private elevator up to the roof of Parliament Tower. The sun had dropped below the hazy horizon and his skin could handle the dim twilight without causing him undue pain. He had wanted to watch today, which was why he had scheduled the launch for the evening. Something about falling darkness gave him confidence, and he felt sure that tonight would be the night that his spacecraft finally broke through the atmosphere and claimed his prize.

      It was unusual to launch two ships in such a short space of time, but he had pulled this launch forward by a couple of months out of a sense of desperation. Should it be successful, all his worries would be over.

      He looked out towards the eastern coast, where the launch site was situated.

      Any moment now…

      The Governor heard a low rumble and felt the building tremble. The spacecraft was now airborne. He squinted and searched the distant sky and saw it, a thick rectangular shape with the flare of rocket engines spewing out behind. He nodded in satisfaction as it surged up towards the clouds.

      This time it would surely make it.

      The Governor didn’t like to admit it, but the space program was where far too many of his resources went. Without it he could build an unmatchable army, make Mega Britain impregnable, police the people like shepherds controlling an unruly herd, and push production to unimaginable heights. Every time one of the ships failed he considered it, but the potential rewards were just too great.

      The ships led to his legacy.

      He could no longer see it clearly. It appeared as a glow behind a bank of cloud, gradually moving up towards the atmosphere. It had gone further than any before it, he was sure; this time they had got the weight and balance right, the correct grade of fuel. This time—

      The sound of distant rocket engines changed in pitch from a growl to a whine and then to a squeal. There was the sound of an explosion—at this distance little more than a pop—then the faint glow began to drop back down through the clouds.

      The Governor groaned and turned away, unable to watch the ship’s final moments. He walked back to the elevator and slammed his fists against the doors, roaring in anger. He punched the doors again and again until dents appeared in the steel, then he slammed his forehead against it, trying to batter his frustration out.

      By the time he turned back towards the east, the ship had gone, no doubt a flaming inferno he could now only imagine.

      Failed. Failed again.

      This time it had been so close.

      He turned back towards the elevator doors and staggered as a shockwave passed through his mind and seemed to bury itself in his chest.

      The Governor stood up and looked around him, wondering what had happened. He’d felt a contact, a touch, something he hadn’t felt in a long time. He was alone on the roof of the second tallest building in Mega Britain, and knew it hadn’t come from nearby.

      It had been inside his head.

      He closed his eyes, concentrating, listening for thoughts, listening for feelings.

      There.

      Distant but faint, a connection he hadn’t felt in weeks, one he had never expected to feel again.

      Could it be? Could it really be?

      He had thought her lost to the maelstrom of destruction the Tube Riders had unleashed in the undersea tunnel, the same catastrophe that had almost claimed his own life. He had heard nothing from her since, but there, at the moment the rocket began to fall, he had felt her.

      Somewhere, somehow, she had been watching too.

      ‘Dreggo,’ he breathed, his lips opening in a small smile.
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      ‘She didn’t recognise me,’ Paul said.

      ‘How can you be so sure of that?’

      ‘If she had, I’d be dead.’

      Switch sat back on the bed. His pounding heart sent ripples of pain through his healing wrist. ‘And you didn’t think to come and tell me this last night?’

      ‘The hospital was shut, I couldn’t get in. And I figured, if she’d lost her memory—’

      ‘Fuck, Paul! You should have kicked the damn door down to tell me!’

      ‘I’m sorry!’

      ‘Well, at least we’re still alive. There’s that.’

      ‘She’s at the Mont,’ Paul said, blushing. ‘She must be with those monks.’

      ‘How the fuck did she survive?’ Switch muttered, mostly talking to himself. He had seen Jessica and Dreggo engulfed by the weight of the ocean, yet somehow she was back. Mega Britain had screwed around with her for sure, but how the hell could someone get out of that alive?

      ‘You said she didn’t recognise you?’

      ‘She looked right at me. She was different, changed. Like she’d forgotten everything.’

      ‘That’s good. It should make her easier to kill.’

      ‘Why don’t we just leave her? God knows what happened to her, but it seems like she’s moved on. As soon as you’re better, let’s get after the others. I saw a train—’

      ‘Am I fucking hearing you correctly? Leave her? After everything she did? Bitch stuck me with a knife, which was bad enough. Then she breaks my wrist, tries to kill all of us, succeeds in killing the Daddy’s Girl. We cannot let her live, Paul.’

      Paul went to the window and peered out, as if afraid he might see her running across the car park towards the hospital, towards them. ‘I don’t know. She’s too dangerous.’

      ‘Which is exactly why we need to bury her now, before she remembers who she is, matches it with seeing your ugly mug down on the beach and comes down here after us.’ He shifted in the bed, wincing as pain raced down his arm. The doctors said two more weeks of the damn cast. Two more days would be hell on earth. ‘Having gone one on one with the bitch once before, I’m not keen to do it again. A knife across her throat while she’s asleep will do nicely.’

      ‘Perhaps we should ask Lionel,’ Paul said. ‘I thought about telling him last night, but they were in meetings and … perhaps they can get some men together. They’re trained soldiers after all.’

      ‘They’re also a bunch of cowards, which is why they’re here. We can’t rely on those guys, Paul. We should never have let them send Marta and the others off. We should have stuck together.’

      Paul’s eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t you think I know that? Owen’s all the family I’ve got left and I’m stuck here—’

      ‘—looking after an invalid like me. Well, don’t worry, Paulie, I can take care of myself.’

      Paul looked about to argue back, but instead he just humphed and went out. Switch watched him go. Paul was a good mate, loyal and trustworthy, but he could be a pussy at times. Dreggo was up there, vulnerable, waiting for a knife in her back, and Switch was the one who planned to do it.

      He gave Paul an hour to get clear. Then he climbed out of the bed.

      Walking would be a lot easier with practice, he felt, although he used his crutches to limp down the corridor so if any busybody nurses came fussing by he could tell them he was going for a piss. He wore trousers and a shirt under his hospital robe which an observant member of staff might have noticed, but no one bothered him, as he’d expected. As that clown Lionel had told them, the staff only provided medical care for the Mega Britain outcasts out of a sense of duty. They looked at him with disdain at the best of times, and clearly couldn’t wait for him to be gone.

      At the end of the corridor he found a door that didn’t obviously go into a ward or an office of any kind. He found it unlocked, so he slipped inside. As he had hoped it was a storeroom, and he hunted through the boxes of bandages, syringes, medicines and other supplies, until he found what he was looking for—a large pair of serrated scissors. He pressed one finger to the blade and it came away with a drop of blood.

      He stuffed them inside his clothes and made his way back out again. At the far end of the corridor he found a door opening on to a fire escape. He found descending stairs lanced his side with needles of pain, but each fresh jolt of agony only served to make him angrier, more determined. The bitch would die tonight, and anyone who got in his way would die with her.

      Around the back of the hospital he found a car park which was a lot fuller than the one at the front, so he assumed this was where the staff parked. He smiled as he took in his options; cars that worked in Mega Britain were few and far between, but here they were everywhere. He knew roughly from discussions how to get to this Mont place, and he chose an old French grandma car, firstly because it was the most inconspicuous car he could see, and also because some bright spark, perhaps not expecting any crime, had left the key in the ignition.

      He drove as slowly and carefully as he could as he exited the hospital and turned left up the hill out of the town. He quickly left the houses behind him as he dipped and rose on a coastal road for a few miles, until he got his first glimpse of this place everyone called “the Mont” through the trees.

      ‘Good God,’ he breathed, taking in its size. ‘Why would anyone bother building a giant turd like that?’

      The towering monastery stood at the end of a long causeway. He killed the car engine and freewheeled it down the last section of road to a wide, flat area he assumed had once been a visitor car park. Now it was overgrown, and he slid the car in amongst the weeds where it was practically buried. Then, taking his crutch and his scissors, he climbed out of the car.

      That toff Lionel had said this was some kind of end-of-the-world cult. Any group of crazies with even half a right mind between them would post a watch to spot anyone approaching the building, so Switch pushed his way through the weeds to the side of the bridge and climbed down to the water that drifted lazily underneath. It looked fairly shallow, no more than a metre deep.

      He glanced at his cast, and frowned. ‘Not going to like that, are you?’ he muttered.

      Litter seemed to be everywhere, so he picked a few plastic bags out of the grass and tied them around his cast until it felt fairly waterproof.

      When he slid down into it, the cold chilled him all over. ‘You wacko pricks,’ he muttered.

      The bridge overhead was low enough that he was able to use his hands to pull himself along through the water when the current began to pick up. He had stuffed his scissors into a belt loop in his trousers and pushed the crutch down the back of his T-shirt so he could use both hands, but after about twenty minutes they were aching, particularly the one with the cast. He was risking making his injuries worse, but this couldn’t wait. If he hung around waiting for Paul and Lionel to hold their little board meetings the bitch might wake up from whatever slumber she was in and come to kill them all.

      By the time he hauled himself out onto the island’s shore, soaked from the waist down, the sun had almost dropped beneath the cloud bank on the horizon. Sneaking around inside would be easier under the cover of darkness, he figured, so he sat shivering on the beach for a while until the sun had set.

      With night closing in he got up and circled around the base of the island until he came to a point on the seaward side where the outer wall surrounding the monastery grounds had been undercut by the sea. He climbed up into a hollowed cavern beneath the wall, and picked away at the rocks underneath. Within a couple of minutes he could reach up through and feel earth and grass at the foot of the wall. He dug his crutch into the space and leaned all his weight on it. He felt the crutch’s aluminium tubing begin to buckle, but just before it did, a large brick came loose and dropped down on to the scree pile beneath him, leaving a small crawl space through into the garden above.

      Wriggling on his stomach, Switch emerged on a steep grassy slope that ended at the outer wall. The main building of the monastery rose out of the hill above him, silhouetted against the purple evening sky.

      ‘Fuck, man,’ he muttered, breathing hard from the exertion, feeling a sudden flush of lightheadedness, the effect of so much medication still floating around in his system. ‘Why’s everything on a goddamn hill?’

      Staying in the shadows of the outer wall, Switch crept around the side of the building, looking for a window or a door. A short way further on he came to a set of steps that led up to a locked wooden gate. He jabbed the scissors into the metal lock and jerked them around. Rust puffed out and something snapped. The gate groaned and slid inward, revealing a stone pathway between two more walls.

      Before going any further, he opened the scissors to their fullest, stepped on one arm and jerked the other upward, using his plaster cast for leverage until the little pivot broke. Then he stuffed one arm into belt loops on each of his hips, making him look like a stationary-obsessed gunslinger.

      He left the crutch to be collected later just inside the gate and crept along the ancient stone walkway as the sky began to darken above him. He had no idea where he would find Dreggo, but he figured it would be in the bowels of the place with all the other shit no one wanted. He came to a door that was unlocked and stepped through into what he could only describe as a castle keep. Everything was made of bare stone, and the ceilings were a clear five metres above him. He wondered if ancient times had seen super hot summers, as he couldn’t see any other reason for such excessiveness. They had buildings like this in some parts of London, churches and other ancient shit, but he didn’t like them because he felt too exposed in their tall, wide chambers.

      He stayed close to the wall as he moved, feeling uncomfortably exposed. He hadn’t seen anyone yet, but occasionally he heard the sound of footsteps echoing down from some room or corridor high above him.

      He came to a set of stairs and started up. He was near the top when a side door opened and a hooded figure stepped out right in front of him.

      Switch’s mind whirred with emotions. He remembered the church in London where he’d found Marta sitting by her parents’ graves, how the priests there had protected her. He didn’t give a shit about religion, but these monks were no different. Were they? They were just protecting someone weaker, someone who needed help. That person might be his most hated enemy but still … the principle was the same, wasn’t it?

      Wasn’t it?

      Then the figure looked up, its features caught in the light of a candle burning above him in an alcove halfway up the stairs. Switch gasped, struck rigid with fear as he saw a gaunt, skeletal face with bulging, oversized eyes decorated with folds of yellow-black skin and a toothless, gaping mouth that doused him with foul rotten breath.

      This was no man. Or if it was, it was many years past a natural lifespan.

      Instinct kicked in. Before the monk could cry out Switch grabbed the man around the neck with his good arm and bustled him back through the door, his other hand coming up with the scissor arm on that side and raking it across the monk’s throat. A grunt of anger became a gurgle of dying and then the figure sagged in Switch’s arms, blood washing down over his hands.

      Switch dropped the twitching body on the floor and pulled the door shut. A flickering gas lamp hanging from the ceiling illuminated a tiny library built into a room under the stairs. Sandwiched between two tall bookshelves, a table pushed against the far wall held a collection of big hardback books.

      He kicked the body over on to its back. The man was unnaturally ancient. Wild eyes sitting deep in sockets hung with purple bags of liver-spotted skin glared at him in accusation, so he kicked the head over on its side and let the man’s lolling tongue lap at his own pooling blood.

      Switch didn’t care much for books unless they were about weaponry, but he stepped over the corpse and took a quick look at the one on top. It was filled with symbols from a language he didn’t recognise. He flipped the book shut and glanced at the cover, a test tube with green liquid in it being poured into another. He frowned, unsure why monks would be studying chemistry, but they were wackos so he figured they could do whatever they wanted.

      There was nowhere to hide the corpse so he left it where it was. In the man’s pockets he found a set of keys, and lucked out when one fit the door. He took that one off the key ring and shoved the others into his pocket.

      ‘Sleep well, you twisted fuck,’ he muttered. ‘Tell Satan to get Dreggo’s room ready.’

      He listened for the sound of footfalls outside, then stepped out on to the stairwell and locked the door. He tossed the key out of the next window that he passed.

      He followed corridors and stairwells further up into the monastery. Occasionally he saw other monks at a distance, but none surprised him so none needed to die. He felt more comfortable now night had fallen, because the corridors began to fill with gloom between each flickering gas lamp poking up out of old light fittings in the walls.

      The old wound in his side was aching from all the stairs and he was beginning to despair of ever finding Dreggo when he pushed through a heavy wooden door and found himself on the roof. Up ahead, through a stone archway and just out of sight, he heard a woman’s voice.

      Her voice.

      He froze, pressing against the doorframe, his head cocked, listening.

      ‘Yes, yes, I can see it. Oh my God.’

      Switch took a deep breath. He pulled both scissor arms out of his trousers, closed the door silently, and crept up to the arch. This was it. One of them died tonight, and he hoped for the sake of the others that it wasn’t him.

      Simon, he thought. And you, Jessica. I didn’t really get on with you much but you were cool, I guess, for a daddy’s girl. I’ll whisper your names as I watch the bitch die. This is for both of you.

      Surprise was his only chance. If Dreggo or someone else noticed him it didn’t matter whether she remembered him or not. She would see his weapons, and her strength would look after her. It was surprise or nothing.

      He peered though the arch and saw a robed figure leaning over the eyepiece of a large telescope that was comically out of place in such drab, ancient surroundings. Another figure, older he guessed by the way the shoulders were hunched, stood nearby.

      ‘Is it still climbing?’ the hunched monk asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Dreggo answered. ‘It’s still climbing.’

      ‘Let me see.’

      They exchanged positions. ‘Okay, I see it. It’s slowing. The fuel composition must be wrong again. Thank God. Mercy on London.’

      ‘What’s he looking for?’ Dreggo asked.

      ‘Something no man should ever have gone near,’ the monk said. ‘Something science wasn’t ready for.’

      ‘Why was it sent into space?’

      The monk sighed and looked up at her. ‘It was too dangerous. The oldest of the men here at the monastery, we are the survivors of the scientific project that was developed to study it and its effects. For two decades we tried to understand it, but we failed. We had to hide it until we had the scientific knowledge to understand it. It’s where the Governor came from. And others.’

      ‘Lucien, how do you…?’

      The monk called Lucien nodded. ‘The Soviet government wanted us to build an army. An army of super-soldiers. Only the effects of that thing were too unpredictable. We couldn’t control it so we made the decision to shut our facility down, destroy our test subjects, and hide the technology away until science had advanced enough to study it safely. To evade the Soviet government we used private funding to put that technology into space, to keep it safe, and to keep it hidden.’

      ‘Why not destroy it?’

      ‘Because … because we are scientists. We might have used the technology wrongly or unethically, but we could only destroy what we created, not what we used to create it. It was too … valuable.’

      ‘And now the Governor is looking for it?’

      ‘Maxim Cale was a test subject assigned for termination. He was too dangerous. But we waited too long and he escaped. For years he just vanished, then one day he reappeared, hunting us. He killed everyone he could find, but some of us never officially existed. Those of us who were also … test subjects … were erased from official Soviet records. When those of us who escaped his purge of revenge discovered how he had forced his way to power in Britain we decided to watch him. I don’t know how, but he found out what we did and he wants that technology back. Since he took power in Britain those of us who survived have assembled here to guard it from him.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      Neither the fuck do I, thought Switch, listening with growing alarm.

      ‘We used it, we abused it, we suffered, and most of us were murdered when he came looking for vengeance. Whatever mistakes we made, whatever atrocities we committed, Maxim Cale was the worst. He grew beyond being a test subject. He loved that technology. And it … loved him.’ Lucien sighed. ‘If he gets hold of it, nothing and no one is safe. That is why we watch.’ Lucien bent his head back to the eyepiece. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘It’s coming down. Thank God.’

      ‘What happens if it succeeds?’

      Lucien reached out a foot and pressed a button on the floor next to the telescope. Switch heard a whirring sound and looked up to see a section of the sloping roof above him sliding down. There was the sound of grinding hydraulics and then the heads of three huge missiles appeared, each as thick as a man’s waist. He gasped. ‘What the fuck is this?’ he muttered under his breath. He pressed back into the shadows against the wall and strained his neck, afraid of missing a single word.

      Dreggo was staring up at the missile heads. Her hood had fallen back and her battered face wore an expression of wonder.

      ‘It took us a decade to assemble everything we needed,’ Lucien said. ‘We couldn’t even start until the Quarantine Zone went up and Mont St Michel was vacated. Then we moved in under the guise of a brotherhood of monks, bringing our goods in secretly, piece by piece, and here we assembled these missiles. They have hydrogen-isotope warheads. They’re not as powerful as uranium-based nuclear weapons but each one would level an area of about a half mile radius.’

      ‘You’re going to bomb London?’

      ‘One missile targets the launch site at Southend-on-Sea in case the ship gets back to earth. Another targets Parliament Tower where Cale has his headquarters. The third is aimed just north of the old Piccadilly District where a number of government research installations are believed to be located. Where they build the Huntsmen.’

      ‘There are millions of people in London.’ Dreggo’s voice showed admirable concern, Switch thought.

      ‘An unfortunate complication, but Cale cannot be allowed to use that technology. Better that London dies than the rest of Britain, and then Europe, and then maybe the world.’

      Switch had heard enough. Dreggo would have to wait until another night; this went beyond her now.

      He crept back to the stairs and made his way silently back down through the monastery. He slipped through the gate, retrieved his crutch and climbed back down through the break in the wall to the beach below. The tide had receded, the water barely lapping above his knees as he waded back beneath the causeway to where he had left the car.

      With his wet feet up on the dashboard, he turned on the old heating system and tried to stop shivering. He glared out of the windscreen towards the distant shadow of the Mont rising into the glittering night sky, a few lights from its windows just visible. He slammed his plaster cast against the dashboard, not caring about the jolts of pain that raced up his arm.

      ‘That’s my town, you bastards,’ he said slowly, under his breath. ‘That’s my fucking town, and I will not let you wipe it out.’

      What could he do? He was just one patched-up little man. How could he do anything to stop London getting the shit bombed out of it by a bunch of antique nutjobs?

      He closed his eyes, remembering the tunnel and the hell he had unleashed beneath the grey waters of the English Channel.

      ‘I did it once, motherfuckers,’ he said, switching the engine back on and turning the car around. ‘I did it once.’
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      Her stomach hurt. Vomiting into the water drain outside the tumbledown hay shed Greenwood had chosen for their camp, Marta wondered how many mornings she would have to suffer like this. She didn’t like to think about what might be happening to her, but her body was giving her the signals, and she was old enough to understand.

      She was pregnant.

      It had to be Ishael’s. There had been other men of course, back in London, some she had gone with willingly, others less so, but even when it had been her turn to do what had to be done to pay the rent she had played safe, she had been careful. With Ishael the timeframe was right, and, caught up in the moment, she hadn’t been careful at all.

      Part of her cursed their luck, that the one time they slept together her cycle had been right for her to conceive, and now she was carrying something inside her that was going to become a bigger and bigger complication over the coming weeks. Part of her regretted it, because this was no world into which to bring a child. She was just twenty-one, she was lost in a country she didn’t know, a fugitive, hunted and pursued by pretty much everyone and everything she could think of, an exile from her own country and surviving daily on the strength of her fingertips.

      And part of her was overjoyed.

      My baby.

      She had often wondered what reason she had to live. It had always been tube riding and the closeness of her few friends, but there were times, sometimes after waking from one of those dark, dark nights, or after she got thinking about her parents or her brother or friends who had died or disappeared, when she felt like ending it all, leaning back from a ride but not letting go, letting that platform wall relieve her of her suffering. It would be so easy to do. It would be over in a moment, and she would die a true Tube Rider, immortalised in Tube Rider history like her brother. And then her pain could stop.

      Now those thoughts were gone. Something tiny and innocent required her to be strong, defiant, brave. And she would be, more than ever.

      ‘Are you all right?’

      She looked up, startled a little to see Arthur standing just outside the shed, watching her.

      She gave him a brief grimace. ‘I think it’s the food,’ she said. ‘I never did travel well.’

      He crouched down beside her. ‘I wish we could get there quicker,’ he said. ‘Greenwood insists this way is best.’

      ‘Maybe. It seems like a massive waste of time to be walking when there’s a road right over there.’

      ‘The French army has set up roadblocks,’ Arthur said. ‘Something’s happened. They weren’t there the last time I came through.’

      ‘You do this often?’ she asked.

      ‘We do reckies,’ Arthur said. ‘Reconnaissance missions. Just to check the lie of the land. And to be honest, I don’t mind. There’s not a great deal going on inside the Quarantine Zone. You might have noticed.’

      She smiled. After everything that had happened it felt good. ‘Yeah, I guess we were quite an event.’

      ‘You were spectacular.’

      ‘Um, thanks.’ She felt her cheeks redden. Arthur glanced at her again. ‘Isn’t it dangerous?’ she asked, suddenly feeling the need to change the subject. ‘You know, bearing in mind there are apparently mercenaries and bounty hunters crawling all over this area looking for deserters like us? None of which I’ve seen, I might add.’

      ‘Don’t worry about Greenwood,’ Arthur said. ‘He’s overcautious sometimes, but he means well. We come through the tunnel from time to time just to look around. We’re soldiers, remember? We get bored if we don’t do soldierly stuff.’

      Marta nodded. Arthur reminded her a little of her brother with a dash of Paul thrown in.

      ‘Are we still being followed?’

      ‘I’m not sure. It’s possible. There was definitely something back in that tunnel. I didn’t see it, but I’ve been through there dozens of times. The atmosphere was different. Do you know what I mean?’

      She thought of the London Underground, how sometimes you just knew if there was someone down there hiding, waiting for you. There were times they’d reached the foot of the stairs and turned back, afraid of the shadows in the alcoves further down the platform. An uncomfortable feeling, a tingle on the skin.

      ‘Yeah, I know,’ she said.

      ‘That’s one reason why we’re being cautious.’ He put a hand on her shoulder, and she felt the warmth of his palm through her shirt. ‘Come on. Breakfast time.’

      An hour later they set off. Greenwood didn’t like to travel at night. He said torches were too conspicuous, but without them they couldn’t see where they were going. Vast swathes of the region were forested, so it was easy to stay off trails and lanes and keep out of sight.

      They walked in a long line. A group was far easier to spot than an individual. Greenwood went first, with Carl and Owen a few metres behind, followed by Marta a little further back and finally by Arthur.

      She hadn’t spent a lot of time in forests, but as she walked in silence she realised what pleasant places they were. The rustle of trees, the chirp of small birds or insects … all of it calmed her, and it was easy to forget they were on the run, that there could be something out there hunting them.
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* * *

      It was on the second day out from the tunnel that Arthur told her they were being followed again.

      She only guessed something was amiss when he came jogging up the line to confer with Greenwood. Greenwood lifted a hand to indicate a halt. Marta jogged forward and crouched down beside Owen and Carl in the undergrowth.

      ‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

      ‘No idea,’ Carl said. ‘Greenwood doesn’t say a word to us.’

      ‘Sullen old git hasn’t even smiled yet.’

      ‘He’s just doing his job,’ she told them.

      Owen was about to reply when Arthur came back, running low in a crouch. ‘We’re going to quicken the pace a bit,’ he said. ‘Someone has been trailing us for the last hour or two.’

      ‘Perhaps they’re just ramblers?’ Carl suggested. ‘This is a wood after all.’

      ‘We’re a couple of miles from the nearest road,’ Arthur said. ‘We’re still close to the Quarantine Zone, so few people come here. Too much chance of getting mistaken for someone else.’

      As if to emphasis his point, a sudden howl rose up in the forest back the way they had come. A shiver ran down Marta’s spine as she thought of the Huntsmen. Surely there couldn’t be more on their tail?

      ‘Muzzles just came off,’ Arthur said. ‘Shit, I was right. Go! Go now!’

      ‘Come on!’ Greenwood shouted, no longer caring about stealth, then dashed off into the trees.

      Marta fell in behind the boys who were both running hard to keep up with the former solider, and he didn’t seem too concerned about keeping them in sight. They followed the sound of his big body crashing through the undergrowth as he traced a rough line along the bottom of a forested valley. But soon the ground began to rise, and Marta felt herself tiring. Behind them, they could hear the regular barking of dogs now, and when she glanced back towards Arthur she saw the young soldier had a knife in each hand. His face was pale, concerned. He’d probably never seen real fighting, she thought. While she felt the tension, a pack of dogs had nothing on a troop of raging Huntsmen.

      Greenwood headed further upslope as another series of howls rose from ahead of them up the valley. ‘Come on!’ he shouted. ‘We have to get back to the road. They might call them off when we’re out of the forest.’

      ‘And we’ll be picked up by the police or the military,’ Carl said, huffing beside her. ‘Bit of a catch twenty-two, that is.’

      She wanted to ask him what he meant, but she was too out of breath. One hand kept dropping to her stomach, and she wondered how traumatised the poor child would be if she lived long enough to give birth.

      She looked up towards Greenwood, who was still heading upslope. She caught sight of something running through the trees towards them, something human in shape. She gasped in terror and tried to call out to him, but before she could find the words something snapping and snarling launched itself out of the foliage towards her.

      She ducked and rolled, her clawboard coming up instinctively. The board took the full weight of the hound and knocked it away, but it turned quickly and leapt at her again. Owen slammed his clawboard down on the beast’s back, but it barely reacted; just snarled at him and then rushed forward.

      Her hand slipped inside her tunic and closed over her can of pepper spray. She knocked off the cap with one finger and jerked it up just as the dog leapt again. She depressed the button and a misty liquid squirted into the beast’s face.

      It howled and stumbled away. Owen slammed a knife into its neck, and after writhing for a few moments it was still.

      Marta looked up. Two other dogs had attacked Greenwood. One had a hold on his ankle and another was snapping at his face. She rushed forward to knock the second one away, lifting her clawboard to strike.

      She heard a whizzing sound and ducked her head behind her board. She felt a jolt as something struck it and the head of an arrow burst through the wood, its flight halted just a finger’s length from her face.

      Another slammed into the ground nearby.

      ‘Down!’ Arthur screamed.

      Then she saw a flash of light shoot through the trees, followed by a grunt of pain and a thud as something heavy fell to the ground. One of the dogs attacking Greenwood lifted its head and snapped at his neck, only to explode in a mass of blood and gore. There was another flash, and the other dog was blown apart too.

      Marta looked up to see the figure she had seen moving now standing between two tall trees, the blankness of its expression more sinister than anything she’d ever seen before. Its eyes seemed to be flickering as if on fire, and she wondered if the lasers or whatever they were had come from there.

      ‘Reward?’ the Gravedigger said, its head cocked inquisitively to one side, and she wondered if it was trying to smile.
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      ‘I’m not sure what we can do,’ Lionel said. ‘You say this woman you saw was one of the Governor’s aides?’

      Paul nodded. ‘We first met her when she was leading another gang in London. They tried to kill us, but we escaped. She’s been on our tail ever since. I don’t know how she survived but she did.’

      ‘And she’s dangerous?’

      ‘I’d say with the exception of the Governor himself, there’s no one more dangerous. Two of my friends are dead because of her and there’s no way she should have survived the collapse of that tunnel.’

      ‘But she didn’t recognise you?’

      ‘No. I wanted to tell you last night, but I was kind of freaked out. Plus, I figured if she hadn’t recognised me, perhaps we could just leave her be. It was only after speaking to Switch that I felt I ought to say something. You know what he wants to do, of course.’

      Lionel rubbed his chin. ‘I understand, I think. You know that lot up at the Mont are a little unusual. In layman’s terms we’d call them religious nuts. They took over the monastery shortly after the Quarantine Zone was established, and no one has ever seen fit to try and evict them. Perhaps your old enemy has found some kind of peace with them.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Paul said. ‘But what if her memory returns and she remembers seeing me? She could kill us all.’

      Lionel looked about to answer when there was a sharp knock on the door.

      ‘Come in.’

      A young soldier looked in. ‘Sir, there’s a French army officer here. He wants to meet with everyone of senior rank immediately. He says it’s of critical importance.’

      Lionel glanced at Paul before standing up. ‘Paul, you come with me. Whatever this is about, I think you should probably be present. The French don’t come in here unless it’s of real urgency.’

      Paul followed Lionel out into the corridor. Lionel banged on a couple of doors and shouted some commands before reaching Commander West’s office. He knocked sharply and walked in without waiting to be asked.

      ‘Lionel—’

      ‘I’m very sorry, sir, but there’s a man from the French side here.’

      West stood up. He had just come around the desk when the young soldier led a stern middle-aged man in a military uniform into the office, flanked on either side by two French soldiers. Paul stood over by the side wall with a couple of other soldiers beside him. I hope this isn’t about Dreggo. She can’t be on to us already.

      The French officer saluted. He was about fifty, with white flecks in his dark hair under the cap he wore, cold grey eyes and an ugly, permanently downturned mouth. His uniform was a dark blue and was decorated with several shiny medals at the breast. ‘Lieutenant-Colonel Pierre Martineau, senior ranking officer of le Zone de Quarantaine command,’ he said, his English accent a little wobbly.

      ‘My name is Brent West,’ West said, leaving out his rank, Paul noticed. Perhaps deserters ranked the same in the eyes of the French military. ‘I’m in charge here. How can we assist you, Colonel?’

      Martineau looked around the assembled men, his eyes moving slowly from one face to the next. They paused a little longer on Paul, the only man in the room not in uniform.

      ‘I came to warn you,’ the Colonel said. ‘If I may?’ He held out a hand and one of the soldiers passed him a thick canvass envelope.

      ‘Last night one of our checkpoints was attacked—’

      Brent started to protest, but Martineau held up a hand. ‘Let me explain, sir.’

      He emptied a number of grainy photographs on to West’s desk. Paul leaned forward to look. They were stills of CCTV footage taken at night of various angles around a checkpoint gate similar to the one he had seen from the hilltop. In each of them was at least one figure, sometimes more. Some were soldiers, but it was the others that made beads of sweat break out on his forehead.

      There were four. Two were tall and thin, their long robes and hoods making them look like priests, and a third was thickly built and stooped low to the ground like an animal. The fourth looked like an old man.

      Lieutenant-Colonel Martineau poked a finger at one picture, which was a close up of a nightmarish face pushed close to the camera. It was grainy and hung in shadow but the dog’s snout was still clear below the beads of glittering light reflected in human eyes. Clawed, furred hands covered part of the camera and Paul knew its operation had been shut down a moment later.

      ‘You tell us what this is,’ the Colonel said.

      There were murmurs from the assembled group. If any of them had ever seen one of the creatures before, Paul didn’t know, but he certainly had. It was something he had hoped to never see again.

      ‘Huntsman,’ he whispered.

      Lionel snapped a stern glance at him, as if to tell him to shut up. If anyone had heard him, he wasn’t sure, but Martineau was already talking again.

      ‘Five men are dead. Three men at the checkpoint and another two who were out on patrol. A sixth man, the commanding officer at the checkpoint, Capitaine Leon Renard, is in a critical condition. The Capitaine will probably never walk again. Before he lost consciousness he muttered something about these creatures having … how you say … unnatural strength.’ Lieutenant-Colonel Martineau snorted and wiped a hand across his mouth. He shook his head, his expression even more grim than before. ‘Five trained soldiers slaughtered.’

      It was Brent West who spoke up. ‘If you think we had anything do with these things breaking out of your Quarantine Zone, you can forget it, Colonel. We fully respect the terms of our placement here—’

      Martineau raised a hand. ‘Sir, you misunderstand. They did not break out. They broke in.’

      Paul shivered. There was only one reason Huntsmen would have for coming here.

      ‘There have been several vicious killings at locations moving westwards from Paris over the last few days,’ Martineau continued. ‘We’ve increased our military presence on the other side of the Quarantine Zone but this is the first time we’ve got a look at the suspects. Since last night, sir, these three creatures plus the man who seems to be leading them, have been in here with you.’ He glanced around the room, taking in each face again. ‘I don’t know what they might want from you people, but I have come to tell you to get your heads down.’

      Commander West nodded slowly. ‘I appreciate your efforts, Colonel.’

      ‘We know you are not permitted weapons, sir,’ Martineau said, but on this occasion we consider the situation suitably dangerous enough for us to provide you with the means to defend yourselves. We have brought you fifteen assault rifles, which will later be returned after the perpetrators of this massacre have been caught and or preferably killed.

      ‘Fifteen?’ West said. ‘We have more than fifty men. What do you suggest the others do?’

      Martineau glared at him. ‘Fifteen is all we can spare at this time, sir. I strongly suggest you bolt your doors and stay underground in your … rabbit holes, until further notice.’

      As West’s face hardened, the Lieutenant-Colonel raised a hand. ‘Remember your place … sir. And I don’t need to tell you that if you know what reason these killers might have for coming here, that you should explain it to me right now.’

      For a second there was silence. Paul wondered if someone would give him away. He barely dared to breathe and wished he could sink back into the wall and disappear.

      Then Martineau grunted. ‘Right. I’ll have my men bring in your guns.’ Without another word he turned on his heel and marched out.

      As the meeting dispersed, Lionel pulled Paul to one side. ‘Go get Switch,’ he whispered. ‘Then return here as soon as you can. We’re safe inside the base, but if those things are what I think they are, you’re in danger every moment you’re outside.’

      ‘They were Huntsmen,’ Paul said. ‘Trust me.’

      ‘I’m pleased to say I’ve never seen one. Neither, I expect has anyone else here. We’ve all heard the stories, though.’

      ‘They can be killed,’ Paul said. ‘Just like anything else, they can be killed. They’re stronger, faster, and more resilient, but they can die. I’ve seen them die.’

      ‘I’ll remember that. Now get out there and find Switch.’

      Paul nodded. He reached out and took the soldier’s hand, wondering if he would ever see him again. ‘Thank you for everything, Lionel,’ he said. ‘You gave us a chance.’ He noticed how Lionel’s eyes flickered over him the way a father’s might over a son about to set sail for war. Perhaps Lionel sensed the same thing: that this was goodbye.

      ‘Godspeed, Paul,’ Lionel said, giving him one final pat on the shoulder. Then he strode out of the room, barking orders to his men.

      Paul hurried up the stairs and out to the little car Lionel had lent him. He climbed in, locking the doors after him. It would be no protection against a raging Huntsman, but a little comfort was better than none.

      He started the engine, pulled up on to the road and headed back towards the town. He scanned the hedgerows as he drove, fearing that one of the hideous creatures would leap out in front of him. Until now he hadn’t felt the same danger that he had back in Mega Britain. With the English Channel between them and the Huntsman, he had felt a welcome sense of safety.

      The discovery that Dreggo was still alive felt like a catalyst, a bridge back into the real world, and now that it was built, the horror and the nightmares were flooding back. He felt like a pig hiding in a pen filled with wolves, waiting for the predators to find him.

      A few minutes later he pulled up outside the hospital, left the car parked at an awkward angle, and hurried inside. A couple of nurses working the evening shift paid him little attention. He ran to the lift and headed up to Switch’s floor.

      ‘Switch!’ he gasped, bursting through the door. ‘We have to—’

      The room was empty. Switch’s bed was neatly made and all the charts and machines that had identified him as a sick patient were gone.

      Paul rushed out into the hall, almost colliding with a nurse coming in his direction.

      ‘Where is he?’

      She glared at him as if he were personally responsible for all the evils of the world. ‘He run off,’ she said in heavily accented English. ‘When he return he discharge himself. This is not un prison, we do not force him to stay.’

      ‘Where did he go?’

      ‘Why do you ask me? Do I look like I have answer?’

      Paul staggered away from the nurse and ran down the hall. He glanced inside a couple of rooms as he passed, feeling foolish, as if he expected Switch might merely have wanted a change of scenery.

      As he pushed through the hospital’s front doors into the car park, only too aware that the Huntsmen could appear at any time, he finally understood where his friend had gone.

      Switch was making good on his promise.

      He had gone to the Mont to kill Dreggo.
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      Halo stood on the cliff top looking out towards the sea. A chill wind battered him but he barely felt it. On a bluff about fifty metres below was the remains of a train.

      The tunnel entrance where the train had emerged, once a huge warehouse that was now so overgrown with vegetation that the hole blasted through it by the train looked like a giant exit wound, stood at the top of a rise a few hundred metres back from a desolate rocky beach. A short section of track lay in front of what had once been a large door, but beyond that was a churned mess of earth that trailed in the wake of the burned out locomotive.

      Everything changed now.

      He had hoped they would be dead, crushed in the subterranean tunnel. Its collapse had left a deep depression in the beach below. Even some way out to sea he could recognise its path from the way the waves folded and churned over its memory, the undersea hollow causing disturbances in the pull and drag of the swells.

      The Huntsmen were down there, creeping around the train and the surrounding area like wild dogs looking for scraps. Ystapha had found a scent within minutes, and only the calming influence of Heyna and Jol had stopped him from bounding off in immediate pursuit.

      Heyna had reported in that hideous hiss-growl that a Tube Rider had returned to the train, perhaps as recently as a day before. There were old scents too, he said, dating back several weeks, but they would be more difficult to follow. It was likely, Halo thought, that where he found one Tube Rider he would find them all.

      Ystapha, standing near the back of the train alongside its overturned roof, began to howl. Halo frowned. They were strange creatures, the Huntsmen. He had seen what they could do in combat and he felt in turns awed and disgusted, but it was the other side of them that fascinated him. While they regarded him as their master, he was certainly not one of them. He held an uneasy kind of comradeship with them, but at times he felt like an outsider. Now, as he watched, they crouched down in a small circle, their heads close together.

      He had figured out what they were doing a few nights ago. At times when he looked at their hideous half human, half canine faces he forgot that they were also part machine. Their robes kept most of the visible wires hidden, but the mechanical part had more influence than he had at first thought.

      Built into their minds were radio receivers, and in their three-way crouch they were combining the power of the signal to send a message to London. That way they were able to transmit updates on the mission’s progress.

      They were talking to Cale.

      From down below on the plateau, Heyna raised a hand and beckoned to Halo. Perhaps, finally, they were about to include him in one of their reports.

      Sneering as he drew on his power, Halo took a few steps forward and leapt off the top of the bluff, his powerful legs carrying him high up into the air. He hit the slope about twenty metres lower down, ducked his head and rolled through the grass and scree, enjoying the collision of speed and strength. On his third roll he pushed out with his hands, somersaulted through the air and landed in a neat crouch beside the three Huntsmen.

      If his agility—easily a match for theirs—surprised them, they showed no sign of it. Heyna and Jol were impassive beneath their heavy cowls while Ystapha panted and growled with the same enthusiasm Halo had come to expect.

      ‘Alive,’ Heyna growled.

      ‘I know that. No bodies, are there?’

      ‘Not Tube Riders. Dreggo.’

      Ystapha let out a yelp like a dog about to receive a treat. Even Jol growled, his human eyes flickering with excitement behind the canine snout.

      ‘Who’s Dreggo?’

      ‘Huntsman.’

      ‘Over here?’

      ‘Train.’

      ‘He was on the train?’

      ‘She … yes.’

      ‘A female Huntsman?’ Halo raised an eyebrow. He had assumed all Huntsmen were male.

      ‘Dreggo.’

      ‘And she’s still alive?’

      Heyna seemed to be trying to smile, his jowls drawn back over his teeth, his thick dog-like tongue pressed against the bottom of his mouth. Halo found their method of communication frustrating, but he had learned how best to extract information. Lots of questions, building up the answers one word at a time.

      ‘Train … scent.’

      ‘She came through the tunnel?’

      ‘Governor … receive … signal.’

      ‘So she survived the crash or escaped somehow? And now we have to find her?’

      ‘Find her … find Dreggo.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘Take … home.’

      Halo sighed. In addition to hunting the Tube Riders, he now had to find a missing Huntsman. From what he could gather her scent was on the train, but did that mean she’d come through with the Tube Riders or had she died in the tunnel? He couldn’t really understand, but her scent had got them excited. Had this Dreggo sided with the Tube Riders? Killing a bunch of kids or soldiers was easy. Capturing a renegade Huntsman was a different matter altogether. It could be done, but it would certainly cause a delay in their mission.

      ‘Let’s not waste any time,’ he said. ‘I want this finished.’

      Ystapha bounced and yelped like a mutant chimpanzee. Even Heyna and Jol seemed to be smiling behind their snarling, savage maws.

      ‘Village,’ Jol whispered.

      ‘Village!’ howled Ystapha, and Halo flinched as the Tracker-Killer kicked and clawed at the ground.

      They had passed through the village on the way, in a van they had stolen a couple of miles inside the checkpoint. Halo remembered how Ystapha had gone wild in the back, and had assumed it was his raging hunger for killing. Now he knew otherwise.

      He had caught the scent.

      He herded the Huntsmen back to the van and they headed back along the coast. Heyna and Jol sat quietly, almost as if meditating, but Ystapha was a bundle of energy and Halo wished he had something he could use to sedate the Huntsman. It was like travelling with a rabid dog, which, when Halo thought about it, was not far off the truth.

      They were about halfway back to the village when Ystapha began a frenzied attack on the back door. A small side road headed off into the trees to the right, so Halo brought the van to a stop on to the verge at the edge of the road.

      ‘Jesus, can you shut him up?’ he shouted.

      ‘Scent,’ Heyna said.

      ‘Fresh,’ Jol added.

      Halo nodded. Perhaps there wouldn’t need to be a slaughter in the village at all. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let’s take a look, but we’ll walk from here. Please try to keep him quiet. Surprise is always our best weapon.’

      ‘Quiet!’ Heyna snapped, but Ystapha just whined like a dog pining for its master.

      They climbed out of the van. A wind had got up, blowing hard in off the sea, tasting salty on Halo’s tongue. He motioned for the Huntsmen to go wide, cutting through the fields, following the line of the road. If he was seen it didn’t matter. After all, he was just an old man, out for an evening stroll…

      The cars gave it away, and the glint of gun metal in the moonlight. The valley floor was roughly level, raised only in one corner where a buttress of earth protruded out of the ground, creating a kind of wind barrier. Two soldiers stood down there, rifles in their arms.

      Halo was about to give the order to attack, when the air was filled with a hiss that came simultaneously from the forest on either side of him.

      Both soldiers slumped to the ground. One had taken a Huntsman’s crossbow quarrel in the head, the other in the neck. The second soldier managed to get off a single gunshot before falling forward onto his face, and Halo winced, wondering how many soldiers there were down there.

      They had been guarding an entrance hidden in the side of the buttress. As he watched, a dark shape broke off from the trees and charged across the open space towards it. The door opened and two more men with guns stepped out, but before they could get off a shot Ystapha was on them, ripping and tearing, knocking them aside as he barreled in through the doorway. Before the injured men could turn, Heyna and Jol had shot them down.

      Halo walked slowly across the car park. Heyna and Jol were already ahead of him, hurrying into the entrance in Ystapha’s wake. Halo heard gunshots from inside, also screams, the sound of men dying.

      He sighed, trying to drown out the sounds of the carnage. He hoped there were only soldiers inside; he was quickly tiring of killing civilians. The Huntsmen, caught up in the bloodlust of a fresh scent, would probably leave no one alive regardless of his orders.

      Valerie, I saw you, he thought. My blood, my flesh. Are you—am I—worth the blood of so many others?

      He shook his indecision away. It was too late now. He dealt in death, that was his profession. Forty years in a Mega Britain hellhole hadn’t changed that. He had grown up a killer. It was what he did. Cale had let him marry and have children as a reward for his service, not as an attempt to show him what real humanity meant.

      But it did, didn’t it? That’s why you put me underground for forty years, because I could see what you had done.

      The screams came from deeper in the complex now. Halo looked down at the four dead men and was surprised to see they were wearing British army uniforms. Could there be a British outpost here, or were these men deserters? It made no difference. If they were harbouring the Tube Riders they were the enemy. He stepped over the bodies and went inside.

      You let me love, Cale. You let me love and by letting me love you lost me. You lost me so you made me disappear from the world. Why not kill her too? Why leave Valerie alive? You always knew, didn’t you? You always knew you might need me again. And you did. You need me now, to clear up your mess.

      He followed the trail of death down to the third level. He stepped over a man choking on his own blood, and found himself on a walkway above an old factory floor. Jol and Heyna were in there, standing over a bloodied soldier. Halo could hear Ystapha crashing his way through the second floor above. Every few seconds he heard another desperate gunshot, another despairing scream.

      Two bodies lay in the room at the end, which he recognised as a command office of sorts. One older man was dead, his throat torn open, his uniform stained with his blood. The other man, though, was still alive.

      ‘Speak,’ Heyna growled. One clawed hand rose and squeezed the man’s forehead, turning his bloodied face towards Halo. The man gasped. Blood pumped from holes in his uniform. He would be dead in moments.

      ‘Who are you people?’ Halo said.

      ‘Fuck … you.’

      Heyna growled and squeezed the man’s temples. He screamed as the Huntsman’s claws ripped through his skin.

      ‘You are not my concern. We search for the Tube Riders. You know them; their scent is here. Tell me what you know and I’ll call my Huntsmen off. Some of you may live.’

      ‘You … destroyed … the … country … I … I…’ The man paused to suck in a gasping breath. His eyes went wide, and Halo didn’t think he would finish. Then the last word came out as a whisper: ‘… loved…’

      Heyna let go of the man and his head lolled back. He took one final gasping breath and then expired, slumping back on to the table.

      Halo sighed. He turned around to find Ystapha bouncing in the doorway, his maw bloodied and his eyes wild with excitement. Blood and a darker fluid like oil oozed from a vicious wound on his shoulder, but the Huntsman seemed unconcerned. ‘Scent,’ he growled.

      ‘I know, I know. We’re done here, let’s go.’

      Halo led the Huntsmen back up to the entrance. Outside, he took in a huge, relieved breath of cool sea air. His claustrophobia had begun to tingle at his senses, but worse was the weariness he had felt at the wanton slaughter. He had seen several dozen bodies, and it was likely more would die before the night was out.

      But as they headed back up the hill towards the van, his thoughts turned again and again to the dying man’s final words.

      You destroyed the country I loved.

      He shook his head wryly, recalling old memories still fresh after so many years. You have no idea how right you are, he thought. No idea at all.
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      Lieutenant Colonel Martineau looked out at the dark forest that pressed in on either side of the road. He was unable to shake the sense of foreboding that had followed him ever since they had left the British base half an hour earlier. In the driver’s seat beside him Capitaine Aguillard steered the army issue jeep down the dark lanes back towards their checkpoint. The young Capitaine’s eyes flicked intermittently from the road to the trees illuminated in the headlights.

      Behind them in the back seat, Sous Lieutenants Roux and Ferrand shifted uneasily. Their rifles sat on their laps, the safeties off. Both men were barely more than recruits. Roux was on his first posting while Ferrand, with two years of service, was hardly less green. Neither had seen combat, but Martineau, at a young forty-six, had seen little himself. There was not much to do during peace time, which he guessed he should be happy about. With the exception of a few years rounding up illegal robots, his years of service had been uneventful. Quiet, even.

      Yesterday’s slaughter at Checkpoint 4B had him spooked. It would be difficult to ever forget the bodies laid out for his inspection, their slashed-open faces and mangled, sometimes dismembered limbs. One of them, Aspirant Babineau, had been partially eaten, the flesh of his thighs and upper arms torn away, the remaining part of his uniform shredded like paper.

      Martineau had studied the photographs meticulously, in particular the blurred close-up of a canine-like face. What kind of creature could that have been? Where did it come from? There were rumours of horrors being created in science labs over in Britain, but no one in France knew for sure, because the secretive country was practically shut off from the rest of the world. Martineau knew of the recent murder of the European Confederation’s ambassador, claimed by British officials to have been an act of terrorism by a rebel group. Reports claimed the fugitives might have come across the English Channel from Britain, but that was all he knew.

      Whatever or whoever they were, they were highly dangerous, and if they were loose somewhere here in the Quarantine Zone that was a problem he didn’t like thinking about. Martineau now regretted not bringing a full complement of troops.

      The government didn’t understand, though, and it all came down to logistics. The British deserters weren’t considered a threat, and the Quarantine Zone had a limited amount of available manpower deployed to patrol its borders. The quarantined area was more than two hundred miles long, and to have soldiers stationed on every road out of the region meant they were spread thin. Moving men from one place left another unguarded. Until last night the Lieutenant Colonel had never really considered his men to be in any risk. Despite the undertones of threat posed by Britain, the Quarantine Zone was populated by a relatively low number of unarmed deserters and a handful of stubborn locals. They were of no real importance to either the British or the French.

      Last night’s incident had changed all that, at least in the eyes of the Lieutenant Colonel, but the government was being slow to react to the new threat. Plus, what really frustrated Martineau was the perceived lack of threat posed by just four individuals. The infiltrators had murdered five trained, armed soldiers. Another soldier might not recover from his wounds. They had broken through a fortified, guarded checkpoint with consummate ease, and while Martineau himself had felt it necessary to send troops to protect the townsfolk inside the zone, as well as warn the British deserters, his superiors had given him just a handful of men. The checkpoint guards had been caught unawares, they said. It was a blip, an unfortunate incident. Martineau knew Capitaine Renard well, and the man was not one to make mistakes. Renard was a disciplined soldier, and would have followed the book to the letter.

      Martineau looked up as the jeep slowed. ‘Sir, there’s something in the road ahead.’ Aguillard flicked the lights on to full beam. ‘Looks like a fallen tree, sir.’

      ‘Merde. Can we go around or over?’

      ‘I don’t know, sir. We could try but if we get stuck…’

      Martineau frowned. He had studied those photographs at great length and the blurred close up of the oddly canine face had kept him from sleep last night. Now, the memory of those mangled, dismembered bodies came rushing back, and the darkness of the trees all around them seemed oppressively close.

      ‘Gun it,’ he said. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

      ‘Sir, are you sure?’

      ‘It’s an order, Capitaine. Just do it.’

      Aguillard nodded and shoved the jeep into gear. He took a deep breath, then the wheels squealed and the jeep lurched forward. ‘Oh, merde.’

      They had covered less than half the distance when a figure detached itself from the trees and stumbled out into the road. Stooped, it wore a thick cloak pulled tight, a hood covering its face. It walked out into the middle of the road, stumbled and fell to one knee, then scrambled backwards as if trying to retreat from the jeep. Then it recovered its feet and disappeared into the trees on the other side of the road.

      The French soldiers sat in stunned silence.

      ‘What—’

      ‘Just an old man, sir.’

      ‘Did you see its face?’

      ‘His, sir, his. No, but—’

      ‘It was one of them. And it looked hurt. ‘Roux, Ferrand, out of the jeep. We’ll make a quick sweep of the trees and see if we can find it. If you see it, shoot on sight, do you understand me? Do not hesitate.’

      ‘Sir—’

      ‘I am commanding officer here, Capitaine.’

      Aguillard nodded and climbed out. He left the jeep’s engine running, with the lights trained on the road ahead. In that tunnel of light it looked unthreatening, just a quiet country lane, but a glance to the side revealed thick darkness between dense trees and a thousand shadows to hide an attacker.

      ‘Take torches,’ Martineau said. And stay close behind me. Aguillard, you stay by the jeep. Be ready to shoot with the intent to kill.’

      Martineau wondered just how bad a decision he might be making. Whatever they had seen might have been injured, but what if the others were waiting? It didn’t make sense. Why attack them? The French were on the outside, but the four infiltrators had wanted something inside. Perhaps it was just an old man after all. Maybe someone attacked by the infiltrators who had escaped into the forest? They had a duty to the people in here, especially the French. Lieutenant Colonel Martineau didn’t care much for the cowardly British, but he had sworn to protect French patrons with his life.

      ‘Keep those lights trained just in front of me,’ he told Roux and Ferrand as he drew his pistol and flicked off the safety. If you’re one of those bastards, he thought, I’ll gun you down like a dog.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Switch waited until he heard the doors of the jeep open, then he pulled off the blanket he had stolen from the hospital and hung it up on a tree branch a little above his head where the soldiers were sure to see it. Then he doubled back through the trees along an animal trail he had identified earlier and poked his head out of the trees a little way behind where the jeep was parked.

      As he’d expected, they had left a guard, but the man had no torch and was lingering reluctantly at the jeep’s rear, blindly waving his gun around at the darkness.

      Switch slipped back behind the first line of trees and crept closer. The man looked terrified, and Switch wondered what had freaked him out. He’d seen the French jeep heading for the British base on his own way there earlier, and had seen an opportunity. If they had to go in, they would have to come out. His own stolen vehicle was parked out of sight inside an overgrown field entrance a few hundred metres back towards the village. He had found a small fallen tree in the forest and dragged it out on to the road. He’d been unsure whether it was big enough to stop them, nor whether his disguise as an injured monk would interest them enough to go in pursuit, but it looked like his little trick had worked.

      He was about to jump the sentry when he heard gunfire from deep in the forest. He frowned. He hadn’t realised the monks were so hated by the French, but as the soldier jerked around in alarm Switch saw his chance. He stepped out of the forest and swung his clawboard round in a fast arc. It struck the soldier on the back of the head, and the man collapsed in an untidy heap.

      Realising he probably only had a few moments before he was discovered, Switch pulled open the back of the jeep and helped himself to what weaponry he could find. Before the other soldiers appeared again he had melted back into the trees with his loot, as if he had never been there at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Convergences

        

      

    
    
      ‘Separate,’ Heyna growled.

      Halo looked at the Huntsman. The only light came from the three-quarters moon pushing its way between two banks of cloud, leaving the Huntsman’s face almost unreadable. ‘Are you sure?’

      Heyna nodded. ‘Ystapha … sure.’

      A short distance away Ystapha was bouncing up and down on his haunches like a dog waiting to be set off a lead. Jol stood on the other side of the clearing with his back to them, as still as a stone sentinel, his face lifted up towards the sky. His hood had fallen back and it surprised Halo how human the creature looked from behind, with an untidy but very male mop of hair hanging to his shoulders. Only the wires that glimmered between tufts of hair and the glittering sharpness of his canine teeth whenever he turned his head gave him away as something monstrous.

      ‘Old?’

      ‘One trail … old … easy … for Ystapha.’

      ‘How many?’

      ‘Three.’

      ‘And the other three?’

      ‘Two others.’

      Halo nodded. So, one of the six Tube Riders was most likely dead. It was a start. ‘How recent?’

      ‘Three days … one day.’

      ‘Loose Ystapha after the old scent. Kill or capture, but tell him to report which.’

      Heyna yelped like a dog, causing a shiver to run up Halo’s arms. Ystapha growled in response, then dashed away into the trees. His rapid passage through the undergrowth gradually faded out of hearing range. Halo felt a brief pang of regret, but brushed it off immediately. Such feelings helped no one.

      ‘Other trails … village.’

      Halo nodded. ‘We’ll search the hospital first. If they were hurt there’s a chance the others will still be there. That might be why they separated.’

      The van bumped and jolted down the coastal road towards the village. Halo saw a few lights on in houses as they approached, and felt a little glad that Ystapha had gone. Heyna and Jol, at least, were easier to control.

      He parked the van down an overgrown lane just outside the town, and they continued on foot. Heyna and Jol walked on opposite sides of the road, their hoods pulled up but their heads slightly stooped and shifting from side to side, searching for scent. They walked quickly, ready to break into a run at any moment. Halo had to hurry to keep up.

      The street led them around the curve of the beachfront to a larger intersection. Heading inland, a short distance further up the road was the entrance to the hospital car park. Beyond, the road curved back and forth up a gentle valley slope through a gradually decreasing density of private homes. Ahead of them, the road continued along the beachfront, heading up and out of sight as the cliff began to rise. A grimy sign nearby read Mont St. Michel 2km.

      Heyna had stopped at the junction and was looking down towards the beach. Jol had walked a few metres on to the sand and stood still, staring out towards the water. Halo waited for a few seconds, and then the Huntsman turned back towards them. ‘Dreggo,’ he said. ‘Dreggo … others.’

      Heyna nodded, and lifted both arms into the air, arrow-straight. One pointed inland, the other pointed out along the coast road towards the Mont. ‘Hunt.’

      ‘Heyna,’ Halo said. ‘Go inland. Contact Jol to report. We will meet back here in the village.’

      ‘Hunt,’ Heyna whispered, almost inaudibly. Then he was gone, running up the road faster than any human ever could. It was comically sinister, the way the creature’s arms didn’t seem to move at all, that when the blur of his feet beneath the robe wasn’t visible Heyna appeared to be gliding through the air like some kind of wraith. Halo watched him until he was out of sight, then turned to Jol.

      ‘And then there were two,’ he said.

      The Huntsman bared his teeth and growled. Halo could almost imagine he was laughing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The scream broke her out of a daze and she sat up in the chair, her head jerking back towards the sound. From the chair on the gallery balcony she had been watching the sunset over the ocean, but had fallen into a fitful doze plagued by images of the huge albino man with the red eyes. He had been beckoning her, calling her a name that she could never remember upon waking. She felt like she knew him, that they had once been partners: friends, lovers, or something more … confidantes, perhaps, but as always, when she woke the dream dispersed, leaving her back in the dark of her amnesia.

      She heard the scream again, but this time it was not so much one of shock as one of urgency. The pitch was different, the formless sound that had woken her now had shape, words, meaning.

      She climbed up from the wicker lounger where she often dozed away her evenings, shook the stiffness out of her limbs and headed towards the source of the cry.

      A moment later she saw a monk hurry out of a side corridor, and she followed after him to a flight of stairs where a group of monks had assembled halfway down. A door was standing open. She strained her head to see and caught sight of stacks of books inside. Two monks were kneeling on the floor, inspecting something that was out of her line of sight.

      ‘Devil!’

      One of the monks on the stairs had turned to face her. ‘Devil!’ he repeated in English. ‘This is your work!’

      She started to protest, but Lucien pushed his way out of the group. He snapped at the other monk in a language that was neither English nor French, and the man scowled and turned away. After a few grunts and muttered complaints, the other monks turned their interest back to the contents of the room. Lucien came up the stairs towards her.

      ‘Ma Dame,’ he said. ‘We have suffered a tragedy. Brother Lorn has been murdered.’

      Her mouth fell open. No wonder they had accused her. She was still the outsider, after all.

      ‘How?’

      ‘His throat was cut.’

      The news struck her like a hard slap. A long-forgotten memory clawed its way out of the swamp of her mind, and for a moment she saw the body of an old friend lying dead on a subway platform in a pool of his own blood.

      ‘Maul,’ she muttered, unsure if it was her friend’s name, unsure if it was even a name at all. ‘Who am I?’ she whispered, giving a slight shake of her head. Then, pushing the memories away, to Lucien, she said: ‘Do you know who killed him? Or why?’

      Lucien shook his head. ‘We will comb the room for evidence. If there is a name to the culprit, we shall find it. Brother Lorn was last seen at dinner yesterday, but he didn’t appear at breakfast. We assumed he had slept in, but when he didn’t appear at lunch some of the others decided to conduct a search. There are a lot of places a man could fall and get trapped in this old building.’

      ‘Why would someone come here and do that?’

      ‘Ma Dame, we are not much liked by anyone in these parts. If people knew more of our history, I guarantee they would hate us further. Trust me. There are a lot of people who would see our deaths as a blessing.’

      She wanted to reply, but Lucien looked keen to return to the others, so she just nodded and let him go. She knew it was best that she stayed out of the way, so she headed up to the roof. Standing on the battlements at the very top of the huge monastery with the telescope behind her, she looked out into the dark, wondering how much more there was to the murder that she didn’t know.

      She frowned as the sea wind buffeted her. There was a strange feeling in the air tonight. She couldn’t quite place what it was, but it felt connected to her past. Something was pressing at the edge of her senses, begging to be recognised, to be understood. A sound, a taste … a smell, maybe. It was important, she knew. If only she could place it…
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* * *

      Through the curves and cutbacks of the little country lanes, Switch gunned the little car as fast as it would go. He scraped the hedge, felt the wheels slide on the moss that choked damp corners of the rarely used road, and generally rode his luck like a madman atop a rabid horse. He wondered absently if they had discovered the body of the monk he had killed last night. In a best case scenario they would blame it on Dreggo, but even if they didn’t there was no way they would find him. Particularly as he planned to be in the one place they wouldn’t look.

      Right under their noses.

      He jerked the car through another tight turn and gunned it up a slight hill. His loot shifted in the back, gun barrels clinking together. The soldiers’ jeep had provided a wealth of deadly treasure. There was only so much he could carry once he left the car behind, but he swore one thing: a lot of those crackpot monks would die tonight.

      He reached the crest of the hill and pulled the car around a tight left corner that angled back down the hill through a thicket of trees, their branches hanging low over the road. Damn it, I’ll kill you all. Every last one of you—

      Something loomed in the road ahead of him. He stamped on the brake but his foot slid off the pedal and the car lurched forward. He caught a glimpse of a tall, thin shape moments before the car plowed into it. It bounced up and over the bonnet, slamming into the windscreen. The safety glass held but his view of the road dissolved into a crazy paving of cracks. The shape bumped over the roof, then slammed down with an audible thump on the road behind.

      Switch brought the car to a stop. He couldn’t see a thing through the windscreen, so he grabbed the nearest gun and used its butt to knock out the glass. He stared out at the road. One of the headlights was also broken, so his view was skewed to the right. He slipped the gearstick into reverse but didn’t move the car, just let the reversing lights illuminate the road behind.

      There it was, lying a few metres back, motionless. It wore a robe like the monks, was tall like the monks, and man-shaped like the monks. But as it had rolled over the front of the car Switch had heard a distinctly un-monklike growl.

      He was aware that his heart was racing as the shadow in the rearview mirror sat up and its hooded head turned towards him.

      Switch’s mind seemed to mist over. His vision blurred and a terrible ringing filled his ears that he thought was his raging heart about to break. His hands and feet seemed to be the only parts of his body still under his control, and he ground the clutch and jammed the car into first gear. His other foot slammed down on the accelerator, and the car jumped away with a reluctant squeal.

      As he moved up through the gears and picked up speed, wincing as the cold wind buffeted him through the open window, he didn’t dare look back to see whether the creature had got up, to see whether it was sprinting down the road after him.

      If it was, he would know soon enough.
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* * *

      Paul shook his head in frustration. Facing Dreggo was a suicide mission, amnesia or not. Switch could still barely walk, let alone fight against someone just one step short of a Huntsman.

      The urge to turn and walk away was stronger than ever. The Tube Riders had been forced to go on the run by the Department of Civil Affairs, and they had done only what they needed to do to survive. What he wanted to do now was forget everything, find his brother and keep running, keep heading south. Europe was a big place, so if they could avoid the French army long enough they would surely find somewhere to hide away from the Huntsmen’s reach. Despite everything that had happened, they were lucky, because they had got out.

      But here he was, turning the car back in the direction of the lion’s mouth and driving forward at full speed.

      Rain had begun to sheet in off the sea. Paul switched on the wipers and dipped the headlights, but he had to slow the car to a crawl just to stay on the road. Barely used in years, the tarmac was cracked and overgrown, gummed up with rotten leaves, grass, and moss. The car slipped and skidded as he tried to increase his speed but keep control.

      Finally he crested the last cliff top and the road flattened out, entering a gradual incline down across a wide headland to where a huge, crown-shaped shadow rose out of the sea.

      He’d seen pictures of Mont St Michel, but those colourful images of an elegant, ancient monastery on a jutting island of rock, set against a clear blue sky, were far from the dark, foreboding smudge of grey against the thunder-clouds of an evening sky that he saw now. Only as the rain briefly eased could he get much of a look at it at all, then the rain closed in again and it was lost.

      The road straightened out and Paul gunned the engine. He might already be too late, but he’d come too far to back out now.

      The road dropped into a wide left curve through farmland, and Paul eased off the accelerator. He was only a couple of miles away. His hands felt clammy on the wheel—

      The car jerked and skidded sideways, knocking Paul over towards the passenger side. He clutched at the wheel, trying to turn the car straight. For a moment he thought he had made it, then the car lurched to the right, dropping down a sharp embankment that Paul hadn’t even seen. He gripped the wheel and hung on as the car rolled, finally grinding to a halt in the mud and soggy grass some way back from the road.

      A rolled car might be relatively minor compared to train crashes, but he was still shaking as he kicked open the door and crawled out. The engine had cut out, and both headlights had been broken in the crash, so Paul was left standing in near darkness beneath grey thunderstorm clouds that seemed to be taking delight in drenching him.

      As he leaned against the side of the car, trying to recover his composure, he ran a hand up under his shirt, feeling for any further damage to his ribs. The tenderness was still there, but it was no worse. His fingers found a small cut above one eye where he’d hit his head and he had some bruises on his arms, but otherwise he was unscathed.

      His rescue mission, however, was in tatters.

      He climbed up the embankment on to the road and continued on foot. As the rain soaked him and the chilly late autumn wind whipped at his waterlogged clothing, he wondered if he’d ever felt so miserable, so useless.

      He had been walking in a wretched daze for about twenty minutes when he heard the sound of a car engine coming up behind him. Many years ago he might have stuck out a hopeful thumb, but those days were gone. He dropped down over the side of the embankment into a ditch which swallowed him up to the waist. From there he watched a battered little car racing towards him, a single headlight flickering, its twin blown out. As it reached him he saw the windscreen was also gone, and he tried to identify the figure crouched behind the wheel, but the glare of the single light was too strong and the rain made everything a blur. Only when it was practically on top of him did he recognise the little man he knew so well.

      ‘Switch!’ he screamed, waving his arms and clambering up out of the ditch, crawling up the embankment and on to the road. ‘Switch, it’s me, Paul!’

      The car was already past. Within seconds it had vanished into the night.

      Paul stood in the road for a while, waving his hands, but it was no good. He started to run after the vanishing car, but he slipped on some moss and cracked his knees on the crumbling tarmac. Slamming his fists on the road in frustration, he got up and trudged on in the rain, hoping that Switch would still be alive when he finally caught up.

      He was within a mile of the Mont when he heard the sound of another engine.

      Looking back, he saw a van trundling towards him, moving much slower than Switch’s car had been. Again his instinct took over, and he jumped down off the road and hid among a thicket of undergrowth, peering up at the road from behind a screen of leafy brush.

      When the van passed him he gasped. In the front driver’s seat was a man whom he had dreaded seeing like no other.

      The old man from the photographs, the man who’d led the Huntsmen in the slaughter at the Quarantine Zone checkpoint. Driving a van, and Paul could only imagine what horrors might be in the back.

      The Huntsmen had found them.

      No longer caring about the way he slipped and slid on the damp vegetation sprouting up through cracks in the road, Paul broke into the best run he could.
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      This time Switch didn’t stop in the car park on the landward side of the causeway. The rain sheeting in through the broken windscreen that made it so difficult to drive would also mask the sound of his engine, so as he reached the bridge over to the monastery, he slowed the car, switched off the remaining headlight, and coasted towards the Mont, aware that with no lights on the causeway, and with the dark and the rain, he was nearly impossible to spot.

      And if they did see him, it didn’t matter. He had weapons, and he would cut down anyone who got in his way.

      He took a deep breath, feeling more determined than ever before. Perhaps it was the finality of the situation, that after years of hiding in the tunnels beneath London he had decided to die out in the open.

      For this journey he had bought a one-way ticket.

      He parked the car in the lee of the monastery, in a spot sheltered from the rain. He climbed out, shoved the items he had stolen from the French soldiers into a holdall he had also found in the back of their jeep, then retraced the same route he had followed before.

      ‘A nice night to fucking die on,’ he muttered as he crawled up through the space into the monastery garden. The heavy rain had made it slippery, and he scrambled up the steep slope on his belly like a commando, laden with weapons. His cast was still wrapped in a layer of plastic, but it was hard to grip anything, and he felt like just cutting it off. However, if he had to punch anything stronger than a regular human it would come in handy.

      He pushed through the door and almost bumped into a running monk. The guy had barely a chance to gasp before Switch had grabbed him, slammed him against the wall and shoved a knife into his gut. The hood fell back and an ancient, horrified face stared back at him. Wrinkled lips parted to reveal metal replacement teeth that gave him a bloody grimace as Switch twisted the knife in deeper.

      ‘I’ll gut you evil cunts one by damn one,’ he growled, pulling the dying man close and glaring into his fading lights of his eyes. ‘London is my fucking town. I will not let you destroy everything I know. Fuck you. Fuck you and the fucking horse you rode in on. Rot in hell, you turd, and get the party ready because that whore Dreggo will be joining you very fucking soon.’

      ‘Who—?’ was the man’s last word, as Switch shoved him back through the door and watched his body bounce down the slope towards the retaining wall at the bottom. Over the sound of the rain he heard a wooden clump as the man’s body collided with stone.

      He saw no more monks as he made his way up through the dark corridors towards the roof. Part of him was happy just to be out of the rain, but it was a comfort that wouldn’t last. A few minutes later, as he was passing a spiraling stairwell, he heard a commotion below and guessed they’d just discovered the corpse of the monk he’d killed yesterday. Perfect, that kept them out of the way. Dreggo, he wanted to kill personally, but it wouldn’t matter if he did. She would burn with the rest of them.

      He paused at the top. The door was ajar, not locked like he had expected. He had been ready to pick it or blow the damn thing off if necessary, but this was unexpected. He pushed it open and peeked through. There was no one on the first part of the rooftop, but as he reached the door through to the observation deck he stopped, jerking back into the shadows.

      Illuminated by a single outdoor light set into a wall, a figure stood under a covered area, a place from which to view the sky, even in poor weather. He didn’t need to see her face, he could tell from the way she stood that this was her.

      Dreggo.

      So, he would have to face her after all. It made sense, he supposed. It would be better to see her die, to see the dismay on her rotten face as he blew it off. Then he could go to his own death with a greater sense of achievement.

      He lowered the pack quietly to the ground and took out the weapon he needed.

      Guns were more or less the same, he’d always found. Put your bullet in the right slot, figure out how to turn off the safety, then point it in the right direction and fire. Other killers had taught him little tricks and given him pointers to remember, such as to aim an automatic weapon low, because unless you had superhuman strength the kickback would drag the barrel too high within a couple of shots and you’d make a lot of noise without killing anyone. Then there was the obvious one: aim for the biggest target, the chest. No one got shot in the head unless the killer got lucky. DCA men might wear body armour, but the average man on the street had no protection, and at close range it made very little difference anyway.

      He stepped through the door and lifted the weapon. She turned at the sound of the safety clicking off. In the light, he saw the surprise on what was left of her ruined face.

      ‘Who—?’

      ‘People keep fucking saying that to me, bitch,’ he said. ‘Don’t you have anything else to say? This is for Simon, Jess, Leo … and that fucking knife you put in my back.’

      He pulled the trigger. The grenade launcher made a deafening sound and kicked back harder than he had anticipated, knocking him backwards to the ground, but the round went off. There was an explosion on or around her midriff. She screamed and tumbled backwards, over the wall, and was gone.

      He pushed the grenade launcher aside and climbed to his feet. His ears felt like someone had rung a church bell inside them and his arms were shaking from the kickback. He stumbled over to where she had been standing. In her place there was a patch of blood, a few bloody chunks of flesh, and some shredded clothing.

      Was she dead? He had to know.

      He leaned over the wall and looked down into the dark. ‘Fuck it,’ he muttered. The fall was perhaps eighty metres. He couldn’t be sure what was at the bottom because of the dark, but Dreggo was gone. Not even the Governor’s robot bitch could have survived a fall like that.

      ‘Thought you’d have put up more of a fight,’ he muttered. ‘Guess you’d got soft in your old age.’

      It would only be moments before those damn monks came to investigate the sound. Switch went back to the door and jammed it shut. It wouldn’t hold long, but he only needed a few minutes. He went back to his bag and pulled out a black box with a spool of coil attached.

      The French had clearly come across a lot bigger road blocks than the one he had left for them, and at some point, rather than driving miles out of their way each time, keeping a water gel explosive in the jeep to shift any major obstruction must have begun to make sense.

      He looked up, realising that the rain had stopped. ‘Even God hated that bitch,’ he muttered, climbing up on to the roof from where the missiles had emerged. The roof was retractable steel, rather like a garage door laid flat on the ground.

      There was a hatch halfway across the closest door. Worried it was too fragile to support even a scrawny little person like him, Switch lay on his stomach, spread his arms to distribute his weight and shuffled across to it.

      It lifted up out of fittings crusted with dirt and he peered down into a gloomy cavern. As his eyes adjusted to the dimness he made out the three missiles set into a launcher that was attached to the floor. A bank of controls against one wall was currently unmanned, but dozens of flickering lights gave off enough light to see. He was surprised at how small the missiles looked now, but, flashing a wild grin and thinking about himself as an example, he remembered that the most danger often came in the smallest packages.

      The black plastic box that housed the wet gel explosive was just small enough to fit through the hatch. Switch lowered it down as he wound out the coiled fuse from the spool. It was an old-fashioned spark-style fuse, the cord no doubt doused in something flammable and threaded through with wire to stop it breaking. He silently thanked the French army for being too backwards or poor to use anything complicated. Switch was a pay-and-play kind of guy. He’d learned from books on weaponry how to wire more complex detonators but he much preferred to keep things simple. Light a match, sit back, and wait for Armageddon.

      He spooled the wire out until the box touched down on the outer casing of the launcher and the fuse went slack. Then he retreated back across the roof, feeding out the fuse as he went, finally climbing back down on to the viewing platform where the telescope stood.

      He looked out at the black expanse of night. The moon had come out, and the whole ocean glittered back at him. He imagined a thousand faces all laughing, mocking him, all the people he would now never get to rob or cut up, rid of him at last.

      He reached down into his pack and pulled out another of the French army’s apparent indulgences, a pack of cigars. The label said Balls Finest, Morocco. He opened the packet, took one out, held it up and grinned. From his pocket he took a box of matches. He struck one up and pressed it to the cigar’s end, sucking on the other until it caught.

      ‘Ah, the military life,’ he muttered, breathing out the smoke, suppressing a little cough as he watched the smoke rise and dissipate into the air. Everything is temporary, he thought. Me, even this big heap of bricks. It all fades into the air in the end.

      ‘I had a good fucking run, though,’ he said aloud, giving a final sad grin. ‘A really good fucking run.’ Then he lifted the spool of fuse wire in one hand, and pushed the cigar butt towards it.
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* * *

      As he broke the huge door off its hinges, he thought even Jol looked impressed. The Huntsman gave what he could only describe as a sneer, then Halo waved the beast inside. ‘Kill anyone you find,’ he told the Huntsman. ‘Find the Tube Rider and kill him, but bring this Dreggo to me. She’s the only one I want left alive.’

      As the Huntsman sprinted up the steep street between two tight rows of ancient houses that swept in a gradually rising arc up around the side of the island towards the monastery perched on top, Halo followed at a more leisurely pace, enjoying, to a certain extent, the scenery. Most of the buildings were boarded up now, but he could imagine a happier time when this street had been crammed full of tourists, and the delightful scents of cooking food, sweets and snacks would have filled the air.

      Why did you come here, Tube Rider? What are you looking for?

      After Heyna had left in pursuit of the other trail, Halo had taken Jol for a look around the hospital. It had been dark, only lightly staffed, and he’d managed to keep the Huntsman from slaughtering any of the people who ran screaming from them.

      As Halo had expected, all they had found was a dead trail, but on returning to the road Jol announced one trail had become two, and it was fresh. A Tube Rider had come past while they’d been inside. By the time they reached the Mont, though, the first trail had disappeared, with only the fresher trail leading inside. Jol couldn’t explain it, but in the heavy rain Halo supposed it was possible even a Huntsman could become confused. Still, if it meant killing them one at a time, so be it.

      He was just below the main gate when he heard the boom of a grenade launcher from high up in the monastery above him.

      He froze, listening, waiting. Then, realizing it hadn’t been directed at him, he bared his teeth. ‘Enough of this,’ he muttered, springing high up in the air, grabbing a ledge some ten metres over his head. For a moment he hung from it like a bat, then he flipped himself up and over, landing on a stone path with the high outer wall on one side and the main stone monastery building on the other. He leaped again, up to a window, where he clutched onto the sill. He swung himself around on one hand, kicked in the glass and barreled through. He was in a corridor with a staircase set into the wall. Halo turned and headed up, until a man appeared in front of him. The man shouted in French, but Halo tensed and leapt upwards, grabbing the front of his robe and tossing him back down the stairs like a piece of garbage. The man screamed as his body bumped down the stone steps.

      He wrinkled his nose. The very air of this place brought forward an immediate dislike. There was something wrong about it, something unpleasant, a smell he recognised from somewhere. It was the men, he realised. He was unsure quite how he knew, but nevertheless there was something about them that was familiar. Something from long ago, maybe…

      The gun blast had come from somewhere near the top of this stone monstrosity. He began to hurry up the stairs, worried that he might be too late for the party.
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* * *

      If it hadn’t been raining it would have been sweat that drenched him. Paul hadn’t run so far in years, in his whole life even. His legs and back ached and his stomach churned. The street into the Mont just got steeper and steeper, but he forced himself onwards, aware that resting just one minute might make him too late to help Switch.

      He had found the entrance door broken open. He had rushed up the empty street, only ducking into the shadows when he saw a man walking ahead of him. Then there had come a gun blast of some kind, a shotgun maybe—Paul didn’t know much about guns but it had a kind of hollow sound and was loud—and the man had leaped up and over the wall like a human grasshopper. One moment he had been standing on the cobbles of the street with the outer wall of the monastery looming over him, and the next he had been several metres in the air, hanging from the side of the wall. Another leap and he had crashed in through a higher window, leaving Paul alone. For a few seconds finally he did rest, afraid the combination of exhaustion and terror might cause his heart to burst.

      He hurried on, finding the gate to the inner keep a little further on, thankfully open. There was an electric light there that illuminated the street below, with a thick wire sloping steeply down from somewhere high up in the dark. Paul fingered the clawboard held under his arm with regret—if only he could slide up—but there was nothing that could be done. He went inside, hurrying in the direction of the blast, praying that he still had time to help his friend.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Switch paused as he heard the door to the roof burst inwards, the glowing end of the cigar just centimetres from turning the Mont into a giant spoil heap. So, those fucking crackpot monks had finally got inside. No matter, let them come, let them see the face of their nemesis. All he had to do was start the fuse and it was all over. They’d never stop it in time.

      ‘Come on!’ he shouted. ‘Come and see the show! Don’t forget your tickets, you crazy bastards!’

      A middle-aged man with his hair tied back in a ponytail stepped through the doorway. Switch frowned. The man looked up at Switch and gave a wide, fatherly smile.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’

      ‘Hello, Tube Rider,’ he said. ‘My name is Halo. I’m your killer.’

      ‘Halo? What kind of a nonce name is that?’

      ‘Think of me as an angel of mercy. One who brings death to those who have earned it. And you certainly have.’

      ‘Think I’m scared of you?’

      The man smiled again, but this time it was hard, sinister. ‘You should be.’

      Switch put the cigar back in his mouth. The grenade launcher lay at his feet. He poked a toe under it, flicked it up and swung it into his hands. The barrel was still warm from when he’d blown the shit out of Dreggo. There had only been two rounds in the back of the jeep; Switch had loaded both. He had planned to use the second on the missiles in the event that the fuse didn’t work, but he would have to hope the explosive worked true.

      ‘You hungry, old man? That bitch Dreggo got hungry so I gave her something to fill her up. A big fat slice of fuck you pie. Looks like it’s your turn.’ He pulled the trigger and the grenade launcher boomed, kicking back hard in his hands. He was prepared for it this time, but it still sent shudders through his body.

      Stonework and masonry exploded behind the man who called himself Halo. As the dust cleared, Switch gaped. For a fraction of a second the man had seemed to blur, shifting just enough to one side for the grenade cartridge to miss.

      ‘Guess I wasn’t hungry enough,’ the man said, giving him a thin smile. ‘However, my friend here is starving.’

      A looming, robed figure stepped out of the remains of the doorway. A hood slipped back off its head, revealing a face Switch knew well. Beneath human eyes a doglike snout dripped saliva as the lips pulled back to reveal savage, glistening teeth.

      There was another powerful gun in the bag, a semi-automatic, but Switch didn’t have time to retrieve and load it. Instead, he took a long tug on the cigar and nodded. He felt a strange sense of calm, as if this moment had been prearranged by some higher, unknown power.

      ‘So,’ he said, grinning around the cigar poking from the side of his mouth, ‘you found a way to follow us. I guess you idiots never learn, do you? That milk-faced bastard didn’t warn you about me, did he?’ He could feel his eye flickering manically as he took the cigar from his mouth and pressed it to the fuse wire, listening to it ignite with a confident little hiss. ‘Come on then,’ he said, putting the cigar back in his mouth. ‘Dreggo should have put the lights on by now.’

      Halo scowled. ‘He’s yours, Jol,’ he said, waving the Huntsman forward.

      ‘Switch, run!’

      As Jol started to move, Switch’s good eye went wide. Paul lumbered out of the doorway and slammed into the Huntsman, his clawboard swinging hard into the side of the monster’s head, knocking Jol sideways into Halo. Paul rolled away across the floor as the Huntsman, enraged and confused, lashed out at its master, its claws dragging the man down on top of it. Halo scrabbled at the beast and knocked it away, grunting as he pushed himself up to his knees. ‘Damn it, Jol!’

      Switch stared as Paul dashed towards him. ‘Where the hell—’

      ‘After me! Move!’ Paul ran past him towards the roof’s edge. He paused just a second, peering down into the dark as if looking for something. ‘Jump! Just trust me!’

      Switch was aware of Halo climbing to his feet and the Huntsman Jol closing behind him. Ahead of him, Paul held out his clawboard and leapt off the edge of the roof into the darkness.

      ‘Paul!’

      ‘Jump, Switch!’

      ‘I don’t have my board! That stuff was heavy!’

      ‘Just jump!’

      ‘Fuck it,’ Switch said, and grinned.

      He kicked off the edge of the roof as hard as he could, flinging himself towards where Paul’s silhouette dangled in the dark. His arms flailed, reaching for Paul’s legs. He heard a growl from behind him as the Huntsman’s claws shredded the back of his shirt, then one hand collided with something thin and hard, his fingers clutching for a grip. Paul’s ankle. His fingers closed over the cloth of Paul’s trousers and he breathed a quiet thanks that Paul was a fat bastard, otherwise his trousers might slip clean off. For a moment his other hand scrabbled in the air, then he found Paul’s other ankle and held on. Like two acrobats on a trapeze they began to slide away from the roof towards a small light far below.

      ‘I saw the wire,’ Paul shouted. ‘I saw the wire from the entrance!’

      ‘The fuse,’ Switch gasped. ‘Dreggo’s goddamn birthday cake! It’s about to go up!’

      ‘Just hang on,’ Paul shouted. ‘Just a few more—’

      The wire snapped. They both dropped in a tumbling heap, landing on hard stone. Switch landed on his arm and was sure he would have broken his wrist all over again were it not for the plaster cast. For perhaps the first time he was thankful he hadn’t cut the accursed thing off. He looked up, and saw a light glowing just above them.

      They’d made it.

      ‘You all right, Paul?’

      ‘I’ll live,’ his friend gasped. ‘Run, Switch. Come on!’

      ‘I can do that,’ Switch said, pushing himself up. Paul was already sprinting down the cobblestone street. Occasionally he tripped or stumbled, but somehow he kept moving.

      ‘Damn, dude,’ Switch muttered. ‘There are surprises, and then there are surprises. I didn’t think you could run that fast with a firecracker up your ass.’

      Then he was off, bolting down the street after Paul.
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* * *

      ‘After them!’ Halo shouted at Jol as the Huntsman turned back from the edge. ‘Tear their damn heads off, you stupid beast.’

      Once, it had amused him to taunt an enemy in the moments before death, but in the heat of battle he had forgotten how much his strength and awareness had weakened over his years in captivity. The Tube Riders had surprised him. He had only ever been surprised once before—the night Cale came for his family.

      Still, they were within range. It was only a matter of time.

      He turned away from the roof’s edge, back towards where the Tube Rider had been standing with his weapons. He saw the butt of the cigar burning on the floor and he reached down and picked it up, frowning at a hissing sound from nearby. He looked up and saw the edge of a burning fuse drop down through a little hatch about halfway across a retractable steel roof. He leaped up on to it and dropped down by the hatch to look through.

      ‘What the hell—?’

      Three missiles stood in the room below him, pointing up at the roof. A black container rested on the top of the launcher casing, and on the floor below a spark was eating its way along a fuse wire towards it.

      ‘Shit.’

      Halo jerked away from the hatch and rolled back across the roof. He barely paused to think as he jumped over the battlements and landed on a hilly slope several floors below. Even with his agility the fall jarred him, and he dropped and rolled a few more metres, landing not far from another retaining wall.

      How long did he have before that explosive blew? And just how powerful were those missiles? How much destruction was that maniac about to unleash?

      As he pushed himself to his feet he heard a moaning from nearby. His eyes had adjusted to the dark quickly and he saw the battered remains of a girl lying there, her side ripped up and bloody, but still alive.

      Dreggo.

      If he survived this, she would certainly score him a few negotiating points with Cale. Halo stepped over to her and scooped her up over his shoulder, ignoring her groans of pain. Then he leapt up on to the wall, hopped down onto another grassy slope and found himself at the edge of the island.

      ‘You’re going to have to hold your breath,’ he said, unaware whether she could hear him or not. Then, tensing his legs against the rock below him, he kicked out as far as he could, leaping far, far out over the water. As they fell, he twisted round, pulled her tight against him, slapping a hand over her mouth.

      They hit the water together, and immediately Halo kicked down as hard as he could. Above him, above the surface, the world filled with movement and sound as the monastery exploded.

      Halo kicked down, down, down further. The very sea itself seemed to boil and vapourise around him, and he lost consciousness amidst a swirling rush of currents, pulling him down deeper and deeper, perhaps forever, perhaps not.
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* * *

      The car had just topped the hill beyond the causeway and begun to move down the hill when Mont St Michel exploded. Switch, leaning over the backseat of the battered car with a huge grin on his face, shielded his eyes against the glow and watched as one minute the island was there, the next it was a mushroom cloud of smoke and debris. ‘Faster, Paul!’ he hollered, as a wall of fire rushed across the causeway towards them, a towering cloud of shattered masonry rising up in its wake.

      ‘I’m going as fast as I can!’ Paul shouted. ‘Damn it, Switch, why do you have to make a habit of this?’

      ‘Brother, you love me really,’ Switch laughed. He could feel the heat on his face from the explosion, but they were safe, they were beyond its reach now. Even as chunks of rock landed in the road behind them and in the fields on either side, he knew that he had won. Another of his cat lives was gone, but evidently he had a few left. Whether that fucker Halo and his Huntsman pet would survive was another thing, but Switch thought it unlikely. What he was sure of, though, was that at least one more Huntsman was out there, and if there was one there could be others. France had been a little honeymoon. Now they were prey once again.

      ‘You know what we do now, Paul, don’t you?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘We stop dicking around inside this Quarantine Zone and we get out there and find the others.’

      ‘I have an idea how we can catch up with them,’ Paul said. ‘It’ll depend on whether you’ve still got your board or not.’

      ‘I left it at the hospital,’ Switch said. ‘Man, that was something else, using that electric wire. Almost killed us, though, didn’t you?’

      Paul laughed hysterically. ‘And that bloody stunt of yours didn’t?’

      Switch grinned, clapped Paul on the shoulder and shrugged. ‘Next time I’ll be a little more careful.’

      Paul rolled his eyes. ‘I’ll believe it when I see it, Switch.’
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      ‘Strange that he was following us,’ Carl said to Marta and Arthur, sitting on either side of him. The Gravedigger sat on the opposite side of the campfire, and as he spoke, lights in its eyes flickered. ‘What an interesting machine.’

      After the attack, they had found a natural bowl in the forest which Greenwood considered sheltered enough to allow a fire. They had boiled some vegetables they had found in the forest and tended to their injuries.

      They had discovered the body of one man not far from where they were attacked. Armed with a longbow, the bounty hunter had been hiding up a tree like some fairytale outlaw. The Gravedigger had killed another man too, one who had been at their rear, who had released the first group of dogs. The Gravedigger had killed them quickly, but the man with the bow had released the others that attacked them, and the Gravedigger had reached the group only just in time.

      Only Greenwood had more than cuts and scrapes, but the dog bites were not deep, and with the use of a small medical kit the soldiers had brought Arthur was able to clean and dress his wounds. After giving him some painkillers, Greenwood, wrapped in blankets, had quickly fallen asleep. Owen, too, was sleeping soundly.

      ‘Why did you follow us?’ Arthur asked.

      ‘Gravedigger likes humans,’ it said in perfect English. ‘Gravedigger likes adventure.’

      Marta exchanged glances with Carl. ‘We’re not really on an adventure,’ she said.

      ‘Adventure,’ the Gravedigger echoed. ‘Gravedigger likes adventure.’

      There was something Marta found inherently creepy about the robot. It didn’t terrify her in the same way that the Huntsmen did, but it had that stamp of British engineering and that was enough to make her nervous. She felt uncomfortable going to sleep in its presence, whether it had saved them or not.

      ‘I think it’s pretty interesting,’ Carl said. ‘Very sci-fi, isn’t it? You know, this weird kind of worker robot. We could have done with a few of these out in the GFAs during harvest time.’

      ‘Many of the robots in the Quarantine Zone predate the Governor’s coup,’ Arthur said. The export of domestic robots was big business forty or fifty years ago. After the coup, it continued for around ten years. Then, about thirty years ago, things just shut down, and the country closed up.’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Carl said. ‘Why would the Governor cut Britain off from the world? It doesn’t make any sense.’

      ‘The way it’s told among the men is that he spent a few years making sure his control from within was absolute,’ Arthur said. ‘He needed the support of the army, and what part of the government was left. Then he could begin his plans, build the perimeter walls and tear up the roads, shut the country off from Europe, and finally kill off anyone who stood against him. It was, by all accounts, extremely calculated.’

      ‘So what difference can we make?’ Marta asked. She ran a hand over the memory card in her inside pocket. ‘Will anyone really care about what we know?’

      ‘Maybe none,’ Carl said. ‘But we have to try. That’s all we can do. There’s only us, isn’t there? There’s no one else.’

      ‘Europe doesn’t want a war,’ Arthur said. ‘They’ve been at peace for too long. Only if Mega Britain gets aggressive beyond its boundaries will the European Confederation take notice. Even then they might do nothing.’

      ‘What do you think, Gravedigger?’ Carl asked. He had a little smile on his face, Marta noticed. He didn’t really expect the Gravedigger to answer.

      ‘Gravedigger’s job is to dig graves,’ the robot said. ‘Gravedigger likes war. War needs lots of graves.’

      ‘Oh.’

      Marta looked at Arthur. ‘That’s kind of a sinister thing to say,’ she whispered.

      The Gravedigger’s eyes flashed suddenly and it looked from one to the other. ‘Gravedigger senses seismic disturbance. Hold on to something.’

      ‘What—’ Marta began, but she could feel it now, a tremble in the ground beneath them like a small earthquake. It grew in strength, the trees shaking around them. A log rolled out of the fire and Marta stuck out a foot to nudge it back in.

      ‘Can you hear that?’ Carl asked. ‘That noise? It sounds like … it sounds like waves.’

      Over the gentle rustle of the undergrowth came a low, distant rumbling noise, like the sound the wind might make on a stormy night, or the sound of waves crashing against a shore.

      ‘What’s that?’ Marta asked. ‘Does France often have earthquakes?’

      ‘Something just happened,’ Arthur said. ‘Something bad, maybe. I think we should quit the camp and press on.’

      Greenwood rolled over, groaned, and sat up. ‘What the hell was that?’ he muttered blearily, rubbing a hand through his hair.

      It was the Gravedigger that answered. ‘Explosion,’ the robot said.
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* * *

      Halo broke the surface with Dreggo still clutched tightly in his arms. All around him the sea churned and tossed, kicking them around like driftwood, while above him the sky was a mixture of grey and red. Huge plumes of smoke billowed out over the sea and he could feel the heat from the explosion on his face. He gasped down a delicious mouthful of air and felt rather than heard Dreggo cough in his arms. They were alive but not yet safe. Huge chunks of rock the size of televisions crashed down into the water around them, and after a second deep breath Halo kicked under again.

      His powerful legs meant he could swim faster than any man, but Dreggo’s weight slowed their progress down. Still, when his burning lungs forced him to break the surface again a couple of minutes later, the remains of Mont St Michel was a further stretch of water behind them, and they were one step closer to safety.

      Finally he felt shingle under his feet and dragged them both up onto a rocky beach where they lay side by side like two nearly-drowned survivors of a shipwreck. All around them was dark except for the fireworks continuing back across the bay, where the island was a tower of flame. The initial shockwave had passed and the monastery was now just a devastated chunk of rock sitting out in the water at the end of a stretch of debris-strewn road.

      Jol was dead, and Halo had come close. He had gained an unexpected level of respect for the scrawny Tube Rider with the jippy eye. That had been some achievement to blow up Mont St Michel, and Halo could only wonder what the missiles had been for. No doubt the battered, scarred girl lying beside him would have some of the answers, if she lived.

      He grimaced in disgust as he looked at her, before the light from the explosion finally began to die away, shrouding them in darkness. Her face was a mess of metal and scar tissue, her body a battered shell. Where her side had been torn open he could see metal inserts working among the lacerated flesh. Halo wondered if he wouldn’t be doing the girl a favour by dragging her back to the water and holding her under until her body finally gave up.

      Cale wanted her back though, and if there was a chance that giving her back would save Valerie, Halo had to grasp it.

      And then, Cale, we’ll dance, you and I. And what a wonderful dance it will be.
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      They had been hearing the buzz of the city for some time before Greenwood finally called a halt.

      ‘We’re close to the outskirts of Paris,’ he said. ‘Once we’re out of these woods we’ll aim for the closest train station and head into the Metro system. We’ll be safe then. Paris isn’t like London. All residents carry an identification card, but if we can avoid contact with the police we should be able to get you as far as the embassy. From there you can assess your options.’

      ‘I know this might be a stupid question,’ Owen said, ‘but if we’re going to the British Embassy, won’t they send us back across the channel?’

      Greenwood shook his head. ‘No. It’s an embassy in name only. It is no longer administered directly by the British Isles, but it acts under European law. It serves to negotiate with the French government for the administration of refugees. If you can get into the embassy, you can claim refugee status or even citizenship.’

      Something in Greenwood’s grim expression caused Owen to shake his head. ‘Yeah, great. And what’s the catch?’

      Greenwood was completely deadpan as he said, ‘The embassy acts under long-established European law. The rest of France acts under French law. The French government doesn’t want hundreds of refugees slipping through a loophole and applying for refugee status. Anyone attempting to gain access to the British Embassy without a permit issued in the High European Courts can, under French law, be shot.’

      ‘Easy as that,’ Owen said.

      ‘So how do we get in?’ Carl asked.

      ‘There are ways,’ Greenwood said. Marta waited for him to say something else, but instead he turned and walked out to the edge of the trees, where he stood gazing down a slope of pasture fields towards a railway line running through the valley. He pointed. ‘We take that train,’ he said. ‘That will take us into the Paris Metro system. From there we can find our way to the embassy through the Paris Catacombs.’

      ‘The what?’ Marta said, frowning.

      ‘Paris is an ancient city,’ Greenwood said. ‘The next few days should be quite a history lesson for you.’

      ‘I always liked history,’ Carl said.

      Greenwood ignored him. He turned towards the Gravedigger, who was standing beside Owen with that unwavering half-smile on his metallic face.

      ‘Thank you, robot,’ he said, snapping a salute. ‘You saved our lives back there, but you can’t come with us. Head back to the Quarantine Zone by the way we came and tell Lieutenant Buckingham what happened. You’ll be rewarded.’

      ‘Gravedigger likes adventure,’ the robot said.

      ‘Yes, well, I’m afraid your adventure is over. Unless you’d like to risk the lives of everyone here?’

      ‘Hey man, give it a break,’ Owen said.

      ‘Be quiet.’

      ‘Fuck you. You were supposed to be protecting us and you did a great job of it, didn’t you? If it hadn’t been for the Gravedigger—’

      Anger flashed in Greenwood’s eyes. Marta grabbed Owen, pulling him towards her and wrapping an arm around his chest. His head only came up to her neck, and for a moment she felt so motherly that thoughts of her own unborn child flashed into her mind.

      ‘Owen, can it. Captain Greenwood … back off.’

      Greenwood glared at her. ‘You people should watch your mouths,’ he said. ‘Remember who’s risking their lives for you.’

      ‘Sorry, I forgot you were a coward who jumped ship,’ Owen muttered.

      ‘You insolent brat—’

      ‘Enough!’ It was Arthur who shouted. Marta could feel Owen shaking with rage. She looked across at Arthur, who looked uncomfortable with the attention.

      ‘Remember your rank, soldier,’ Greenwood growled.

      Owen struggled in Marta’s arms, and she dug a knee into his thigh. Arthur looked flustered but held Greenwood’s gaze for a moment, his eyes defiant. She glanced towards Carl, who looked shell-shocked. The Gravedigger meanwhile, hadn’t moved. It still wore that amused smirk on its face as it moved its head slightly to follow the exchange.

      Finally looking away from Greenwood, Arthur turned towards the robot. ‘Gravedigger,’ he said. ‘Thank you for your help, but it’s dangerous for you to come with us. However, there’s still the possibility that there could be more bounty hunters on our tail. You would be doing us a great service if you could look out for us while we go into Paris.’

      The Gravedigger’s head swung from Arthur to Greenwood and back. ‘Gravedigger is happy to help,’ it said. ‘Gravedigger will stand guard.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Gravedigger wishes you luck.’ The robot took a few steps back until it was shaded by the nearest trees. Its eyes dulled and its head dropped. It looked like it was sleeping, but Marta realised it had gone into standby mode, conserving its power.

      ‘Hurry up,’ Greenwood said, scowling. ‘We don’t have all damn day.’

      Marta let go of Owen and glanced at Arthur as Greenwood limped off across the pasture toward a gate and a dirt lane beyond that led down towards the railway line. Arthur puffed out his cheeks and let the air out slowly. He gave her a regretful look.

      ‘First enemy I’ve made today,’ he said quietly. ‘Greenwood loves a good grudge and you can be pretty certain that if he didn’t before, he now hates the rest of you thoroughly.’

      Something about the way he said it made Marta smile. ‘I don’t think he was particularly fond of us before.’

      ‘He’ll do what he’s asked,’ Arthur said. ‘He’s a reliable soldier, a good man. But he’s not known around the Command for his … personability.’

      ‘Guy’s a dick,’ Owen said. ‘I wanted the Gravedigger to kick his ass.’

      ‘We’ve got enough people to fight without fighting each other,’ Marta said, patting him on the head and ruffling the hair that had grown wild in the last few weeks. What am I turning into? Mother of the damn year? ‘Come on, let’s get on with this.’

      They headed off after Greenwood, who had reached the gate and was waiting for them to catch up. His army fatigues were now gone, replaced by a nondescript jeans and sweaters. Both soldiers had changed into civilian clothes and now they looked like a group of hikers out for a walk in the forest. In Paris, Greenwood’s plan was that they would blend in, but he had warned them to keep quiet and avoid being engaged in conversation.

      At the bottom of the hill they found themselves at a tiny village train station. On their side of the tracks was just farmland sloping gently up to the forest they had emerged from, while on the other was a cluster of bungalows. A fence separated them from the platform and Greenwood led them up into the quaint, stone-walled station building where he bought tickets from a machine and handed them out. As he passed Marta a ticket he muttered something aloud in French, then under his breath hissed: ‘Stay quiet. No English.’

      They grouped together on the other side of the ticket gates. Greenwood led them right, towards the far end of the platform where there were no other people waiting. The platform was almost empty besides an old couple and a guy standing on his own at the opposite end. Across the tracks, the other platform was completely empty.

      ‘Where is everyone?’ Marta whispered to Arthur.

      ‘We’re in the country,’ he said. ‘It’ll pick up towards Paris.’

      Marta looked down the tracks towards the distant city. She sighed. She was beginning to like the freedom of the countryside, its openness, its peace, and felt no real desire to go back into a bustling metropolis.

      ‘There’s the train,’ Carl said.

      Marta watched it approach. It didn’t look so different from the trains in the London Underground. Arthur had said the Paris Metro was a lot newer than its counterpart in London, with higher tunnels and bigger trains. There were whole sections of the London Underground where their escape through the tunnels from the Huntsmen would have been impossible due to the tightness of the trains against the tunnel walls, but St Cannerwells had been on a relatively newer section of the line and had tunnels a couple of feet wider than most of the trains. One of the very reasons that they had never used the trains to move around the city was that fear of coming up against a section that would act like a human cheese grater. It really didn’t bear thinking about.

      The commuter train pulled into the station and the doors slid open. Greenwood nodded to indicate them inside, which caused Marta to give a wry smile. After all, why else were they standing on a train platform? Once inside the carriage, Greenwood again indicated they should sit down.

      ‘I think we’ve got it,’ Owen muttered. Both Marta and Carl grinned, but Greenwood just scowled as if they were the cause of all the problems in the world.

      There were no other passengers in their carriage. Seats were arranged in sets of four, pairs of seats facing each other across plastic tables. Owen and Carl sat on opposite sides of a table by one window, Marta and Arthur on the other. Greenwood pointedly took a seat on his own that backed on to Marta’s.

      As the doors closed and the train slid out of the station, Marta felt a strange sense of peace at being around trains again. She felt connected to them, like part of her life was in the metal that enclosed her. And her brother’s memory. The trains held the good memories of his easy smile, his grace as he leapt up with his clawboard held out, not the dark ones of his broken, hollow eyes behind the Huntsman’s snout—

      ‘Are you okay?’ Arthur said quietly.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You cried out.’

      ‘Oh. Sorry.’ She looked around, and realised the others were staring at her. She gave Carl and Owen an apologetic smile and they turned back to the view of the French countryside speeding past.

      ‘You can tell me, you know,’ Arthur said. He gave her a friendly pat on the arm, but she sensed so much more longing there. Oh, Arthur. Stay away from me. All I’ll bring you is pain. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘But I’m fine.’

      ‘You don’t look it. You’re as pale as a sheet. Are you sure you’re not sick?’

      His concern was touching, and for a moment Marta felt that familiar emptiness in her heart. It had been the same with Ishael, and true to form they’d lost each other after just hours together. Ishael was probably dead now, and even if he wasn’t, the chance of seeing him alive again was remote. Marta liked the way Arthur looked at her with genuine concern, was kind to her, sensitive. The truth was she felt like utter shit, and he had noticed it immediately. Nothing could happen though. Even if she hadn’t been pregnant with Ishael’s baby, any attempt to get close to him would be a waste of their time.

      ‘I’ve got a bit of motion sickness,’ she said, giving him a little smile. ‘Not been on a train in a while.’

      ‘I thought you rode trains a lot.’

      ‘Yeah, but on the outside.’

      The train pulled into another little station. A handful of people got on and took seats further up the carriage. Greenwood leaned back and hissed at them to shut the hell up now. Arthur nodded obediently, but Marta just glared at him.

      The train pulled out of the station and began to pick up speed. The world outside was beginning to get busier, fields and woodland gradually replaced by scatterings of houses, churches, shops. The hills rose, and the valleys dipped around them. More than once the train rattled over a small river and Marta watched with interest the cows and sheep in the fields.

      A public address system began an announcement overhead. Marta couldn’t understand, so she just ignored it, assuming it was the usual driver’s banter, welcoming new passengers and announcing the next station, but then she heard Greenwood’s sharp intake of breath and felt his seat shift against the back of hers. A moment later his grim face appeared next to her.

      ‘Problem,’ he whispered. ‘There’s been some big terrorist attack. I couldn’t understand everything, but soldiers are boarding all Paris-bound trains at the next station and checking for identification. Which of course we don’t have.’

      ‘What do we do?’ Arthur said. ‘The next stop is the first of the Metro. If we’re lucky they’ll board from the front and make their way back.’

      ‘Damn it, soldier, don’t you know anything about army procedure? They’ll start at either end and meet in the middle for this very reason.’

      ‘Well, what do you suggest?’

      Greenwood nodded at the rear door of the train. ‘If we can get it open before the train stops, maybe we can avoid them.’

      Marta looked up as the train entered a tunnel. So, back underground. The dark walls of the tunnel closed in around them like a prison, trapping them in, giving them nowhere to run. In a few minutes soldiers would be boarding the train and they would be discovered. There had to be a way—

      The sound of breaking glass was followed by a screeching alarm. Marta sat up and looked around her in dismay as other passengers stood up and started questioning the situation in angry French. The sound of the engine dipped, then the wheels squealed as the train ground to a halt.

      ‘That should do it.’

      Marta looked up and saw Owen standing up on his seat with his clawboard in his hands. Broken glass lay on the seat around him. Above the window was a little box similar to those on the London Underground, and Marta didn’t need to understand the French to know the words meant Emergency Brake.

      ‘I imagine I’ll get fined, but fuck it, they’ll have to catch me first,’ Owen said, grinning. ‘Anyone else up for jumping off this thing?’

      Marta was unable to suppress a smile. ‘Switch would be proud of you. Paul too.’

      Carl had already gone to the rear doors and levered them open. Encompassing dark awaited them.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Greenwood said, without a hint of surprise or gratitude. ‘Stay close together.’

      ‘You’re the boss,’ Owen said, giving him a wink and jumping down after Carl. Greenwood went next, followed by Marta, with Arthur coming last. As she jumped down on to the concrete below the tracks, she glanced down the carriage and saw several other passengers regarding them with a mixture of anger, fear and amazement. She shrugged and flashed a grin as she might once have done while peering through the windows during a ride. Then she jumped down and followed the others into the dark.

      Free of the train, they were back on their own terms, but she was unable to shake her anxiety. While they had avoided capture this time, within a matter of hours the authorities would have been alerted to their presence, and half of Paris would be hunting for them.
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      Switch awoke with a start. He looked around him, for a moment unsure where he was, the memory of a dark dream of being chased through underground tunnels by an army of Huntsmen still scraping its nails across his skin. He shook his head, rubbed his good eye and felt his bad one twitch.

      Paul was beside him, snoring softly, a blanket pulled up over his chest. Paul looked older than Switch could ever remember. Lines of worry cut grooves in Paul’s forehead and the skin beneath his eyes. His face was grimy with sweat and dust, and a dried trail of blood stained one side of his face down to his neck.

      They were sitting in the junked car that Switch had stolen two days before. They had covered the windscreen with a tarp they had found in the back in order to keep the wind out during the night, but it had blown off at some point and now Switch could see down from the top of the hill where Paul had parked to a checkpoint gate blocking an old highway far below.

      Both had been exhausted after escaping from Mont St Michel. Switch felt like he was living on borrowed time and had developed a new outlook on life overnight. He hadn’t thought about what would happen when the sun next rose because he hadn’t been expecting to see it, but now he had to take stock and plan his next move.

      ‘Fuck, man, did you earn your goddamn keep last night,’ Switch muttered, looking across at Paul’s sleeping form. ‘I had you labeled as king among the wusses, but next time you’re riding up front with me. That was some fucking display.’

      Paul grunted in his sleep and rolled away towards the door where he began to snore again.

      Switch pulled his own dirty blanket off him and got out of the car, closing the door quietly so as not to wake Paul.

      He walked over to the edge of the hilltop and stood looking down at the checkpoint from the shade of a tree. There were only two guards that he could see, but the checkpoint was a double line of barbed wire fencing, so they had shelved all thoughts of breaking through it with the remains of their piece of shit car.

      Paul had told him that three Huntsmen and a man had broken into the Quarantine Zone. The man, Halo, was surely dead, as was Dreggo and at least one Huntsman. However, he had seen another on the road, and that left one more.

      So, there were still two of them out there.

      The one he had hit with the car might be wandering around in a daze, disorientated after the death of its leader, but the other had to be on the trail of Marta and the others. Otherwise they would have run into it by now.

      As he turned back towards the car to go and wake Paul, Switch thought about Halo. What the fuck were you, man? Switch was no marksman but he had fired that grenade launcher at point-blank range and the man had just … shifted out of the way.

      There was no other word for it. Shifted. His feet had stayed still, but he had moved to one side like a sliding door, no more than ten or twenty centimetres but enough for the shell to miss.

      Thank God he was dead.

      Paul had woken up by the time Switch returned, and he climbed stiffly out of the car, leaning on the door for support as he rubbed one hand through what remained of his hair and squeezed his eyes shut to clear the sleep out of them. Paul was still odd to look at without his glasses; he was such a nerd that he needed something nerdy to complete his outfit. He’d done an amazing job to get them both out of the Mont before it turned to shit, but he would never look like a hero.

      ‘Thanks again for yesterday,’ Switch said, giving Paul a wink. ‘You saved my ass. I owe you one.’

      ‘You’ll get your chance to return the favour,’ Paul said, his voice grim. ‘I can pretty much guarantee it.’

      ‘So, our problem, as I see it now,’ Switch said, ‘is how to get the fuck over that fence and on to where the others have gone. They likely have a Huntsman on their trail and we all know how that’ll end up with only those deserter fucktards for protection. Judging by how well the rest of them faired, there ain’t much hope there.’

      Paul hung his head and sighed. He was struggling with everything, Switch knew. Delayed shock, some know-all doctor might call it. As far as Switch was concerned, Paul had just been fucked up.

      It was hardly surprising. Even he had been shocked by what they had found in the headquarters of the chumps who called themselves the Brittany Command.
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* * *

      ‘I’d suggest from the way that guy’s head is half hanging off that he pissed off something a little more dangerous than one of his gay ass deserter mates.’

      Paul said nothing. He stared at the two mangled corpses lying by the entrance to the underground base and wished he could climb back into their ruined car and drive away, leave all this behind.

      ‘Either that or a game of poker went seriously fucking tits up.’

      ‘Switch, will you just shut up?’

      His friend shrugged. ‘If you think blubbing like you’ve just been pushed off the slide at playschool will miraculously bring these guys back to life, then you go ahead. I’ll save my energy for killing anything that might still be down here.’

      ‘Switch!’

      ‘All right, all right. We going inside?’

      Paul gulped. ‘Someone might still be alive.’

      Switch reached down and jerked a rifle out of the dead man’s hands. The stiff fingers gave way with a loud crack that made Paul wince. ‘I’ll go first,’ he said. ‘I’m feeling pretty lucky tonight.’

      Paul followed Switch inside. Immediately the stench of blood made him clap a hand over his nose. Ahead of him Switch wore a scowl but seemed otherwise unaffected.

      Inside, the lights were still on, illuminating a scene of slaughter. Dead, savaged soldiers lay slumped in the corridors, in doorways, and on the stairs leading down. Paul started to count but gave up at twenty, each new body they found cutting off another slice of his resolve.

      ‘Look at this,’ Switch said, crouching down and pointing to a patch of black fluid on the floor outside a door that had been smashed open.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Oil and blood. I’d guess it didn’t come from a human. At least these cowardly bastards got a few hits in.’

      Paul pointed to the stairs and Switch led them down. On the fourth landing they stepped through a door and found themselves on a raised walkway above a large, empty hanger below.

      ‘There. That’s the head guy’s office.’

      ‘Last stand, I’d guess,’ Switch said. Four bloody corpses lay in the corridor in front of the door. One of them had lumps of flesh missing from its legs and arms. Paul felt his stomach contract. He started to put a hand over his mouth but it was too late. He bent double as hot vomit burst from his mouth and splattered on the ground below.

      He wiped his mouth and stood up. Switch was staring at the bodies, his face pale.

      ‘Yeah, that’s how I feel,’ he said. ‘Guess I haven’t eaten enough recently, and I’m not feeling in much of a snacking mood anymore.’

      ‘They’ve been—’

      ‘Yeah, I figured that.’ Switch turned towards him. ‘Look, what are we hoping to achieve down here?’

      ‘Someone might be alive,’ Paul croaked.

      ‘You really think so? They’ve been fucking butchered, man.’

      Paul couldn’t answer. He stepped past Switch and pushed through the door into Brent West’s office.

      West was a crumpled, bloody mess sprawled beside a desk splattered with blood and gore. Paul stared at him, refusing to give in to the utter helpless knowledge that the men were killed—slaughtered—because of who they had tried to protect.

      ‘Paul?’ Switch was calling him, but at first his friend’s voice seemed no more than a distant echo, like a voice from a near-forgotten dream. ‘Paul? Over here, man. Isn’t this that chump, Lionel? Jesus Christ in fucking Heaven.’
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* * *

      Paul had been quiet ever since they emerged from the base, but all Switch felt was anger. Not at whomever had done it—he knew now it had been Halo and his three Huntsmen—but at the so-called soldiers for being so fucking lame and defenseless. Apart from a few French army issue rifles—two of which now sat on the back seat of their car—the British soldiers had been unarmed. What the fuck was wrong with them? They were a bunch of spineless, chickenshit deserter toads who had achieved the sum total of fuck all between them and Switch and Paul had almost paid the price. Marta, Owen and Carl might yet be fucked unless Switch and Paul could figure a way out of the Quarantine Zone.

      ‘Fuck you,’ he muttered under his breath.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Not you. Every other wanker on this godforsaken continent.’

      ‘Well, I’m glad to hear you’re feeling better.’

      Switch turned to Paul and flashed a grin. ‘Like fucking magic,’ he said. ‘If only we could figure a way through that checkpoint down there.’ He fell silent, looking down the hill at where the fence crossed the highway far below, and the two soldiers patrolling it.

      ‘They said there was a tunnel,’ Paul said.

      ‘Yeah, and what good is that? They’re all dead. There’s no one to show us where it is because they all got their dumb asses killed.’

      ‘Perhaps there’s a map hidden somewhere?’

      ‘Yeah, “hidden” is the all important word there, isn’t it? We could search that hellhole for days and not find it. In any case, I don’t want to go back in there. Man, that was just nasty.’

      Neither said anything for a few minutes. Paul wandered away into the trees for some private time, leaving Switch to stare down at the checkpoint in frustration. Dozens of harebrained schemes danced through his mind, from somehow jumping over the fence to finding a bulldozer to batter their way through, to simply trying to shoot their way to freedom. All shared one thing in common: they wouldn’t work. At best each of his plans would make them look like fools, at worst they would get them both killed. There had to be another way.

      What pissed him off the most was that the Huntsman would know. The fucking Huntsman they were trying to escape from would know exactly where to go to catch up with his friends. The very thing they were trying to escape from could show them the way out…

      He slammed his plaster cast against the roof of the car, causing a hollow clang to echo out across the valley. ‘Fuck,’ he muttered. ‘That really would work, wouldn’t it?’

      Paul came out of the trees. He looked up at Switch and forced a smile. ‘Any ideas?’ he asked, voice optimistic rather than hopeful.

      ‘Yeah, as a matter of fact I have.’

      Paul looked weary as he raised an eyebrow. ‘Really?’

      ‘Say you were some dumb ass foot soldier and your boss just got blown to shit, leaving you leaderless. What would you do?’

      Paul frowned. ‘I don’t know.’

      Switch rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, so I thought. Well, I know what I’d do. I’d go back to the place I last saw him and then look for inspiration. Eventually I’d probably do what any poor lost soldier would do, and head off after the rest of my troop.’

      ‘Switch, I really don’t like what I think you’re suggesting.’

      ‘No, neither do I. But it’s all I can think of. We find that damn thing and we follow it to that tunnel. Once we get through we go our separate ways.’

      ‘What about our scent?’

      ‘I’m pretty sure it won’t be looking for us. I’d say that exploding fucking mountain might have broken the trail a little, don’t you think?’ He shook his head and tapped his plaster cast against the side of the car in frustration. ‘Look. It’s not stupid. If it figures out we survived it’ll know we’ll try to follow the others, and their trail will eventually lead it to all of us, but it’ll know that the longer it fucks around here the colder their trail will get. That’s what I’d do, and I’m not exactly the brightest spark in the fireworks box, am I?’

      Paul gave a grim smile. ‘I think you’re doing all right. Much as I hate to admit it, it’s the best lead we’ve got.’

      They got into the car and headed back along the coast. ‘It’ll head for the town, I reckon,’ Switch said, ‘but let’s check in on that deserter graveyard first.’

      ‘We could be wasting our time,’ Paul said.

      ‘Yeah, we could. But right now there are a lot of ways we could be wasting it.’

      Half an hour later Switch pulled the car off the road near the turning that led to the underground base. They took the guns and walked down the road with them cocked and ready. Switch felt like he knew what he was doing, but Paul looked awkward with the rifle held out in front of him, like some book nerd drafted up to the army.

      ‘Get through that gate over there,’ he said, pointing. ‘We should be able to see the entrance from the hedgerow at the bottom of that field.’

      They climbed over the gate and waded through the knee-high grass. The field angled downhill, then sloped sharply up again to a low hedgerow held back by a half-collapsed wire fence. By standing on top of one of the fallen fence stakes Switch could see the entrance to the base in the valley below. The bodies lying on the ground outside were also visible, and the door that had been knocked off its hinges.

      ‘Can’t see the Huntsman,’ he said.

      ‘We should wait a while, shouldn’t we?’

      Switch scowled. ‘Damn it, I don’t know. Five minutes either way and we could miss it,’ he said. ‘This plan is fucked.’

      ‘It’s the best we have.’

      ‘Yeah, but it still sucks.’

      They stared at the entrance for a few minutes. Nothing moved. No one came in or out. There was no sound of a vehicle up on the road behind them.

      ‘I hate this,’ Paul said. ‘What if it’s watching us right now? We could turn around, and it could be right there in front of us. We wouldn’t have a chance.’

      ‘Paul, I love you man, but seriously, shut the fuck up. I’m freaked out enough as it is.’ Switch pointed. ‘Here, pass me that gun. It has a telescopic sight. I don’t know, maybe I’ll be able to see if the bodies have been chewed or something.’

      He lifted the sight to his eye, and immediately the entrance to the base was magnified several times over. The bodies of the men looked so close Switch felt he could touch them. He could almost see the whites of their dead, haunted eyes.

      As he watched, a small bird rose up off the chest of one and flapped away. Switch followed it with the sight for a few metres, then swung back to the dead men in alarm. He shifted the gun, pointing the sight at the grass just to the side of the entrance.

      ‘Oh fuck, Paul. It’s there.’

      ‘Where?’

      Switch’s hands began to tremble, and he struggled to hold the gun straight. Damn it, what’s wrong with me? ‘It’s right there. It’s crouched in the grass beside the entrance like it’s waiting for prey. Holy fuck, that’s creepy.’

      Paul lifted the other gun. ‘Where is it?’

      ‘Just to the left of the entrance.’

      ‘I don’t … oh.’

      The grass had to be half a metre deep, and with the naked eye they would never have seen it. Through the telescopic sights, though, the half-human monster lying in the grass was clearly visible. It was crouched on all fours with its hood up over its face, leaving only its snout visible. As Switch watched, it shifted a fraction to the right, twisted its neck and then settled again.

      ‘Did you see that, Switch? Did you see that?’

      ‘Yeah, I saw it. Don’t get all hysterical on me. What do you think it’s doing?’

      ‘It has to be waiting for us. Perhaps it knows we’d come back to the base. Our scent must be down there. Can it follow a moving car? I drove pretty fast, but they tracked us on that train out of London, didn’t they?’

      ‘If it can, it didn’t.’

      ‘Then what’s it doing?’

      ‘I think we’ll find out if we wait.’ Switch watched the Huntsman through the sight. He’d never fired an automatic rifle before. Could he be sure of hitting it over this distance? I blow its face off and there’s one less Huntsman on our trail, but we’re still trapped behind this fucking fence, God damn it, but if it gets dark and it’s still there I’ll damn well try. Can’t have that thing running around in the dark with us still here.

      After a while, looking through the sight at the motionless Huntsman began to give Switch a headache, so he suggested they work in shifts. One watched the creature while the other watched their backs, just in case there were more than the three caught in the photographs at the checkpoint. It was always possible.

      The day drifted on and the Huntsman didn’t move. They changed watch every fifteen minutes, peering through the telescopic sights, too scared almost to blink. Paul was on watch duty when Switch was pulled out of a light doze by a frantic hand on his shoulder.

      ‘Switch, you’d better see this. Oh shit.’

      ‘All right.’ He pulled the sight to his good eye. ‘Where?’

      ‘Down there, just by the edge of the trees. Oh shit, we’re in trouble.’

      Switch moved the sight to look. Limping across the open ground towards the entrance was a hunched man carrying a bundle on his back. Switch wedged the gun barrel in the crux of two branches so that he could take his shaking hands off it, and saw to his dismay that he recognised the man.

      Halo.

      And it wasn’t a bundle on his back, but the battered remains of a human.

      Dreggo.

      ‘I don’t fucking believe it.’ He wanted to scream, You should be dead! ‘How the fuck did they get out of there, Paul? How the fuck? It’s not possible, those bastards.’

      ‘Can we shoot them?’ Paul said.

      It crossed Switch’s mind, but he shook his head. How does Mega Britain build these things? They’re damn near indestructible. ‘Man, we could try. We might get one of them before they took cover, but would we get them all? And they just survived Arma-fucking-geddon. Is one of these bullets even enough? I say we follow them. Looks like they’ll be moving pretty slow and we might get a better chance. Plus, if we can get ahead of them we could at least warn the others.’

      They exchanged glances. ‘I feel like we’re on the trail of a bunch of man-eating lions,’ Paul said.

      Switch couldn’t even bring himself to smile. ‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s much, much worse than that.’
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      Scuffing his feet along the floor, Owen tried to keep the scowl off his face as he trailed after the others in the darkness. Why did everything take so damn long? Every few steps Greenwood paused, pulled out a crumpled map he had inside a sheet of cellophane, and flicked his torch over it. Marta had said it was a map of something called the Paris Catacombs, but he was quickly losing faith in any of them. Marta acted like their leader but she didn’t seem to know what was going on. Owen didn’t know how Carl could stand it, but the teenager from the GFAs seemed unaffected by anything that happened. Owen envied his clear head, but at the same time he wished he had an ally in his discontent.

      They had left the train line behind some time before, taking a turn down what was little more than a rough-hewn cave tunnel. It reminded Owen too much of the tight confines of the passage out of the Quarantine Zone, and he wished they could just find a way up to the surface and be done with it. Greenwood was being far too cautious. On Paris’s streets they would blend in easily, but Greenwood insisted they stay hidden, and when anyone criticised his decisions he gave them the same diatribe about being an experienced soldier and therefore knowing best.

      Owen was still pissed with Greenwood for making the Gravedigger stay behind. While he understood the impracticalities of the robot coming with them, he also felt it deserved better treatment than to be left behind in the woods like a dog which had followed its master off to war, only to be told it wasn’t welcome on the train.

      Behind him Arthur was bringing up the rear. The younger soldier hardly ever spoke to anyone other than Marta. He obviously had the hots for her, which, despite being just a kid, Owen could understand. Marta was pretty, and it wasn’t like there was much choice. Owen flashed a quick smirk at the idea of Greenwood in a dress. Arthur, however, was altogether too nice to be of any use if they got in trouble.

      ‘How long are we going to be down here?’ he said in a half-whisper, hoping that Greenwood wouldn’t overhear.

      ‘We’re going to join up again with the Metro system soon,’ Arthur said out of the dark. ‘France doesn’t have a big standing army so its soldiers are spread thin. The checks are likely only on the perimeter, so if we just bypass a few outlying stations we should be safe to resume our journey.’

      ‘How long’s that going to take?’

      ‘We have perhaps a couple of miles to walk. We kind of drew attention to ourselves back there, so we have to make sure we’re not being followed.’

      Owen sighed and fell silent. Part of him wished he’d done nothing and let them run into the French soldiers and get captured. While they might be in prison now, there was a good chance it would be light, warm, and they’d be getting some decent food.
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* * *

      The Gravedigger cocked his head as he listened again to the vibrations in the earth that told him the running thing was getting closer. His highly tuned sensors were designed to locate suitable excavation sites for graves, but they also served to pick up every tremor in the ground for up to three miles in any direction. Trains and cars were heavy rumbles and easy to differentiate, but he could pick up a sensation as small as a bird landing on a tree or a dormouse running for its burrow.

      He looked back into the trees from his sentry position on the edge of the meadow. Above him, the sky was fading away towards evening, and with darkness some of his advantage would be lost.

      He had first felt the running thing’s vibrations about fifteen minutes earlier, and while he had taken time to filter it out of all the background vibration—the shifting of trees caused by the wind, the movement of small forest creatures, and what he considered the general aches and pains of the earth itself—he had soon realised that the running thing was roughly following their path but at speed; if it was tracking them it wasn’t using conventional methods, but its route was too similar to be a coincidence.

      The Gravedigger crouched down in the foliage at the edge of the forest to wait. The running thing was closing quickly and would pass right by his hiding place if its route didn’t deviate.

      And then the Gravedigger would strike.

      His heightened senses felt the world around it as he waited: the tingle of the late autumn chill, the dryness of the air and the crunch of the dead leaves beneath his feet. The Gravedigger enjoyed his senses rather more than what they offered him; he liked the way they worked but was entirely unaffected by what he felt. He didn’t care one way or the other if it was summer or winter, day or night, hot or cold. One was the same as the other, but he enjoyed experiencing the gradual change and the way his senses would flicker inside his mind as if he was truly alive like the humans he had helped.

      The feelings he felt for the humans were slightly different. To call it empathy was too strong. Essentially it didn’t matter to the Gravedigger whether they lived or died; he had little concept of good or bad, but he understood duty and honour. Duty was what made him dig the holes in the ground for the dead, and honour was why he lowered the bodies into the holes, rather than leaving them to rot by the side of the road for the crows to claim. He understood that the humans were going somewhere out of a sense of duty, and it was through a sense of honour that he had made himself their protector.

      Maybe there was more, but the Gravedigger didn’t know. He was designed to dig holes. His weapons were installed to protect him while he dug holes. That there were no holes to dig left him with nothing to do, and until he was switched off or his power ran down he would wander around looking for ways to fulfill his duty.

      The running thing was closer. The Gravedigger switched his vision over to heat sensor and caught sight of it deep in the trees, moving quickly, running in a kind of loping half-human, half-animal gait.

      It was heading directly towards where the Gravedigger waited.

      Now he could hear the running thing’s haggard, desperate breathing, and in that moment he knew it was little different to him; it was also part machine, and it was running itself into the ground out of a skewed sense of duty as it strived to carry out an order it didn’t have the intelligence to disobey. The vibrations gave away its occasional stumbles and slips, and the Gravedigger knew it had run to its limits, possibly not even pausing to drink or eat.

      The Gravedigger waited until it was in range and then fired off one of his small explosive charges. It struck the creature in the shoulder. The running thing howled and fell away out of sight into a hollow.

      The Gravedigger rose up out of his hiding place and marched towards where the running thing had fallen, intending to finish it quickly. His vibration sensors felt the running thing roll and writhe; it wasn’t dead but it was wounded. The Gravedigger fired off a couple of shots into its general vicinity to keep it down, then broke into a brisk trot, arms working silently at his sides.

      As he stepped out from behind a tree with his weapon trained on the ground in front of him, something slammed into his eye, and the Gravedigger’s head snapped back, his vision momentarily flickering out, leaving him in darkness. His vibration sensors picked up something close by leaping forward, and then a weight landed on his chest, knocking him to the ground. He fired blindly, but from the way the running thing held on he knew his shots had missed.

      Strong claws raked his face, tearing open the synthetic skin and scratching at the hard metal beneath. The Gravedigger heard a growl, and reached up with his big digging hands to push the running thing off. He felt intense strength in the arms encircling him, although they had a pliable feeling like human muscle. He was designed for digging through hard earth, even rock. His fingers closed over one arm, gripping it tight, and he pulled the running thing into a roll as it sought to get a grip on somewhere more dangerous. As they tumbled down the slope, knocking against trees as they went, the Gravedigger felt strong, doglike teeth biting and snapping at the metal casing under his broken synthetic skin.

      Together they slammed hard into a rocky outcrop exposed by a fallen tree, and the Gravedigger threw the running thing off into the undergrowth. He heard it drop and roll, and rose to a sitting position, anticipating another strike. He fired off another shot and heard it strike a nearby tree.

      Nearby, his vibration sensors felt the running thing leap, but instead of landing on the Gravedigger it bounded past, running hard up the slope towards the meadow. The Gravedigger stood up and turned, firing several shots up into the trees, but the vibrations continued to recede in the same regular pattern.

      The running thing was done with the battle and was leaving, following the same course it had followed before, that of the humans.

      The Gravedigger switched his vision back to regular and looked around. He lifted one hand to his face and felt a metal bolt protruding out of one eye. The bolt had gone in far enough to interfere with the circuitry fitted around the organic part of his brain, and he didn’t dare remove the bolt in case it damaged the wiring further on its way out. The damage was possibly irreversible and might worsen over time, but for now the Gravedigger was still operational. His heat sensor had broken in both eyes, but his regular vision was still working through one. There was no damage to his vibration or sound sensors, and all other damage was cosmetic.

      A sudden human thought flashed into his mind: I ain’t pretty, but I got what you need, baby. Not for the first time, he wondered just how much real humanity was in the organic part of his brain, but he realised he was wasting time with such considerations while the running thing was getting out of range.

      The Gravedigger didn’t feel pain, nor did he feel any kind of disappointment that he had failed to defeat the running thing, only a certain dissatisfaction that it had escaped, and that now he would have to set off in pursuit in order to continue protecting the humans. What was, was, but if he hurried he would get another chance.

      Using his vibration and sound sensors in union with his one remaining eye to avoid crashing into any trees in the gloom of the forest, the Gravedigger broke into a run.
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* * *

      Breathing hard, Ystapha broke out of the trees and dashed across the meadow, the scent of the Tube Riders fresh and clear again. His shoulder screamed at him in agony where the strange robot’s searing weapon had stuck him, but with enough time the wound would seal over and heal.

      Exhaustion had gifted him a few hours of blissful unconsciousness yesterday, but otherwise he had run without pause for two days, only stopping for a few brief minutes earlier to slaughter and feed on a sheep when hunger and dehydration threatened to do the same to him again. His clawed, half-human hands and furred, padded animal feet were torn and bloody, but like his shoulder, they would heal.

      As he dashed down the hill towards a small train station, his thoughts lingered on the robot he had encountered back in the woods. Tube Rider scent had been all over it, but after the brief skirmish Ystapha had established that the robot was not one of the assigned prey, but far worse—it presented a very real danger to his ability to find the Tube Riders before their scent faded. Ystapha hadn’t backed down from a fight he might have eventually won, but the risk was too great. He was lucky the robot’s first shot had not been direct, or it could have been over. Had the robot been more organic, Ystapha’s bloodlust might have taken over, but as his opponent had been mostly metal, he had been able to rein in his aggression.

      He paused outside the little train station, looking around for other humans. The scent led up on to the platform, and after a moment Ystapha dashed inside the station building and jumped over the ticket gates.

      The platform was empty. Behind him, he heard a door open and a voice shout out to him, but when he turned and bared his teeth the man ran back inside, slamming the door shut. Ystapha was still full from his earlier kill, otherwise the man might have died. Instead, the Tracker-Killer looked up and down the platform edge, nostrils twitching, searching for Tube Rider scent.

      They had got on an eastbound train. The faintest of scents led off in that direction, but its strength would depend on how fast the train had moved. Some Huntsmen could track moving vehicles, but it was far easier just to follow the trail until the scent appeared again. They had to get off somewhere.

      Ystapha jumped down onto the track and dashed off towards the east, where in the distance the lights of Paris twinkled against the clouds that covered the city.
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      Dreggo was a dead weight on Halo’s back, a cluster of bones rattling in a sack as he followed Heyna through the trees. Up ahead, the Huntsman picked his way carefully through the foliage, aware that with Dreggo’s body in a sling on Halo’s back they couldn’t move at any real pace. She wasn’t heavy, but the trees grew close and the undergrowth was thick. Her body was curled like a foetus inside the sling, but her legs hung out and occasionally got snagged on brambles or vines.

      Once, after Dreggo’s leg had spasmed and kicked out at a thicket of undergrowth, startling a bird which in turn had startled Halo, he had pulled the loop off his shoulders and threatened to leave her. Heyna had bared his teeth mutinously, and Halo, aware that without the Huntsman he was unable to track the Tube Riders, had hauled the ruins of Cale’s pet back up on to his back.

      Whatever technology, be it genetic or mechanical, that was acting on her, like the rest of Mega Britain it seemed, it was flawed. It wasn’t designed to repair such extensive damage, but her vitals were so well protected by her metallic exoskeleton that death kept rejecting her. After hauling them both out of the water Halo had inspected what was left of her, and found signs of previous regeneration which had left her with a slightly bent spine, one arm that didn’t straighten, and terrible scarring. The Tube Rider had fired the grenade launcher so close to her that the shell had partially deflected off her body before exploding, but it had still inflicted injuries that would have killed a regular human, tearing chunks of flesh from her side and lower back.

      While Dreggo drifted in and out of consciousness, the regeneration process continued unabated, slowly knitting bones and tissue back together, secreting new material where it had been lost. It had only been one night since they had climbed up out of the sea, but her haunting, wailing screams as her body’s reparation process filled her with agony had forced Halo to gag her. The way her wild eyes bulged at him whenever they stopped to rest made him wonder if putting her out of her misery wasn’t the best thing for all of them, and so be it if Heyna mutinied. Dreggo, he had realised, was the leader-elect of the Huntsmen, even those—like Heyna—who had never encountered her before. Quite why, he couldn’t understand, but he would lose control of the Huntsman if he let Dreggo die. Without Heyna he couldn’t track, and if he couldn’t track he couldn’t hunt the Tube Riders. And if he couldn’t hunt, Cale would murder Valerie, his last blood.

      So Dreggo lived.

      ‘Tunnel,’ Heyna said from ahead of him. ‘Tube Riders … go tunnel.’

      Halo walked ahead of the Huntsman and stooped down at the edge of a small river that ran across their path at the foot of a steep, rocky bank rising sheer for a few metres and then curving off into a gentle slope. Here the river’s arc had cut into the soft rock of the hillside, but further upriver the forest sloped gently down to the water’s edge.

      Opposite them, half hidden by dangling vines and ferns, was a dark crack in the rock face. ‘Tube Riders … go inside.’

      Halo nodded. He slipped Dreggo’s sling off his shoulder and lowered her to the ground. The girl whistled through the gag, groaning in pain. The sunlight that shone down through the trees revealed part of the flesh of her lower back as the shirt she wore shifted up, and Halo winced at the way the flesh vibrated like a pan of simmering water. It was no real surprise that the regeneration process hurt.

      ‘Okay,’ he said to Heyna. ‘Rest, drink something. Then we move on.’

      The Huntsman nodded and moved to Dreggo’s side. He pulled a water flask out of a pocket in his robe, unscrewed the cap with furry, clawed fingers and pushed it to Dreggo’s mouth. With the other hand he pushed her gag down a fraction so that the water could pour in. Then, as Dreggo jerked with pain, Heyna ran the back of his hand across her forehead to wipe away the sweat. The Huntsman growled softly, the way a lioness might purr to her young.

      Halo turned away. The sight of a Huntsman displaying tenderness disturbed him more than any slaughter. Instead, he concentrated on the situation at hand. They had walked several miles from the deserters’ base, almost all of it through thick woodland. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong, though.

      It was almost as if they were being watched.
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* * *

      Switch really wished Carl was around. Much as he thought the kid was a country redneck whose parents were probably related, the kid knew what he was talking about when it came to tracking. While Switch had been stealing, mugging, fighting and doing whatever else was necessary to stay alive in London GUA, Carl had been wandering about in a forest perusing animal tracks and shooting rabbits with a catapult. Much as Switch thought that kind of thing was dumb and pointless, Carl’s tracking skills would have come in handy as they tried to follow Halo, Dreggo and the Huntsman without ever getting close enough to be heard or smelt.

      Dreggo’s howls of pain were enough noise for them to follow, while the unguarded noise the other two were making suggested they weren’t expecting any pursuit of their own. However, had it not been for Paul they would have been discovered.

      Paul had pointed out that the direction of the wind was important and that they needed to stay downwind or the breeze would give them away. This meant skirting to the south while keeping the same general orientation. A couple of times they’d gone out of earshot, and Switch had been terrified they would somehow get ahead of Halo’s party and turn around to see the Huntsman rushing towards them out of the undergrowth.

      They still carried the two rifles. Paul covered him with one as Switch eased a couple of branches aside to peer through the undergrowth towards the river. The gun’s safety was still on, but Paul wouldn’t flick it off in case the sharp noise alerted the Huntsman. The guns were for comfort only; if discovered they were as good as dead.

      They were down there, near the river. A soft breeze tickled Switch’s face, the gentle touch of safety. He watched as the Huntsman bent down and offered water to Dreggo. Switch wondered just what it would take to kill her, but at least he seemed to be getting there. For want of a better expression, she looked utterly fucked up.

      Halo was another matter. Switch had set off a bomb big enough to blow up half a mountain and the man looked unhurt. Switch had seen Huntsmen die. This Halo was different. Switch had never backed down from a fight in his life but Halo was walking death, and a confrontation between them could end in only one way.

      As he watched, the Huntsman stood up, crossed the river and disappeared. Switch’s good eye blinked and his bad one flickered. Where had it gone? Then Halo lifted up the sling containing Dreggo, hung it back over his shoulder as if it were no heavier than a school backpack, and headed across the river after the Huntsman.

      In a couple of seconds he was out of sight.

      ‘You see them?’ Paul whispered.

      ‘Not anymore,’ he said.

      ‘Where did they go?’

      Switch didn’t answer. He continued to watch the clearing where the Huntsman, Halo and Dreggo had been. For several minutes he didn’t move. He tried to think like a hunter, like a tracker stalking his prey. One wrong move could reveal their position, give them away. One wrong move could get them killed.

      Behind him he heard Paul shifting nervously, impatient. This wasn’t Paul’s scene, Switch knew. Whatever heroism Paul had performed at the Mont had been out of character, and now the well was dry. He was back in his shell, recovering.

      ‘Stay here.’

      Switch didn’t wait for an answer. He lowered himself to the ground and slipped between the fronds of fern and small shrubs that blanketed the forest floor. He moved between the trees until the clearing by the river came into view, and then he saw it: a dark sliver in the rock, little more than a shadow.

      A tunnel entrance.

      He backtracked to Paul and together they moved forward to where they had a better view of the clearing and the tunnel entrance beyond.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Paul asked.

      ‘We give them enough time to get clear, then we follow,’ he said. ‘The last thing I want is to find out is that they’ve gone into the wrong tunnel when we meet them coming back out.’

      ‘Don’t you have any more grenades? We could throw one in and bring the tunnel down on them.’

      Switch gave a quick shake of his head. ‘No. Two reasons. One: we miss, they get pissed and come back out here and rip us to shreds, and two: we’re successful but we still end up stuck inside the Quarantine Zone while another Huntsman runs down our friends. No, I think we’ll give them a bit of time.’
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* * *

      It was nearly nightfall when Switch decided the tunnel was safe. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘We can’t see anything out here anymore so we might as well head on in. You want first or last?’

      ‘Last. Not that it’ll matter if they’re in there waiting for us.’

      ‘They won’t be. If they knew we were tailing them we’d be dead, it’s as simple as that. That man Halo, whoever—whatever—he is, doesn’t need stealth. Trust me.’

      ‘I trust you.’

      Switch grinned. ‘Let’s go get ourselves killed in the name of revolution. I tried yesterday, but thanks to you it didn’t work out too well, so let’s have another crack at it now.’ He cocked his head. ‘That’s a joke.’

      ‘I know. I didn’t feel like laughing.’

      ‘Miserable sod.’ Switch gave his friend a wink, patted him on the shoulder and headed into the tunnel, not knowing if the next time the sun shone on his face he would be alive or dead.
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      The Governor’s eyes opened and he looked up into the darkness. He thought he had been dreaming but now he was not so sure. He had felt something, a massive disturbance that he took a moment to place.

      ‘Dreggo,’ he whispered in the dark. ‘Is that you?’

      He turned his mind inward, looking for the Huntsmen’s signal. All he could feel were two fractured frequencies, too distant to reach. The third had disappeared.

      So, one of them was dead.

      He knew from their communications that five of the six Tube Riders were still alive. That was unfortunate, but Dreggo had somehow survived too, which was better news. Unlike Halo, Dreggo was loyal. Her assistance would make hunting the Tube Riders far easier, but he had felt a distance between her mind and his, as if something had happened to her to sever it. There was the radio link, of course, placed in her brain by Karmski’s scientists to allow her to communicate with the Huntsmen, but there was the other channel too, the one that they shared. Karmski’s men had been partly responsible for that too, but only partly. Dreggo had no idea of the power she could possess if she so chose. He needed to bring her back. She would make a perfect test subject when his spacecraft finally returned with his treasure.

      Unable to sleep, he climbed up out of bed and took a shower, running scalding water over a carved, ageless body. The wounds from the tunnel had all but healed now, and he felt stronger than ever. If only his country was the same. The cracks were beginning to widen. The people were growing restless, and the Governor feared a full scale revolt. He wanted to turn his attention towards Europe and begin preparations for war, but the major threat was from within. He couldn’t allow the unrest to escalate.

      His personal apartments in Parliament Tower had a panoramic view of the city. The windows were tinted to protect him from the sunlight, but it was night now, so he pressed a button on the nearest frame, causing the glass to slide up into the paneling above.

      A cold wind scratched at his face and he stepped back out of its way. Down below, his personal gardens were dark and silent, but beyond them lights flashed, sirens wailed, and the snap of guns and explosions rang out.

      He closed the window and went back to his desk. He found his private telephone, called the offices of the Department of Civil Affairs, and got put through to Farrell Soars.

      ‘Yes, sir?’

      ‘Commander Soars, I’m pleased to find you still at work. This is important. I need to know how many operatives you can have on the ground within an hour.’

      ‘Sir, I think perhaps a hundred.’

      ‘Soars, you are not listening to me. Not from your single department. I’m talking from all departments, all across the city. What is the maximum number of armed agents you can have available within an hour?’

      ‘Sir, I…’

      ‘I need numbers.’

      There was a short silence. The Governor could imagine Farrell Soars pulling up information on a computer.

      ‘Sir, all operatives?’

      ‘Did you mishear me, Soars? I said all departments.’

      There was a slow intake of breath. ‘About two thousand. But that would leave our offices close to unmanned—’

      ‘Perfect. That will be enough. By tomorrow your men will be joined by at least two divisions of our standing army.’ The Governor chuckled. ‘I’m going soft in my old age, I think, Soars. I’m trying to be nice. The step after this will be to release the Huntsmen, but, if possible, I would like to avoid doing that.’

      Farrell Soars’s voice became strained. ‘Certainly, sir. What would you like me to do?’

      The Governor gave a little smile, and told him.
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* * *

      Frank finished bolting the shutters on his downstairs windows and made his way up the stairs towards his bedroom. The street outside was relatively quiet for once, although he could hear a siren wailing just beyond the opposite row of houses.

      He was just lifting his old bones into bed when he heard the blaring of a loud speaker outside.

      ‘CITIZENS OF LONDON GREATER URBAN AREA, THIS IS YOUR GOVERNMENT SPEAKING.’

      He tramped over to the window, pulled back the curtains, slid up the metal shutter and peered out into the night. A van was making its way down the street, a public address system attached to its roof. It was moving slowly, barely at walking pace. Three men walked in front of it, holding guns across their chests.

      ‘WITH IMMEDIATE EFFECT, LASTING FROM 7 P.M. TO 7 A.M. A NIGHTLY CURFEW HAS BEEN IMPOSED. ALL CITIZENS, BAR THOSE WITH EXPRESS PERMISSION OF THE GOVERNMENT, MUST BE INDOORS DURING THOSE TIMES. FAILURE TO COMPLY WILL RESULT IN ARREST AND IMPRISONMENT PENDING TRIAL. THESE MEASURES ARE FOR THE BENEFIT OF ALL AND ARE FOR YOUR OWN SAFETY.’

      ‘Damn fools,’ Frank muttered, as the group moved past the front of his building. Might as well just save time and declare war.’

      Outside, the looped message began to play again. With a scoff, Frank pulled the shutter down and jerked the curtains back across.

      A year ago he might have laughed at the government and its pathetic attempt at controlling the city, because the Department of Civil Affairs was spread thin at the best of times. Now he knew better. When the inevitable backlash began, and the DCA’s attempts at control were overwhelmed by rioting citizens, the Governor would simply release the Huntsmen to restore order in the only way they could.

      Then the real bloodshed would begin.
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      Greenwood called a halt after an hour, and they sat down on the cold, damp floor to rest. Arthur produced a couple of packets of bread, which they shared out, but Owen could sense the growing frustration and was glad he wasn’t the only one who was starting to get tired of their lack of progress.

      ‘Are we lost?’ he asked, unable to keep the petulance out of his voice. ‘Just admit it. We are, aren’t we?’

      ‘Owen, please,’ Marta said, her voice weary.

      ‘If you think you could do a better job of getting us through these tunnels, be my guest,’ Greenwood said. ‘Our maps are out of date and old.’

      ‘Clearly.’

      With a grunt Greenwood tossed his food aside and stood up. In a second he was hauling Owen up off the ground and shoving him back against the wall of the tunnel. Owen cried out as jutting rocks poked into his back.

      ‘Stop it!’ Marta shouted. Carl and Arthur scrambled to their feet as Greenwood leaned close.

      ‘You’ve got a problem with leadership, haven’t you, kid?’ he said.

      ‘Show me a leader and we’ll see,’ Owen answered, trying to push Greenwood away, but the soldier was too strong. Carl and Arthur tried to pull Greenwood back but he just shrugged them off.

      ‘Get off me!’ Owen groaned as Greenwood’s grip twisted to tighten Owen’s shirt around his throat, choking him. Finally Greenwood seemed to get bored and pushed Owen aside.

      The soldier stalked a short distance back down the tunnel and then turned around. ‘You people might not think much of the likes of Arthur and me,’ he said. ‘You might think we’re cowards, or deserters, but we’re no different to you. We’re just running away from a government we despise and waiting for the chance to pay it back for everyone we’ve lost. But if you think you can lead better, then go on.’

      Owen glared at Greenwood a moment, then turned away. Carl said something to him, but he wasn’t listening. His heart was pounding. How dare that bastard push me? What’s he done for us except get us into danger?

      In a moment his mind was made up. ‘Fuck this,’ he muttered, turned and ran off into the tunnel.

      ‘Owen!’ Marta shouted, but he was already sprinting blindly away into the darkness, not caring whether he fell or ran into something. All he could think about was getting away from their lies and incompetence.

      Their cries grew faint behind him. Light from somewhere up ahead gave the world a faint outline, so Owen ran in that direction, passing several tunnel entrances. From some came the rumble of distant trains. He was aware that he was being foolish, that alone he could achieve nothing, but for a few minutes his frustration and anger got the better of him and by the time he came to a tired stop, it was too late.

      He turned on his heels and put his hands on his hips. Every direction looked the same; he had no idea where he had come from.

      He was lost.

      Oh, what I fool I am.
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* * *

      ‘I’ll find him,’ Carl said. ‘You guys stay here. He can’t have gone far.’

      ‘Nice work, Captain,’ Marta muttered.

      ‘Look—’

      ‘Captain Greenwood, please!’ Arthur said. ‘Just leave it, all right?’

      He sounded as frustrated as Marta felt. Greenwood just glared back at him.

      ‘I can track him,’ Carl said. ‘He can’t have gone far.’

      ‘We’re not hunting antelope,’ Greenwood said. ‘Let him find his own way out. We were instructed to get that memory card of yours to the British Embassy. I trust you haven’t been passing it around?’

      ‘I still have it,’ Marta said tersely.

      ‘Well thank God for that,’ Greenwood said. ‘Now, I think we should—’

      His voice cut off dead as a whining sound came out of the dark. Marta heard it too and froze, barely daring to breathe. It can’t be. It’s not possible. Not here.

      ‘What the hell …?’ Greenwood’s torch flicked on. He lifted it up and pointed it back the way they had come.

      A squat, robed figure crouched there at the edge of the light. Its head lifted, and the hood fell back to reveal wild human eyes above a canine snout. Wires glinted as its brow furrowed and furred lips drew back to reveal sharp, glistening teeth.

      Greenwood, standing closest to the Huntsman, screamed and dropped the torch as the creature sprang forward.

      ‘Run!’ Arthur roared, and then he was ahead of her, his fingers squeezing her arm, dragging her behind him. Fear had turned her legs to jelly, and she stumbled as she tried to keep up, feeling her head spin and nausea fill her. Behind them she heard Greenwood screaming and another rapid set of footfalls that she prayed belonged to Carl.

      Arthur’s torch bounced around the tunnel in front of her, the light hopping off the wall onto the ceiling and down to the rough-hewn rock at their feet. One stumble and they were dead. Tears sprang to her eyes. They had come too far for it to end like this, slaughtered like rats in a dark underground tunnel.

      ‘This way,’ Arthur said, pulling her into a side tunnel. She slipped on the damp rock and would have fallen had he not been holding on to her, but his fingers tightened over her wrist and he dragged her after him. She screamed Carl’s name but could no longer hear him behind her. Greenwood’s cries had faded, and she didn’t know if the Huntsman had caught him too.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she gasped.

      ‘We have to get to the trains,’ Arthur said. ‘It’s our only chance.’

      He pulled her down another tunnel. Up ahead, something huge and metallic rushed past the other end.

      ‘The catacombs exist for the most part below the Metro system,’ Arthur said. ‘But there is tunneling on the Metro levels that connects with the train tunnels. There are hundreds of them. That’s why it’s so fucking confusing.’

      It was the first time she’d ever heard him swear. She felt rather than saw him grinning in the dark.

      Still running, they emerged into a train tunnel that was lit by emergency lights at intervals of about a hundred metres. Far to the right the tunnel opened up into a station where the lights were closer together. It looked quiet, shut down, abandoned.

      Deep into the tunnel to their left came the growing roar of the next approaching train.

      ‘Run!’ Arthur shouted, pushing her in front of him. ‘Careful of the central rail, it’s electrified.’

      She gave a grim smile as she ran. The tunnel was so similar to those in the London Underground that it could be the same system. She knew more about it than Arthur could imagine.

      Marta was perhaps halfway to where the lights were closer together when she heard a growl from behind her. Risking a glance back, she saw the Huntsman burst out of the side tunnel entrance. It glanced left, then turned back to face them. Baring its teeth, it leapt after them, running low to the ground, more like a dog than a man.

      ‘Arthur, hurry! Arthur?’

      He had seen it in the light for the first time. He stared in dumbstruck horror as it loped towards him, closing fast.

      She stopped, ran back and yanked him forward. He shook his head as if breaking out of a trance and turned to follow her. The Huntsman was less than twenty metres behind. Marta managed to lift her eyes from the monster long enough to see the lights of the Metro train appear in the tunnel behind.

      Where the lights were closer together she found a platform opening out on one side of the single train line. It didn’t look big enough to be an abandoned station, but perhaps it was a maintenance area. It didn’t matter, it was enough.

      And then she remembered Arthur. She looked back as the soldier scrambled up on to the platform. The Huntsman was further back, gaining slower than she had expected. It was hurt, she realised. However it had found them, it had fought its way past someone or something which had stood in its way.

      An image of the Gravedigger standing guard at the edge of the forest, right in the middle of their scent trail, flashed into her mind. They had left it there like a sacrifice.

      How could we have known he would send more Huntsmen after us? How could we have known?

      She had no time to feel sadness for the fate of the robot. She turned to Arthur. ‘You want to know what Tube Riders do? Then do exactly as I say,’ she said, tossing the pack she carried away, leaving only her clawboard. We’ll have one chance. If we miss we die.’

      He nodded.

      ‘Take my hand and run at my pace. Do not let go.’

      ‘Okay.’

      She had no idea whether trains slowed though stations like they did in London, but she didn’t have time to check. She twisted her right hand through a strap of her clawboard and gripped the handle hard. It felt like shaking hands with an old friend. She didn’t know if she would be able to ride one handed let alone drag Arthur behind her, but now was the time to find out.

      Behind them, the Huntsman had climbed up on to the platform. A moment later the train burst out of the tunnel behind it, bearing down on them with the same screeching roar that she knew so well.

      ‘Do not let go!’ Marta screamed, breaking into a run. She had a sudden desperate fear that there would be no drainage rail to hook on, but then she looked up and saw it. The trains were similar to those in the London Underground, just a little bigger and a little faster.

      As it came alongside she angled in towards the train. The clawboard was too heavy to lift with one hand, so she pulled it back behind her shoulder, ready to swing it up as she jumped. She prayed her timing would be right. If it wasn’t, they were both dead, one way or another.

      ‘Now! Jump, Arthur!’ she screamed, and kicked off from the platform, swinging the clawboard up in a wide arc and

      (please God, just this once do this for me)

      it shook but caught, the hooks skimming over the rail and holding tight. Her feet landed and then her shoulder exploded in pain as Arthur, holding on to her hand, swung out away from the train.

      ‘Hang on to me!’ she screamed, crying out in agony as she swung him back towards the train with all her strength. She saw his feet scrabble on the platform, then he slammed against the windows of the train. His free hand stretched

      (come on, Arthur, come on)

      and his fingertips caught on the rail. His feet scrambled for purchase, and she held his other hand close, trying to pull him up to the spare loop in her clawboard. Her muscles screamed. She looked up, saw the Huntsman far back in one direction but the end of the platform fast approaching in the other. The tunnel was tight; they would be knocked off if they couldn’t get in close against the train

      (I’ll never forget you, Clive)

      and she knew what happened then. ‘Come on!’ she shouted through gritted teeth, then closed her eyes, waiting for the impact. Just as the darkness engulfed them she felt his weight go slack, and she knew he had found the loop and a brace for his feet. She could hear him screaming beside her, and because he was screaming she knew he wasn’t dead. As the cold battered her, she opened her eyes to see the glow through the windows illuminating their legs and sighed with relief.

      We made it. God damn it, we made it.
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* * *

      Ystapha skidded to a halt as the train thundered away into the tunnel, taking the Tube Rider with it. Breathing hard and still weakened by his injuries, the Huntsman turned back towards the tunnel he had come from. The girl’s trail was still fresh, but there were fresher trails back in the tunnel. Ystapha was hurt and tired, but he only experienced those feelings on an external, mechanical level. He would run and fight until he collapsed because his orders demanded it, but he felt certain the Tube Riders would fall before he did.

      Ystapha could smell their fear. He could sense their desperation, and knew they were lost. The others in the tunnels would be easy to pick off. Then he would return to the trail of the girl.

      Baring his teeth in a vicious snarl, he raced back into the tunnel, sensing blood.
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* * *

      Carl sprinted through the dark, screaming Owen’s name. Behind him he heard Marta shouting for him before her voice went abruptly distant. He guessed she had disappeared down a side tunnel but couldn’t know if the creature had followed him or gone after her. He ran until his legs ached, then slowed to a stop. He listened for the sounds of pursuit but there was nothing except the soft drip drip of water from the tunnel roof and the distant rumble of the trains.

      He knew the creature could come back at any moment, so he started into a jog again, calling out for Owen. Together they might have a chance.

      ‘Owen? Owen, where the hell are you?’

      Ahead of him the tunnel lightened a little, so Carl went that way. Behind him was an impenetrable darkness that contained horrors he could barely imagine. In the moments before the torch fell, Carl had seen Greenwood falling to the ground with the creature’s ripping, tearing claws digging into his chest. It was still back there somewhere, after him, after all of them.

      ‘Owen! For Heaven’s sake, Owen, where are you?’

      ‘Carl?’

      The voice was startlingly close. Carl gasped as a hand fell over his shoulder. He sprang back and turned, and in the dim light he saw the outline of his friend’s face.

      ‘Owen! Thank God.’

      ‘I’m not going back, why don’t we—’

      ‘A Huntsman,’ Carl interrupted. ‘Down here with us. It got Greenwood.’

      Owen’s hand went tense, then relaxed. ‘Well, I guess it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.’

      ‘I’m not joking!’

      Owen didn’t reply. Carl thought the boy was studying him, but he couldn’t see enough of Owen’s face to be sure.

      ‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’

      ‘I wish I wasn’t. It came out of the tunnels. It was crouching, doglike, not like those man-types. It jumped on Greenwood, then me, Marta and Arthur ran…’

      ‘Where are they?’

      ‘We got separated.’

      ‘Shit, Carl, what do we do now?’

      ‘Think. We have to think.’

      ‘If it came after you we’d probably know about it by now. It must have gone after Marta.’

      ‘In which case we have to help her.’

      Owen shoved Carl’s shoulder. The boy was stronger than he looked, Carl thought. ‘Are you crazy? How are we going to help her? We have no weapons besides a couple of knives and that catapult of yours.’

      ‘We can’t just leave her.’

      ‘If anyone can get away from one of those things it’s Marta. She’s a Tube Rider, she’s used to running. She would tell us to run too. We have to make like the wind and blow right out of here before it comes back.’

      ‘Which way?’

      ‘Well since you said the Huntsman’s back there, I’d say the other way is probably a good choice, wouldn’t you?’

      Carl nodded. ‘Let’s go.’

      They headed towards the source of the light. Every few metres Carl risked a glance back to see if they were being followed, but there was no sign of the Huntsman. Perhaps it was still tailing Marta, he thought. Perhaps it’s eating her. He closed his eyes against the thought.

      ‘Ah, what the hell?’ Owen exclaimed from ahead of him. Carl looked up to see the boy had stopped in a circle of grainy light. The image of someone being beamed aboard a spaceship from one of his childhood storybooks popped into his mind.

      Owen was in a chamber at the end of the tunnel with no obvious way out. He was looking up at the ceiling.

      ‘Up we go, Carl,’ he said.

      A metal rung ladder hung from the wall. Above them was a shaft with a hatch in the ceiling, some fifteen metres above. The glow came from a circular dome light fitted into the centre of the ceiling, covered by a metal grate.

      Owen didn’t wait. He leapt on to the ladder and started hauling himself up. Carl was about to follow when he heard a moan from back down in the tunnel. He turned away from the ladder and saw a man-shape lurching out of the dark.

      ‘Oh, God…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It’s … it’s … Greenwood?’

      The soldier stumbled into the light. He fell against the wall and then pushed himself upright. His legs trembled. Carl reached out a hand to steady him and helped him forward to the ladder.

      He gasped at the bloody mess that the man’s face had become. The skin on one side hung in shreds. One eye was gone, as was half of Greenwood’s cheek. Carl forced his eyes away from the man who had been berating them just minutes before, looked down and saw his own hands were sticky with blood from Greenwood’s clothes.

      ‘Leave him, Carl!’

      Carl looked up. Owen was at the top of the ladder, looking down. The light striped Owen’s bitter expression with shadows that made him look violent, demonic.

      ‘We can’t!’ Carl shouted. ‘He helped us. We can’t leave him to die.’

      ‘For fuck’s sake, Carl! There’s no time!’

      ‘Help me,’ Greenwood moaned, his voice watery, as if he was talking around a mouthful of blood.

      Carl gasped. ‘Get that hatch open!’ he shouted up at Owen. ‘I’ll help him up.’

      ‘Carl! We don’t have time!’

      Carl ignored him and pulled Greenwood forward towards the ladder. ‘Give me your hands,’ he said.

      Greenwood reached up, but where his left hand had been, there was just a chunk of bloody meat.

      ‘Ah, God.’

      ‘Carl!’

      Carl gritted his teeth. He looked up at Owen and shouted, ‘Just go on if you want! He helped us, so I’m going to help him!’

      For a moment Owen stared down at him. His eyes were impossible to read, but his silence was damning. Carl saw that Owen had pushed open the hatch, and a dull grey light shone through. Owen opened his mouth, then closed it again and gave a little shake of his head.

      ‘If you say so,’ he said. ‘Good luck.’

      Then he climbed up out of the hatch and was gone.

      Carl swallowed down his beating heart and pulled Greenwood towards the ladder. He put Greenwood’s right hand over the side rail and pushed him from behind. ‘Climb,’ he said. ‘Go on, one foot at a time. It’s not far.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Again that horrid, aqueous voice.

      With Carl behind him, Greenwood started up. Carl held on with one hand and pushed Greenwood’s back with the other. It was painstaking progress, but with each step Greenwood took, the rungs below him got slicker and slicker with his blood. A couple of times Carl slipped down a rung and had to hug the ladder tightly to avoid falling.

      About halfway up, Greenwood stopped.

      ‘Keep going!’ Carl called. ‘We’re nearly there. Once we get through that hatch we can barricade it and rest for a bit. Come on, try harder!’

      Greenwood looked down towards him and the hopelessness in his eyes was terrifying. He’s given up, Carl thought. It doesn’t matter what I say, he’s given up.

      ‘Climb above me,’ Greenwood said, and from the way he was staring down past Carl to the ground below, Carl knew he had sensed something.

      Carl didn’t question the authority in Greenwood’s voice. With a deep breath, he shifted his grip on the ladder and climbed up over Greenwood as the sound of running feet came from below. As he gained the upper part of the ladder, he looked back and saw the Huntsman burst out of the tunnel at the bottom of the shaft. It skidded to a halt and swung its head from side to side. Then, as its cowl lifted towards them, Greenwood looked up at Carl one last time. The remaining part of his mouth widened in a grin. It was perhaps the first time Carl could remember seeing Greenwood smile. ‘Good luck,’ the soldier said, and let go. Carl watched with horror as Greenwood screamed a final war cry and landed on top of the creature, his one remaining hand smashing at its face.

      The futility of his sacrifice was immediately evident as the Huntsman easily knocked him aside. Greenwood had only survived the first attack because the Huntsman had not been looking for him. It had only wanted him out of the way. Now, with Carl seemingly stuck on the ladder, the Huntsman turned to Greenwood and finished him off with a couple of swift slashes of its claws. Carl closed his eyes, gulped down his revulsion and hurried upwards.

      He was only a step away from the hatch when he felt something close over his ankle. He looked down to see the snarling face of the Huntsman just below him. Screaming in terror, he slammed his free foot down into its ugly, half-human, half-dog face. It growled, snapped at him, then scrabbled and fell, slipping on the blood on the rungs below.

      It landed in a heap at the bottom of the shaft, but rolled straight back to its feet and leapt up at the ladder again, taking the rungs three at a time. Carl watched, horrified, as it rushed up towards him, vicious, murderous, unstoppable.

      Then there was a flash of light and the Huntsman screamed, its jaws closing over air just inches below where Carl hung. Again it slipped down the ladder, managing to arrest its fall this time by grabbing a rung about halfway down and swinging back against the wall, but then the flash of light came again and it roared with pain once more.

      Carl looked down and saw the Gravedigger standing below him, battered and heroic, one eye glittering, the other blocked by something poking from the socket. The light flashed out of its forehead as it blasted the Huntsman again and again. Roaring a battle cry, the Huntsman dropped down on to the Gravedigger, its claws ripping at the robot’s humanoid body.

      ‘Gravedigger!’ Carl shouted, but knew he could do nothing to aid the robot as the Huntsman knocked it against the wall, pushing it to its knees beneath a blur of tearing claws.

      With his heart full of regret, he reached the hatch and climbed up through, turning around to watch the end of the battle. The Huntsman had forced the Gravedigger to the ground and was trying to break open its metallic torso. Then another flash came, and the Huntsman fell away, rolling back across the floor. The Gravedigger rolled on to its side, and there was another flash, followed by a roar from the Huntsman. As the Gravedigger rose shakily to its knees, the Huntsman, perhaps sensing it had lost the upper hand, crawled away into the tunnel, growling as it went. The Gravedigger fired one more time, but the flash was dimmer, weaker. Its power was running down.

      ‘Gravedigger!’ Carl shouted. ‘Come on!’

      The robot looked up at him, and a light flickered in its remaining eye. It pushed itself to its feet, lurched across the floor and began to climb the ladder in methodical but jerking movements, its head facing forward. Carl waited by the hatch to pull it through, expecting the Huntsman to appear at any moment to rip it from the rungs like a barnacle torn off a rock by the sea.

      He reached out as the Gravedigger made the top step and helped the battered robot climb though. Then he pulled the hatch door up and slid the bolt across. It was fastened by a twisting mechanism which was operable from both sides, so after the Gravedigger had climbed through Carl found a piece of broken tile and jammed it under the little wheel. It probably wouldn’t hold long, but it would give them time to cover some distance.

      With the Gravedigger lying beside him, Carl looked around the place he found himself in. It was a cavernous underground railway hanger, apparently abandoned. The hatch had exited in an alcove in the wall. In front of him was the dark hulk of an old locomotive, slowly rusting into oblivion while dim strip lights flickered overhead. There was no sign of Owen.

      Beside him, the Gravedigger sat up. Its ruined face turned towards Carl, and he saw a Huntsman’s crossbow quarrel sticking out of one eye socket.

      ‘Gravedigger! Are you all right? Doesn’t that hurt?’

      That same light flickered across behind the robot’s remaining eye, as if it were smiling. ‘Gravedigger found adventure,’ it said. ‘Gravedigger is tired. Gravedigger’s power is low.’

      Carl watched as the robot leaned back against the wall. Its eye flickered again, and then the light went out. Carl had no idea if it was sleeping or dead, but suddenly he felt so terribly alone. Marta, Owen and Arthur were gone, Greenwood was a bloody corpse in the tunnel below, and he had no idea where he was.

      ‘It wasn’t supposed to be like this,’ he muttered. ‘It wasn’t supposed to be like this at all.’

      He leaned back against the wall beside the Gravedigger’s motionless, silent form, and unable to stop himself, he began to cry.
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* * *

      Ystapha crawled a safe distance back into the tunnel and slumped to the ground. Ambushed by the robot, his body was seared and torn; in places the flesh had been stripped away to reveal the metal exoskeleton beneath. His rage had pushed him on to fight the robot, having let it survive before, but at the moment when he had faced his own death he had pulled out, aware that the success of his greater mission was under threat. Risking his life to destroy the robot would be disobeying orders. His rage had almost overcome him, but Ystapha had restrained himself just in time.

      He needed to rest now, to let his body begin its reparation process. He wouldn’t return to full health for several weeks, but he would be able to resume his hunt within a couple of days.

      For now he needed food. The smell of fresh meat drifted over to his powerful nostrils from the corpse at the bottom of the ladder. There was no scent Ystapha liked better.

      Pushing himself up to his knees, Ystapha dragged himself over to the corpse and began to feed.
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      At first Switch didn’t realise he had reached the exit of the tunnel, as night had fallen. Only when a gentle breeze ruffled against his face, and he looked up to see stars glittering between the shadowy branches of trees above him, did he realise the nightmare—or at least part of it—was over.

      Passing through the tunnel had been hellish. Without any lights they had shuffled along like blind men, hoping there would be no forks or side tunnels to confuse them. They hadn’t dared to speak, but even so, every little bump or knock against the rock walls had seemed to echo throughout the tunnel like the rumbling of a small earthquake. Then there was the fear of coming upon their enemies in the dark. Switch had gone first and walked with his hands out in front of him, yet every time his fingers touched stone his mind had played tricks on him, imagining it to be the sweaty, bloody shirt of Dreggo, or the Huntsman’s thick, oily fur.

      ‘Shhh,’ Switch breathed, worried Paul would start to talk now they were outside. Paul, though, just patted Switch on the arm as if to give his assurance that he knew they weren’t safe yet.

      ‘Up,’ Switch whispered. ‘I want to see the lay of the land.’

      Paul patted his arm again, and they inched away from the tunnel exit until the rock face began to get less steep, eventually becoming a slope gentle enough for them to climb.

      Heading uphill, Switch felt a fresh surge of confidence, feeling certain that Halo would have headed straight after the others into the forest. The soldiers wouldn’t have wasted time coming up here, they would have had a map or a plan or something. Switch wasn’t even sure which way was north, plus there were other things he was looking for. He had no intention of walking all the way to Paris.

      Time, too, was something that had got lost back in the tunnel. It could have taken them ten minutes to pass through, or it could have been three hours. It had felt like forever. As he glanced up at the sky he gave a wry smile, thinking how Carl would probably point at the moon and say something about how its angle made it three minutes past midnight or something. To Switch it was just fucking night.

      The hillside rose steeply through thick trees, and they found themselves climbing as much with their hands as with their feet. As he gasped for breath, Switch felt all of the old wounds aching. He had escaped death so many times he felt like a king among cats, but eventually his luck had to run out. Soon he would come to his last life, but if he spent it taking Dreggo to Hell with him it would have served its purpose well.

      Soon the hill began to level out and the trees to get more and more sparse, and then they were walking out on to a bald headland under bright moonlight, the world opening up around them in an expanse of undulating silver and shadows and occasional clusters of lights. Switch felt a sudden pang of fear—what if he was wrong? What if Halo’s little company had come up here after all? What if they were still here?

      A howl of pain broke the silence, and both Switch and Paul froze. ‘Nowhere near,’ Switch muttered, breathing a sigh of relief. It had come from down in the valley, but it was still closer than he was comfortable with.

      ‘There’s the checkpoint,’ Paul whispered.

      Switch looked down into the darkness, and there he saw it, a cluster of lights causing a steel fence to glitter like it was sparking with electricity. A couple of military vehicles were parked in front of a gate that crossed a road.

      ‘Where’s the train?’ he asked.

      ‘South,’ Paul said. ‘The other direction.’

      They walked back across the hilltop to look. A couple of distant towns revealed themselves with their lit up houses and streets, nestled into hollows between dark hills and forested valleys. The lights of a few isolated houses marked the general passage of roads and lanes.

      ‘Looks so normal,’ Switch muttered.

      ‘It is,’ Paul said. ‘I imagine they’d be perfectly happy if the whole Quarantine Zone just fell into the sea.’

      ‘Where’s that fucking train?’ Switch said again, mostly to himself.

      ‘The train I saw went west to east,’ Paul said. ‘It was roughly following the line of the Quarantine Zone. If we walk south we’ll have to cross the tracks eventually.’

      ‘What time is it?’

      ‘No idea.’

      Switch frowned. His flickering eye made the lights on one side blur. ‘We go south,’ he said, ‘and hope we’re not too late for the last train. ‘I don’t much like the idea of being down in those woods with those scumfucks.’

      ‘We don’t have any money,’ Paul said.

      Switch glared at his friend. ‘I have no intention of buying a ticket,’ he said.

      ‘Oh. It was going pretty fast.’

      ‘I don’t care. Let’s go.’

      They started back down the way they had come, descending the slope almost on their backsides as the gradient began to increase.

      ‘Are you sure this is the right way?’ Paul said, after they were back among the darkness of the trees.

      ‘Unless you have fucking night vision, we’ll just have to trust our luck,’ Switch said. ‘We’ve done okay so far.’

      Before Paul could answer they heard a bloodcurdling wail from somewhere off to their left. It sounded further away than before, but in the trees and the dark it was difficult to tell.

      ‘I almost feel sorry for her,’ Paul whispered.

      ‘Fuck her,’ Switch replied. ‘I hope that whore burns in eternal fucking damnation.’

      ‘She came off the London streets, just like we did.’

      ‘So?’

      Paul went quiet. Switch’s heart was beating, his anger flaring up. What the hell was Paul playing at, feeling sorry for that bitch? She deserved everything she got and more. When he saw her again he hoped it was on the end of a knife—

      ‘Switch, quick, grab me!’ Paul gasped.

      Switch reached out and caught a handful of Paul’s shirt, but it was his cast hand, and the shirt slipped through before his fingers could close. Paul slid away from him in the dark as the silence of the night was broken by a hail of shingle cascading over dry rocks.

      ‘Switch!’

      Switch thought of the trains and reacted instinctively. He threw his clawboard out above him, feeling the hooks dig into soft earth. Then he let his body slide and reached out with his legs, feeling for Paul. He realised what had happened; disorientated in the darkness they had descended too close to the tunnel entrance. Below them the hill sheared off into a vertical drop. It wasn’t enough to be fatal during the day. But at night—

      ‘Grab me!’ Switch shouted, still hearing Paul’s desperate gasps not far below. Paul had caught on something, but he was close to the edge. Switch kicked out, the toe of his shoe finding Paul’s hand.

      Paul’s fingers closed over his ankle. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Now swing yourself across.’

      Switch heard Paul shuffling across the slope. ‘I’ve got something,’ Paul said. ‘I think I can make it now.’

      ‘Keep going left until it levels out. Damn it, how could we be so stupid?’

      ‘It’s dark!’

      ‘Even so, we should have been more careful. They might have heard the rocks falling or your shout.’

      ‘Shit, I dropped my gun. It must have fallen off the edge.’

      ‘Too late to go and get it. We still have mine, which is better than nothing.’

      ‘So what do we do?’

      ‘We run.’

      Running through the forest however, was impossible. Switch could take no more than a few steps before coming up against a tree or a patch of undergrowth too thick to squeeze through, or a rocky outcrop that threatened to knock their legs out from under them. They were forced to move with care, feeling their way through the trees with their hands outstretched like two blind men.

      Eventually the forest thinned and they emerged from the trees on to a rutted farm track. Above them the moon was a glowing silver disc, illuminating the lane in front. The way the starry night sky glimmered a deep aquamarine over the black hedgerows should have been beautiful, but Switch was only too aware that any of the dark hollows in the vegetation could conceal a man.

      ‘This is as good a way as any,’ Paul said. ‘Let’s hope we find a road.’

      They followed the track for a while as it curved around the outside of a large field with the forest pressing in on the other side. At one point they reached a gateway, and Switch stared through it for a long moment at a farmhouse nestled into a depression on the far side of the field, its upstairs windows warm with the glow of electric lights hiding behind thick curtains. It’s so normal, he thought. And that just makes this shit so much worse. It’s like we’ve woken up from a nightmare to find we brought the fucking bad guys with us.

      The lane emerged onto an asphalt road. Back behind them, the bulk of the hill they had climbed stood out against the night. At its base back in the forest, was the tunnel. Switch looked up at the sky, again wishing the country bumpkin were here to read the fucking stars or something.

      ‘It has to be left,’ Paul said.

      ‘You die first if we’re wrong,’ Switch said with a smirk that failed to hide his unease. ‘If I survive I’ll give you a decent burial.’

      ‘I’ll hold you to it,’ Paul said. ‘Come on, let’s get moving.’

      Paul broke into a jog. Switch gave him a short head start and then followed, finding a small smile creeping onto his face. Paul looked so much like a middle-aged dad when he ran, it was uncanny.
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* * *

      ‘Tube Riders,’ Heyna said.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Sure.’

      Halo looked up at the sky, and the moon that shone almost directly overhead. He raised an eyebrow and shook his head in disbelief. The crazy bastard and his fat friend had had the audacity to track them. It was insane, but it had got them out of the Quarantine Zone.

      Unfortunately for them, their stupidity had shown through. Heyna’s hearing wasn’t in the same league as his sense of smell, but it was good enough to pick up the faint cry which had no right to be in the forest at this hour of the night.

      They had backtracked and Heyna had quickly found the scent leading away from the tunnel, and a French issue rifle lying in the undergrowth that had Tube Rider scent all over it.

      ‘How fresh?’

      ‘One hour.’

      One hour since the Tube Riders had emerged from the tunnel. One hour that they had spent fumbling around in the forest trying to make sure they weren’t heard. Heyna’s eyes and sense of smell meant their group could move quickly in the dark, but the Tube Riders had no such advantage. How far had they got by distance? One mile? Two?

      In another hour it would be over.
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* * *

      ‘There,’ Paul said. ‘See that sign? We’re close.’

      The white metal sign shining in the moonlight had a picture of a vehicle with no wheels and a symbol that meant half.

      ‘Don’t stop running now,’ Switch said, huffing, hoping Paul felt just as out of breath.

      A few minutes later the lights of the train station rose out of a cluster of private houses and shops, all closed up for the night. Until Switch saw the digital clock outside showing 11:58 p.m. he’d had no idea of the time.

      ‘It’s too late,’ Paul whined beside him. ‘Trains don’t run this late in London.’

      ‘Fuck that,’ Switch said. ‘We’re not in England now.’

      Part of him was afraid Paul was right. If they’d missed the last train they were stuck on the platform all night. They’d need to steal a car or find somewhere to hide. Neither option filled him with excitement.

      They headed up the steps to the entrance. Lights blazed above them, and as they reached the top they saw a uniformed man sitting behind the glazed window. He was watching a small television set into the wall in front of him.

      ‘I told you,’ Switch said. ‘Look.’ He pointed up at a digital timetable set into the wall. The next train time was 12.06 a.m. A word was flashing up to one side—retarde. ‘The train’s retarded,’ he muttered with a smirk. ‘I guess that means it’s late.’ He glanced around at the ticket office and the metal turnstiles. ‘We ain’t got tickets so we wait until it comes in then make a run for it just as it starts to move. You got that?’

      Paul nodded, but he didn’t look at Switch. He was staring up at the timetable and frowning.

      The digital clock in the centre read 12.02 a.m. Switch went up to the barriers and leaned over, looking for the train. ‘I think I see it,’ he said. ‘There are lights down there.’

      ‘Switch…’

      Switch ignored him. He went back to the top of the stairs and stood looking down at the entrance some thirty steps below. How long before they stepped into the light? He knew they were down there, coming after him. It was inevitable, unavoidable.

      ‘Switch, we have a problem.’

      ‘What?’ He didn’t turn back. They always had a problem, one more made no difference.

      ‘It’s not stopping.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘It’s a through-train. I wondered why the information was a different colour to the others. It’s some kind of express. There’s no way—’

      ‘Shut the fuck up right now, Paul! There is a way. There fucking has to be!’ He looked back down the stairs towards the pool of light at the bottom. Where are you, you bastards? Show yourselves.

      ‘Switch, I hear it.’

      Switch felt his vision begin to blur. He lifted his eyes, the world wavering around him, and there at the foot of the stairs stood a tall, robed figure. His first thought was the Reaper’s come for me. He’s here right now. Perhaps I feel fear after all.

      The figure’s head slowly rose. The gun slung over Switch’s shoulder felt so cumbersome and useless. Switch could feel Paul tugging at his arm, but it felt like a million miles away on some other world.

      ‘Switch!’ came a distant scream.

      He saw the jutting canine chin, the wet fur of its jaw, drool dripping from its snarling, vicious teeth, the nose that never, ever stopped hunting them, and the terrible human eyes—

      Paul pushed him aside as the Huntsman’s arm came up and something white whizzed through the air, thudding into the digital timetable behind them, causing it to explode in a crackle of electricity. The ticket inspector in the office looked up at them with a shocked expression and started to stand up, but something in the way Paul screamed, ‘Stay down and stay out of sight,’ made him do just that.

      Then Switch was stumbling around in a circle like a drunken acrobat and dashing after Paul who had already climbed over the ticket gate out on to the platform. As cold air wrapped around him again, Switch looked right and saw twin golden eyes rushing towards them out of the darkness. It was a familiar sight, but they were coming so, so fast. They were coming too fast. He was the best living Tube Rider, but he’d never ridden anything like that, and Paul…

      Paul was sprinting down the platform with his clawboard held out, and Switch found himself shaking his head. There are times, he thought, when bravery and insanity dance a close fucking dance.

      ‘Come on, Switch!’ Paul shouted. ‘What are you waiting for? Not a pussy, are you?’

      Switch pretty much hated all humankind with the exception of his fellow Tube Riders. Paul was like a fat, useless brother, yet he had saved Switch’s ass once already in the last two days. Switch glanced back and saw the Huntsman leap over the ticket gate like a cat, dropping and rolling in one fluid motion. Fuck, the things are agile, he thought, but as quickly as the words entered his head the Huntsman was up and rushing towards him.

      Where’s the other one, he thought. Where’s Halo?

      He hadn’t been aware of his feet moving, but now he was, and he looked up to see the huge express train bearing down on him. As the cone-shaped locomotive rushed past he spotted Paul just ahead, angling in to make his jump. If ever he could have passed a little of his skill on to his old friend it was now, but Paul had changed. With his brother in danger, Paul was manning up, looking death in the face and staring it down. Even though Paul was a year older than him, Switch felt a kind of fatherly pride. You’re a real Tube Rider now, he thought. Live and die by the trains.

      As the train roared past, Paul leapt up and out, his clawboard catching over a thin drainage rail near the edge of the carriage roof. Switch heard him scream, saw his legs and one arm swing loose, for a moment turning him into a human star with one corner touching the train. Switch was sure Paul would fall, but then he swung back in, his feet caught a hold, and he held on.

      My turn…

      Switch kicked off, swinging the clawboard up at the same time. His metal hook caught the drainage rail with practiced precision and in a moment the train was jerking him away, far faster than he’d ever experienced before, although his sharp, polished metal hook slid back along the rail, saving his arms from being wrenched out. His feet scrabbled for a hold, found one, and he began to inch his way forward towards Paul.

      A few feet from the end of the carriage he looked back towards the platform as it receded behind them. He could see the Huntsman coming to a stop not far from where the platform ended, having given up the race. They were safe.

      Then something rose up out of the shadows at the end of the platform, made a short jump and attached itself to the train.

      Switch’s blood ran cold. Already the shape had vanished, disappearing into the dark of the night, but to blame what he had seen on a trick of his eyes would be foolish. He had seen it. It had been there.

      Halo.

      The man had leapt on to the train with the ease of a hurrying commuter stepping on to a bus as it began to pull away.

      ‘You waited to see if we’d make it,’ Switch breathed. ‘You bastard.’
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      Switch inched along the side of the carriage until he was next to Paul and leaned in. Paul looked back at him, his eyes glittering in the light of the moon reflected off the side of the train.

      ‘We made it,’ Paul said. ‘We bloody made it!’

      ‘Yeah, and Halo made it too.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Of course I’m sure! I saw him! And even if I wasn’t, do you want to take that chance?’

      The fear in Paul’s face was all the answer Switch needed.

      ‘We have to get up on the roof,’ Switch said.

      ‘How?’

      ‘Do what I do.’

      He didn’t wait for an answer. As the wind roared in his ears, threatening to buffet him off the side of the train, Switch unhooked one hand from the clawboard, then swung his legs up, searching for a grip on the roof of the train. The first time, he slipped back down, hanging by just one hand above the galloping sleepers below. The second time, he caught on the edge of a skylight. He hooked his shoe over it then used the purchase of his clawboard to push himself up.

      ‘Grab hold of my board, Paul,’ he said. ‘Don’t drop it. Push it up to me.’

      ‘I can’t—’

      ‘Shut up and fucking do it!’

      ‘Jesus, you’re turning into a right bitch,’ Paul scowled, but Switch could sense a wild, terrified humour in Paul’s voice, and a moment later he felt the weight of the clawboard taken off his hands.

      ‘Now push it up.’

      ‘Here.’

      ‘Okay, got it.’

      Switch pulled up his board, then turned himself around and found a place where he could secure the hooks, inside the lip of the skylight. Then he lowered himself back toward the edge of the train, his legs dangling for Paul to grab and climb up, all the while knowing that if his clawboard failed him he would just slip off the train onto the meat grinder of the sleepers below, where he might find death or maiming or paralysis, retardation, or perhaps even enlightenment. Whatever was down there, he didn’t want it yet.

      Dancing with death again, but isn’t that why we do it? We ride alongside death every time we ride the trains.

      ‘Climb up me on to the roof, Paul.’

      Again, Paul was reluctant, but again, with enough cajoling he pulled himself up. Switch slid back up next to him, and together they lay flat against the roof with their heads turned towards the train’s rear to let the soles of their shoes take the worst of the wind.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Paul asked.

      Switch said nothing. He watched the back of the train intently as they passed through a lit station at high speed. His heart jumped as overhead lights briefly illuminated the roofs of the last carriages.

      ‘Halo,’ he breathed. ‘God damn it, what have we got to do to shake you?’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Near the back. Crouched down. We’re fucked. There’s no way we can escape from that bastard, whatever the hell he is. He’s not human. You didn’t see the way he moved.’

      ‘I saw him jump.’

      ‘So you know what I mean. We can’t—’

      ‘He’s not a Huntsman, Switch.’

      ‘So?’

      Paul leaned close. ‘So he can’t smell us. All we have to do is hide.’

      Switch looked across at his friend. ‘What happened to you, man? You used to be such a dweeb. Now you’re like some kind of fucking secret agent.’

      Paul stared back at him without smiling. ‘My brother is up ahead of us,’ he said. ‘I’ll do whatever it takes to stop Halo and the Huntsmen getting near him.’

      Switch had no idea how long it would take Halo to walk, crawl, fly or whatever to their end of the train. ‘We have to move,’ he said. ‘On the count of three, stand up. One, two, three …’

      Switch pushed himself to his feet and hauled Paul up beside him. The train rattled and shook below them, making Switch’s purchase uncertain. He held on to Paul, figuring if they were going to die they might as well die together.

      Step by shaking step they headed for the front of the train. Where the carriages joined there was no way down. They were connected by a flexible tunnel that was too thick for Switch’s knife to cut through. Instead they climbed across and made their way forward, but when they reached the end of the next carriage they found the same thing.

      ‘We’re screwed,’ Paul said. ‘We can’t get down and we can’t get inside. We have to get off.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe it’ll stop or something.’

      ‘I think it might have stopped by now. Perhaps it’s a night train and doesn’t stop until it gets to where it’s going. The lights in the carriages are off so perhaps people are asleep.’

      ‘If we could only get inside—’

      ‘We could play the whole let’s-pretend-to-fucking-be-asleep trick and hope Halo doesn’t spot us? Yeah, sounds like a plan.’

      ‘Well, what else is there? If we jump off we’ll be killed.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Come on, Switch. Our luck has to run out sometime. If we’re lucky we’ll only break our bloody legs or something. Then we can just sit and wait for the Huntsman to catch up while we slowly bleed to death.’

      ‘Unless…’

      ‘What?’

      Switch stood up and pointed into the distance. They were now just one carriage back from the locomotive. The wind roared in their faces, making his arm bob up and down.

      ‘See those lights?’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘About a mile ahead. There’s a shit ton of them, but they’re alongside the train which means they’re part of the track. It’s a bridge.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘What do bridges cross?’

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me, Switch!’

      ‘Rivers.’

      ‘How do you know? How can you possibly know?’

      Switch pointed towards the north. ‘See the way the lights of the houses leave a gap of about fifty metres? All the way up as far as we can see. That’s because there’s water in that gap.’

      ‘Or a bloody highway.’

      ‘Look carefully. It glitters in the moonlight.’

      Paul turned towards him, and for a moment Switch saw utter desperation staring back at him from his friend’s face. ‘Okay, say it’s a river,’ Paul said. ‘What if it’s only a couple of feet deep? You can’t tell how high that bridge is. It might not even be a proper river.’

      ‘We jump and maybe live, or we stay on the train and definitely die. We can’t fight that guy. Trust me. I fired a grenade launcher at him at point-blank goddamn range and he just danced out of the way like some kind of fairy.’

      The bridge was coming up ahead of them. Paul looked forward, shook his head, and looked back at Switch again. ‘I really hope God loves you,’ he said. Then, before Switch could reply, Paul clapped him on the shoulder, turned around, took two steps towards the edge of the carriage, and leapt off the top of the train.

      Switch stared open-mouthed as Paul vanished into the night. Again he marveled at Paul’s bravery. He was also glad Paul hadn’t cried out, just in case Halo’s hearing was better than his nose.

      ‘I’m pretty sure God hates me,’ he muttered, running towards the side of the train, ‘but I think I entertain him …’

      The train vanished behind him as he plummeted through the air. He barely had time to think of the mess he would make if his judgment was wrong, when he slammed into freezing water. He felt the gun slung over his shoulder being ripped away, and his clawboard pulled out of his hand. Immediately water was all around him, shocking him, filling his mouth, forcing its way down into his lungs. He tried to scream but no sound would come out, so he kicked hard, kicked harder, kicked again—

      (come on, give me a break here)

      —and broke the surface, gasping in large breaths of cold air as he did so. His only previous experience of water had been the canal outside Bristol where they had met John Reeder, and until now he hadn’t considered whether he could even swim. In desperation he flapped out his arms and fanned them back and forth in the water, kicking his legs beneath him, just about managing to keep his head above the surface.

      Something bumped into his arm and he realised it was his clawboard, the wood making it float, unlike the rifle, which must have sunk. He grabbed it as a drowning man might grab a lifejacket, gasping in a deep, desperate breath.

      Above him, the train was long gone. There was surely no way Halo could have known. The sound of the train would have covered any splash and the darkness would have masked any view of them.

      Switch waited another minute then shouted out, ‘Paul? Where are you? Paul!’

      What if Paul couldn’t swim either? What if—

      A cough. Then: ‘I’m over here. Switch, I have to hand it to you. Every time I think you’ve topped yourself for craziness, you just come up with something else.’

      Paul was beside him now, treading water. For a moment Switch forgot the cold and hugged his friend, almost submerging both of them.

      ‘Come on. Let’s get out of this fucking river. I’m freezing and this bloody plaster cast is getting soft. I think I might have just learned how to swim but just in case, I don’t want to take any chances.’
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* * *

      Walking along the top of the speeding train was more difficult than Halo had expected. It was going so fast that he was constantly battered by the wind, while the carriages were shaking beneath him as the train clattered over the rails. Then there were the tunnels and road bridges. He’d almost lost his head to one just a few minutes back, only just ducking in time as it came up on him unlit out of the darkness.

      He stepped off the last carriage on to the roof of the locomotive and frowned. He glanced down at the area where the two cars were joined—the first time he’d seen a way down—but there was no one hiding down there. Where had the two Tube Riders gone? He had caught a glimpse of them on the roof just a few minutes ago as the train passed beneath the lights of a station. There was no way off, and no way down that he’d found.

      They couldn’t have jumped. That was suicide.

      Heyna was waiting back at the station. The Huntsman had refused to leave Dreggo at first, and only when Halo had found a safe place to leave her had the Huntsman agreed to his plan.

      He hadn’t expected the Tube Riders to make it. This was an express train, not some puny trundler in the London Underground.

      Getting on to the train had been easy for him, and getting off it would be too. However, he couldn’t track them like Heyna could.

      Halo spat down on to the roof, frustrated. He looked normal enough that if he could break into the train he could walk through the carriages without arousing suspicion, though unless he wanted to wake up all the sleeping passengers he wouldn’t achieve much. He could slaughter them all until he found the Tube Riders, but he was tired of killing. There was enough blood on his hands already. Plus, he had hoped to reverse their little cat and mouse game and allow them to lead him to their friends.

      Perhaps, sensing the futility in their attempt to escape, they had taken their chances and jumped. Probably they were dead now, in which case Heyna would find them when the Huntsman followed the track tomorrow. Halo, now stuck on the top of the train, needed to get back to the Huntsman and Dreggo, and they were far behind him.

      Frustrated, he sat down on the roof of the train to brood. He pulled his knees up to his chin and wished the night wasn’t so damn cold.
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* * *

      She felt like she must have died when she opened her eyes and they were filled with a blazing white light, causing her to snap them shut again. Cautiously, she relaxed her eye muscles, letting the light filter in until she recognised the bright sun beating down from a clear blue sky.

      Where was she? What was going on? Where was the monastery?

      She lifted one arm and it felt tight, the skin inflexible. Rockets of pain burst up her side and she slumped back to the cool grass below her. She screamed, but almost before the sound came out a warm palm pressed itself over her mouth, pushing her down with unnatural strength.

      For a moment she started to panic, then the hand was gone and a face loomed over her, its features hidden in shadow.

      ‘Safe,’ it growled, in a kind of half human, half canine drawl.

      As her eyes adjusted she was able to make out its face. The eyes were surprisingly compassionate, flicking back and forth across her face almost with a human concern, but the doglike maw below them was like something out of a nightmare. For a moment Dreggo felt the urge to scream, then—

      Dreggo.

      My name.

      She heard a crackling sound like electrical static that seemed to come from inside her brain. Then a screen flicked on over one of her eyes, filling her vision with textual information:

      
        Harold Lewis

        Research Codename: HEYNA

        Entered into development program: July 9th 2067

        Age on date of entry: 29

        Development Class: Huntsman 3 Advanced

        Dependants: wife Emma, children Steven and William ages 3 and 9 at time of entry

        Receipt of notification of draft by family made August 10th 2067. Anonymous payments made via bank transfer monthly thereafter to end after ten years on July 10th 2077

        Active service: infiltration via Channel Tunnel November 28th 2075 in pursuit of fugitives collectively known as “Tube Riders” under command of CLASSIFIED

        Mission status: INCOMPLETE . . .

      

      The information scrolled in front of her on a loop. After the initial basics there were pages of statistics, figures, and other information on development characteristics, testing, problems, resolutions and a thousand other things she had little interest in. She looked around the part of her vision that had become a screen, spotted a small x in a top corner and stared at it. After a few seconds it lit up and then the screen vanished, leaving her vision clear again.

      My name is Dreggo.

      Whether the pain in her body had finally jogged her memory or whether the return of her computer systems was what had done it, she didn’t know.

      Images and memories started to filter back. She saw a train, a girl running at her with knives, then water everywhere, surrounding her, engulfing her, turning her over and over like a rag in a washer. She remembered the horrific feeling of suffocation as her lungs filled with water, then blackness as the oxygen was shut off to her brain. She should be dead now, she knew. No one could survive being unconscious more than a few minutes without suffering permanent brain damage, but the next memory she had was of being dragged up a beach and hauled on to a cart of some kind. From there on she slipped in and out of sleep until the memories of the Mont became clearer.

      Who was la Dame?

      That was what they had called her. La Dame de la Mer.

      The Lady of the Sea.

      Lady.

      What a joke.

      She only had to look down at the ruins of her half-human body to know that there was very little lady left of her. She was a monster, broken inside and out, twisted and scarred until what remained of the girl from London who had been gang-raped and left for dead was a government-engineered monster of hate, killing, and retribution.

      She looked back up at the Huntsman leaning over her. The creature, at first monstrous, now seemed little different to herself: a government experiment. She had led them once, she remembered.

      ‘Heyna? Your name is Heyna?’ Her voice was like the rasp of a wood grater. Her vocal chords had been damaged at some point too. Whether they would also recover she didn’t know, but if they didn’t it didn’t matter. She had very little to say.

      ‘Dreggo … master.’

      ‘Where’s the other one? I remember a man.’

      ‘Halo … hunt Tube Riders.’

      ‘Heyna, help me stand.’

      The Huntsman reached down and pulled her up. Again the pain roared through her body, and she gritted her teeth to hold the scream inside. How was it possible to feel such agony?

      Sweat had broken out on her face, but as Heyna helped her to stand the world seemed to balance and become clear. Dreggo looked down. Her body was a mass of scar tissue. If she closed her eyes and concentrated, she could feel her body knitting itself slowly back together, and she knew that unless she could force herself to walk it would repair her but leave her crippled, misshapen, her body hunched over like an old woman. She had to walk, she had to stand up straight despite the pain; otherwise, she would never stand upright again.

      Heyna stood at her shoulder, one arm out to support her as she took a few steps forward.

      ‘Where … go?’

      She remembered them now. What had started as a battle for pride had turned into a personal vendetta. They had taken away everything that had remained in her life, and she had wanted to make them pay.

      ‘Train,’ she said. ‘We go after the Tube Riders. We find them and we kill them. Every single one.’

      As Heyna helped her across the field, she realised that the woman the monks had called la Dame de la Mer was gone forever. Maybe la Dame had never really existed, but what had woken from that body was far worse.

      Dreggo was back in control.
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      It felt like forever that Marta hung from the side of the Metro train as it tore through the damp, dark tunnels beneath Paris. Beside her, Arthur clung on for dear life, his face pressed against the metal exterior of the train, one hand clenched tight over the drainage rail, the other holding her wrist so tightly she could feel bruises forming.

      Luck had favoured them. At three consecutive stations the train stopped and the doors opened on the opposite side, leaving them dangling in the dark in the space between the train and the tunnel wall. It meant they remained undiscovered until they were out of the Huntsman’s range. Then, just as Marta was thinking Arthur’s grip would fail, the train pulled into a station with a platform on their side. Marta, heedless of the eyes turning to her, jumped down as the train slowed, helped Arthur down, then slipped in through the doors to take a seat inside the carriage as people filed in and out. Arthur, traumatised from the ride, was shaking with fear as he sat down beside her and leaned his head on her shoulder.

      A few passengers who had seen them jump down from the side of the train glared at her and the clawboard at her feet, but Marta ignored them. ‘Are you all right?’ she whispered to Arthur.

      He nodded but didn’t speak.

      ‘We’ll ride out into the suburbs, then we’ll figure out what to do.’

      Again he just nodded.

      As the train began to move, Marta closed her eyes. Once more she saw the Huntsman illuminated in the torchlight, saw its snapping jaws coming nearer as they dashed for the train. She heard the screams of her friends, the thud of their running feet, the sweaty stench of their fear. Where were they now? Were they dead?

      She looked down to see Arthur’s hand close over hers. To strangers getting on and off the train they looked like a couple of lovers, disaffected youth, two nothings woven into the great fabric of society.

      The train rumbled on, stopping at stations that were increasingly less busy, until finally they emerged out of a tunnel to find bright sunlight streaming through the windows. An old man sitting opposite them grunted in annoyance and pulled a hat down over his eyes. Marta tried to remember how much time had passed since they had first entered the Paris Metro, but it was impossible. It felt like weeks. Was it the same day or the next day?

      The train began to slow, and a moment later it pulled into a small outlying station. All of the few remaining passengers stood up and began to crowd around the doors. Marta nudged Arthur, who looked up in surprise, and she realised he had been sleeping.

      ‘We get off here,’ she said. ‘I think this is the last stop.’

      With Arthur leaning against her like a drunken boyfriend, they climbed out of the train. Marta immediately steered them right, up the platform towards universal signs for toilets, lockers and baby changing facilities. She pulled Arthur into an alcove out of view of the ticket gates and looked around for a way out.

      It pleased her to note that security in smaller stations was just as lax as it was in Britain. At the end of the platform there was a fence and a sign that meant NO EXIT in French, but it could easily be skirted by jumping down on to the track. Beyond it was a level crossing and then a few residential streets.

      ‘Arthur,’ she said, somewhat stiffly. ‘Pull your shit together. When I say go, we go.’

      He looked up at her, and for the first time since they had ridden the train away from the Huntsman, his eyes looked clear and alert. He grinned. ‘Okay. My god, that was—’

      She put a finger over his lips to shush him. ‘We’ll discuss it later.’ She glanced back up the platform. A guard who had been patrolling up and down after the train’s departure was walking away from them, his back turned.

      ‘Okay … now!’

      She jumped down on to the tracks, Arthur behind her. In a second she was out on to the road, just as a sharp whistle and an angry shout came from behind them. She was getting good at running away, she reflected, as she led Arthur through a handful of tight streets, eventually coming to a quiet churchyard where they lay down behind a stand of trees to watch for pursuit.

      ‘I think we got away,’ Arthur said. ‘What do we do now?’

      Marta looked across at him and they exchanged glances. Suddenly he looked so young and innocent, reminding her more of Carl, or perhaps even Simon, than a trained soldier. He had such a nice, welcoming face. It was wrong that he was involved in this; he should be coming home each night from a mundane office job and making some young wife’s heart jump with those eyes and that mouth. She smiled, and before she knew what she was doing, she had leaned across and given him a quick kiss on the cheek.

      What am I thinking?

      ‘Sorry,’ she said, pulling away, feeling her cheeks redden. ‘I just thought it strange how … I was supposed to be following you.’

      Arthur stared at her. His cheeks were also red. She wondered whether later they might both blame the cold. It was freezing after all.

      ‘Marta,’ he began, then before she knew what was happening he had leaned forward and pulled her to him, kissing her deeply. Without rolling on to her back she couldn’t get away so she succumbed to it, let it happen, all the while aware of a soup of emotions and thoughts flashing through her mind, of her unborn baby, of Ishael, of her lost friends, of the Huntsman on their trail. She couldn’t let this happen yet here it was, happening anyway, out of her control.

      And was it so bad?

      Arthur kissed her for so long that eventually she had to push him away just so she could breathe. ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered, looking sweet and sheepish at the same time.

      ‘Don’t be,’ she said. ‘It’s okay.’

      ‘I know—’

      ‘Don’t say anything. Not now. Not for a moment.’

      He nodded, and they both looked away. Marta rolled on to her side to look out across the graveyard. In the middle of the field of crumbly, lichen-covered headstones, her eyes met the gaze of an old woman who was laying flowers by a grave. For a moment the old woman gave her a soft smile, then she turned and shuffled away.

      How carefree we must look, she thought. How harmless.

      And then she began to cry.
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* * *

      Owen didn’t so much as stop running as stumble to a halt, his legs slipping out from under him, his energy gone. He fell to the ground, grazing his palms on the rough stone floor, then pushed himself up, leaning back against the tunnel wall to catch his breath. He looked around him, but the tunnels, lit in places by small emergency lights implanted into the walls, had looked the same for miles.

      He looked back the way he had come, but the tunnel snaked off into the distance until the lights were too dim to make it out. He had met several junctions where he had chosen a fork at random. There were other places where he had come up against several entrances at a time and more than once he had descended a set of stairs. He had no idea where he was or how he would ever get back.

      He punched the wall, wincing at the pain. Their company was destroyed, and his friends were gone. Carl, the last of them, had turned his back, preferring to stay and help the stupid, ignorant soldier. Now he was probably dead.

      Owen wasn’t about to go back and check. He had to keep moving or sooner or later the Huntsman would catch up with him, and where there was one there would likely be more. They could be swarming through the tunnels right now.

      He started to run again, then grabbed for the tunnel wall as his legs shook, threatening to fail him again. He slowed to a walk, one hand resting on the tunnel wall for support. His tongue felt dry. The tunnel was chilly, damp and oppressive, and there was nothing he wanted more than to be out in the sunlight.

      He came to another set of steps, these more rough-hewn than the previous ones he’d seen, where there had been a handrail set into the wall. He had seen no sign of any trains since the huge hanger at the top of the hatch, and he had a terrible feeling that he was leaving the levels of the trains behind for good. These tunnels felt more like old mines. The floor was becoming more uneven and the walls more jagged, as if he was entering an area of natural caves that had just been widened and connected for human use.

      He tried to quicken his pace, but he was exhausted, and in any case he had no idea whether he was still going away from the Huntsman or back towards it. The tunnels twisted and turned, and while he had tried to keep going in a direction he thought was roughly north, now he could be heading anywhere. It was impossible to tell.

      He needed a plan. Greenwood and Carl were almost certainly dead. Marta and Arthur could be anywhere. He might run right into them, or he might find their bodies. Or he might never see them again.

      He could go to this embassy place that Greenwood had kept talking about, but what would be the point? He didn’t have the video, Marta did. He was just a twelve-year-old kid who was lost in a strange country. He’d never even been out of London before, and here he was, wandering around in the tunnels beneath Paris. What would happen if he was found? Would they send him back? Would they throw him in jail, or would they just kill him?

      ‘Hang on,’ he muttered aloud. ‘What date is it?’ It had to be December by now, or close enough, maybe late November. Not that it had ever been particularly special, but December first was his birthday. ‘Happy birthday to me,’ he muttered, tapping the clawboard against the tunnel wall in a rough rhythm.

      Tears welled in his eyes, and he felt exactly like the child he spent his life pretending he wasn’t. Then he realised something was tapping back.

      He froze.

      The sound came again from somewhere deeper into the tunnel network. Happy birthday, tapped out by stone on stone.

      Could it be a Huntsman? Would a Huntsman do something like that?

      ‘Hello?’ he called tentatively.

      Something detached itself from the tunnel wall and vanished into the shadows behind a distant emergency light.

      The sound came again, louder, nearer, mocking him.

      ‘Come out!’ Owen shouted. ‘Come out, you bastard! I’m not scared of you!’

      He turned and headed back the way he had come, finding the strength from somewhere to break into a slow jog. He was almost back at the previous set of stairs when something short and thin shifted in the shadows at the bottom of the steps. Behind him came the hideous tapping sound again.

      He turned to run, and spotted a side tunnel he had not noticed before. He dashed into it, heading for the next emergency light he could see up ahead. Behind him came the patter of running feet—more than one set. Sweat broke out across his back. What the hell was down here?

      Then he skidded out into a larger chamber and gasped. Lining the walls were hundreds of human skulls stacked on top of each other, several feet high. Other bones poked out from among them, the room one giant sculpture made from human remains.

      Owen stared, dumbstruck, his gaze only broken when something milk-white flashed into his peripheral vision. Instinctively, he swung the clawboard up, and it connected hard with a short, pale creature that was almost upon him.

      The beast screamed and fell away, but the arms of other creatures wrapped around his body, pulling him backwards. Suddenly they were everywhere, darting out of the shadows to surround him. He counted ten or more before the jumble of faces and limbs caused him to lose count. With their snarling, grimy faces and milky, albino bodies, at first he thought they were some kind of animal. Then, as his panic turned to anger, and he began to thrash out at the hands clawing at him, he realised what they were.

      Children.

      No older than nine or ten, their pale, sun-starved skin grimy with filth. Their hair was long and unkempt, their teeth a decaying mass of teak pegs and blackened stumps.

      ‘Leave me alone!’ he shouted as dozens of wiry fingers prised the clawboard out of his hands and secured his arms at his sides. There were two holding him on either side, and their strength astounded him.

      A taller child walked into the chamber and stood in front of him. No older than Owen, he was entirely naked and so thin his ribs were showing. He looked Owen up and down with a feral snarl on his pinched, starved face. Several other smaller children gathered behind him. One pointed at the boy Owen had hit with the clawboard, who was still writhing on the ground, blood oozing from a gash on his forehead, and then back at Owen. A chorus of hate-filled chants filled the air.

      ‘No, what are you doing? Just let me go!’

      The boy Owen assumed was the leader glared at him. ‘Hurt … friend,’ he said in broken English.

      ‘I didn’t mean to!’ Owen protested. ‘He got in my way. He surprised me!’

      The taller boy pointed at Owen. ‘Eye … for eye,’ he said, and with a sadistic grimace waved the rest of the children forward.

      Owen closed his eyes as a hail of tiny fists began to rain down.
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      The Governor lay back on the bed and closed his eyes. He let his breathing lengthen as he tried to focus his thoughts.

      ‘Dreggo,’ he whispered aloud. He listened in his mind for a response, but none came. ‘I know you’re listening. Come back to me.’

      Again, nothing.

      Dreggo. Hear me.

      In his mind he felt what he could only describe as a sharp intake of breath. She was there, he knew, but perhaps she was afraid, frightened of this new voice. Something had happened to her, and he needed to claw her back, like a parent reaching for a child slipping away on an icy slope.

      She belonged to him.

      You are hurting, I can feel it. I can heal you. Talk to me.

      No.

      He started as the word rung inside his mind, soundless yet at the same time louder than a church bell, reverberating around inside his skull. For a moment he was shaken, uncertain; the resolve in that single thought had been more than he had ever known from her before.

      I won’t give up on you. You belong by my side.

      He waited, but no response came. In his mind he felt like a curtain had been pulled across, blocking her from view.

      It was only a matter of time. He had brought an entire nation to its knees and reshaped it to suit his desires through a combination of manipulation, strength, power, and cold-blooded ruthlessness. Dreggo was just one misguided girl. With time she would bend to his will, but he needed to be careful with her, to make sure she didn’t stray.

      He sensed dark days ahead, days when his rule and his power would be challenged; he would need strong people by his side to help him endure. No empire lasted forever. He knew that: he had toppled one himself. But he wasn’t done yet. Despite the failings of his space program, he sensed they were close to success. If he could hold off Europe with a mixture of threats mingled with the continent’s own apathy until he was ready…

      No one would be able to stop him.

      A thousand Halos leading a thousand battalions of Huntsmen, Redmen, and others, all under his command. Unstoppable.

      He had no desire to conquer for the sake of it. Only to consolidate his position and to enact vengeance upon those who had harmed him.

      Then, and only then, would he restore peace and prosperity to Mega Britain.
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* * *

      He would return to his roots. That was always the best way for everything. Halo wasn’t a hunter or a tracker like the Huntsmen were. He dealt in stealth and secrecy. He had once been the most feared assassin in Europe. Drug warlords, gangsters, corrupt politicians, embezzling bankers, he had been contracted to kill them all and had done so with ruthless efficiency. Now, so long out of the game and in an environment he couldn’t control, he was losing his grip and his touch.

      When your prey was adept at hiding, it was often easier to take them out in the open, he thought, as he exited the train in Paris’s Montparnasse Station, and passed through the ticket gate unnoticed among the other commuters.

      Without the Huntsman and Dreggo to weigh him down, Halo could easily slip unnoticed among the Parisians. With his long hair and pinched, almost suspicious face he could be any other middle-aged Bohemian resident out for a stroll, while his long-neglected French was fast coming back.

      Cale had given him enough money to survive, plus access to a government bank account under an assumed name if he ran short, so he rented a cheap, inconspicuous hotel room in Montmartre, then went out and bought new clothes and had his hair trimmed in a barber shop in the shade of the Sacre Coeur. Walking through Montmartre, he wished he had time to indulge in the various pleasures on display as he might once have done, but Valerie’s face flickered like a dying candle in his mind, and he knew that Cale’s patience would only last so long.

      Dressed up in a fine suit with his hair tied back in a ponytail, he headed for the first place he could think of where he might be able to achieve something—the Prefecture de Police de Paris, located on Rue de Lutice. The two-hundred-year-old building rose up ahead of him as he exited the Metro, and he wondered just how difficult it would be to get inside.

      He did a couple of circuits of the building to establish its layout, the location of security cameras and guards, then found a bench a little way down the street from where he could sit and watch for a while. Occasionally the thick metal gates opened to admit a car or a group of people on foot. Guards emerged from the gatehouse to check ID’s, then disappeared again.

      He’d broken into more heavily-fortified buildings, but, he wondered, was it even necessary? The Tube Riders were heading for the same place. If he waited long enough he would meet them here.

      He nodded and stood up. Straightening his ponytail and brushing a bit of lint off his jacket as he crossed the street, he walked over to the guard office, and, with a smile on his face, turned himself in.
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* * *

      They call it winter, but the days just get longer, reflected Inspecteur Divisionaire Phillipe Andiers as he hurried along the corridor towards the holding cells. The urgency of the call up to his office—where he was supposed to be undisturbed—had left him in no doubt that his department was faced with a grave national security risk. Already exhausted from dealing with the political fallout over the destruction of Mont St Michel, this was the last thing he needed.

      ‘Where is he?’ he snapped in the common dialect of Northern Paris at the officer on duty outside the main gate to the cells.

      ‘Fourteen,’ the man replied, giving half a salute with one hand while opening the metal gate with the other, but Andiers ignored him and marched through. The clang of the gate closing behind him barely registered.

      Capitaine Louis Montagne, one rank lower than Andiers, was waiting for him at the door to the observation room beside Holding Cell 14. Andiers gave him a curt nod and headed inside, wondering as he did so why in this day and age anyone still bothered with two-way mirrors. Their secrecy was an utter paradox, emphasised by the way the prisoner looked up and smiled from where he sat at a table in the holding cell beyond the wall, as if he had seen Andiers walk in.

      Lieutenant Ifon Ponterei was sitting opposite the prisoner, flanked by two armed guards. Ponterei was one of the best interrogators on the force, and also spoke fluent English. Andiers spoke a little himself, but Ponterei was often used to interrogate deserters seeking refugee status. A good choice, Andiers thought, even though the man sitting opposite with his hands cuffed behind his back had a smirk of amusement on his face as if he, not the entire French Police force, was in complete control.

      ‘You may begin to interview the prisoner,’ Andiers said into a microphone that connected to a concealed headphone in Ponterei’s ear. Ponterei sat forward and made a show of flexing his fingers before lifting up a written report, a second copy of which lay on the desk in front of Andiers.

      ‘You say you’re here on a diplomatic mission?’ Ponterei stated in English.

      ‘That is correct.’

      Ponterei threw a batch of photographs down on the desk. ‘And you can explain these, yes? And why several men are dead?’

      Andiers had seen the pictures earlier. They showed the man at the Quarantine Zone checkpoint where several French soldiers had been killed. Other pictures showed those strange humanoid beasts which still made him shudder. He’d seen pictures of the bodies too, something he would never forget.

      ‘An unfortunate situation.’

      ‘Four men are dead and another will never walk again. They were French soldiers with families. You call that merely unfortunate?’

      ‘Yes. It was necessary, but is something I regret.’

      Ponterei hid his anger well, Andiers thought. It was a sign of his colleague’s experience and professionalism that he didn’t explode with vitriol towards this infiltrator who wore the blood of French soldiers on his hands.

      ‘Mr. … Halo,’ Ponterei said, his French accent dropping the H and making it sound almost comically like Ello, ‘tell me again how you came to be responsible for the deaths of four French soldiers.’

      ‘I lead a covert operation on the trail of a group of terrorists,’ he said.

      ‘Led.’

      ‘Lead. I am here of my own free will, remember?’ The man Ponterei had addressed as Mr. Halo leaned forward threateningly, despite the cuffs holding his hands behind his back. ‘I am not a prisoner, despite what you might assume, sir.’

      ‘Whatever you say. Where are these terrorists now?’

      ‘They are directly beneath you.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘They are in the train tunnels. They are trying to get to the old British Embassy. It is of utmost importance that they are apprehended.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because they carry information that can bring our two countries to war.’

      Ponterei sat back, a sign of shock that even a man with his experience had been unable to prevent. ‘War, you say?’

      ‘I believe you and me have the same desires, Mr. Ponterei,’ Mr. Halo said. ‘And that is for peace. I’m sure you would agree that if a few people have to die in order to establish peace for the rest, then it is a necessary thing?’

      ‘May I remind you, sir, who is interviewing who here?’

      Ponterei is flustered, Andiers thought. I’ve never seen him like this before.

      The detainee turned towards the one-way glass wall and Andiers saw what was putting Ponterei on edge. The man’s eyes were colourless black orbs, like the eyes of a dog. He shivered. Beside him, the other men in the room shifted in their seats, uncomfortable beneath the same soulless gaze.

      ‘No, you may not remind me,’ Halo said. ‘What I am telling you concerns the safely of your entire nation. I brought with me three trackers to help me catch these terrorists before they could bring further harm. I assume you are aware of the explosion of Mont St Michel?’

      ‘Do not mock me,’ Ponterei said coldly. ‘It is the biggest terrorist attack in our nation for more than fifty years. I am aware of it.’

      ‘I was within inches of apprehending the terrorists,’ Halo said. ‘That explosion left my trackers either dead or disabled. Now I come here asking you for help.’

      ‘Asking us for help? What kind of fool are you? May I remind you—’

      ‘Shut up.’

      Ponterei glowered at the prisoner but said nothing. Andiers, who had been following the conversation on a computer screen in front of him that was transcribing the conversation into French as it played out, could feel his colleague’s unease.

      ‘I came here to warn you,’ Mr. Halo continued. ‘These terrorists are here to start a war. What I am telling you is not in my jurisdiction, but with my trackers dead or incapacitated I have no choice because I cannot hunt the terrorists without assistance.’ He leaned forward again, and lowered his voice. ‘Mega Britain has weapons you cannot begin to comprehend. If you are goaded into a war your country will be devastated and your people all but wiped out. Do you hear what I am saying?’

      ‘Are you threatening the national security of my nation?’

      ‘No. I’m warning you. You do not understand what Mega Britain can do.’

      Ponterei took a deep breath. Andiers noticed how the other officer glanced towards the two-way glass as if unsure how to proceed. This is going from bad to worse, Andiers thought.

      ‘And why should we believe you? After all, the evidence points to terrorist activity on your part. What are these weapons and how can we possibly believe anything you say?’

      Mr. Halo held Ponterei’s gaze for several long seconds. Then, as Andiers watched with disbelief, the prisoner tensed his arms and the handcuffs snapped with a crunch that echoed around the viewing room through the microphones. In the interrogation room, Halo held his hands up for Ponterei to see, the broken chain hanging loose from one cuff.

      Carbon steel, Andiers thought. It would take two trucks to break that chain, and he snapped it like string. What the hell is this man?

      ‘I am one such weapon,’ Halo said. ‘Believe me, a war with Mega Britain is not one you can win. Apprehending and deporting these terrorists for trial is the only sensible course of action. I think about now would be a very good time for you to start listening to me.’

      Ponterei didn’t respond. His eyes had fixed on the broken length of chain hanging from one useless cuff on Halo’s wrist, and his mouth had fallen open. In the observation room, Andiers too stared.

      He felt like a dark cloud had filled the room, and he didn’t think he had ever felt so afraid.
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      In an abandoned flat just a couple of streets from the train station, Marta and Arthur allowed their hands and their bodies to touch, and for a while it was perfect. They had cleaned themselves up as best they could in a public restroom and had stolen a couple of blankets from a launderette.

      Marta was sure they should keep moving, Arthur not so sure. He was clinging to her, she knew, desperate for their liaison to be drawn out, to delay its inevitable end. Beneath the blankets, freshly cleaned by some unwitting local resident who would have returned to find their tumble-dryer empty, life was warm and clean and safe. Arthur’s body was hard and lean, and he treated her like the only woman left in the world.

      Each time they pulled the blanket back over themselves she told herself it should be the last, that they had to move, had to leave, but even as the guilt and the memories and the pain tried to flood in and overwhelm her, she pushed them away and allowed herself to experience normal human pleasure one more time.

      She hadn’t enjoyed sex in a long time. Even that one time with Ishael had been little more than two desperate people on the edge of a steep slope finding solace in each other. Did she love Ishael? She thought she did, or at least had, because giving her body up to Arthur was hardly a sign of loyalty … what am I thinking? Leave me alone. I don’t want to save the damn world. Just for a while let me be me, Marta Banks.

      She wanted to forget, to erase the world outside the little room they had chosen as their bolt hole and stay beneath the warm blankets with Arthur, preferably forever.

      ‘I can protect you,’ Arthur said more than once as they lay in the heady afterglow of sex, their bodies entangled beneath the press of blankets that smelt more of happiness than fear. ‘I know it’s not mine, but I can take care of you. I can take care of you both.’

      And his hand would drift to her stomach, to the child she carried, still so tiny and unnoticeable. It was in those moments that she wanted to push him away, but the memory of what they had just done always stopped her. How could he make such a claim? How could he have any idea of how she felt knowing a child was growing inside her?

      She would close her eyes, pull Arthur close, and try to forget.
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* * *

      The first evening after they had found the flat, Marta stood by the window in the darkness, looking down at the street below, watching a young couple walk hand in hand along the pavement, drifting in and out of the shadows and the pulses of light left by the streetlights. She found herself wishing the Huntsman would appear, that it would catch up with them at last and finish this once and for all. She was tired of running, tired of seeing people die, tired of grasping for something that was forever out of reach. Her body ached with the trauma of flight; her mind tormented her with feelings of abandonment, betrayal, guilt. Where were her friends now? Where were Owen, Carl and Greenwood? Where were Paul and Switch?

      They had spent the day together as lovers, and now Arthur had gone back to the launderette to try to pilfer more clothes. He had a small supply of money but was using it for food. Earlier, from a convenience store, he had bought them a takeaway pizza and some chicken drumsticks that had tasted like gold.

      ‘What am I doing?’ she whispered aloud to no one. ‘We shouldn’t be here. We should still be moving.’

      Arthur had suggested they lie low for a few days, but he didn’t know the Huntsmen like she did. They had left a scent trail. Sooner or later it would come.

      That it hadn’t already found them surprised her. The creatures were relentless. There were only two possibilities—it was either on the trail of one of her friends or it was dead.

      The first seemed more likely, and again she hated herself for being here, shacked up in a little love nest with Arthur. I should be out there, fighting the war, defending my friends and standing up for my nation against the oppressors! Shouldn’t I? Isn’t that my role in this whole sorry mess? The damn heroine?

      The thought made her cry. She leaned back against the wall, away from the window, holding one hand over her face and one over her stomach as if she could protect them both.

      She jumped as the door opened, a little gasp escaping her lips. Arthur was standing there carrying a large hold-all filled with clothes. The light from the streetlight outside illuminated a wide grin on the young soldier’s face.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      The classic asinine question. Marta actually smiled. ‘I’m still alive,’ she said quietly. ‘I guess that’s a start.’

      Arthur put the bag on the floor. ‘I got you some clothes,’ he said. ‘I don’t know if they’ll fit, but I had to be quick. I don’t think we should go back there again. It would be too risky.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Arthur came over and reached out a hand to touch her shoulder. Marta only frowned, but it was as good as a flinch. He pulled his hand back as if he’d burned it, and she knew her rejection, however slight, had hurt him. How could she treat him like this? Just two hours before she had been in his arms, forgetting the ills of the world and taking out her frustration in the pleasure of his lean, muscular body.

      ‘Don’t cry, Marta, please.’

      She hadn’t realised she was sobbing until he grabbed her arms and pulled her forward against his chest.

      ‘I have to protect my child,’ she whispered, unable to speak. ‘Above everything, I have to protect my child.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘What are we going to do?’

      ‘We should head south. If we can get out of France, maybe into Italy or Spain … we should be safe. The French only send back people they find because they’re afraid of Mega Britain, but the further away we get the safer we’ll be.’ He hugged her to him, and she savored the strong arms around her, the arms that had spent all afternoon exploring, touching her body, restoring her faith that happiness could still exist in the world.

      And then she felt her own personal Achilles heel, digging into her side.

      The memory card.

      The little square of plastic and circuitry from Jessica’s old digital camera that contained footage of the European Confederation’s ambassador’s assassination at the hands of the Department of Civil Affairs.

      God damn it.

      How much blood had been shed in the pursuit of that tiny computer chip?

      She couldn’t let their deaths be for nothing, she just couldn’t.

      ‘We have unfinished business first,’ she said.

      ‘What?’

      She took his hand from her shoulder and put his hand over the press of the chip through her shirt.

      ‘Damn that thing.’

      ‘We take it to the embassy, hand it over to someone important, force them to view it and understand what it shows, then we leave. We head south, or east, or wherever, as long as it’s away from the Huntsmen.’

      ‘I—I—I can take it,’ Arthur stammered. ‘I can take it while you stay here. It’s not safe for you out there. I can speak French, I can get inside easier…’

      She shook her head, ignoring his pleas. He wasn’t about to give up, but neither was she. Finally they agreed to go together, but only because Marta didn’t want to be left alone. Even if the Huntsman didn’t find her, sooner or later someone would discover them.

      She suddenly felt weary beyond words, and let Arthur pull her down on to the blankets.

      ‘We’ll go tomorrow,’ he whispered. ‘First thing.’

      A nod was her only response, but she didn’t resist as he started to unbutton her top. Let him play happy families one last time, she thought. Why not? The end of the world can wait until tomorrow.

      But as Arthur’s hands caressed her and her skin began to tingle with pleasure and excitement, she knew that she was wrong on that count. The end of the world had come weeks ago, when they’d run out of a confrontation with the Cross Jumpers and into one with the DCA.

      She could hide all she wanted, but sooner or later the nightmares would find her, and she had better be ready, because there was no stretch of ocean she could hide behind this time.
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      The strange group of children dragged Owen through the tunnels, heading ever deeper under the city. His body ached from the beating they had handed out, their bare hands and feet gnarly and hard like lumps of wood.

      He was aware of going down several flights of steps, deeper into the catacombs, and he wondered if soon his skull would decorate the dank caverns too.

      At last they came to a row of cells and they threw him on to a hard rocky floor behind a rusty metal gate. He slumped to the ground, crawled into a corner and wallowed in pain until his mind took mercy on him and he slept.
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* * *

      He had no idea of the passage of time, but when he woke he felt surprisingly rested. His body felt like a million drummers had all been beating the same rhythm, but his mind felt sharp. He pushed himself up into a sitting position and peered out into the gloom.

      Something shifted just beyond the bars.

      ‘What the—’

      ‘Wake up?’

      It was the boy from before, the one with the broken English.

      ‘What do you want? Let me the fuck out of here.’

      The boy smiled, the few remaining teeth glinting. He had put a small paraffin lamp on the ground just to the right of Owen’s cell, which illuminated his wild, disheveled face in a dim orange glow. Further down the corridor, fires burned in caskets fitted to the wall, but from somewhere beyond came a low roaring sound, and with it an uncomfortable warmth.

      ‘Blythe,’ the boy said.

      ‘Huh? What?’

      ‘Blythe.’

      ‘Is that your name? Blythe?’

      ‘Blythe come.’

      ‘Who the hell is Blythe? Can you let me out?’ Owen reached out and rattled the cage for emphasis. The boy jumped back and bared his teeth like an animal.

      ‘Stay in cage.’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      The boy grinned again as if amused. This time he pointed to himself and said, ‘Jean.’ He pronounced it Jahn.

      ‘Jean? That your name? Well, Jean, I’d really like it if you could just—’

      Jean leapt up at the sound of running feet and bounded off to meet the new arrival. Owen pushed his face against the bars, trying to see out, but he could only see part of the way down the corridor. The sound of frantic voices came from just out of sight.

      Then Jean was back, his dirty, urchin face just beyond the bars. ‘Blythe come,’ he said, grinning again. ‘Blythe master. Blythe like you.’

      ‘Blythe and you can go fuck yourselves.’

      Jean’s teeth flashed, then his grin abruptly disappeared as big, ominous footfalls grew louder. ‘Blythe!’ Jean hissed, his voice taking on a hint of fear, and ducked away into the shadows.

      Owen slipped back away from the cell door as the new figure blocked out the light. Huge black boots led up to dark, torn jeans that gave way to a muscular naked torso crisscrossed with what might have been scars, tattoos, grime, or a mixture of all three. Massive, powerful arms reached forward, and Medieval-style gauntlets hooked over the bars of the cage with a sudden, unexpected metallic clang.

      The man’s face was in shadow. Turning his head towards Jean, Blythe barked something that brought the boy rushing forward, holding up the lamp towards his master’s face.

      ‘See,’ Blythe growled, his voice rough and deep like the snorting of a bull. ‘See me.’

      Owen gagged, then bent over and vomited.

      He’d seen Huntsmen up close, and he’d seen plenty of mutilated bodies, but Blythe topped them all. Blythe’s face was little more than a skull. Human eyes peered out of the sockets, but below his nose his face was devoid of flesh. A tongue poked out from between twin rows of naked teeth, working on two lumps of gristly muscle, but it was metallic, artificial. Whether this creature Blythe had been created in the same Mega Britain torture pits as the Huntsmen or in a French version of the same, Owen couldn’t guess, but they shared certain characteristics. Like the Huntsmen, part of Blythe remained human, but the rest … the rest could be anything.

      Blythe said something in French, and made a deep clicking sound that could have been a laugh. Beside him Jean gave a nervous grin.

      ‘I don’t speak French, you ugly turd,’ Owen said, trying to keep a tremble out of his voice.

      Blythe made that same clicking sound again and turned to Jean. The boy cowered as his master barked a command. Turning back to Owen, he said one word: ‘Demain.’ Then he walked away.

      As Blythe’s heavy footfalls receded, Jean crowded back around the cage door. ‘Tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow!’

      ‘What the fuck happens tomorrow?’

      ‘Tomorrow, Blythe you go.’

      ‘Go where?’

      ‘Blythe room.’

      Owen felt a cold sinking feeling in his stomach. ‘And what happens in Blythe’s room?’

      Jean’s eyes darted up the corridor as if afraid his master would return. ‘Blythe always take stranger to Blythe room. Blythe like stranger. In Blythe room you do what Blythe want,’ he said. ‘Anything Blythe want.’

      ‘Just who the fuck is this guy?’

      ‘Blythe master. Blythe protect us, give food, make safe.’

      ‘And in return?’

      ‘Find stranger for Blythe room.’

      Owen didn’t like the sound of what that implied. ‘How long will I be in Blythe’s room?’

      ‘Short time. Maybe long time. Maybe not come out.’

      Owen rested his head against the cold rock of the cell wall. Just what had he stumbled into? What the hell was going on down here in these tunnels?

      He suddenly felt very alone. Their company had been broken, and he had run from Carl when he’d had the chance to stay.

      Now he was trapped in a cell and at the mercy of these children and their hideous, inhuman master. And no one knew where he was.
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* * *

      A bucket of freezing water shocked him awake. Owen gasped and rolled over across the floor, scrabbling to get out of the way. He didn’t even realise he’d been sleeping, but a second shock washed away whatever residue of sleep was left.

      ‘Stop it, damn you.’

      ‘Make prisoner clean.’ Jean’s face grinned behind the bars of the gate. The dirty child pushed a brush through the bars. ‘Blythe like prisoner clean.’

      Owen kicked the brush away. ‘What if I don’t want to be clean?’

      ‘Bring more water.’

      Jean got up and left, his bare feet pitter-pattering away, no doubt going to make good on his threat. Owen pushed himself up against the back wall of the cell, wrapping his arms around his soaked, freezing body, shivering despite the heat that wafted in through the bars.

      How long before Jean returned? How long before he was dragged off to Blythe’s room? The cage door was bolted firmly. He’d already checked. He had no weapons and no part of his clothing was of any use to help him escape.

      He remembered the Huntsman. Was it back there still, looking for him? Surely it would only be a matter of time before it picked up his scent trail. Then what? It would follow him right here.

      It would follow him right to them.

      ‘Jean!’ he shouted, pushing his face against the bars. ‘Jean! I have something to tell you.’

      The boy appeared as if by magic, slinking out of the shadows of the corridor, grinning as ever. He held something out to Owen. ‘Food.’

      Owen turned the object over in his hands. It was a piece of dirty bread.

      ‘Eat.’ Jean held out a small plastic container in which liquid sloshed. ‘Drink.’

      The grimy bread and the dirty water repulsed him, but he realised it could be some time before he had another chance. He gulped back the water and chewed down the bread, trying not to think about the stale, moldy taste.

      Jean waited for him to finish. ‘What tell me?’

      ‘Danger,’ Owen said. ‘You’re all in danger.’

      ‘Yes,’ Jean nodded. ‘Blythe dangerous. But Blythe care for us.’

      ‘Not Blythe! Much, much worse than Blythe! Do you know what a Huntsman is?’

      ‘Huntsman … non.’

      ‘It’s a kind of monster sent from Mega Britain to track people. It’s part man, part animal, and part robot, and very dangerous. I have one after me. It’ll follow me right here and kill all of you.’

      ‘Kill…’

      Owen repeated himself, slowly. This time Jean nodded.

      ‘So you’ve got to let me free! If you set me free it won’t come here. It’ll leave you alone.’

      ‘Non, non, non!’ Jean backed away. ‘Blythe angry! Blythe take Jean to room instead!’

      Owen stared. The boy was shaking, tears leaving trails through the grime on his cheeks.

      ‘Jean, where’s the heat coming from? Is there a fire down here? A big one?’

      Jean wiped his eyes, the tears stripping away a layer of dirt. He looked like a coal miner who had just removed his goggles. ‘Big fire,’ he said. ‘Burn trash. Burn city trash.’

      ‘An incinerator? How big?’

      Jean grinned, his misery seemingly forgotten. ‘Big. Fire burn everything.’

      The beginnings of a plan began to form in Owen’s mind. If he could just get out of this cage … perhaps, when the Huntsman inevitably did show up, he could somehow lead it into the incinerator. The things seemed damn near impossible to kill, but fire destroyed everything, even government-built monsters, eventually.

      ‘Jean,’ he said again. ‘I have a request of you. Can you come here please? It’s important…’
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* * *

      Ystapha opened his eyes. He pushed himself up into a sitting position and peered into the gloom around him. The mechanisms of his body slowly repairing itself filled him with intense pain, but he had managed to shut down most of the human and animal parts of his brain to ameliorate some of the suffering. What remained he had howled into the empty tunnels until his throat was parched and dry and his body had shut down completely, allowing him to sleep.

      Beside him lay the remains of his last meal. The flesh was beginning to sour, but it would feed him one more time.

      Ystapha tried to stand, but his right leg fell out from under him.

      Not yet, but soon.

      He needed one more day before he could follow the scent trail.

      Soon…

      Ystapha threw his head back and roared with all his might, a guttural, fractured sound that echoed along the tunnels and corridors.

      If his prey was still near, he wanted them to hear him. He wanted them to run and run hard, because there was nothing he liked better than a good chase.
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      The sound jerked Carl’s head around. He looked behind him, expecting a Huntsman to appear out of the gloom, but it had just been another passing Metro train in one of the tunnels somewhere ahead.

      He carried on walking towards the sound. Sooner or later he had to find his way to civilization. He tried to stay positive as he walked, satisfied that not finding the bodies of Marta, Owen or Arthur meant they were all still alive. There was no way he could tell, of course, but he had to keep his chin up. He had no choice. There was that or give up, and what was he supposed to do then?

      The tunnel continued to rise. Eventually Carl heard the sound of a train again and flickering lights lit up behind a grill at the far end of the tunnel. He jogged towards it and found himself stuck behind a metal fence fixed over the tunnel entrance. Beyond it was a rough platform. Carl located the bolts holding the fence over the tunnel entrance and gave them a hard kick each. As he had thought, the metal was mostly rusted through and the fence broke easily away.

      Skipping through on to the platform, Carl found himself in a half-finished station. The absence of any construction vehicles or workmen suggested it had been abandoned, but if they had once been down here that meant there had to be an exit somewhere.

      He jogged along the platform until he found a set of stairs. Bounding up them two at a time, he began to hear a different sound coming from above, not the low, growing rumble of trains, but a more intermittent buzzing, like hundreds of bees moving back and forth.

      Growing up in Reading Greater Forest Area, Carl had not seen many cars, but he had seen enough to recognise their sound.

      At the end of a corridor he found a wide staircase leading up to a thick, impenetrable stone wall. It had to be the main street entrance, but was now bricked over. He sighed, then backtracked down the stairs and hunted for a different way, finding the same thing at the far end of the corridor. He was about to give up completely when he spotted a tiny staircase heading off the main thoroughfare. He rushed up, frowned when the lack of emergency lighting left him in darkness, then yelped in surprise as he banged his head on a metal door.

      He fumbled around for a handle and found a long waist-high push-down type. He shoved down as hard as he could and the door ground open with a rusty crunch.

      Carl stepped out into a deserted warehouse and pushed the old fire exit door almost shut, leaving it open just a crack.

      He left the door behind and hurried across the open floor to the windows. Through years of grime he saw an alleyway, so he pushed open a protesting window and climbed out.

      At the end of the alley and around a corner, he found himself in Paris.

      High above him a large white church stood proudly looking out over the city. Le Sacre Coeur, his memory of school geography textbooks reminded him.

      ‘Wow,’ he breathed. It was more majestic in life than it had ever been in a picture. Much as his mission pressed him onwards, Carl couldn’t resist spending a couple of minutes marveling at the majesty of the famous French capital. One way up the street he saw a man in a bomber jacket carrying a baguette just like his mother used to make, and his smile faded as he remembered first his family, and then Owen lost back in the tunnels. In the other direction a small market stall was selling tea-towels and sweaters with pictures of the Eiffel Tower on them. A short, dumpy man with a white moustache was arguing with an olive-skinned couple over the price of a t-shirt.

      It was all so incredible. He tried not to let his mind wander as he walked through the streets, but if he stripped away everything that had happened since he had found Simon lying by the train tracks in Reading GFA, he was just a starry-eyed sixteen-year-old with a healthy sense of adventure. Here he was in Paris, one of the greatest cities in the world. Growing up in the confines of the GFA he had only ever dreamed of seeing a city, let alone one as magnificent as this. He wondered briefly whether he would take it all back to see his family again.

      Best not to dwell on it, he thought. I have work to do.

      He headed along the street, glancing into shop windows as he passed. He saw a bakery, a fabric shop, a clothes shop, a book store … they went on and on. With each new window display Carl resisted the urge to slip inside just for a look, just to satisfy his curiosity.

      Time pressed down on his shoulders like the hands of a giant, and he hurried on. Finally, just as he was about to give up and head back, he came to a small electronics junk store on a street corner.

      He pushed through the door, giving a polite nod to the man behind the counter, and began his search. From a pocket he pulled the object he had taken out of the cavity on the Gravedigger’s back.

      It was a perfect square battery about five centimetres to a side, with a plug-in port on one face. It was remarkably old-fashioned. Carl had imagined the world outside the GFAs to be full of marvels of high technology like he’d read about in the science fiction novels he’d found buried in the ruins of the old houses back in the GFA, but with the exception of the Huntsman and some of the Mistakes he had seen little sign of it.

      He started at one end of the nearest aisle and began to sift through the boxes, looking for something resembling the battery in his hand. After ten minutes of futile searching he was close to giving up, but then he spotted something in the dark bottom of a plastic box that looked vaguely similar to what he wanted. He pulled it out and held it up to the light.

      A hand closed over his wrist, pulling him backwards, spilling the battery out of his fingers.

      ‘Hey, give that back!’

      Carl spoke in English before he remembered he was supposed to be hiding his identity. Behind him, a man dressed casually in jeans and a shirt was holding the battery he had taken from the box. Carl snatched for it, aware as he did so how childish he must appear, but the man easily pulled it back out of range.

      Another man had gone to stand by the door. He pulled down a blind over the window and twisted a key in the lock.

      ‘What’s this about?’ Carl said again. Nervous, he searched for the French he had learned at school, eventually managing to repeat the question.

      ‘This is my shop,’ the man said in heavily-accented English. ‘We don’t like thieves here.’

      ‘I’m not a thief!’

      ‘You look like a thief.’

      Carl looked down at himself. His clothes were covered in a mixture of oil, blood, grime, and soil. He imagined his hair and face must look similar. He mentally kicked himself—he had got so used to being dirty he hadn’t thought to clean himself up. It was a wonder he hadn’t been arrested on his way here.

      ‘I’m sorry. I haven’t had a chance to clean up recently.’

      ‘I can see that. What are you doing in my shop?’

      ‘I’m looking for another one of these,’ he said, holding up the battery he had taken from the Gravedigger.

      The man took it without asking and turned it over in his hands, then held the other battery up beside it. ‘Close, but not exact. This is a Titanium A31 Class 2 battery. This other one is the A30. A31’s are pretty hard to come by.’ His eyes narrowed and his words slowed. ‘Particularly as all the units that use them have been banned for years.’

      Carl found himself blushing. He felt like his mother had just caught him with his hand inside a biscuit tin. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Well, that’s inconvenient.’

      ‘Yes, it is.’

      The man by the door crossed his arms. Carl was keen to ask where the first man had learned such good English. He spoke fluently, although with an accent, even holding the hard “H” sounds Carl had been taught at school to drop.

      ‘Where did you get it?’ the man asked.

      ‘What?’

      ‘The robot.’

      Carl thought about denying it, but realised there was little point. If he could get out of this without getting hurt or arrested, he might still be able to help the Gravedigger.

      ‘I, um, found it.’

      ‘Where?’

      Carl pointed at the floor. ‘Underground.’

      The other man spoke for the first time, also in heavily accented English. ‘In the catacombs? You crazy bastard. Do you have any idea what’s down there?’

      ‘What possessed you to go into those godforsaken tunnels?’ the first man asked.

      Carl shrugged. ‘I was exploring.’

      ‘So.’ The man began to count on his fingers. ‘You found an illegal robot. You went into the catacombs, which is prohibited. You’re British…’

      ‘No, I’m not!’

      The man cocked a head at him. ‘You’re British.’

      Carl sighed. ‘It’s complicated.’

      ‘I’m sure. Listen, kid. I have a favour to ask, and in return I’ll fix up your robot.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Bring it to me. Let me see it.’

      ‘I … can’t. It won’t move.’

      The man glanced back over his shoulder at the man by the door and gave him an instruction in French. All Carl could understand was the word “Georg”, which he assumed was the man’s name and something that sounded like “trolley”.

      Georg nodded and disappeared into the stock room behind the counter. The first man held out a business card. Carl took it and turned it over. Alain Louis, it said, followed by an address and some contact details. A moment later Georg returned with a trolley that folded up like a child’s pushchair.

      ‘Okay, kid,’ Alain said. ‘We don’t much care who you are and what you’re doing, but we’d really like to have a look at this robot of yours. My brother and I are … how do you say? Enthusiasts.’

      The other man nodded. ‘Bring it to the address on the card tonight. If you don’t show up we’ll assume you’re dead, which you probably should be if you’ve been messing about in the catacombs.’

      ‘Thanks for not calling the police.’

      Alain shrugged. ‘We hate those porcines almost as much as we hate your country.’

      ‘Oh.’ Carl presumed this was a good thing, so he looked up and grinned. ‘Well, I’m Carl,’ he said.

      ‘Good for you.’

      ‘Why do you speak such good English?’

      ‘Show up with the robot and we might tell you,’ Georg said.

      ‘How do I hide it?’

      ‘Your problem. Throw a sheet over it or something.’

      Georg unlocked the door and pulled the blind up. ‘Keep your head down in the catacombs,’ he said. ‘Away from the train lines there are all sorts of nasty things down there, so the rumours go. Paris is like any other major city. It looks nice on the surface but there’s a lot of dirt swept under its rug. Don’t approach anyone you see. In fact, if you do see anyone, you probably want to run as fast as you can in the other direction.’

      ‘Okay.’

      Alain held out his hand. ‘Give me back the card, please.’

      Carl frowned. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the business card. ‘You only just gave it to me…’

      ‘Memorise the address. If you’re caught I don’t want evidence linking you to us.’

      ‘Makes sense, I guess.’ Carl stared at the address until he was sure he could remember it, then handed it back. Alain stuffed it into his pocket. ‘Good luck,’ he said.

      Georg held the door open and Carl went out on to the street. When he glanced back at the shop the door had already closed, and the blind had been drawn back down.

      Carl made his way back the way he had come, keeping Le Sacre Coeur on his right and downtown Paris on his left. Now that he was aware of how he looked he noticed several stares and sideways glances, but he hurried on, trying to ignore them.

      He was only a couple of corners from where he had come out of the old warehouse when a siren began to blare.

      Carl jumped and spun around, at first thinking it was the police. Then he spotted a public address speaker on the corner of the building above him, about five metres off the ground.

      As Carl stood below it, the folded up trolley tucked under his arm like an over-sized umbrella, it began to read out a looped message. Carl had been top of his class in French at school, but it took him three or four turns to figure out a rough translation of the message in his mind. By the time he had, the people hurrying for their homes had already conveyed most of the meaning.

      ‘Parisians, this is your City Major. Notification of a potential terrorist threat has come to our attention. A citywide curfew has been established and we ask that all Paris residents return to their homes to await further instructions. This is for your own safety. I repeat: this is for your own safety. You have one hour to return to your homes. After this time you risk receiving a fine or even imprisonment. This is for your own safety. I repeat…’

      Carl grimaced. Without doubt this had something to do with the Tube Riders and the Huntsman on their tail.

      He hurried on, repeating Alain Louis’s address over and over in his head, while the public address repeated from loudspeakers all across the city.
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      Owen didn’t resist as the children dragged him back to his cell. Every part of his body felt numb, not just from the beating, but from what had come after. From what he couldn’t, even now, allow himself to think about.

      He heard the metal gate being dragged back and then hard stone met his face. He tried to push himself to his knees to crawl away, but his legs and arms ached and he could do little more than scrabble across the stone towards the corner like a dying animal.

      He turned back to face them. The puffiness around one eye obscured his vision but he could still see them there, the children, peering in through the bars at him as if he were a new exhibit at a zoo.

      ‘Leave me alone,’ he said, unable to muster more than a low croak.

      Jean was in the middle. The boy looked uncomfortable with the others around him, but just as curious. ‘You came out,’ he said, and grinned as if Owen had just won a prize. ‘Blythe like you.’

      Blythe.

      Owen tried to push the hideous face of the sadistic half-human monster out of his mind, tried to push the imprints of Blythe’s hands, and worse from his body. Never had there existed a creature he would like to see on the end of a knife more, not the Governor, not Dreggo, not anyone.

      He tried to sit up, but his body hurt too much. Instead he just pulled his legs into his chest and rested his cheek against the cold stone of the cell floor.

      A single sob dragged its way out of his throat. He wanted to cry, but he was too tired even for that. The last shreds of adventure had been bludgeoned out of him by Blythe’s muscular frame, and he wanted to curl up and disappear.

      He became aware that the children had gone. The cavern beyond his cell was empty. Only the warm air drifting out from the incinerator lingered there now.

      Owen closed his eyes. His mind immediately filled with the horrible memories of his time in Blythe’s room: an hour, a day, he didn’t know for sure. Each terrifying, degrading second had felt endless.

      ‘Happy birthday to me,’ he whispered into his hands. ‘Happy birthday to … me.’
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* * *

      He couldn’t remember falling asleep, but arms were tugging at him, pulling him out of the cage. ‘No!’ he screamed, afraid they were taking him back to Blythe’s room, but Jean, who was holding one of Owen’s arms, shook his head. ‘Meeting,’ he said. ‘Blythe want you come.’

      They dragged him out of the cage and pushed him into a standing position. They didn’t seem concerned about binding him or worried that he would try to run away. As the crowd of filthy children swelled, Owen was carried along on the tide, too weary to battle against it.

      The children led him down to the end of the tunnel in the direction of the heat. He had gone this way before on his way to Blythe’s room. The tunnel opened out on to a vast chamber. In its centre was a wide pit about thirty metres across. It hummed and crackled and emitted a steady plume of smoke that rose almost in a perfect column up though a chimney space in the cavern roof the same width as the hole. Turbine fans fitted into the rock around the pit helped the smoke on its way, while surrounding all of it was a flickering reflective surface like…

      Glass.

      From within the pit flames danced and leapt, giving off a thick, blanketing heat. As Owen watched, several large items fell down through the chimney and into the pit, hitting the bottom with a barely audible crunch. Somewhere above, a rubbish lorry was dumping its load into the incinerator.

      He forced his eyes to focus on the glass tube keeping the threatening curls of smoke and gases out of the tunnels as the children gathered in a natural auditorium on one side of the cavern. There were several dozen of them, but in the flickering, orange-red light they tended to blend into featureless clumps of humanity, chattering and whispering like mice.

      A door in the wall opened, and Blythe stepped out.

      An immediate hush descended over the assembled crowd. Owen was somewhere in the middle, with Jean leaning on one arm, his face pressed against Owen’s shoulder. Owen glanced at the young French boy and noticed how his eyes seemed focused and alert as they watched his master. Owen couldn’t look up, but allowed his eyes to drift across the crowd, letting the lines blur and the madness in the children’s faces fade.

      Blythe raised his hands and began to speak. Owen couldn’t understand the French but he could tell from the way the children laughed and cackled that it was some kind of victory address.

      After a few seconds, Jean leaned close to Owen and began to give a rough translation. ‘Blythe say monster is coming. Blythe say no monster come in our tunnels. Tunnels is ours. Monster is dangerous but we more dangerous. Blythe want fight monster, put monster in fire. We capture monster. Blythe say use you for bait.’

      Owen’s head jerked around. Jean was staring at him. ‘Me…?’ The other boys were staring at him too. He glanced forward and Blythe was singling him out with one shiny gauntlet. Blythe pressed the other to his chest and laughed. ‘Bait!’ he thundered in that same sickening growl. ‘Bait!’

      ‘Fuck you!’ Owen screamed back. ‘Fuck you, you sick, twisted piece of shit! I’ll see you go in that fire and burn in hell, you fucking piece of scum!’

      ‘Scream?’ Blythe asked, cocking his nightmarish head to one side. ‘Scream?’

      ‘Fuck you!’

      Blythe stepped forward, the crowd of children parting around him. He said something in French and the children ahhed. ‘Blythe say monster hear you,’ Jean whispered into his ear. ‘Blythe say monster hear you scream.’

      Owen pushed Jean away and tried to back out of the crowd, but hands closed over his arms and legs. Within moments he was pinned. He struggled but it was useless, the grip of so many tiny hands rendering him immobile. He stared in horror as Blythe approached.

      ‘Scream?’ Blythe said again. Around him, the children laughed nervously. ‘Scream?’

      Blythe reached out and his metal fingers closed over Owen’s arms. The children immediately backed away but Blythe twisted Owen around and pulled him close to his muscular chest. Owen tried to grit his teeth, but he was unable to contain his terror as Blythe lifted him off his feet and began carrying him across the auditorium towards the huge pit of the incinerator.

      The temperature grew quickly as they approached the glass wall. Owen kicked out uselessly, squinting against the heat as he peered down into the fiery depths, wishing beyond anything to see Blythe writhing down there in agony, his body engulfed by the flames.

      ‘Scream?’ Blythe said once again, his grotesque head rocking with laughter. Then he stepped forward and shoved the side of Owen’s face against the glass.

      Owen screamed as the white hot surface seared his skin. Owen screamed. Owen screamed like he had never screamed before.
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* * *

      He is watching a movie when his older brother comes in. He loves movies, particularly old ones. He knows that the government doesn’t allow people to watch new movies, but he often wonders if they still make them across the sea in America, or in Europe even. Still, on his ancient DVD player that has been repaired more times than he can count, he watches grainy movies from the past, movies about monsters and demons and goblins and witches, zombies, ghosts and sea monsters. He loves the way the stories always play out, an ebb and flow between good and evil before inevitably the good guys come out on top, the dragon is slain, the goblin king destroyed, the evil sorcerer banished, the horde of zombies cut down. There are always casualties along the way, but that doesn’t matter because the good guys always get through in the end.

      He’s watching one about a boy wizard when his brother comes in. He doesn’t know how it will end because it seems to be a long series. He’s four or five episodes in and the world is getting darker and darker. He doesn’t know what will happen, but he’s certain of one thing. Sooner or later the bad guys will get defeated, and the good guys will live happily ever after.

      He presses the pause button on the DVD player and looks up at his brother, who is standing in the doorway with a worried look on his face.

      ‘I need you to pack some things,’ his brother says. ‘I need you to hurry. We have to leave, right now.’

      ‘Can’t I just finish this?’ he asks.

      ‘There’s no time,’ his brother replies. ‘We have to go right away.’
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* * *

      He awakes with the left side of his face pressed against the cold floor of the passage. At first he can’t remember what happened because the pain in the right side of his face is so intense it’s like it has gone beyond pain, to a state where he can no longer even feel it. He tastes vomit in his throat, smells blood through his nostrils. From somewhere back behind him he can hear the low roar of the incinerator.

      He wonders if it is possible to feel so much pain and stay sane. Surely, at some point there must be a threshold, beyond which mental systems just shut down and one’s mind gives itself over to the void that lies behind all understanding. He wonders how close he is now to that threshold, to that edge.

      And then someone or something presses down on that part of his face which is likely scarred forever, causing an unparalleled agony to explode across his face, and he knows that there is at least one more level yet to go.

      ‘Scream and monster come,’ someone whispers into his ear, and he doesn’t know if it’s Blythe, Jean, or someone else entirely. It doesn’t matter.

      Owen screams.
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      They hadn’t seen a train in about three hours.

      ‘What the hell is going on?’ Paul asked, though when Switch just shrugged he lapsed back into silence.

      After what had felt like days of trudging along the train line in their sodden clothes, they had come to a farm. In a barn around the back of the farmhouse they had climbed up into a cold but dry hayloft, hung up their wet clothing, and crawled under the hay to grab a few hours sleep. Paul was supposed to watch while Switch slept and then vice versa, but Paul had woken up some hours later to find Switch snoring lightly beside him.

      They had sneaked out of the farm with the sun high overhead, beaming down on a chilly but dry late-autumn day. Switch, on a comedown after the euphoric high of leaping off a railway bridge into a river estuary, was in a foul mood. Paul suspected Switch felt the same as he did, that while they were snoozing away in a hayloft the Huntsmen and their dangerous new leader could have been closing in on them. At the same time Marta and the others had got further ahead.

      It was hard when even sleep brought feelings of guilt.

      Their only plan had been to head back to the tracks and follow the line to the next major station where they could hopefully pick up another train, but there had been none in several hours.

      Something was wrong.

      Around lunchtime they wandered into another larger town. Switch did his thing, breaking into a couple of cars and stealing enough spare change to allow them to buy a couple of drinks out of a vending machine on a street corner. They stood and stared at each other as they sipped on a brand of cola that had probably been outlawed in Britain before they were born. Paul glanced at a small supermarket not far away and raised an eyebrow. Switch shrugged. They were both starving, but neither wanted to risk being discovered. They were too tired to run.

      They walked a little further into the town and came to a small square ringed by modern office buildings. High up on one was a large television screen designed for public viewing. The sound was down but there were subtitles running along the bottom in several different languages. Paul watched them slide across beneath the flickering images until English appeared, before quickly scrolling off to be replaced by some language in an alphabet Paul couldn’t understand.

      ‘What do you know,’ he muttered. ‘I guess that’s what they call an international news channel.’

      ‘Can you eat it?’ Switch muttered. ‘If not, then what good is it?’

      They sat down on a bench. Switch sipped at his drink and stared into space while Paul watched the screen. Images of different nationalities and cultures flashed up and flashed off. Paul found it difficult to find an interest in world news because he didn’t know anything about the world, but he hoped there might be something about why the trains had stopped running.

      It was such a shock when a grainy picture of Marta’s face popped up that he dropped his can, spilling cola over his shoe. Two old men sitting on a bench nearby turned and stared at him.

      ‘What’s the matter with you?’ Switch grunted.

      ‘Marta’s on the TV! Look!’

      The grainy mugshot was unmistakably her. Underneath was another equally unflattering one of Arthur. The pictures cut back to a freeze-frame view of a small train station. Marta and Arthur were shown climbing down on to the tracks to escape from the station.

      ‘Who’s that chump with her?’ Switch muttered.

      Paul shhed him even though there was no sound. When the English captions scrolled across the bottom of the screen they said: Mont St. Michel bombing suspects spotted in Paris. City on lockdown until further notice. Full citywide curfew in place.

      ‘I’m getting fucking sick of this,’ Switch said, punching the seat of the bench. ‘I’m getting fucking sick of us being labeled as the criminals. What is wrong with all these people?’

      ‘Keep your voice down.’

      ‘Ah, whatever.’

      ‘We mustn’t give away our identities.’

      Switch shrugged. ‘Might as well let them take us. We’ll get there a lot damn faster.’

      They watched the TV until the news cycled back around to the pictures of Marta and Arthur but there was no further information. Paul had been hoping to see something about Owen but there was nothing. Is my brother all right? God damn it, I should never have let him go.

      ‘We’d better get out of here,’ Switch said, leaning in close. ‘One of those old codgers just got out a cell phone and is looking at us. Could be nothing, but just in case…’

      They headed back towards the train station. When they turned the last corner, they found a crowd had built up outside. Several men in official uniforms were waving the irate passengers away.

      ‘I think the trains have shut down,’ Paul said. ‘At least for now.’

      Another railway official came down the stairs carrying a billboard sign which he propped up in front of the small crowd. The other officials shrugged and made their way back into the station. There was a lot of angry shouting, but the crowd slowly dispersed. One old man gave the sign a sharp kick before he walked away.

      Paul squinted as they approached it. ‘Looks like there’s a limited service starting later.’

      ‘How the hell do you know that?’

      ‘The numbers, Switch. The numbers.’

      ‘Still leaves us with a few hours to kill. Fuck this, man. Who knows where those Huntsmen are. I’m not sitting here all day waiting for them to show up. Let’s take a drive.’

      Almost as if on cue Paul heard the sudden wailing of police sirens. Lots of them, and close. Without a word passing between them they slipped into a narrow alleyway to the side of the station and emerged a short distance away in a quiet suburban cul-de-sac.

      Switch walked down the street, peering into the windows of several parked cars. Paul followed him, wondering what he was looking for. Several had fingerprint ignition systems which he assumed made them impossible to hotwire. Back in Mega Britain even good cars were fifteen years old unless you were in league with the government.

      ‘Yeah, that’ll do,’ Switch muttered, stopping beside an older jeep parked up on the curb and peering in the driver’s window. Before Paul could respond, Switch had smashed his plaster cast through the glass, reached in and unlocked the door.

      An alarm blared.

      ‘Jesus, Switch!’

      Switch leaned on the door frame and slammed his foot into the plastic of the dash beneath the steering wheel. Three kicks later he broke through. He jumped into the driver’s seat, reached into the space beneath the wheel and began to fiddle around. Within a few seconds Paul heard the growl of the engine.

      Switch leaned across and opened the passenger door. ‘Don’t just fucking stand there. Get in.’

      Paul climbed in, glancing back over his shoulder just as the door of the nearest house opened and a man stepped out. He shouted something at them then reached into his pocket for what Paul assumed would be a phone. Switch, laughing uncontrollably, stamped on the accelerator and the car lurched out into the street. Within moments they had left the irate resident in their wake.

      ‘I thought you said we weren’t criminals,’ Paul gasped.

      ‘We’ll bring it back,’ Switch said. Then, turning to Paul and giving a flickering wink, he added, ‘One day.’

      ‘We won’t get far,’ Paul said. ‘They didn’t have police in the Quarantine Zone.’

      Switch jerked the car around a sharp corner, bringing an angry horn blast from an oncoming car that they came so close to hitting they almost exchanged paint. ‘Fucker was driving on the wrong side of the road,’ he muttered. Then, to Paul he added: ‘Don’t worry. I have a plan.’

      ‘Great.’

      ‘It’s a good one, I promise. It doesn’t involve us killing ourselves. At least I hope not.’

      ‘Well, that’s a relief.’

      ‘Which way is Paris?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Roughly, Paul! As in like, left or right?’

      ‘Um … east?’

      Paul looked up as Switch turned them on to a road that was broken by a level crossing just up ahead.

      ‘Which way’s that?’

      ‘That way. Your right.’

      ‘Got it.’ Switch turned to Paul and flashed an insane grin. ‘No trains for a while, yeah? Railway’s going to go more or less straight there, I reckon. Might as well get a few miles under our belts and who’s going to want to follow us?’

      Paul stared at his friend. He couldn’t help but smile back. ‘Really thought this through, haven’t you?’

      ‘Fuck yeah, I have.’

      They reached the level crossing. Still laughing, Switch swung the jeep right, up on to the tracks.

      ‘This why you chose the jeep?’

      Switch shrugged. ‘Guess I was thinking ahead.’

      While the sleepers were partially buried with gravel, reducing the bumping motion, the rails themselves would have scrapped the bottom of a car with a lower chassis. Switch had done his homework.

      ‘You never cease to amaze me,’ Paul said.

      Switch grinned. ‘Just tell me some jokes or something to take my mind off this damn bumping. I gather it’s a long fucking way to Paris.’

      ‘About three hundred miles, judging by Lionel’s map.’

      ‘Lionel?’ Switch snorted. ‘That was the chump back at the base, wasn’t it?’

      Paul gulped. ‘Yes, it was.’

      ‘Who was the goon on TV with Marta?’

      ‘Arthur, one of the soldiers.’

      Arthur? Jesus, where do they pick these toff names?’

      Paul smiled. ‘Why do you care? Jealous?’

      ‘Fuck off, man. She’s like my sister.’

      ‘If you say so.’

      ‘It was cool to see her again, though,’ Switch said, his voice turning wistful. ‘Even if it was on TV.’

      Paul nodded. He looked forward at the stretch of train line gently arching between the trees up ahead, trying to ignore the bumping of the rails beneath them. It would be so great to see her again in the flesh. It would be so great to see them all.
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      ‘There it is,’ Arthur said. ‘That’s the old British Embassy.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes. We just have to get through that checkpoint and we’ll legally be safe from arrest. We can claim refuge.’

      Marta glanced back around the corner. A tall grey wall topped with barbed wire only allowed the roofs of the buildings inside to be seen, except through a barred metal gate which currently stood open. They had seen one or two people come in and out, as well as a few cars. There was far more activity than Marta had expected. She was worried they were walking into a trap.

      The street was eerily quiet. A handful of brave citizens flitted from doorway to doorway, ducking out of sight when a police patrol car rolled by. Since the first curfew announcements the previous evening the streets had become almost deserted. Almost. Arthur had said that the French had little care for authority, and it made Marta smile to see citizens sneaking about with resolute expressions on their faces.

      Above them the sky was darkening towards evening, purple hues coming in from the east to push the last light away. Street lamps were beginning to blink on, and a chill was growing in the air. Earlier she had seen a brief flurry of snow, although it had melted quickly away.

      ‘They’ll shut at five,’ Arthur said. ‘We don’t have much time.’

      They backtracked a few streets, crossed over on to the other side of the road and crept as close as they could to the embassy entrance.

      ‘If it wasn’t for this damn curfew this would be a whole lot easier,’ Arthur said. ‘Are you ready?’

      ‘No.’ She glanced at him. ‘I’ll never be ready, but come on. Let’s get this over with. In the Tube Riders we have a kind of motto. Live together, die together.’ She gave him a grim smile, reached out and took his hand. ‘Come on, Arthur. Let’s go find out if they want to shoot us or not.’

      They stepped out on to the street. Arthur pulled Marta close and leaned in to her ear, pretending to be talking to her, as if they were a couple out for an evening stroll.

      Marta tried not to glance up at the cameras mounted on the walls. She knew the plan; when guards came out to accost them Arthur would create a diversion for her to run inside. She had tried to argue against him giving himself up for her, but he wouldn’t hear of it. It was the only way, he said.

      The absence of any visible guards made her nervous. When the gate came up on their right, Marta glanced at Arthur, alarmed. She was a metre from safety yet no one had tried to arrest her or block her path.

      ‘Go!’ Arthur hissed, and as calmly as walking in a field on a summer afternoon Marta stepped across the threshold into the former British Embassy. No one tried to stop her. She turned around to see Arthur standing outside on the street, frowning in surprise. He looked around as if expecting gunfire to ring out at any moment. When nothing happened he shrugged and came in to join her.

      ‘Didn’t expect it to be as easy as that,’ he muttered, sounding almost embarrassed.

      Marta turned on her heels and looked around the wide cobblestone courtyard. Three black limousines were parked back against the compound’s perimeter wall, beyond them a couple of motorbikes. She looked up at the building in front of them and saw about half the lights were on. Through the downstairs window she saw people moving about.

      ‘Attention!’

      A man had emerged from the guardhouse beside the gate. He was perhaps fifty and wore a French soldier’s uniform. ‘Attention!’ he said again, then rattled something off in French that Marta couldn’t understand.

      Arthur spoke to him in French. After a short exchange the guard nodded and pointed at the main entrance to the building. As they headed towards it, Arthur said, ‘I told him we were seeking asylum, that we were political refugees. I also said we were carrying important information.’

      ‘And he just accepted it?’

      Arthur shrugged. ‘He didn’t seem concerned. It’s a mystery, but don’t worry, everything will be fine now. We’re safe here.’

      With Huntsmen on their trail Marta didn’t feel like they were safe anywhere, but as the huge metal gate clanged shut behind them she felt as safe here as she had anywhere in a long time. As they approached the door it opened in front of them, and a grey-haired man in a suit stepped out to usher them inside.

      ‘Inside, please,’ he said in heavily accented English. ‘Sit there. Wait un moment.’

      They were in a little waiting room. There was a reception window at one end but a blind was currently pulled down. Arthur went over to a water dispenser and returned to Marta with two cups. He handed one to her as he sat down.

      ‘What do we do now?’ she asked, taking a sip.

      He put one hand over hers. ‘I think if we were in trouble we’d have been arrested by now. I guess we just wait and see what happens.’

      ‘That wasn’t normal,’ she said. ‘Just letting us in like that.’

      ‘Perhaps things have changed. I don’t know. I’ve only ever heard about this place. I’ve never been here. In the Quarantine Zone a lot of our information is vague at best.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he said again.

      The door opened and the same man came back in. ‘Please come this way,’ he said. ‘Someone will see you now.’

      He led them down the corridor and up a set of stairs. Marta, in her nervousness, was barely able to acknowledge the timeless beauty of the building, with its ornate ceilings, intricate tiled floors, and the expensive artwork that lined its walls. Paintings hung in alcoves while sculptures and statues stood on small dais outside large, closed doors made of shiny hardwood and carved with patterns of flowers and lattice.

      Finally they came to a halt outside a black door which towered over their heads by at least two feet. Their guide knocked, opened the door a few inches and peered in. He said something in French, then nodded and leaned back out, turning to them.

      ‘You may enter,’ he said.

      Marta shivered as they passed through the door, as if a tiny wind was drafting somewhere. Something didn’t feel quite right. She had a momentary urge to just run, but Arthur was already easing her forward with a hand on her lower back.

      The room was smaller than she had expected. It was an office of sorts, with a single large table in the centre and a couple of plush chairs on their side. A single framed print adorned each of the four walls. On the far wall a window looked out on to the night, most of the view obscured by the back of an adjacent office building. Two standing lamps either side of the window were all the light in the room.

      A man sat in a comfortable leather chair, his hands steepled on the desk in front of him. He wore a black suit and had long grey hair tied back into a ponytail. Tinted spectacles perched on a thin nose hid his eyes.

      Marta felt a sudden tingle of fear, but the man gave them a warm smile. ‘Please sit,’ he said in a featureless British accent. Behind them, the door closed with a quiet click.

      Arthur pulled out a chair for her. His hand on her shoulder eased her down into the seat.

      ‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ the man said. ‘It’s nice to see you made it.’

      Arthur’s fingers closed over Marta’s left hand. Her right dropped protectively to her stomach as she felt the same urge to bolt.

      ‘You know who we are?’ someone said in a small, meek voice, and Marta realised with alarm that it was her own.

      ‘You are safe here,’ the man said, but the reassurance in his voice barely resonated. He leaned forward, his hands still massaging each other on the desk. ‘But it is important we find the rest of your friends before harm comes to them.’

      ‘You know who we are?’ Marta said again.

      ‘You, my dear, are Marta Banks, I presume. Leader of the ones they call the Tube Riders. I don’t believe I am familiar with your companion.’

      ‘My name is Arthur Hanbridge, sir. Formerly of the Mega Britain Coastal Defense Force.’

      The man nodded. ‘I see. Welcome to you both. We have been aware of your presence in Paris and we will do what we can to protect you. If you don’t mind me saying, you look terrible. We have rooms and medical facilities in this building. You will be looked after while we continue to search for your friends.’

      Marta nodded. Inside she felt hollow when she knew she should feel relieved. There was something about the man that unnerved her. She glanced at Arthur, who flashed a grin as if he was convinced everything would be all right.

      ‘Who are you?’ she asked again.

      ‘I am Acting Chief Commissioner of the former British Embassy, now administered by the European Commission and answerable to European law. Here we are directly responsible for diplomatic relations with Mega Britain.’ He gave them a wide, ageless smile. ‘You can call me Halo,’ he said, smiling. ‘Just Halo. Think of me as your guardian angel.’

      Marta smiled back, but inside she felt a rising sickness she couldn’t quite understand.
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      She saw the van pull up through the classroom window. None of her twelve pupils, their heads down over their colouring books, noticed as two men dressed in the uniforms of the Department of Civil Affairs climbed out and made their way down the steps from the car park to the school’s office entrance. As they passed out of sight Valerie felt a dark, sinking feeling. She gasped to suppress a sob and covered her distress by pretending to sneeze into a handkerchief. A couple of pupils looked up in surprise, but after she forced a smile they turned back to their work.

      They were good kids. She taught Class Four, so all of her pupils were eight or nine years old, and she loved teaching them everything from Stone Age history to geography, English and music. The only thing she hated was teaching them about Mega Britain, because she was forced to either lie to them or indoctrinate them in ideals she knew to be false. Cities were terrible places. The government was all-powerful and existed solely to benefit the people. The work done in the GFAs was the greatest possible way to aid Mega Britain’s progress. To speak against your government was to speak against your friends, your family and your teachers, and was punishable by imprisonment for both you and your family. Worst of all, though, she hated the prayer she had to make the students sing before they left for home each evening:

      
        Thank you, Lord, for the food we eat

        Thank you for the clothes we weave

        Thank you, Lord, for the shoes we wear

        Thank you for being everywhere

        Thank you, Lord, for the help you give

        Thank you for the lives we live

        Thank you, Lord, for your love and more

        We thank you, our Lord Governor …

      

      With every tick of the clock she was expecting the DCA to burst into her classroom, and imagined any other teachers who had seen them would be thinking the same. She had a terrible urge to just run, but where would she go? It might be nothing to do with her. It might be a simple inspection, something trivial, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of dread that had come over her at the first sight of the DCA men.

      Time seemed to crawl past. Valerie found herself checking the clock so frequently her neck hurt from turning her head. A couple of pupils brought their books to her desk to show her, and she used all of her teacher’s resolve to feign interest when her mind was elsewhere, wanting to know what the Department of Civil Affairs were doing here, and why they had not yet left.

      Finally the bell rang for break. She dismissed the pupils with a wave of her hand, forgoing the usual formalities and orders to tidy up, and they hurried out, talking, laughing and joking as they went.

      Valerie leaned back in her chair and took a deep breath. When she looked up she saw the school’s headmaster standing in the doorway. Mr. Bennett, usually so cheerful, looked grim.

      ‘Valerie, can you come to my office please?’

      Her heart pounded as she followed him. She wanted to ask what this was about, but her mouth felt dry and her tongue seemed to have doubled in size. He said nothing, not even looking back at her when it was rare for him to go five minutes without cracking a joke or making some cheerful observation.

      They passed a window that looked out on to the playground where the children were running around, kicking footballs, skipping, or standing in clusters just talking. It was timeless, Valerie thought, looking through the transparent reflection of her own face, wondering if, after today, she would ever see her kids again.

      Mr. Bennett held his office door open for her. She swallowed and stepped inside.

      The two DCA men were standing by the far wall. As the door closed the older of the two turned around.

      ‘Valerie Compton?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘You are under arrest on suspicion of heresy. You will come with us. We will allow you the honour of walking out of here unrestrained, but if you try to resist you will be cuffed. It’s your choice.’

      Valerie felt her knees go weak. She reached out towards the door for support and found Mr. Bennett’s arm to lean on. This was crazy. She had always been a model citizen. What she thought about the government in the privacy of her own home was one thing, but in public she had never done anything that might attract attention.

      ‘Okay,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘I’ll come.’

      She let go of Mr. Bennett and stood up. The first man walked to the door and opened it, waving her through impatiently. She stared at the floor, unable to look up, as her feet took her one step then another away from freedom.

      ‘Could you not at least let her finish the day?’ she heard Mr. Bennett say behind her. ‘What do I tell her kids?’

      There was a sharp crack and cry of pain from the headmaster. ‘You tell them whatever you want,’ the second man said. ‘You can tell them she’s dead for all I care.’

      Valerie’s mind seemed to cloud over. She screamed and broke into a run, her heels clattering over the tiles of the corridor. She burst through the double doors at the end, dashed up the stairs to the car park, and was halfway to her car when strong hands grabbed her from behind, shoving her to the ground.

      ‘Let go of me!’ she screamed as her hands were dragged behind her back and cuffed.

      The men pulled her to her feet and hauled her back towards their DCA van. Valerie turned around and realised that everything that happened in the small car park on a raised bluff behind the school could be seen from the playground. Activity had come to a stop, and pupils and duty teachers alike were watching her with shocked expressions on their faces. She heard several pupils crying and one of the duty teachers trying to comfort them.

      ‘Help me!’ she screamed, but then a hand that smelt of old sweat clamped over her mouth and shoved her into the back of the van. A door slammed, and Valerie found herself sobbing on top of a pile of dirty sheets.

      ‘It’s a long drive to London over these fucking roads,’ one of them said from the front. ‘Make yourself comfortable.’

      Valerie tried. She shifted a few blankets around to make a soft layer between her and the hard metal of the van. She tried to sleep, unsure where she’d be staying tonight, but it was no use. Every time she closed her eyes she saw the faces of her kids staring back at her, filled with broken trust and shattered promises.
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* * *

      She woke up on an uncomfortable bed in a small room. Light came from a panel in the ceiling, bathing her in a clinical white that felt purifying. The room smelled faintly of lavender.

      Only when she tried to move did she realise she was tied down, restraints securing her wrists and ankles. She tried to wriggle but they seemed to tighten with each movement until she was left spread-eagled, only able to move her head.

      She heard a click and the door opened. The figure who stepped into the room was so tall he had to stoop, and when the door closed behind him, leaving them alone, he was so huge Valerie felt almost suffocated.

      The man wore a cloak, like a priest. Beneath the hood his face was hidden in shadow, and all she could hear was the slow hum of his breathing.

      ‘Forty years,’ came a voice so low and deep it had a dreamlike quality, and Valerie wondered if she were really awake. ‘Forty years I have watched your family. Family … almost as my own.’

      The figure seemed to tense. He lifted a gloved hand and Valerie felt the restraints fall loose, freeing her arms and legs. She refused to think about the impossibility of what had happened, she just gathered her stiff limbs in to her and shrank back against the wall behind the bed, terrified. She thought she knew this man now. She had heard the rumours too.

      ‘As a granddaughter to him, so you are a granddaughter to me. Do you know me, Valerie?’

      He lifted his hand again and pulled back his hood. Red eyes burned out of a milk-white face with thick, African features. A short crop of white hair was almost invisible against his scalp.

      A gasp of terror escaped her throat before she could control herself. ‘My Lord? My Lord Governor?’

      He smiled. It might have been warm on anything but the most polar of faces. ‘You are wondering why you’re here, I’m sure. No harm will come to you. Not while your grandfather obeys me.’

      Valerie shivered. What grandfather? She had never known her birth parents, let alone her grandparents. She had grown up in two orphanages, one bleak, miserable place in London where she had been expected to clean and sew clothes like a slave. Then, at twelve she had been moved to another one out in Middlesex West GFA. The contrast had been stark: there she had been treated with love and kindness, allowed to study and play, run around with other kids. It had been like another world, and to this day she didn’t understand why she had been taken when all the hundreds of other children had not.

      ‘I don’t understand…’

      She saw him frown as if wondering what he should tell her. His eyes flared like fires breathing and exhaling oxygen, so bright she had to look away.

      ‘You will stay here,’ he said at last. ‘You will be looked after. One day I may come to you again. Await that day with interest, for it could be your first, or it could be your last.’

      He pulled the hood back over his head and left.

      Valerie waited a few seconds after the door closed before she began to cry. She felt like a rat caught in the centre of a maze, but one where all the exits lead to death.
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      The bumping of the car was starting to drive Paul mad. ‘How far do you think we’ve gone?’

      ‘Not far enough.’

      Paul sighed. Evening was closing in and it felt like they’d been bumping along the railway line forever. They had come to a few small stations, each one presenting a perfect opportunity to leave the railway behind, but Switch had simply pulled them off at a nearby level crossing, driven hard around the station and pulled them back on again at the next.

      There had been no signs of pursuit. Paul had spent the first hour peering out of the windows and up at the sky, waiting for the inevitable roadblock or tracking helicopter. They had even come to a couple of towns, but Switch had done the same thing, following the line of the railway until they were through the town before picking up the line again.

      Paul had fallen into an uneven sleep when he felt someone punching his arm. He shook himself awake to see Switch glaring at him.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You got your fucking wish. It’s time to get off.’

      ‘Huh?’

      Switch cocked a thumb back over his shoulder. ‘Company.’

      Paul twisted in his seat to look behind him. ‘Holy shit!’

      The glaring lights of a locomotive loomed over them, less than a hundred metres behind. As Paul stared in dumbstruck horror a horn blasted, warning them, he assumed, that they were about to be crushed.

      ‘Don’t worry, it’s freight. Ore or cargo or something. It’s not going fast enough to be a passenger train.’

      ‘Even so! Get off the bloody line!’

      ‘I can’t. The embankment is too steep. We’ll crash and then we’ll be walking again.’

      ‘I’d rather walk than die!’

      Switch grinned. ‘Says the guy who helped me blow up Mont St. Michel.’

      ‘That was you!’

      Switch gave Paul’s knee a reassuring slap. ‘Look, there.’ He pointed. ‘The embankment flattens out. I’ll pull out alongside. Get ready to ride. I’m sick of this fucking jeep.’

      Paul glanced back to see the train was even closer, no more than fifty metres back. The locomotive looked impossibly tall, the glaring headlights like the eyes of a monster. Night was falling, and the world outside was punctuated only by the lights of the occasional farmhouse dotted out across the fields.

      ‘Get on the roof!’

      ‘What about you?’

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.’

      The jeep bumped as Switch turned them off the rails and on to a wider verge. The train immediately moved up alongside them as if they had been holding it up, inching ahead. Switch was right; it was an enormous freight train, dragging dozens of trucks, some cargo, some mineral.

      ‘Hurry up!’

      ‘All right!’

      Paul opened the passenger side window and scrambled up on to the roof. For a moment he lay flat, aware of how easily he could be knocked off. Switch edged the jeep in alongside the train and increased their speed until they were almost moving in time.

      ‘Jump, for fuck’s sake! We’ll run out of verge in a minute!’

      Paul steeled himself, pushed himself to his feet and steadied his clawboard. Underneath him the jeep bucked and twisted, threatening to unbalance him. ‘Now or never,’ he muttered through gritted teeth, then leapt off the car, hooking his clawboard over the steel lip of the nearest ore car. As soon as his grip was secure, he swung one leg over and hauled himself up on to what he found was a truck filled with sand. He leaned out, watching for Switch.

      ‘Come on!’ he screamed, seeing the little jeep drop back. Switch, at the wheel, had a far harder job of keeping the car steady. Paul knew that without a driver the car could easily veer off the embankment, while if Switch just got out and tried to ride from ground level the ore trucks would be too high for him to hook.

      He started to climb back over the mound of sand, wondering if he could help Switch somehow. Then, as he watched, Switch jerked the car in towards the train.

      ‘What the hell…?’

      The front wheels of the car slammed into the train where two ore trucks joined, lodging tight. Switch swung the door open and climbed out, easily getting onto the roof of the jeep and from there up onto the nearest ore truck. Sparks burst from around the car as it was dragged along, until it finally jerked loose and fell away, rolling on to its side and dropping out of sight as the train motored onwards.

      ‘Switch, you’re a legend,’ Paul said, as his friend climbed over the trucks between them. ‘One day people will write songs about you.’

      ‘And the trail of destruction I leave behind,’ Switch said with a smirk.

      ‘I wasn’t going to say…’

      Switch shrugged. ‘A means to an end. Come on, let’s move forward and see if we can break into one of those freight cars near the front. It’ll be warmer in there.’

      They climbed over the ore trucks towards the front. Switch took the lead, with Paul following as best he could. Although night had fallen, safety lights on the corner of each ore truck were enough to illuminate their passage. Between the first truck and the back of the freight cars was a flat car with a large construction digger chained to it. As Paul climbed down and walked across the car’s metal floor towards it, he saw Switch peering in through the window.

      ‘Just nosy,’ Switch said. ‘Never seen one up close before.’

      ‘Come on, we might be able to get a bit of sleep in one of those freight cars,’ Paul said.

      ‘All you ever do is sleep.’

      They made their way past the chained digger and up to the back of the freight car. It had a small door in the end. When Paul turned the handle he found it loose in its fitting.

      ‘Odd,’ he said. ‘It’s broken.’

      ‘Never mind,’ Switch muttered, pushing past him through the door.

      ‘Switch, hang on a minute. Something’s not right here—’

      He hurried after Switch, bumping into the little man, who had stopped just inside the door, peering into the darkness of the freight car.

      ‘What is it?’ he whispered.

      ‘There’s someone in here,’ Switch whispered back. I can hear them breathing.’

      Switch reached out, his fingers fumbling against the wall for a light switch. Paul was about to tell him to stop when a dim glow filled the freight car.

      In the far corner, surrounded by boxes, sat two figures, their knees covered with blankets. Paul screamed as the Huntsman lifted its head and its eyes jerked open. It stared at them for a moment, then its lips drew back in a snarl.

      Beside it, the ruins of Dreggo’s face looked up out of a doze towards them.

      ‘Tube Riders,’ she muttered drowsily.
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* * *

      Dreggo, for all her efforts, didn’t have the strength to walk to Paris. As they slowly followed the train tracks, Heyna ahead with his head jutting forward, nose following the Tube Rider scent, Dreggo limping along behind, she made a decision.

      ‘We can’t follow them,’ she said, one hand pressed to her side as she spoke, trying to suppress the pain that constantly threatened to overwhelm her senses.

      Heyna stopped and turned around, baring his teeth. The tall Huntsman was a fearsome creature, his arms and legs wiry with genetically enhanced muscle, his face a nightmare of bioengineering, but Dreggo felt no fear. Her former command of the Huntsman had filtered through their ranks like a virus. She had suffered for them, and beyond anything they respected that. The army of darkness created by the government had chosen its commander, whether the Governor liked it or not. She was certain he could not guess the extent to which she could control them. With a single word she could turn them inward on Parliament Tower. Whether Mega Britain could defeat its own creations was something that one day might be tested.

      For now, though, Dreggo had other prey to catch.

      The Tube Riders. She blamed them for every moment of agony that her body and mind had suffered. After the nightmares of her teenage years she had begun to build a new life for herself, only for them to strip it away. Now she wandered a foreign land, battered, scarred and deformed, fresh waves of pain filling her with every step.

      They would die for what they had done. They had to die, because without the Tube Riders to hate she feared what was left. She feared there might be nothing left of her at all.

      ‘Trail,’ Heyna growled.

      ‘I know, but I can’t run, let alone walk. We’ll never catch them like this.’

      ‘Carry.’

      Dreggo tried to smile but part of her face failed to respond. ‘Thanks, but then we’ll both be slow. We can’t follow them anymore. Instead, I want you to follow him.’

      ‘Follow.’

      ‘Halo.’

      ‘Halo?’

      Dreggo nodded. ‘We could spend the next week walking along this train line, by which time they could be anywhere. We have to trust him to find them.’

      ‘Find them.’

      ‘Can you smell him?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then we’ll wait for a train.’

      They found somewhere to rest. Heyna went off to hunt, while Dreggo ate a little of the food that Halo had left behind. Their plan was flawed, but in her condition it was the best they could do. Halo, a man she barely understood, had his own reasons for hunting the Tube Riders, but his motivation was perhaps as good as hers. He was strong and powerful, and while he lacked the tracking ability of the Huntsmen, she had sensed in him a darkness she could barely imagine. She was a human turned monster, turned machine. Heyna was the same. Halo, though, shared more similarities with the Governor. He was beyond human.

      It was late evening when they heard the first train grumbling towards them. It was a freight train, pulling a series of cargo wagons followed by a long line of ore trucks. As it came alongside the stand of trees where they waited, Dreggo held on to the Huntsman’s back as Heyna leapt easily on to the side of the train.

      Only a few cars from the front, they broke into a cargo wagon to find somewhere to rest. Dreggo was healing fast, but every moment of rest was vital.
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* * *

      ‘Heyna, kill them!’ Dreggo shouted as Switch pushed backwards, barreling Paul out through the door. He slammed it shut, only too aware of how little protection that flap of wood offered against a Huntsman. He dashed after Paul along the flat car, past the chained digger.

      Something hard and metallic bounced off the side of the digger just inches away from him. Ahead, Paul had climbed on to the edge of the nearest ore truck.

      ‘Have you got a plan?’ Switch gasped as Paul’s hands reached out to pull him up. ‘Because I’m right out of plans.’

      They had nothing. No weapons at all except their clawboards and one half of the pair of hospital scissors that had somehow managed to stay tucked into Switch’s belt. Against a Huntsman it was nothing, but the only other thing they had was the clothing on their backs.

      And the train itself…

      Switch froze, staring ahead of him at something poking out of the side of the ore truck.

      ‘Run!’ Paul screamed.

      Switch looked back to see the Huntsman leaping up towards him. He dived forward, rolling across the sand towards Paul on the other side. ‘Move, Paul,’ he said. ‘Get out of the fucking way.’

      He looked back up to see Heyna leap up onto the truck. ‘Tube Riders,’ Heyna growled.

      Switch grinned. ‘See you in hell, motherfucker.’

      He kicked away a safety catch at the lever’s base, then wrenched the lever towards him.

      The bottom of the truck opened and the sand rushed out, dragging the Huntsman down with it. Heyna roared with anger and reached out a hand, grabbing hold of the edge of one of the open doors, but Switch leapt over the side and stamped on the Huntsman’s fingers. The hand dropped away and the Huntsman vanished beneath the thundering wheels of the train.

      ‘I consider your life debt paid, Switch,’ Paul said, his voice shaking as he patted Switch on the shoulder.

      ‘Don’t consider anything. That would have killed a human but that thing hasn’t been human in a while. Don’t be surprised to see it running back towards us sometime soon.’

      ‘And there’s still Dreggo.’

      Switch pulled the scissors blade from his belt. ‘She’s mine.’

      ‘Are you serious? That’s Dreggo. Remember what happened the last time you took her on? You’re lucky to be alive!’

      ‘Yeah, and did you see her? She’s a fucking wreck. She could barely stand. We end this now.’

      He jumped down from the ore truck and sprinted back past the digger. The door to the freight wagon was swinging open, the light inside extinguished.

      ‘Come out and play, bitch!’

      Something hard and heavy slammed into Switch’s chest and he fell back winded as a cardboard box bounced away, breaking open and scattering drink cans across the floor. His scissors blade spun loose and he looked up to see Dreggo lurch out of the entrance. She looked destroyed, her body a twisted mess covered by dirty, bloody rags. One shoulder was stooped below the other and it looked like one of her arms was close to falling off. And her face … good God her face…

      ‘Beautiful as always,’ Switch muttered, kicking out at her stomach.

      She stepped back quicker than he expected, grabbed his foot in an iron grip and twisted, flipping him over. As she pulled him forward he jerked up and slammed a fist into her face, but it was like punching a wall. She pulled him forward, reaching for his throat, and he slammed the cast on his wrist against the side of her face until the plaster cracked, causing pain to rocket through his arm.

      ‘Paul, help me, damn it!’

      Dreggo grunted and stumbled as a box of canned food burst over the back of her head. Paul shoved her forward and she let go of Switch, sinking to her knees.

      ‘Come on, Switch, you can’t win this!’

      ‘Yeah I fucking can!’ Switch grabbed the remains of the box and slammed it into Dreggo’s chest. She grunted and slid one leg out, catching his feet. She snatched for his leg, but Paul pulled him back out of range as Dreggo tried to stand.

      ‘You’ll die at my hands, Tube Rider…’

      ‘Switch, come on! Look!’

      Several ore trucks back down the train, something was moving across the top, causing the emergency lights to momentarily vanish as it came closer.

      Behind him, Paul had climbed up on to the roof of the freight wagon. Switch looked up at him, then back at Dreggo, who was still half-crouched in front of him. Blood streamed down her face, past eyes that shone with pure hatred. She tried to push herself up, and he knew he needed just two more minutes to finish her. His scissors blade had fallen behind her, but in the time it would take to get it and end her life for good the Huntsman would be on them. He was no use to Marta and the others dead.

      ‘This isn’t over, bitch,’ he spat at her. ‘You might not be human but one day you’ll die like one.’ Then he turned and leapt up on to the roof after Paul.

      There were only three freight wagons but Switch easily caught up with Paul and overtook him before they made it to the locomotive.

      ‘Plan?’ Paul gasped.

      ‘Cut the trucks.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘No fucking idea.’

      Switch swung down between the freight car and the locomotive. A foot rail ran along the outside of the huge engine to the driver’s cab at the front. Switch inched along it, aware of how fast the ground was moving. When he reached the door he found it activated by a hand sensor. He pressed his hand over it and the door slid back into the engine. Switch jumped inside, expecting a fight, but was surprised to find the cab empty.

      ‘What do you know?’ he said, as Paul climbed in behind him. ‘Automated.’

      ‘Then how the hell did it blow the horn at us?’

      ‘Must have a motion sensor. Quick, help me figure out how the hell I can save our asses. Where the fuck …’ Switch muttered, peering at the complex control panel. Which one of these frees the trucks?’

      He jerked on a lever and there was an abrupt change in pitch of the engine behind them.

      ‘Accelerator,’ Paul said. ‘Guess again.’

      The train began to gain speed. Up ahead, Switch could see an expanse of lights opening out in front of them. ‘Welcome to Paris, Paul. Bon-fucking-jour.’

      ‘What the hell is that?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘That other noise?’

      Switch ran to the side of the train and peered out. He heard a crunching sound, looked up and saw the bucket of the digger swinging down towards him. He ducked back into the cab just as it slammed into the side of the locomotive. Over the top of the roar of the engine Switch heard the splintering of wood as the digger drove up and over the freight wagons behind them.

      ‘We’ve got problems,’ he said. Next to the button that had made the train accelerate was another lever. He shoved it forward and the train bucked.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Gotta throw them off. If we can’t loose the trucks we have to break them off. Quick, shut that damn door.’

      The train shook as it accelerated to dangerous levels. Behind them they heard the squeal of overturning trucks.

      ‘Tunnel!’ Paul shouted, as the bucket of the digger slammed into the side of the cab again, this time buckling the door.

      ‘Hang on, man,’ Switch said, pulling Paul down beside him below the cab’s dashboard as the tunnel entrance, ringed by warning lights, rushed towards them. He grinned. ‘This might hurt.’

      The locomotive was rocking from side to side. Over the sound of metal grating on metal came the grinding of the digger’s joints. Just as darkness engulfed them Switch glanced up and saw the Huntsman’s face at the window, snarling in at them. Then there was a massive jolt, throwing him and Paul back against the rear of the cab. The front of the locomotive rose up in the air and slammed into the roof of the tunnel, causing the ceiling to buckle and the windscreen to crack, showering them with shards of safety glass. Gripping Paul as tightly as he could, Switch looked up as whatever had caused the blockage in the tunnel behind them jerked the locomotive to a noisy, grinding halt. He expected to see the Huntsman leaping inside, but there was nothing.

      ‘You hurt?’

      ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘Good. Let’s go.’

      Switch pulled Paul up and they climbed out through the broken windscreen. The tunnel up ahead was lit by emergency lights, and looking back they could see a mass of tangled metal blocking the tunnel behind from top to bottom. The digger lay on its side, its caterpillar tracks facing them. Of Dreggo and the Huntsman there was no sign.

      ‘What now?’ Paul asked.

      ‘Run. You know that one, yeah?’

      ‘I do.’

      Leading off from the main tunnel was what looked like a service door. Switch ran over and twisted the handle, finding it unlocked. ‘Hopefully this’ll go to the surface,’ he said, pulling it shut after Paul had followed him inside. ‘Let’s go.’

      Leaving the wrecked train behind, they hurried down dim corridors and up thin staircases. It soon became apparent that they were in more of a labyrinth than Switch had expected. The service tunnels opened up into wider caverns with strange lighting that was set into alcoves. While some of the lights had clearly been installed by the builders, others were battery powered torches pushed into cracks or even open flames, flicking up from little glass oil containers.

      ‘Hot in here,’ Paul said.

      ‘Yeah. Where the fuck are we?’

      ‘We can’t go back. They might not be dead.’

      ‘I know that. Keep your eyes open.’

      Switch froze as a chilling wail echoed from somewhere in the tunnels up ahead. A moment later it came again. Switch shivered. It had sounded like someone dying. He glanced at Paul and saw his friend was frozen still, his mouth hung open.

      ‘What, Paul? What is it?’

      Paul didn’t look at him. He ran a hand through his thinning hair, leaving a smear in the grime on his forehead. ‘That sound. That scream. That was Owen. That was my brother.’
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      Marta looked up as the door opened. She wasn’t about to get out of the warm, soft confines of the bed, but she smiled as Arthur entered.

      Dashing. That was the word that came to mind when she saw him, dressed in a clean pair of beige slacks and a sweater with a zip-down neck that revealed a black t-shirt beneath. It was a word she didn’t think she’d ever used to describe anyone, but clean and tidied up Arthur was as attractive a man as she’d seen since … since…

      Ishael.

      Don’t think about him. Don’t do this to yourself, Marta.

      I’m carrying his child!

      The voices in her head battled for ascendance, but then Arthur was kneeling beside her bed, one hand reaching out to caress her cheek, and she smiled, unable to stop herself. The most recent memories were the ones that burned brightest, his firm, strong body above her, giving her a pleasure that she had felt so rarely, that at times she had thought couldn’t possibly exist.

      ‘I could drown in your eyes,’ he said. On the lips of anyone else she would have cringed, maybe even put two fingers in her mouth at a pretence of nausea. When Arthur spoke them, though, his tone full of sincerity, she just grinned like a schoolgirl and felt her cheeks go warm. ‘I locked the door on the way in,’ he added.

      ‘I noticed.’ No, you didn’t. You didn’t notice anything except him. Why does that worry you, Marta?

      I’m letting my guard down.

      Arthur’s hand had slipped down to her neck. She knew what he wanted, and, she had to admit, she wanted it too. Despite everything, despite all the fear, all the running, all the dying, she wanted this handsome young man beside her.

      She lifted up the corner of the covers. ‘I imagine it’s warmer in here than it is out there,’ she said, the words feeling clunky and awkward on her tongue. She didn’t do romance very well. She did desperate, she did terrified need, and she had done easy when necessary. But this … this was different. Difficult. Strange.

      Arthur smiled that disarming smile again, lifted up the covers and slid in beside her. She wrapped her arms around his neck, breathing him in, pulling him close.
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* * *

      ‘Do you trust him?’ she asked, lying on her side with Arthur’s arm draped over her shoulder, his fingers gently caressing her skin. ‘That man Halo?’

      Arthur sighed. ‘I think we’d be dead by now if he wanted us to be.’

      ‘There’s just something about him … something that unnerves me.’

      ‘After everything that’s happened it’s no wonder that your nerves are frayed,’ Arthur said. ‘You’ve been to hell and back. It’s been hard enough for me. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.’

      Perhaps that’s the problem, she thought. Perhaps that’s why you’re not hearing the same alarm bells as me. When you’ve watched your friends die, and discovered your brother was a Huntsman only to watch him die in front of you, trusting anyone or anything becomes a little difficult.

      Even more so now I’m not just looking out for myself.

      They had been treated pretty well, she had to admit. They’d been given as long as they needed to wash and bathe, been provided with fresh, clean clothing, fed a veritable feast, and then been checked over by a medical examiner. Marta had been happy to have her bruises and scrapes cleaned and dressed, less happy to get prodded with needles. However, she had let Arthur convince her, and the whole process had been over in a few minutes.

      They hadn’t seen Halo again. A French man had questioned them but deflected any of their own questions as to their immediate futures. ‘We’re looking for the others. Wait until then,’ was all he would answer, regardless of what they said. So far, no one had asked about the memory chip. Marta wanted to trust someone with it, wanted to put it behind her forever.

      They said they were looking for the others, but were they even alive? She knew about Mont St. Michel. She had seen pictures in newspapers lying on a table in the embassy lobby. It had been blown up, and she didn’t doubt that the Huntsman had something to do with it. The coincidences were just too much, but what did it mean? Were Paul and Switch dead? Who else was on their trail? A single wild Huntsman couldn’t have done that alone. There had to be others.

      It frustrated Marta how little she understood. For weeks it had seemed they were running full speed forward and the real danger was behind them. It had bit at them once, and she and Arthur had escaped by the width of a fishing line. What about Carl? Owen? Were they dead too?

      It was entirely possible that she was the last of them, that she was the last Tube Rider, alone with the lovesick Arthur in the middle of a foreign city where she could trust no one except herself.

      The idea terrified her.
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* * *

      ‘Are you sure?’

      The doctor nodded. ‘Oui, Monsieur. The tests don’t lie.’

      Halo nodded slowly, letting his breath out in a lengthy sigh. He looked down at the reports lying on the desk in the office he had claimed as his own, then back at the fax in his hand.

      ‘Thank you. You can go.’

      The doctor nodded and went out, bowing a little by the door before he closed it. Halo found it almost amusing how they treated him with reverence. He had expected a little more opposition to his assuming the role of Chief Commissioner of the former British Embassy, a non-position with a fancy name he had made up on a whim. The building, all but unused, had a skeleton staff but no real management, and the French police had been only too happy to welcome his authority. He had quickly realised that Mega Britain was the proverbial elephant in the room for the European Confederation, and that most people wanted to forget about it, leave the corrupted, secretive country alone. If he wanted the responsibility of dealing with these people they called Tube Riders, then he was welcome to it.

      He looked at the printed email in his hand. It was the first communication since establishing contact with the Governor and was to the point, as expected.

      Kill the others, but bring the girl to me. Marta Banks. I want to make an example of her.

      Not a problem in itself, of course. But now there was this. A minor complication.

      Halo stared at the doctor’s report for Marta Banks. A few scrapes and bruises aside, she was in remarkably good health. A little underfed, but physically strong, lean, healthy.

      And pregnant.

      With twins.

      Did she know?

      Halo remembered how her hand had gone to her stomach when they first met. His eyes missed nothing, but what he had considered perhaps a sign of hunger or nausea had been something else.

      Not her stomach, her womb.

      She was pregnant, and she knew it. What mother didn’t know it, he wondered. At least not deep down. His own beautiful wife had known about their son within days of falling pregnant. I’m a woman, she had told him, her lovely smile dimpling her cheeks. Of course I know. How could I not?

      It would be influencing her thinking, Halo knew. She was liable to panic and run at any moment, but it also gave him plenty of bargaining room. To let the children live…

      A surge of anger caused him to slam a fist down on to the table top. A hairline crack appeared in the ancient, varnished oak.

      Halo listened to the rapid thud-thud of his heart. Valerie, his granddaughter, would die if he didn’t murder the other Tube Riders and bring Marta Banks back. Valerie, his last blood, a child whom had once been in his daughter’s womb, cared for and loved. Valerie, who was about the same age as Marta Banks, and who had done nothing other than be related to the wrong person.

      She was an innocent. As was Marta Banks.

      Marta had done nothing other than anger the wrong people, Halo knew that too. He wasn’t stupid. She wasn’t even a dissenter. She was just a street kid who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      And now he had to deliver her back into the arms of a man whom, if not the devil itself, was surely a close relation.

      Halo could do that, if he thought Valerie might live. He could stand over Marta Banks while the last light drained out of her dead eyes.

      But he couldn’t do that to her unborn children.

      ‘Damn you, Cale,’ he said again, and this time the table broke as his fist crashed into it, one side slipping away like the edge of a cliff into the sea, slamming into the floor with a crunch that brought feet running along the corridor outside and a sharp rap on the door.

      ‘Monsieur?’ called an aide. ‘Monsieur? Are you all right?’

      ‘Fine,’ Halo answered. ‘Leave me alone.’

      The man muttered an apology, and after a short, lingering pause his footsteps retreated.

      Handing over Marta Banks to Cale would guarantee her torture and probable death, possibly in public if Cale really intended to make an example of her. And for her children … there was no telling what Cale might do.

      As Cale’s hunting dog, Halo had done a lot of evil things in his life, but forty years locked in a windowless cell had been plenty of time to reflect on what he had done, to appreciate the cruelty he had dealt and that in turn had been dealt back to him.

      He was older, wiser, more thoughtful now. Cale required him to give over an innocent young woman and her two unborn children to a fate significantly worse than any death.

      And he didn’t think he could do it.
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      ‘Help … me!’

      Owen’s voice cracked. He rolled over on to his back and forced his eyes open, feeling a tightness down the right side of his face from where most of the pain originated. He thought that if he lived for another hundred years, all the pain he would face in his life condensed into one moment wouldn’t hurt as much as this. Oblivion and madness loomed close.

      The glowing eyes of three of Blythe’s children stared down at him out of dirty, grinning faces. One of them lifted something over its head, and with a snarl that was part hate, part mirth, brought it down on to Owen’s bare stomach.

      He coughed as the pain jolted him, unable to scream anymore. He rolled over on to his side, closing his eyes again, waiting for the pain to end.

      He heard a scrabble of voices above him and then three pairs of feet moving away. Something cool pressed against the side of his face, and although it stung it was better than the excruciating pain of the burn. For the first time in what felt like days Owen felt a tiny sense of relief.

      ‘Jean make you better,’ a voice whispered into his ear. ‘Jean not like Blythe’s room either.’

      Owen opened his eyes. The little boy was crouching beside him, a pail of water at his feet. He dipped a rag into the water and again pressed it against Owen’s face.

      ‘Thank you,’ Owen tried to whisper, but his throat felt as dry as a charred corpse lain on hot coals. Jean, perhaps sensing his distress, squeezed the rag into Owen’s mouth. The water wasn’t freezing but it was cold enough, and Owen gulped it down. Jean smiled. ‘Better?’

      ‘Better. More … please.’

      The boy nodded and squeezed more water into Owen’s mouth. ‘Jean protect you.’

      ‘Jean,’ Owen gasped when he was able to form the words. ‘Run away. Get out of the tunnels. There’s too much danger.’

      Jean nodded enthusiastically. ‘Blythe,’ he snorted, his voice borderline hysterical.

      ‘Whatever Blythe is … worse comes.’

      Almost on cue, there was a scream from further down the corridor.

      ‘Monster come,’ Jean said, voice trembling.

      ‘Go, Jean. Get away.’

      ‘Jean stay.’

      A roar came from behind them, back towards the incinerator.

      ‘Blythe!’

      ‘Go, Jean! Please!’

      Owen rolled over on his side, facing up the corridor where the screams had come from. He saw something huge moving back there in the shadows, something catlike, on all fours. As he watched, the creature darted forward and a boy began to scream.

      The Huntsman.

      A bloody, mangled body landed on the tunnel floor nearby. Then the creature stepped into view.

      The Huntsman’s lips stretched back in a snarl, but Owen stared it down defiantly. ‘Come on,’ he whispered said. ‘Finish this.’
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* * *

      Ystapha’s ears weren’t as powerful as his sense of smell, but he heard the screams as he followed the scent trail of the boy. Progress was still slow, his body still repairing, but a Tube Rider would pose no threat, especially one that was screaming in such pain. He would finish this one quickly, then backtrack to pick up the scent of the girl. The boy being protected by the dangerous robot could wait until last, until his strength had recovered.

      He turned a corner, and saw something small and slight crouching in the shadows. Leaping forward, Ystapha tore the throat from the child, blood cursing down over his furred, clawed hands. Blood felt so good, but he was slow: the boy had got off a scream. Still, the sound of the Tube Rider drifted down the tunnel towards him, and the scent was strong here. He was close.

      Another child was hiding not far ahead. Ystapha wondered why they didn’t run from him, and why they barely resembled human children at all, covered head to foot in grime, then the boy was dead, and he had tossed the body out of his way. Feeling a rising bloodlust, he stepped out into the open as the tunnel widened into a larger cavern and there was the Tube Rider, lying on the ground in front of him.

      Easy. Ystapha’s claws scraped at the ground as he prepared to leap forward and end the Tube Rider’s life.
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* * *

      ‘Fight!’ Blythe roared, stepping forward from the shadows into the tunnel just ahead of Owen. The monster flung his arms above his head and roared a primal challenge to the Huntsman crouching in the middle of the tunnel.

      Owen watched with a detached fascination as the Huntsman snarled and snapped like a cornered dog. Blythe closed in, muscular arms outstretched like a circling wrestler, his jaw clacking against the skull of his face in mocking laughter.

      One of the Huntsman’s arms slipped back into its robe. Owen saw a glimmer of white and then something embedded itself into Blythe’s chest, just below his neck. As Blythe bellowed and staggered backwards, the Huntsman leapt to the attack.

      Landing on Blythe’s chest, the Huntsman’s claws ripped into the monster’s shoulders, its strong jaws snapping at Blythe’s face. Blythe staggered back a few metres, then gave a bellowing laugh, ripped the Huntsman off him, and flung it away.

      The Huntsman landed just beyond Owen. It rolled back to its feet, turned to him and snarled. Of course, it wasn’t hunting Blythe. Blythe had just got in its way, but now it had a clear chance. Owen gasped and flinched away from it, but there was nothing he could do as the Huntsman launched itself forward.

      Blythe’s arms closed around its neck and hauled it away, just inches from Owen’s face. The two assailants rolled across the floor, back towards the incinerator room. The Huntsman’s claws slashed at Blythe as the monster’s fists pummeled the beast’s head. Around them, groups of the children rushed in and away like a flowing tide, gasping and cheering as the battle ebbed and flowed.

      Hands fell on Owen’s shoulders, pulling him to his knees. He looked up to see Jean, the boy’s fingers leaving dirty marks on Owen’s shoulders. Owen started crawling towards the incinerator room, thinking that Jean wanted him to watch, but then Jean’s hand tugged on Owen’s shoulder, pulling him away.

      ‘Non, non! Escape!’

      Half starved, burned and battered, Owen was too weak even to stand. He scrabbled gamely at the floor, then collapsed. He lay on his side, out of breath, the pain in his face near-paralysing.

      ‘Come!’ Jean shouted, but his voice seemed to fade into the distance as Owen lay immobile, watching the battle between Blythe and the Huntsman play out.

      Blythe’s freakishly muscular torso bled from a dozen wounds, but the Huntsman, its jaws still snapping and its claws still raking at its opponent, was fading. One arm was bent back at an irregular angle, and it limped on one crooked ankle. Blythe gripped the beast around the chest and slammed it hard, once, twice, three times, against the glass protecting them from the incinerator. The Huntsman wailed, a metallic, almost robotic sound, and for a moment it slipped free and managed to shove the monster back against the glass. Blythe flung his head back and bellowed, then pulled the Huntsman back around in front of him. His arms slipped around its neck and he dragged it forward, forcing it to its knees.

      With a primal roar of victory, Blythe wrenched the Huntsman’s head sideways. An audible crack, then the creature went limp in Blythe’s arms. He let go and the body slumped to the floor. Blythe then staggered forward and gripped the nearest cavern wall for support. The children around him cheered.

      Beside Owen, Jean began to sob.

      ‘Blythe come now,’ he said. ‘Blythe celebrate.’

      The Huntsman’s ripping claws had taken their toll; blood oozed from several deep gashes on Blythe’s body, but the monster staggered slowly towards Owen. Unable to move, Owen stared up in terror as Blythe bore down on him.

      Jean whimpered and retreated into the shadows as Blythe took hold of Owen’s arm, his metal fingers sticky with blood and oil. ‘Come,’ he growled, pulling Owen up.

      ‘No—’ Owen began, aware his words were useless, that he had nothing left but to give in to this monster and accept his fate.

      Then Blythe grunted and looked up. ‘Huh?’

      ‘Let go of my brother, you ugly piece of shit,’ Paul said, swinging a metal bar into Blythe’s face. It connected with a metallic crunch, making the monster stagger. At his shoulder stood Switch, a jagged piece of rock in his hands, grinning insanely in the dim glow of the cavern’s light.

      ‘What the fuck is that?’ Switch said.

      ‘I don’t know, but we kill it,’ Paul replied, lifting the metal bar, ready to strike again. ‘Get away from my brother, you fucking cunt.’

      Owen looked up at Paul. His brother’s clothes were dirtied and torn. Both Paul and Switch looked in hardly better condition than he felt.

      ‘You bastard motherfucker, you burned him,’ Paul said, glaring at Blythe, his eyes damp with tears. ‘You burned my brother. I’ll fucking kill you.’

      Blythe roared and stepped forward. Paul slammed the bar into the monster’s face again, but it just bounced off as if he was hitting concrete. He stepped back and aimed another strike at the monster’s ribs, and although it staggered, it managed to close its fingers over the metal bar and jerk it out of his hands.

      A heavy metal fist slammed into Paul’s face and he tumbled to the floor. He shook his head and pressed a finger to his temples, then looked up. Switch rushed forward and pounded Blythe’s head with the rock, but as Paul tried to climb back to his feet, fingers closed over his arms and held him tight. He looked around into the faces of several dirty, wild-eyed children.

      ‘What the hell…?’

      ‘Paul, get away!’ Owen screamed, but it was too late. Wherever the children had come from there were too many. They forced him to his feet, and he saw that Switch was surrounded too, the rock knocked away, his arms held at his sides.

      The monster gave a huge bellowing laugh.

      There was a feral chattering among the children that could have been laughter. Hands closed over Owen and pushed him forward. ‘Blythe’s room,’ one of them near Paul muttered, his voice full of forlorn regret.

      ‘Let go of my brother!’

      Blythe laughed again. It pointed at Owen, and the children started to push his brother forward. Blythe ran one finger down the good side of Owen’s face with an almost tender show of affection. Paul’s mouth fell open, and he shook his head slowly from side to side.

      ‘No … Owen … no…’

      Owen was crying, tears streaming down his face as the monster started to pull him away. Paul couldn’t remember ever seeing Owen cry before.

      ‘No!’ he shouted. ‘I’ll go in his place! Come on!’

      The monster’s hideous face jerked towards him. One of the children started to chatter at him in French. The creature barked an order and the hands fell away from Paul’s arms. The children pushed him forward as a clacking sound came from the back of Blythe’s throat.

      Paul grinned. His tongue flicked out, licking his lips.

      ‘Paul, what are you doing?’ Owen sobbed. ‘Paul…?’

      Paul ignored him. He kept his eyes on Blythe’s face. ‘Come on,’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘Take me. You won’t regret it.’ He lifted a hand and ran it down Blythe’s hugely muscular chest, his fingers shaking as oily blood dribbled down his arm.

      ‘Paul!’ Owen screamed.

      ‘Come on,’ Paul said into Blythe’s face as the boy chattered in French beside him. ‘I know everything you want. Take me.’

      Blythe grunted something to the children around him. He turned and staggered away in the direction the heat was coming from, and they started pulling Paul after their leader.

      Paul turned back and met Switch’s gaze. ‘Get him away,’ he said. ‘If it’s the last thing you do.’

      Switch’s face was empty, hopeless. Without a word he gave a small nod.

      Paul let the children drag him away. He didn’t look at Owen.
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* * *

      ‘Paul!’

      ‘Shut up, kid,’ Switch spat as the children shoved them both into the cell and slammed the gate across. ‘Screaming won’t get us out of here.’

      ‘Fuck you! Help him!’

      ‘I’m doing my goddamn best.’

      The children dispersed, dissolving into the shadows like fading smoke, leaving them alone. Switch shook the bars, but they were immovable. ‘Damn it.’

      ‘He … he told me he was stealing stuff,’ Owen said. ‘All those times he went out at night—’

      ‘I don’t give a shit if he told you he was a fucking ballerina. Pull yourself together, or Paul, you, and me are all fucking dead.’

      ‘Paul…’

      There. Switch spotted it. Lying in the shadows by the far wall was a silver rectangular object about the size of his forearm.

      The Huntsman’s crossbow.

      ‘Shit, if we could get that…’

      Owen, slumped in the corner, stared at him. ‘Jean,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      Owen shrugged. ‘He helped me.’

      Switch grabbed Owen by the shirt and dragged him forward to the bars. ‘If you have some little friend down here, call him now, damn it.’

      Owen sniffed and pushed Switch’s arm away. ‘Jean?’ he called. ‘Jean, are you there?’

      The boy stepped out of the shadows so close to the bars that Switch flinched back in alarm.

      ‘Jean can help?’ the boy said.

      ‘Over there,’ Switch pointed. ‘See that silver thing? Bring it here.’

      Jean stared up at him but didn’t move. He looked at Owen.

      ‘Please, Jean. We’ll take you with us.’

      Jean hesitated a moment. He glanced from Switch to Owen, then nodded. ‘Okay,’ he said, then turned and scampered over to the crossbow. He picked it up and brought it back to them, holding it out tentatively towards Switch.

      Switch took it and turned it over in his hands. It was a simple contraption really, although expertly made, with just a loading button and a release mechanism. There were two bolts left in a case built into the side. They were about the size of a pencil, made of solid steel with a razor sharp point. Switch pulled one out and turned it over in his hands.

      ‘Perfect,’ he whispered. He reached through the bars and gripped the padlock. The lock was easily big enough to accommodate the thin bolt, and after a few seconds of jostling it clicked open.

      ‘Easy as pie,’ Switch muttered. ‘Now, kid, take us where that fucking thing went and let’s end this.’ Jean flashed a wild smile and backed away down the tunnel. Switch looked back at Owen, who was still slumped in a corner, glaring at him like some kind of wounded animal. ‘Come on, kid. Don’t make me drag you. We’ll get you fixed up soon.’

      Owen started forward but stumbled to the ground. Switch frowned. He reached down and helped Owen to his feet. ‘All right, all right. Just hang on to me.’

      They stepped out of the cell. Switch looked around for the other children, aware that two crossbow bolts against so many was futile, but without their leader to guide them they seemed fearful, hiding back in the tunnel entrances, their eyes on the ground.

      Supporting Owen against his chest, Switch followed Jean down the tunnel to where it opened out into a wide cavern with a huge glass cylinder in its centre. Heat beat at his face as he looked at it, but he couldn’t turn away. There, in a crumpled heap below a spider’s web of cracks, lay the remains of a Huntsman. Switch and Paul had heard its roars but missed the battle. It now became apparent who had won. The Huntsman’s head twisted at an unnatural angle, its skin charred and blackened from its proximity to the heat.

      ‘Two down,’ Switch muttered. ‘A shame the other one’s so close.’ Owen’s head jerked up. ‘On our tail, along with that bitch Dreggo,’ Switch said. He stared at the glass cylinder, at the cracks. Smoke billowed behind the glass, and he could bet there was some serious poison floating around in there.

      Jean was pointing at a door set back into an alcove not far from the tunnel they had come from. ‘Blythe’s room.’

      ‘There another way out?’ Switch said to Owen. ‘Think, kid.’

      Owen’s voice trembled as he said, ‘There was a staircase in the corner. I don’t know where it went, if anywhere.’

      ‘That’s our percentage,’ Switch said. He looked down at the crossbow. It had a twin firing mechanism, so he fitted both remaining bolts into their cradles and pressed a button on the side to wind them.

      Two bolts. One was for Blythe. The other—

      He backed away towards the door. If it was locked he’d need to do a quick pick job, but he hoped the monster wouldn’t have bothered knowing he and Owen were safely locked inside a cell.

      ‘Kid,’ he said to Jean. ‘Tell your little buddies to get running. Life’s about to get a whole lot worse down here.’

      As Jean barked something at the nearest cowering children, causing a ripple of chatter to run through them, Switch lifted the crossbow, pointing it at the worst of the cracks in the glass just above the dead Huntsman, and pulled the trigger.

      A whole section imploded with a deafening crash. Plumes of gas and smoke rushed out. The children bolted into the tunnels. Switch leaned back against Blythe’s door, turned the handle and dragged Owen inside as the door swung open.

      He found himself in what had once been an office, built into a natural cavern, the control hub for a mining operation, perhaps. A row of rusty filing cabinets stood against one wall, above which hung several framed prints, the pictures they contained lost behind glass murky from years of abandonment. In another corner was a desk topped with an ancient computer terminal, the casing of the monitor cracked and corroded by age and the dry air of the tunnels. And, there beside a stone staircase that spiraled up into the roof, was a—

      Switch’s knees sagged at the sight of the rusty, metal-framed bed pushed against the back wall, and what lay on top. He felt deflated, as if giant lips had closed over his face and drawn all the air out of him. He reached out for the wall to stop himself falling and pulled Owen tight against him, one hand moving to cover the boy’s eyes.

      ‘Oh, Paul … not you, man…’

      Paul lay beneath the monster, his face bloody and beaten, his body a mess of welts. Switch wiped a hand across his eyes, brushing tears away. ‘You don’t need to fucking see this,’ he said to Owen, pressed against his chest. With a gasp that was somewhere between a sigh and a sob, Switch lifted the crossbow and pointed it at Blythe’s head, even as the monster’s bare skull turned towards him, the loose jawbone falling open. Tears stung Switch’s eyes. On the ground, just inches from Paul’s stretching fingers, was a thick shard of glass that had come from the broken locomotive window. Another bloody shard was sticking out of Blythe’s back with blood and oil bubbling up around the entry wound like the waters of a hot spring, and Switch knew Paul had put up the fight to end all fights. But his friend had lost, and paid the price.

      ‘You evil motherfucker,’ Switch muttered. ‘Whatever you are, wherever you came from … you’re done here.’

      With a heart as heavy as the world, he aimed the crossbow at the small bridge of bone between Blythe’s eyes, and pulled the trigger.

      Blythe gave a weak growl as the bolt embedded itself into his forehead, and rolled off Paul to the ground. Switch pushed Owen back against the old desk, aware that time was short, that the smoke was starting to filter under the door and fill the room. He grabbed the shard of glass off the floor, gripped it with the part of his hand still covered with plaster, and stabbed it again and again into Blythe’s dying body.

      ‘Die!’ he screamed, losing all sense of himself. He raked the glass across Blythe’s neck, cutting through organic tendons and metal wires alike, until the monster’s head was practically severed, then he hacked at Blythe’s back like a butcher chopping meat. There was a square of metal stuck into Blythe’s neck, so Switch cut it out and pulled it free like a war trophy. Then he hacked at the monster until the glass broke in his hand.

      ‘Paul…!’

      His friend didn’t move. Switch cradled Paul’s battered face in his hands, hugging him to his chest.

      ‘Owen…?’

      Switch started at the sound of his friend’s voice. He looked down at Paul’s face, but with every breath came a mouthful of blood.

      ‘He’ll live.’

      ‘Protect … him…’

      ‘Paul, man, don’t you fucking do this to me! Paul? Paul!’

      Paul coughed and blood sprayed over Switch’s shirt. Switch glanced up as a shadow fell over him, but it wasn’t Owen, it was the French boy, Jean. Smoke billowed around the child’s face.

      Paul’s mouth moved. ‘Go, Switch.’

      ‘I’m not leaving you down here.’

      ‘Go … go—’

      Paul gasped, his eyes going wide, his chest arching up from the bed. His lips worked soundlessly as if he had one last thing to say, then he slumped back on to the dirty sheets and lay still.

      ‘No, man, you come back right now. Fuck you, Paul. Fuck you, don’t you die on me.’ Switch hugged Paul to him, already feeling his friend’s warmth beginning to drain away. He tried to stand, pulling the body up with him, but Paul was right. There was no way he’d get Paul’s body up the stairs before the smoke took him and Owen too.

      He turned around. Owen was sitting by the wall, his face down. A surge of anger filled Switch. ‘Get up, damn you, kid. He died for you. Get up now.’

      Smoke was filling the room. Switch looked up and saw the door was ajar from when Jean had followed them in. He turned around and saw the boy pointing at the stairs that spiraled up beside the bed.

      Owen had managed to stand up, and was leaning on the desk. He looked up at Switch with vacant, glazed eyes.

      ‘Move, kid,’ Switch said. ‘I made your brother a promise. And cover your mouth, you have no idea what might be in this shit.’

      He flapped a hand across his face and coughed. The smoke would overwhelm them soon. He looked around for some weapons, but the only thing was the crossbow bolt protruding from Blythe’s head. He pulled it out, wiped off a mixture of blood and oil on his trousers, and turned back to get Owen.

      Jean was waiting by the stairwell. Switch pushed Owen in front of him, then turned back to the dirty French boy. He looked into Jean’s wide, fearful eyes, and everything that was horrific about this underground hellhole seemed to be reflecting itself back at him: the poverty, the stench, and the face of the monster who had murdered his friend. He no longer saw a dirty little boy, but a representation of everything that had gone wrong, everything that was base and degenerate and regrettable about this subterranean community. His fingers tightened on the crossbow quarrel and he felt blood pooling in his palm.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said to Jean. ‘I appreciate your help, kid, but I don’t need any more baggage, and I don’t need a reminder of this place. Best you stay here.’ He felt a momentary hesitation. After all, this wasn’t some street punk or a DCA agent, but a poor, unfortunate child whom some higher power had dealt a particularly poor hand, then his upbringing and his survivalist skills rushed in to drown out his indecision and he jerked his arm across, watching with fascination as the crossbow quarrel opened up a red gash across Jean’s neck.

      The French boy’s eyes widened in stunned surprise. Then he dropped to the ground, his blood pumping out around him. His legs and arms kicked out as if he was swimming in his sleep, then after a last violent tremble he lay still.

      Switch turned away and started up the stairwell, only to find Owen sitting a couple of steps up, staring at him in horror. ‘You … killed him,’ Owen said in a tiny, weak voice.

      ‘We don’t need any more help. Move!’

      Switch pushed Owen up in front of him as the smoke filled the stairs. He blinked away tears caused both by the smoke and by the utter misery he felt inside. He couldn’t think about Paul, he couldn’t, yet his friend’s face filled his mind like a huge, dying sun.

      They’d been climbing for a few minutes when they reached a blocked entrance. Owen was at the end of his strength, and Switch had dragged him along behind, spurred on by his promise to Paul.

      Glimmers of light shone through loosely fitting bricks. Switch kicked out and they began to fall away. Within seconds there was enough space to climb through and Switch pushed Owen out into a wild, overgrown patch of waste ground that reminded him faintly of St Cannerwells Park. Behind them, a short distance away, stood a bleak, grey factory belching smoke up into the air. The growling hum of trucks came from its far side.

      Owen staggered away into the long grass, and in the sunlight that beamed unforgivingly down on them Switch saw the boy’s injuries clearly for the first time: the bruises and cuts, and the vicious burn on the right side of his face.

      For a moment he felt a pang of guilt, replaced quickly by an uncanny anger towards the boy who had refused to say goodbye to his dying brother. It was the ultimate disrespect, but Owen could wait. Switch walked a short distance from the entrance and turned his eyes up to the sky. As tears of hate, misery and loneliness streamed down his face, he opened up his heart and roared his anger up at the sky:

      ‘Paaaaaaaaaaauuul…’
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      Another one was dead. The Governor had been feeling for the radio link to the Huntsmen when it had abruptly weakened. It was now so faint he could barely feel it. One was still alive, as was Dreggo, but a single Huntsman alone wasn’t powerful enough to be reached, and Dreggo still refused to respond. Halo claimed to have control of the situation, but the Governor’s former protégé was as unpredictable as the gangs who continued to riot and cause mayhem on London’s streets.

      Now, a day later, from the seat opposite, Farrell Soars watched him with a look of disjointed impatience. Soars was one of the few men who didn’t shrink in the Governor’s presence, and the Governor liked the way he could be direct with the DCA’s new Commander in Chief.

      ‘We will have to send more,’ the Governor said. ‘One is not enough.’

      Rather than immediately agree, Farrell Soars picked at a mole on his chin and frowned. ‘Are you sure that’s wise, sir? Relations with France are strained at best. Halo hasn’t used as much stealth as we had hoped.’

      The Governor stared deep into the eyes of the DCA’s new leader. ‘Are you disagreeing with me?’

      Soars, to the Governor’s surprise, returned the stare. Eventually he looked away, but only after a respectable length of time. ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘it is important that we do not rush into things. We need to give Halo more time.’

      ‘Halo is like a rabid dog. He could go … organic at any moment.’

      ‘Even so, I suggest we wait a little longer.’

      ‘He has one more day. Then we send reinforcements.’ The Governor stood up. ‘You are dismissed.’

      Farrell Soars stood up and bowed his head. ‘Very well, sir. I will keep you informed of all developments.’

      ‘Good.’

      The Governor watched the back of the man who had replaced Leland Clayton. Should he just kill him now and get it over with, kill him before he too revolted against Mega Britain?

      He shook his head. What I am thinking?

      For the first time in his forty-year tenure the Governor felt genuinely rattled. The Tube Riders continued to elude him when he really wanted to see their heads on sticks above the Perimeter Wall South Gate.

      The phone on his desk rang, startling him. He answered to his secretary, who informed him of contact from Halo in Paris. Grunting in surprise, he switched on a monitor set into the tabletop. Halo’s face appeared on the screen.

      ‘Well, well,’ the Governor muttered. ‘You have news for me?’

      ‘Yes.’ Halo’s voice was strained. The Governor prepared himself for a barrage of insults but none came. ‘Three of the Tube Riders are in custody,’ Halo said instead.

      The Governor sat up in his chair.

      ‘You’ve caught them?’

      ‘Marta Banks came of her own free will to the former British Embassy yesterday evening. She was accompanied by a British soldier, a deserter who had been living in the area the French call the Quarantine Zone.’

      The Governor could barely contain his excitement. ‘And the others?’

      ‘Owen Morton and the one they call Switch were picked up by police yesterday near an accident at the city’s incineration plant. Morton was seriously hurt. I had him sent to a hospital for treatment while the other one was held overnight in the cells. It is believed they were responsible for the crashing of an unmanned freight train earlier the same day. These fugitives of yours are leaving quite a trail of destruction.’

      The Governor waited. There was more.

      ‘A fourth Tube Rider, Paul Morton, is dead. His body was recovered in an area of the Paris Catacombs adjacent to the incinerator plant. The part of the catacombs in question had been expanded two decades ago for aggregate mining, but abandoned after a natural gas deposit was discovered and accidentally ignited. Ever resourceful, the Parisians turned it into a rubbish dump.’ On the screen, Halo looked down for a moment as if glancing at notes. ‘One more thing—Morton and our Huntsman Ystapha were both killed by a Mining Class 4 Humanoid Robot, which was also found dead at the scene. The police believe it had malfunctioned and allowed the human part of its operating system to take control.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘It was a British model. I don’t have the serial number because its configurations logo was missing. It seems it had become … how would you say? Something of a gang leader.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘The police were cagey about it. They picked up more than two dozen unidentified but presumed orphaned children they found hiding in the tunnels. They also recovered the skeletal remains of several people listed as missing over the last decade or so. Paris is a big city, there are a lot of kidnappings and other disappearances. They think they might have solved some.’ Halo cocked his head. ‘The children were dirty but well fed. The police believe this robot may have been … looking after them. Guarding them, as you will.’

      ‘Yet it killed a Huntsman?’

      On the screen Halo shrugged. ‘I guess Ystapha got into its territory and it didn’t like it.’

      ‘This is very interesting indeed,’ the Governor, said, nodding. The robot was of Mega Britain stock. He knew that the French had banned imported British robots some decades ago; if one had escaped capture and dismantlement there had to be others. Was it possible that such robots could give him an advantage?

      ‘The last Tube Rider, the boy from Reading Greater Forest Area is still missing,’ Halo was saying. ‘We’re hopeful that he will turn himself in when he knows the other Tube Riders are in custody. At this point we are giving them the impression that they are under our protection.’

      For the first time in weeks the Governor felt a weight lift off his chest. ‘And the memory card?’

      A momentary hesitation. ‘I have it.’

      The Governor gritted his teeth. ‘And you haven’t destroyed it?’

      ‘I will.’

      ‘Destroy it, damn you.’

      Halo shook his head. ‘I need to take the girl into my trust first. I need to make sure they didn’t make a copy. It will take a few days to get the information out of her.’ Halo’s eyes narrowed and his tone turned mocking as he said: ‘It would be naïve to assume she hasn’t made one.’

      The Governor leaned back in his chair. ‘Halo, you test my patience.’

      ‘I need more time.’

      ‘What about the others? I want them dead.’

      Halo’s black eyes stared up at the Governor from the screen. The Governor sensed a changing of atmosphere even over a digital video. ‘I have already made arrangements for Morton to be sent back to you by train. He should arrive in London by nightfall. Consider it a part-payment to ensure Valerie’s continued safety.’

      The Governor felt his anger rising. ‘Halo—’

      ‘You will have the others soon. You may do with them what you will but I do not want any more blood on my hands.’

      The windows rattled as the Governor struggled to contain his anger. ‘Do not cross me, Halo.’

      Halo’s lips curled upwards in a small smile. ‘Give me one week,’ he said. ‘That will be enough for me to ensure that only one copy of the card exists. Then you will have your Tube Riders, and I will expect Valerie to be freed into my care.’

      The screen went black. The Governor punched the console in frustration. You play games, my old friend. What game is it this time?

      The Governor scowled. Morton was hurt, useless. Whatever Halo had planned, Morton would be a dead weight. Part-payment, what a joke. He was a decoy, a blind alley, that was all.

      ‘I should never have freed you, Halo,’ the Governor muttered. ‘I should just kill that whore granddaughter of yours and be done with it.’

      But then he would become the hunted. Halo was a shadow, invisible when he chose to be. I would be looking over my shoulder forever, wouldn’t I, Halo? You bastard, you know I can’t kill her now. You called my bluff.

      The Governor leaned back in his chair, trying to put himself into Halo’s mind, trying to imagine what his former friend was thinking. Everything revolved around the memory chip and the incriminating video.

      Halo knew the French government wouldn’t act alone. Mega Britain had threatened military action in the past and nothing had come of it. There was a good chance that if the Tube Riders had shown anyone the video footage it had been laughed off or ignored. The French would be unwilling to stand alone against Mega Britain’s perceived might, and convincing the rest of Europe to stand with them would take time.

      No, if the video was to have any effect at all it would have to be seen everywhere across Europe, all at once. That was what Halo was planning, but how?

      The best way to destroy Halo, the Tube Riders, and the video, would be to trap them, to lure them together. Besides a handful of DCA spies he had no manpower in France, and Halo’s strength was no doubt growing as the days passed.

      Four or five Huntsmen could run them down and defeat even Halo, but there was just one Huntsman left in France, together with Dreggo. The two of them alone had no chance against Halo, and there wasn’t time to send more Huntsmen.

      The drumming of his finger abruptly ceased. The answer was simple.

      He reached forward for the intercom button to call Farrell Sears back into the office.
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      Switch looked up as the door burst open. Marta was a blur as she flung herself across the room, her arms encircling his shoulders, pulling him close.

      ‘Damn it, I’m not letting you out of my sight again.’

      He returned her hug for a few moments before pushing her away, holding her out at arms’ length. As he looked into Marta’s face he hadn’t realised how pleased he would be to see her until now. Even so, a smile was too much to ask. He couldn’t bring himself to force one, even for her.

      ‘Paul’s dead,’ he said, wanting to get it out in the open with as little fanfare as possible.

      She sagged in his arms. Perhaps in her heart she had already known.

      ‘How?’

      ‘You really don’t want to know. But if he didn’t prove himself a Tube Rider then no one ever has.’ He looked away, worried that the misery in her face might become too much for him to handle. He couldn’t let his guard down any further; there was a war to win.

      ‘Paul…’

      ‘I’ll tell you sometime. Perhaps when all this is over, if it ever is. That’s all I can say right now. It wasn’t pretty and he didn’t deserve a moment of it, but what’s done is done.’

      She sat down beside him on the bench. One hand reached over and took his hand in hers. He heard her sobbing quietly.

      ‘And Owen?’

      ‘Fuck him.’

      She let go of his hand. ‘What was that for? They told me he was badly hurt.’

      ‘He is.’

      ‘So … what—’

      ‘Paul was my friend, Marta. Owen was my friend’s brother. He was no Tube Rider and he never was. He proved it down in those fucking hellhole tunnels and if I ever see him again it’ll be to put a knife across his throat.’

      ‘Switch, don’t be ridiculous.’

      Switch turned to glare at her. ‘You weren’t there.’

      ‘He’s twelve years old, Switch! Whatever happened down there, he’s just a kid.’

      ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘Switch!’

      ‘Leave it, Marta.’

      She fell quiet. He knew she was thinking of things to say to him, ways to change his mind. He also knew that she knew she was wasting her time. Some things ran deep. For Switch it was family and respect. Of the former he had none besides his adoptive uncle, William Worth. William was a greater man than any Switch had ever known. The latter was something that he had earned and had to be earned from him. When you had nothing else you had to have respect.

      Owen had shown his brother none. You did what you had to do to survive, both on the run and before, back in London. Switch, Marta and Paul had all done that. They didn’t talk about it, didn’t question each other’s choices, and didn’t judge each other on it. Owen had judged Paul. As Paul gave up his life to save his brother, Owen had turned his nose up at everything Paul had ever done for him.

      He realised Marta was still crying.

      ‘Stop it, Marta.’

      She punched his shoulder. ‘You’re a fucking asshole.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘I hate you.’

      ‘I know.’

      He felt her head drop against his shoulder and her hand covered his again. For a few minutes he listened to her sobbing. Finally, in a quiet voice she said, ‘What are we going to do, Switch?’

      He took a deep breath. Her damn blubbing was starting to get to him, but he was bigger than that. He didn’t give a shit about anything now other than keeping them both alive and honouring the memories of all his friends who were dead.

      ‘Stay alive,’ he said. ‘That’s about it.’

      They lapsed into silence again. After a while Marta began to speak softly, telling him about their journey into Paris, how they had left the train and gone into the tunnels; then, in trembling words how they had encountered the Huntsman in the dark and been split up. In return he told her a few things about his own journey, how Paul had saved him in Mont St Michel, how they’d first escaped Halo and then Dreggo and the Huntsman. Finding out Dreggo was alive came as a shock to her, but Switch put off any questions until later, wanting to finish up the story. Only when he reached the part about Blythe did he gloss over details, ending with seeing the dead Huntsman in front of the huge glass cylinder that surrounded the incinerator.

      ‘I’m pretty sure that’s the Huntsman that followed you,’ Switch said. ‘There were three. I know one is dead, and the other was with Dreggo. Do you think it got Carl?’

      Marta shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘I hope not. I liked that kid. Bit of a farmer’s boy, but still. He knew his shit when we were in the woods. I didn’t even know you could eat rabbits.’

      ‘We haven’t heard anything from him or Greenwood,’ Marta said. ‘I came here with Arthur.’

      ‘Theatre boy?’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Switch shrugged. ‘The toff kept you alive. For that I’ll always be grateful. I’m glad he didn’t end up like those others in the Quarantine Zone. Where is he?’

      ‘Making plans, I guess.’

      They both fell silent again. Paul’s death weighed heavily on Switch’s mind and he could barely imagine how Marta felt. She had been closer to both Simon and Paul than to him, but Paul had been as close to a brother as he’d ever known.

      And his death hurt.

      It hurt like a dagger twisting into his heart.

      He pulled the small square of metal out of his pocket and turned it over in his hands. It was still tainted with Paul’s blood and Switch rubbed an affectionate finger over the brown-red stain.

      On the back were a number of engravings in the metal, which Switch had already read enough times to have memorised them.

      It was a manufacturer’s stamp:

      

      “Blythe”

      Mining Class Level 4—Deep Excavation & Machine Operations

      A.I. Level 7 60.8% Advanced Humanoid Fully Reproductive

      2039 V.3 Serial 478313

      Designed by M.T.R Electronics Ltd, London

      Under License of Mega Britain Ministry of R&D

      Authorised June 2037

      

      Switch remembered the robots he had seen wandering about inside the Quarantine Zone. Banned by the French government, Paul had said. Blythe had obviously got away, hid himself underground and set about building a mini community. Switch didn’t like to think about the kid he had killed. Jean’s face haunted him whenever he closed his eyes.

      ‘Fuck you, Mega Britain,’ he muttered.

      ‘What?’

      He held out the piece of metal. ‘I took it from the body of the thing that killed Paul. It was some kind of robot built in Mega Britain, but holy fuck was it alive.’ He looked down again. He felt like something was stuck in his throat, making him feel sick. ‘Damn you, Paul,’ he muttered to his feet. ‘You were my fucking brother.’

      Marta put an arm around his neck. ‘We’ll never forget him. You can be sure about that.’

      ‘Shouldn’t be a case of remembering him or not. He should be fucking here.’ He leaned in against her, letting her closeness comfort him. Switch didn’t want to think about Marta dying too.

      ‘Owen is in a bad way,’ Marta said. ‘They were treating him here, I heard. The doctor told Arthur he was lucky not to lose his eye.’

      ‘I don’t give a shit. He disrespected my friend…’

      ‘Switch, he’s just a kid. Can’t you try, for me?’

      Switch glared at the floor. What she was asking went against the very code by which he had lived his life, but this was Marta who was asking. Anyone else and he would have told them to go fuck themselves, but this was different, whether he liked it or not. If Paul and Simon had been his brothers, Marta was his sister.

      And I did promise Paul … whatever I might think of that little brat, I promised Paul I’d protect him.

      He looked up at her. Her face became a blur as his bad eye flickered wildly. ‘I promised Paul … I’d try to keep him alive. Paul was a better man than I ever deserved to know, and if I could take his place I would.’

      She gazed into his eyes, and he wondered what she was thinking. Did I just show some fucking girly weakness? I’m losing my touch. Finally she patted his hand. ‘Thanks, Switch.’ She stood up. ‘Let’s go and see how he is.’

      ‘I’m not going to pretend like I care, Marta. I’ll wait outside the door.’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘Okay, whatever.’

      Switch followed Marta along the corridor and down a flight of stairs to a medical bay. After the fun and games he’d played with death back in the Quarantine Zone, for once his own injuries, from the encounter with the Holy fucking Trinity of Dreggo, the Huntsman and then Blythe, amounted to little more than a few cuts and bruises. He counted himself lucky. The doctors had changed his ragged, battered cast, and then smeared a bit of cream on him, but that was all.

      As they reached the bottom of the stairs Arthur came jogging towards them. Switch had seen the soldier only once and had taken an immediate dislike to him. It was nothing in particular, just a general impression of starry-eyed airheadedness. It didn’t bother him that the toff was obviously banging Marta.

      She can screw who she likes. What do I care?

      Arthur put his hands on Marta’s forearms like some damn ballroom-dancing clown and turned her towards him, practically ignoring Switch. ‘I was just coming to find you,’ he said.

      ‘Why? What’s happened? Is Owen all right?’

      ‘Yeah, he will be. The said they’ve had to move him, though. They didn’t have the equipment to care for him here.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘They’ve taken him to a proper hospital.’

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘I don’t know. Halo said—’

      Switch’s face flushed with a white heat. For a moment he thought he was going to pass out. He turned on Arthur. ‘What did you say? What the fuck did you just say?’

      ‘What?’

      Switch shoved Arthur back against the wall. ‘Tell me what you said! That name!’

      Arthur looked flustered as Marta tried to pull Switch off. ‘What are you doing, Switch? Let go of him!’

      ‘I just said that Halo told me—’

      Switch let go of Arthur and backed away. He grabbed Marta’s arm and pulled her towards the stairs. ‘We go. We go now. Halo. That was the name of the bastard who came with the Huntsmen. The bastard who tried to kill me. I turned Mont St fucking Michel into fucking gravel and that bastard got out of it somehow. We have to get out of here right fucking now or we are all dead.’
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      Owen opened his eyes to the sensation of movement below him.

      He tried to roll over, but a tube was protruding from his arm. He looked up.

      A drip.

      He was lying beneath a blanket on a small, hard bed in a featureless room. Most of his body felt numb and surprisingly pain-free, and at first he was sure the drumming below him was the effect of the medication. Then he heard a squeal of brakes and knew he was on a train.

      He looked down at his chest and saw that there were also suction pads attached to his body. They weren’t attached to wires but each had a little LED light flashing on its top like a brightly-coloured nipple. Behind him, a flat screen monitor blipped with his heartbeat.

      Where am I going?

      He tried to remember what had happened, and the memories came back in little flickers, like cut-up photographs under strobe lights.

      Blythe.

      The Huntsman.

      Paul, Switch, the boy … Jean.

      His brother going to Blythe’s room.

      Breaking out of the cell, Switch causing the glass to explode.

      Blood.

      More blood.

      His brother’s death.

      Escape.

      A haze covered everything as if it had been no more than a dream. He remembered pain, of being beaten and worse, then Blythe shoving his face against the boiling hot glass.

      That was real. Beneath the comforting sheen of painkiller he could feel a dull ache coming from his face. They had sedated him, but who they were he wasn’t sure.

      He was about to pull the drip out of his arm and try to get up when the door opened and a nurse came in. She walked over to the bed, pushed him back down, and poked a needle into his arm, all without so much as a single glance at his face.

      I’m an animal, he thought, but then edges began to blur and colours to tint, and the world he was just becoming familiar with darkened again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When he awoke again he was in a different room. The walls were now made of stone, white paint straight over the bricks without any plaster. He was in a basement or an underground bunker, because the air was chilly on that side of his face that didn’t radiate heat from the burn. The bed though was still comfortable, and he rolled over, staring at the door, willing it to open, willing it to get this whole business underway so he could start rebuilding his life.

      What’s left of it.

      He remembered Blythe’s half-human hands on his body. He remembered the horrific touch of that monstrous tongue. He bit his lip to hold the tears in as he remembered what had happened in Blythe’s room, the beatings and after. If there were a way to purge those endless moments from his mind he would snatch it, but he feared they would stay with him, like a veil draped over his life, forever.

      Blythe’s strong fingers pushing his face against the boiling glass had been a suitable ending for the worst day of his life.

      And then, out of nowhere, his brother had come.

      Paul.

      You saved me. You stood up and fought for me, and then you took it all away.

      ‘I idolised you, Paul,’ he muttered aloud. ‘You were all I had in the world and you were my hero. You didn’t have to lie to me. You could have told me the truth.’

      And he saw Paul’s mouth forming words to Blythe, beckoning him, welcoming the devil into his own intimate embrace.

      You did it to save me, didn’t you?

      That’s what you said.

      Protect him. Those were your words. ‘Protect him,’ you said to Switch, who watched you die, who slaughtered Jean, the only person to help me in that dark, dark place.

      ‘I’ll kill you,’ Owen whispered. ‘If I ever see you again, I’ll kill you.’

      He saw the skin of Jean’s neck separating silently and without fuss. He saw Jean’s blood spraying out of the open wound, soaking Switch, and the bodies of Paul and Blythe. He saw the sheer nonchalance in Switch’s eyes and the utter, dumbfounded shock in Jean’s.

      ‘You’re all the same. Every single one of you.’

      Paul, Switch, Carl, even Marta, they’d all abandoned him in one way or another, left him to fend for himself in those tunnels. Now they were all dead or gone.

      And I don’t care. You’re dead to me whether you’re alive or not.

      The door opened.

      The robed man who entered was so tall he had to duck his head. He moved silently, like a cat, to the end of Owen’s bed and pulled the hood back off his face.

      ‘Hello, Owen Morton,’ the Governor said, his voice deep like melted chocolate being languidly stirred. ‘Hello, little Tube Rider. I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you. I presume you know who I am?’

      Owen nodded. He was unable to look away from the Governor’s eyes. They flickered and twitched with red light, like the solar flares of twin tiny suns.

      ‘I hate them,’ he spat, before he could stop himself. ‘They did this to me.’

      The Governor raised an eyebrow and cocked his head. ‘Is that so?’

      Owen nodded. Inside he wanted to cry for everything he had lost, but the drugs had left his body unresponsive. He stared up at the Governor, waiting for a response, waiting for an invitation to suffering or torture for which refusal was not an option. He waited for permission to begin the slow process of dying.

      ‘Hmm. Hate them, do you? Such venom in one so young.’

      Without another word, the Governor turned on his heels and walked out, leaving Owen to watch mystified as the door closed behind him. Then he was alone again with his thoughts and memories.

      Alone.
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      Marta let Switch drag her back along the corridor while Arthur trailed after them, asking question after question which she had no way of answering. Switch had said the man who called himself Halo was dangerous, but he was saving his energy for flight, not explanations.

      ‘Where are we going, Switch?’

      ‘Anywhere away from here. Shut up and move!’

      He hurried around a corner in the corridor. She rushed after him, then found him slamming back into her as if running backwards. A feeling like a strong gust of wind lifted her up and pushed her back against the wall, holding her there. A few feet away Switch was also pinned, his good eye wide in a mixture of shock and outrage, his bad one flickering wildly.

      There, standing in the corridor, was Halo. His hands hung by his sides but she could see the veins on his knuckles bulging as if he were suffering under some invisible duress. Behind his tinted spectacles his eyes were unreadable, but his mouth had twitched upwards in a half smile.

      Marta tried to move. It wasn’t like paralysis; she could move her arms and legs but it felt like pushing through cement. Each tiny movement drained her energy. After a few seconds of struggle she gave up and let the feeling control her. As soon as she did it appeared to loosen. She felt the ground under her feet once again, but the same force still held her back against the wall.

      Beside her Switch was struggling to get a hand to his knife. His teeth were gritted in anger, and he glared at Halo with undisguised hatred.

      So it comes to this, she thought. All the running for this. Here it ends.

      ‘I’ll release you if you refrain from running,’ Halo said sharply, cocking his head to one side and giving them a crooked grin, like an evil kid watching a bird he had caught struggling in a trap. ‘We need to talk. If I wanted you dead you’d be dead, believe me.’

      Marta started to move her mouth but it was Arthur who spoke first. ‘Don’t hurt her,’ she heard the soldier gasp, and for a moment she felt a sad sense of love for him. His words were so sweet, yet so futile. ‘She’s carrying a baby.’

      As Marta flushed with shock it surprised her even more to see Halo nod. ‘I know. Break out the champagne, won’t you? She has twins. She’ll be a fine mother to them if she does as I say.’

      ‘Twins?’

      She felt the weight leave her chest and she almost stumbled forward. To one side Arthur was gasping as if he’d just finished a marathon.

      ‘Yes,’ Halo said. ‘That’s what the doctor’s report revealed. Obviously we did the scan without your knowledge, but it was the general testing of your health that revealed your pregnancy.’

      Halo staggered as Switch slammed a knife into his shoulder. Marta felt the air around her relax. Switch leapt forward but Halo’s other hand made a sweeping motion and Switch slammed back against the wall with a hollow crunch. He hung there as if glued, his feet several inches off the ground.

      ‘Damn it, Tube Rider, do not make me mad.’

      ‘I’ll kill you…’

      ‘No, you’ll try. And just like last time, you’ll fail.’

      ‘Fuck you, man.’

      As Halo jerked the knife out of his shoulder and put a hand over a wound which was pumping blood over his shirt, Marta reached out to Switch, trying to pull him down.

      ‘This is ridiculous,’ Halo said. He turned the knife over in his other hand, studying the blade. ‘You raided the embassy kitchens? You’re resourceful, I’ll give you that.’

      ‘What the fuck…?’

      Switch’s shirt began to tear away in strips. The cloth wound back and wrapped itself around Switch’s arms and wrists, binding them tight. Marta started to tug at it but she felt that same invisible force pushing her back. This time, though, it was softer, like a warning to step away.

      ‘I won’t hurt you,’ Halo said. ‘I’m tired of killing people. But there’s a bounty on your head and there are plenty of people out there who want it. Follow me and live or stay here and die.’

      He turned and strode off down the corridor with a flourish, leaving them standing in an awkward circle. Arthur stared after him as if mesmerised, while Switch glared down at the strips of cloth binding his hands. He tugged at them, but they were tied into an intricacy of knots that would take an expert—or a very sharp knife—to figure out.

      Halo disappeared through a door at the end of the corridor.

      ‘Come on,’ Marta said. ‘Like he said, we’d be dead if he wanted us to be.’

      Switch bent over and picked up his knife. He twisted it around in his hand and began to saw at the knots binding his wrists. ‘How the fuck did he do that? Seriously, did you see that?’

      ‘Yeah, I did,’ Marta said. She glanced back at Arthur and he gave a timid nod, confirming that she wasn’t in fact hallucinating.

      Without waiting for them to follow, she started off after Halo. Twins, I’m carrying twins. In the confusion she had almost forgotten Halo’s revelation. What am I going to do? Not one little life, but two of them.

      The room Halo had entered was an informal meeting room. There were three sofas arranged around a coffee table. Lamps stood inside closed curtains, and large bookcases filled with unmarked tomes stood against the walls.

      He was sitting on one sofa, holding a rag to his shoulder. He had torn off part of his shirt, and Marta was surprised just how old his body looked. His chest and arms were thin and scrawny, little more than bones upholstered with loose-fitting skin.

      ‘Damn it, that hurts,’ he moaned, as Marta sat down, pulling a glowering Switch down beside her. Arthur took a seat on the third sofa, his eyes flicking nervous glances between Marta and Halo.

      ‘We are playing our hand,’ Halo said before any of them could speak. ‘I have bought us a little time, but we have to move fast if you want to live. Maxim Cale, the one you called the Governor, sent me here to kill you. That I’ll admit. Well, all of you except Ms. Banks, whom Cale wants sent back to England. The rest of you were to become heads on sticks. His words, not mine.’

      Marta leaned on Switch’s arm as she felt the little man start to rise. He muttered a few curses under his breath and sat back down.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ Marta demanded.

      ‘Halo’s my name, and killing is, well, my former occupation,’ Halo said. He pulled the rag away from his shoulder and Marta’s eyes widened. The blood had already clotted. The wound even appeared to be pink with scar tissue, as if it was part healed.

      ‘Yes, he sent me here to kill you. Once, I wouldn’t have questioned him and you’d all be dead. But that game has changed too. He has something of mine, and now I have something of his. I think it’s about time we turned the tables, don’t you?’

      ‘Let them go,’ Arthur said. ‘That’ll show him.’

      ‘Oh, I have bigger plans than that.’

      ‘You piece of—’

      ‘Just zip it,’ Halo said almost dismissively, and Switch’s mouth snapped shut as if on elastic. ‘I’m trying to help you and would really appreciate your cooperation. ‘You want Maxim Cale dead, I know. Let me tell you, you can’t possibly want him dead more than I. Killing that monster is the last wish of this old, old man, and if I achieve it with my dying breath it will be well spent.’

      ‘Where’s Owen?’ Marta asked.

      Halo looked surprised. ‘Oh, the boy?’ He gave a small shake of his head. ‘He was sent back. A trade, I’m afraid.’

      ‘You sent him back to Mega Britain?’

      ‘I had no choice. I needed to offer Cale something, and the boy had the least value.’

      ‘You bastard.’

      ‘Quiet, my dear. If you want to join him just say the word.’ When none of them spoke, Halo continued: ‘Cale has something of mine and now I have something of his. We are playing a little dance, him and I, a riotous little jig.’ He scratched at his shoulder. ‘You see, I command the one thing from him that no one else can. His fear.’

      ‘The Governor will kill Owen,’ Marta said, feeling her face flush with anger. How could you be so dismissive of sending someone to their death?

      Halo gave her a grim smile. ‘Possibly. Possibly not. It’s no longer within our control.’ He leaned forward, steepling his hands over his knee. ‘However, what is in our control is that little memory chip of yours and the information it contains.’

      ‘Fuck you!’ Marta said, standing up. ‘I’ll die before you get your murdering hands on it—’

      ‘Sit … down.’

      That same invisible force jerked down on Marta’s shoulders, pushing her back down on to the sofa. She gave a little gasp of shock.

      ‘Impetuous damn kids. Will you listen to me? I needed to prove to Cale that I was a man of my word, that I would give you to him if he did what I asked. I needed to offer him a partial payment so to speak. I simply chose the runt of the litter.’

      Beside her, Switch grunted, and Marta shot a glare in his direction.

      ‘The kid was the least valuable, besides the soldier here, who in Cale’s eyes has no value at all.’ Halo glared at Arthur. ‘As a deserter you are less than the dirt on his shoes. Not even worth killing.’ He turned towards Switch and Marta. ‘Knife Boy has proved himself quite a catch, however. In Cale’s hands you could expect quite a spectacular and longwinded death … while you, Ms Banks … you’re Queen Tube Rider, don’t you know? You can expect all manner of welcomes should Cale get his evil hands on you.’

      ‘And you call him a monster,’ she muttered.

      Halo shrugged. ‘Your opinion has been noted. Tell me something I haven’t heard a million times before.’

      Marta glowered at him. She couldn’t hurt this man, but she could still spit and snarl until he closed her mouth too. But what good would it do? Owen was gone. Refusing to cooperate would do no good. Halo held the lives of herself, Switch, and Arthur on the end of a string. He could cut them loose any time he liked, but he could just as easily set them alight.

      She felt a light touch and looked down to see Switch patting the back of her hand in slow, deliberate motions, as if to say, Calm, Marta, calm. She forced herself to take a deep breath and measure out her words. If Switch was prepared to listen to what Halo had to say, then she had to be too.

      ‘You can’t bring him back?’ she said.

      ‘No, Marta, I can’t. But I can easily send the rest of you. Or you can stay here and we can do something about this sorry mess together. It’s your choice. But don’t forget, this isn’t the time to be selfish.’

      Marta said nothing. She thought about her babies, and what nightmares might be in store for them if she were sent back to the Governor. Very slowly, she nodded.

      Halo let out a deep breath. ‘I’ll take that as an agreement. Now, everything rests on that memory card you’re carrying.’

      ‘Will the French government watch the video?’ Arthur asked, making Marta start. She had almost forgotten he was in the room.

      Halo shook his head. ‘Putting the question to them would be a waste of our precious time. The French government has always been wary of the threat of Mega Britain. I don’t know what weapons Cale has stockpiled, but just a couple of platoons of Huntsmen could cause some serious social restructuring.’ Halo gave a little laugh and Marta glanced at Switch, who was glaring at Halo with anger and disgust.

      ‘So what do we do?’

      ‘We go beyond the government. We take it direct to the people.’ Halo swept a hand across in front of him. ‘We broadcast it in every single living room across the European Confederation. Not just to the politicians and the military moguls, but to every single cozy little family. There are more TVs or TV-receiving devices in the EC than there were rats in my prison cell. We’re likely to get noticed, don’t you think, hmm?’

      ‘And how do we do that?’

      Halo leaned forward. He propped his elbows on the table and pulled the tinted spectacles off his face. Marta recoiled at the sight of his black, empty eyes. Even Switch shifted on his seat.

      ‘What the hell are you, man?’ he muttered.

      ‘I’m your last chance.’

      ‘Well, let’s have it, then.’

      Halo narrowed his eyes, and Marta was glad; the less she saw of them the better. ‘There is a military base,’ he said. ‘It’s up in the mountains near Chamonix, which was a winter resort area until the army took it over. It was built by the old European Union, before the ejection of Britain and creation of our dear EC. The base contains a transmitting station designed to be used as an early warning system in the event of a military threat from beyond the EC’s borders. From that station the army could broadcast a message to anywhere within the EC, overriding all communication signals for a period of up to three minutes. The message would appear visually on TVs, phones, computers connected to the Internet, even audibly on radio. It was a brilliant development, one that had all manner of positive uses provided it never fell into the hands of a government that could use it to broadcast propaganda. It was a technological masterstroke.’

      ‘How do you know this?’ Arthur asked.

      Halo turned to him and smiled. ‘Because many years ago Cale sent me there to destroy it.’

      ‘And did you?’

      Halo nodded, a smug smile on his face. ‘Of course. But while poking around in drawers here I discovered it has since been rebuilt. It was a long time ago, of course. All we have to do is get inside. It will likely be guarded, but you may have noticed that I’m useful in a fight.’ He nodded at Switch. ‘And from what I’ve seen, this one knows a thing or two, too. You killed that mining robot, didn’t you?’

      Switch’s eyes were so intense Marta could barely look at him. ‘I finished it,’ he said quietly. He held Halo’s gaze for a few seconds, then looked down at his hands.

      ‘So you want us to go with you to some mountain military base, is that it?’ Marta said.

      ‘That’s exactly it.’

      ‘And if we refuse?’

      Halo shrugged. ‘Do I really need to answer that? Come on, Marta Banks. You might hate me to the ends of the earth, but I’m the best chance you’ve got of winning this thing. You can’t do it without me because you don’t have the knowledge or the strength. If you really want to defeat Cale you have to start a war. This is the only way you can do that. Come on, think about it. You’re young. You’ve got so much life ahead of you. Not to mention your two darling unborn children…’

      ‘What do you get out of this?’ she asked.

      ‘Every thorn in Cale’s back is another pat on mine,’ Halo said. ‘He will not … damage … what he has of mine while I live. He wouldn’t dare.’

      ‘Why not just kill us, take the memory card, and do it yourself?’

      Halo shrugged. ‘Who says I won’t? But, I’ll admit, I’d enjoy a little company for the journey. Life on the road can be lonely at times.’

      Marta gritted her teeth. She glanced at Arthur, who nodded. She looked back at Switch. He was staring at the floor. ‘Switch?’

      ‘I’m in,’ he muttered.

      ‘Good, good,’ Halo said. ‘Then we leave immediately.’

      He leaned back in his chair, and Marta caught a glimpse of his exposed shoulder. A few minutes ago there had been a bloody, jagged knife wound.

      Now there was just a dull pink scar.
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      ‘This way, sir,’ Farrell Soars said, stepping aside to let the Governor pass through a set of double fire doors with two Personal Guard at his shoulder. A third waited outside the building.

      Down a long corridor, into an elevator, down another long corridor, and then Soars was knocking at a blank, windowless door.

      ‘I don’t have time for formalities,’ the Governor grunted. The door rattled in its frame then flew open, slamming against the wall behind. The Governor glared at Soars, who shrugged and stepped aside.

      The Governor found himself in an office filled with computer terminals and other electrical equipment. Untidy shelves were loaded down by dozens of books.

      A pretty Asian girl looked up from behind a computer screen and peered at the Governor through round spectacles. As she recognised the towering man in front of her she first raised her eyebrows, then let her jaw drop open in surprise.

      ‘Um, I wasn’t expecting…’

      ‘This is Mika Ando,’ Soars said. ‘Our number one tech expert.’

      ‘A pleasure,’ the Governor said. ‘Unfortunately we have no time for pleasantries. I have work for you.’

      Mika sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘I’m kind of in the middle of something important. Can it wait until next week?’

      Soars looked shocked at the girl’s insolence, but the Governor smiled. Her spirit was endearing. It was so much nicer to meet a scientist not weighed down by the need for airs and graces. ‘It’s of utmost importance,’ he said. ‘And with your spirit I should think you’ll enjoy the challenge.’

      The girl looked unimpressed. ‘Let’s hear it then. Quickly, so I can get back to this.’ She gave a little nod at the screen.

      The Governor pulled out a chair and sat down across the desk from the girl, who peered at him across the top of the computer screen, leaving only her eyes visible.

      ‘From 2031 to 2044 Mega Britain exported more than ten thousand worker-class robots to the European Confederation,’ the Governor said. ‘Eighty percent were for operations in France and Germany.’

      Farrell Soars stepped forward and held out a dossier to the girl. ‘Details are here.’

      Mika waved it away. ‘I know that,’ she said. ‘So?’

      ‘These robots were of various levels of ability and skill,’ the Governor continued, ‘designed for jobs as varied as housework, manufacturing, and deep-shaft mining. Some of them were purely mechanical, while others were as much as ninety percent cloned humanoid. Almost fully intelligent. They cost a fortune, but were worth ten human workers due to their low operating costs.’

      ‘I know all this,’ she said. Her eyes kept flicking away to the computer screen as if the Governor bored her. Rather than feel irritated, he felt a certain satisfaction; Soars’s personal profile of Mika Ando showed her to be of abnormal intelligence and borderline autistic, as well as quite clearly temperamental. She was to Mega Britain’s computers what Dr Karmski had once been to its genetic research labs.

      She was its genius.

      ‘In 2044 the last contract was severed when the EC trade blockades came in to force. Our intelligence reports show that large numbers of these robots were either destroyed or dismantled. Others were abandoned. Some of the more intelligent became fugitives, while still others were kept by secret collectors. We don’t know how many survive now. In France, anything from fifty to a thousand could be sitting around inactive somewhere.’

      ‘Well, what a nice surprise it would be to stumble across one of those.’

      The Governor stared at the back of Mika’s laptop screen. It was an expensive super-lite, paper-thin model that he could shatter into pieces with one squeeze of his mind. Instead he concentrated hard and watched with satisfaction as the screen slowly flipped shut in front of her.

      Now he had her attention.

      She sat back in the chair and looked up at him. ‘What is it you want me to do?’ she said, and the Governor was impressed at how she was able to keep the tremble out of her voice.

      The Governor smiled. ‘From his research, Mr. Soars here has discovered that the majority of these robots were installed with a manufacturer’s override. It was a government requirement on all machines built for export. Mr. Soars, perhaps you can explain more clearly?’

      Farrell Soars cleared his throat. ‘A lot of early models were prototype technology. As I’m sure you’re aware, Mega Britain has always prided itself on pushing technology to its limits. We’ve made a lot of mistakes—’

      ‘Haven’t we just. A whole damn county full of them.’ The girl’s petulance was back. The Governor smiled. He was warming quickly to Mika Ando. She had spirit, not like most of the people who worked fearfully in his shadow. She reminded him of Dreggo, and he felt a momentary pang of regret.

      Soars looked flustered. ‘Yes, well, but under Mega Britain’s jurisdiction huge advancements were made in industrial grade robotics.’

      ‘But?’

      ‘Due to the experimental nature of a lot of the technology, all robots designed for export were fitted with manufacturers’ overrides in order that they could be centrally controlled in the event of a … um … meltdown.’

      ‘In case one went haywire and started killing people?’

      ‘In a sense, yes.’

      ‘Well, that’s good to know. How kind of you.’

      ‘They were able to be shut down from a centralised signal created by the manufacturer. Government manufacturing legislation required all codes and frequencies to be registered by a central bureau. All exported robots were also fitted with a backup reserve battery that could be activated centrally in the event they needed to be recalled using their own power. These reserve power units were, um, a manufacturer’s secret.’

      The Governor leaned forward on the chair and put his elbows on the desk. With just a hint of a smile on his lips he said, ‘We’d like you to restart them.’

      It was Mika’s turn to smile. ‘You’re serious, aren’t you? You want me to start up a bunch of thirty-year-old robots that may or may not even still exist? Back up batteries can still run flat you know. How can you be sure these things can even work?’

      ‘Soars?’

      Farrell Soars stepped forward and handed Mika a plastic file. She frowned, then picked out a handful of photographs.

      ‘Jesus Christ.’

      They were pictures of the mining robot that Halo had sent the Governor before the blackmailing had started, pictures of a genetically enhanced cloned humanoid robot that had been purchased by a French mining company in 2039. Quite how the Blythe had ended up living in the Paris Catacombs with an army of street children to do his bidding was a mystery, but he had managed to survive for more than thirty years.

      ‘If one can survive, others can,’ the Governor said. ‘We have the override codes. I need you to get as many surviving robots as you can operating and under your control. And I need it done today.’

      Mika put the photos down on the desk and pulled off her glasses. She squinted at the Governor with no sign of fear. ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I need an army.’

      Mika held his gaze for a few seconds. Then a small smile spread across her face. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Give me those codes. If I can find any of these robots of yours I’ll have them up and running in a couple of hours.’ She put the glasses back on her nose and lifted up the computer screen, blocking his view of her. Her voice was almost dismissive as she said, ‘And there I was thinking you wanted something complicated.’
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      Marta stared out of the compartment window as the train rumbled across the French countryside. Beside her, Arthur was dozing. On the seat opposite, Switch was slumped back with his feet up on the seat between herself and Arthur. His good eye flicked from the window to Marta and back again.

      Halo was in the adjacent compartment. Not nearly far enough away, she thought.

      ‘I say we kill him in his sleep,’ Switch said. ‘He has to sleep sometime.’

      Marta shrugged one shoulder and continued to stare out of the train window. Halo had said the journey would take around six hours. Due to continued terrorist alerts, the high speed trains had all been cancelled. They were on a long-distance sleeper train headed for Milan.

      ‘I wish we could just stay on the train,’ she murmured.

      ‘If we kill him we could.’

      ‘You really think he’ll let you get close enough to kill him?’

      ‘No. Doesn’t mean I don’t wish I could. Then we could run away.’

      ‘They’ll find us,’ she said. ‘They always will unless we end this thing.’

      ‘You think broadcasting that video will end this? Getting over to France was supposed to end this. Now look. Paul is dead. Owen has been sent back to London, and Carl is fuck knows where. All I can see happening out of showing that damn video is something else starting. And guess what? We’ll be in some other bastard’s crosshairs, as always.’ He kicked out at the wall of the compartment. ‘Sometimes I wish we’d just stood our ground against those Cross Jumper wankers and taken our chances.’

      ‘And we’d likely all be dead.’

      ‘Yeah, doing so well now, aren’t we? Same thing’s happening, we’re just dragging it out. You weren’t there, Marta. You didn’t have to watch Paul die.’

      Tears welled up in her eyes. ‘Switch, don’t do this to me.’

      He kicked the wall again. ‘I hurt, Marta. I hurt. Inside and out.’ She could see the frustration in his face, wanting to take his anger out on something or someone. She had her own guilt to deal with. She didn’t think she could handle it if Switch turned on her too.

      ‘Is it true?’ he asked.

      ‘Is what true?’

      He nodded at her stomach. ‘Twins?’

      She felt a smile flash across her face, and for a moment she was overcome with such happiness that she could have burst into tears. It felt wrong to feel like this, wrong to be excited about something in such a bleak world.

      ‘I knew I was pregnant, but I didn’t know…’

      ‘Who? Not lover boy here, is it?’

      She felt a flush of anger mixed with embarrassment. Perhaps it was obvious that she had been sleeping with Arthur, but who was Switch to judge her? Morality wasn’t one of his more commonly displayed traits.

      ‘Ishael’s,’ she said.

      ‘You don’t waste any time, do you? You must have known him for what, an hour?’

      ‘It wasn’t like that, Switch. You weren’t there!’

      ‘No, I was off trying to make sure the rest of you stayed alive.’

      Marta glared at him, but she could sense he wanted to argue, and that was the last thing she needed right now. ‘It wasn’t like that,’ she muttered, and forced herself to look away.

      ‘Well, it certainly makes things complicated, doesn’t it?’

      She turned back to look at him, her anger rising despite her best efforts to keep it down. He was being unfair, and he had to know it. ‘As if it could get any more complicated,’ she said.

      ‘Oh, it could. Now I have three of you to look after.’ A small smile creased his thin lips, and for a second she felt such a bloom of affection for him it was like a balloon filling up inside her chest. ‘Just make sure they know how to take care of themselves so I haven’t got to keep bailing their asses out. And make sure you’re eating enough. I’m only good at killing people, not animals. That was farmer boy’s job until he buggered off somewhere.’

      ‘Thanks, Switch,’ she said.

      ‘Yeah,’ he said slowly. ‘We’ve got to do what we can with what we’ve got. Damn, Marta, there’s so much blood on their hands now it’s got to start eating them away. I can’t stand this, watching my friends die one by one. I don’t give a fuck about the rest of the world but Simon, and now Paul … you just stay the fuck alive, you hear me?’

      She wiped away a tear. ‘I’ll try.’

      ‘Damn,’ he said. ‘Paul should have seen this through. He shouldn’t be lying there in some tunnel. He deserved better.’

      ‘A lot of people did.’

      ‘Yeah, I know. I tell you something, Marta. One day I’m going to have the whole damn lot of them in a line—Dreggo, the Governor, this Halo guy, and I’m going to put them down like the rabid dogs they are.’

      ‘Halo seems to be on our side,’ she said.

      ‘For now, Marta. For now. We both know he’s got his own agenda. How long will it last until the damn rules change again?’

      ‘I don’t know, Switch, but I think there’s more to him than we know. He’s more like the Governor than Dreggo, you know what I mean? He’s not … how would you say? Manufactured. Not like she is. He’s more than that. And he’s old. I can see it in those black pits he calls eyes. I don’t think he’s on anyone’s side, really. But can you imagine if it came to a war how useful he would be? If he was on our side against them?’

      ‘After almost killing me a couple of times I’d prefer to hold judgment for a while,’ Switch said. ‘For the time being I’ll just consider him an evil, murdering scumbag, and we’ll see how my opinion develops from there.’

      As he looked at her with his bad eye flickering, she couldn’t help but smile. ‘It’s so great to have you back around,’ she said. ‘And fully operational.’

      He held up his shiny new plaster cast and pointed at his flickering eye. ‘Ninety-five percent,’ he said, grinning. ‘That’s as good as you’re going to get, I think.’

      ‘It’s good enough,’ she said.
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* * *

      Evening had closed in by the time they got off the train at Saint Gervais, a small town that was the gateway to the former ski area at Chamonix Mont Blanc, fifteen miles further up the valley into the French Alps. The night was too dark and the weather too bleak for the mountains to be visible now, but Marta had seen the distant peaks from the train. Like another world, she had reflected. If only we could keep going.

      Paris had been chilly, but Marta wasn’t at all prepared for the snow that lay on the ground, or the icy wind that wrapped itself around them. Halo handed them all duffel jackets he had brought from Paris but the cold still chapped at her face and crept through the material of her jeans. Arthur put a protective arm around her, and while she noticed how it made Switch scowl, the little man was careful to keep himself between her and Halo as much as possible.

      ‘It would be a good idea to stay here for the night,’ Halo said. ‘Winter nights can be harsh here, so we’d be better off waiting until morning before trying to find a way in.’

      Halo, who could speak better French than Arthur, left them at the train station and went off to search for somewhere for them to sleep. They went into a waiting room and crowded around a gas heater in the centre.

      ‘I hate this damn country,’ Switch muttered.

      ‘It can be really beautiful,’ Arthur said.

      ‘I’ll take your word for it. Perhaps it looks better when you don’t have a bunch of killing machines on your tail.’

      Arthur nodded. ‘I imagine it does.’

      They lapsed into silence while they waited for Halo. After about an hour he returned with news of a small hotel a few streets away from the station. Snow flurries battered them as they followed him to a gloomy little building with a misfiring neon sign outside.

      ‘Go straight up the stairs,’ Halo said. ‘Rooms seventeen and eighteen, second floor.’

      Marta led the others up. Halo had reserved two musty twins which had poor lighting and small windows. Marta went into one and sat down. Behind her, she heard Arthur and Switch exchange a few words which she couldn’t clearly hear, and then Arthur came into the room and sat down beside her. For a moment Marta felt disappointed it wasn’t Switch, but something in Arthur’s face told her that the young soldier felt the same, that no matter how much he might like her, now was a time she should be with her friend.

      ‘He said he wanted to keep an eye on Halo,’ Arthur said. ‘He told me to look after you.’

      Marta smiled. ‘He’s my protector.’

      Arthur sat down next to her and patted her hand. ‘Then you have two.’

      ‘Arthur … I—’

      He lifted a hand and shook his head. ‘Don’t say anything, Marta. Just rest. Whatever happens tomorrow or the next day, all you need to know is that I will support you and stand beside you if I can. That’s all.’

      She reached out and squeezed his hand. ‘Arthur, you’re such a kind man,’ she said. ‘I so wish things were different. I don’t know what the future holds, I don’t know anything right now. All I know is that I have to do this thing and then look after my babies.’

      He nodded. ‘I think the best thing we can do now is get some sleep.’

      Marta tried. Arthur lay next to her and held her, but after a restless few hours she climbed up from the bed and pulled her clothes back on. The hotel lobby was quiet as she went down the stairs and slipped out on to the street. Everything about the place seemed gloomy and dim. A light snow was falling, but even the white layer on the ground seemed grey and dead, while the few lights peering behind the curtains of the houses were dull and weak, as if there was not enough electricity here. As she wandered the streets around the station, seeing no one and hearing only the occasional car, she wondered how anyone could live in such a place.

      At least London was alive, she thought. It might have been dying, but it hadn’t given up quite yet.

      In the shadow of a formerly vibrant resort area now given over to the military, Saint Gervais was a ghost town, populated by a handful of grim locals who watched the trains rumble through on their way to better places.

      She had taken the jacket Halo had given her, but eventually the cold drove her back to the hotel. It appeared out of the snow like a gloomy cave, and she had just reached the steps when someone stepped out of the darkness beside the entrance, making her gasp.

      ‘Halo.’

      The assassin smiled. ‘Hello, Marta.’

      ‘What are you doing out here?’

      ‘Keeping watch.’

      ‘What from?’

      Halo shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But if I wait it might be too late. You know he will find some way to hunt us, don’t you?’

      ‘Dreggo?’

      Halo smiled. ‘Not seen her recently, have you? I can handle her. It’s not Dreggo I’m worried about. Cale has a long reach.’

      ‘Why do you call him Cale?’

      Halo cocked his head. ‘I knew him long ago, when he was simply Maxim Cale. Once he was human, in a sense.’

      She wondered whether she should be afraid. ‘Are you on our side?’ she asked in a small voice.

      Shadows hid his dark eyes. ‘I’m on my side,’ he said. ‘For me this goes beyond you and your friends. This isn’t personal, not between us. Between me and Cale … that’s different.’ He stared down the street, his eyes searching the gloom. ‘But,’ he said slowly, ‘for now you need not fear me.’

      ‘Thanks, I suppose.’

      ‘Now, brave Marta Banks, you should get some sleep. Tomorrow we’re going up into those mountains. Winter has already come to this part of the country, so be prepared for some difficulties.’

      She couldn’t think of anything else to say, and the cold was making her feet ache, so she just nodded and started up the steps. At the door she paused and turned back.

      ‘It would be good, you know, if you were on our side.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘There are people back in Mega Britain who are praying for this, that the European Confederation will rise up. If it came to a war, it would be good if you were on our side.’

      Halo shrugged. ‘I don’t do sides. Get some sleep.’

      Marta took one last look at him as he turned to look back at the street. Halo intrigued her, but for some reason, beyond the fear and the doubts and the suspicions she felt, overriding them all was one of pity.

      Halo, she felt sure, had lost more than she could ever imagine.
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      Getting the inert Gravedigger across a deserted Paris was more difficult than Carl had anticipated. As a dead weight the Gravedigger was far heavier than any human, and while pushing the robot in front of him on the fold-out trolley was strenuous rather than difficult, getting the Gravedigger up ladders and stairways proved the biggest challenge. After a couple of failed attempts, he left the Gravedigger propped up against a wall and went hunting around for some rope.

      He was lucky to find the upper floors of the old warehouse full of abandoned furniture, and soon some work with a knife on a couple of dusty curtains had fashioned him a rough pulley with which he hauled the Gravedigger up to the surface, inch by ambitious inch.

      When he finally dragged the Gravedigger through the door into the warehouse, he nearly collapsed with exhaustion. The sun had risen on a clear, bright morning, but Carl could barely remember the last time he had slept, so with the streets still deserted he decided to lie low for the day and get some rest. He spent a little time patching the Gravedigger up, using some packing tape he had found on one of the upper floors. By the time he was done, the Gravedigger looked like a cross between an Egyptian mummy and a battered child’s toy. He leaned the robot back against the opening, holding the door shut. As an early warning system against possible pursuers it would give him a couple of seconds head start at best, but it was better than nothing.

      The Huntsman, of course, could be dead. There might be no pursuit at all, but that was a big assumption to make.

      He sat down nearby and leaned his head back against the wall, thinking of better things: summer days in the GFA, warm evenings, makeshift games of cricket with the farmhands out on the back lawn, his mother’s hot chocolate. Life really hadn’t been so bad until that day he found the young man who had fallen from the train.

      Barely a month had passed since life had aligned his fate with Marta and the other Tube Riders, but it felt like a million years ago. They had taken him away from a quiet life of learning the farming trade and having the maid do his maths homework, and shown him both the perils and the excitement of the world. In the process he had become one of them.

      ‘I’m a Tube Rider,’ Carl whispered, glancing across at the inert form of the Gravedigger as if the robot could be listening. ‘I’m a Tube Rider.’

      The oak clawboard that Marta had given him, now poking out of the rucksack at his feet, was his badge of honour.

      I’m a Tube Rider.

      He could only hope that he wasn’t the last, that Owen and Marta had got out of those tunnels, and that Switch and Paul were safe back in the Quarantine Zone.

      He leaned his head back against the wall and waited for sleep.
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* * *

      It was just after dark when he woke. The Gravedigger still sat propped up against the closed door nearby. Quietly relieved that he hadn’t been ambushed while he slept, Carl hauled the Gravedigger up on to the trolley, covered the robot with a sheet, and set off to find the address Alain had made him memorise.

      He kept as best he could to the side streets where there were fewer streetlights. A couple of times he saw police patrols and ducked down out of sight behind parked cars. He had to leave the Gravedigger on his own each time, hidden rather poorly under the sheet, but luckily no one discovered it.

      With the help of the frequent area maps positioned next to every bus stop or Metro entrance, Carl found the address without difficulty. It took him to a tall street house just off the main Montparnasse thoroughfare. He climbed a set of steps and rapped on the door. Carl had only seen a handful of other people outside breaking the curfew, and his knock on the door seemed to echo up and down the street. He ducked back into the shadows to wait out of sight.

      ‘Down here!’ a voice called, almost at his feet. Carl looked over a railing and saw the door to a basement flat was standing open. Alain was leaning out, gesturing for Carl to come down.

      ‘Didn’t think you’d show up,’ the Frenchman said, as he ran up to help Carl carry the Gravedigger down the steps.

      ‘Took a while to get him out of the tunnels,’ Carl said. ‘He’s not exactly light.’

      They carried the Gravedigger inside and set the robot down. Then Alain went outside for a few moments to check that no one had seen them. When he returned he pulled an impressive array of bolts back across the door to secure it.

      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Let’s have a look at this one.’

      He was poking and prodding at the Gravedigger when Georg came into the room carrying a bowl of bread. Carl practically jumped on him, having not realised how hungry he was until now. ‘Easy, easy,’ Georg said as Carl stuffed so much dried bread into his mouth that he couldn’t work up the saliva to swallow it. ‘You’ve not eaten in a while, I gather?’

      Carl shook his head, scattering crumbs on to the floor.

      ‘I’ll get a stew or something on, then.’

      ‘Thwank you.’

      Georg went out again. Alain continued to poke around inside the Gravedigger’s body compartment.

      ‘What are you looking for?’

      Alain looked up and grinned. ‘I’m not sure until I find it.’

      As Alain continued his search, Carl sat back and watched, but within half an hour he was more interested in Georg’s stew than the Gravedigger. Georg brought him out a huge, steaming bowl with several large chunks of bread better than anything he’d tasted since his flight from the GFA. Sat at a small table in the corner, he went through two second helpings before Alain called him over.

      ‘Got it,’ he said. ‘Take a look at this.’

      Carl pushed aside the plate, wiped his mouth and went to look. Alain shined a torch into a small cavity behind the Gravedigger’s front panel, which he had removed. At first Carl didn’t know what he was looking at. It looked like a small lump of moss, the kind of thing he might find in the forests back home.

      ‘Isn’t it fascinating?’

      ‘Um, yeah?’

      ‘You know what that is, don’t you?’

      ‘No idea.’

      ‘That’s the robot’s organic brain. A lot of these robots are strictly A.I.—artificial intelligence—but that … that is what makes this model special. That is what lets it think for itself.’

      ‘How do you know it thinks for itself?’

      Alain gave him a long stare. ‘It’s a Gravedigger. It’s designed for collecting bodies, digging holes, and filling them in again. Yet here it is with you, all beat up as if it’s been looking out for you. Would that be vaguely close to the truth?’

      ‘Vaguely close,’ Carl agreed.

      ‘I’m pretty sure you’ll have no idea what I’m talking about, but this isn’t the robot’s original source brain. It’s been replaced somewhere during its life, which is why it doesn’t act like it’s supposed to.’

      ‘Who by?’

      ‘No idea. There’s no way to tell unless the thing itself tells you. At a guess I’d think it was a hobbyist, someone like myself. Robots like this haven’t been in service for decades. There’s no conceivable reason for it to be operating unless it was tampered with. At a guess I’d say it was altered by some amateur who perhaps died a few years ago, and it got bored of sitting around the house.’

      ‘It followed us from the Quarantine—’ Carl started, then clamped a hand over his mouth like a child who had just told a fib.

      Alain smiled. ‘The truth is coming out now, isn’t it? Don’t worry, your secret is safe with us. We were both born in Britain, Carl. Our parents got away by sea when the borders weren’t so closely watched, and France wasn’t so strict on granting refugee status. We’re French citizens now, but there was a time when we were Alan and George Lewis from Brighton.’ He spread his hands. ‘So that’s our story. How about you, Carl?’

      Carl shrugged. ‘I’m not entirely sure who I am, to be honest. I thought I was one thing, but I ended up being another. Now I just keep running in the same direction, hoping that whatever is behind me doesn’t catch up.’

      ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘You really don’t want to know. But the reason I’m still alive is because the Gravedigger got in its way.’

      ‘And where is it now?’

      Carl smiled, hoping it covered his concern. ‘Hopefully in pieces. The Gravedigger gave it quite a beating.’

      ‘And it took one.’ Alain sighed. ‘I’ve tried that battery, you know. Nothing happened. It’s fully charged and compatible, because I tested it using an external charger. I’m sorry to say it, but it looks like this robot is dead. Probably has something to do with that thing poking out of its eye.’

      Carl felt a heaving sensation in his chest. He sighed. ‘Damn,’ he said.

      ‘I mean, I can probably use it for parts, but as an entity … I’m sorry, Carl.’

      Carl just nodded. ‘I guess there’s nothing that can be done.’

      Alain nodded. ‘Let me show you something.’

      He led Carl through a door at the back of the room and up a set of stairs to another, heavier door. A heavy bolt was drawn across. ‘Just in case,’ Alain said by way of explanation, pulling it back and vanishing into a dark room.

      Carl followed him inside, the stench of machine parts filling his nostrils. Curls of wood shavings crunched under his feet and he peered into the darkness, seeing only the glint of the light from the corridor reflecting off corners of metal.

      And then Alain switched on a light.

      ‘Well … oh my.’

      The room was like a robotics museum. At least ten robots stood up straight against the walls, held in place by ropes and in some cases wooden frames. They varied considerably. A couple looked similar to the Gravedigger, storybook robots made of steel and in some cases covered by synthetic material with the colour of human skin, while others were almost humanoid, their bodies human-like but fitted with enhancements and metal inserts, their heads a mess of genetic and biotechnological construction. Some had human eyes, other had metal circles that looked like camera filters.

      All of the humanoids had a sheen over the human parts of their body, like varnish.

      ‘Unless they’re operational, their organic flesh will start to break down and eventually decay,’ Alain said when Carl asked what it was. ‘We have them fitted to artificial life supports to conserve the tissue.’ He pointed at a number of metal boxes positioned at the feet of some of the robots.

      ‘They’re amazing. And terrifying,’ Carl said. ‘What on earth is that one?’ He pointed to one standing in a corner. Its human torso was freakishly muscular, but its head was barely more than a jawless skull.

      ‘That’s a Blythe,’ Alain said. ‘It’s a mining robot. It’s genetically engineered from a cloned human, so it has the mind of a man but is still centrally controlled. It’s built for deep excavation, doing the kind of dirty, unpleasant jobs that regular men won’t do anymore.’

      ‘I wouldn’t want to meet that on a dark night,’ Carl said.

      Alain smiled. ‘Don’t worry, you won’t. It no longer works. It was deactivated years ago after some trouble with another one in the old mines that used to be under Paris.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘One went haywire and killed a bunch of people. The mines were later abandoned. It probably died down there somewhere. This is going back a few years, but there have always been rumours about the catacombs. Stay out of them, I say.’

      ‘They made them too human,’ Georg said from behind him, and Carl jumped. ‘They gave them too much intelligence. Some of them were ninety percent sentient, and inevitably they took offence at being used as slaves. It was one of a number of reasons why they were shut down and outlawed. Eventually imports were banned, although by then we had other issues with Mega Britain.’

      ‘So if these robots are banned, why do you have so many?’

      ‘Private collection,’ Alain said. ‘Got them on the black market, mostly. Off the Internet.’

      ‘The Internet,’ Carl mused. ‘I’ve heard we used to have that.’

      ‘You still do, they just black it out in most areas. They don’t want you knowing what’s going on in the world.

      Three months ago Carl would have asked Alain why not, but now he just nodded.

      ‘Alain’s hoping that when Mega Britain falls the government will allow the import of robot workers again and he can open this place as a museum,’ Georg said at Carl’s shoulder. ‘If he gets caught now he’ll get ten years, but if he hangs on long enough this place will be worth a fortune.’

      ‘Well, good luck,’ Carl said. ‘Unfortunately I don’t think Mega Britain is going anywhere anytime soon.’

      ‘Not unless you have anything to do with it,’ Alain said.

      ‘Me?’

      ‘You’re one of them, aren’t you? A Tube Rider.’

      Carl’s eyes widened. ‘Um, I can’t really say …’

      ‘You’re all over the Internet,’ Georg said. ‘There are enough people in Britain able to get online to get the word out. The famous Tube Riders, on the run from Mega Britain’s despotic government. You’re quite the Internet smash. It’s a shame it’s confined to conspiracy theorists and underground revolutionary groups. No one with any sense will take any notice unless you can make a show in front of the French government and the mainstream media. The general feeling in France—and indeed the rest of Europe—is that Mega Britain is like a particularly nasty cornered dog. Leave it alone and it’ll just growl and snarl at you. Irritate it—’ he paused for dramatic effect ‘—and it comes for your throat.’

      Carl thought of the memory card in Marta’s possession. The video. Where was Marta now? Dead or alive?

      ‘You can stay here tonight,’ Georg said suddenly, breaking Carl out of his thoughts. ‘I’ll get you some blankets and you can bed down in the workshop. We’d appreciate it if you moved on in the morning, though. No offense, but we don’t know what might still be after you. We have nothing against you and your revolution, but we’re just junk collectors, not revolutionaries.’

      Carl nodded. ‘I understand. ‘Thanks very much for helping me. And thanks for trying to fix the Gravedigger.’

      Alain nodded. ‘Sorry I couldn’t get it to work.’

      Georg went off to find some blankets while Alain cleared a space on the floor for Carl to sleep. ‘I’m really sorry about my brother,’ he said. ‘He doesn’t mean to be rude, but that’s just his manner. I hope you understand.’

      ‘You’ve helped me enough already,’ Carl said. ‘I’m already indebted to you. I really don’t want to cause you any problems.’

      Alain leaned forward and lowered his voice. ‘What’s after you? If you don’t mind me asking.’

      ‘Huntsmen.’

      Alain started. ‘Do they even exist? I thought—’

      ‘I’ve seen enough of them to know they do. The best thing about them is that if you hit them enough times they will die.’

      ‘You’ve killed one?’

      ‘Not personally. But I’ve seen them die.’ Carl frowned. ‘Perhaps it’s better if I don’t stay here. I think the one the Gravedigger fought might be dead, but there could be more than one. I don’t know.’

      ‘In France?’

      ‘I assume they came over from Mega Britain.’

      ‘I hope so, I mean—’

      They both jumped as a metallic click came from near the wall behind them. Carl turned. The Gravedigger had sat up, and its remaining eye was looking straight at him.

      ‘What on earth…?’

      ‘Gravedigger online,’ it said, then muttered a clunking sound that could have been a laugh. ‘Awaiting further instructions.’
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      Crouched in the dark beside Heyna, Dreggo listened to the voices in her head as the Governor called to her.

      He wouldn’t give up, but did she really want him in her life again? The ruins of her body hurt almost as much as the memories of her past. One was beyond healing, the other had healed itself so many times that she had become one big walking wound, open and exposed.

      Heyna too, was hurt. The fall from the train had stripped the flesh from one arm and the left side of his torso, leaving parts of his exoskeleton exposed. They had been surprised to encounter the two Tube Riders, and while Heyna could have taken them even with his injuries, Dreggo was no way in fighting shape. The scrawny Tube Rider who liked to play with knives had come close. Without Heyna she would have been dead.

      They had found their scent trail easily enough, but Heyna had insisted they rest for a while. He had led them into the tunnels, and found a quiet cave not far from the train. Heyna was far different from the Huntsmen Dreggo had once commanded, she reflected. He was far more human, far more considerate and aware than the old Huntsmen, which had been barely-controllable killing machines. He was thinking of her, too, she knew. She wanted to push on, but Heyna had assumed the role of her protector regardless of her wishes. The scent trail was strong, he told her. The Tube Riders would not escape.

      Dreggo was unsure how long Heyna made them rest, because when she awoke she was still in the oppressive dark of the tunnels. They backtracked to the train tunnel, and found the remains of the train swarming with police, military and demolition crews. They made a detour back through the tunnels until they picked up the Tube Riders’ scent again, then Heyna led them as they followed the trail.

      They hadn’t gone far from the wrecked train when they started to smell smoke.

      ‘There’s a fire down here,’ Dreggo said. ‘A big one.’

      ‘Mine fire.’

      Dreggo nodded. The chemicals she could smell in the smoke might be toxic, even to her and Heyna. ‘Back to the tracks,’ she said.

      The two they had been following had headed straight into the worst of the smoke, but there was nothing they could do until it cleared. She hoped it had killed them but she couldn’t trust to luck. Her body was gradually healing itself, but she could still barely walk, and pain followed her with every step.

      Over by the train line Heyna grunted.

      ‘What is it?’

      The Huntsman’s head swung towards her. ‘Ystapha.’

      Heyna had told her about his two companions. Jol was dead, killed in the explosion at Mont St Michel, but Ystapha had been sent after the Tube Riders heading for Paris. ‘He’s alive?’

      Heyna cocked his head to the side in a gesture of non-committal.

      Without Dreggo saying a word, Heyna began to move along the train line in the direction the other Huntsman had gone. As she ducked her head and sniffed, she could sense it too: it was weaker, older, but still there.

      She followed Heyna in silence for about a mile. Then the Huntsman’s head jerked up, and he pointed into the darkness. ‘Tube Riders,’ he said.

      Dreggo could just pick up the scent when she knew it was close. It was the others, all of them. Marta Banks, Owen Morton, and the boy from the GFA, plus two other scents she didn’t recognise. They had got off another train here and headed into the tunnels.

      Heyna led her to a point where they had made camp. The cluster of scents were stronger here where they had leaned against the tunnel walls. Then something had happened, because Ystapha’s scent was strongest in the centre and the others all scattered away. Marta Banks and a scent she didn’t recognise went in one direction, followed by the Huntsman. The two boys went a different way.

      They followed the girl’s scent until it came to a train tunnel and became too faint for Dreggo to detect. Heyna pointed up the line and Dreggo knew the girl had escaped on the train. Heyna would still be able to follow it, but they doubled back to check on the others as it appeared Ystapha had done.

      A few minutes later they came across the corpse of a soldier.

      The humanity left in Dreggo was repulsed by the half devoured, rotting remains, but Heyna was more concerned with a spot by the wall where he claimed Ystapha had rested.

      ‘Fight,’ he growled. ‘Ystapha fight. Ystapha lose … rest here.’

      Dreggo turned to the Huntsman, surprised. With her systems back online she had been able to read Ystapha’s file. He was a Tracker-Killer, a vicious, newer model Huntsman who could have given the Governor himself a decent fight. ‘Who could have beaten him?’ she asked.

      ‘Tube Rider friend.’

      ‘What friend?’

      Heyna sniffed at the air, then ran a finger along some scorch marks on the wall. ‘Not human,’ he said.

      The trails of the two boys separated here. Attached to the wall was a ladder with a hatch at the top, and Dreggo could imagine one had shut the other inside with the Huntsman and the unidentified “friend”. ‘Some conflict in the ranks,’ she muttered.

      The hatch, of course, was locked tight. Ystapha’s trail headed away again after what Heyna told her was a couple of days of recovering from the fight. He had headed back towards the smoke where they had previously detected his scent.

      Dreggo pointed at the hatch. ‘The Tube Riders went through there.’

      Heyna reached into his cloak and pulled out a small metal device. ‘Charge,’ he growled.

      Dreggo raised what was left of one eyebrow. ‘They arm you well, I see.’

      Heyna cocked his head again, and Dreggo could almost imagine the human inside giving a smile. He climbed the ladder and placed the charge on the bottom of the hatch. They backed up a short distance into the tunnel, then Heyna detonated it with a remote. There was a screech of breaking metal, and a shower of dust rained down from the ceiling.

      As the dust cleared, she saw the hatch hanging loose from one hinge. Heyna climbed up, pushed it up through the hole, and went through.

      It took Dreggo a while to get up the ladder. Each step reminded her of how vulnerable she was, how easily she could be taken if it came to a fight. I shouldn’t be hunting Tube Riders, she thought. I should be hiding away somewhere, waiting for my strength to return.

      And another little voice chimed in: if it ever returns.

      She pushed the voice to the back of her head and let Heyna haul her up through the hatch. The stench of the Tube Rider was strong here, as was the smell of something else, something not human.

      ‘Robot,’ Heyna said. ‘Robot … fight Ystapha.’

      So, the boy had some kind of protector. Of course. A country boy with a catapult was no match for a Huntsman. They would have to be careful, but from the scraps of metal and plastic casing that Heyna was picking up off the ground, it looked like the robot had suffered too.

      If the robot was damaged and the boy was hurt, they might still be easy to pick off. And if not, there was a chance he could lead her to the others. In any case, their trail was clear, whereas the others headed back into the smoke.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Dreggo said.

      Again she followed Heyna. The Huntsman told her there were two trails, one for the country boy and the robot and one for Owen Morton, which was older and more difficult to follow because he had been running. After a few hundred metres they reached a branch and the older trail went right, arching back towards the smoke, the other left.

      Heyna paused to check the scents. He told her that the country boy had left alone, then come back some time later for the robot. That meant the robot had to be damaged, maybe even destroyed.

      After a few turns and a couple of flights of stairs, they found themselves emerging through a concealed entrance into an abandoned warehouse. Creeping to the windows, they found the streets were draped with a soft pre-dawn glow.

      Again Heyna insisted they rest. Dreggo wanted to head on before day stole the shadows from the streets, but one look at Heyna told her that it wasn’t a request. She needed the Huntsman to track, and the Huntsman needed her to regain her strength. They were perhaps a day behind the boy. If he was dragging a damaged robot, he wouldn’t be moving fast. It was only a matter of time.

      ‘When night falls, we resume the hunt,’ she said.

      ‘Rest,’ Heyna groaned, and backed away into the building to find somewhere comfortable to sleep, like a cat looking for a safe place away from human eyes.

      Dreggo watched him go. The Huntsmen weren’t great traveling companions and didn’t understand normal concepts of friendship. When he slept Heyna would retreat into his thoughts and barely-recognizable memories of a past all but erased by Mega Britain’s scientists, a past of love, peace and happiness, of family, of a wife and children. There he would wallow in his dreams until the time came to hunt and kill again.

      She hauled herself up a flight of stairs and found a dim, wood-floored room where a heap of covered furniture yielded enough sheets for her to make a rough bed. She dragged them over to a corner and lay down. She stripped off her tunic and stared in dismay at the ruins of her body, the metal inserts protruding through the scar tissue that pulsed with every beat of her synthetic heart.

      There was little left to wish for. Dreggo had lost every scrap of normal life a hundred times over, and where once she had held in her heart a dream of one day finding some form of happiness, now there was only a charred, blackened void. She would never find it, but she had to justify lifting one foot in front of the other, needed to have something to achieve before she gave herself over to the precipice.

      ‘Just grant me this one thing,’ she whispered, looking up towards the ceiling.

      I can. If you help me.

      She started at the sudden voice in her head. It was him again. She had done her best to block him out and it had seemed he’d got the message and left her alone.

      Now she knew he had been listening.

      He has joined them.

      ‘Who?’

      You know who. He has betrayed me.

      ‘Halo?’ Her shock at his revelation allowed him to gain a hold on her. She felt barriers in her mind beginning to weaken, to fail. She wanted to push him away, but this was something she needed to know.

      If Halo had joined the Tube Riders, that made him her enemy.

      I need you, Dreggo. I need you to help me. In return I can give you back what you want more than anything.

      She scoffed. ‘Give me back? There’s nothing I want back.’

      Your humanity. I can make you human. I will fix your body, but I can also fix your soul. Please trust me.

      She wanted to refuse. Profanities pushed to break out of the damaged remains of her throat, to deny him, to tell him to leave her alone forever.

      But he was right.

      I can make you Deborah again.

      A sob rose in her throat. Until his voice spoke it in her head, that name had been lost in the churning waters of the English Channel.

      Now she remembered.

      Deborah had been gang-raped by looters hunting her father and left for dead in the street. She had survived, only to be abducted by scientists assembling a new breed of Huntsmen. It had been Dreggo who had escaped that prison, turned to drugs and prostitution, who in her misery had tried to throw herself in front of a train. In a bizarre twist of fate her reward had been the leadership of a gang of street kids called the Cross Jumpers.

      Becoming a prisoner of the DCA, she had been charged with leadership of the Huntsmen, only to fail to destroy the Tube Riders. The stormy waters of the English Channel had then claimed her, washing her old names away.

      ‘I am Dreggo,’ she whispered. ‘La Dame de la Mer reborn. And when the Tube Riders lie dead at my feet, I will become Deborah again.’

      Good, good, the voice in her head chimed in, and Dreggo closed her eyes, listening to its sweet music, as it promised her not only retribution but rebirth.
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      Much to her frustration, the Governor had transformed Mika Ando’s office into a command centre. A large wall screen showed a computer animated, 3D-rendered map of France, the data collected by Mika through hacking into a European Confederation mapping satellite. At the moment it showed an aerial view of Paris, with several landmarks such as the Eiffel Tower, the Sacre Coeur, and the Arc de Triomphe clearly visible. Paris was a magnificent city, the Governor thought. It had remained so historic despite the changing of the world around it, keeping its old-world charm when so many cities across Europe had turned into bland, charmless, prefabricated husks. Of course, when taking control of Britain and renaming it, the Governor had felt that such monuments to past glories were unnecessary. All residences of the former British Monarchy had been razed on his orders, but other buildings such as the Houses of Parliament and St Paul’s Cathedral had either been bombed or left to rot, the ruins fought over by gangs of thugs and armies of homeless. He had moved his government out of the old City of London centre to the Tower Hamlet district and 1 Canada Square, now renamed Parliament Tower. The Department of Civil Affairs had its headquarters in the London Shard, overlooking Tower Bridge and the Tower of London, which once again was used as a high security prison for political prisoners and enemies of the state. You had to make use of some of these structures, after all, he thought.

      The Governor was sitting at a desk across from Mika. The young scientist rarely acknowledged him, her concentration fixed on the computer screen in front of her. Her fingers were a blur as they moved over the touchpad. He couldn’t see her screen from this angle, but he imagined it was a similar whir of figures and code. As he sipped on poor quality coffee grown indoors under lights in one of the northern GFAs, he found it partly odd and party amusing how she seemed oblivious to his presence.

      Someone rapped on the door, waited a moment and then entered. It was Farrell Soars, his hard eyes filled with a mixture of confidence and trepidation.

      ‘You have news of Halo?’

      ‘He’s gone, sir,’ Soars said. ‘Our spies on the ground in Paris spotted him boarding a Eurorail overnight sleeper train headed for Milan.’

      ‘Alone?’

      ‘Three people were with him. Marta Banks, the one they call Switch, and another unidentified man.’

      ‘The other Tube Rider? The missing one?’

      ‘That’s unconfirmed, sir, but the man my agent sighted was around twenty-five. His build and hair colour weren’t consistent with the description we have.’

      ‘You got a man on the train?’

      ‘Yes, sir. His last report indicated they left the train late yesterday evening at a town called Saint Gervais, on the edge of the French Alps.’

      Mika looked up for a second, then began tapping furiously away on another computer sitting to her left.

      ‘His last report? I assume you warned your man to keep his distance? Halo is not someone to mess with.’

      Soars gave the Governor a grim look. ‘We’ve had no contact with him since then, sir. That was about nine hours ago. Perhaps he’s been unable to establish a connection…’

      The Governor gritted his teeth. Around the room, files shook on shelves and the door rattled in its frame. Soars gave a little gasp and clutched at his chest. He staggered backwards a couple of steps before the Governor managed to gain control and release his power. Killing the man for his incompetence would achieve nothing. Halo was no ordinary prey.

      Farrell Soars bent to his knees, coughing. Mika looked up, frowned at him over her glasses, and then turned back to the screen as if nothing was amiss.

      ‘Saint Gervais, Mika. What’s there? Why did Halo take them there?’

      She smiled, but it was cold, emotionless. ‘I think we’ve got him cornered, sir. He’s taking them to the Chamonix Special Communications Base.’

      The name sounded familiar. ‘Why would he take them there?’

      ‘It was built by the European Confederation to send out warning alerts through all forms of media in the event of a major disaster or a terrorist attack.’

      The Governor nodded. ‘Of course … I remember now.’ I sent him there once, to destroy it. They must have rebuilt it since then. You bastard, you’re going to broadcast that video, aren’t you? ‘Is it still operational?’

      Mika shrugged. ‘I don’t know. There’s nothing I can find that will tell me.’

      ‘Keep looking. How about the robots? Can you get them online?’

      ‘I’ll need some more support staff. There are so many different models that I can’t control them all at the same time. However, yes, I have found some.’

      ‘How many?’

      ‘About seventy-five.’

      The Governor whistled through his teeth. ‘Better than expected. These are fully functional and can be centrally controlled?’

      ‘Yes, they are. With each one I could get online I ran a few checks to determine its mobility or usefulness. Some robots are in pieces or partially dismantled. I’ve been able to reactivate their override motors, but they’re still essentially useless.’

      ‘And where are they? Are they able to get to Halo and stop him?’

      Mika smiled. ‘Some, no. They’re too far away. I’ve instructed them to use whatever means necessary to reach the coordinates we give them, but for many it’s just not possible. One or two of the more humanoid models could drive a car or sneak aboard a train, but others don’t have those capabilities.’

      The Governor frowned. ‘How many are useful to us?’

      ‘Within a few hours, around twenty robots should be close enough to the Chamonix base to block their exit.’ She pressed a few keys and the map on the wall changed to one showing the Chamonix area. It was easy to see the train line passing though Saint Gervais, and the break in the hills leading up to the old town of Chamonix itself, surrounded on all but one side by tall, snowcapped mountains. The whole area was currently shrouded in a white blanket of early season snow.

      ‘They’ll be forced to go over the Alps in midwinter or come back out the way they went in,’ Mika continued. ‘However, the robots will arrive too late to stop Halo’s plans.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘However,’ she said, interrupting him, making him smile again. ‘These should be of some use.’ The map changed again, this time showing a 3D rendered image of what looked like a human in heavy body armour, except it was shorter and wider than a regular human, and where its face should have been was a large black square, crisscrossed with a multitude of tiny lines.

      ‘A Safekeeper,’ Farrell Soars said. ‘I remember those. We still have some in storage in London.’

      The Governor turned, having almost forgotten Soars’s presence in the room. Soars glanced at him nervously, but when the Governor nodded for him to continue, he stepped forward, pointing up at the image on the screen.

      ‘They were early military robots, built for defense. Compared to a Huntsman or even that thing in the Paris Catacombs, they’re primitive technology, but they were useful for security. Their heads are basically motion sensors working in a three hundred and sixty degree circle. They fire ammunition from gun installations in their chests. Their arms are designed primarily for climbing over things, although some models are fitted with external weapons.’

      ‘Better than nothing,’ the Governor said. ‘How soon can they get there?’

      Mika smiled, and the Governor recognised what it was he liked about her so much. Her smile wasn’t just cold and emotionless, it was sadistic. She was enjoying the hunt almost as much as he was.

      ‘They’re already there,’ she said. ‘Long abandoned, but clearly positioned as a line of defense, probably sold to the EC before imports were banned. I should have them all online within an hour. Just in time to greet our friends.’

      The Governor nodded. ‘You, my dear, are worthy of a pay rise.’

      ‘Glad to be of service, sir.’
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      A cold, wintry day greeted them as they followed Halo out of the hotel. A light snow was falling, and Switch trailed along at the back of the group, kicking the stuff up with his shoes and pretending he wasn’t cold. In front of him Marta and Arthur walked side by side, a little closer together than Switch would have liked but thankfully not holding hands, which would have made him choke up the bread and ham Halo had brought them for breakfast.

      There was no suggestion that he was beginning to find her attractive, it was just that he felt her time could be better spent sharpening knives than on juvenile romance. He didn’t even care that she was knocked up with Ishael’s kids. Ishael was likely dead by now anyway.

      What was it then?

      Paul’s dead. She should show some respect.

      How? By moping around like I am?

      He growled under his breath, fighting his indecision. Perhaps it was just that he didn’t like the intrusion of the young soldier into their gang. He’s no Tube Rider. What’s he doing here?

      Halo led them back towards the train station. A small footbridge crossed the tracks and from the top of the steps Halo stopped and pointed up the valley.

      ‘Chamonix Town lies a little over fifteen miles up there,’ he said. ‘It’s ringed by mountains, some of which cross over into Switzerland. Years ago this area would have been packed with tourists in December. However, the European Confederation seized control of it and turned it into a military installation. The place we want is up there, situated in one of the old mountain huts halfway up one of the peaks.’

      ‘Are we likely to come up against an army?’ Switch asked. ‘Just wondering whether I should be taking one knife or two.’

      Halo gave him a cold smile. ‘According to the documents and records I searched back in Paris, it is abandoned.’

      ‘That could mean anything.’

      ‘I agree that it could. However I think you’ve proved that you’re quite capable of looking after yourself.’ His smile contained a hint of amusement.

      ‘Not well enough,’ Switch scowled. ‘Otherwise you’d be at the bottom of the ocean.’

      ‘Keep practicing,’ Halo answered.

      ‘How do we get up there?’ Arthur interrupted.

      Halo pointed towards the rising hill line to their left. ‘Around the curve of those hills lies a funicular railway. It used to take tourists up to Chamonix. Now it’s been abandoned so we’ll be following the line. On foot.’

      ‘Great,’ Switch muttered.

      ‘I hope you like hiking.’

      ‘Fucking love it. Spent some of the best days of my life slogging up some lump of turd hill or other.’

      ‘Is there a chance that the train still exists?’ Marta asked.

      Halo nodded. ‘It’s possible. I had a look around the old station last night but I couldn’t see anything. It might have been dismantled and removed, but it’s also likely that it is locked up in a siding shed up in Chamonix. It’s unlikely to be useable, though.’

      ‘I thought it might help us get back down.’

      ‘It might,’ Halo said. ‘I noticed the tracks are in good repair. Whether that means that the line is still operating or whether it’s looked after for emergency purposes, I don’t know.’

      ‘Well, we’d better get going,’ Arthur said.

      Halo took the lead. Switch zipped his jacket up around his ears and pulled the hood over his head, grumbling under his breath as he followed. He hated being out in the open. At least in a town he had a bit of cover, but here they could be seen from miles around when the falling snow wasn’t heavy enough to hide them. And to make matters worse, they were leaving a trail of footprints in the soft snow.

      Morning turned to lunchtime and then to afternoon as they trudged up the old line, through snow-covered meadows and past overhanging walls of carved-out hillside. Whenever the snow eased the alpine vistas were immense, jagged, towering spires of snow-covered rock rising up around them, but Switch still wished he were back in the dank, dark tunnels of St Cannerwells with a tube ride just moments away.

      At about three o’clock they reached an old station building which Halo said marked the halfway point and the entrance to an alpine viewing area up on the peak above their heads. With another eight miles to go to reach the end of the line and the old town, Halo decided they should overnight here in case the weather closed in.

      The old station building was in disrepair, so they were able to easily get inside through the rotted door. They crowded into an old storeroom at the back. There was just one small window near the roof, and with the temperatures already below zero outside it offered the best chance of warmth.

      They had filled bags with food and supplies Halo had procured in Saint Gervais, and he set Marta and Arthur to building a fire and preparing food for them all. ‘You, follow me,’ he said to Switch. ‘We’re going to check out the surrounding area.’

      ‘What if I’m too tired?’ Switch said.

      ‘I’m not asking,’ Halo replied, giving him a cold stare.

      Switch followed Halo out, wondering if he could get a knife in the man’s back quick enough to kill him before Halo realised what was happening. Unlikely, he thought, yet he refused to accept that Halo was on their side. He didn’t like something so dangerous being so close.

      Halo went outside and around the back of the station. Carved into the hillside was a staircase, now buried with snow. ‘This goes up to the viewing point,’ Halo said.

      ‘Ah, man, I’m tired!’ Switch said. ‘I’m not climbing up there!’ He started to turn away.

      Halo blurred. Switch felt fingers close over his shoulders and then he was rising up into the air before he had time to cry out. The snowy hillside appeared in front of him, and he landed in the snow some twenty metres above the old station. He was just starting to turn back to look when Halo jumped again, further this time. Snow buried Switch up to his waist, then he was touching down a third time on solid concrete beneath an overhanging roof. In front of him an alpine vista stretched away into the distance as far as he could see. Behind him a set of steps rose up into a two storey building that had wide bay windows and balconies, faded signs with pictures of coffee, food, toilets.

      ‘In we go,’ Halo said, not waiting for Switch to follow as he marched up the steps. ‘This is the old visitor centre,’ he called back.

      ‘I figured.’ Switch shook his head. ‘Man, what the hell are you?’

      Halo looked back. When he smiled it was full of sadness, regret. ‘I’m an abomination,’ he said.

      Inside, Halo led Switch up a set of steps into the remains of what had once been a restaurant, encircled by an outdoor viewing platform. Drifts of snow piled against the windows, but Halo kicked the remaining glass out of one and clambered over the snow to a rusty telescope that stood half buried beside the balcony’s outer wall.

      Ignoring Switch, Halo scraped away the ice crusting the front of the telescope and peered into the eyepiece. There was a groan of metal as he jerked it from side to side, then Halo waved him forward. ‘Come here and see this.’

      Aware Halo wouldn’t take no for an answer, Switch reluctantly climbed out over the snow. Halo stepped away and let him press his good eye to the telescope.

      ‘See it?’ Halo said. ‘The building on the mountainside with the aerial mast? That’s where we’re going.’

      Switch squinted. He did see it, not far below a distant rocky peak, a small collection of domes clinging to the steep mountainside like a family of bugs, with a tall mast poking up out of the middle. He angled the telescope down, feeling how the mechanism had been broken, and scanned the valley below.

      Chamonix was a mile-long stretch of snow-covered buildings crowding into a cul-de-sac created by a ring of mountains on three of four sides. Other than going over the top of the mountains, the only way in was the direction they were coming from, through a bottleneck in the mountains only a hundred or so metres wide, squeezed tight by artificial hills that looked designed to make access as strictly controllable as possible. He could tell from a curve between the nearest buildings that the railway line ran through there, possibly alongside a road that was now buried under the snow.

      He lifted the telescope again to look back up at the transmitting station. It was a serious climb up, one that would be strenuous in summer but near impossible in winter without specialist climbing equipment.

      Or a man capable of jumping thirty metres at a time.

      Switch turned away. Halo was standing back inside the restaurant, his hands pressed into his jacket pockets. Switch suddenly realised how cold it was and hurried back in through the broken window.

      Inside the building, he said, ‘How are you planning on getting up there?’

      ‘There used to be a cable car. I could see the cable towers, but who knows if the cars are still connected or whether there’s any power.’

      ‘Why don’t you do that jumping thing?’

      ‘It’s too far. I could maybe get there myself, but I don’t have the strength to carry one of you over that distance. I was hoping for the cable car. That or we have to hike up.’

      Switch didn’t want to think about that. He looked around the empty restaurant. In a corner was a pile of chairs and tables. ‘It’s freezing,’ he said. ‘You reckon we could take something back to burn?’

      ‘Sounds like a good idea,’ Halo said.
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* * *

      Later, back down at the old train station, Halo explained to Marta and Arthur what they had seen while Switch fed broken pieces of furniture into the small fire they had managed to start, the smoke drifting up and out of the little window into the dark.

      Marta had made them all some sandwiches with bread and tins of tuna, and boiled up some snow in a pot Switch had found up in the old restaurant, to which she added some dried soup mix. It wasn’t much, but it would keep them going. Halo had got as much food as he could afford in a late-night supermarket in Saint Gervais, but they were rationing it because he had no idea how long it would take them to get up to the transmitting station in the current weather conditions. Three days in and out at best, a week at worst, he claimed.

      ‘Will they find us?’ Marta asked. ‘The Huntsmen?’

      ‘Two are dead,’ Halo said, nodding at Switch. ‘He killed one, and he’s crippled Dreggo enough to make her of little concern.’ Switch gave a smug grin. ‘The other, Ystapha, was killed by that robot down in the catacombs.’ Switch’s grin vanished as Paul’s dying face flashed into his mind. ‘The third, Heyna, is the closest to human of the three the Governor sent with me. As far as I can tell, he’s taken on the role of Dreggo’s protector. I don’t think they’ll be troubling us, but there are others.’

      ‘Who?’ Marta asked.

      ‘The Department of Civil Affairs. Last night I killed a man down by the station. He looked at me too many times. The Governor was a fool to send simple spies after me. After all, I used to be his bloodhound. I know all the tricks, all the things to look out for.’

      Switch nodded slowly. Gradually, he was warming to Halo. The man who had hunted him but now sat opposite across the fire, rubbing his hands, was deadly in a way to which he could only aspire.

      ‘Who are you, man?’

      Halo leaned back against the wall. The glow of the flames danced across his ancient features.

      ‘Maxim Cale named me Halo because he said I was his angel,’ he said. ‘Although later I became his bitch.’ Halo gave a mirthless snort. ‘We were created in the same place, a Soviet research facility in Siberia, more years ago than I can remember, stolen from our families and altered in ways I can’t begin to imagine using technology I’ll never understand. They made us powerful—those few of us that survived the tests—gave us superhuman attributes.’ He gestured back over his shoulder. ‘That telescope I showed you,’ he said to Switch. ‘I did that just for you. I could see that transmitting station with ease. I have eyesight perhaps eight times as powerful as a normal human.’ He shrugged. ‘And that’s just the start.

      ‘These scientists, for all their skills, were idiots. They let Cale become too powerful and he broke out, got away, killed some of them in the process. He was hunted, but they had no chance. Even out there in the Arctic tundra, Cale had the skills to survive. He simply disappeared. They hoped he was dead, but they didn’t know. Soon after, the facility was shut down, dismantled. It was done in a hurry, and the surviving inmates were left to die. They shut down the power, which of course turned off the heating systems. It got cold quick. However, most of the locks were automated. Those that didn’t die got out, and the usual thing happened. The strong killed all the weak who couldn’t hide well enough, then turned on each other. Some of them tried to get away. All of them died.

      ‘When the power went out, my cage door opened and I got out. I fed off them, killed and ate the others, and whatever supplies the scientists had left. Somehow I survived out there, but I knew nothing about the world except the bleak, Arctic wastes around the research facility, so I stayed, keeping myself warm as best I could. And then one day Cale came back. He was on a revenge mission. But he didn’t find any scientists left, just a bunch of bones and one skinny little boy. He had made it his life’s work to hunt down those scientists and government officials who’d tortured and altered him, and he took me with him. At first I was a passenger, someone to talk to, to identify with. Later I became his right hand man, first in his quest for vengeance, and then in his quest for power. He chose Britain, because it was an island and had a government at loggerheads with its opposition. So he moved in.’

      ‘Phew,’ Arthur said. ‘And he just took over the government just like that?’

      Halo sighed. ‘Cale is a clever man. He befriended those he needed, and dispatched those he didn’t. The day the coup came he had the military and the capitalist right on his side, but the knife that drew across the throat of the last freely elected Prime Minister of Great Britain was held in my hand. I murdered the last Prime Minster and then stood by Cale’s side on the day he was sworn in. And on the following day I began slaughtering the last of the British Monarchy after their objection towards Cale’s government. One by one I hunted and killed those who stood in his path, those that remained in Britain, and those that escaped to the continent, thinking they would be safe.

      ‘The perimeter walls were built, the Greater Forest Areas were established, production was segregated, and what he referred to as Mega Britain shut itself off from Europe. Some trade still continued, but it was trade in high technology, robotics, computing, something that Britain had excelled at prior to the coup.

      ‘Soon Cale decided he was safe, and set about consolidating his position. He began to eliminate those close to him who still had power, arranging their disappearances, setting up apparent accidents. Then there were none left to oppose him but me. I should have seen it coming, but I trusted him. He was the only father I had ever known. I was seized, imprisoned and left to rot for forty years.’

      ‘That’s fucked,’ Switch muttered.

      ‘You’re an assassin,’ Marta said, in a small, trembling voice.

      ‘I was,’ Halo said. ‘In the prison I had become a shell. Those scientists and their horrors slowed my cell aging process. In the prison they starved me to keep me weak, fearful of me breaking out. My mind was almost gone, and there was barely anything left but somehow he revived me, brought me back for one last mission, to eliminate a group of so-called terrorists he called the Tube Riders.’

      ‘I feel almost honoured,’ Switch said. ‘But don’t you think you’ve got a mission to finish?’

      Halo shook his head. ‘Cale made a mistake by digging me up. Back before my imprisonment I had got married, had children. He murdered my wife and my son, but he let my daughter live. She’s dead now, but I have a granddaughter. Cale used her, the last of my flesh and blood, as blackmail. You see, I no longer belong to him. He was my adopted father, but he let his hold slip, and by imprisoning me he only turned my mind to hate. Hate of him. Hate of everything he does.’

      ‘Why?’ Marta said. Arthur was cupping one of her hands in both of his. ‘Why did he do it? Take over Britain?’

      Halo sighed again. ‘Maxim Cale is not a man who is easy to understand. Some people are born a certain way. Others grow into it. Some children grow up wanting to kill, other children can be taught.’

      ‘Like you?’

      Halo nodded. ‘When he found me I was a frightened little boy. I had done what was necessary to stay alive for more than two years. Cale grew up in there. He told me some of the things they would make him do to test his strength and power, like put him in rooms with groups of other things that had once been men and allow only the last alive to come out. He told me he relished it every time. He didn’t fight just to win, he fought because he enjoyed fighting. He loved power. He loved having it, and he loved using it, but more than anything he wanted to understand it. He wanted to know where it came from, but that was impossible because of where they put the technology after they closed the facility.’

      ‘Space,’ Marta said. ‘They sent it into orbit, didn’t they? That’s why he sends those spaceships up. He’s looking for it, isn’t he?’

      Halo nodded. ‘No one, not me, not Cale, nor any of the scientists we tracked down and murdered over the years knew where it had come from.’ He leaned forward, and for a moment his features were skeletal, terrifying. ‘I am well over a hundred years old. I can jump the height of buildings. I can shift my position and those of objects around me simply by concentrating on the molecular nature of the air. I can break substances no man should be able to break. It’s not natural. The government makes Huntsmen and God knows what else in labs using biotechnology, but even a hundred years later they can’t do what those scientists did to me, not even half of it. That technology was not theirs.’

      ‘Where did it come from?’ Arthur said.

      Halo looked up towards the ceiling. ‘My guess is that when they blasted it up into space they were sending it back where it came from.’

      They were all quiet while Halo’s words sank in. Switch added a few more broken pieces of chair to the fire.

      ‘And now he wants it back again,’ Marta said. ‘It was one thing he couldn’t do by himself. He needed the power of a whole nation to achieve it.’

      ‘And Britain was the easiest target,’ Halo said. ‘He was in no hurry. After all, he ages far slower than a normal man, so if it took decades for him to seize power, then so it had to be. He had the time to spare.’

      ‘It can’t last,’ Marta said. ‘All empires, all tyrants fall eventually.’

      ‘At what cost? Cale will gladly see every man, woman and child in Mega Britain die before he gives up power, and he will destroy anyone or anything he perceives as a threat. Right now, the biggest threat to him is you and that memory card you carry. And he clearly thinks highly of you, otherwise there was no way he would ever release me.’ Again, Halo leaned forward, taking them all in one by one. ‘I intend to make that his worst mistake. And his last.’
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      Alain and Georg helped Carl haul the Gravedigger to its feet. The robot looked confused at first, its head swinging side to side, then it focused on Carl’s face. Its one remaining eye flickered, and Carl remembered suddenly how devastating the explosive charges that it had fired from its eyes had been. What had changed in its artificial gaze that worried him so much?

      ‘Awaiting further instructions,’ it said.

      ‘It’s not got a battery,’ Alain whispered.

      ‘It’s a robot,’ Georg said. ‘It has to have power from somewhere. Must be a backup. An auxiliary power source of some kind.’

      A noise came from the back room.

      ‘Alain, the others…’

      The door burst open with a crash, and one of the robots lurched out into the corridor.

      ‘Alain, the Blythe! Quick, we have to secure it.’

      A second robot had stepped out into the corridor. This one was shorter and more metallic than the Blythe, which was almost human apart from its hideous face. Bits of varnish flaked off its chest as its long-dormant human muscles filled with artificially pumped blood for the first time in years, maybe decades.

      ‘The Safekeeper!’

      There was a whirring sound from within the second robot’s metal chest.

      ‘No, Georg, no!’ Alain screamed as his brother ran towards the two robots. Georg was reaching for something on the Blythe’s neck when the robot turned and thick arms slammed him back against the wall. Georg grunted and slumped to the floor, stunned.

      ‘Georg!’

      There was a puff of smoke from the Safekeeper’s chest, and small shards of metal broke off its body armour. Carl was reminded of water breaking through a gummed up pipe.

      ‘Down, Alain!’ he shouted, pulling the man to the ground as a hail of gunfire slammed into the wall behind them. The whirring sound came again and the Safekeeper turned to face them. A few steps behind, the Blythe pushed Georg aside with its foot and pounded its chest with its metallic fists like an aggressive gorilla.

      ‘Required location update received,’ the Gravedigger said behind them. ‘New location coordinates updating. Achieve required location in minimum possible time. Use any method necessary.’

      A sound came from the Safekeeper’s chest. Its vocal ability wasn’t as powerful as the Gravedigger’s, but Carl could pick up the odd word. ‘It’s saying the same thing,’ Carl said.

      ‘Someone is giving them orders. They’re being controlled by remote frequency.’

      ‘Is that good or bad?’

      ‘At a rough guess, I’d say very, very bad. The Safekeeper is testing out its weapons. Believe me, if it was aiming at us, we’d be dead.’

      They heard an explosion and turned to look back at the Gravedigger. It had just blasted one of the locks off the door. A second blast knocked the door askew and a third blew it off altogether.

      ‘Gravedigger!’ Carl shouted. ‘What’s your mission?’

      The robot turned towards him. Its head jerked and Carl realised it was noticing him for the first time. Part of it was intelligent, after all.

      ‘Gravedigger, you remember me, don’t you?’

      ‘Carl. Carl is Gravedigger’s friend.’

      ‘Gravedigger, who’s controlling you?’

      ‘Information unavailable.’

      ‘What’s your mission?’

      ‘Objective One: locate Marta Banks. Capture or destroy if necessary.’

      Carl’s heart lurched. Alain started to get up, but Carl pushed him down. ‘Don’t move, Alain. There’s no reason for you to get hurt. They’re not after you or Georg.’

      ‘This Marta Banks is a Tube Rider, isn’t she?’

      ‘Yes.’ Carl got to his feet, aware he was an easy target for both the Safekeeper and the Gravedigger. The Blythe appeared to be flexing its muscles, while from the other room came the sound of another robot starting up.

      ‘I’m sorry, Alain. I hope Georg is all right.’

      From the floor, Alain gave Carl a pat on the calf. ‘Go, Carl. Before they get ordered to kill you too.’

      Carl nodded. He gave Alain a brief smile, then ran out through the open doorway, climbing the steps to the street. Behind him he heard one of the robots following, but there was no sound of gunfire, so he hoped Alain and Georg would be spared. The memory of his father and his father’s friends being cut down by Dreggo’s Huntsmen suddenly seemed so close.

      And then … she was there.

      Further up the deserted street, two figures stepped out of the shadows into the glow of a streetlight. One of them was stooped and limping. The other was tall, perhaps seven foot, and wore a long hooded cape that hung to its ankles.

      That this was a Huntsman was no mistake. And he would recognise Dreggo anywhere, even though she looked like the sea had dragged her down into Hell before spitting her back out.

      Hopelessness rushed over Carl and he felt his knees sag. His rucksack containing the clawboard was back in Alain’s basement, and there was no time to get it now. He reached into the little knapsack at his waist and pulled out his catapult, turning it over in his hands.

      It had saved his life before, but now … now it was nothing. He dropped it on to the pavement at his feet and sank to his knees beside it, defeated.

      Let them come.

      He looked up as they walked towards him. From the way she limped it was clear that Dreggo was badly hurt, but the tall Huntsman beside her was holding back for her to keep up.

      Then the Gravedigger stepped out on to the street beside him, and Carl had a sudden idea.

      ‘Gravedigger! Do you want a reward?’

      The robot’s good eye flashed. ‘Gravedigger likes rewards.’

      ‘Help me get away from them.’ He pointed … but they had vanished. Then he spotted them—the Huntsman running full speed in the shadows beneath the row of houses, Dreggo limping away across the street, perhaps to cut him off. He caught a glimpse of something silvery in the Huntsman’s hand.

      ‘Carry,’ the Gravedigger said. One arm reached down and hauled Carl up, swinging him over its shoulder. Carl threw his arms around the Gravedigger’s neck and the robot broke into a jog, slowly building speed.

      Carl looked back as he bounced around on the Gravedigger’s back. The Huntsman was gaining, but there was no sign of Dreggo. The Blythe and the Safekeeper had both reached the street, followed by another robot Carl couldn’t clearly see.

      The Gravedigger ducked down a side street just as a barrage of gunfire cracked across the road, sending chips of concrete jumping into the air behind them.

      ‘What are they doing, Gravedigger?’

      ‘Warming up,’ the robot said. ‘Robots warming up for mission. Gravedigger fresh. Others stiff.’ A clucking laugh came from its chest.

      ‘Gravedigger, the Huntsman!’

      The creature was closing. Carl saw it lift the crossbow towards them, but then the Gravedigger was swinging him round, pulling him so he straddled the robot from the front, his legs wrapped around its waist. Something metallic crunched into its back. The Gravedigger jerked but didn’t stop.

      ‘Ouch.’ Again, that clucking sound.

      The Gravedigger was running flat out now and it was all Carl could do to hold on. Peering over the Gravedigger’s shoulder he saw the Huntsman still following, darting in and out of the shadows like a huge rat, its cloak billowing out behind.

      ‘Gravedigger analysing required destination data,’ the robot said. ‘Searching data for most efficient route. Information updating.’

      Without warning the robot ducked right down a thin alley. Carl held on for all he was worth, locking his hands behind the Gravedigger’s neck, aware that his legs would be a mass of bruises tomorrow. Behind them, the Huntsman turned into the alley. It was running on all fours now, like a dog. Carl shivered.

      The alley ended in a wide, deserted road. Opposite them, a small arch bridge rose over what Carl assumed was a river.

      Then he heard the sound.

      ‘Train!’

      For a moment the Gravedigger turned back towards the Huntsman. It shaped as if to attack, then paused. It made a clicking sound in its chest, then turned back towards the bridge. It ran straight up the short stone arch, then at its midway point it vaulted over the side and dropped into the darkness. Carl stared, horrified, at something long and metallic flashing past beneath them, then the Gravedigger landed on top of the express train with a crunch.

      The speed of the train took the Gravedigger’s feet out from under it. Carl’s back slammed into the hard roof, then the motion spun him away towards the edge. Remembering the rail the Tube Riders hung from, he stuck out a hand and felt his fingers close over a lip of metal as he swung out over the side of the train. For a moment he hung in midair, looking through the windows at rows of commuters: talking, drinking cans of beer, peering into the screens of electronic instruments, then the Gravedigger’s fingers closed over his wrist and hauled him back up on to the train’s roof.

      ‘Carl safe now.’

      Carl nodded breathless thanks to the robot and looked back down the train towards the little bridge shrinking rapidly behind them. There, silhouetted against the night sky, a tall robed figure could only be the Huntsman. It made no move to follow them, but Carl knew it wouldn’t matter. It had their scent.

      Then the Huntsman turned and disappeared into the night, just as the train rounded a corner and left the bridge behind.

      The Gravedigger pulled Carl down flat beside it. A moment later another bridge rushed over them, the stonework passing just a few inches above their heads.

      ‘Wow, that was close!’

      ‘Carl be careful,’ the Gravedigger said, with something of a twinkle in its remaining eye.

      The train rocketed out of the tunnel and Carl saw the night sky appear above them. Leaning close to the robot so it could hear over the howling of the wind and the thundering of the train over the rails, Carl asked, ‘Where are we going, Gravedigger?’

      ‘Saint Gervais.’

      ‘Where’s that?’

      ‘Gravedigger isn’t sure. Gravedigger following orders.’

      ‘Who’s orders?’

      ‘Gravedigger doesn’t know.’

      ‘And what are we going to do in Saint Gervais?’

      ‘New order is to “await further instruction”.’

      ‘Why did those robots attack us?’

      ‘Not attack us. Testing weaponry. If they attack us they not miss.’

      Carl remembered the crack of the bullets hitting the road. It hadn’t felt like testing at the time.

      ‘Why didn’t you shoot the Huntsman, Gravedigger? You beat the last one.’

      ‘Gravedigger on auxiliary power. Auxiliary power has limited lifespan. Conserve energy.’

      So, Georg had been right. The Gravedigger was being centrally controlled using a backup power source that was hidden somewhere inside it. It was impossible for Carl to know why, or how long the Gravedigger’s power would last. For now, though, all he wanted was to stay on the roof of the train as it took him as far away from Dreggo, the Huntsman, and the other robots as possible.

      ‘I’m sorry, Alain. I’m sorry, Georg,’ Carl whispered to the night, as he thought of the two men who had helped him, left behind. He only hoped that while the Huntsman had been distracted they had managed to get away from Dreggo and the other robots. Like the fate of his mother, whom he had had to leave behind after his father’s death, he thought he might never know.
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      Safekeeper 423A jerked as its sensors came online. It made an immediate computer analysis of the situation and concluded that it was running on auxiliary power, its main battery long dead. It allowed its armoury to whir in its chest, warming up the systems without expending too much power, then scanned the server for system upgrades. There were dozens, it found, although even the most recent were years out of date.

      It took a step forward, testing one leg then the other, finally lifting its huge arms and testing those too, moving them in every direction its systems would allow. Finally, when it was certain its limbs were in working order and as certain as it could be without a test discharge that its weaponry was operational, it switched on its motion sensors.

      Immediately it dropped into a crouch, picking up movement from all around, then the signals started to flicker in its systems and it realised these were its fellows, its brothers, the other Safekeepers. All but two were operational; perhaps even the auxiliaries on those had worn down.

      Thirty-two were online, and one by one they relayed their data to 423A, their leader. They were in various states of repair, with some claiming inactivity of their weaponry or immobility of one or more limbs. At least twenty seemed to be fully operational, and 423A was pleased despite being unaware of the status of their current orders. Its computerised memory reminded it of the military base it had once guarded, and it felt sure just from the familiarity of the surroundings that it was still there.

      Awaiting further instructions, it computed up to the servers. It’s good to be back online.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Engineer V3 stepped out of the museum in which it had stood for twenty years or more, ignored the alarm coming from the building from which it had just broken out, and looked around for transportation. According to the downloadable mapping information, the location that required its immediate presence was some seventy miles to the east.

      There, a couple of houses away, stood a parked car its memory recognised. The Engineer hurried towards it on uncertain legs, transmitted a radio frequency that unlocked the car’s centralised security system and disabled the alarm, pulled open the door and climbed inside. The robot gave the controls a quick scan, accessed an online manual, then cut away the plastic beneath the wheel with the electric saw component of its hand. Within a few seconds it had pressed the required wires together and the engine had burst into life.

      Feeling a little tentative on the brake—the rust had got in, after all—the Engineer turned the car out on to the street and headed for its destination.
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* * *

      The Blythe stepped out on to the street. Some distance away a thing that might have been a woman was screaming what he recognised were orders, but the Blythe took no notice. The only orders he needed were in his head. A short distance in front of him a machine he recognised as a Safekeeper was lumbering up the street, spraying bullets wantonly into the road as it tested its weapon systems. Back on the steps a Thresher—a farming machine with long fork-like extensions where its arms should be—was making its way towards him. The Blythe turned back to look and saw it take one faltering step, then jerk forward and fall into the street as smoke rose out of its body compartment amid a fizzle of misfiring electronics.

      His own auxiliary seemed in fairly good order, and the robot part of his brain estimated a clear three days of power unless he could recharge manually—the human way—by feeding.

      He turned back towards the woman standing on the other side of the road and thumped his chest with his huge hands. ‘Fight!’ he roared, detecting English as his default language. No more would he toil in a dank, dirty mine, drilling shafts and lugging crates of coal for unforgiving masters. He was free, and he was hungry. Hungry for food, hungry for human spirit, hungry for human soul.

      He jerked back around, the computer part of his brain following the orders and ignoring the human part, which was still waking up as artificially-produced blood filtered back in through long-unused veins. He took a few steps forward and roared again, vaguely aware of the wailing of approaching sirens.

      He looked back, but the woman thing had gone.

      No matter. He turned back the way his orders were demanding and started off that way. There would be killing to do somewhere ahead, he knew.

      I’ll never be a slave again, he thought. I am Blythe. I will be triumphant.
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* * *

      The Housekeeper turned its head first left, then right. Its sight sensors blinked on, and the world gradually shaded into being.

      It was in an attic. Boxes of junk were piled around it, and looking down at its legs it realised it had just broken up out of its own dusty, ancient box, the cardboard so old it fell away as the Housekeeper kicked out.

      The old robot stood up. Information automatically downloading into its internal computer informed it that it had been given a special mission, and that mission would start at a place called Saint Gervais, in the shadow of the French Alps.

      It was required to achieve the desired location as quickly as possible. It used its arms to push itself up, then stared in dismay as one broke off at the elbow, sending the Housekeeper sprawling forward on to its face.

      The order came again. Use the quickest method possible to achieve the required destination. Then came a list of figures and coordinates.

      The Housekeeper made it up to its feet. It struggled through a mass of boxes and found itself facing a grimy bay window. A graveyard of flies and other trapped insects covered the floor below.

      Something flickered in its mind, a recorded memory perhaps. A garden scene, a little boy chasing pigeons as they pecked at pieces of bread strewn across the grass. The Housekeeper smiled inside, its eye lights flickering, as it remembered the memory as pleasant, agreeable. The pigeons hopped and flapped away, never once falling prey to the laughing boy’s stretching hands. What envy the Housekeeper had felt! The way those birds had flown away. It remembered the stick clanging against its metal hide, the boy and his friends laughing as the Housekeeper turned, reaching for the sticks that tormented it so. Heard adult voices warning the children not to tease the robot.

      The Housekeeper broke into a loping run. It hit the window at full speed and burst through, showering glass down onto the street outside. It flapped its one remaining arm and the stump of the other and inwardly smiled, aware that after so many years of rotting away in a box, its hide still dented and stained from the battering sticks, it had finally learned to fly.

      And then it crashed down on to the road and broke apart. Its head snapped off its body and rolled away into the grassy verge. The Housekeeper looked up through shaking vision sensors at the old, abandoned house and the broken window into the attic which had been its final resting place for more years than it could imagine, and realised that it had finally managed to escape.

      Even as its auxiliary power systems, ancient and worn, began to shut down, it realised that it was happy.
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* * *

      The Gravedigger looked down at Carl as the boy slept with his head resting on a blanket folded over the Gravedigger’s thigh. Around them the train rumbled on. Squeezed onto a little ledge underneath the buffet car where the train’s water tank was fixed, the Gravedigger kept one hand hooked over the boy’s shoulder so that the rocking train couldn’t shake him loose.

      Carl, his friend, the Tube Rider, had pulled him up from the tunnels after the battle with the Huntsman and tried to revive him. The Gravedigger liked that someone had made an effort to save him. It understood human emotions, and while it didn’t feel them like humans did, it knew which ones were good and which ones were bad, the same as it knew that killing was bad and saving was good.

      Therefore, the orders that were ticking away in its mind like a little bomb disturbed it immensely. Kill the Tube Riders, they said. Kill them all.

      Carl was a Tube Rider, but Carl was also his friend.

      So far, the Gravedigger had managed to transfer the orders to the reservation part of its mind, where it stored up all the things it needed to do while it concentrated on the task at hand. They would queue there and eventually they would move to the front of the line and have to be executed; otherwise it would need to perform a self-shutdown. The Gravedigger didn’t like the idea of doing that.

      The Gravedigger liked Carl, but it didn’t know how long he could continue liking him while the orders bleeped in its head.
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      ‘Damn this snow,’ Switch growled. Marta turned around and gave him a smile, but she knew there was little she could do to improve his mood. The weather had worsened overnight, and they now trudged through eighteen inches of fresh powder, feeling for the rails buried beneath it to keep them on course, the whiteout obscuring the town that Halo kept saying was just up ahead.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Arthur asked her, for about the sixtieth time, but the truth was she felt better than any of them. Halo, despite his powers, confessed his body was still weak from his time in captivity, while until recently Switch had been lying in a hospital bed with blood poisoning and a shattered wrist. Arthur was strong, but the journey was taking it out of him. Marta, somewhere along the line, had decided that she was no long merely the de facto leader of the Tube Riders, but the rightful one.

      The leader of what was left, at least.

      So when Halo suggested a halt, Marta insisted they carry on for just half an hour more, and sure enough, when even she was beginning to flag, a small hut materialised out of the snow. It was an old café, half buried, its windows smashed in, but with snow piled so high on one side that the other side, after they had dug a way in, was sheltered and almost warm. They huddled together against the back wall and ate another portion of their dwindling provisions.

      ‘The town is still there,’ Halo said. ‘Most likely many of the buildings were recommissioned as military barracks and the like, so there should be plenty of shelter. We might find something to heat us or even a supply of food.’

      ‘Some guns would be nice,’ Switch said. ‘Just in case Dreggo shows up.’

      ‘She’d never make it through this snow,’ Halo said. ‘It’s unusually harsh for this early in the season, and while it’s hindering us it is also hindering anyone trying to follow us. We don’t have to worry about her and its likely Heyna won’t leave her side. I’m more concerned about avalanches.’

      ‘Avalanches?’ Switch said.

      ‘Yeah, when the snow falls down on your head. The problem is that the day temperatures have been above zero. That means you get the surface of the fallen snow melting, then freezing over at night.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘When you get a big fall of fresh snow like we had last night, it doesn’t stick to the old layer so well. You have two distinct layers, and if there isn’t enough traction between the two, the top one can easily come unstuck and come crashing down. We’re okay down here in the valley, but getting up to that transmitting station, or on the railway line when we head back to Saint Gervais … there’s a huge risk.’

      ‘So what do we do?’

      ‘We move as quickly as we can and hope nothing triggers one while we’re underneath it.’

      Switch scoffed. ‘I hate mountains and I hate the damn countryside.’

      Halo pulled a roll of paper out of his bag and spread it out on the floor. It was an aerial plan of the region with the town in the centre, ringed by tall mountains.

      ‘This is the best I could find,’ he said. ‘By my estimation, we’re here.’ He pointed to a cluster of buildings a mile or so short of the main town. ‘You can see the railway line heading in, and stations here, here, and here.’ He pointed to an area due east of their current location. ‘This section is now flanked by manmade buttresses leaving just a narrow entrance. This was formerly the military gate. I’m hopeful that the gate itself has fallen into disrepair or is gone completely. Once inside the military base we’ll find somewhere to rest. Tomorrow we’ll try to find a way up to the transmitting station.’

      ‘How do we do that?’ Marta asked.

      ‘There’s an old cable car,’ he said. ‘I’m hoping we can get it to work. If not, I would be able to make it alone, but you would have to trust me with the memory chip.’

      Marta looked at him, trying to see the humanity inside those black eyes. Very slowly she shook her head. ‘It’s mine to carry,’ she said. ‘My friends died for this.’

      Halo nodded. ‘Understood. In that case we’d better hope the cable car works.’

      Switch scowled. ‘I guess if it doesn’t you could just revert to your original plan and kill us and give that damn card back to the Governor.’

      Halo sighed. ‘I’ve told you before. If I wanted you dead you’d be dead by now. All of you.’

      ‘He’s right, Switch.’

      ‘But what if he decides to have a change of heart? We all know he’s on no one’s side but his own.’

      Halo shrugged. ‘Again, if I wanted you dead you’d be dead.’

      A knife appeared in Switch’s hand, spinning across over his wrist and back into his fingers as if on a piece of elastic. ‘Man, you’re so full of yourself.’

      Halo smiled and Switch’s hair, pressed to his head where the hood of the jacket had squashed it down, stuck up like a pot of spring roots on a fast-motion video. Switch cried out in alarm and patted it back to his head.

      ‘Oh, the circus tricks I could do …’

      Switch glared at him. ‘You wanna teach me how you do that so I can pull your head clean off?’

      Halo smiled. ‘I’ll trade you for some knife skills. I never was that good with hand weapons.’

      For a moment Marta watched the two with interest as they glared at each other. Halo the government assassin, Switch the street kid with a fast knife. In some ways they were so different, but in others they were the same.

      ‘Deal,’ Switch said quietly. A tiny smile played at the corner of his mouth. ‘I’ll hold you to that, old man.’

      Marta remembered another old man Switch had mocked in the same way in a city a million miles away from here: Frank, a friend of Paul’s family. She wondered if Frank was still alive, or whether he was now like Paul, a memory.

      So many had died to get them here, but she could not let their deaths be for nothing.

      ‘Let’s move,’ she said. ‘It’s time to finish this.’
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* * *

      They pressed on towards the town. The snow had eased but it still rose almost to their knees. They trudged on, and soon shapes began to materialise out of the sheeting waves of white. Marta saw two huge mounds, like hills, leaning in from either side towards them, the sides steepening until they were almost overhanging. In the passage between them there was some shelter from the snow, but Marta looked up nervously as they entered the narrow entrance, aware that at any moment the snow could slip and bury them all.

      Halo again led the way, but this time Switch walked alongside him, and Marta realised the two had formed an unlikely bond. Arthur walked beside her, saying little. He had been quiet the last couple of days. Gone was the youthful vibrancy that had made him so appealing and attractive. He looked exactly like what he was, a weary soldier, trudging inconsolably towards some inevitable death, resigned after years of running away to finally being caught.

      What are we so afraid of? There’s no one here. Or was there? Wasn’t that the feeling that was pressing down on them? That despite what Halo thought, the place was not deserted after all, that a platoon of French soldiers had their guns now trained on them?

      It was the snow, she realised. The snow that blanketed the ground, the snow that whitened the skies around them, that settled on their arms and their shoulders and their faces. London never had snow; the industrial parks saw to that with their noxious, warming, atmospheric waste.

      It was quite literally smothering their senses, and with it their resolve.

      Halo had reached the far end of the passage and stood waiting for the others at the point where two metal railings had long ago been broken open and now leaned at angles like the wings of a crushed butterfly, half buried with snow. Beside him, Switch had pulled out a knife and was turning it over in his hands, swishing it through the air as if waiting for some unseen enemy to appear.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Arthur asked, and Marta nodded, sure she felt far better than he looked. Arthur’s face was drawn, his eyes downcast.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked.

      ‘Just a feeling,’ he said. ‘It looks all so straightforward, doesn’t it? Climb up to that transmitting station and plug that card in, send that video out across the EC and watch Mega Britain fall … I just can’t help feeling that it can’t possibly be that simple.’

      Marta punched his arm. ‘You think this is simple? Summer might have been more appropriate. I didn’t know it was possible for so much snow to exist.’

      He shrugged. ‘I guess not.’

      ‘And the rest?’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘The rest of what you’re thinking about? Not just about our covert mission to save the world, is it?’

      Arthur shrugged. ‘What happens after?’ he asked. ‘What happens after this is all over? If we get out of this alive, what happens between … us.’

      He loves me, she thought. Already. Just like Ishael said he did. What is it about death and slaughter that always seems to attract people to me? Or is it just me?

      ‘To be honest, I haven’t thought that far ahead.’

      ‘There will be war,’ he said. ‘Proper war. Planes and bombs and armies.’

      ‘I know that.’

      ‘Nowhere in Europe will be safe.’

      ‘So what are you saying?’

      Arthur shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Just that…’ He trailed off as they reached Halo and Switch. He shook his head and gave her a sad smile beneath the hood of his jacket, but he didn’t look at her again.

      He feels it too, she thought. We’re in the mountains, the most open place in the world, but everything is so oppressive, like it’s all about to fall apart.

      ‘We need to find shelter,’ Halo said. ‘It’s getting dark. Tomorrow we’ll make our move for the transmitting station, but there’s nothing more we can do now with the snow as it is.’

      They walked on into a graveyard of buildings. Snow had piled up everywhere. In places where it had been blown into drifts by the wind, only roofs were visible. There were still some signs of the original town before the military took the area over, the bones of a climbing frame and swings in a fenced-off park, a faded sign offering ski rental, large area maps on billboards on some street corners.

      There were also the signs of the proceeding occupation, wide areas cleared of buildings to make way for training grounds, and squat, square buildings that could have been military barracks.

      It all looked empty and dead.

      Halo chose a building that looked like an old hotel, its windows boarded up, its door hanging loose on one rusty hinge. They found most of the rooms empty, but in a basement they found a pile of dusty mattresses and some blankets. When Switch shook one the others broke out in fits of coughing, so they hauled a few up the stairs and beat the dust off into the snow before making a basic place to sleep in a first floor room.

      Halo instructed them to make a fire and then went out for a look around, refusing Switch’s offer of help. Together, Marta, Arthur and Switch huddled around a small stack of broken furniture from the basement while the flames started to catch.

      ‘Tomorrow, then,’ Switch said, forcing a grin. ‘Tomorrow we bring down the Governor’s reign of terror. Great. Hopefully we can get the hell out of this Arctic fucking wasteland once that’s done.’

      Arthur gave a weak smile. ‘That sounds like a good plan.’

      ‘What if the power’s dead?’ Marta said. ‘What if we can’t get a signal out?’

      ‘We’re fucked,’ Switch said

      At the same time, Arthur said, ‘We will.’

      They looked at each other and grinned, but Marta sensed hopelessness in both of them. She understood. She felt it too, the lonely, lost feeling of trying so hard for something only for it to fail in front of you. So many of her friends were gone. Bringing down the government would make no difference to them. No uprisings, rebellions or wars would bring them back.

      One hand dropped to her belly, cradling the only two things that mattered to her now.

      My children. I’m doing this for you. I’m doing this for you to have a better future, I hope.

      They ate a little more of their food while waiting for Halo. None of them had much to say, so silence held the floor with only the wind whistling through broken windows in the upstairs rooms of the old hotel as its audience.

      Marta jumped when Halo returned. He looked haggard and cold, but there was something like triumph in the set of his face. She stood up, the others beside her.

      ‘You can kick that out,’ he said. ‘I’ve found a command centre.’

      Marta was loath to go out into the cold again as night fell, but Halo’s enthusiasm won over her resolve. Switch too seemed keen to get out of the hotel, with only Arthur showing any reluctance.

      Halo led them through a couple of snowy streets to a tall two-storey town house that looked very little different to the hotel they had just left.

      A steel door had been ripped off its hinges and Marta knew Halo had done it. He led them inside, confidence in every step. Through a door at the end of the corridor they emerged into a control room. Banks of switches and levers adorned one wall. On another was a series of video monitors, with several showing gloomy, snowy views of the streets outside.

      Marta started in surprise. The power was on.

      Halo led them over to a computer display. He pointed at a lever fitted into the casing beneath the display and the sign above it.

      ‘Among a bunch of jargon this claims to be the main power switch for the entire compound,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think it would work, but I tried it anyway and it did.’ He pointed at the screen. ‘A few minutes later this appeared. My French isn’t perfect but I can understand enough. The base is solar powered and that lever turns on the panels, which are high up on the mountainsides. Due to inactivity and the heavy snowfall their reserves are low, but the systems are slowly coming online. This screen shows what can and can’t be turned on.’ He pointed. ‘Look here. This is the terminus of the funicular railway. It’s operational. So are most of the security cameras, although some are broken. This building and now several of the barracks have power. The transmitting station and the cable car are still inoperable, but maybe by morning.’

      ‘I take it this is good news?’ Switch asked. ‘You know, I can feel actual fucking heat in this room. Forgot what that felt like.’

      Halo looked grim. ‘It’s good, of course it’s good. It means we can get up to that transmitting station and the transmitter should actually work once the base has powered up. However, it does mean that if anyone is watching us or following us they’ll know we’re here.’

      Switch nodded. ‘That’s not quite so good.’

      Halo nodded and turned his gaze to the floor. Marta watched him for a few moments, wondering just what that meant for him. What happened if the Governor discovered Halo had sided with them?

      Halo gave a quick sigh and nodded. ‘Let’s find somewhere to sleep,’ he said.
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      ‘I’ve found them,’ Mika said, her fingers flying over the touchpad so fast they were a blur. She looked up at the Governor, who was sitting on a chair beside her. ‘The idiots turned on the power, and with it their online presence. They show up on European security networks. Once their computer systems are operational I’ll be able to keep track of them by hacking into the code for the cameras, heat and motion sensors. Practically every square inch of that base has some kind of surveillance system. They’ll have spotted the cameras but they won’t notice the others. That way we can keep the Safekeepers hidden until they’re at their most vulnerable.’ She looked back at the screen, and when she spoke again her voice was cold, sadistic, without even a hint of humour. ‘When would you like them to die?’

      The Governor smiled. ‘You’ve done an excellent job, my dear. How much control do you have over the base’s systems?’

      ‘The longer I have to work on hacking it, the more I’ll get. Some systems are easy. I can already manipulate the cameras, for example. Other areas require higher levels of security clearance and I haven’t broken those codes yet. Give me time.’

      ‘You said they had screen monitors?’

      ‘Yes, both in the command centre and also in the transmitting station.’

      ‘Can you access them? Enough to broadcast a message?’

      Mika nodded. ‘I’m working on it. I should be about to create a two-way video link. Give me time.’

      The Governor nodded. ‘I would very much like to speak directly to Halo and our Tube Riders.’

      ‘I’ll need a couple of hours, but it should be ready.’

      ‘Good.’

      The Governor stood up and pulled a phone out of his pocket. He dialed Farrell Soars. ‘Soars?’ he barked as the DCA man answered. ‘Bring me the girl.’

      ‘How about the kid Tube Rider?’

      The Governor considered for a moment. ‘No, leave him in the cells. He may yet serve some future use.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ The line went dead.

      The Governor switched the phone off and smiled.

      They had run for a while, but now the net was starting to close.

      It couldn’t come soon enough.
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* * *

      As the train came to a halt, Dreggo wriggled out of Heyna’s grip and stepped out from under the carriage onto the ground. Immediately she fell to her knees as nausea overcame her, but she shrugged it off as an effect of the journey. Pressed into the tiny space between the wheel axles of the train carriage, it had felt endless. Heyna, despite his own injuries, had held her close for the whole six hours it had taken the train to reach Saint Gervais. Now they were both exhausted, but adrenaline and the knowledge that they were close to the Tube Riders pushed her forward step by painful step.

      The voices in her head said this was the way the Tube Riders had come, and the scent Heyna found next to the tracks belonging to the boy and the robot confirmed it.

      She had left the other robots behind in Paris. She knew from her communication with the Governor that this ancient metallic host rising up out of scrapyards all over France was Mega Britain’s doing, but she wanted nothing to do with it. This was her fight to claim and her fight to win. They weren’t Huntsmen; they weren’t under her control. Therefore they could find their own way and do their own thing. She had seen several sets of tracks in the snow already, as robots arrived in Saint Gervais and began the long trudge up the old funicular railway line towards Chamonix.

      ‘If we move quickly we can catch them,’ Dreggo said, turning in the direction of the scent.

      ‘Rest,’ Heyna growled.

      ‘No. This is our chance.’

      As the train pulled out of the station, Dreggo took a few steps forward, but the human part of her vision blurred and she felt her legs fail beneath her. She resigned herself to hitting the ground, but Heyna’s strong hands closed over her shoulders and hauled her upright. She felt the strength in the Huntsman’s arms, even the damaged one, and was reminded again how frail her own body felt.

      ‘Rest,’ Heyna growled again.

      Rage filled her. ‘No!’ she screamed. ‘We have to find them! We have to kill them all!’

      Heyna said nothing as she sobbed in the tall Huntsman’s arms, as weak and useless as a broken toy. ‘We have to … we have to … we…’

      Heyna scooped her up in his arms and carried her out of the shadows of the platform and back along the track. Night was falling, gloom was descending, and the snow seemed to be falling heavier by the minute. Heyna carried Dreggo into an empty siding shed and they slipped into the darkness behind a rusting locomotive. Finding a dry space at the back, Heyna lay Dreggo down on a wooden pallet and set to work making a small fire to warm her.

      After finding and breaking up enough wooden boards to keep Dreggo comfortable, the Huntsman did something Dreggo had never known one of the creatures to do before: he pulled his cloak over his head and held it out before him.

      As she looked on Heyna with a mixture of awe and horror, the Huntsman folded the cloak in two and laid it over her like a blanket.

      Caught in the firelight, the cloakless Huntsman was a grotesque monstrosity of metal, fur, and exposed patches of human skin. Naked besides a leather waistcoat that bulged with weaponry and technological devices, it was almost impossible to tell that the creature had once been human, except for those flickering, intelligent eyes.

      ‘Stay here,’ Heyna growled. ‘Hunt.’

      With that, the Huntsman turned and disappeared into the dark. Dreggo stared after him for a few seconds, then, with the last adrenaline fading, she let her weariness overcome her.

      An hour or so later Heyna returned with the remains of some kind of animal. She insisted that he cook her portion over the fire, and after she had eaten it she felt a little better, even though her hands and arms had begun to tremble whenever she moved them and she could feel the onset of a fever.

      I can make you Deborah again.

      As she lay back and tried to rest, the Governor’s words resonated inside her. She clutched for them desperately, knowing that killing the Tube Riders was her only hope that they might somehow come true.

      She was so close. If they got away now, she might never get another chance.

      But her body was failing her. Attempting to follow them up into Chamonix would be a death march; maybe Heyna would carry her, but by the time he reached the town his arms would be holding nothing but a bag of dry bones.

      With the meat finished, Heyna loaded up the fire and lay down behind her, pulling the blanket over them both. He put his arms around her and pulled her in to his chest to keep her warm.

      You won’t escape me again, she thought, as weariness began to lever down her eyelids like two rusty shutters. This isn’t over. Chamonix is a dead end, and you have to come out sooner or later.

      And when you do, I’ll be waiting.
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* * *

      Valerie tried to lift her head, but her vision was cloudy, her eyes spinning from the DCA agent’s blow. Rough hands shoved her forward, and she stumbled, only to be hauled upright again by the chain the two men had fastened around her neck. The metal dug into her skin, and blood trickled down her shoulders.

      ‘Come on, bitch, don’t make me hit you again,’ the man behind her said, and she turned as her vision cleared to look him in the eye, to show him she wasn’t afraid.

      ‘Kill me,’ she said, and spat blood into his face.

      The next blow knocked her from her feet, and it took two of them to get her standing and moving again.

      ‘Just leave her,’ the other man said.

      ‘Fucking whore,’ the man behind her responded. ‘He’s going to kill her anyway, might as well make it quicker for her.’

      Everything that’s wrong with this country, Valerie thought as they dragged her along. One day, every one of you violent thugs will hang like the dogs you are and this country will be made whole again.

      ‘She’s a looker,’ the man behind her was saying. ‘What’s say we find a quiet room somewhere and teach her a lesson? We’ll take it in turns. We can be done in half an hour.’

      ‘Yeah, and it’ll be us he kills instead of her. Never met him, have you?’

      ‘What’s he gonna say? It’s a long way from the cells. Might as well make some use of a nice piece of ass like that.’

      ‘Shut up and keep her moving.’

      They dragged her into an elevator, then down a few more faceless corridors. At one point they pulled a bag over her head and stuffed her into the back of a car for a while. The kinder man drove while the bastard sat in the back with her and put his fingers wherever he damn well liked as they bumped and jerked through streets Valerie was glad she couldn’t see. His hands pushed up her top, in between her legs, searching for a reaction more than anything, but Valerie wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She sat as still as the corpse she was certain she would soon become.

      Then they were hauling her out, pushing her into a building and removing the bag. More elevators followed, but the corridors were a little nicer here, with carpets and framed pictures on the walls. Valerie observed everything with only a passing interest, more concerned with how much longer she would have to put up with these apes before she was put out of her misery.

      The first agent knocked on a door. A voice bid them enter. The door swung open, and there he was again in all his milky, looming glory.

      The Governor.

      He stood next to a huge screen built into the far wall. At the moment it fuzzed grey and black with static, sending shadows flickering over the Governor’s face.

      ‘Welcome, Valerie,’ he said. ‘It’s nice to see you again. It’s a shame it couldn’t be under better circumstances.’ He indicated a chair. ‘Let her sit.’

      ‘I’m sure you’re wondering why you’re here,’ the Governor said, after the men had been dismissed.

      Valerie shook her head, refusing to grace him with an answer.

      The Governor smiled. ‘There is someone I would like you to meet. Your grandfather.’

      Valerie looked up. Her grandfather?

      ‘I’m sure he’s very much looking forward to meeting you,’ the Governor said. ‘If he does as I ask it won’t be the last time.’

      Valerie stared at him, willing with every ounce of her being his immediate, instant death. The Governor just laughed.
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      ‘Marta, wake up.’

      The voice broke her out of sleep, and for a moment her father’s face lingered from the dream, his hand holding hers tightly as he pointed with the other towards the construction crews tearing down the ancient remains of Kensington Palace. Standing back beneath the trees beyond the emptied Round Pond towards the Albert Memorial, the construction crews had looked like ants crawling all over the poking limbs and shells of downed beetles as they picked away at the walls and pillars of the old palace.

      She had been nine years old that day, still in school, still with a family, still with a home. The Governor was in power, and the perimeter walls were part of all her memories, but there were still passes out to the GFAs issued and the city still maintained a semblance of order. Her parents, outspoken alone in their kitchen, were model citizens outside the home, working where they were told to work, shopping where they were told to shop, taking their children only where the government allowed.

      Her father had wanted her to see the dogs running about in Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens, back when dogs were still pets and not pests, back when owning a dog was something most children still dreamed of despite government restrictions which made it nearly impossible for reasons no one could understand. Curious of the noise, they had walked as far as the edge of the Round Pond, which they had found empty, all the ducks gone, and the land beyond a carnage of fallen masonry and steel girders.

      Long after the removal of the Monarchy—something that had happened while her parents were still young—Kensington Palace, like several other buildings across London, had been left as a free museum, open daily, popular for school tours. She had been several times with her parents, though an underlying sadness had pervaded every visit. Now, seeing the building in the latter stages of demolition, her father had pulled her back under the trees with trembling hands and told her that what had to be, had to be.

      ‘It was just sitting there getting old,’ he said. ‘Perhaps they’ll build a new sports complex or a cinema. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, sweetheart? We could all go together. Your mother, Leo, you and me. Perhaps they’ll show some new films from America.’

      She didn’t remember her reply. There may not have even been one, because the emptiness of her father’s words and the hum and crunch of the demolition machines had been answer enough. There would be no sports complex, no cinema. Just another tightening of the noose around the neck of the dying old man their country had become.

      They had left then, gone back to the lingering security of their home, to savour it while it lasted, before the other demolition machines, the ones slowly cutting down the walls of their freedom, moved in. Life had gone on, life had still been good for a while.

      In the dream, though, things had been different. She had still been standing with her father but out of the ruins she had seen a figure appear, climbing out as if rising from a crypt. With skin the colour of blindness and eyes the violent red of an open wound, he had marched towards them across grass that was now blackened and charred. She had screamed and fallen to the ground as his pale hands reached out, only for her father to step in front to protect her. She had watched as her father’s body evaporated into dust and then there was only that huge, horrific face blocking out the sky.

      The Governor had been grinning down at her, and she still remembered his words: You can run forever, but I will find you.

      She shook her head as if to clear his words out of her mind, and looked up to see Arthur sitting in front of her. ‘It’s time to go,’ he said. ‘Guess what? The cable car has started up.’

      ‘What about the transmitting station?’

      ‘Halo says it should be operational.’ He smiled. ‘This is it, Marta. This is the end, but also the beginning.’

      She nodded, despite not sharing his enthusiasm. She still felt there were things to happen, that this wasn’t over yet.

      Outside she found two surprises: one, the snow had stopped, and a clear blue sky left the glistening, snow-covered ground almost too bright to look at. The other was seeing Switch and Halo standing together, chatting like old friends. Switch lunged at the air with a knife, twisted and pulled it back, then waved his hands around as he explained to Halo the finer points of gutting someone. The older man stood with his hands crossed, nodding with approval like an old master assessing an enthusiastic student.

      For the first time since the train ride to Saint Gervais, she could actually see the mountains. Her jaw dropped in awe as she turned in a circle, breathing in the majestic mountain vistas that surrounded them.

      The sun, rising above the mountains to the east, was almost warm on her face. It was a perfect day to die, she reflected.

      Beyond the long, snow-covered street and the buildings at the end, a cable car was making its way slowly up the mountain. Another shadowed it on the opposite wire, coming down. How long had they been hanging there idle? As she watched them she heard a distant screeching noise, the wail of ancient machinery being coaxed back into life.

      ‘Let’s get this over with,’ Halo said, coming over. She still found the man’s eyes disconcerting, more so on such a clear day when there were no shadows to hide those black, empty coals. ‘The weather could close in at any moment.’

      ‘Is it safe?’ Marta asked.

      ‘Halo went out for a look around before dawn,’ Switch said. ‘And I scanned the surveillance cameras for a couple of hours. Nothing, nothing at all. Only that cable car. The place is deserted.’

      ‘What about that thing?’ Marta said. ‘Will it hold?’

      ‘Halo thinks so. He said he could … you know, do something weird … if it looks like the wire might break. He’s amazed that it actually runs, but since it does there’s no reason why it would break. Those things are built to last.’

      ‘I hope so.’

      Beside her, Arthur gave her another reassuring smile.

      The snow, as Halo had said, thickened and softened quickly under the sun. The going was difficult because it was heavy to trudge through, but with the sun shining Marta was able to shake the feeling of claustrophobia that had been bothering her. Arthur walked beside her, with Switch in front and Halo up ahead of all of them. She glanced around at the quiet buildings, a mixture of old shops, restaurants, hotels and houses, interspersed with converted military buildings, and found it hard to believe that the place was really deserted. Why had the people left?

      Halo had told them it could have been something as simple as budget cuts, but she found it unlikely. A fully operational military base just left to rot.

      The cable car looked ominous up close. The wire was as thick as her arm, but every few metres there were areas where tiny fibres bloomed out like flowers made of rust.

      There seemed to be just two cable cars spaced at regular intervals. As she watched, one came in, fitted on to a docking rail, slowed as it passed through a platform area where people would once have got on or got out, then slowly worked its way around in a circle until it was facing upslope again. Then a set of revolving wheels set into the ceiling moved it forward until it caught on the wire again. Abruptly it sped up, leaving the docking bay behind and making its way slowly back up the mountainside.

      ‘It really doesn’t look safe,’ Marta said.

      Halo, standing on the platform, smiled. ‘You hang off the side of trains for fun. Compared to that, this is harmless.’

      Marta thought of her babies. How big were they now? The size of a thumbnail, perhaps? She was only a month gone, but how easy was it to miscarry at this stage? How much trauma could her body take before it put her children at risk?

      ‘Are you ready?’ Halo asked.

      Marta looked up. The cable car that had just passed them was halfway up the mountain. Its counterpart had just passed it heading down. She guessed the distance was about two miles, with an elevation change of about a thousand metres. From here, the transmitting station was out of sight.

      Why so many butterflies, Marta? She felt like she was going to be sick. Must be a recurrence of morning sickness. I’d better get used to it.

      The cable car was coming into the station. Arthur touched her arm, and she allowed him to lead her forward. Halo and Switch were already on the platform, looking back towards her.

      ‘Let’s send that fucker to hell,’ Switch said.

      Marta took a deep breath and clenched a fist in the air in front of her. ‘Come on then,’ she said.

      As the cable car came level with them, Halo grunted and the rusty door grated open. Switch jumped inside, followed by Arthur. Halo glanced at her as if letting her decide. She nodded and stepped through the entrance.

      The cable car rocked beneath her feet and then it was away, lifting them up into the air. The sensation was not unlike the trains, just with more upwards motion. Marta had never been in an aeroplane and expected she never would, but this was how she had imagined it would be like, a feeling of weightlessness as you lifted up into the air, a lurching in your brain as it rocked from side to side, and a sudden irrational fear as the ground fled beneath you.

      It wasn’t so difficult, not really.

      The cabin was big enough for around twenty people standing. There were no seats, but there were handrails in the roof like on a train. Marta grabbed hold of one as the cable car bumped through a supporting pillar about a third of the way up to the transmitting station. The station itself had just come into view above her, and she watched it through the wide glass windows at the front of the car as it gradually increased in size.

      And then she realised something was so desperately, desperately wrong.

      A figure stood on the ledge, looking down at them.

      It was shorter and thicker than a man. It was—

      ‘Down!’ Switch shouted.

      Bullets raked the front of the cable car, shattering the windows and showering them with shards of glass. Arthur’s arm was over Marta’s shoulders and she was lying flat on the floor as the car rocked and bucked with the onslaught. Switch was in front of her, Halo to her side.

      Her ears rang with the rattle of more gunfire, and she knew it was only a matter of time before the bullets started to find their marks. As the barrage ended she risked a glance up and saw that four other figures had come up alongside the first. They stood chest on, thick arms at their sides, blank square heads facing downslope.

      Military robots. It didn’t matter now how they had come to know of the Tube Riders’ presence, or how they were operational, or who was operating them. The only thing that mattered was that on the cable car they were defenseless, open targets. At their angle the roof gave them a little protection, but within a minute they would rise into range and there would be nowhere to hide. It was too far to jump, and they had no weapons.

      A tear dribbled down her cheek. ‘God damn it,’ she muttered. I should have listened to my gut, she thought, aware it was too late. I should have trusted my instincts. I let my guard down and now it’s too late.

      Then, off to her left, she saw Halo turn to look at her. He nodded at her, and That nod could mean a million things, she thought. Is this your doing? Is this your fault? Have you brought us all this way only to betray us?

      She heard a grunt and saw a spray of blood as Arthur took a bullet. Her mind clouded with guilt that he was a part of this, that he would die today in a vain, useless attempt to protect her. She looked up towards the front of the car and waited for her own death ticket to be delivered.

      Then Halo pushed himself to his feet. The old assassin wiped some pieces of debris off his face and walked calmly towards the front of the car, never looking back.
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      The Gravedigger, ever cheerful, held up a hand. ‘Carl, wait,’ it said, its one remaining eye flashing. ‘Danger.’

      They had stopped overnight in an abandoned café just in front of the twin buttresses that rose up in front of them. In a backroom they had found the remains of a fire. Carl was starving, but in their haste he had forgotten to bring any food. The Gravedigger, of course, didn’t need to eat, but it did need to rest to recharge what was left of its auxiliary power.

      They had restarted the fire, and the Gravedigger had kept watch with its power turned low while Carl slept.

      In the morning they found the snow had stopped, leaving the whole of the valley a glistening white beneath the bright morning sun. Carl tied a strip of blanket he had found in the café around his head to shade his eyes, but the glare from the snow was almost painful.

      The Gravedigger led them onwards. While the robot had offered to carry him, Carl had chosen to walk so as to conserve its power. They had seen old tracks in the snow on the railway line, little more than bumps in the fresh snow, the impressions made by passing boots quickly buried.

      Some were not the shape of footprints but more irregular. Other robots had passed this way, slipping and sliding through the snow.

      ‘Stay,’ the Gravedigger said again, and moved forward through the gap between the buttresses, walking along the old railway tracks that in places had begun to appear through the snow where it had melted.

      Carl glanced up at the two towering walls on either side. The sun had sloughed the snow off the steep inner edges, revealing old concrete walls now cracked and crumbling. It would take very little to bring those down, he thought, and just hoped they lasted until he was through to the other side and the town proper.

      Ahead, Carl heard a fizzing noise and saw smoke drifting up from what had once been a surveillance camera poking out from the wall. The robot looked back and waved him forward. Carl trudged through the snow towards it, but as he reached it he noticed something different about the way the Gravedigger was watching him, the light in its eye flickering slower than usual, as if computing new data.

      ‘Are you all right, Gravedigger?’ Carl asked.

      ‘Gravedigger likes Carl,’ the robot said. ‘Gravedigger doesn’t want to hurt Carl.’

      Carl froze. ‘Are those your orders, Gravedigger?’

      The robot nodded. ‘Orders to kill Carl, other Tube Riders and Halo.’

      ‘Who is Halo?’

      ‘Gravedigger doesn’t know.’

      ‘Please don’t kill me, Gravedigger.’

      The robot’s eyes twinkled. ‘Gravedigger doesn’t want to, but orders are hard to ignore.’

      Carl didn’t quite know how to respond, so he looked up at the town in front of him. Further down the street was the little station where the train would have stopped, and beyond it a siding shed.

      ‘Are the Tube Riders here?’ Carl asked.

      The Gravedigger nodded and raised an arm up towards the mountain. Carl looked and saw for the first time a cable car slowly moving up towards a cluster of buildings built high up near the mountain’s peak.

      ‘They’re up there?’

      ‘Up there.’

      ‘We have to—’

      Carl’s voice broke off as a rattle of gunfire filled the air.
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* * *

      Marta couldn’t move. She watched helplessly as Halo stepped over Switch to stand at the very front of the battered cable car as bullets slammed into the metal around him. The old assassin raised his arms, and she saw one of the robots on the ridge stumble back.

      At first it was difficult for her to work out what was going on. The angle of the cable car meant the robots were looking down through the shattered front windows and the skylight on to them. Only Halo stood in their direct line of fire. There was no other cover, yet as a cacophony of bullets screamed in her ears and debris flew everywhere, she realised the bullets were deflecting off Halo as if he had some kind of shield around him.

      Beside her, Arthur looked up, his face pale and lined with pain. He stared at Halo as if seeing an incarnation of God.

      They can’t hurt him, he mouthed at her, his words lost in the roar of machine gun fire. He’s invincible.

      Marta had seen how Halo’s wounds could repair themselves, how he could manipulate the air to hold her immobile off the ground, but she knew he was no comic book superhero. She had been able to move, if only a little. Those long dead scientists and their mysterious technology had given him kinetic power, but he wasn’t infallible. Sooner or later a bullet would slip through.

      Almost on cue, Halo staggered, a puff of blood spraying up from his chest. He regained his composure, and up on the ridge two of the robots slammed into each other and stumbled off the edge, bouncing and tumbling down into the valley below. The arm snapped off a third, but bullets kept coming, and a moment later he staggered again.

      As the volume of gunfire decreased his voice rose over it, screaming, howling his anger up toward the approaching transmitting station. Halo was getting hit regularly now. Up on the ridge, another robot fell, but the bullets kept coming. Marta glanced down at Switch, who lay almost at Halo’s feet, and his face was grim, distraught.

      Then the cable car was cresting the ridge and angling down into the docking station. One final robot bounced backwards like a toy and tumbled off the edge. Almost as soon as it fell, Halo slumped to his knees, blood pooling at his feet.

      As the cable car drew up to the platform, Switch jumped up and dragged Halo out. Arthur rolled away and Marta helped him stand, noticing a bloody hole in his thigh where a bullet had found its mark. Together they stumbled out on to the platform as the battered cable car slid into the docking station at an off-angle and broke from the wire, crashing down to land on its side. The wire continued to move but it would only be a few minutes before the second cable car came in to dock and jammed the machinery.

      Switch had already helped Halo through the wide entrance of the transmitting station. Marta looked at Arthur and he nodded. ‘I’m okay,’ he said, although she could barely hear him because of the ringing in her ears. ‘Just a scratch.’

      It was more than a scratch, but she said nothing. They had survived, and all Marta could think about was finding a way to transmit the video and then get the hell out of Chamonix before any more military robots showed up.

      They followed the trail of blood left by Halo as Switch helped him into the complex. Halo had been here before, so he had to know where he was going. She held one of Arthur’s arms as the wounded soldier limped along beside her.

      Finally she pushed through a set of double doors into a command centre not unlike the one in the town below. In the centre was a computer console on a raised pedestal, while encircling the room were more than a dozen huge screens set high up into the walls and angled down towards them.

      Switch was standing by the pedestal, his expression grim. Slumped on the floor with his back against it, bleeding from a dozen wounds, was Halo.

      Marta knew instantly that the old assassin would never get to stand alongside them in a war to bring down the Governor, and he would never get his last wish to kill Maxim Cale himself. Halo was too hurt, too far gone. One look at the hopelessness in his face told her that the last act of his long life had been to save them.

      ‘The power’s on,’ Switch said. ‘There’s a selection of ports for all kinds of uploading formats. All we need is the right one that fits that memory card and we’re done.’

      ‘Do it,’ Halo said, coughing blood down the frayed ruin of his shirt. ‘Do it now.’

      Marta unzipped her tunic and reached into the inside pocket. She pulled out the little memory card and held it up in her hand. It was so small, so insignificant, yet the power it held was beyond what any of them could understand. Could it really start a war that would bring down the Governor? Could it really save her country from the grip of an oppressive tyrant?

      It was impossible to know, but she had to try.

      She had just started towards the pedestal when the screens around the walls flickered into life.

      ‘No,’ Halo breathed, as the milk-white face of the Governor appeared, staring down at them from every angle, a smile on his lips, his red eyes burning with triumph.

      ‘Well, well, you survived, my old friend,’ the Governor’s voice boomed out of a dozen speakers. ‘And you brought some enemies of mine to a very dangerous place.’

      ‘It’s over, Cale,’ Halo said, his voice strained. ‘Over for both of us.’

      The Governor laughed, and Marta felt a shiver pass across her back.

      ‘Oh, my old friend, how mistaken you are. It’s only over when I say it’s over. I’m afraid I still require you to complete your assigned task.’

      The Governor stepped back away from the camera, and Marta gasped. Back behind him, a young woman of about her own age hung from the wall, her arms outstretched. Metal shackles around her wrists and ankles held her body in a star shape.

      ‘No, Cale. No…’

      Switch had come over to where Marta and Arthur stood near the door. He started to put a hand up to shield Marta’s face but she pushed it away.

      ‘Valerie, my dear, say hello to your grandfather.’

      The camera zoomed in on the girl’s face. She looked up through eyes puffy from tears. Her face was bruised and blood trickled down her chin, but her eyes were strong and defiant.

      ‘Valerie!’ Halo screamed, his voice breaking. Marta found she was crying, tears streaming down her face.

      ‘Halo,’ the Governor’s voice came from off-screen. ‘It looks like you ran into a little trouble, so I guess you won’t be coming to find me after all. How sad. I was so looking forward to seeing you again.’

      ‘Cale, don’t hurt her!’

      ‘I told you to kill the Tube Riders,’ the Governor’s voice came slowly. ‘They live, which means you failed. I will give you one more chance. Kill them, and she goes free. Do it now, while I watch. Crush the life from their veins and I swear your granddaughter will be released with no further harm done to her.’

      Marta watched as Halo shook his head. ‘You are a liar and cheat, Cale,’ he said, slowly. ‘I could never have saved her. You know that. Somehow, you would have found a way.’

      The Governor laughed again. ‘I gather your answer is no? Then how about I try to persuade you? Would you like to watch your granddaughter dance?’

      There was a crackle of electricity. Valerie screamed and jerked about like a doll caught in a wind tunnel, her body twisting and contorting. Blood dribbled down her arms and over her feet where the shackles cut into her skin.

      ‘No…!’ Halo roared at the screen.

      ‘Kill them, Halo! Kill them and I’ll let her live! Come on, just for me. Just like old times! You remember how great those days were, don’t you, my old friend?’

      Valerie’s body came to rest. The camera zoomed out to show the Governor’s sadistic, grinning face. For a moment the red coals of his eyes bored into theirs, then the smile vanished, and behind him Valerie began to jerk again. ‘Kill them!’ the Governor roared. ‘Kill them, or watch her die in front of your eyes! Come on, Halo! I can make this last for hours!’

      Halo glanced first at Switch, then at Marta. For a moment she saw him consider what the Governor had said, then he threw back his head and roared, the sound as loud as the gunfire, an inhuman, feral sound. Marta heard a rumbling around them as the floor began to shake. One monitor burst in a shower of sparks, followed by another. The Governor, his face now grimacing with anger, vanished from view as the camera zoomed in again on the girl, jumping and jerking as the electricity coursed through her. Valerie’s haunting screams continued as another monitor popped.

      Halo writhed on the ground beside the pedestal. Marta watched as little geysers of blood burst out of his wounds, his body destroying itself from the inside out. Two more monitors burst, but now the sound of falling masonry came from outside. Halo, in his misery, was bringing the whole complex down as the last of his great strength fled his dying body.

      Switch, his face grim, pushed away from her, but she reached out and caught his arm. ‘Where are you going?’

      Switch held her gaze for a moment. His bad eye flickered. ‘Mercy,’ he said.
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* * *

      On the screen, Valerie’s head slumped forward, her eyes blank and lifeless. Halo screamed one final time, and the last monitor blew out. Switch pulled Halo up into a sitting position. He pulled out his knife and hauled the dying assassin up against his chest. Halo’s chest heaved and shook with misery.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he gasped. ‘You still … have time.’

      Switch leaned close to his ear. ‘I swear to you, on whatever honour that I have, that I’ll avenge her,’ he whispered.

      Halo looked up at him, his eyes bloodshot. Very slowly he nodded. Switch took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and pulled his knife across Halo’s throat. Halo’s body tensed for a moment, then went slack. As he pushed the body away, Switch waved Marta forward.

      ‘Get that memory chip uploaded before this whole fucking place comes down.’

      Marta hurried over to the console, with Arthur limping at her shoulder.

      ‘What’s done is done,’ Switch said. ‘But we still have time. Give it to me.’

      Marta held out the memory card. There were about twenty varied ports for inputting information. Switch got lucky on his third try. The screen in front of them flickered into life, and a prompt appeared in French.

      ‘Soldier boy, what the fuck does that mean?’

      Arthur limped forward, wincing with every step. He pointed at the controls on the console. ‘It’s buffering,’ he said. It’s readying the information for upload, but it has to convert the files into all the required formats to achieve the widest distribution.’

      Behind them, one of the video monitors crashed to the floor.

      ‘The whole damn mountain’s going to come down,’ Switch muttered. ‘How long is this going to take?’

      Arthur stared at him for a moment, then took a deep breath. The young soldier glanced at Marta, then pulled Switch aside, his voice dropping so Marta couldn’t hear over the rumbling of the collapsing building.

      ‘I’ll stay and make sure it works,’ he said slowly, his voice trembling. ‘There’ll be commands and neither of you understand French. Get Marta and those kids of hers out of here. Give her a chance.’

      Switch stared at him for a long moment. Then he nodded. ‘For a theatre kid you’re all right, Arthur. Thanks. I’ll do my best. I mean it. I’ll do everything I can. And if you can get to safety, do it.’

      Arthur reached out a hand. Switched grinned and shook it. ‘I hope we meet again, Switch,’ Arthur said. ‘Now go.’

      Switch turned away as Arthur limped back to the console. He grabbed Marta by the arm and pulled her back towards the door as another monitor came crashing down in front of them.

      ‘Switch, what’s going on?’

      ‘We’re done here,’ he said. ‘He’s got it, don’t worry.’

      ‘What the fuck do you mean? Arthur!’ she screamed, turning back.

      The young soldier raised a hand. ‘Someone has to stay and make sure this works. We can’t let this all be for nothing.’ He blinked away tears. ‘Don’t forget me, Marta,’ he said, eyes glistening. ‘I’ll never forget you.’

      ‘Arthur, no!’

      ‘Go, Switch,’ Arthur said. ‘You don’t have much time!’

      Marta screamed and fought against him, but Switch dragged her back through the door and slammed it shut. The hallway was a mess as the ceiling started to collapse, and he had to dodge around falling girders and chunks of masonry while pulling her along behind him. He looked back as they reached the end of the corridor and saw a whole section of roof fall down, blocking the way back into the control centre. Marta, still screaming, at last realised they couldn’t go back for Arthur and quit struggling against him. He released her and she followed him out, tears mixing with the dust kicked up by the falling building.

      Then they were outside in the air, running back toward the cable car station. Marta’s sobbing followed him as he reached the mangled mess of the two intertwined cable cars. Behind him, a huge crash signaled part of the roof falling in, but there was a bigger rumble coming from above them, higher up the mountain. Halo’s death throes had started an avalanche that at any moment could come crashing down, burying them.

      ‘It’s an old fucking ski run, right?’ he shouted at himself. ‘It’s got to keep going down, hasn’t it? Come on, Switch, what have we got to fucking work with here?’

      Finding some way to abseil down the old cable car line was out of the question. Between pillars the wire dipped and rose, meaning they’d end up hanging halfway to the next support pillar. He looked down the hill. Chamonix town spread out before him like a child’s play mat.

      He heard a crunch of metal as one of the cable cars shifted. ‘Yes!’ he shouted. ‘Help me, Marta!’

      He ran over and started pulling one of the old doors from the wreckage, which had snapped off its hinges in the crash. It was about two metres long and a metre wide. On the inside, near the top, were handles which would have been used to pull the door closed.

      ‘Come on,’ he shouted, dragging it back towards the ridge. ‘This is our ride back down.’

      Marta actually laughed, a high-pitched, hysterical sound. ‘You’ve got to be shitting me, you crazy one-eyed bastard.’

      ‘I can still see out of it,’ he laughed back. ‘It just looks fucked. Come on!’

      He didn’t give her time to object. He pulled it over to the edge of the ridge and lay down, hanging on to one of the handles. Marta lay down beside him and took the other. ‘You’re insane,’ she said. ‘You’re completely fucking crazy.’

      ‘Live together, die together,’ he muttered, and pushed off from the ridge.

      Had the snow been fresh they would have just sunk, but because the sun had spent a morning giving it a baked crust they were able to just stay afloat long enough to pick up speed down the old ski run. Above them, the mountain rumbled like a giant with indigestion, but Switch didn’t dare look back. He leaned right, then pushed Marta to lean left when they needed to turn, and they kept up just enough speed to keep moving as the slope steepened. On the way down they passed the bodies of the military robots sunk in the snow, but Switch closed his eyes each time and refused to look at them as the explosions and the rumbling of the mountain continued.

      A couple of times they fell off, gaining too much speed and overturning, but both times Switch was able to keep hold of the door to stop it spinning away downslope and stranding them. The route markings were long gone, and once they found themselves sailing off a rocky ledge before landing safely and continuing on their way.

      It was over in five minutes. The cable car door ground to a halt in the thick snow of the shallow slope behind the cable car station, and they climbed off to walk the rest of the way. Up on the mountain, the transmitting station had completely collapsed, part of it now buried in snow that had slipped off the higher part of the mountain.

      Switch put an arm around Marta’s shoulders and pulled her after him, aware of the way she was sobbing. Damn it, life didn’t give her much to work with, he thought, but at least she was alive, unlike Paul, and free of the Governor’s clutches, unlike Owen. It could be worse.

      ‘Did you see her?’ Marta sobbed, and for the first time Switch realised she wasn’t crying for Arthur. ‘She didn’t know what she’d done, Switch. She was murdered in cold blood but she didn’t know why.’

      He pulled her close and kissed the side of her head the way he thought a father would, noticing how lumps of ice had caught in the mess of her dreads like nesting snowbirds. ‘I know, I know. That was fucked up, but if ever there was a reason to keep going, that’s it. Forget about Simon, Jessica, Paul and the others, that’s what we have to stop, Marta. Shit like that. That motherfucker is going to pay for what he’s done. I swear it.’

      She nodded, but didn’t stop crying. There was only so much anyone could take. Halo had reached his limit in the transmitting station when he had been forced to watch his granddaughter die. Switch hoped he never had to face something like that. There was only one person in the world whose death could make him go insane through grief, and she was standing beside him. He had no intention of letting her out of his sight again.

      They started back down the street towards the old command centre. There was nothing left to do but get down from Chamonix to Saint Gervais and decide what to do next. If Arthur had been successful, the whole of the European Confederation would right now be tuning into a delightful video of Mega Britain’s Department of Civil Affairs executing the EC’s ambassador.

      ‘Switch,’ Marta said at his shoulder. He felt her lift her head. ‘Is that who I think it is? My god, it can’t be.’

      Far up the street, a young man was running towards them, waving a hand over his head. He was thin, wearing only a light jacket, and his blonde hair shone like the sun.

      ‘I don’t fucking believe it,’ Switch muttered, feeling a sudden sense of warmth for the first time in days. ‘It’s Farmer Boy! Carl!’

      Every so often Carl slipped in the snow or wobbled like a bad skater before righting himself. When he reached them he doubled over breathlessly, his hands on his knees. He looked up at them and grinned. His hair was all sticking up, and his cheeks were rosy, cherubic. He looked like a choirboy on Christmas Day.

      ‘Fancy seeing you guys here,’ he gasped. ‘I hope you’re both all right. Quickly, we don’t have much time.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You’ve got to be shitting me,’ Switch muttered. From somewhere back in the streets came the sound of more gunfire.

      ‘Come on,’ Carl said. ‘The Gravedigger got the train to work. Hurry!’

      They turned and sprinted after Carl. Glancing back, Switch saw the first robots stepping into view.

      ‘And there I was thinking things were getting better,’ he muttered as he ran.
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      ‘Get rid of her,’ the Governor growled at the two DCA agents standing to attention. ‘Anywhere. Throw her in the Thames for all I care.’

      The two agents nodded and began to take Valerie down from where she hung crucified from the metal shackles. Her body was scorched with burn marks, and her head hung forward over her chest, her hair creating a fan down as far as her thighs.

      Wasted, the Governor thought. He’d kept her alive, and in the end Halo had managed the ultimate betrayal, that of his own family. I should never have let him out, but it’s too late now. What’s done is done.

      He headed for the door, and a few minutes later found himself down in Mika Ando’s office. The computer expert was still frantically tapping away at the screen.

      ‘How bad?’ he asked.

      ‘I couldn’t block it all,’ she said. ‘I tried, but some frequencies still got out.’

      ‘How much, damn it? How much of the EC saw that video?’

      ‘About forty percent,’ she said. ‘Most of France and Holland, about a quarter of Germany. The Med countries were less than ten percent, but Scandinavia saw rates of sixty percent in some areas, as low as twenty in others. In other words, enough. And it’ll certainly go viral.’

      The Governor felt a terrible rage building inside him. Chairs smashed against the walls, and on one side of the room a desk folded in on itself with the dull snapping of plastic. Mika, seemingly unalarmed, just raised an eyebrow. ‘But it could have been worse,’ she said.

      ‘Are they dead?’

      ‘The Tube Riders?’

      He slammed a fist down on the table top, making it crack and making Mika jump. ‘Who the hell else would I mean?’

      For the first time she appeared a little shaken. ‘There are still many robots in the vicinity. I’ve ordered all available units to shoot any human on sight.’

      The Governor nodded wearily. ‘So,’ he said. ‘It has come to pass. I appreciate your work, Ms Ando. I think it is likely I will have need of you in the coming months as we prepare for war. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go and speak with Farrell Soars.’

      Anger, resentment, and hatred flooded through the Governor’s mind as he made his way back up to his offices. They would not win, he refused to allow it. The EC would be taking note but would they dare act? Would they dare to attack the state he had built?

      ‘You want a war, I’ll give you a damn war,’ the Governor said, his jaw set, his blazing, fiery eyes defiant. ‘Come on, I dare you.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Train

        

      

    
    
      The Gravedigger stood on the platform beside the quaint little tourist train. On each of its three carriages was a chipped and faded painting of a mountain vista. While the train was dirty and rusty now, it had once been a jovial little thing, carrying large groups of tourists up through the valleys of Chamonix to the town and ski resorts.

      ‘The power was on,’ Carl said. ‘We tried to find a way to drive it, but it’s automatic, controlled here in the station rather than onboard.’

      ‘So we can’t drive it?’ Marta asked.

      ‘No,’ Carl said. ‘We start it going from the controls in the station office, get on, and then wait until it gets down into the valley. We have no control over it.’

      ‘Better than nothing,’ Switch said, pushing Marta through one of the open doors. ‘Let’s hurry up, eh.’

      ‘The Gravedigger will set it going,’ Carl said. ‘It’s not very fast, so he’ll be able to get on.’

      The Gravedigger’s good eye twinkled. It walked into a room set back from the platform and a moment later the train started to move, creeping along at first but gradually picking up speed. The robot came running out of the control room and jumped in through the doors.

      ‘Get down on the floor,’ Carl said. ‘We saw a whole bunch of other robots.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Switch said as the train crept up to a little more than walking pace. ‘If I tried to tube ride this piece of shit I think I’d feel a little short changed.’

      Marta rolled her eyes at him and climbed down off her seat to lie down beside Carl, but Switch crouched by the door and peered out. ‘They’re all around,’ he said. ‘Holy shit. Like those ones we saw up on the mountain, and others too. Good god, where did they all come from?’

      ‘The Governor sent them,’ Carl said. ‘That’s how we knew to come here. ‘The Gravedigger got given an order. He was told to kill us.’

      ‘Gravedigger orders to kill Tube Riders,’ the robot said. ‘But Gravedigger likes Tube Riders.’

      Marta gave a weak smile. ‘It’s good that someone does,’ she said. ‘Thank you, Gravedigger.’

      ‘Fuck’s sake, doesn’t it go any faster?’ Switch said. ‘They’re gaining on us. Should I get out and push?’

      The train was moving along at the speed of a light jog. Snow piled up on the tracks was slowing it down, but Switch didn’t think it would go much faster on a clear day. It was designed for sightseeing, not for speed.

      The twin buttresses that created an entrance tunnel into Chamonix came into view. Switch ducked down as he saw a group of the military robots step out on to the street just a hundred metres away. If they could run they’d be on board the train in a couple of minutes. Halo was gone now. They had no way to defend themselves.

      ‘Oh, Christ,’ Switch muttered. He saw what looked like Blythe step out of a building, roar with laughter, and beat its chest with its huge fists. ‘Fuck, this just gets worse. That one is the same as the motherfucker who murdered Paul.’

      They had just entered the buttresses when the first round of gunfire struck the back of the train.

      ‘Down!’ Switch shouted, although Marta and Carl were already lying flat on the floor of the carriage. He crawled to the back and peered out through the window in the back door. ‘We’ve been spotted,’ he said. ‘Isn’t there a way to make this fucking thing go faster?’

      ‘It’s electric,’ Carl said. ‘This is it.’

      In fact, the train appeared to be slowing down. Where snow had sloughed off the steep sides of the buttress walls it lay thicker than elsewhere in the town, and the train was struggling to push through it as the snow piled up at the front. There was a very real chance that the train would stop entirely and the robots would reach them.

      ‘We might have to run,’ Switch said. ‘They’ve entered the tunnel. Good God, there are dozens of the bastards.’

      ‘Gravedigger solve problem,’ the robot said. It walked over to the carriage doors and pushed them open.

      ‘Gravedigger! Where are you going?’ Carl shouted. ‘Come back!’

      ‘Gravedigger is not a Tube Rider,’ the robot said. ‘Robots will not shoot at Gravedigger.’

      ‘But why are you going? We need you here to fight for us. Please!’

      The train had slowed to a crawl. Glancing back, Switch saw the robots were gaining. At least half were the black military ones they had seen up on the ridge, but there were numerous others, including two that looked like Blythe. Switch didn’t ever want to see that monster again, but here he was, faced with two of them. He ducked down as another hail of gunfire hit the back of the train.

      ‘Gravedigger’s power is low,’ the robot said to Carl. ‘It’s time for Gravedigger to dig Gravedigger’s own grave. Goodbye Carl. Goodbye … friend.’

      The boy jumped up and threw his arms around the robot’s neck. Switch couldn’t help but feel a little softened by the emotion of the occasion, while Marta was openly crying.

      ‘I’ll never forget you,’ Carl said.

      ‘Gravedigger never forget Carl,’ the robot said, it’s eye twinkling. ‘Carl make Gravedigger feel … human.’

      Then it was gone, stepping down into the snow and slipping behind as the train pushed its way forwards.

      Switch watched as the robot walked back towards the others. It had been right, none of them fired on it. Beside him, Carl and Marta had also gathered, and together they watched as the train reached the end of the buttresses and began to push its way out of the drift into lighter snow.

      The other robots had reached the Gravedigger, and some of them were walking past, when the battered old robot lifted its head up and a burst of light shot out of its remaining eye, cracking into the rock about halfway up. Further blasts followed, then it turned and fired on the other side.

      None of the robots seemed to be paying attention as first a few rocks, then larger pieces of concrete, and finally several hundred tons of packed earth and snow began to rain down on them, knocking them to the ground, crushing them, burying them.

      As the robots were engulfed one by one, the Gravedigger turned back to the train as it began to accelerate away, and lifted a hand in goodbye. Then one buttress collapsed completely, and the robot disappeared beneath a rush of rock and snow.

      ‘Damn it,’ Carl muttered. Marta put an arm around one of his shoulders from one side, and Switch from the other. Then the three of them pulled each other close, searching for comfort in each other’s arms.

      Free of the worst of the snow, the train began to accelerate away.
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* * *

      Dusk had fallen by the time the train turned the last corner and they saw the lights of Saint Gervais appear below them. During the two hours the train had spent trundling down through the snow, Switch had discovered an emergency brake near the front of the first carriage, and as they came up to the old terminus he pulled the lever, bringing the train to a screeching halt.

      The three of them jumped down and made their way wearily down towards the Saint Gervais mainline station.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Carl asked.

      ‘Head back to Paris for a start,’ Marta said, giving a weak shrug. ‘Perhaps we could hide out there for a while, at least until we see whether or not the video was really broadcasted.’

      ‘And then we go back,’ Switch said.

      ‘Back?’

      ‘To Mega Britain.’

      Carl raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you sure? We don’t have to. We could just head south.’

      Switch shook his head. ‘Yes, we do. That’s our country that’s being stolen away. I’ve made promises I intend to keep, one way or another. We go back, and we set things right, if we can.’

      ‘Live together, die together,’ Marta said.

      Carl nodded. ‘Live together, die together.’

      ‘I’ll find out when the next train is coming,’ Switch said. ‘When it stops we can just climb on the back, stow away. Not like we haven’t done it a thousand times, now, is it?’

      Marta managed a smile. ‘Sounds like a plan.’
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* * *

      As Switch went off to sneak a look at the train timetable, Marta left Carl with his thoughts by the tracks and went off on her own for a while. She needed to clear her head, to get over what had happened in the last few hours. She hadn’t yet had time to really say goodbye to Paul, and now she had to grieve for Arthur. Whether she had loved him or not, it didn’t matter, he had made the ultimate sacrifice, and she owed him a moment, a place in her memory. He had joined the list now, of her friends and family dead and gone. So many lost, so many to avenge, so many to fight for.

      She wandered back through the old train yard, past several battered, rusty hulks, and into a tall wooden shed which stank of engine oil and damp. She sat down on a wooden platform and put her head in her hands to catch her thoughts. A low rustling sound that might have been the wind drifted through the loose wooden boards, and she closed her eyes, letting it calm her.

      She was actually thinking of her brother Leo, when she realised the rustling sound was breathing.

      Her eyes snapped open. Someone was sleeping in the darkness nearby, a tramp, perhaps. Thinking to leave the person alone, Marta stood up to leave, but at that moment a car drove past on the road outside and its lights flickered through gaps in the wooden boards, illuminating the sleeping person’s face.

      Marta froze, feeling suddenly cold all over.

      Dreggo.

      She glanced around quickly, looking for Huntsmen, but there were none to be seen. Her heart was pounding loud enough, she thought, to wake the sleeping monster who had murdered her brother.

      She looked around her for a weapon. There, lying on the ground not far away, was a small piece of discarded steel railway track, about half a metre long.

      Marta crept across to it and hefted it in her hands. It was heavy, but tube riding had made her strong. Dreggo, partly covered with a thick blanket, was still sleeping, and Marta crept closer, the piece of track held above her head. One blow would do it, a clean one to Dreggo’s face or neck. A couple to follow it up before the girl could rouse herself, and it would be over.

      Dreggo, she saw, as the lights of another passing car briefly illuminated the girl, was a ruin. One side of her face was a mass of scar tissue, while the rags that covered her body bulged with the misshapes of her deformed body. I’ll be doing her a favour, Marta thought. No one needs to live like that.

      She gritted her teeth and lifted the length of track above her head—

      (No)

      —and paused, a whisper in the back of her mind stopping her from delivering the killing blow.

      I’m not like you. The day I watched you kill my brother, after the government had made him a monster, I would have gutted you. But that day is passed. I’m stronger than you, stronger than you’ll ever be. One day, Dreggo, but not today. Not like this.

      She lowered the piece of track and propped it up against the wall beside Dreggo’s head, so that Dreggo would see it when she woke. Then, taking a piece of gravel from the ground at Dreggo’s feet, she scraped a message in the oily dirt next to the girl’s face.

      When she was done she looked down at the sleeping girl, and could only feel pity. What humanity Dreggo had once possessed was gone.

      Marta turned to leave, but movement caught her eye. She froze, heart stopping in her throat. A tall, thin shadow stood by the shed’s entrance, its silhouetted head turned towards her. Something bloody hung from one hand, and she heard a low rumbling sound, like the growl of an angry dog.

      Marta’s heart thundered like a train battering over the rails. The piece of track was just behind her, but even if she could grab it in time she had no chance. The Huntsman could kill her with ease, weapon or not.

      A funny feeling came over Marta. Am I even still here? she thought. Or is this all just a dream and I’m actually sleeping on a train somewhere?

      For long seconds they faced off, waiting for the other to move. Although the Huntsman stood in shadow, Marta saw it was naked besides a leather waistcoat, and realised that what she had thought was a blanket covering Dreggo had been its robe. She couldn’t see its face clearly, but she noticed how its head swung almost imperceptibly towards Dreggo then back to Marta.

      It knows how defenseless she is. It’s trying to decide if I’m a threat.

      She felt power growing inside her, pushing her shoulders back, tightening her muscles, hardening her resolve. She stood up straight, feeling as tall as a church tower. The Huntsman seemed to grow smaller, weaker, its own power failing. Taking a slow, deep breath, she took a step forward, then another, aware that with one lunge it could gut her and tear her apart. It could be over in seconds, but the Huntsman didn’t move. She was certain that the growl came from the creature now, like a nervous dog, and as she got closer and her eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw that although its teeth were bared, its human eyes were watching her with a deep intelligence.

      ‘You love her, don’t you?’ she whispered.

      The Huntsman just watched her. Very slowly, Marta lifted a hand and reached up towards the creature, cupping the side of its face. She could feel human skin fusing into the furry snout of a dog.

      ‘My brother was like you,’ she said. ‘Taken by the government. Taken from his family. We’re not enemies, you and I.’

      The Huntsman stopped growling. For a moment a tongue flicked out over her skin just like a dog’s would, licking at its owner’s hand.

      ‘She’s weak,’ Marta said. ‘And I will kill her if you follow us. Let us go. This is not about us, or about you. It’s about all of us against them. Keep her safe and maybe you really can save her.’

      She lowered her hand. As another car flashed by she saw a tear bulge in the Huntsman’s eye and trickle down its cheek.

      Marta gave the creature one last smile and turned away, walking back through the siding towards the platform. She didn’t look back.

      Her own words echoed in her head: it’s about all of us against them.

      She didn’t think she’d ever said anything truer.
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* * *

      Back by the platform, Carl and Switch were waiting.

      ‘There you are, damn it,’ Switch said. ‘We were just about to send out a search party. We have like a minute before a sleeper bound for Paris comes through. If we’re lucky we can bust our way in and we might even be able to get a bit of kip. Are you all right? You look like shit.’

      Marta forced a smile, knowing inside that she could never tell Switch what had happened. ‘Don’t I always?’ she said. ‘I’m fine. That would be grand, wouldn’t it? A bit of sleep? I don’t think I’ve ever needed to sleep more.’

      They all looked up as the blaring of a horn announced the train’s arrival into the station. Marta looked from Switch to Carl and back again.

      We’re still standing, she thought. We’re still standing, and we’re not done yet.

      As the train pulled to a stop, they jumped up on to the back and slipped into a quiet space between carriages, where they hoped that, finally, they could rest.
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* * *

      Dreggo opened her eyes. Heyna was crouched beside her, shaking her shoulder. Beside the Huntsman was the bloody remains of another animal, and he had already relit their fire, ready to cook it.

      ‘Tube Riders,’ the Huntsman said.

      Dreggo sat up, her eyes clearing. ‘Where?’

      Heyna pointed to the wooden platform beside Dreggo’s head.

      We’ll meet again had been scratched into the grime.

      The stench of Marta Banks was all around her, rancid and foul.

      ‘Did you see her?’ she asked.

      After a momentary pause that might have been misunderstanding, the Huntsman shook his head. He pointed at the bloody carcass.

      ‘No matter. Their time will come, I can assure you.’

      The girl had come upon her in the night while Heyna had been hunting. How vulnerable Dreggo must have been, but Marta Banks had spared her life and left her this mocking little message.

      ‘You bitch,’ Dreggo muttered. ‘You’re right, we will meet again. And if I come across you in the dark, there’ll be no messages.’

      She stared out into the darkness, her heart filled with hate. Somewhere not far away, she heard a train pulling out of the station, accelerating away towards the north.
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      As the train pulled off on the next stage of its journey towards London, Marta, Switch, and Carl climbed up from beneath the platform and jogged off into the dark fields surrounding the small coastal town of Dover.

      They had hidden out in Paris for a week, moving every evening to a different location that Switch scouted during the day. Marta had taken responsibility for finding out if trains still ran through the Channel Tunnel and how they could stowaway on board. Carl had been responsible for finding food. Returning one day with a plastic container of stew it appeared someone had cooked for him, he had just grinned and claimed he got lucky. Marta didn’t need to ask, nor did she say anything about the oak clawboard that she suddenly noticed him carrying around. She couldn’t remember seeing it after they left Chamonix, but perhaps her mind had been elsewhere…

      It had not been easy to find a way to hide on one of the trains. The trains passed through infrequently now that Europe was on a war footing in the wake of the mass public viewing of a video that appeared to show the assassination of the EC ambassador in the corridors of an old London Underground station. The few trains that still ran ferried EC officials out of Mega Britain and deported British workers back in.

      Crammed into a space between the wheels and the bottom of the carriage, it had been an unpleasant journey through the noisy, smelly tunnel, but one that had been mercifully short.

      They didn’t speak until they were a few hundred metres from the station, away from any guards that might be patrolling the area.

      ‘We made it,’ Switch said without a hint of excitement. ‘Home sweet fucking home.’

      Carl gave a tired grin. ‘I can’t say whether I’m happy about it or not. I guess it depends on what happens next.’

      Marta put a hand over her belly. She couldn’t be certain, but she thought there might be a bump there that hadn’t been noticeable a few days before. ‘First, I want to find somewhere safe to have my babies,’ she said. ‘And then, when the time is right, we stand up, and we fight. We fight … and we win.’

      Switch nodded. ‘Couldn’t have put it better myself,’ he said.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Marta said. She took one of Switch’s hands in hers, and one of Carl’s with the other. Together, they crept off into the night.
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      The orderly seemed rather overawed to be in the presence of Maxim Cale, Lord Governor of Mega Britain. Every few seconds he glanced over his shoulder to check that the Governor was still following, as if the country’s leader might be playing some ridiculous game of hide and seek.

      ‘We’re nearly there,’ the man said, in a voice so high-pitched it was almost musical. ‘It’s just up ahead.’

      The Governor said nothing. He had long since begun to filter out the man’s road commentary into a section of his mind reserved for the inane. He didn’t need to know where he was going because he could feel the pull. Like magnetism, it was the pull of a hundred years of waiting, of never giving up hope. It was the pull of success, and it was the pull of welcoming.

      The thing was up ahead, in the unloading bay next to the landed spacecraft. After dozens of failures his scientists had at last got the specifications correct, and the craft had returned from orbit with his lost treasure. The Governor had wasted no time in authorizing Farrell Soars, the grim-faced Commander in Chief of the DCA, to divert all space program funds into the military and the research labs. The fuel would be used to launch long-grounded warplanes and the technology to arm what was left of his regular army. Perhaps the irritating rebellion could finally be put out of its misery.

      Like a cherished lover returned from the grave, he could hear the thing calling him. The sound was sweet, like the wind in the trees in his garden at springtime, like the gurgle of a stream trickling over rocks. The thing knew he was coming. It had been waiting for him too.

      ‘Just around this corner,’ the orderly said again, almost jogging to keep ahead of the Governor’s huge strides. ‘We’re about there.’

      He’s terrified, the Governor thought. He hears it, and it frightens him. It used to frighten so many, but never me. I was never afraid of it, and for that it loved me.

      The orderly paused in front of a tall pair of double doors, and for a moment a memory flashed into the Governor’s mind of a room like this so many decades before, when he had stepped out of a bloody nightmare to begin his own journey of destiny.

      It was almost complete.

      ‘Go,’ the Governor said, and the orderly turned and ran, not looking back.

      At last. At long last.

      He closed his eyes and pushed with his mind. When he opened them, the doors stood wide, welcoming him in.

      The unloading bay was deserted, as he had instructed it to be. The orderly was the only other person in this wing of the complex. The directors of his space program had wanted to be here with him, had wanted to walk in circles around the thing, waving clipboards and telling him what they had begun to surmise from it … but he had waved their requests away. No one was to go near it. Farrell Soars was in the process of assembling every man and woman who had been on board the space mission or had been in contact with the thing since the ship’s return. They would all be dead before nightfall.

      It stood in the middle of the room. More beautiful than he remembered, awash with glittering, shimmering colour, but much smaller than it had once seemed. Of course, he had been just a boy then.

      He could feel its warmth from the doorway, like a summer breeze on his face. Images had begun to fill his mind too, nothing distinct, just flashes of colour and shape. As he moved closer they became stronger and more vivid, hallucinations and dream sequences, some he recognised as part of his own life, some that were totally alien: shapes and landscapes and faces that he had never known, that no human had ever known. He had seen men driven mad before they got within twenty feet of the thing, but they were fools. They hadn’t understood that it wasn’t designed to cause pain.

      It was designed to heal.

      He didn’t know what it was. He had never known, but he knew what it could do. It could turn an idiot into a genius or a broken man into a whole man again. It could make you strong, or grant you all of your desires if you only believed and gave yourself over to it in spiritual sacrifice. He had embraced it once when it had destroyed so many others, and it had protected him, loved him, turning a weak, lonely Algerian boy into the most powerful man on Earth.

      He had believed, and he had been rewarded.

      ‘I still believe in you,’ he whispered. ‘I have searched for you so many years, and now you are finally returned to me.’

      As he got within a few feet of it, the edges of the thing became less distinct. From a distance it resembled a block of water standing freely in the air, but up close it became more of a cloud, its edges blending into the air around it, sparking off little fingers of colour.

      The scientists who would later take him from his family had dug it out of the snowy wastes of Siberia. Trapped in the ruins of something vast and decayed, it had been a beacon of life adrift amidst an ocean of death, and they had cut it out like a still-beating heart from a cold, frozen corpse.

      He lifted a hand, reaching for it, and saw the nearest surface shimmer in response.

      Hello, Massi.

      He started. How many years since he had been called by that name?

      I have missed you.

      ‘And I have missed you too,’ he said aloud. He had never known if the voices were real, or just his own mind playing tricks on him. It didn’t matter. Whatever they were, wherever they came from, they were back.

      His fingers touched the edge of the thing, and a tingle of electrical current shivered through his body. There was a momentary resistance, like the surface tension on a pond, then his hand vanished into the gelatinous substance. As his arm entered up to his elbow the inside became translucent, and he saw his arm shimmering as if he were looking into part of one of his dreams. No longer dark brown as it had once been, or pure white as it had become, it was a multitude of colours shifting and moving, as if his very skin were a rainbow wrapped around bone.

      What would you ask of me?

      He smiled. ‘You haven’t changed at all, have you? Timeless, as always.’

      What would you ask, Massi?

      He took a deep breath. ‘As always, the same. To be strong, to control, to see.’

      Then enter.

      He did.
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* * *

      The world flowed around him, ribbons of colour wrapping him like an infinite birthday gift, every one of them seeping into his skin, dissolving into him until he was one with them, and they were complete. He saw the history of everything that had been and was yet to come flow through his mind in an instant like a gigantic, thundering train, heard the thoughts of ten billion people both dead and yet to live in a single instantaneous roar. He saw his own soul turned inside out, laid bare, pulled apart, and knitted back together again. He saw who he was, what he had been, what he wanted to be, and what he could have been, and every single thread of possible life blended together into one single flowing force, Massi’s force, Maxim’s force, the Governor’s force.

      He saw himself. And he saw what wasn’t himself. The two were separate. And the two were one. He saw and he was seen and he was unseen; he was made and he was unmade and he was never made. He was everything. And he was nothing.

      And when it became too much to bear, when he felt that his very fibres were beginning to unravel, he forced feeling into his feet and bid them move, hauling him out of that place. It felt like infinity, and it felt like no time at all.
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* * *

      He opened his eyes, but the light in the room hurt so he closed them again. His skin seemed to be tingling too, so he crawled to the wall and switched off the bright overhead lights, then sat with his back against the cold stone as he watched the thing, sitting as it did in the centre of the room and seeming to contain the entire night sky.

      He remembered the scientists in that long ago place had tied ropes to the wrists and ankles of their test subjects because no one ever came out alive. He had been the first, the one they had called Maxim, the first to step inside the thing unaided and retain enough of his sanity to make his own way out.

      His head spun, but his body felt powerful despite the soreness of his skin. And when he closed his eyes and concentrated, he could feel them, his people. At first he would only be able to feel the weak—the old, the destitute, and the very young, but over time his power would grow. Soon he would be able to see them all.

      And if he could see them, he could control them.

      And if he could control them, he could finally exact his revenge.
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      Roberts always thought of it as a killing wind.

      It was one of those days when the turbines spun so fast he thought the huge blades might just snap off the uprights and go dancing across the countryside, ripping up everything in their path like a plough tearing up a grassy field. It was unsafe to have them operating in such weather, when the wind was so strong it could strip the skin off your face. Roberts knew it, Millard knew it, and Darik knew it too. Of course, they had no say in the matter, they just made sure the right buttons got pressed at the right times.

      ‘Answer your fucking intercom, Darik,’ Roberts shouted into his own as he made his way out across the field towards the main gate half a mile distant. He could see the lights on in the gatehouse just outside the perimeter fence, the little room Darik thought of as his nest, alone with the dirty magazines and the poor quality videos he didn’t think Roberts or Millard knew about. They’d long ago found the compartment in the wall behind the shelving unit where he hid his stash, but what did it matter? Darik had no one waiting for him at home. Roberts and Millard turned a blind eye to his blatant fixing of the gatehouse duty roster so he could enjoy his few moments of fun, and they didn’t care so long as he answered his damn intercom on time.

      Roberts bit his tongue, severing several insults before they could be spat out. All communication was recorded. The wind farm was so important that if the Department of Civil Affairs felt the maintenance crew was neglecting their duty they’d be shot, or worse, just disappear, maybe to show up somewhere else a few years down the line as something like that monster they kept chained up in the cellar.

      ‘If you’re just tossing off in there I’ll gut you, Darik,’ Roberts muttered, shoving his intercom back into his jacket pocket and hurrying off down the gentle slope. ‘And then Millard and me’ll make a damn fire out of your stash.’

      He couldn’t help but look out across the field of wind turbines as he walked, hundreds upon hundreds of them lined up in irregular rows. They came in all shapes and sizes depending on how old they were. Some of the oldest were just fifty metres tall, but the largest was the second tallest free-standing structure in the country after the DCA Headquarters in London, just topping three hundred metres when the blades were at the highest point of their cycle. The thing was a dirty grey monstrosity, but each turn of those hundred metre-wide twin blades created enough juice to light a small town for a night. While during daylight hours Roberts was overawed by how the acres and acres of turbines had turned a beautiful Scottish moor into a metallic cesspit, at night, with the lights that shone from the ends of each turbine’s blades to warn off the planes that no longer flew through Mega Britain’s skies, the view was almost pretty.

      Rather like a fairground, Roberts thought wryly, pulling the intercom back out of his pocket to give Darik one last chance.

      ‘Come on,’ he muttered. ‘If you’re having a joke on me, Darik, your ass is as good as whipped.’
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* * *

      Darik, his hands tied to the armrests of his chair, looked up into the eyes of the young girl with the knife. ‘Listen, you little whore,’ he growled. ‘You’re not going to kill me and I’m not going to tell you where the generator is. So go fuck yourself, or untie me and let me do it for you.’

      Darik grunted as she backhanded him across the face. ‘Such kind words. I’m quite happy to torture the information out of you—’

      ‘Brete! There’s another one coming down the hill.’

      The girl glanced up at her companion. Carl Weston was standing by the window that looked upslope towards the drab two-storey building they assumed was the command centre. He had a rucksack slung over his shoulder. Poking out of the top corner was a shiny black clawboard.

      Brete looked back at the man, whose jacket identified him as Amir Darik, First Engineer, Clearance ID 3791AA4. She absorbed this information in a photographic second, then without a word she slammed the butt of her knife on to the back of his right hand, making his fingers flex outwards. She spun the knife in the air, caught it as it descended then stabbed the point down through the bone of his forefinger, pinning it to the chair.

      Darik screamed.

      ‘I trust you’re right-handed? Gotta be a bit of a bitch to work with that. Next one…’ She jerked the knife free and slammed it down on to Darik’s middle finger. This time the angle of the blade sheared off the tip of his finger.

      ‘Holy crap, God damn it, I’ll tell you, I’ll … tell you…!’

      ‘Where’s the main generator?’

      ‘Warehouse fourteen … it’s beside the shift barracks, but the generator room is underground.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      With a bored sigh the girl raked the knife across Darik’s throat and jumped back as blood made a fan down across his chest. She grinned, wiped the knife on the seat of a nearby chair, and slid it back into a sheath on her belt.

      ‘Did you have to do that?’ Carl said. ‘I mean, we could have just left him tied up.’

      The girl cocked her head. ‘Carl, you’re far too soft to be a revolutionary.’

      As he forced a smile the window behind him exploded, showering him with glass. He dived to the ground, rolling and sitting up against the wall beneath the window. Brete dropped down behind a chair.

      ‘Shit. We’ve been spotted. What now?’

      ‘You’re the Tube Rider, you tell me.’

      A smile lit up his boyish face. With his fair hair, warm eyes and a rare kindness, Carl was easy to love. Brete, at times still starstruck in his presence—he was a Tube Rider, after all—had been building up to confessing her feelings for weeks. Tomorrow I’ll tell him, she thought. Just gotta make sure we don’t die today.

      Carl reached into his bag and pulled out a small remote charge. He tapped a couple of buttons and pressed it to the wall below the window. ‘We have exactly a minute,’ he said, ‘before the fireworks start.’

      Crouching low, he ran towards her, and together they hurried for the door. Darik, clearly not the brightest star in the night sky, had answered to a simple knock. A swing of Carl’s clawboard had done the rest.

      Outside, the outer perimeter fence loomed, rising twenty metres in front of them. Fully electrified and three layers thick, it presented a considerable challenge to most would-be intruders. However, for Carl, getting inside wasn’t the problem; it was where to go once they were in there. Haste was everything; the wind farm seemed almost unguarded, but it wouldn’t stay that way for long. Their reports claimed it provided more than half of Mega Britain’s electrical power. A breach of security would bring every government man in a ten mile radius to the farm within minutes.

      Through the fence she saw the man Carl had spotted drop out of sight. Carl’s hand closed over her wrist and jerked her down to the grass beside him.

      ‘You trying to give him target practice or something? He’s not likely to miss twice.’ He grinned, and she felt a little tremble in her chest. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s get clear.’

      Half crouched, half running, they headed for the nearest stand of trees.
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* * *

      Someone was inside the gatehouse, and it wasn’t Darik. Roberts reached for the gun on his belt and dropped to the ground, leaning his arms on a divot in front of him to take aim. Standing just outside the fence, the gatehouse was a single storey concrete bunker beside the entrance road, set so low to the ground it looked like it had sunk. Two windows were set into the back, and through them Roberts saw someone walking around. Darik was fat and short; this person was tall and thin.

      The intercom was down, and the gatehouse was off limits to anyone except the three of them.

      It was a breach.

      A face appeared at the window, looking upslope towards him. Roberts, who had done some combat training earlier in his career and was still forced to sit through a yearly refresh, didn’t hesitate. He pointed the gun and fired.

      He’d got slow and lazy and his aim was a fraction off. He hit the window but missed the intruder, who dived out of sight amid the shattering glass. He crawled forward a little further, dropped on to his belly again and squinted. Was that Darik tied to a chair? Why was his head slumped forward?

      He lifted the intercom to his mouth and pressed the activation switch. ‘Millard. We’ve got a security breach. Code A fucking A. They’re in the gatehouse. Darik might be dead. You know what you have to do.’

      The intercom crackled. ‘Are you serious?’

      Roberts wished he wasn’t. He wished with all his heart that this was just a prank to liven up another dull evening. He took a deep breath. ‘Code AA. Release that thing and get to a safe location. As your superior officer that’s an order.’

      There was a short pause. Roberts knew the thought of going down into that cellar was bad enough to make Millard consider mutiny, but then he heard a grunt of affirmation. ‘Yes, sir. As you say.’

      It was a last resort, one they’d never needed to use. He’d always hoped it would never come to this, but the truth was the country had been in upheaval for some time. Perhaps it was inevitable.

      He lifted his gun and looked back towards the gatehouse again, just as a huge whump followed a ball of fire into the air. He shielded his eyes against the glare of the burning building and ducked his head down into the comforting damp of the grass.
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* * *

      ‘Wow, look at that!’ Carl shouted. ‘I didn’t realise they were so powerful.’

      Brete frowned. ‘You must have missed the tests my dad did. Come on, let’s get inside and get this over with.’

      Carl pulled the clawboard out of his backpack. ‘Right. Hang on.’ He pressed a button on the back and a wire shot out of a hole in the black casing. A tiny electromagnetic pad attached itself to the top of one of the fence support poles and the wire pulled taut. Brete wrapped her arms around Carl’s shoulders and squealed with excitement as he pressed another button and they were pulled up off the ground. Carl grinned. He often forgot she was just fifteen. She was younger than he had been when he first became a Tube Rider.

      As the wire pulled them in against the support post, Carl kicked off from the top, pressing the wire release at the same time. In two jumps they had abseiled to the base of the pillar. Carl released the electromagnet, and the wire retracted into the casing with a sharp fizz. Carl pressed another button, and carbon fibre sheets slid out of the top and bottom edges of the clawboard to make a circular shield. As they dropped to the ground he heard something ping off the outer edge. ‘You bugger,’ he muttered, rolling so he faced upslope with the clawboard shield held out in front of them. Brete lay tucked into his side.

      Another button caused a searing bright light to illuminate a section of the hillside above them. From further up the slope he heard an angry grunt.

      ‘I’ll take out the command centre,’ Brete said, nudging him in the ribs with her elbow. ‘Meet you at the generator building.’

      Then she was gone, slipping away from him, taking the warmth of her body and leaving only the chill of the wind, disappearing into the night while the light still blinded the man entrenched further up the slope.

      For a second Carl watched her go. ‘Be careful,’ he whispered. The girl was a hothead but one of the bravest people he’d ever met. She’d grown up in the shadow of the revolution, and considered her life expendable to the greater cause, something he really wished she didn’t. Brete meant—

      Another bullet ricocheted off the outer casing of the clawboard shield. With Brete out of sight, Carl killed the light and rolled away downslope, back towards the gatehouse, hoping he could make it to the fence without being seen.

      The explosion had knocked out the power generator in the gatehouse, and with it the fence’s electricity. As darkness returned, Carl scrambled away, heading along the base of the fence towards the nearest windmills. Among them he’d have cover.

      Behind him he heard the sound of another bullet ricocheting off the outer wall of the gatehouse, and he knew he’d got away.
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* * *

      ‘Asshole,’ Phil Millard muttered as he tapped in the keycode that would let him into the cellar under the command centre. ‘Commanding officer, my butthole. You’re a coward and an asshole, Roberts.’

      Feeding the damn thing was bad enough, but letting it out…

      They’d never had a Code AA before. It meant a man was down and that the security and continued safe operation of the wind farm had been compromised. It meant they had to take emergency measures, or as Millard called it, open up a can of really bad fucking news for whoever might have broken in.

      The door swung open, and immediately the stench struck him. In his haste Millard had forgotten his mask, but it was too late to go back for it now. He descended a flight of stairs to a thick metal door. A hand sensor on the wall to the right gave the shift workers access, but Millard ignored it. Each shift worker was assigned a day according to their duty on the roster, and Millard’s day this week was Wednesday. Today was Tuesday. Instead, Millard flicked open a little panel on its lower side and began to input the long and complicated Code AA override. After two failed attempts the door beeped and hissed open.

      As he stepped inside he glanced down at his intercom, wondering why this job had to fall to him. Besides Roberts and Darik there were two other men on their shift, McCarthy and Schules, who were currently out on patrol among the windmills. Neither had answered his call. Adam Schules, a computer engineer, was a hard worker, young and too good for this shithole, but Ben McCarthy, their hydraulics expert, was an old shark who had no doubt cajoled Schules into taking a quick detour into a hanger somewhere. Right now they were probably blissfully shooting the shit while smoking contraband cigarettes and drinking homebrewed Scotch whisky. Later they’d blame not answering on electrical interference from the windmills. It was something they all knew was bullshit, but the perks of the job were few and far between, so the men had developed their own. Millard had no real beef with either. They were good men, but what he was about to do might condemn both to a particularly violent death. Roberts had issued the Code AA, so he would have time to get to Darik and get them both to safety, but Schules and McCarthy were unaware, unless they’d heard the explosion over the relentless dub dub dub of the rotor blades.

      At the end of a dank, oppressive corridor Millard came to another door. He reached up and slid a little window open, recoiling at the stench of feces, sweat, and rotting flesh that wafted through, almost thick enough to taste. He felt his eyes water, but he forced them open, peering into the gloom.

      ‘You all right in there?’

      As his eyes adjusted, the gloom revealed a robed figure slumped in the corner of the filthy cell, its head leaning forward on its chest.

      ‘Come on, wake up. Time for a walk.’

      A fold shifted in the robe’s hood and a dog’s snout appeared, grimy and spotted with sores. Millard grimaced. He could bear their mouths, but the eyes were what always did for him. He shivered as the creature’s head rose, the human eyes above the snout bloodshot and cloudy. Snaking over its bald, scarred head wires shifted, tensed and stretched, bathed silver in the light that fell from a trapdoor in the ceiling.

      As Millard watched, its lips pulled back in a snarl to reveal blackened, rotting teeth. Drool dripped from its maw, and it watched Millard with undisguised hatred.

      ‘Got a little trouble we need you to sort out,’ Millard said. ‘Might be Tube Riders. You remember them, don’t you?’

      This particular Huntsman Class A Model had never been in active service that Millard knew of. Its class was too unpredictable and had been withdrawn from active service a couple of years ago, replacing another that had died in these same chains. Still, the old models could be made use of, and one such way was as an emergency security system. The beast would hunt and kill as required, and once it was done a remote paralysis device implanted in its brain would allow Millard and the others to regain control.

      The beasts didn’t always survive, but that didn’t matter. They were expendable.

      At the mention of the words “Tube Riders”, the Huntsman began to growl. It sprang up off the ground and leapt forward, only to jerk at the end of a thick chain and fall to the floor.

      ‘Huh, huh,’ Millard grimaced. ‘Don’t know what you’re scowling at me for. Not me that pisses in your food, is it?’

      The Huntsman snarled and spat. ‘Kill…’

      ‘Yeah, you’ll get your chance, you bastard. Don’t get excited now. It’s time for a little fresh air.’

      He pressed a button on the wall and the creature’s shackles fell away. For a moment it looked down at its clawed hands as if seeing them for the first time, then it swung its head back towards Millard and snarled. It was a hideous sight, he had to admit. Ten years of working at the wind farm had desensitised him to the way the damn things looked, but even so, seeing it unshackled sent a shiver racing along his spine. The door between them was two inches thick, set in a steel frame and bolted shut, but suddenly it seemed so thin, so useless.

      With a shaking hand Millard reached up and activated a second control. There was a hiss and a circular trapdoor in the ceiling of the Huntsman’s cell slid open. It led to the surface. For a second his finger hovered over the second button, the one that would open the sealed skylight at the top of the trapdoor tube. Millard gave no more of a shit about the government than he did the rebels, he just wished they’d all stop screwing around and just let him get on with his life, simple as it was.

      ‘Ah shit,’ he muttered, jabbing his finger down on the touch pad. Another hiss sounded from the ceiling above the Huntsman. It was only a short climb up a ladder from freedom. ‘Go on then, you ugly bastard. Have a bit of fun.’

      The Huntsman bared its teeth. It glared at Millard, and one arm rose straight in small jerky movements like a clock hand moving backwards, a finger extending towards him, marking him. Millard felt something warm dribbling down his leg.

      Then, with a howl that could have danced with the wind, it leapt up at the trapdoor exit and was gone.

      Millard slid down the wall to the floor, clutching his stomach, as if trying to hold down his fear.

      ‘What have you made me do, Roberts?’ he whispered. ‘What the fuck have you made me do?’
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* * *

      While Brete despised the government with a bitter intensity, there were times she was thankful for her good genes. Whatever crap those evil scientists in their labs had pumped into her, they had given her a fleetness of foot unmatched by any human she had ever come across. Now, as she angled away from the burning gatehouse and back around towards the command centre, she gritted her teeth and let her feet fly over the ground, arms pumping to propel her up the steep slope.

      As she flew across the grass, she pulled a knife from her belt and took a small explosive charge from a pouch on her hip. She would set the charge and blow off the door to the command centre. Then, while dust blinded those inside, she would kill anyone left alive and double back to finish off the man who had shot at them. By that time, she thought with a smile, Carl might have made it to the generator building.

      The command centre building came up in front of her, a bland concrete square that poked two storeys out of the ground like a pus-filled sore, angular and out of place against the night sky. Lights illuminated several frosted glass windows on the bottom floor, and she spotted the door off to the left.

      Then she stopped dead in her tracks, almost falling over herself.

      Something was running down the hill towards her.

      No: bounding. There was no other word for it. The figure was low to the ground, running on all fours like a dog.

      Except it wasn’t a dog.

      Brete cocked her head for a second, angling her ear towards the onrushing figure. Intermingled with the roar of the wind and the thrum of the rotor blades she picked up a high pitched wailing, almost a scream.

      The memory of the night the Huntsmen had descended on her village in pursuit of the Tube Riders still haunted Brete. She would never forget the terror of a wave of Huntsmen rushing through the streets, cutting down everyone in their path.

      And now another of those creatures was running towards her across the damp grass, teeth and wires glinting.

      ‘Carl!’ she screamed into the wind, for a moment forgetting about the radio attached to her waist. She had no time: if she stopped to retrieve it she would be dead. ‘Huntsman!’

      She didn’t know if he would hear—of course he wouldn’t. He was too far away by now, too far away to help. She looked up to see the Huntsman bearing down on her, and knew that even her speed wouldn’t be enough to outrun it.
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      The mirror had probably never been whole. It was simply a patchwork of other mirrors glued together to function as one. It was difficult to look into it without constantly shifting your head, searching for a fuller view, one that did not, could not exist.

      Rather like my life, she thought. Comprised of fragments. Hundreds of fragments all glued together, pretending to be one.

      With children, of course, it was easier to forget about everyone she had lost, to push their faces aside and bother herself with inane tasks of housekeeping and motherhood. It was easier to focus on the now, on the children she had to feed and clothe and entertain: Benjamin and Alice, her beautiful, beautiful babies.

      They’ll always be there. Like the soil beneath the grass, their faces would always be looking up at her, whether she chose to look back or not. She could ignore them for a while, but sooner or later she would let them in because she had no choice, they would knock forever until she answered.

      So many lost, so many gone. Her family, her friends. All dead, fallen along the tracks as they rode their trains of life towards their final stations.

      Marta looked up from the needle she had pushed half through a fold in one of Benjamin’s t-shirts. For a moment, as the silhouette of a man appeared in the doorway with the setting sun behind him, she thought it might have been Simon, or Paul, or her brother Leo, even. It was a little too tall to be Arthur, or an older Owen, if he still lived.

      And it was far too full around the chest to be Switch.

      For a moment her heart heaved, and she swallowed the feeling down.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Ishael said. ‘You look a little pale.’

      She smiled. ‘Just … you know. Thinking.’

      He came inside, limping on his bad leg, and she looked away, holding in an urge to sigh. She couldn’t have known until the day she walked into the Free Folk’s village, heavily pregnant and weary from the journey across Britain whether she would find a man or a ghost. She had found both. Ishael still lived but the man she remembered, with his handsome face and kind eyes, was gone. She found a man obsessed with revolution, caught up in his own world of planning the downfall of the Governor and the restoration of democracy to Britain, so much so that she, Marta Banks, the face of the resistance whether she liked it or not, was merely a shadow at his side. She had forced herself to love him, thinking it was necessary for the sake of her children and her own sanity, and in a way he loved her in return. But there were times, when they lay together, when she would close her eyes and think of someone else.

      ‘Any word from Carl?’ she asked, pushing a hand through the braids of her hair.

      ‘None,’ he said. ‘But it’s early. They might not have made it inside the compound yet.’ He sat down at a table in the corner and unrolled a large, dog-eared map of Mega Britain. He sighed and leaned forward on to his elbows, his chin propped on his hands.

      He looks so old, she thought. He was only in his early thirties, but the stress of trying to run a failing revolution from the forests of Cornwall was taking its toll. His looks had never recovered from his torture at the hands of the Department of Civil Affairs, but his youth was gone now, too.

      ‘Manchester-Liverpool has almost fallen,’ he said, stabbing a finger at the map. It’s in disarray, but with the uprisings in Bristol and Newcastle-Sunderland the government is stretched thin. We could take Manchester-Liverpool this week. That would give us a stronghold in the north.’

      She nodded. ‘The children are sleeping,’ she said.

      ‘Good. You should go to bed too.’

      She went to stand behind him and put a hand on his shoulder. He didn’t react. ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘We can win this, you know.’

      She saw a brief smile turn up the corner of his mouth. ‘So people keep telling me. If only Europe would help us…’

      She dropped her hand and went back into the kitchen, pretending to busy herself with cleaning, although she’d already washed the children’s things, and Ishael had eaten with Jin and the rest of the commanding group. She tried not to let his words get to her, but whether he had meant it or not she had felt a veiled accusation there. The same one, the same one as always.

      That she had failed.
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* * *

      Benjamin was crying in his sleep again. He didn’t settle as easily as Alice did, often taking time to drop off while his twin sister could sleep through a thunderstorm. Marta sat on the edge of the bed and stroked his forehead while he tried to get comfortable. She whispered soothing words and shushed him when he started to speak through fear of waking his sister. Ishael was asleep in the adjacent room.

      As Benjamin’s breathing began to even out, Marta glanced up and there was that mirror again, reflecting a dozen fragments of her face back at her. In the light of the exposed bulb that hung from the ceiling she saw shadows underneath her eyes, black pools that made her look tired, old.

      If there was a front line to the scattered, disorganised rebellion, she was as far from it as she could get, hidden away in this ruined forest cottage inside a Free Folk safe zone while she raised her children. Yet, to the people dying she was its centrepiece, its focal point. Men screamed her name as they threw bombs and fired guns. The day she had set foot back on British soil she had expected nothing other than to go to ground, but her name and her face had risen up to become a standard for ragtag gangs of rebels all across the country.

      She wasn’t sure quite how it happened, perhaps through a mixture of illegal Internet connections and rumours spreading through the underground. She was a Tube Rider, and the Tube Riders had enjoyed a semi-mythical status in London, back when all they did was hang off the side of trains in abandoned London Underground stations. Then, of course, they had surfaced, battling against the government, taking down dozens of Huntsmen and DCA agents and coming within a hair’s breadth of killing the Governor himself, so the rumours said. And if that wasn’t enough, they had escaped to France and broadcast a video of a government assassination all across Europe.

      And Europe had done exactly nothing.

      They had sat on the information for more than three years, made strong accusations and moved a few missiles to the coast. But in terms of real action, they’d been unmoved.

      Not that it mattered. The Tube Riders and their leader, Marta Banks, had lifted a middle finger to the Governor and proved that the people couldn’t be suppressed any longer. Now the people had their talisman, and were prepared to die in its name.

      She couldn’t help but feel that Ishael resented it. After all, while he’d orchestrated dozens of successful raids in the name of revolution, she’d done nothing but stay hidden away, caring for her children.

      Benjamin stirred, rolling over on to his back. He muttered something that she couldn’t understand, so she leaned closer in case he said it again.

      ‘Bad man still watching?’ he said, not opening his eyes.

      Marta’s head jerked up towards the window. A thick curtain was drawn across, one that kept out the light at night, just in case someone was watching. She had checked, and she knew the locks on the door were true, but even so she was paranoid. The Governor had a spike above the south gates of the London Greater Urban Area perimeter wall just waiting for her head to decorate it.

      ‘The bad man’s gone,’ she whispered, pulling the blanket up and tucking it in around his shoulders. ‘You’re safe from the bad man now.’

      Benjamin muttered something she couldn’t understand, then relaxed against her hand, sleep welcoming him back.

      Just a dream, she thought. She stood up and was about to return to her own bed when Benjamin sat up.

      ‘Bad man!’

      As Marta wrapped him up in her arms, Alice woke up and also began crying. She heard Ishael stirring in the other room. ‘Shh,’ she tried to soothe Benjamin, but he was crying openly, muttering words she couldn’t understand. She climbed onto the bed and put her other arm around Alice. Her daughter hadn’t taken to speech as quickly as Benjamin; she was quieter and more reserved. Marta smiled as she thought about how Benjamin would run around the house chattering incessantly like the birds in the trees outside. At the same time Alice would be sitting in a corner scribbling on a piece of paper.

      The door opened and Ishael limped in. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Just a nightmare, I think. Benjamin said a bad man was watching him.’

      Ishael frowned. ‘Do you want me to call for Uster?’

      Marta shook her head. ‘No, don’t bother him. He’ll likely be sleeping now.’

      ‘He won’t mind doing a quick check around outside.’

      Marta sighed. Calling for the Redman to look around for some unseen invader was giving in to their fears. It meant the Governor had taken one more step forward in his encroachment of their lives.

      ‘It was just a nightmare,’ she said. ‘I’m sure of it.’

      ‘Okay, if you say so. I’m going back to bed.’ He smiled at his children, but didn’t touch them. Marta felt a brief pang of regret but pushed it aside. He was busy, he was stressed. Having a family made life difficult for him, she knew, but he had always done his best.

      Hadn’t he?

      My children need a real father. Not some elusive revolutionary who rarely spends five minutes with them.

      The door closed. Marta brushed Benjamin’s mop of hair to the side, thinking that it was perhaps time to give it another cut. Beside her, Alice squirmed out of her grip and reached for a dirty sketchpad on the table by the bed. The picture on the front—of a clown holding a set of balloons, had faded to just a line drawing. While searching through one of the abandoned villages further down Cornwall, some of the Free Folk had come across an old stationary shop. Jin’s wife, Lucy, had brought back a stack of sketchpads for Alice. Now, her daughter scribbled in them whenever she had a chance. For a child who was not yet three she had a decent eye for detail. In a better world Marta liked to think she would become an artist.

      Now Alice started circling a pen across the paper, and a crude figure took shape, its head angular in that way that children’s drawing’s often were, lacking the curves and accuracy of a more matured hand. Alice hacked two circles that Marta assumed were eyes and then started to add colour, using crayons from a metal biscuit tin. Marta hugged her son to her while she watched her daughter draw, thinking how amazing her children were, and how different the ways they reacted to stress. Benjamin’s was to seek comfort, Alice’s to immerse herself in creativity.

      ‘What’s that?’ Marta asked, as Alice’s furious assault on the sketchbook began to slow. Two red orbs poked out of the centre of an oval, with a mash of dirty lines at the top where Alice had used an old white crayon. What child ever used white? she wondered. You could never see it properly. If that’s supposed to be hair, so much better to use brown or black—

      Benjamin poked a finger towards the drawing from his comforting nook beneath Marta’s arm. ‘Bad man,’ muttered. ‘Bad man watch.’

      Marta felt the hair on the backs of her arms standing up as a shiver ran down her back. ‘Alice,’ she said, trying to keep a tremble out of her voice, ‘where did you see that face?’

      Her daughter looked up at her. Alice’s eyes were wide and her mouth fell open. She cocked her head to one side as if seeing her mother for the first time.

      She lifted a finger and pressed it to her temple.

      Marta gasped. She kicked the sketchbook away and pulled her daughter back into her arms. With tears streaming down her face she clutched her children to her and rocked back and forth, trying to hold herself together.

      ‘Ishael,’ she gasped. ‘Please. Come here, please.’

      She was about to call again when she heard a sound from the other room. A buzzing, like that of a radio. She heard Ishael get up and then his voice answering. She waited a few moments, not wanting to interrupt.

      The door opened. ‘I have to go out,’ Ishael said. ‘I’m afraid there’s bad news from London. I have to speak with the others. This could be very, very bad.’

      ‘What? What is it?’

      He looked down at his feet and sighed, and in that sound Marta heard a thousand defeats yet to come. ‘The last spacecraft has returned,’ he said. ‘Whatever he was looking for … he’s found it.’
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      Carl was halfway to the generator building when he heard Brete scream.

      He stopped dead, spun around to look back towards the command centre, and there she was, bolting across the grass towards him with a dark shadow at her shoulder.

      He let instinct take over. Pulling his clawboard out of his rucksack, he angled it up towards the nearest windmill and fired off the electromagnet grapple. It caught on the metal about halfway up and held tight. He spooled out the wire a little and took a few steps closer. Then, holding up the board in front of him, he pressed a button and a tiny video display appeared in the centre of the screen. He scrolled through options of x-ray and infra red to a heat sensor, then zoomed in on the girl sprinting towards him.

      The thing behind her glowed hot and cold.

      It’s not human. They can’t have one of them here, can they?

      As if to answer his question, Brete’s voice rose over the roar of the wind: ‘Huntsman!’

      She was fifty metres away and closing. Carl didn’t waste his breath shouting encouragement, because if there was anyone who could outrun a Huntsman it was Brete, and he could see she was running flat out.

      She was ten metres from him when she slipped on the damp grass.

      As she screamed and fell, the Huntsman rushed forward, claws reaching. Brete twisted and pulled her knife free, but she wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Flare.

      On the grip side of the clawboard was an array of controls. He jabbed his finger at a red button, and with a whoosh a trail of red smoke burst out of his board. It missed the Huntsman, angling away across the field to explode against the base of one of the windmills, but it was close enough to surprise it. It rolled away across the grass, a clawed hand lifted to shield its eyes.

      Carl dashed forward, threw an arm around Brete and pressed the grapple recall button. In an instant they were swinging up the side of the windmill, the wind whipping their hair around their faces as the huge blades beat past.

      Down below them, the glow from the flare was fading. The Huntsman rolled back to its feet and lifted its nose to the air. With a roar it rushed towards the windmill.

      ‘Um, problem…’

      ‘There!’ Brete pointed. ‘Maintenance steps.’

      Metal rungs protruded out of the side of the windmill to their left. Carl let out the grapple a little, and without a word Brete leapt across to catch hold of the nearest rung, as nimble as a gymnast. Before Carl could say anything she was scaling up the side of the windmill, leaving him halfway between her and the Huntsman below.

      ‘Um, Brete, I’m not sure up is such a good idea.’

      ‘Don’t worry!’ she shouted back down. ‘Come on, hurry up!’

      Pulling himself up behind her, Carl had to battle not to close his eyes. Heights really weren’t his thing, and they’d managed to pick one of the bigger windmills. He reached a small platform with a faded sign over it reading 150M and promised himself not to look down until he could smell the Huntsman’s breath at his shoulder.

      He tried to glance at the back of the metal board as he climbed, trying to formulate a plan. Despite the endless tutorials Carl tended to forget what all the little buttons could do. It was a weapon, a navigation device, and a clawboard all in one. While he still had his old board, this was his badge as a Tube Rider. There were only two others in existence.

      Considering all the functions, it had always surprised him to find that it weighed little more than his regular board. However, it had one major downside: it was battery powered. Recharged through solar panels built into its casing, it would be useless if they got to the top of the windmill and found it starting to power down. He hoped Brete knew what she was doing.

      The huge blades of the windmill buffeted him with powerful gusts of air, making it difficult to hold on. Carl gritted his teeth and hauled himself up a few more steps, then felt Brete’s hands pulling him up beside her. She sat with her legs hanging off the edge of the tiny engine house at the top, looking no more fussed than someone kicking their feet out over a riverbank on a pleasant summer’s day.

      Brete pointed down. ‘Look!’

      The Huntsman was about halfway up, pulling itself up quickly in strong, powerful movements.

      ‘We’re trapped,’ Carl said.

      ‘Can’t you shoot it or something?’

      ‘With what?’

      ‘With that thing you shot it with before. The red fire thing.’

      ‘The flare? It only had one left. I can use the lights, but that’s about it. If I fire the grapple at it, it’ll just grab it and pull the board off me.’

      Brete looked across at him. Her lower lip seemed to tremble in the flickering red glow given off by an emergency light on the top of the windmill. ‘Well, thanks for saving me,’ she said.

      He took a deep breath and looked across at her. ‘We came here to take out that generator, so let’s get to it. Hang the hell on, though, won’t you? It’s a bloody long way down.’

      ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘We don’t have a lot of choice. Grab hold of me.’ As Brete locked her hands around his waist, Carl gulped. ‘Can’t be harder than riding a train,’ he muttered.

      He looked between the rotating blades and picked his spot, halfway up an adjacent windmill. He wasn’t sure whether it was his heart pounding or just the steady thrum of the blades, but he didn’t think he’d ever felt so nervous. It was time to jump and maybe die, or stay and face the Huntsman’s claws.

      ‘Brete,’ he said. ‘If we don’t die, I have something to tell you.’

      If she answered he didn’t hear, because the wind stole her voice away as Carl leapt out into the dark. The nearest blade of the windmill scythed through the air just inches behind him. Her arms squeezed him so tight he thought he might snap, and it was an effort just to hold the board while containing the utter terror of messing up, of plummeting two hundred metres to the ground.

      His finger touched the grapple release and the wire shot out of the board so fast Carl lost it in the flight. He felt the wire go taut as the tiny electromagnet found purchase and stuck, then they were swinging through the air in a wide arc towards the base of the windmill.

      He felt Brete’s lips pressed against his ear, her breath warm and tickly. ‘Carl, you missed…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You hit the blade!’

      ‘Huh?’

      They got within twenty metres of the ground and then their path began to arc upwards. ‘Oh, bloody hell.’

      ‘If this is how Tube Riders like to travel then I could get used to it!’ Brete shouted as the wind farm stretched out below them, a field of glittering lights against a dark velvet background.

      Carl couldn’t bring himself to reply. He just gritted his teeth, waited until their upward momentum was at its greatest, then released the electromagnet. He listened to it whir back into its slot, and then as they spun in the air, he held it out and fired it off again, praying his luck would hold true.

      Brete gave a euphoric scream as they plummeted towards the ground. The board felt loose in Carl’s hands, then suddenly the grapple went taut, and they swung around in a wide arc in front of the nearest windmill. The ground rushed up beneath them, so close Carl could almost smell the grass, before pulling away again as Carl groaned, his stomach threatening to burst up out of his throat.

      Heart thundering, he gasped for air as their upwards momentum eased, and for a few seconds they swung like a pendulum around the front of the nearest windmill tower, coming to a gradual stop.

      ‘You missed the blade that time,’ Brete gasped into his ear, sounding relieved.

      Carl couldn’t find the breath to reply. He let out the grapple wire and they descended slowly to the ground. Brete jumped off his back and did a little dance on the grass, while Carl released and retracted the grapple.

      ‘Hold this a moment,’ he muttered, handing her the board. As soon as she took it he fell to his knees, retching into the grass.

      ‘We have to go, Carl.’

      ‘Yeah … give me a second.’

      He wiped his mouth and climbed to his feet. A couple of hundred metres away a squat building was silhouetted against the night sky.

      ‘That could be it,’ Brete said. ‘The generator building.’

      ‘Let’s go.’

      The building rose in front of them, grey and dark. If there were windows they were invisible. Carl pulled the clawboard up in front of him and switched the display to night vision.

      ‘Keep an eye out for that Huntsman,’ he told Brete. ‘Once it figures out where we went it’ll be after us again. We don’t have much time.’

      She squeezed his forearm in response. ‘Can’t see … anything,’ she muttered at last, sounding breathless.

      ‘Well, there’s a way in.’

      Carl ran up to a steel door in the nearest wall, pulling Brete along behind him.

      ‘Do you have another charge?’ she asked.

      ‘Maybe … wait. It’s open!’ Carl hauled the door back and pushed Brete inside. ‘Look for a light switch,’ he told her, pulling the door almost shut behind him, leaving just a crack. He lifted the clawboard to his face and peered at the night vision screen as he swung it back and forth. He pressed another button and the view became punctuated with tiny dots of colour: a heat sensor.

      ‘Where are you, you bugger?’ he muttered. He was pressing the button to kill the power when something leapt off the roof and landed on the grass just a few feet in front of him.

      Carl screamed as the Huntsman snarled and leapt forward.

      He felt pressure and movement: Brete’s arm on his shoulder, fingers digging into his skin and the room revolving around him as the girl spun him backwards through the door, before slamming it shut and pulling a deadbolt across.

      Lights blinked on as the Huntsman slammed against the other side of the door, making it shake.

      ‘Can those things break through steel?’ Brete asked. ‘If it can we might have a problem.’

      ‘It’s going to try,’ Carl said. He looked around. They were in a control room, full of rows of switches, dials and buttons. Monitor screens filled two walls: each was a hazy night vision view of different areas of the wind farm. He spotted the gatehouse they had broken through on one, and a couple of views of the central command building on others. One showed what looked like a dungeon, complete with a heap of straw bedding and shackles built into the walls. It was empty.

      ‘Where’s the generator?’

      She pointed to an open door in the far wall. A set of stairs led down into darkness. ‘That guy said it was underground. I’d guess that’s our route.’

      ‘A shame that other door doesn’t look stronger,’ Carl said as the Huntsman slammed into the outer door again. ‘I have a feeling we’re going to need a few more lines of defense.’

      With a brush of her hand, Brete knocked down a bank of switches on the wall and the stairwell filled with light. Without waiting for Carl, she headed down the stairs, taking them two at a time as he hurried in her wake.

      He found her standing at the bottom, staring out into a cavernous chamber filled with whirring, humming electrical equipment. The sound was so loud Carl could barely hear his thoughts as they jostled for ascendancy.

      ‘What now?’ she asked.

      He was about to reply when a bullet pinged off the metal of the nearest generator, just a few inches from his face, followed an instant later by an impossibly loud gunshot.

      ‘Down!’

      He pulled Brete down beside him, dragging her back against a bank of steel cabinets.

      ‘Was that the guy from the hillside?’

      ‘Maybe someone else.’

      The girl pointed at the clawboard lying across his knees. ‘Does that thing do any other magic tricks?’

      He shook his head. ‘It’s a little low on power. I’ve got a couple of explosive charges left for the generator, but I’m a little concerned about how we’re going to get out.’

      ‘Just a little?’

      Brete shuffled over to the edge of the cabinets and ducked her head around the side, quickly pulling back out of sight. ‘We’re pinned. We’ve got the Huntsman blocking the way out and we’re trapped down here. We need a diversion.’

      ‘Let me look.’

      Carl crept across to the edge of the cabinets and peered round. It was difficult to tell, but what looked like the barrel of a gun was poking out from behind a similar set of cabinets twenty feet away. Whoever was back there was keeping his head down, keeping out of sight. There was no way to tell whether this was an experienced security guard or just a scared technician. Either way, they couldn’t afford to take chances.

      He looked up. A pipe stretched across the ceiling from one length of the room to the other. About the thickness of his upper arm, it looked plastic.

      Coolant.

      He had been extensively briefed on what he might expect to find in the wind farm’s engine rooms. The generators needed coolant to stop them overheating.

      He rolled back to Brete. ‘I can see him,’ he said. ‘I think I might be able to use the grapple to cause a diversion, but then what, I don’t—’

      ‘Carl,’ she said, putting a hand on his arm and flashing a grin. ‘He’ll never see me in time. Give me a few seconds head start and it’ll be over.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      She gave him a grave look. ‘This is bigger than either of us, you know that,’ she said. ‘We can’t afford to fail.’

      ‘But, Brete—’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Father had a horse that was as stubborn as you,’ he said. ‘Bloody thing used to stop in the middle of the road sometimes and it didn’t matter what you did, it wouldn’t move again until it was fed.’

      Sighing, he rolled over and climbed to his knees. He jabbed one end of the clawboard under a metal rail and twisted it until the grapple eye was clear. Then he switched on the display and picked his target. The power cell indicator was flashing red. ‘We get one shot at this,’ he muttered.

      She squeezed his arm. ‘Make it a good one, then.’

      He pressed the release button. The grapple blasted out, took a glancing blow off the roof and wrapped itself around the pipe. Carl pressed on the end of the clawboard, pushing it further behind the rail, then leaned all his weight on it.

      With a motor powerful enough to lift three people, the clawboard’s grapple had no trouble with a plastic pipe. As Carl engaged the retract function the razor sharp wire cut right through the coolant pipe, breaking off a section about a foot long and filling that end of the room with plumes of steam. Over the sound of the generators came a man’s alarmed cry.

      Brete was on her feet and moving. She raced into the smoke, dropped and rolled out of sight. As the wire broke away from the pipe and fed back into the clawboard, Carl stood up and leapt over the top of the cabinets.

      He was just a few seconds behind Brete when he heard another gunshot.

      The discharge sound was muffled, as if the bullet had done little searching to find a soft, welcoming target.

      ‘Brete!’

      Carl flung himself into the gaseous fog, heedless of the danger, caring no longer about the mission. Blinded, he felt arms and limbs and the solid feel of a man’s inert body, a knife protruding from a wide, muscular chest. He scrabbled around and found Brete lying a little to the side. His hands ran up her body looking for a grip, and he felt warm dampness beneath his fingers. Squeezing his eyes shut to keep both the smoke out and tears in, he backed away, pulling her along behind him, out of the smoke.

      The bullet had taken her in the left side, just below her rib cage. Carl, his panic rising in choking gulps as he fought to control his breathing, propped her up against the wall and felt around behind her for an exit wound.

      His fingers came away sticky with her blood.

      ‘Brete…’

      ‘I’m fine, Carl,’ she gasped. ‘Please … find the generator and blow it up. Go on, you have to. It’s important—’

      ‘To the rebellion, yes I know. But what about you?’ He wanted to throw the clawboard away in anger. He couldn’t bear to leave her now.

      ‘Don’t worry about me. Go on … you have to finish the job we came here to do.’

      He stood up and turned back towards the dead man. He dropped the clawboard on the floor, clamped one hand over his mouth and flapped away the coolant smoke with the other. A pair of work boots were poking out of the fog, tilted away from each other like jilted lovers.

      One of them twitched.

      ‘You’re still alive, you bastard,’ Carl muttered. He reached down and hauled the man out of the smoke. He was wearing blue overalls and an identity card around his neck, both of which were stained by the blood pulsing from the knife wound in his chest.

      Carl knelt down beside the man and slapped his pale face. The man’s eyelids flickered and then his eyes opened. He gave a weak frown and groaned, coughing blood over his face.

      ‘Don’t hurt me … I’m just a fucking … engineer,’ he gurgled, his mouth filling with blood.

      Carl wiped the blood off his ID card and read his name: Ben McCarthy, Engineer.

      ‘Why’d you shoot us?’ Carl blurted, immediately feeling stupid at asking such an obvious question.

      McCarthy choked a wet laugh. ‘They put out a Code AA,’ he muttered. ‘They’ve never put out a Code AA before … what do you crazy fuckers want?’

      ‘Where’s the main generator?’

      McCarthy laughed again. ‘They let that damn animal out, didn’t they?’

      ‘The Huntsman? Yes.’

      ‘Shit, boy. Just a boy, aren’t you? Sorry I shot your friend but … you know. Love and war and all that. Just wanted to earn enough to keep me in cigs and booze like in the old days. No harm in that … is there?’

      Carl felt a heavy sense of guilt. Brete might die, but the boy who had grown up in the GFAs still hated the thought of killing another man.

      ‘Please, tell me where it is. I don’t want to kill you.’

      McCarthy coughed. ‘Blue door on the right. Card is the key. Swipe it.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Carl reached out and unclipped the ID card from the string that hung around McCarthy’s neck. He turned it over and saw a barcode on the other side.

      He jumped as an arm snaked out and gnarled fingers closed over his wrist. ‘Don’t hurt Schules,’ McCarthy gasped. ‘He’s a decent kid, not like those other pricks.’

      ‘Schules?’ Carl wasn’t sure what he was agreeing to, but he nodded. ‘I won’t.’

      ‘And make it quick for me. Don’t let that thing in here until I’m dead.’

      Carl nodded. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      McCarthy’s eyes closed. Carl didn’t know if it would be for the last time or not, but time was short. He jumped to his feet, checked to make sure Brete was comfortable, and then dashed through the humming machinery until he found the blue door McCarthy had mentioned. He swiped McCarthy’s ID card through a reader beside the door and it clicked open.

      Inside, the room was a microcosm of the outer room, all steel pipes, wires and humming machines, but in the centre was a single machine far bigger than the others. Carl went to a bank of controls and glanced over the dials and buttons, but he couldn’t make any sense of it. Instead, he reached into his pocket and pulled out one of his remaining explosive charges.

      ‘This better work,’ he muttered, sticking it against the control panel and setting the timer. Then he retreated from the room and slammed the door shut.

      Brete was still breathing, watching him through tired eyes out of a pale face, but McCarthy’s body was still.

      ‘Come on,’ he said, hauling her up. ‘We’re leaving.’

      ‘Leave me, Carl. You’ll never get me past that Huntsman. Save yourself.’

      ‘Shut up.’

      From behind them came a muffled boom. The door jerked on its hinges but stayed closed. ‘I guess now we find out,’ he said, helping Brete through the fog of coolant back towards the stairs. He had no idea how they would get out. Perhaps there was something they could use in the control room upstairs to distract the Huntsman. Perhaps it would give up and go away. Or perhaps it was already too late: a platoon of soldiers or DCA agents might be waiting for them outside.

      Behind him he heard a sudden change in the pitch of the machinery. A grinding sound came from the machine nearest to him, and then a slowly deepening groan like an engine powering down. Around him, the humming died away, leaving behind a void of sound filled only by the hiss of escaping coolant.

      Above him, lights in the ceiling flickered. There would be backup generators but they would have a finite supply of energy which would slowly run out. He couldn’t guess at the extent of the damage he had caused, but he suspected it could take weeks to fix, and that was enough.

      They’d done it.

      They’d shut down the wind farm, and with it, the main source of Mega Britain’s power.
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      ‘And you’re sure you’ll be all right?’ Marta asked, looking up at the huge Redman.

      Uster’s abnormally long head nodded. ‘Don’t worry, Marta,’ he said, his voice so deep she could barely make out each individual word. ‘I’ll keep them safe.’

      She patted an arm thicker than most men’s chests. ‘Thank you. I won’t be long. Just sometimes I get … curious.’

      The Redman gave her a huge, gap-toothed grin. ‘Then we’re opposites, Marta. I want nothing to do with any of this.’ His head rocked and her skin tingled with a light vibration. Uster appeared silent but she knew he had laughed so deeply it was beyond her ability to hear.

      ‘If people are dying in my name I like to know why and how,’ she said. ‘Sometimes I feel like I’m watching all this on television and I don’t have any involvement in anything at all.’

      Uster shrugged his huge shoulders. ‘I’d say that’s the best place to be.’

      Marta smiled and looked up at the creature the government had designed as a killing machine: huge and powerful, capable of punching through stone walls and leaping the height of a single-storey building, but Uster was more passive than anyone she had ever met. Before his kidnapping he had been a simple gardener, tending the wild roses in Hyde Park as the undergrowth grew up around them. The government’s gene-manipulation technology had turned him into a monster but failed to alter his basic humanity. Unwilling to compete in the government’s fighting pits to determine the strongest Redmen—who by scientific failure were territorial—Uster had been thrown over the Fence a battered wreck and left for dead.

      Much as the Redman hated violence, he was powerful enough to fight off the Wildmen who sometimes still broke into the village. The Free Folk had an uneasy love-hate relationship with their less fortunate brethren. On the one hand they provided a natural defensive barrier against the government, but they were uncontrollable and could be dangerous if they broke into the village. Marta took no chances; she wasn’t the only woman in the village with children, and others had been snatched in the past.

      ‘Thank you, Uster,’ she said, and gave his arm a quick squeeze.

      He smiled. ‘Anytime.’

      She left the giant Redman slumped on the floor of her living room with a pile of ancient magazines in front of him and headed for the village meeting hall. On her way out, she picked up the black metallic clawboard from where it stood propped up behind the door and swung it up under her arm.

      Even though it was lighter than her old wooden one, it had taken time to get used to it. Marta hadn’t ridden the trains in years, but the clawboard was for much more than that. It had been designed as a weapon: a Tube Rider’s weapon.

      She headed down the hill from their cottage into the town. The meeting would have already started, but the early parts were just bluster and chest puffing. Nothing significant would happen until later.

      Through the trees the wooden stockade that ringed the town on the three sides bordered by woodland appeared, fifteen feet tall. The fourth, the longest side, opened on to moorland, where a wire fence stood.

      A couple of sentries were walking along the top of the wall, watching the forest beyond. Wildmen attacks were less common now as their numbers fell, but the Free Folk had suffered from being too trusting. Their own numbers were few already; it wasn’t worth the risk.

      Marta stopped and turned to look as a howl rose up in the forest. The back of her neck tingled. The Wildmen were often noisy at night, but there hadn’t been an attack for more than a month. Perhaps they were getting restless.

      She glanced back up towards her cottage as other howls joined the first, and pulled the clawboard protectively across her chest. Up on the wooden walkway behind the stockade the guards moved about anxiously. Their weapons were a mixture of old guns, electrical stunners and primitive bows and spears. She felt the cold metal of the clawboard against her chest and remembered she had the best weapon in the village.

      She bit her lip and started to move away, back towards her cottage. With Uster standing guard there was nowhere safer for her children, but even so she’d never got used to living beneath the threat of the Wildmen. London had been hard, but dealing with bad people had been different. You knew what to expect from a drunk or a gang with knives, and you knew how to get away.

      She had just started to walk back up the hill when a man cried out and fired down into the forest. He turned and reached for the bell hanging from a wooden post to raise the alarm, but his fingers closed on air as something dark landed on his back, knocking him off the stockade. He landed in the bushes below with a hard thump. Marta heard a snarl and the sound of ripping claws, followed by a scream.

      Up on the stockade, other Free Folk sentries began firing into the trees. With many of the men off at the council meeting, the guard on watch was thinner than usual, and now a Wildman was inside the barricade.

      Her place was with her children, but Marta couldn’t leave a man to die. She turned back towards the stockade and switched on the clawboard screen, flicking it to heat sensor vision. She spotted the Wildman immediately, crouched over the fallen defender. The defender was still alive, struggling to throw the Wildman off.

      Marta pulled a knife from her belt, glad that old habits died hard. Using the clawboard’s screen to pick her spot, she shifted her weight on to her back foot, took aim, and launched the knife into the undergrowth.

      Switch had taught her well, and the hours of practice during the long, dull days had paid off. A thud and a wail told her the knife had found its target. The Wildman fell away, rolling back into the bushes. Marta slung the clawboard over her shoulder on a plastic strap and pulled another knife from her belt as she rushed forward into the undergrowth.

      ‘Roger, are you okay?’ she said, kneeling beside the fallen defender. The man looked up at her through overly large eyes, a byproduct of a youth in Mega Britain’s research labs.

      He nodded. ‘Thanks. Make sure it’s dead.’

      She turned towards the undergrowth where the Wildman had fallen, just as it burst out of the bushes and flung itself towards her, its dirty, clawed hands stretching, her knife protruding from its neck.

      She pulled the clawboard around and let it take the Wildman’s weight, dropping to the ground and throwing the creature off behind her. She scrambled to her feet as it rose, the creature stumbling on one leg that was shorter than the other—a monstrosity that looked like a giant grasshopper’s leg. Like a spring the leg fired the creature forward again, and she used the clawboard to knock it aside while drawing a knife and hacking away at its hamstring with her free hand. It howled and rolled over as the same knife took it flush between the eyes. This time it whimpered and collapsed in a heap. She went over and cut its throat, but it was already dead.

      ‘They’re lively tonight,’ Roger said, pushing himself to his feet. Blood was coursing down his shirt from puncture wounds on his upper chest. ‘Must be something going down that’s got them worked up. Can you help me to the ladder? I need to get back on duty.’

      ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’

      Roger placed a hand over his chest and plugged one of the holes with a finger. Marta tried not to stare. ‘I’ll get to the medical centre once we’ve got more men on the walls,’ he said. ‘I’ll be—’

      A steel-tipped spear took him in the side of the face, impaling him into the ground like a harpooned fish. He shuddered, his legs kicking out at the ground, then lay still.

      Marta pulled the clawboard up over her face like a shield as another spear landed in the ground a few feet away. Her chest constricted with a sudden flash of panic. Some of the Wildmen were capable of making weapons, but it was rare to see signs of an organised attack.

      Another series of howls rose up in the forest, many more than before, just beyond the stockade. They were close together, as if the Wildmen were gathering for an attack. Marta looked around. The road leading to the village was empty, and there were just three men on the stockade now Roger was dead.

      This was no longer about her or guarding the wall. If the Wildmen got inside in decent numbers, everyone in the village was in danger.

      ‘To me!’ she screamed. She flicked on the clawboard light and aimed it at the part of the wooden stockade where she thought the Wildmen were preparing their assault. She heard the three men climb down and gather behind her.

      ‘One of you run for the village,’ she said. ‘Go quickly.’

      ‘Marta, you go. You shouldn’t stay here,’ one of them said. She glanced at him—his name was Eimit, and he was short like a dwarf, his head barely above her waist, but with powerful, broad shoulders that would have made him look like a comic book hero if it wasn’t for the absence of one arm.

      She shook her head. ‘No. My children are up there. If the Wildmen are coming through they have to come through me.’

      Something slammed against the wooden frame of the stockade. The wood splintered and cracked, a couple of boards coming loose. It had been the best defence the Free Folk could muster with their resources, but it wouldn’t stop an organised assault.

      ‘You then,’ she shouted to a second man, one she didn’t know. He nodded, and sprinted off in the direction of the village.

      The wooden poles buckled and cracked again as something huge battered its way through, over-long arms smashing the sides of the stockade apart.

      ‘It’s a Redman,’ Eimit whispered beside her. ‘Look at its eyes. It’s rabid.’

      Other Wildmen were crowding around behind it, monstrosities of all shapes and sizes, some almost human, others twisted and bent like old trees. The government didn’t dump as many of its failed experiments over the Fence into Cornwall as they once had, but there was still a steady influx and many had roamed wild for years. The Free Folk saved all they could, but many were too far gone for help, too far succumbed to the government’s evil and the blackness of their own tortured minds.

      Marta flicked on the inventory screen of the clawboard and ran a finger down the touch screen, scrolling through her options. She’d rarely used it; she couldn’t be sure it would work.

      Eimit stepped in front of her. ‘Marta, please. You’re too important for this. Run now. I’ll hold them as long as I can.’

      ‘I’m too important for fucking nothing,’ she snapped. ‘Remember its weak spot. The widened artery on the left side of its neck.’ Uster had been only too pleased to point out how best to down one of his fellows.

      With a roar, the Redman charged.

      A flash burst from the clawboard, the flare striking the monster in the chest. It howled as fire spread across its oily skin. Like many of the government’s creations, it was flawed, Marta knew. They could be killed easily if you understood how.

      It swung a huge hand towards her. Marta dived to the ground as a rock the size of her chest passed through the spot where she had been standing. Eimit and the other man had fallen the other way. They climbed back to their feet and fired into the swarm of Wildmen. Another spear arced through the air, and Eimit’s companion fell away screaming with the spear embedded in his stomach.

      Marta rolled back to her feet. The grapple shot out and wrapped around the tall wooden pole that supported the alarm bell. She swung up through the air and landed on the platform of the stockade above the Redman. She leapt down on to its back and plunged a knife into the creature’s neck, jerking the handle around in her hands to cause more damage, as Switch had taught her. As the Redman roared, blood gushing from its severed artery, Marta kicked off its back, grabbed hold of the bottom of the stockade platform, and swung herself up. Taking a couple of strides, she punched the emergency bell and the clanging rang out across the village.

      Down on the ground, several other sentries had now come to aid Eimit, who was gallantly holding off a group of Wildmen with the spear he had pulled from the body of the dead guard. Marta grabbed the clawboard, jumped down the ladder, and fired another flare into the midst of the attacking Wildmen, even as the Redman gave its final roar and toppled over, the flames that bit at its chest gaining hold as its blood watered the bushes at its feet.

      Seeing their figurehead fall took the fight out of the rest of the Wildmen. Many turned and fled, while those who chose to fight on were quickly cut down by the sentries’ weapons.

      ‘Marta, that was incredible,’ Eimit gasped as the last Wildman screamed and died.

      She collected her knives from the dead and wiped them in the grass before putting them back into her belt.

      ‘Something encouraged them,’ she said. ‘We need to double the guard, but in the meantime we have to get this breach repaired.’

      Men had come running from the village now, but there was no sign of Ishael. Marta glanced up at her cottage, still and silent in the night, and hurried off to look for him. The meeting was probably still in progress, but now was not the time to be debating things happening four hundred miles away. The danger was here and now.

      When she reached the village hall, the meeting was in disarray. Several men were outside arguing, while inside she could hear shouting.

      ‘What the hell is going on?’ she asked the nearest man.

      ‘There was an altercation,’ he told her. ‘A fight broke out.’

      ‘What do you mean, a fight?’

      ‘Between some members of the council. Someone drew a gun—’

      She didn’t need to hear any more. She pushed past him and elbowed her way inside. She could see a doctor up on the stage, leaning over a fallen man.

      ‘Ishael…’

      A straggle of long hair matted with blood poked out from behind the doctor’s crouched shape.

      She had almost made it to the stage when she heard a gunshot from outside. A strong hand fell over her shoulder, pulling her down. She smelt sweat, but it was a smell she knew, Ishael’s smell. She looked up to see his face close to hers, his eyes dark and sad.

      ‘I thought you were d—’

      He shook his head. ‘I’m fine, but we have to get out of here. A man I trusted just went crazy and killed three people. One minute he was there, the next … his eyes just changed. As if he was no longer in control. We don’t know why, but something bad is happening, I can feel it.’

      ‘The Wildmen just broke through the stockade not far from our cottage. It was an attack led by a Redman.’

      ‘Are you all right? What happened?’

      ‘I killed it. Not before three men died, though.’

      He nodded. Part of his expression showed surprise, another part almost resentment, she felt. She’d just killed a Redman, one of the most dangerous creatures in Britain.

      ‘We need to leave,’ he said.

      ‘I know. I need to get back to my … our children.’

      The slip was enough to turn his eyes away, but he said nothing, merely put a hand on her arm and steered her towards the back of the hall.

      ‘Away from Cornwall,’ he said, leading her into an alcove. ‘This has to do with what happened in London, I’m sure of it. There’s been no word from Carl or Brete either, so at this point we have to believe they’ve failed. I don’t know what the Governor might have got his hands on but…’

      He trailed off as he pushed a door open and peered out on to the street outside. Marta stepped out, her clawboard strung over one arm like a shield, and a knife in her other hand.

      ‘We have to strike before it’s too late.’

      ‘Strike with what, Ishael?’

      ‘With whatever we have. We have to stop him.’

      ‘I don’t care about the Governor right now. I care about Alice and Benjamin.’

      He didn’t answer. He slipped along the wall to the edge of the building and peered around the corner. ‘Let’s go.’

      ‘Our house is the other way!’

      ‘We have to see Jin first.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘To decide what to do.’

      ‘Fuck what to do!’

      He turned back towards her, and as the shadows of evening lengthened across his face he looked more than just old and weary. He looked beaten. He opened his mouth to reply, but before he could find the words a huge roar boomed across the village like a distant explosion.

      ‘Ishael…’ Marta could barely find the breath to speak. ‘That … that was Uster.’
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      Crouched in the control room, Carl peered into a flickering monitor working on half power that showed the area of the wind farm directly outside.

      There was no sign of the Huntsman.

      ‘You know it’s hiding,’ Brete muttered, holding a wad of cloth over her gunshot wound. ‘Just put me out there as bait and then you run, Carl.’

      ‘Just be quiet. I’m thinking.’

      ‘Carl.’

      He turned towards her. ‘Yes, Brete? I’m not leaving you, so please stop going on about it. Just sit tight. I’ll think of a way out of this.’

      The clawboard had very little battery left, but without it they had little chance of getting past the Huntsman if it was still outside. And they couldn’t stay here—if the wind farm was as important as Ishael had claimed, the place could become a hive of government activity at any time. Carl didn’t know how much longer Brete could hold on, but if she was going to die he wanted her to die free, not in some government prison.

      ‘There.’ He tapped one of the monitors. It showed the inside of a hanger filled with dark blocky shapes that looked like vehicles. Intermittently the monitor switched from an inside view to one of the outside, showing a line of other hangers. The one at the end looked like the front of the one they were now in. Carl judged the distance to the other hanger to be about a hundred metres.

      The Huntsman could still be outside. Going out through the door was suicide.

      ‘The roof,’ he said. ‘It has to be.’

      He looked up. In the ceiling above his head was a maintenance hatch. He jumped up and grabbed the steel handle, pulling it open. He went over to Brete, reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black ball. He pushed it into her hand and tilted her face towards him, shaking her a little until she opened her eyes.

      ‘Brete,’ he said. ‘Take this. It’s my last explosive charge. If the Huntsman gets in, use it. Don’t hesitate for a second.’

      ‘Carl…’

      ‘Brete, I … love you.’ He leaned down and kissed her cheek. It felt so lonely, lost there on her dying face. Carl gulped down an overwhelming sense of sadness and pushed her hand away as she tried to reach for him. ‘I’ll be back for you.’

      ‘Carl—’

      He cupped the side of her face for a moment, feeling the warmth and soft elasticity of her skin, then tossed the clawboard up through the hatch and pulled himself up after it. Crouched in the darkness, he turned on the clawboard’s light. It was dim but just enough to see by, so he set off in a squat walk, moving carefully among the boxes of stored items and the pipes and wires that turned the place into a maze of angular metal. There had to be a roof access somewhere. How long Brete could last—and how long the door would hold if the Huntsman came back—were what mattered most.

      He reached the end of the roof space and was about to turn back when something glimmered in the fading glow from the clawboard.

      A skylight.

      Carl pushed his way over to it and yanked on a dirty, gummed handle. With a pop it opened, sliding back to let in the night air.

      He switched off the clawboard’s light, then pulled himself up on to the sloping roof and climbed up to its peak, peering down the other side at the front of the building. He didn’t dare use the clawboard, but just by holding his breath he could hear the crunch and slurp of something eating. The Huntsman was out there, perhaps feeding on McCarthy’s friend, perhaps on another of the men, or on an animal it had caught. It didn’t matter, for now it was distracted.

      Carl frowned. Something seemed strange. Then he realised: the windmills had fallen quiet. He could see one or two still turning in the dark, but the noise of the generators and the turbines they turned had gone silent.

      Part of him was pleased, part of him not. It meant their mission had been successful, but it also meant the Huntsman might hear him if he made too much noise. Creeping back from the peak of the roof, he made his way along to the edge of the building, searching for something that would allow him a way down.

      There were no ladders that he could find, but he still had his clawboard, even if the power was low. He prised the casing of the grapple open and pulled out the head. It was a circle of metal about the size of his palm: when flat it acted like an electromagnet when the power was on. For non-metal surfaces, though, a small twist turned it into an angular hook. Carl flicked it open in his hand and hooked it over the edge of a drainpipe. Then he spooled out some wire and took off his shirt, wrapping it around his hands so he could grip the wire without cutting himself.

      He dropped off the edge and kicked away from the wall, lowering himself to the ground. Briefly engaging the clawboard, he flicked the grapple over to the electromagnet, heard it click shut, then disengaged it. It dropped to the ground and spooled back into the board.

      He stood still a moment, listening for the Huntsman’s approach, and then sprinted around the back of the hangers, counting until he reached the fourth one along. Clouds had obscured the moon, making it nearly impossible to see without using the clawboard’s light. Instead, he used his hands to feel his way along, searching for a door or a window.

      Near the far corner he found what he was looking for. He expected it to be locked, but the door opened easily. Carl slipped inside and ducked down by the wall, pulling the door shut. As it rattled metallic in the frame, a reverberating echo rang out. Carl held his breath, listening to what sounded like footfalls. Was there someone else in here with him? As the echo died away the silence returned. He pulled the clawboard in front of him and activated the night vision. For a moment something grey appeared, then the screen went dark, the battery finally dying.

      It had been enough, though. Twenty feet in front of him was a small, open-backed truck. He had been hoping for something a bit more powerful, but at least he knew how to drive one. It would have to suffice.

      Unable to see even his hands in front of his face, he crept forward across the floor of the hanger until he sensed the presence of the vehicle in front of him. Switch had taught him a lot about using his other senses in the dark, searching for subtle changes in smell or the movement of the air. He dropped to his stomach and shuffled the remaining distance, beneath the range of a possible swinging door. When he could reach up and touch cold metal he climbed to his feet and felt for the handle.

      It was there, and the door felt loose as if the truck was old and it no longer fitted. He tugged down on the handle and the door practically fell away. Carl had to catch it before it hit the floor.

      He climbed up inside, tossed the clawboard on the floor on the passenger side, and pulled the broken door shut as best he could. In the dark it was impossible to tell what kind of truck he was in, but he felt around the wheel for the lights and found a button that caused a dirty glow to illuminate a large garage door in front of him.

      There was no key in the ignition, but when Carl felt underneath the steering column he found the wires hanging loose. He touched the wires together until the engine cranked into life, causing the lights to strengthen. When he flicked them on to full beam they revealed that the garage door was partially open, lifted enough to allow a man to crawl underneath.

      He reached over on to the passenger seat, wondering if there was some kind of remote control that would make it open fully.

      His fingers closed over a hard metal rod like a tire iron.

      He looked up to see a wild-eyed grinning face staring at him in the rearview mirror, and realised the door hadn’t been broken at all, but had been forced by someone getting into the truck just moments before him.

      A wire looped over his neck. He got a hand up just in time to stop it slicing through his throat and managed to slip enough of his sleeve over it to avoid losing his fingers too. He shoved his head backwards, hoping to catch the guy crouched in the small space behind the only seats, but the man ducked out of the way and then pulled, jerking Carl’s head back.

      ‘You motherfuckers wanna mess with me, is it?’ the man grunted. ‘You shoot shit at me and you fuck up my place, you’re gonna fucking—’

      Carl slammed a foot on the accelerator and the truck lurched forward. For a moment the wire slackened and Carl gasped down a desperate breath. He tried to twist around to grab the tire iron, but it was gone. He lifted his arm just in time to block it from slamming into his face, but the shock reverberated through his elbow, causing shudders to course through his body.

      ‘You fuckers just can’t leave anything alone, can you?’

      Carl didn’t reply. He leaned right, trying to gain a few inches of breathing space, but the man leaned with him, dragging him back against the seat. Carl steered the truck straight at the partially open garage door. He braced himself as the impact came, jerking backwards as the door flipped up with a crunch of reluctant metal, scraping over the bonnet and the dirty windscreen, leaving long scratches in the glass.

      The headlights illuminated an uneven lane heading out between the windmills, branches leading off to other parts of the wind farm. Carl’s rough plan had been to lead the Huntsman away and then double-back for Brete, but that plan had changed. He jerked the wheel left and right, trying to throw the man off, but his assailant held on.

      ‘I’m gonna gut you like a pig, motherfucker, and then get my ass a fucking health and safety payoff. You rebel bastards need to give this shit up. Ain’t no chance of changing anything anyway, you stupid fucks.’

      Carl grunted and swung his legs up, kicking out at the windscreen. As he had hoped, the collision with the garage door had cracked it, and it exploded in a shower of safety glass. For a moment the wire went slack, and Carl slammed his free elbow backwards at the man’s face. There was a grunt and something hard yielded under his blow, then the man pulled the wire tight again.

      ‘You little prick. You’ll pay for that.’

      Something appeared in the truck’s headlights. Hunched over a dark shadow on the grass, the Huntsman was feeding. Carl’s first instinct was to ram it with the truck, but that would likely just make it mad, damage the truck, and leave him at its mercy.

      Instead, he stamped on the brake, ducking forward at the same time. The man cried out as the momentum threw him through the broken windscreen and out on to the bonnet.

      The Huntsman snarled as the man rolled right into its arms.

      Carl jerked the truck into reverse as the man began to scream. He had just minutes before the Huntsman started looking for them again. He turned uphill, the truck bouncing up the grassy slope, and pulled up right outside the door to the generator building.

      ‘Brete!’ he screamed. ‘Open the door!’

      They’d locked it from the inside. If she had lost too much blood and passed out he would have to climb up onto the roof and get in the way he had got out, but with the clawboard out of power that would take too long. The Huntsman would follow him, and they would both be dead.

      He jumped out of the truck and banged on the door. Blood dripped down one arm from where the wire had chewed its way through his sleeve to gnaw into his skin. ‘Come on, Brete! Wake up!’

      The door swung open.

      Ashen faced but grinning wildly, Brete staggered out. He caught her in his arms just before she fell and lifted her up into the truck. She shifted over on to the passenger side as he climbed in, pulled the door shut and turned them back down the hill.

      ‘What happened?’ she muttered. ‘You’re … bleeding.’

      ‘So are you. Don’t worry, I’m fine.’

      As they headed downhill, he caught a brief glimpse of the Huntsman in the headlights. He glanced across at Brete, but her eyes were closed, her head lolling to the side. He prayed she could hold on until they were safely away, and he could find help for her. He reached out and patted her leg, and felt her hand close over his, stronger than he would have expected.

      ‘I love you too, Carl,’ she said, eyes still closed, voice barely more than a whisper.

      Not sure whether to be happy or sad at this current change in events, Carl concentrated on keeping them on the bumpy lane. He remembered the way the Huntsman had looked up at the vehicle, its maw bloody with the flesh of the men who had kept it prisoner.

      It had almost seemed to be smiling.
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      ‘I can’t run like you with this damn leg, Marta,’ Ishael said. ‘You go. I’ll follow as quickly as I can.’

      She didn’t bother to argue. She turned and sprinted back through the village, ignoring the shouts and the gunfire as it rang out around her. What the hell was going on?

      The huge roar came again, and she gritted her teeth, running as hard as she could. Nothing could have hurt her children, could it? There was no one in the village stronger than Uster, and he was loyal to them all. He would die before he let anything hurt them.

      If only Switch was here. She trusted no one else, not even … not even Ishael. But Switch was gone. She had to protect herself now, and her children.

      Something slammed into her, knocking her sideways. She cried out and tried to push whatever it was away, but a hand clamped over her mouth. An arm hooked around her waist, pinning her arms. She smelt the sweat of a man, but the grip was like iron.

      ‘Nice to meet you at last, Ms Banks,’ a sibilant hiss came in her ear. ‘I brought a message from an old friend. He said to thank you for the gifts. It’s most kind.’

      Cold steel pressed against her cheek, and Marta screamed as it parted her skin. She tried to pull her head away, but she was trapped, unable to reach her knives. The clawboard, strapped to her left arm, stopped her right arm from moving.

      The clawboard…

      She bent her hand in towards her stomach, slamming the angle of her wrist into the buttons on the inside of the board. With a sharp whizz her attacker’s arm jerked away, the momentum pulling the knife away from her face. As he gasped she twisted, slamming the hard metal edge of the clawboard into the bridge of his nose.

      The grappling hook had pierced her attacker’s forearm. She pressed the retract button, and the razor sharp metal star ripped back, spraying her with pieces of bone and flesh. She tore a knife from her belt and slashed it upwards before he could move again, aiming for his throat. He jerked sideways, avoiding the killing blow, but her knife hacked open his cheek. She twisted it, jamming it deeper into his mouth, then kicked out at his feet to make him slip forward, the knife impaling him as he struck the ground face first.

      She shoved the twitching body off her and crawled out into the road.

      ‘My children…’

      She didn’t have time to wonder about her attacker. She pushed herself to her feet, grabbed the clawboard, and sprinted for her cottage.

      Darkness was closing in, but it didn’t matter. She could identify her home from the plume of flame rising out of its centre.

      Uster lay on the ground out the front, bleeding from a dozen wounds. Smoke poured from the doorway as flame bit and chewed at the roof. She had never really loved the house, and now she screamed her hate at it, kicking out at whatever was nearby: rocks, bushes, anything, until she slipped and fell, her knees thudding into the thick grass at the side of the path that led up to it.

      ‘Uster!’ she gasped, her voice cracking as she crawled over to him. ‘Where are they? Where are my children?’

      The huge head turned towards her. Massive eyes blinked. ‘Alive,’ he groaned. ‘Go … quickly. You can still catch … them.’

      ‘Who?’ she screamed. ‘Who came here?’

      The Redman groaned and rolled into a sitting position. He pushed himself to his knees. Blood streamed down his face. ‘I’m sorry, Marta. There were too many, and they were too fast. And the fire … oh, God, the fire…’

      Uster had told her that in the government hell pits they broke the will of the genetically altered Redmen by torturing them with fire. Whoever the kidnappers were, they had watched, and they had waited. And when they were ready, they had struck. The attack by the Wildmen had just been a distraction.

      She heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Ishael limping up the slope with a few others behind him.

      ‘Where were you?’ she screamed at him, unable to control her anger. ‘Where the fuck were you when our children needed you? You and your fucking rebellion … my children are gone while you sit around in a meeting hall doing nothing. You’re all useless!’

      Howling like the Wildmen in the forests, she pulled another knife out of her belt and stabbed it into the ground over and over, wanting to shove it into the heart of every one of these useless fools with their worthless plans.

      A hand fell on her shoulder. ‘We’ll find them. I’ll get a search party together now. They can’t have gone far.’

      She shoved Ishael’s hand away. ‘Don’t you get it? They’ve gone outside the village, which means they’ve gone far enough! They’ve gone too far already!’ She staggered to her feet. ‘Which way, Uster?’

      ‘East.’

      She turned and ran. She heard the sound of pursuit but didn’t look back. She ran up the street and past her burning cottage, following the road east until it ended, abruptly cut off by the wooden stockade.

      She didn’t pause for breath, just pulled herself up the nearest ladder then used the grappling hook to lower herself down the other side, ignoring the shouts and warnings of the sentries.

      The light from the clawboard illuminated an overgrown road, vegetation breaking up through the cracked tarmac and crowding in on either side, filling her nostrils with its damp, leafy scent. She flicked the display over to heat sensor and noticed a slight glow on the ground near her feet. Someone had jumped down from the stockade, leaving a bloody handprint on the ground.

      She heard shouts from the wall above, but she ignored them. Switching the clawboard back on to torchlight, she sprinted off down the road, dancing around the potholes as they appeared as dark pools of shadow at her feet. Night sounds came from the trees around her: the hoot of an owl, the patter of tiny feet, and the growl of something much bigger, much worse.

      The road veered left through the trees, angling uphill towards an open area where the trees thinned out. Marta’s breath was beginning to catch in her throat. The adrenaline wouldn’t last much longer, but giving up one step before she had to might be giving up her children.

      She crested the rise and slumped to her knees, gagging for air. Sucking in huge, desperate breaths, she pulled the clawboard up in front of her face and flicked it back on to heat sensor.

      Four flickering red blobs, two large and two small, circled a larger red mass in the valley below. The computer display on the clawboard read two hundred and forty-two metres.

      She cocked her head to the side and tried to hold her breath, listening. The distant sound of a purring engine punctuated the rustling of the wind.

      Marta took one last breath, gritted her teeth, and kicked off. The road made a steep descent into the bowl of a valley. Faltering with each step, she was sure her legs only moved because it was that or fall.

      Lights appeared in the valley, so she switched off the clawboard’s display, trusting her luck over the potholes. The ground had begun to flatten out and trees to close in again, when a pair of headlights swung towards her, briefly illuminating her, and then turned north, lighting up a wider, clearer stretch of road.

      She had no chance to catch them. Her strength was almost gone, and fifty metres still separated her from the armoured truck they had entered.

      ‘What would you do, Switch?’ she half spoke, half croaked. ‘How would you get out of this?’

      She knew, of course.

      He would ride.

      She lifted the clawboard, fingers jerking at the buttons. She pressed the grapple function, selecting electromagnet over metal hook. It was her last chance.

      As the truck’s engine roared, she wrapped her wrists around the straps and pressed the grapple release.

      A clang rang out as the magnet struck the back of the vehicle and took hold. Marta activated the slow retract function and the board jerked her forward, pulling her down to the ground. Lying flat, she rolled over, getting the board beneath her, aware that the old tarmac would rip first the clothes, then the skin from her body. With her arms beneath her on the board, her left still hooked through the straps, she let the toes of her shoes bounce on the road to balance her, but every movement was a desperate struggle to stay upright as the truck headed down the old road, dragging her along behind.

      With the muscles in her arms aching to keep her from rolling off the board, she slowly retracted the grapple with frantic stabs of her finger, drawing her closer. The control was under her left arm where it was difficult to reach. Once, she stretched too far and the board rolled. For a few painful seconds she was dragged along the tarmac like a battered doll, only the matted braids of her hair keeping her face away from the rough, crumbling road surface.

      For more than half a mile she hung on behind the vehicle. Then suddenly it slowed, coming to an old ford where the bridge had long ago collapsed, leaving a treacherous crossing across a rocky riverbed. The truck inched forward, looking for a safe route across.

      Marta saw her chance. She released the grapple, retracted it into the board, and climbed to her feet, groaning as her aching muscles protested. The armoured truck was a black lump in the dark in front of her, wheels inching forward as the driver looked for a way across the river. With the clawboard hanging from her left hand, she gripped a low rail around the roof of the truck and climbed up onto the top.

      A hatch in the middle lifted up and fell back with a clang of metal. Marta dropped and dived left as a man wearing a visor lifted a gun towards her. She ducked to the right and swung the clawboard at his chest as he turned to follow, the hard metal connecting with a hollow thud. The man grunted and stumbled backwards. Marta drew a knife and slashed at his face, only for the gun barrel to jerk up, parrying the blade. Before she could react, the gun jabbed forward, the butt striking her in the stomach. She doubled over just as the truck lurched forward, sending her sprawling back towards the rear rail. No more than six inches high, it struck her calves and she fell backwards off the roof. Spinning over, she stuck out her left arm and the hooks of the clawboard caught on the rail as her legs dangled over the river below.

      ‘Give me back my children!’ she screamed, throwing her knife towards the man, hearing it find the soft give of flesh with a meaty thump.

      ‘Mummy!’ came a muffled cry from the open hatch.

      ‘Benjamin! Alice!’

      ‘Mummy!’

      She tried to swing herself up again, just as the armoured truck lurched into a deeper pool. The clawboard bumped, the hooks coming free. Marta scrabbled at the side of the truck with her free hand, then water was all around her. She cried out, just as her head struck something hard.

      Everything blurred. She felt watery hands searching her body, reaching for her, pulling her away. Somewhere behind the rushing swirl of the river was the sound of an engine, its timbre rising as its speed rose. She coughed as water pressed into her mouth, and then the world went black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She woke coughing, covered in thick, slimy mud, her knees, elbows, and back sore from the battering rocks of the riverbed. At first she felt disorientated, not sure what was going on. Then the memories came flooding back.

      My babies. They took my babies.

      She pushed herself to her feet, dragging herself out of the mud and up the riverbank. Exhausted, she collapsed in the long grass, and for a few minutes she just lay there, looking up at the night sky, feeling precious air flood into and out of her tired lungs.

      ‘Marta!’

      She twisted her head at the sound of her name. It sounded like Ishael, but it could have been anyone. She didn’t care. Those men, whoever they were, had taken her babies, her beautiful children.

      How could I have left them?

      Part of her knew she couldn’t have stopped the men. If she had been in the house when they came she might be dead now, and her children would still be prisoners, but that didn’t matter. She had failed.

      ‘Switch!’ she screamed. ‘Switch! Where are you? I need you!’

      Her cries were futile. He was gone and so were her children. All that were left were Ishael and Uster and the other Free Folk, none of whom could do anything but provide a helpless backdrop to her failure.
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      ‘What do you want?’

      He looked up at the waitress, her face chiseled like stone, grey eyes suspicious, and her nose slightly wrinkled in disgust. He studied her a moment: the slight chink of her jaw on one side that had been broken—probably by a man’s fist—and had healed without medical attention; the way her cheeks rose in a way that would be attractive in a certain light; the sores on her nose which she had covered over with a concealing paste that suggested that the food she served was as good as she ever ate; the stringy, frayed look to her hair that had been tied back. Details always seemed so clear, depressingly so. She shifted from one foot to the other, waiting, but not wanting to press him.

      ‘Do you have eggs?’

      ‘We don’t have no eggs. We have bread. Toasted if you want.’

      ‘I do. Meat?’

      ‘Sausages.’

      ‘No bacon?’

      ‘Where the fuck do you think you are, the … the …’ Her voice trailed off. He found it a little sad how she searched for a word that no longer existed. Even language was fading.

      ‘I’ll have the sausages. Just give me a breakfast special.’

      Her face lit up. ‘Sure. We have a breakfast special. We certainly have that.’

      He smiled. ‘Okay.’ “Breakfast special” was shorthand for whatever the hell was available. He expected stale bread, some kind of minced animal, and perhaps a mushroom or two. Mushrooms were crazy popular now. With the smog or whatever it was, perhaps the general dankness, they were growing everywhere. You could pick them off the walls of old buildings. Of course, some were poisonous, but few people cared. You either got fed or dead, and for many people, one was as good as the other.

      ‘You’re bleeding.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Want me to get you a cloth?’

      ‘You have a toilet?’

      ‘Chemical one in the back. Where the stalls are.’

      He stood up. ‘Thanks. I’ll be five minutes. Wait until I get back before you bring the food.’

      He glanced up at the grimy windows that opened out on to the street as he got up. Several homeless scumbags peered in at him, their faces ringed with hair like old mop heads and scraggly brush beards. Even eating someone’s rotted dog he was one of the lucky ones. They’d kill each other over a plate of beans and boiled cabbage, but when you could be dead come nightfall anyway it was a decent bet to make.

      The old stall had long ago been ripped out and replaced by a chemical toilet without any chemicals left to keep the stench down. Two rosaries of wildflowers hung either side of the door, but it did little to help. He wrinkled his nose as he sat down, pulling the little metal oval from his pocket and flicking it open.

      The mirror was the cleanest thing he owned. He held it a little away from his face to catch as many of his features at once as he could. As always, his appearance shocked him. He looked far older than his years, his once doughy, boyish features replaced by hardened adult skin over which a town map of scars threaded and wound, crossing over and linking together, dipping in and out of clarity from thick lumps of discoloured tissue to barely discernible blemishes.

      The latest damage was a gash down the left side of his face. The guy had pulled a broken bottle from somewhere. It was against the rules, but few people cared. It evened things up a bit.

      He reached up and winced as he pressed a finger to the damaged flesh. He had taped it over, and it had already begun to heal, but the scab had cracked at the bottom, and a line of blood was dribbling down the side of his face. He pressed the skin together and tightened the tape across.

      The edge of his sleeve was enough to dab the blood away.

      Back at his table, the food actually surpassed his expectations. The bread appeared to be fresh and the sausages tasted like pork, even though they’d clearly been filled out with cornmeal. There were a handful of soft pieces of carrot that had come from a tin, and of course a heap of mushrooms. He stuffed it all down hungrily, refusing to look at the homeless outside, whose eyes he could sense watching every jab and thrust of his fork with resentment and envy.

      As he scraped the last juice away, the waitress came over to ask for money. It was rare these days to pay afterwards, but the heavyset guy standing just inside the door was probably supposed to prevent any runners.

      As she opened her mouth to speak, he pointed his fork at the huddle of bums gathered outside. ‘Don’t they drive you crazy?’ he asked.

      She shrugged, and for a moment he thought she was going to smile. Instead, her face just settled into the same grey expressionless mould as before.

      ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘After we feed ourselves we throw them any leftovers we have.’

      He smiled. ‘You’re a saint.’

      She shrugged again. ‘If we all do our bit we might improve things a little.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘And what do you do for a living?’ Her eyes flicked to his gash and back.

      ‘I do my bit. Quite a few bits, actually.’

      ‘Do you have a name?’ she asked, as if it was a rarity.

      He thought for a moment, trying to remember the last time anyone had asked. ‘Owen,’ he said. ‘My name’s Owen.’

      ‘Well, Owen,’ she said, ‘My name is Kel. I hope we’ll see you around here again.’

      He stood up. ‘With sausages that don’t taste like they were scraped off the road, I’m sure you will.’

      He had been making an attempt at wit, but she just cocked her head as if she’d grown up in a world devoid of humour. ‘I look forward to seeing you again, Owen.’

      He gave her a tight smile, wondering quite what she wanted from him. He looked like a warrior for sure, but he wasn’t the kind of person who could make anyone happy. It wasn’t a concept he was comfortable with. He did what he did: dealt his misery out like a bad hand of cards, took the money, and ran.

      The heavy eyed him with practiced suspicion, and the gaggle of homeless with desperation as he headed out of the restaurant and down the street. He took a left, headed up a hill to a call shop on a street corner.

      Inside, he paid for a booth and dialed a number from memory.

      ‘Kid?’ came a deep, gravelly voice like a stretcher being dragged over stones.

      ‘Yeah, it’s me. What have you got for me?’

      ‘You be good by Tuesday?’

      He considered. Three days. The gash wouldn’t have healed, but they would let him tape it up for the fight. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Good. Some bruiser from Catford wants a piece of you. Stakes are up. You have to go down for this one, though.’

      ‘Goddamn it.’

      ‘Owen, since March you’ve gone fourteen and oh. We’re not making any money.’

      ‘Give them a chain or something.’

      ‘Make it look like he got a lucky punch. People are losing interest in you with the odds you’re bringing. We need to shake things up a bit.’

      He sighed. It was a conversation he’d had before. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll do it. But this is the last time.’

      ‘Good.’

      The line went dead.

      He hung up, paid, and headed for home, a dingy little flat in Ealing in an otherwise abandoned building. He liked having no neighbours, because sometimes the metal made him scream at night, and he liked his privacy.

      A couple of gangs were hanging about in the street outside his building, but he paid them no attention. With his scars he rarely got into trouble unless he went looking for it, which was less frequent as time went on. Sometimes he thought that the anger, like everything else, was beginning to fade.

      A rusty clock on a pedestal in a little town square said it was nine thirty. He knew from experience that it ran an hour fast, but it was still well into the day, considering he hadn’t slept all night. The fights were usually after midnight—not through fear of government intervention, but of gangs hoping the gamblers would be carrying cash with them. They didn’t of course, but no one outside the circle really understood the nature of underground banks. Owen didn’t. He was paid in cash and hid it in ten or twelve different places, not all of them even near his flat.

      After smashing someone to within a few eyelid twitches of death, the adrenaline never let him sleep. With his pay in his pocket he always wandered the streets for hours afterwards, sometimes finding trouble, sometimes a girl, sometimes nothing but memories he no longer cared for.

      Now, after eight hours of street walking, and with a full stomach, he was exhausted. He trudged wearily up to his door, engaged the series of deadbolts and almost missed the white envelope pushed under his door.

      He groaned. It was the last thing he wanted to see.

      As he picked it up he felt a little tingle in his hands and left foot, almost as if they knew he’d found it.

      He opened the envelope and scanned the contents. It was sparse, as always:

      
        2A / Q / M

      

      He breathed a sigh of relief. It could be worse, but he didn’t have much time. It was Sunday now, and it had to be done tomorrow. Still, it was time enough.

      He bolted the door behind him and went into the kitchen, switching on the single bulb hanging from the centre of the ceiling. The sink was piled high with ancient dishes: empty food cans and cartons littered the floor. He kicked some out of the way as he went to see if there was any water today, thinking that he really should clean up sometime. It was a chore he did about every three months, when getting about the flat became more hassle than it was worth.

      He lifted an eyebrow as a trickle of cold water dribbled from the faucet. It was enough. It meant he could have a shower for the first time in three days, wash off yesterday’s blood and sweat.

      Half an hour later, at least a little cleaner than before, he went into the tiny bedroom and lay down on top of the dirty blankets of his bed, arms behind his head, looking up at the ceiling.

      Slight vibrations buzzed in his hands, and he knew that in a lab somewhere they were testing the electrical connections in case he was having second thoughts. They always did this; the government was like a little monkey on his back whispering into his ear, reminding him what it would feel like if he disobeyed.

      He didn’t want to pull off his clothes, but he was tired, it was warm, and he never slept well in his boots. He unlaced them and slid them down over his feet, pulling off the black, holey socks to reveal one normal human foot and one plastic molded lump with rounded outcrops for toes. It fused seamlessly with his skin just below the ankle, the synthetic skin that covered the flexible plastic barely discernible from human skin except for its greater elasticity, its hairlessness, and that he felt nothing when he touched it except a tug on the skin of his lower leg.

      He hated the foot. He didn’t care about the scars that cross-crossed his body because they scared people away and no woman that he wanted would turn down the money he could offer, but the foot … it was his leash. Every moment of every day it reminded him that he was a government dog, and even the casual freedom that anarchists and dissenters claimed within the walls of London was not his to share.

      He rolled over and pulled a blanket over him, hiding it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He had got drunk. Too drunk, the kind of drunk where stupid thoughts started to slip in, and ideas that would have been dismissed suddenly became plausible, possible. The chips were only just under the skin, a knife would cut them out. Drink enough to mask the pain, make a small incision in each of his hands and feet, pop out the evil little metal things and then he was free.

      Oh, so easy it had seemed.

      They had let him see it. They had let him grit his teeth through the skin and the meat of his sole, let him prise open the flesh with a wooden clothes peg pushed into the wound, let him moan a while as even below the numbing surface of the drink the nerves sent shudders of pain surging through his body.

      They had let him get a look at the little black node, like the head of a pencil, and then they turned his foot into a soup of blood, gore, and chips of bone.

      He woke up in a government lab pumped full of drugs, his vision revealing just a blur of white coats and masks and cold, empty eyes. He remembered one waving a finger at him, scolding him for trying to set himself free, and he distinctly remembered being made to promise never to try it again.

      They actually made him use those words, like he was a naughty schoolchild who’d stolen another pupil’s lunch money: ‘I promise.’

      He had promised, and he had meant it.

      He should have known from all the horrors he had seen that their technology was far more intricate. The black node was just the hub for a web of miniature charges spreading all across his foot and ankle. He had been holding the foot when it detonated, yet his fingers weren’t even scratched, stained only by the blood pumping out of the stump just above his ankle in the seconds before he passed out.

      They had fixed him up, but there would be no second chances. If he tried to get free again they would detonate his other foot and both his hands and leave him to bleed to death.

      He thought about the white envelope and the information he had now committed to memory. It didn’t matter if he liked it or not. He was a government dog, and a dog did its master’s bidding.
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      The Governor gasped as he awoke. A thousand visions fled from his mind and the room eased back into clarity. He glanced down at his hands, noticing a slight tremble in his fingers, and wondered for a moment whether he should slow down. After all, more than a century had passed since his last immersion in the thing. He had aged slowly, doubtlessly, but he had still aged.

      He shook the feeling off. It could be expected in his eagerness that he might push himself too hard, but he would be fine. The thing would look after him. It always had, and it always would.

      And it was working.

      ‘You came right back, didn’t you, Marta Banks?’ he whispered. ‘Oh, you silly girl. You should have stayed in France. Your loyalty to your country is . . . touching.’

      The phone buzzed on his desk. He climbed up from his chair and walked over, trying to ignore a feeling of nausea as he pressed the talk button.

      ‘Farrell Soars to see you, sir,’ came the voice of his secretary through the intercom.

      ‘Let him in.’

      A moment later the door opened and Soars stood there, solid and dependable, his short hair flecked with a grey that matched his eyes.

      ‘Sir, I have received word from the Personal Guard. Your … intelligence reports … were accurate. They have found and captured Marta Banks’s children.’

      The Governor smiled. ‘Good, good. They are to bring them to Parliament Tower with all haste. Then the three of them should resume their positions by my side.’

      Soars shifted. ‘Sir … only two of them survived. Adilin was killed in the attack.’

      The Governor felt a cloud drift over his vision. ‘How?’

      ‘We don’t know, sir. Wohfel said Adilin went to confront Marta Banks, to give her your message … but he never returned.’

      The Governor’s desk began to tremble. Soars turned his gaze to the floor, purposely ignoring it. A single bead of sweat ran down the side of his face.

      ‘How did she kill a Personal Guard?’ the Governor mused to himself, turning to the window to look through the tinted glass at his gardens far below.

      ‘Your orders, sir?’

      The Governor turned back towards him. ‘Are the planes ready?’

      ‘We have three that are operable. We are working round the clock on repairing and outfitting more. By the end of the month—’

      The Governor waved a hand, cutting him off. ‘Just three? Good God.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I think it is time for a test flight.’

      ‘The targets?’

      ‘Marta Banks’s village. Destroy it.’

      ‘What about her?’

      ‘She will be long gone by now. She will have come after her children. But the rest of them … wipe them out. Erase the stain they have left on my country.’

      ‘Should I order a group of Huntsmen to go in and clean up?’

      The Governor shook his head. ‘God, no. Not where we can’t keep a close watch on them. In any case, they are needed in Bristol and Manchester-Liverpool. They’re more effective in the cities where there is less time between each kill.’ He smiled darkly. ‘In the GFAs they get too distracted chasing sheep.’

      Soars actually smiled. ‘As you command, sir. What about Dreggo?’

      ‘What about her?’

      ‘She was asking about the mission. She wanted to be involved. She can be very … persuasive.’

      The Governor shook his head. ‘If she questions you again, send her to me. Her hatred of the Tube Riders can cloud her judgment. I cannot trust her enough when matters concern them. At this point in time, Commander Soars, you are the only person in whom I have faith.’

      Soars gave a short bow. ‘I’m honoured, sir.’

      ‘Do not fail me. Too many others have. Dreggo … is a loose cannon. She has served me well, but where the Tube Riders are concerned…’ The Governor nodded. ‘Thank you, Commander. You may leave. I expect your report on the airstrikes in the morning.’

      ‘As you command, sir.’

      Soars bowed and went out.

      The Governor frowned and turned back to the window. In the distance, several columns of smoke were rising up into the sky. With a snarl the Governor clenched a fist and slammed it into his other palm. His desk jumped a foot off the ground and landed with a shudder of paper and equipment. The window shimmered as the tinted glass warped for a moment then came to rest.
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      The early hours of the morning were always the best for a hit. People were either sleeping or in need of it. Sometimes the notes were more detailed, other times not. This was an easy one.

      Owen turned the paper over his hand one last time as he made his way down the street towards the London Underground station, then screwed it up and tossed it in amongst a heap of stinking rubbish that crowded the front steps of a burnt-out town house.

      He caught the first westbound train, at 4.45 a.m. There were few others passengers, just a handful of suited workers clustered together for protection at one end of his carriage, no doubt off to one of the government offices in the far east of the city. It amazed him that government workers still used the trains. At busier times, armed guards protected specially assigned carriages because the sight of people in suits tended to incite anger and resentment. This early, though, there were few enough people about to cause worry, and most of those who sat slumped against the bars by the doors or in the corners were drunks or homeless spending their pennies on somewhere warm and relatively safe to sleep.

      Leaning his head back against the window, he stared at the flickering darkness across from him as the train rumbled through the subterranean tunnels below London. A couple of times his mind tricked him into seeing faces there, flickering momentarily against the windows, and he thought about some of the hits he’d done down in the tunnels, wannabe Tube Riders who’d picked up on the fame of Marta Banks and wanted to get a name for themselves, even some who’d once run with his old friends and had picked up their boards in defiance against the government.

      They’d all gone the same way, of course. Standing up against something like that was like waiting for a giant bulldozer to roll over them. Rebels were causing trouble in the north and south-west, but London was the same chaos as he remembered.

      As time passed, nothing really changed except the number of scars on his face.

      The train slowed. Owen looked up, thinking they’d come into a station, but they’d only just left one, so perhaps there was something on the track. The timbre of the train’s engine deepened, and the lights flickered overhead. The suits at the end of the carriage began to chatter and look around nervously, as if worried they were about to become the victims of a terrorist hit.

      ‘We apologise for the delay,’ a voice sang out above him. ‘There has been an electrical interference and we have switched to auxiliary power. Normal service should resume shortly. We thank you for your patience.’

      Owen shrugged it off. Power shortages were common. It was nothing to worry about.

      The train laboured into the next station and he stood up to get off. A few strange looks came his way from the suits, and he met them right back. They were obviously going out to the Docklands, and he wished he had more hits out that way, but there was little dissent out where things were going well and life wasn’t a daily struggle for survival.

      As the doors opened, the scratched and faded sign on the wall opposite welcomed him to Kensington High Street.

      He was the only person on the platform. He made his way wearily up the stairs to the ticket exits, huge wall-to-ceiling electronic gates that not only stopped anyone jumping the trains but also protected against riots. On this side they were smooth and clean, but as he slipped his ticket into the slot and stepped through, he saw they were scratched and dented on the other side.

      At this time of the morning, Kensington High Street looked little different to many other parts of central London. It was all towering rows of townhouses with smashed windows and broken-in doors, heaps of litter being picked through by feral dogs and cats, jagged lines of abandoned cars with a single lane cleared through the middle for the government buses to pass through, and stains in the street that could have been oil, could have been blood.

      Owen scowled and spat at a faded sign that said Welcome to Kensington. The area from the site of Buckingham Palace down to the Thames was known as the Tank, and had always been No Man’s Land, the former glory of Britain razed or left to rot, a burning, bleeding reminder that capitalism was bad and that those who reveled in its sordid glories were now the despised underclasses.

      With the battle for Manchester-Liverpool in full flow though, there was talk that any organised uprising from within London Greater Urban Area’s perimeter walls would come from out of the Tank, a seemingly ridiculous proposition considering the complete lawlessness of the place. Yet, this was the third hit out of four that had brought him into this part of London.

      As he turned off Kensington High Street into the warren of back roads that led through Chelsea and eventually emerged on to the banks of the Thames, he pulled a hood up over his head and stuffed his hands into his pockets. He had a reputation among the fighting pits, and while his fights always took place in outlying suburbs there was a chance his notoriety might have spread. He was unknown as a former Tube Rider; in the pits he fought as Owen Scarface or simply Scarboy. His hits had gone unnoticed, and it was important his face was never suspected. He was too well known to hide if the people from the Tank came for him, and any connection with the government was a death sentence.

      He paused to look at a map fixed to the wall, protected by a thick sheet of flexi-glass. He ran his finger over the ridges and lines scored in the surface over the years by rocks, knives, coins … and found the number of the street he wanted.

      The number on the note was an address. The first two numbers a region, the second two a street and the third a flat allocation. While the street and flat numbers were on the signs the rest were government code, a code he had memorised. Kensington was still Kensington, or just the outer area of the Tank, but it was also thirty-two to government officials, the numbers calculated on a circular outward basis, with Parliament Tower as number one. The rest made a skewed oval to the west, but it was a code that few outside those in the know could figure out.

      He found the building and walked past it without lifting his eyes. He walked a couple more streets through the rubbish, closed-down market stalls, and barricades of abandoned cars, then circled around and doubled back.

      Identifying a wall enclosing a first floor garden at the building’s rear, he jumped up and caught hold of an outcrop of brick about halfway up. Kicking his legs up behind him, he used his powerful arms to propel himself upwards.

      His fingers closed over the lip of the wall and he frowned, feeling thick shards of glass embedded in the top. He shifted his fingers until he found a decent safe grip, then catapulted himself up and over, landing neatly in the garden on the other side.

      The garden was overgrown and untended. Owen threaded his way through until he came to a barricaded back door, wooden planks nailed across the front. He took a few steps back and peered up, seeing similar on the first floor, which was probably abandoned. A lot of buildings were only occupied higher up. They weren’t much safer, but it was easier to see danger coming.

      Owen pushed his way through the branches of an apple tree that pressed up to the window, and climbed onto the outcropping sill. A small balcony protruded above him, big enough just for pot plants. He took a length of rope from his pocket, tossed it up so it looped over one of the railings, then lifted himself up with one hand until he could grip the bars with the other and swing himself over.

      He found this window also barricaded, so he repeated the process up to the second floor. This time he found himself peering through dirty glass into an empty flat.

      He crouched down low and felt along the edge of the window. It was an old-fashioned slide-up type, but it was wooden and partially rotted through.

      Easy.

      From a pouch sewn inside his jacket, he pulled out a metal bar about the length of his forearm and jabbed the thinner end into the crack between the window and the concrete sill, levering it up. It resisted for a few seconds, then he heard a sharp crack as the mechanism snapped. Flakes of rust drifted down as the window slid up.

      Owen glanced behind him, down at the ground and up at the buildings on either side. The morning was still quiet, but if someone in the area were watching him it was still too gloomy for them to make out his face beneath the hood. He would look like a burglar, and no one would waste time reporting that. Police left the Tank well alone. A hit could stir up trouble among the gangs, but by the time it was discovered he would be long gone.

      The empty flat stank of dust and alcohol. Owen trod quietly through the gloom, listening for any sound of habitation. In one room he found several large plastic containers stacked in a corner, empty now but reeking of poor quality whisky. In another he found several boxes of jars and bottles, dusty, long abandoned.

      The front door of the flat hung slightly ajar. It surprised him that there were no signs of habitation, but it was possible this building was marked as a particular gang’s territory. Just being indoors was a lot different to being safe. There was only a single broken lock on this door. Sleeping here would be a risk for someone on their own.

      He peered out into the gloom of the stairwell. A tight turn led up to the third floor, and he saw how the wooden banister was free of dust, an indication of regular passage.

      The note had said two adults. That could mean anything: two hardened thugs, an elderly couple, or a pair of runaway teenagers. He was expected to deal with it, and he always had.

      He stepped out and made his way up the stairs to the door on the third floor landing, squatting down outside.

      He pushed a finger against the lower corner of the door, feeling its resistance. It was immovable, suggesting at least two deadbolts at the top and bottom, possibly more.

      He had three choices. Break his way through, wait for someone to emerge, or find another way in.

      In less than an hour the Tank would begin to wake up, the streets filling with all manner of undesirables, and it wouldn’t be safe for him to still be around. He wanted to be long gone before the hazy, choked sun appeared over the roofs.

      There was a chance he could get in through the windows if he backtracked through the second floor flat and climbed up again, but in general where a door was barricaded the windows would be too.

      It would have to be by force.

      He clenched his right fist, felt the strength of the metal they had put in him, felt it shifting up through his arm and across his shoulder. He held it back in fights unless it was really needed, working with his normal human left, keeping his opponents on the jab. It spread right across his back to balance the weight, but even so, the backaches he got sometimes—particularly after the more brutal fights—could be excruciating. He didn’t know why they had only messed with his right arm. The inserts were so thin as to be invisible to anyone not tuned to notice the slight alteration in the shifting of his muscles, but they ended at his left shoulder as if they’d abruptly run out of metal.

      He pulled a thick glove over his hand to protect the skin from the impact and then coiled, as he thought of it, ready to strike.

      He paused.

      Footsteps rang out on the stairwell below.

      Owen shrank back against the wall and pulled a knife from his pocket as the owner of the flat stumped up the stairs towards him.

      The man came into view. Older than Owen, but perhaps only mid-twenties, he wore a vest which revealed toned, muscular shoulders. A tattoo of a bird fluttered in the hollow to the side of his right eye. Owen frowned, sure he had seen it somewhere before.

      The man gave a deep sigh and reached into his pocket. Owen, tucked into the shadows where the stairs started up, didn’t move, didn’t dare even to breathe. The man pulled out a heavy key and shoved it into the lock. His hands were shaking a little, and Owen had no doubt he’d been drinking.

      As the door opened, Owen launched himself forward, the knife coming up.

      The man turned faster than he could have imagined, and a fist backhanded him across the face. The momentum took him past the man to slam into the wall. He grunted and slid to the floor, feigning defeat, feigning weakness. If the man went inside and bolted the door the hit would have failed. He wouldn’t get a second chance.

      ‘You little drunk fuck,’ the man muttered, slamming a kick into Owen’s stomach. Owen groaned and slumped forward, soaking up the blow, closing a few more inches of space.

      When the next kick came, he flicked out a punch, striking the man on the ankle. Bones crunched and the man cried out. Owen grabbed the man’s busted ankle and twisted him over, sending him sprawling to the floor.

      The knife pressed against the man’s throat as Owen’s weight held him down.

      ‘Five words,’ Owen said.

      ‘You’re not a fucking Tube Rider, are you?’

      Owen’s knife hand tensed. ‘What about the Tube Riders?’

      ‘They say they’ve come back. They say they’re in the tunnels again.’

      ‘Never heard of them,’ Owen, said, and pulled the knife across the man’s throat.

      He let himself into the flat. The hit had said two, so there had to be another here somewhere. The flat was cleaner than he had expected, and furnished with nice albeit old couches and tables. Three doors opened off from the main living-dining room. Owen crept up to the first and pushed open the door with his foot. The scuffle with the man had been quick, but someone inside might have heard.

      A man lay slumped on the bed inside, his hands tied behind him, his face and naked body a mass of cuts and bruises, lesions and lacerations. Both legs were twisted at unnatural angles, broken at the knees.

      Owen grimaced. The man was perhaps forty-five, and had that well-fed look that suggested a government worker, his stomach soft and flabby, his arms and shoulders lacking any real muscle tone.

      A kidnap victim. On the note a Q meant quick. This was a mercy killing.

      Owen didn’t know how the government chose its hits for him. Some he’d been sent to had been obvious: he’d found caches of guns, printing presses still loaded with propaganda leaflets, computers with illegal internet connections. Others were less clear. On a couple of occasions he’d been sent to serene suburban houses to slaughter seemingly innocent families. Nothing cut him up more than when the note carried a C for children, followed by an S for slow.

      The man was unconscious. Owen crept up to the bed and quickly finished him off, then stepped out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him. It wasn’t his job to clean up; once the hit was done he was good to disappear.

      He’d just made it to the door when a woman’s voice called, ‘Is that you, Col?’

      Owen’s heart sank. He turned to see the girl step out of the bedroom, wearing only a thin nightdress that barely hid the curves of her body. Owen felt a brief pang of arousal, quickly replaced by a terrible guilt as the truth of his mission dawned on him.

      He’d fucked up. The second A of his hit stood in front of him, barely clothed. The battered man in the bedroom wasn’t part of it. Maybe a government raid would rescue him later, maybe not. He hadn’t been supposed to die.

      Owen imagined a tingle of electricity in his right foot, and wondered just how much information the government had on his movements. Sometimes the sensations were obvious, other times it was his mind playing tricks.

      He might be able to pass off the man’s death as by their hands, not his. He might not even be asked. What was certain was that he couldn’t leave half of his hit alive.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ the girl asked.

      Owen flashed a wild grin. ‘I’m the end,’ he said, pulling a knife.

      ‘I know who you are,’ she said, backing away towards the kitchen. ‘I’ve heard about you.’

      ‘Fuck you, you have,’ he replied. ‘You don’t know anything about me.’

      ‘You’re the one they call the traitor.’

      Owen felt a surge of anger. Was it his imagination or did his hands begin to prickle too? ‘I’m no fucking traitor,’ he said.

      ‘Yes, you are.’

      She reached behind her and pulled a knife from the worktop, flinging it towards him in one motion. The tip embedded itself in his shoulder, struck the metal and bounced away. He staggered backwards, then, as he turned back towards her, one of the other doors slammed.

      He reached for the door handle, finding it locked from the inside. Gritting his teeth, he felt the metal in his fingers contract, and he squeezed, the lock breaking out of the wooden frame as he twisted it. He kicked the broken door in and stepped back out of its way, in case she had a gun.

      The room was quiet as he stepped inside. A bloody knife lay on the bed and the window was open. He ran over, saw bloody hand prints on the sill, and peered out.

      The girl’s body hung in one of the trees in the garden below. He could see from this angle that her neck had been broken on one of the branches, and blood was dripping from a self-inflicted wound in her forearm.

      From the way the bloody stains on the sill had been imprinted with finger marks, he could tell she had tried to jump down to the next balcony below and had slipped, falling to her death. No matter. She was dead, that was all that was important, and that it had been her own fault eased his guilt just a little.

      He turned back towards the door and saw the reason she had turned the knife on herself.

      On the wall beside the bed, in bloody handprints and smears, she had left a little note to remember him by.

      
        Scarboy

      

      He cursed and went back into the kitchen, looking for some way to set fire to the flat. There was no electricity or gas, no matches in any of the kitchen drawers. He hadn’t thought to bring anything because he left the scenes of his hits as they were. There wasn’t even any water to wash it away.

      He went back into the bedroom and tried to wipe the blood away with the dirty, moth-eaten blanket, but the main lines of the word were beginning to dry, and he managed only to smear it. The word was obscured, but someone else who knew him might be able to recognise it.

      So be it. He would have to keep his head down, perhaps give up the fights for a while and wait to see if he heard anything. He went out of the flat, dragged the body of Col inside and locked the front door, taking the key.

      Retracing his steps, he pulled the girl’s body down from the tree and hid it away in a corner under a heap of mulched leaves.

      There was nothing else to be done. What would be, would be. He climbed up over the wall, pressed a pad of cloth against his injured shoulder, and hurried off into the morning, as all around he heard the shouting, screams, crashes, and bangs of the Tank beginning to wake up.
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      Don’t let the bad man get me.

      A crushing, cascading rush of water filled every part of her senses, pressing down on her chest, filling her mouth and lungs. A screeching roar swept through her mind from the inside out, and she felt like she was exploding.

      Marta screamed, and her eyes jerked open. The water vanished and she heard only the stillness of the night. She had fallen asleep again. She had managed to get out of the river, but her strength had failed her.

      ‘Where are my children?’ she gasped, hearing her own voice seem to float outside her head, hoarse and weak.

      She remembered the armoured truck, the chase, her children’s screams, the river.

      ‘Help me up,’ she said, not sure who was near her. ‘Help me up, I have to find them.’

      A growl came from the darkness.

      Marta froze. This cannot be happening.

      The growl came again. It was some way off to the right, in the long grass at the top of the river bank. Shifting one foot then the other, she inched back down towards the water, aware that whatever had made the noise could rush her at any moment.

      She had almost reached the river when something stepped out of the grass above her, and for a moment it was silhouetted against the moon.

      It looked like a dog, then it swished its bushy tail, and Marta breathed a sigh of relief.

      Just a fox.

      She began to climb back up the streambed towards the ford where she had fallen, skirting around the churning water, amazed as she watched it tumbling over the rocks that it hadn’t hurt her more. Besides a few cuts and bruises, she felt fine.

      ‘Switch,’ she whispered, remembering how she had screamed for him. ‘Switch, why did you have to leave?’

      It was a question she couldn’t answer. He had disappeared in the middle of the night without warning, and in the year since there’d been no word or sighting. Even his adoptive uncle, William Worth, still leading the Underground Movement for Freedom in Bristol Greater Urban Area, had heard nothing.

      All she knew was that if he were here now things would be okay, because things were always okay when Switch was around.

      She reached the ford and found her clawboard lying among the rocks. She picked it up and turned it over in her hands. It was barely scratched, despite its ordeal. She switched it on and selected the heat sensor, then swung it around. Further up the hill, back towards the village, a group was moving towards her.

      She walked up the road, keeping out of sight until she heard their voices calling her name.

      ‘I’m here,’ she said, stepping out into the road. Ishael was there, with Jin, a couple of Free Folk sentries, and at the back loomed Uster, his huge face long with distress.

      ‘Marta, thank God,’ Ishael gasped, pulling her forward into his arms.

      She didn’t resist but hugged him back, resentful of many things but knowing deep down that he would be hurting too. He wasn’t a bad man, just one whose loyalties were torn.

      ‘We have to find them,’ she sobbed, tears coming now. ‘We have to find them quickly.’

      ‘We will, we will.’

      ‘Who were those men?’

      ‘I’ll explain when we get back to the village. We have to go now. There are Wildmen about. Their attack wasn’t a coincidence. It was a diversion.’

      ‘What do you mean, back to the village? They’re getting away with our children!’

      ‘Marta.’ He took hold of her face and turned her towards him. In the light of the moon she could see how his eyes gleamed. Once, for a brief time, she had loved those eyes so much. ‘Marta, listen to me. It’s too late. We have no vehicles capable of catching up with them, but we’re assembling a group to track them now. We’ve already contacted our men in Exeter, and they’ll try to head them off.’

      ‘Ishael!’ She stamped her foot, frustrated. ‘We … we … goddamn it.’

      She couldn’t think of anything else to say. She let him lead her back towards the village, every step away from her children like lead boots dragging on her feet.

      Back inside the stockade, men were already working to repair the damaged section of the stockade. Ishael tried to steer her away from the burning inferno of their cottage, but she stood and looked at it for a long time. She thought about her children’s toys, books, the drawings and pictures they had done. She thought about Alice’s sketchbook, and she knew that none of it mattered without the children themselves. It was just junk.

      Ishael wanted to take her to the meeting hall, but she refused. Instead, they ended up making a rough gathering in the town square, sitting around an old stone memorial to some war or other that was long forgotten now.

      ‘They were Personal Guard,’ Jin said quietly.

      ‘What?’

      ‘The Governor’s elite,’ he said. ‘That’s why we know where they’re going. They never leave his side.’

      ‘And you killed one,’ Ishael said, a hint of admiration in his voice.

      ‘I got lucky. Unlike our children.’

      ‘We’ll find them.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘By doing what we need to do now anyway. We have to strike.’

      Marta looked at the expression on his face, stern and determined. Then she looked around at the crumbling village with its scattering of government rejects for inhabitants, and began to laugh.

      ‘With what army, Ishael? You, me, Jin and Uster, a handful of men in Bristol and Exeter? Don’t be ridiculous. We wouldn’t stand a chance.’

      ‘The people will rise up.’

      ‘You’ve been saying this for years. First it was Europe would help us, and we know that we failed there. Then it was the people. The people who spend all their time killing each other. Why would they rise?’

      He had a faraway look in his eyes, dreaming of revolution still. She felt sick.

      ‘They need the Tube Riders,’ he said.

      She wanted to slap him. ‘What Tube Riders? You’ve sent Carl off to Scotland, and God knows where Switch is—’

      ‘You, Marta. You’re the only one who matters.’

      She looked at Jin, wondering if she’d get anymore sense out of him, but the Free Folk man nodded in agreement. ‘He’s right. You’re a symbol for them. You got away from the Governor and everything he sent after you, the Huntsmen, the Department of Civil Affairs. No one gets away from the government, but you did, and you disappeared. You’re a symbol in London, and people fight for you. If you come out into the open you could be a call to arms.’

      ‘Jesus Christ, are you all stupid? That was more than three years ago. And what have I done since? Hole up, hope my trail stayed cold, and hope no one found my children. Which, of course, they have. He knows where we are. He probably always has. He’s just picked his moment to end it.’ She stood up. ‘I’m done listening to this bullshit. My children have been kidnapped, and I’m going after them. Are any of you with me?’

      Behind them all, Uster stood up. He was still bleeding from several wounds that had been crudely patched up, but the strength had returned to his eyes. She didn’t know if his tissue could regenerate like some of the Free Folk’s could, but he was strong, built to lead armies into battle.

      ‘This is my fault,’ he rumbled. ‘I lost them. I’ll help you bring them back.’

      She nodded. ‘Thank you, Uster.’

      ‘We need to plan this carefully,’ Ishael said.

      ‘All we ever do is plan!’

      ‘Marta, I’m serious. This is exactly what the Governor wants, for you to go running off after your children. He wants to draw you out.’

      ‘He knows where we are. He’s known all along!’

      Ishael shook his head. ‘I don’t think he has. I told you, his spaceship returned. I think that had something to do with it.’

      Marta had seen too much to disbelieve anything. Alice had pointed to her own head and told her the bad man was watching from there. It sounded ridiculous, but what if he could get into their minds? What if he’d found them by searching for their goddamn thoughts?

      Then why don’t I hear anything? Why isn’t he in my head too?

      ‘I need some time alone,’ she said, standing up.

      ‘Marta, wait!’

      ‘No.’

      She jogged off into the dark. Ishael’s bad leg meant he couldn’t follow her, and the others wouldn’t disobey. She still held some mystique for them. The leader of the Tube Riders. It had achieved nothing except cause suffering and struggle for those around her, but they looked at her as some kind of beacon anyway.

      Perhaps they were right, as stupid as it sounded. Perhaps she really was capable of rallying the people. After surviving the nightmares of France she had returned and hidden herself away to raise her children. The world had failed her, but she would not fail them.

      But I have, haven’t I? Alice … Benjamin. I’ve failed you both. They just walked right in and took you and I couldn’t do anything about it. I wasn’t even there!

      She wandered to the edge of the village where she sat down on a low stone wall, looking out at the darkness. Somewhere beyond the first line of trees was the stockade, supposed to keep them safe. It had fallen like matchwood. Like her, it was powerless.

      She turned the board over in her hands. A marvel of science, created by someone now dead who had been asked to build them a weapon. Only three—one for each of them. Carl took his everywhere, but Switch, before he had left, had hated it.

      It was a fine piece of equipment, embedded with all manner of useful gadgets and functions. She had never really used it, but she sometimes carried it with her out of a habit she had picked up with her old board. Tonight it had saved her life once, and almost saved her children.

      She heard heavy footfalls behind her and looked up to see Uster standing behind her. The giant Redman’s face was a picture of misery.

      ‘I know you wanted to be alone … but I just wanted to say…’

      She put a hand on his arm. ‘Uster, I know. I don’t blame you. I blame … this whole fucking useless place.’

      ‘They used to put the Personal Guard in the pits with us,’ he said slowly. ‘To train them. You killed a man who killed many. How?’

      She held out the board. ‘I got lucky. I used the grapple to tear off his arm.’

      ‘The one you killed was called Adilin,’ he said. ‘The others are Stark and Wohfel. If they left the Governor’s side he must feel more confident than ever. It doesn’t bode well.’

      ‘He tried to cut me,’ she said. ‘I don’t think he was trying to kill me, maybe just give me something to think about. Why not just kill me and them together? That’s what the Governor would want more than anything.’

      ‘I cannot tell you how his mind works, Marta.’

      ‘I wish—what’s that noise, Uster?’

      The very air felt different. There was a hum to it, a vibration, something she had never felt before.

      ‘Plane! Down, Marta!’

      One huge hand swatted her off the wall, knocking her to the ground as the house she had been sitting in front of exploded. A numbness filled her ears and for a moment she felt like every nerve in her body was on fire. Then a huge hand was hauling her up.

      Bombs exploded all across the village, turning roads into craters, houses into heaps of rubble. Uster scooped Marta up and held her to his chest like a mother might a child. ‘Hold on.’

      He began to run, Marta desperately hanging on to his arm for fear of falling and being crushed under his massive feet.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she shouted.

      ‘Safehouse. Bunker. Can’t you hear them?’

      ‘The planes?’

      ‘No.’

      She listened. Behind the roar of the receding aeroplane she heard a steady hum of raised voices.

      ‘They’re coming,’ Uster said. ‘They’re coming together. All of them.’

      He lumbered across the village square in a few huge strides. Several craters stood where Ishael, Jin and the others had been, but she had no way to tell if they were alive or not. Uster refused to stop despite her protests until they had come to an old bank on one side of the square. Uster put her down but held on to one arm so she couldn’t get away. With the other he pulled open the door and pushed her inside.

      Steps led down to an old bank vault, now a safehouse for the Free Folk against Wildmen attacks. She turned back to face him, but he had already closed the door, too big to get inside.

      ‘What about you, Uster? What are you going to do?’

      His face was grim. He turned back towards the other side of the square, and Marta saw hundreds of shadows there, some that loomed tall, others that scuttled like spiders.

      ‘Uster stand,’ he said.

      ‘Uster, you don’t have a chance against so many!’

      ‘Protect you,’ he said. ‘Get inside. Get inside now.’

      Before she could say anything, Uster reached up and tore away part of the wall, propping it up against the door so she could no longer see out. Beyond the stone barricade, Uster’s roar of challenge seemed to shake the whole village square.

      A cacophony rose in response. As another series of bombs began to explode all around her, Marta clapped her hands over her ears, hoping to drown out the sounds of Uster’s last stand, as the gentle, noble Redman rushed to meet the oncoming horde.

      ‘Uster!’ she screamed, retreating down the steps, pulling the huge storm door shut behind her and locking herself away in the vaults of the old bank. Something tickled her face, and she reached up to find a light cord dangling from the ceiling. A tug illuminated a room filled with food, medical supplies and bedding, and she sat down on the nearest pile of blankets with the clawboard held against her chest, only too aware that everything she had once held dear was now lost.

      Overhead, the bombs continued to rain down.
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      ‘Be careful, Carl,’ Brete groaned from the passenger seat as the little truck bumped out through the entrance to the wind farm and on to the tree-lined lane that led away.

      ‘Just be quiet,’ he said, although he was happy that she was still conscious enough to talk. She could chatter all the way back to Cornwall if she wanted, and he would thank her for it. ‘Stay with me. Stay awake.’

      ‘I’m trying.’

      The road wound down off the headland into a wooded valley. Carl kept glancing into the rearview mirror as if expecting to see the Huntsman pursuing them, but the road was dark. Up ahead, occasional strips of white line gummed with fallen leaves helped him keep to the centre, but the road was bumpy from tree roots and speckled with treacherous potholes that made the truck jump and lurch like a fishing boat caught out on a stormy sea.

      After twenty minutes they came to a wider, open road in better repair. Carl turned south and drove as hard as the truck could manage. They had spent the previous night in a rebel safehouse in the nearby village of Lochlairn, and he needed to get back there to retrieve their supplies. He had a medical kit there, and if he wasn’t too late he might be able to help Brete. He glanced across and saw her head lolling from side to side as they swerved around sharp corners.

      The landscape opened out again, the moonlight revealing rolling highland hills with a glittering loch in the valley below. Carl eyed the land falling away from the road with frustration. How could it look so beautiful when the girl next to him was dying? How dare it?

      ‘Are you still awake?’ he asked.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Good. Be quiet.’

      ‘Carl … I feel sick.’

      ‘I would too if I’d been shot. Just hang on. When we get to Lochlairn I can fix you up.’

      ‘Car sickness … your driving sucks.’

      Carl started to reply but a sob choked him. He grinned through his tears. ‘Just … be quiet.’

      He gunned the engine as they crested a little rise. The truck bumped and squealed, practically bouncing over the top of the hill, as a long, descending stretch of straight road revealed itself up ahead. To the left, the valley fell away towards the distant loch, while above them the land rose through sparse woodland towards a flat hill.

      A line of headlights was heading straight towards them.

      Carl killed the lights and spun the truck around, only too aware his actions had already given them away. In the rearview mirror he counted six sets of lights, far too many to be local people. He had seen fewer vehicles in Scotland than he had growing up in Reading Greater Forest Area, even though the roads were in far better repair.

      He accelerated back down the road, aware he had no chance of outrunning them, but unsure what else to do. In the rearview mirror he saw the first vehicle crest the rise and start down, the headlights catching the back of his vehicle. He heard the blare of a horn, and an amplified voice whose words were lost over the groaning of the truck’s engine.

      ‘Carl, what’s happening?’

      ‘We’ve got the DCA on our tail.’

      ‘Get off the road. You’ll never outrun them.’

      ‘I know that.’ As the truck veered around a long lefthand bend, taking them momentarily out of the DCA’s line of sight, he flicked the lights back on and picked his spot, an area where the verge angled gently down to the road, perhaps the remains of an old farm track.

      ‘Hang on, Brete.’

      He jerked the truck left, heading uphill, knowing the DCA would expect him to take the easier downward route into the valley. He had got lucky: the track did seem to be an old tractor route, winding in and out of gnarly, wind-beaten trees as it headed for the top of the hill, but the truck was beginning to struggle with the increasing gradient and the thickness of the undergrowth tugging at its wheels.

      They were just shy of the tree line when the engine gave out with a wheeze and a grinding of mechanics.

      ‘Bugger.’

      ‘Help me get out, Carl.’

      He jumped out of the truck and ran around to the passenger side. As he pulled the door open, Brete sagged out against him.

      ‘I still have that charge,’ she said. ‘If we have to, we’ll go together. I’d rather die than let them take us. At least if we have to die … I can die with you.’

      ‘We’re not going to bloody die,’ he said, pulling one of her arms around his shoulders and using the clawboard to beat a way through the long grass.

      One painstaking step at a time they stumbled up towards the crest of the hill. Carl kept glancing back, expecting to see DCA agents or perhaps Huntsmen following them through the trees, but there were no signs of pursuit yet. It was only a matter of time before the broken-down truck was discovered, and then there would be nowhere to run. Perhaps Brete was right; they should find somewhere with a good view, then wrap their hands around the little explosive charge and whisper goodnight.

      They broke through the trees on to the headland, and Carl saw there really was nowhere left to run. Scottish moorland folded and churned away from them, stretching as far as the moonlight allowed them to see. There was no more cover unless they went back into the trees, but that way led to the DCA and capture.

      ‘Carl … look.’

      Brete’s weak arm lifted, and at first he didn’t see the thin, skeletal thing rising out of the very top of the hill.

      ‘Wow. An electricity pylon.’

      ‘That’s our place, Carl.’

      They stumbled on towards the towering metal construction. From the ground it was impossible to make out the wires snaking overhead, but as they drew closer the silvery frame rose tall and proud into the night sky, as high as many of the windmills back in the wind farm.

      ‘Are there stairs?’ Brete asked as they reached its base. Up close, the metal girders were enormous, some as thick as Carl’s chest. They were spaced ten or twenty feet apart, a tough climb for an experienced climber, an impossible one for a tired man and a girl with a gunshot wound.

      ‘I guess we didn’t quite make it, but here is quite nice,’ he said. ‘You never know, they might not find us.’

      There was no ladder that Carl could see. Slumped against him, Brete turned her eyes up towards the sky as if wishing for a falling star. Her body shuddered and convulsed, and he wondered how much longer she could hold on.

      ‘A platform,’ she said. ‘There’s a ladder about halfway up, but at the top there’s a maintenance platform. There might be shelter.’

      ‘You can see that?’

      With her head nestled into his shoulder, she gave a weak grin. ‘Only just.’

      ‘We can’t get up, though.’

      ‘The clawboard. Try it.’

      ‘The battery’s dead,’ he said, but there was no other choice. Perhaps there was just enough auxiliary power left to run the grapple one last time.

      He pressed the power button, expecting nothing to happen, but the little screen flicked on, displaying the familiar options. ‘Huh?’

      ‘Maybe the DCA’s headlights, maybe the moonlight,’ Brete muttered.

      Carl shook his head. He had no idea how powerful the solar recharger was, but the display was dim, so whatever charge it had managed to gain wouldn’t last long.

      ‘Can you hang on to me?’

      ‘I’ll try.’

      ‘More than try. If you fall you’ll die.’

      In the darkness he heard her laugh, a strained sound deep in her chest. ‘I’ll more than try.’ Her arms wrapped around him.

      ‘Come on, grapple,’ he muttered. ‘Just one more time.’

      He selected the electromagnet and pressed the release. The grapple fired off into the dark. A distant clang sounded and the wire went taut. Carl wrapped the clawboard’s straps around one wrist and wrapped his other arm around Brete. Silently praying the electromagnet wouldn’t fail halfway up, he pressed the retractor control and they rose slowly into the yawning emptiness inside the pylon’s steel frame, the retractor straining under their weight as the clawboard’s last power began to fade.

      As they rose higher, they began to spin in a slow circle. Carl spotted the lights of several parked vehicles back down by the road, and the bobbing of flashlights near where they had abandoned the truck. The pair of them were heading for a dead end, but at least they could die together in peace at the top of the huge pylon, like two angels reaching for the sky.

      ‘Carl, the platform.’

      He had not seen it in the dark, but as they whirred upwards a flat steel area appeared on their left. Carl swung them towards it, and managed to get his feet onto it just before the clawboard hummed one last time and then the power died. The electromagnet’s power cut off and it dropped away, narrowly missing Carl’s face as they landed on the safety of the maintenance platform.

      ‘Keep going,’ she said.

      A set of steel steps rose on one side, leading to a ladder a little further up. With great patience they climbed, one slow step at a time, Carl helping Brete before taking the next himself, then pausing to help her up. After what felt like hours they reached a final higher platform at the very top of the pylon, a wide area with a knee-high rail all the way around, and a small roof covering one corner as if it had been designed for exactly what it had now become: a lookout.

      Carl propped Brete up against the outer wall of the covered area and crawled to the edge, lying flat so he could lean over and look down. The torch lights were scattered now, bobbing across the hillside. One of them was almost directly underneath them, and for a second the light flared as it flashed upwards. Carl ducked out of sight. When he looked back, the light was moving away across the field.

      ‘I think we lost them,’ he said, crawling back over to her. ‘They can’t see how we got up here, so they think we got away. Remember, they don’t know you’re hurt, so they don’t know how fast we’re moving.’

      ‘Carl.’ Brete reached out and pulled his hand into hers. ‘Look,’ she said. Too weak to point, she simply nodded towards the distant horizon. A glittering sea of lights stretched between two lines of hills.

      ‘Wow, that’s beautiful.’

      ‘It’s Edinburgh Urban Area,’ she said. ‘You can’t see the perimeter walls, can you?’

      He shook his head. ‘Not at all. It looks like the cities I saw in France. They had no walls. They just stretched wherever they liked.’

      ‘One day they’ll all come down,’ Brete said, her voice hard, and she started to cough, a hand going to her mouth to muffle the sound, even though they were far too high for the men hunting them to hear.

      ‘Hang on, Brete,’ he said, feeling a wave of sadness crash over him. ‘Don’t give up on me. If you can last until morning I can go and get the medical kit—’

      She put a hand over his mouth. It felt slightly cold, and there was no strength in her fingers. She was dying. She’d held on this long, but she’d lost too much blood.

      ‘Carl, shh. I told you before … don’t worry about me. I just need to sleep a while.’

      ‘Brete!’

      ‘Carl … did you mean what you said? Did you mean what you said about … loving me?’

      Despite the soul-crushing misery he felt, his cheeks filled with heat. ‘It was kind of difficult to say, but I meant to … we’ve known each other a long time, Brete.’

      ‘Carl, I wanted to say to you, too. I was planning to say before, but you know … you’re a Tube Rider and I’m a Mistake.’

      ‘Brete! You’re Free Folk!’

      She sighed. ‘Free Folk are just Mistakes that survived. We’re all government … trash.’

      ‘Don’t say that.’

      ‘But … I liked … what you said. It was lovely…’

      ‘Brete!’

      ‘Let me sleep, Carl. Please.’

      ‘Brete!’

      He gasped a great lungful of air and tried to force the sobs away as she slumped against him, her breathing almost gone.

      An image flashed into his mind of Jessica holding Simon’s limp body against her, the light Carl had seen in her eyes suddenly dying as his death broke her heart and soul into pieces and trod them into the earth. He wondered how he might look to someone else, sitting here at the top of this huge pylon, looking out over the Scottish hills towards a once great and free city, the girl he loved dying in his arms.

      Then he saw a cluster of lights blink off, followed by another cluster further across the city. Others dimmed, some flaring briefly before going out. Slowly, the vast glittering field was extinguished like water rolling up over a beach of candles.

      ‘We did it,’ he whispered, although she could no longer hear him. ‘We turned off the power.’

      He could still feel her against him, her heartbeat almost too faint to detect, but he couldn’t look at her. He just stared out at the slowly retreating field of lights and thought about all the things he had lost.
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      ‘I can’t do it.’

      ‘What do you mean, you can’t? Don’t pull this on me, kid. There’s a lot of money resting on this.’

      Owen sighed. He held up his left hand which was wrapped in bandages. ‘I fell … it’s broken, I think.’

      ‘Bullshit.’ El Borden made a grab for it. Owen scowled as he pulled his hand out of range.

      ‘Don’t fucking touch me.’

      ‘Kid, if you’re not there for that fight I’ll ensure that no one can ever touch you again.’ Steel grey eyes bored out of a hard, cratered face. ‘Is that clear?’

      ‘I told you, I can’t fight.’

      ‘You don’t have to fight, you little shit. You have to take a dive.’

      ‘But to make it look effective, I have to put up a fight first.’

      El Borden leaned forward. His skin had the consistency of an old pair of boots, dry and cracked. ‘You’ll be there,’ he said slowly. ‘This is not an option.’

      He stood up, pushing the table away so hard it bumped into Owen’s stomach. Owen felt a surge of anger and started to rise, but Borden stared him down. ‘Save your hand for tomorrow’s fight, boy.’

      As Borden left the café, Owen looked around. He was the only customer left, and the staff were making a point of ignoring his gaze. Borden was as well known as Scarboy in some parts. A gangland boss, he had his fingers in dozens of illegal activities. Gambling on bare-knuckle fighting was just one of many. Owen didn’t know about the others and didn’t want to know. No matter how strong he was or that the government might be watching him, El Borden could have him killed just as easily.

      Although he was doing a good job of it himself. If his hit had been discovered, word would be spreading throughout the Tank, and sooner or later someone who knew of his reputation in the fighting pits would make the connection. Then it was just a case of how long he could stay hidden.

      Still, he had no choice. If he didn’t show, El Borden would send men after him, more men than he could handle at once.

      All day he had been waiting for some comeback on his mistake. A tingle in his hands, perhaps, a sign that the government knew he’d killed the kidnapped man by accident. So far … nothing. Back at his flat, he’d tried to sleep but to no avail, and his scheduled meeting with El Borden had come around quicker than he had liked. The bandages had been a halfhearted attempt at a ruse. Deep down he knew he had no choice but to show up.

      He left the café and went back to his flat, hoping to sleep a bit. As he pushed the door open it got stuck on another white envelope. He picked this one up and ripped it open. Inside was a wad of paper money, used notes.

      He scowled. It was about half what he had been expecting, but after his mistake any at all was better than none.

      A thin strip of paper was tied around it. He opened it out and saw seven typed words which chilled his heart.

      
        Your next mistake will be your last.

      

      He screwed it up and threw it away from him. Then he stashed the money in a hole beneath a loose board inside his kitchen cupboard and went to try and sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sleep came in fits and starts, throwing up images of faces he’d rather forget and events that still haunted him more than three years later. He saw his brother dying in Switch’s arms, saw the monstrous skeletal face of the humanoid mining robot, Blythe, as it swayed above him, filling him with degradation and suffering.

      At some point before dawn, he climbed out of bed, retrieved a litre of homebrewed spirits from a cupboard, and drank until he passed out. This time the ghosts of his past left him alone.

      When he woke up again it was mid-afternoon. He climbed out of bed, frowned at the lack of water and went to find food. After buying a couple of stale bread rolls and an out-of-date tin of salted, chopped vegetables, he hurried for the fighting ring.

      The abandoned factory stood at the end of a bleak industrial estate. All trace of what it had once produced had been removed; now the building was just a series of cavernous, empty rooms. There were a number of known fighting rings across the city, although they moved regularly through fear of gangland intervention, and Owen had fought here only once before.

      As always, he arrived some hours before anyone else, and spent a little time inside the ring to familiarise himself with the bounce of the canvas floor, finding any spots where the wooden frame might have buckled or rotted through. A single slip or stumble could mean death. Inside the metal cage rising up around the canvas floor there was no referee; if you fell you were at the mercy of your opponent. Death wasn’t a requirement for victory, but it was common. A beaten opponent could only be withdrawn by his team, and that depended on how quick your team could get to you. Some fighters would ease off a clearly beaten man, others would make sure the fight was over, to whatever extent necessary.

      The canvas-floored fighting ring was a circle about fifteen feet in diameter. The metal cage had a wire door on opposite sides through which the fighters entered. There was no bell, no rounds. The last man standing was the winner.

      Just before dusk the gamblers began to show up. Slinking in like dogs looking for scraps, they gathered in small groups or pairs outside the ring. From the doorway of the adjacent room Owen watched them switch on illegal electronic devices and begin discussing the fight. It wasn’t as simple as a win-lose, although that garnered the biggest payouts. Everything from most punches thrown to most damage caused was bet upon. For all minor bets, two scorers from each camp would collate and divide their results. Sometimes fights broke out, sometimes people died, but all of that went on beyond what Owen concerned himself with: staying alive.

      The room was almost full when his opponent’s entourage showed up. Owen, who fought and trained alone, with only a group of El Borden’s mean-faced bookmakers to act as his corner, was always surprised at the size of some fighters’ camps. At least three dozen men crowded into the room behind their champion, whooping and shouting as their man made his way to the ring.

      El Borden detached himself from a group of bookmakers and came over to Owen. ‘Good to see you saw sense, boy. Now get in there and do what you gotta do.’

      Owen nodded. He left Borden with a stare and made his way through the throng to the ring. The crowd began to cheer as he climbed up to his door. He turned around and stared at the crowd for a moment, then pulled off his shirt and flung it to the ground.

      As always, there was a barely perceptible hush before the cheering returned. The sight of his scrawny, sixteen-year-old body invariably invoked a pang of guilt even in these men. He was wiry and tough, but boasted no real visible muscle. He looked like a death case waiting to happen.

      A huge roar went up as his opponent climbed up through the throng to the cage. The man pulled off his loose jacket and flexed his muscles. Owen gulped. The man was huge, his muscles the result of surgery or steroids or both.

      ‘Come on, Scarboy!’ the man shouted, then kicked open his cage door and climbed inside.

      Owen climbed in and pulled the door shut. For a moment the two men faced each other as a hush descended over the assembled crowd. This was the only moment of the fight where any sort of code would be followed. At the side of the ring a man climbed up onto the cage, a speakerphone in his hands.

      ‘Owen Scarface vs Del Bearman … begin!’ his voice boomed, and the crowd roared.

      Bearman rushed forward. Owen dodged away, hoping to at least tire the man before he took the beating that was required. Bearman slammed into the side of the cage, growled and turned. He swung a huge fist but Owen dropped to the canvas and rolled out of the way. A kick caught him just as he started to rise, and he toppled over. Bearman rushed forward, and a massive blow slammed into Owen’s stomach. Owen grunted, feeling his stomach muscles contract to absorb the blow, but it didn’t hurt any less. He gasped as pain erupted across his body and he spun away, hoping to avoid what was coming after.

      He bounced against the side of the cage and pushed himself off. As he turned back something like a moving train slammed into his face, and for a moment his vision was gone, replaced by patches of black dust over lights. He felt his hands hit the canvas, then he shoved himself away, rolling out of range as a huge fist hammered the canvas where he had been.

      ‘Stay still, runt,’ Bearman growled.

      Owen glanced towards the crowd, looking for a sign from El Borden that it was time to go down, and Bearman caught him with a savage one-two that snapped his head one way then back the other. He felt his senses drift … his legs swayed, his knees knocking together, then the cold metal of the cage pressed against his back, bringing him round. He ducked aside as Bearman threw again, his opponent’s fist slamming into the metal, shaking the entire cage. Owen clubbed Bearman in the side of his face with a weak left, then as his opponent turned Owen flattened his cheek with a huge right.

      The crowd roared. Bearman staggered backwards with the weight of the blow, and in that moment his eyes showed that he believed the rumours now, that he understood the kid’s record, understood why so many vicious fighters had been battered into submission by a skinny sixteen-year-old with a face like an old rag.

      ‘Come on,’ Owen said through gritted teeth. ‘Come and take me, you piece of shit.’

      Bearman snarled and rushed forwards, huge fists swinging. Owen walked straight into one, taking its full force across his shoulders, then replied with a barrage of his own. For a moment the two men stood in the centre of the ring and went toe to toe, trading huge blows as blood began to fly.

      Sidestepping to give himself some breathing room, Owen looked again for El Borden, but when he spotted the man standing a few lines from the front, Borden’s face wasn’t on Owen at all, but turned towards the back of the crowd, towards the doors leading in.

      Owen heard it now. Over the sound of the blood rushing in his ears and his brain bouncing about inside his skull, he heard the sound of shouting, of gunfire, of death.

      Del Bearman had turned away and was peering through the bars into the gloom. The sound of gunfire came louder now. Someone standing by the side of the ring screamed and went down.

      ‘Scarboy!’ came a collective roar. ‘We want Scarboy!’

      As Bearman turned towards him, surprise on his bloodied face, Owen didn’t stop to think. He dived across the ring, rolled and came up behind Bearman, diving through the door behind him as a burst of gunfire rang out. Bearman screamed, taking the volley of bullets meant for Owen. As the crowd erupted in chaos, Owen dived through the door and into the crowd, dropping to his knees and pushing through the throng towards the doors to the adjacent room.

      ‘Killer!’ someone screamed. ‘Give us the killer!’

      Owen didn’t need to know how they’d found out, or how they had found him here. His intuition had been to lay low, and he had ignored it. Survival was all he had left.

      He heard the thud of a knife entering flesh nearby, followed by a groan. He glanced up to see blood pooling in El Borden’s mouth as the gangland leader slumped to his knees. Then he was through the press of people and running, jagging back and forth, reaching the door to the next room and sliding through just as a hail of bullets cut up the ground where he had been standing moments before.

      Climbing to his feet, he sprinted across the wide open room to a set of metal steps leading up to a walkway at the far end. As he started up, he turned back and saw a mob of perhaps thirty people piling in through the doorway. They had the rough, unclean look of Tank people, but he was too far away to make out any features. Instead, as bullets pinged off the metal stairs, he ducked his head and clambered to the top, rolling over out of sight, then crawling along the walkway and through a door into an old, empty office room.

      The sound of running feet came from outside. He looked around, saw what looked like a window that had been bricked over, coiled his right arm and slammed a huge fist into it. Pain spat up his arm, but he gritted his teeth and threw again. This time a couple of the bricks cracked and came loose. One more blow and night appeared through where a window had once been.

      He was barely through the ragged gap before the door broke inwards and the room filled with people. Someone threw a knife, but he ducked aside and it bounced through the gap, grazing his shoulder before falling to the ground below. He glanced down, saw a window ledge a few feet below him, and took a leap of faith.

      His fingers caught, and from there it was only another ten feet to the ground. He dropped down, feeling the strain in his ankles, but nothing was broken. He picked up the discarded knife and dashed for the side of the building. The industrial estate was open and sparse. It might come to a straight race back into the city streets. He had to hope they’d expended all of their bullets.

      As he broke cover from the edge of the building, he heard several shots ring out. So, they’d been ready in case he escaped. He felt a mixture of dread and relief as he dashed for the wall of the nearest building. Many times he’d thought about taking his own life, but he’d been unable to take the final step in front of a train, off a bridge, the final push of a knife into his heart. Life wasn’t done with him yet, although sometimes he wished it was.

      A man stepped out of a shadowed alcove and swung a lump of wood at his face. Owen dropped to his knees and took the full force of the blow on his forearm. The wood splintered and broke, then Owen thrust the knife up into the man’s throat, twisted it and withdrew it as the man gargled and crashed to the ground.

      Owen kicked the dying man aside and staggered around the side of the building, heading for the residential streets beyond, where he knew he could find cover. Glancing back over his shoulder, he saw several men giving chase. Others appeared from hiding up ahead, and he felt like a fish caught in a net that was slowly closing.

      One man slashed at him with a knife. Owen coiled and unleashed as big a punch as he could, not caring if he knocked the man’s head clean off. Landing flush with a sickening crunch, the man didn’t even cry out as he slumped to the ground. Owen didn’t look back, just darted sideways down the long alley the man had been hiding in. Behind him, he heard shouted orders to cut him off.

      At the end, he hauled himself up onto the roof of a smaller building and ran across the sloping tiles to the other end, jumped down and ran on. There were less shouts from behind, but a couple of people were still following as he broke from the industrial park on to what might have once been a busy high street but was now clogged with rusting cars, the few shops that weren’t burnt out boarded up for the night. He leapt up and over the nearest jumble of vehicles, and cut down an alley that opened out on to a long, sloping park. As he sprinted down through knee-high grass, past a dirty, garbage-choked pond at the bottom and up a path on the other side towards a low stone building, something about the place seemed familiar.

      When he saw the opening and the faded U above it, he knew.

      St. Cannerwells London Underground station.

      He gave a wry smile, but he didn’t have time to be sentimental. He ducked inside and ran down the steps, his feet kicking through years of fallen leaves and litter blown in by the wind. Deeper into the station he went, barely pausing for breath as he vaulted over the ancient ticket machines, ran down the stairs and out on to the platform.

      Lit by emergency lights in the ceiling overhead, the station looked identical to the day he and the other Tube Riders had escaped from Dreggo and the Department of Civil Affairs, and fled London with the Huntsmen on their trail. He could almost see the ghosts of his former friends running down the track towards the rushing train, hanging on to the side, being whisked away into an unknown future.

      He would give anything to have those days back. Anything to be standing here as he was then, unknowing about what would happen next.

      Running steps in the station above pulled him out of his memories. He turned and dashed down the platform, looking for somewhere to hide, but all the stairways were bricked up, all the cubbyholes useless when a trail of footprints in the dusty platform would lead them right to him.

      He had no choice but to fight. It was that or run into the tunnels, and they would catch him if a train didn’t run him down first. He could only hope he’d shaken enough of them. Five or six he could handle. More … he would try, but he didn’t like his chances.

      A group of about eight men appeared at the bottom of the steps, their clothing ragged and dirty, their breathing hoarse. He saw knives and chains, pieces of timber, a length of metal pipe. One was holding a gun but it was down at his side, the bullets probably all gone.

      ‘Come on!’ Owen shouted. ‘You want a piece of me?’

      One of them stepped forward. ‘We’ve got you, Scarboy, you little bastard. Come quietly and we’ll give you a proper Tank trial. There’s nowhere to go.’

      Owen closed his eyes. From somewhere in the distance came the growing roar of a train. Of course his clawboard was long gone, but his right hand was strong, and the principle was the same…

      He started running as the train burst out of the tunnel behind him amidst a screeching orchestra of squealing brakes and grinding pistons. As it rushed up alongside him, he angled in, waiting until he was just a metre from the train’s dirty curved side, and then jumped in the way he had been taught, the fingers on his tampered right hand curved like clawboard hooks, tensed to take his weight.

      If he fell and died, either beneath the thundering wheels or at the hands of the men from the Tank, so be it.

      His fingers caught. He scrabbled for purchase, found a thin rail below the window and bent his knees to balance. He swung his other hand up and shifted his weight. Minus the board it was just like it had always been. They’d said he was a natural, and after all these years it felt like it.

      ‘You’ve been marked, Scarboy!’ one of the men shouted as the train flew past them. One threw a knife that bounced harmlessly off the train window a few feet away. Another rushed forward and swung his metal bar, but Owen was already past him.

      The last word he heard from them was the most significant: ‘… Rider…!’
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      At some point Marta had fallen asleep. She lifted her head from an old pillow that smelt of disinfectant and looked around. She was still in the bunker. The overhead light had gone out, but enough light was filtering down the stairs for her to see that the room around her was empty. She was alone.

      She rolled over and bumped against the clawboard. She pushed it aside, for the first time feeling the incredible ache in her muscles from the previous day. For a second everything felt like an unpleasant dream, but as she rolled off the bed and climbed to her feet, she felt the memories reaching for her, pulling her forward into their darkness.

      At the bottom of the stairs she stood still for a moment, looking up. Light peeked in around the edges of the slab of concrete Uster had pulled down. Satisfied no Wildmen had got in, Marta climbed to the top, pushed aside the door that had been broken in, and leaned against the dusty grey slab, trying to shift it.

      No use. It was like trying to push over a truck.

      She went back down the stairs. There had to be another way out; otherwise she was trapped. She made a circuit of the room, but there was nothing except solid concrete, no openings, no vents, no hidden passages.

      ‘Damn it,’ she muttered, sitting down on the bed again to think. There was no way she could let this old vault become her tomb. Her children needed her.

      She looked around. The slab of masonry Uster had pulled down wasn’t solid rock—if she could find a hammer or chisel or just something hard, she could perhaps chip her way out. It might take days, but she had plenty of food and other supplies. It was better than nothing.

      She began to root through the boxes and chests which lined the walls. She found a couple of power tools—a drill and an electric screwdriver, but with the power seemingly off they were useless. The next few boxes were full of clothes, and she was just beginning to think she would have to alternate between metal cans of food and the edge of the clawboard, when she pulled open a wooden crate and got lucky.

      It was full of weapons.

      She should have known they would have a stash somewhere. Ishael was the head of the Underground Movement for Freedom after all, even though the UMF had been scattered and superseded by numerous fragmented groups. It made sense that he had thought to keep some guns hidden away until they were needed, even though that need had come last night and now it was too late.

      Most were rifles and handguns, a few semi-automatics. She knew how to use some of them, but even so they wouldn’t blast through a lump of concrete. However, at the bottom of the crate, she found what she needed.

      Grenades.

      Marta had never thrown one, but she understood the principle. Pull out the little metal pin and toss it, then wait for shit to go crazy. She found three, and took them back to the stairs to consider her options. Would a grenade even blow through concrete? She frowned. This was her last chance to get out without a week of chipping away at concrete.

      ‘Please don’t fucking bounce back down,’ she said to the little grey egg-shape, holding it up in front of her face. ‘Be nice to me, you bastard. I have kids.’

      She took a deep breath, pulled the pin, and tossed it up the stairs. She didn’t wait to see what happened, just leapt at the ground out of sight of the stairs and covered her head with her hands.

      The explosion seemed to liquidate the very air with its noise. Marta felt a shudder of vibrations pass through her as the whole building shook, and she wondered if she’d inadvertently brought the whole structure down on her head.

      As the dust settled, she looked up. Confident that the ceiling wasn’t about to fall, she crawled to the foot of the stairs.

      As she peered up through the smoke at the top of the stairs, her heart lurched and her resolve faltered.

      The slab of concrete looked exactly the same. The walls were scratched and dented, but Uster’s last line of defense was still there, blocking her in.

      ‘Sod it,’ she muttered.

      She tried again, trying to weight her throw so the grenade would be nearest to the door when it exploded, but again she failed. Climbing up the stairs, she found little pieces of metal embedded in the stone walls and some cosmetic damage, but she was still trapped.

      She stared at the concrete slab, wondering what to do. She had one grenade left. This was her last chance. Rays of sunlight shone across her, like mocking fingers of freedom. She stared at them, wishing one of them was just big enough to squeeze through.

      ‘Of course!’

      In one bottom corner of the slab, she found a little crevice just big enough to jam the grenade, leaving it with the pin poking out towards her. She wriggled it in with one hand while the other held the clawboard up in front of her face, terrified that it would go off in her hands. She wasn’t quite sure how much help the clawboard would be against a pointblank grenade blast, but the cool metal was comforting at least.

      She took a deep breath. Her finger and thumb closed over the circle of metal at the top of the pin.

      ‘One … two … bloody hell … three!’

      She yanked out the pin and jerked backwards. Losing her footing, she tumbled down the stairs, the concrete steps digging into her back. For one awful second she thought she would hit her head and black out, then her shoulders struck the floor and she rolled sharply away to her left.

      The world exploded. Everything turned to dust, and for a moment she thought she was blind. Then the roar of the grenade died down, leaving behind just an insane ringing in her ears. She flapped dust out of her face with her hand and crawled back to the base of the stairs.

      There seemed to be a lot more dust. Then she realised that it only looked that way because more light was filtering in, turning the hanging dust into a grey-white curtain between her and the entrance.

      As it began to clear, she saw that a chunk of concrete had been blown away at the bottom, leaving a small hole. Marta ran up the debris-strewn stairs and squatted down. She pushed her clawboard into the gap to clear away pieces of concrete, then slid it through. Lying on her back, she reached through the gap, got a grip, and managed to slide herself out.

      She sat up and brushed herself down, squinting in the warm sunlight. She was free, and for a few seconds she just basked in the satisfaction that knowledge brought.

      Then she turned around.

      ‘Uster … oh no.’

      He lay on his back a few feet from the door, ringed by a dozen or more dead Wildmen. Others lay dead further across the square, lying in clusters, or beside the bodies of Free Folk defenders.

      She knelt by the Redman’s head and ran one hand over each of his huge eyes, closing them. There was nothing else she could do, so she stepped around the bodies of the Wildmen and went to look for other survivors.

      There was no sign of Ishael or Jin. Where they had been talking were a series of blast craters. A few feet from one she spotted something colourful on the floor and knelt to pick it up.

      ‘Oh … God…’

      It was a bracelet Ishael had always worn. Made of colourful strands of braided leather, she had found it while picking through boxes in a cellar and given it to him. He had loved it, treating it as an unofficial wedding band, never taking it off.

      And now here it was, lying in the dirt.

      She didn’t want to look around, didn’t want to see if his body—or any part of it—was nearby. She didn’t want to know; she didn’t need to know. This was enough.

      She picked it up, lifting it to her face to breathe in his scent. She closed her eyes, concentrating, trying one last time to imagine his face, to remember everything she had been so fond of. She felt strangely detached, as if this were meant to be how it ended, how her life moved on to its next stage, confining Ishael, the father of her children, forever to memory.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, the bracelet pressed to her lips. ‘I’m sorry it wasn’t how it should have been. I’m sorry we didn’t find the true love or the happiness we might have in better times. I’m sorry I didn’t do all the things you wanted, and I’m sorry I … failed.’ She wiped away a tear and gulped. ‘But I swear … I swear on your life and mine that I’ll find our children … that I’ll get them back and I’ll give them a better life than we ever gave them … I’m … sorry, Ishael. I did love you, in my way, and I know that in yours, you loved me.’

      Sadness seemed to fill her from the feet up, rising through her body like water filling a glass. She put a hand over her mouth to stop herself crying, then she took the braid and tied it around one of the handles on her clawboard. With a resolute sigh she stood up, the clawboard pulled to her chest, her eyes fixed on the patch of ground where she had picked it up.

      ‘Marta!’

      Her heart jumped in her chest, and she spun around, but it was only Eimit, limping across the square towards her. He lifted a hand and waved.

      ‘Marta, thank God you’re all right.’

      ‘Eimit … it’s good to see you. Are there others?’

      He looked grim. ‘A handful. The airstrike came without warning. People went running for the safehouses but the Wildmen were rampaging. I ran into the forest and took my chances. I got lucky because most of the Wildmen were in the village.’

      ‘Ishael…?’

      Eimit looked down. ‘I’ve not seen him,’ he said in a quiet voice. ‘I like to think he got away, but … I don’t know.’

      She nodded. ‘Eimit, I have to go after my children.’

      ‘I know. I can find a vehicle that can take you as far as Exeter. I’d go with you but my place is here.’

      ‘I understand, Eimit. The survivors need your help. Don’t worry, I can look after myself.’

      ‘If you get to Bristol you can find William, and he can send some men with you. You know that if the Governor has your children, trying to get to them is extremely dangerous?’

      She nodded. ‘It’s more than that. It’s suicide. But they’re my children and I can’t abandon them. Who knows what that bastard will do to them.’

      Eimit smiled. ‘You’re a fine person, Marta Banks. Wait here.’

      As he hurried off into the streets, Marta turned her eyes towards the cloudless sky. Fine person … what bullshit. I let my children get kidnapped and their father die while I hid underground like a rat in a drain. I’m a coward and a failure.

      She sat down to wait, because suddenly her legs felt feeble and weak. She ran a hand through the dirt as the rubble and carnage crowded in around her, making her feel like a lost child in a vast, endless wasteland.
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      Feeling satisfied that his own flat was undiscovered, Owen rode the trains back to Ealing and with a hood pulled down over his head slipped through his door about midnight. His heart was still pounding, his nerves frayed.

      So, the Tank was on his trail, and they had marked him as a Tube Rider. What significance that might have he didn’t yet know. Marta’s name was known on London’s streets, the brave leader of the Tube Riders who had defeated both the DCA and the Huntsman and fled London and England, never to return, but his old name of Owen Morton wasn’t widely known as one of her companions. It had been more than three years since he woke up in a government lab, and he didn’t know if his old friends were living or dead. Word on the street claimed they were still here, in London, although he had confirmed nothing. He had been sent after some claiming to be Tube Riders and executed them as the government required, but they were just clingers, hangers-on, players on the name. One or two had been old members of Leo Banks’s gang, but most had not been Tube Riders at all.

      What difference would it make if the assassin known to be hunting Tube Riders turned out to be a Tube Rider himself? A turncoat? What would it matter to him, if anything? He hated them. They had lied, betrayed, and abandoned him.

      But in London, the Tube Riders were a symbol of hope. There were rumours that in other GUAs across the country there was all-out rebellion, but in London the people were still divided. Three years ago there had been an uprising, but the Governor had sent the full might of the Huntsmen against the people and it had been stamped out in ruthless fashion. Beyond London, though, as Owen had seen, the Governor’s influence wasn’t so strong.

      The water was on so he took a shower, washing off the blood. Bearman’s fists had grazed his skin, as had the blow from the baseball bat. He also had a thin cut on his shoulder from the thrown knife. They were all superficial wounds, but as the water swirled red as it ran down into the plug-hole, Owen could only reflect that he’d been lucky, again.

      He slept poorly, tossing and turning. When he did sleep he dreamed of being chased, only the men weren’t men but had the faces of dogs. He woke gasping as the dribbling maws snapped at him, lay awake a few minutes, then fell into another fitful sleep and experienced the cycle over again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He lay low the following day, licking his wounds, staying out of view. He ate what was left of the meager supply of food he had, while the lights and the water came on and off intermittently.

      Sometimes he crept to the window and peered out, but the street was as empty as always, only the rubbish blowing along in the gutters moving out there. The government owned his flat, possibly the whole street. Sometimes he saw other people moving about, usually after dark, hoods pulled over their faces, jackets wrapped tightly around them whether it was summer or winter. No others were in his building, because at one time or another he had searched every other flat looking for food and supplies, but he had seen people go into other buildings further up the street. Were they assassins like him, or just regular workers? There was no way to tell. He had never seen any of them close up and had made no attempt to find out.

      He had woken up in this flat, lying on this bed, a heap of clothes roughly his size piled on the floor. A note by the door warned him never to try to change residence. There had been a small number of used banknotes in the envelope with it. That was all. He had lived with no idea of what was going on until he received his first hit.

      He had received that one in person. He still shivered when he thought about it, when he had heard the knock and gone to open the door…

      [image: ]
* * *

      After three days, he took a walk down to the high street as evening closed in. He was getting hungry. He wasn’t about to eat in a public place, but he needed some supplies.

      The shelves of the small supermarket were almost empty, the aisles even more so. He loaded up a trolley with a few cans of vegetables and some stewed meat. He didn’t bother to check the sell-by dates. They would taste like shit whether they were in date or not. There was bread too, rolls and loaves wrapped in foil paper on a table between two security guards with arms like tree trunks, but it was priced so high it would surely attract attention, so he gave it a regretful look and made his way to the checkout.

      The cashier didn’t look at him or ask questions. The one word he spoke was the price, then Owen was outside with his cans stuffed into an old rucksack, making his way up the street.

      A few street vendors were setting up, selling everything from shoes to kebabs of dubious meat. Almost everything for sale was ransacked loot, but Owen stopped long enough to pick up a couple of wardrobe items, aware with every purchase of the eyes on him from across the street, the eyes that watched everything from the windows of the burnt out cars, from the shadows and cubbyholes beneath piles of rubbish. Owen only had to look up to remember that he had money in a city where most didn’t. Street traders and shop owners worked together, a gang of sorts. You never saw a single shop open or a single vendor setting up. It was suicide.

      At the end of the row he found a vendor selling glass bottles of purified water. The purifier stood on a wooden table and hummed as a generator worked its chemical filter. Behind it a middle-aged man with a thick beard was washing glass beer bottles in a plastic bucket.

      The owner of the stall was a south-Londoner named Peter Gum. Owen considered him a borderline friend, but if there was ever a man he expected to find a hit note for it was Gum.

      ‘Pete.’

      The man looked up. It was difficult to tell if he smiled or not, but there was motion in the beard that suggested he was pleased to see Owen.

      ‘Well, well. You’ve been keeping out of sight, haven’t you?’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      Gum shrugged. ‘Nothing other than the words I said. It’s been more than a week.’ Gum raised an eyebrow. ‘I see you fell down the stairs again, bumped your head and used your right fist to arrest your fall.’

      ‘You should have been a justice.’

      ‘Bastards rejected the beard.’ Gum laughed. ‘Good to see you, kid. Can I interest you in some water?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘So what do you want?’

      ‘Have you heard anything?’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Anything.’

      Gum gave his beard a scratch. ‘Manchester-Liverpool GUA is in full revolt. Bristol is close. At least as good as my French can make out. Europe, meanwhile, continues to sit on its hands.’

      ‘Nothing at all?’

      ‘Negotiations, peace truces. The usual bullshit. “We’ll blow open your gates if you don’t pull your missiles away from the coast, you heathen socialists”, the usual rhetorical crap. The Governor won’t listen because the Governor knows they’re all hot air. He isn’t about to attack anyone. Christ, this is a man who’s had us under his big damn thumb for longer than I’ve been alive. Do they think he’s stupid? The guy’s a damned genius.’

      ‘Anything more … closer to home?’

      ‘You mean in the city?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Gum narrowed his eyes and fixed Owen with a long stare. ‘Some news out of the Tank … but nothing that I need to concern myself with, if you get my drift.’

      Owen nodded. So, it had made it on to the Internet. The Internet was rare, but what people gleaned from it they spread. Gum was an exception. You didn’t get to his age by running your mouth.

      ‘We live in a bad world, kid,’ Gum was saying. ‘People do what they have to do to get by. I sell water, you … fall down stairs.’ He grinned, and after a moment Owen grinned too. ‘What I’m saying, kid, is that people have beefs with other people and scores get settled. But when a guy don’t have a beef with me I don’t have no beef back. That’s the way shit works.’

      Owen nodded. ‘I think I’ll take a couple of bottles, if you don’t mind. Your stuff tastes better than the piss that comes out of the taps.’

      Gum raised an eyebrow. ‘You have working taps? My my, the luxurious life you lead.’

      Owen smiled. ‘Like a prince in a castle,’ he said, taking the two bottles of water. ‘Look after yourself, Pete.’

      ‘And you, kid.’

      Owen turned and headed back up the hill towards his flat, stopping a couple of times to duck down side alleyways, an old habit to shake anyone who might be following. He made it home without incident, but when he opened his door he found another white envelope lying on the ground.

      Inside, another address:

      
        1A / S / F

      

      The region code was just a couple of tube stops away. Night was falling, the perfect time to make a quick reconnaissance trip to check the place out. He liked to if he had time, just to get a lay of the land.

      He locked up the house and went back down to the tube station. The train was busy with late-evening commuters, but Owen kept his hood up and his head down. As he got off at Kew Gardens and climbed the stairs, a strange feeling of loss came over him. He exited through the ticket gates and climbed the steps on to the high street. Finding a map on the wall of the station, he worked out the street he needed. It was a short bus ride or a twenty minute walk.

      He preferred to walk. Government buses were death traps, rife with kidnappings and violence, particularly late at night. As one slowed and pulled in towards him, just a group of hooded men sitting behind the driver, Owen turned his head away and it moved on.

      As the streets drifted past around him, he was overcome with a sense of déjà vu, like he knew this place, had been here before. He couldn’t quite place it, but it was something from his childhood perhaps, a hazy, near-forgotten occasion when he had come here before.

      Then he turned a corner and he knew.

      He sank to his knees as he looked up at the Georgian terrace house with the tatty blue door and the shutters pulled down over the windows.

      ‘No…’

      They couldn’t know that Frank was a friend of Owen’s family, their doctor after healthcare had gone underground. There was no way the government could have known, but here he was, standing outside Frank’s door.

      Owen wanted to weep as he remembered the note. He could have handled a quick knife across the throat, could have dealt with the guilt, the self-hatred, but he would get no such respite, and he remembered only too well that he could make no more mistakes.

      The S meant slow.
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      ‘What would you say to me now, Country Boy?’ Switch muttered, as he looked up at the smudgy moon trying to peer through London’s smog. He guessed it was about eleven o’clock from its angle in the sky. He’d got caught up running some errands, and he had to hurry now.

      He jogged down the steps with his clawboard under his arm, taking the steps two at a time, aware he was late. The last express train came through at 11.10 p.m., after which there were a handful more regular tubes, and then it was just the freights. He could do those with his eyes shut and both hands jammed up his ass, but it was the express he was after. He’d been building up to this.

      He could ride it of course. That was easy, like eating a piece of pecan fucking pie amid the dead grass and the rotting corpses in St. James’s Park on a smoggy Sunday afternoon. Anyone could do it if they had the balls. Tube riding was fifty-percent timing, fifty-percent balls.

      He’d got bored of simple rides, especially with no one to compete against. It was almost work. He rode to St. Cannerwells and he rode home. In between times he wandered around a bit, found food or entertainment, and generally watched London go to shit. Switch was all about the tricks now, the flips, the spins, the somersaults. He’d practiced on the freights and got most of them down on the tubes, but the express was another beast. With every thundering puff of oil and smoke as it roared like a giant asthmatic lugworm through the station, it threatened to turn him into something one of those government-issued cans of chunky soup would be proud of. Taming the freights and the commuter tubes had been as easy as befriending a lonely, three-legged dog, but the express was a raging, rabid bull with a taste for human flesh.

      Up ahead he heard voices. They were coming from the bottom of the steps just around the corner, ones that led down to the tracks.

      ‘Fuck,’ he muttered. ‘You punks are on my turf.’

      There had been a time when people would have steered clear of St. Cannerwells and other abandoned London Underground stations. Tube Riders had been considered ghosts, wraiths of the tunnels, the souls perhaps of train suicides returning for one last ride. Now people knew otherwise. They were a gang like many others, one that had stood up and dared to spit in the Governor’s evil crimson eyes.

      He turned his thoughts away and concentrated on the approaching voices. He knew every nook and cranny of St. Cannerwells, and as they came up the stairs towards him he slipped into a cubbyhole in the wall and pulled his board in against his chest.

      There were at least six of them, perhaps more. They talked in thick London accents and had that uncertainty about their words that suggested they didn’t know each other.

      ‘You all saw that, didn’t you?’

      ‘Of course we fucking did. You think we’re fucking blind?’

      ‘So what, was Scarboy like a Tube Rider or something? He hung off the side of the train like a damn bug!’

      ‘There ain’t no Tube Riders anymore.’

      ‘Well we just saw one!’

      ‘Yeah, and he’s been knocking people off, the little bastard. Tube Riders were on our side.’

      ‘Not for long they weren’t. You saw what happened. Perhaps this one was working for the government.’

      ‘Well, if he was, we’ll find him and gut him. Scarboy can run, but with a face like that he can’t hide for long. He’s as good as hanging from the gallows on Westminster Bridge.’

      Their voices drifted out of earshot as they climbed the stairs towards the exit. Switch slipped out of his hiding place and crept after them. He was hoping to get a look at their faces, but against the night they were just shadows.

      Who was Scarboy? The name came with a little tingle of recognition. Switch had probably heard it mentioned in some gambling pit or drinking den he frequented. He did the rounds of the shit pits, as he thought of them, just to keep in tune with local news, who had killed whom, who was hunting whom, whether or not there was any news of the rebels in the west and north.

      He went down to the tracks just in time to see the last express of the evening rush past. It was too late now, but his enthusiasm had gone. Talk of this kid Scarboy had got him wondering. One guy had called him a Tube Rider. That was bullshit, of course. He was the only true Tube Rider, although he would count the country boy as a half, if he was still alive. Marta … he didn’t want to think about her. If you wanted to be a Tube Rider you had to ride the tubes was the way he saw it, and she was too busy playing happy families.

      He slipped his clawboard into a rucksack and headed up to the surface. He knew a place on West Road, just off St. Cannerwells High Street, where a particularly nasty brand of lowlifes hung out. Many bars were done at midnight because shit could get too dangerous late at night. After the streets emptied, the government liked to do its sweeps looking for illegal activity, but this one was hidden away and often stayed open all night. Plus, they knew him there.

      At the end of an alleyway alongside a small canal, the wall appeared to be solid. Switch kicked the bottom left corner and heard the tiny tinkle of a bell coming from inside. A moment later a rumbling came from somewhere over his head, and he knew that he was being scrutinised through a series of mirrors. He turned back towards the canal, looking up towards a glittering object that protruded from a window ledge on the second floor of the building opposite. He flashed the old car wing-mirror a wild grin.

      A grinding noise made him turn back. The wall had swung inwards, revealing a dark interior. He slid inside and the stone swung back, closing with a soft thud. He was standing in complete darkness. He reached out and felt something soft and velvety. He pushed the curtain aside and stepped into a dimly lit bar. A handful of men were sitting at tables, talking or playing cards over drinks. Switch didn’t look at them too carefully, just glanced around and then took a stool at the bar.

      The bartender was a woman. Around forty, she was a little overweight and probably would have been pretty in better days, but hard living had made her face tough and lined, had bent her nose a little and flattened one cheek. Grey eyes watched him with a reluctant kindness.

      ‘Lira.’

      ‘Hey, Stevie. Been a while.’

      ‘Been busy. What do you have for me tonight?’

      She smiled, and for a moment her face glowed with a lost beauty. ‘Well, where do I start? We have bitter homebrewed lager from Clapham, or weak cider from Ealing.’

      ‘Anything that’ll get me drunk?’

      ‘Some whisky came in this morning, smuggled out of the Tank.’

      ‘That’ll do.’

      ‘You got money?’

      He grinned. ‘If you can wait until closing.’

      She held his gaze for a few seconds, then nodded slowly. ‘Want me to water it down? This stuff will blow your scrawny little head off.’

      ‘I have a reputation to uphold. So, yeah, but keep it quiet.’

      ‘Of course.’

      She wasn’t joking. Even with two parts water the whisky out of the Tank was like drinking chilled petrol. He grimaced as it slid down his throat, trying not to choke.

      ‘Nice. Best drop of liquor since I was a fucking ski instructor in the south of France.’

      Lira smiled. ‘Glad you like it. No one else pretends as well as you, Stevie.’

      ‘When you have a face as punchable as mine you get pretty good at pretending,’ he said. ‘But I meant every word.’ He held up the glass and forced a grin. ‘Best thing about the fucking government is it put booze production back into the hands of the people. Nothing like a good cottage industry, is there?’

      She tidied the bar for a while as he drank. ‘So, I gather this isn’t a social call?’

      ‘I’m being social, aren’t I? Drinking and smiling and all that shit.’ He lowered his voice. ‘But no. I need some information if you’ve got it.’

      ‘Someone after you?’

      He shook his head. ‘Other way round.’

      She nodded. They made small talk until all the other customers had left. Switch, several glasses deep, was finding it hard to focus on the bar in front of him as Lira followed the last customers through the curtain to say goodnight. He heard the sound of a heavy deadbolt being slid across.

      ‘What time is it?’ he muttered.

      She came back to the bar and cocked one elbow up on it, tilting her head towards him. He noticed a couple of buttons on her top had come undone, and it looked like she’d washed her face. She wasn’t unattractive, he thought, at least not after a few drinks. He could do worse.

      ‘It’s time for you to take a little rest from drinking.’

      ‘Is it really? I like drinking.’

      She reached out and took hold of his hand. ‘Well, I’ll pour you another one upstairs.’

      He nodded, watching her, aware of how badly his eye was flickering. Drink seemed to make it worse, but in the dim light of the bar perhaps it was harder to notice.

      Upstairs, in the cramped bedroom of her dingy little flat, Switch did what needed to be done. The drink made it harder but Lira was no innocent; she knew where to put her hands or her tongue to make him want her. And he found that he did, even if, as he rutted in the dark while she moaned beneath him, his mind was elsewhere, on a different set of eyes, a different face. As Lira took what she wanted in exchange for what he wanted from her, Switch tried to concentrate, tried to enjoy himself, and tried not think about what he had left behind.

      ‘You could stay with me, you know,’ she said, lying beside him when they were done, one arm draped across his skinny chest. ‘I know I’m not much, but I’d keep you happy, Stevie. I’d do whatever you wanted.’

      ‘I’m not that kind,’ he said. ‘I’m a fucking loner. Don’t need anyone.’

      She slapped him and rolled away. ‘Well, suit yourself then. But the offer’s there. Not like you’ll get any better, is it?’

      ‘I beat them off with fucking sticks.’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      He glanced across at the window, at the crack in the curtains that allowed in the grey pre-dawn light. ‘Used to be a hero, me,’ he said, voice wistful. ‘Changed the world and all that. At least I tried.’

      She sighed. ‘Haven’t we all?’ She rolled over again and slapped his stomach. ‘So what did you want to know? Might as well give you something in return. Perhaps you’ll even come back.’

      ‘I know you bug those tables.’ He nodded at a machine in the corner of the bedroom. It was a square of metal with several dials and switches on its top surface.

      ‘That’s my music player. A girl likes to sing sometimes, don’t you know?’

      ‘Whatever. I reckon you just like to listen to gossip.’

      ‘Well, not like I can watch TV, is it?’

      ‘I need to know if you’ve heard of someone called Scarboy.’

      He felt her tense. ‘Scarboy, you say? Well, that name rings a bell.’

      ‘Did for me, too. Heard people talking about it? I know you get all sorts coming in.’

      ‘He’s a cage fighter,’ Lira said. ‘For the gambling rings. Hard as nails, some say he’s unbeatable if the fight’s clean, but his record is a mess. The usual thrown fights and tailored opponents, I think.’

      ‘That all? Not like every hardman in London isn’t trying to earn a few quid beating the shit out of other people. Probably try it myself if I wasn’t such a weedy little shit.’

      Lira shook her head. ‘He did a hit in the Tank. Took out this important guy, Col Merwell, a gang leader or something. Merwell had got his hands on a lower level government pig and was trying to ransom him. Scarboy took them both out. Merwell’s girlfriend fell to her death, but not before she scrawled “Scarboy” on the wall in her own blood.’

      ‘Nice, bet she was a painter in a former life. A proper fucking artist. Common name, though, isn’t it? Scarboy? Not like there aren’t a thousand ugly bastards walking around London who deserve that label.’

      ‘Not as well known as this kid. It’s his fighting name. His face is all scarred up but he’s mostly known because he’s young. Mid-teens. Young and scrawny, but hard as you like. Some say he’s been souped up.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Surgical implants, something like that.’

      ‘Whose? Government’s or some backstreet shithole?’

      ‘No idea, but the whole Tank is up in arms. Merwell was a big gun and now he’s dead, so there’s a price on Scarboy’s life. The Tank just wants a nice public execution for community spirit. They’ll get him too, sooner or later. He’s known in the underground. Unless he can get out of London they’ll catch up with him eventually. Not like there’s anything else they’ve got to do, is it?’

      ‘You ever seen this kid?’

      Lira shook her head. ‘No. She nodded towards the machine in the corner and grinned. ‘Just the good old grapevine. What do you want him for, anyway? Merwell wasn’t a friend of yours, was he?’

      ‘Never heard of him. Just overheard some people talking. Said Scarboy was a Tube Rider.’

      Lira threw back her head and laughed. ‘What a load of crap! Scarboy a Tube Rider? Next thing, you’ll be telling me you’re one.’

      He grunted, hiding a smile. ‘No such luck. I’d never be able to get out of here, would I, if I was as pres-fucking-digious as that.’

      ‘A lot of people want to be Tube Riders,’ Lira said. ‘Fact is, Marta Banks and those friends of hers aren’t coming back. They showed their finger to the government and then they scarpered before the government skinned them and hung them from the north gates.’

      ‘Fucking cowards,’ Switch muttered, his bad eye flickering. ‘I’d gut those pussies if I ever came across them.’

      ‘Yeah, you got that right. But no worse than the rest of us.’

      ‘This Scarboy? He go by any other names?’

      Lira nodded. ‘Yeah, something I think. Something Scarface. Alan, I think. Or Erin. Erin Scarface, maybe.’

      ‘Erin Scarface?’

      She clicked her fingers. ‘Owen. That was it. Owen Scarface.’

      Switch stared into space. It couldn’t be. Not after all these years.

      ‘Stevie?’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘You all right?’

      ‘What?’ He turned towards her. ‘Just that crap whisky, I guess. Giving me a headache.’

      She smiled. ‘Well, I have a cure for that.’ Her hand reached out towards him.

      He was too stunned to resist. He let her pull him towards her, and a couple of minutes later his body took over.

      Half an hour later, dressed and warmed by a glass of Lira’s weak but pungent beer, he said goodbye as she let him out of the stone door.

      ‘I hope to see you again soon, Stevie,’ she said, blowing him a kiss.

      He cocked his head and grinned. ‘Yeah, maybe. Take care, Lira.’

      As he walked back towards St. Cannerwells, he couldn’t get the name out of his head. Owen Scarface. A teenage cage fighter who might have been surgically enhanced. It couldn’t possibly be a coincidence, could it? The last Switch or any of the others had heard of him, Owen had been shipped off back to London and straight into the Governor’s hands. Switch had always wondered if Owen had survived. The Governor had never been one for just killing people. It was too easy, too kind.

      Owen Scarface.

      Paul’s little brother. Grown up into a man, it seemed. What kind of man, Switch was keen to find out.
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* * *

      He no longer slept in the abandoned shop inside St. Cannerwells, like he had for a while when he first returned to London. The chance was too great that a random DCA check might discover him. He didn’t know if the Governor was still on their trail or not. No one had ever followed them to Cornwall, and for all he knew the Governor thought the Tube Riders had stayed in France. Even so, taking a shit right under the Governor’s nose wasn’t the best idea.

      He jumped down from the train as it came into Ealing Broadway and ducked into a service door at the very end of the platform. He climbed a set of stairs, then emerged through a second door onto the mainline tracks on the surface. Jogging to the end of the platform, he shimmied up and over a wire fence and headed down the nearest street away from the station. Glancing back when he reached the end, he saw no one was following him. Sometimes he was chased, but that was part of the fun.

      He took a roundabout backstreet route, finally arriving at his destination a few minutes later. As always he ignored the front door and headed down an alley at the rear of the building, letting himself in through a tall metal gate with a cast iron key that was almost as heavy as his clawboard. He weaved his way through a tangle of badly maintained fruit bushes and up a set of steps to the back door.

      He gave the door a quick thump. ‘Old man, it’s me. Let me in, damn it.’

      The door swung open almost immediately. ‘Thought you’d show up again, did you? I won’t ask where you’ve been. It’d just make an old sod like me jealous. Whoever she was, I hope she didn’t cost too damn much.’

      ‘All right, all right. I found out some interesting shit.’

      Frank grinned. ‘Well, get the hell inside before anyone sees you. I just made tea. I would have laced it with some cheap-ass brandy but you were supposed to find me some.’

      Switch shrugged. ‘I forgot.’

      ‘Well, it’s just tea then. Which do you prefer, weak or bland?’

      Switch grinned. ‘Both.’

      Frank grinned in return. ‘Coming right up. Welcome home, you jippy-eyed bastard. As always, I’m pissed off to see you’re still alive.’

      Switch stepped inside, and with a scowl that suggested it was the hardest job in the world, Frank pulled the door shut behind him.
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      Carl woke to the sound of thunder. He opened his eyes as fat drops splashed on his face, and peered up at the purple-black clouds that seemed low enough to touch. He had a massive headache, and the cool rain actually provided some relief. He lifted a hand and ran it through his hair, feeling water accumulated there. The puddles on the platform told him it had been raining for a while.

      Brete’s body lay beside him, her head slumped against his chest. As he looked at her, his heart seemed to grow so big he found it hard to breathe, and he opened his mouth to suck in great lungfuls of air.

      Ahead of him, Edinburgh UA was hidden behind sheets of grey rain. He eased Brete’s body off him and dragged it under the cover of the little shelter, then crawled out into the rain to look over the side.

      The ground far below was shimmering and rippling as the rain hammered into the grass, but there was no sign of any DCA men. In the dark they must have looked up at the pylon and, seeing no possible way up, decided Brete and Carl had tried to escape into the hills on foot. Perhaps they were still out there somewhere, hunting them, but for now his escape route was clear.

      He wondered where Brete would have liked to be buried. He tried not to think about having to do it, but he couldn’t leave her here. She would become food for birds, and a girl of her spirit and grace deserved a more dignified resting place.

      The clawboard had been propped up beside the shelter. It only took an hour or two of daylight to fully recharge, so it was probably usable again now. There was no point putting off what had to be done. He took a deep breath and turned back to the shelter, mentally preparing himself to bury the girl he loved.

      Rain was sheeting down in front of him now, making it almost impossible to see her eyes.

      Eyes…?

      Her eyes had been closed.

      ‘Brete?’ he almost choked, scrambling towards her and almost slipping off the edge of the platform in the process. ‘Brete!’

      ‘Carl…’

      She was, goddamn it she was, she was alive, and Carl wanted to jump up and dance around like the villagers had used to do back home in Reading during harvest festival, spinning in and out of each other, their brightly coloured clothes twirling around like a sea of giant spinning tops.

      ‘Carl! You’re … all right.’

      He ducked and squeezed into the little shelter beside her. She was pale, and her eyes looked barely able to stay open, but she was so, so alive, when he had been sure she was dead. He wanted to slap himself in case this was a dream, but he knew it wasn’t. His own aching body was testimony to that.

      ‘Of course I’m all right! You’re the dead one!’

      She gave a weak smile. ‘Carl, I told you not to worry about me.’

      ‘You got shot!’

      She pulled aside the lacerated top of her shirt to reveal a fierce pink scar. ‘And now I’m getting un-shot.’

      Carl stared. ‘Brete, I never knew…’

      She looked away. ‘I didn’t want to tell you. I didn’t want you to think I was just another Mistake. I wanted you to think I was normal, just like you. I wanted you to—’

      He lifted a finger to his lips and touched it to hers. He went to touch it to the scar but she pulled the ragged cloth back across.

      She gave a weak grin. ‘Jesus, don’t do that. I swear it hurts more than the bullet did.’

      Outside, the rain was easing. The houses of Edinburgh began to appear through the haze.

      ‘I just need a little time,’ Brete said. ‘I’ve never been really hurt before. I didn’t know what would happen. I just felt that after the bullet went in that my body started to get to work. Fuck, I don’t know what they did to me. I don’t know what was so wrong with me that they had to throw me away, either.’

      ‘I’m glad they did.’

      She looked up at him. She already looked a little better, a little less pale. ‘Did you … mean what you said?’

      He ran a finger through her hair, picking out a clump of what might have been dirt or blood. ‘Yeah, I did,’ he said. ‘If there was anyone I would have to be stuck with at the top of a pylon in the pouring rain, it would be you.’

      ‘Thanks, Carl.’

      He ran a finger down the side of her face. ‘No problem.’
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* * *

      An hour later the rain stopped. Carl reluctantly left Brete in the little shelter and went down for a look around. There were a few footprints in the grass but no sign of the DCA.

      The little truck though, had been gutted and set alight. Little was left except a blackened metal frame perched on melted lumps of rubber, so they were stuck with walking. Carl went back up to the platform and held Brete in his arms as the grapple lowered them to the ground.

      They managed to scoop up enough water to drink from puddles and the crooks of the pylon’s fittings, but they hadn’t eaten since before their attack on the wind farm. Brete was gaining strength but could still barely walk, while Carl’s stomach felt like someone had carved it out with a knife.

      ‘We have food back at the safehouse,’ he said. ‘I’m just not sure if it’s, um, safe anymore.’

      Brete squeezed his arm. He looked down at her and saw she was smiling. ‘We’ll protect each other,’ she said. ‘I’ll take the bullets and you can carry me around.’

      ‘Sure, sounds good.’

      Basking in the glow of finding her alive, Carl tried to forget about their predicament. Stuck in the middle of nowhere with the DCA on their trail and Brete only capable of a slow limp, things were counting against them. The clawboard was fully charged again, but it couldn’t find them food. He didn’t know how far it was back to Lochlairn, but if the DCA suspected a rebel hideout in the area they would do a door to door search.

      At the bottom of the road, Brete pointed down across the valley towards the loch. Back on the ground, Edinburgh was hidden again behind a line of distant hills, but several small villages crowded against the calm waters. ‘That clawboard has a list, doesn’t it? Of safehouses? Perhaps we’ll get lucky.’

      Carl nodded. They sat down in the trees just back from the road and Carl searched through the clawboard’s computer memory. They were in luck. There was a known safehouse in Port Levan, one of the villages on their side of the lake.

      ‘Are you okay to walk?’ he asked.

      She smiled and nodded. ‘I’ll manage.’
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* * *

      It took them a couple of hours to hike across the open moorland to the road that encircled the loch, linking up the towns like a string through beads. They saw no sign of any vehicles or people, but did their best to stick close to the low stone walls that separated large areas of pasture for moorland sheep and cattle.

      Port Levan was little more than a single street with a couple of cul-de-sacs leading off, no more than twenty or thirty houses. Moored at a small wooden dock were several small fishing boats, while a couple of others were out in the centre of the lake.

      ‘We should be careful,’ Brete said. ‘I don’t think they get strangers often. We’ll stand out a mile.’

      Carl nodded. He led them to a hollow in a corner of a field, and they lay down on the grass to wait for evening. Brete was still exhausted, and quickly fell into a fitful sleep, her knees pulled up to her chest. Carl covered her with his jacket, then kept watch from the base of the stone wall boundary, scanning the hills for any sign of vehicles. It was likely the DCA would return at some point, but it was impossible to know when. Still, they needed food and rest, particularly Brete. They couldn’t walk the nine hundred miles back to Cornwall without something to eat.

      After dusk had fallen, he roused Brete and they made their way down into the village. There were no lights on in any of the houses, just the occasional flicker of a candle seen between pulled curtains, and no one out on the streets. From growing up in Reading GFA, Carl knew that country folk tended to be suspicious of strangers, and he had no desire to talk to anyone. There was a good chance the DCA had established a curfew.

      Carl led them down the main street, following the location map on the clawboard. The safehouse was just up ahead, on the outskirts of the village.

      ‘We’re running out of houses, Carl,’ Brete whispered. ‘Where is it?’

      ‘Just along here, it looks like.’

      Just to their left, the waters of the loch lapped quietly against the shore. Out across the water somewhere a sharp bird call broke the serenity of the evening.

      ‘I can’t see it.’

      ‘No, me neither, but the map says it should be right here.’ He stopped and looked around. ‘There’s nothing but a … boatshed?’

      The shed was set down from the road in a hollow, as if it had slipped into the loch. Made of wood and with a roof that looked partially collapsed, it must have been chosen to avoid attention. An overgrown set of steps led down and around to the front.

      ‘Quick,’ Brete hissed. ‘Someone’s coming!’

      Carl glanced back to see a gas lantern bobbing gently down the road towards them. He cocked his head and heard the faint clacking of footsteps over the gentle rippling of the water, then Brete was tugging his arm, pulling him down the steps behind her.

      ‘A night watchman,’ she whispered. ‘There must be a curfew on. They’re looking for us, Carl.’

      He pushed her around the front of the old boatshed, his feet just inches from a drop into the water. ‘Is it open?’

      ‘Padlocked.’ She dropped to her knees and began scrabbling in the dirt.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      She shot him an irritated look as if to say, what do you think? Carl peered back around the side of the boatshed, looking for the lantern. He ducked back in quickly as the man passed the top of the stairs, less than ten feet away.

      Brete tugged the leg of his trousers. He looked down to see her holding up a thin dirty object. ‘Got it,’ she whispered. ‘Buried right underfoot, as I thought.’

      They waited until the night watchman had moved out of earshot, then Brete pushed the key into the padlock, covering it with her hands to muffle the rusty thunk as it turned. She flashed him another grin, then pulled the rickety door open and slipped inside.

      Carl switched on the clawboard’s screen, giving them just enough of a glow to see by. Several large bolts were fitted into the back of the door, so Brete pushed it shut and pulled them across, shutting out the cool spring air. The shed was just what it was, a boatshed, with planks on the floor and shelves against the walls. There was no boat, but there were several boxes stacked in the corner, and something larger at the back covered by a tarpaulin.

      Rebel safehouses came in all shapes and sizes, Carl had found. Some were private homes owned by trusted people, others were old warehouses filled with equipment. Still others were microcosm military bases with several resident freedom fighters and caches of weapons. Particularly in the smaller towns, ones like this were common, just a few bare necessities for survival and a roof to keep the rain off.

      Carl pulled one of the boxes away from the wall and lifted the lid. Inside were cans of food and a small gas burner. Digging deeper he found a couple of spare gas canisters, a saucepan, some iodine tablets to purify water taken from the loch, and some packets of dried, powdered mashed potatoes.

      In the next box along he found a medical kit—antiseptic lotions, bandages, packets of antibiotics, and even a medical dictionary with a section on how to perform basic medical procedures.

      Behind him he heard the sound of Brete dragging something heavy out of a box, and turned around to see she was holding a thick blanket. She gave him a tired smile. ‘I’m going to take a quick nap,’ she said, reaching into the box again and pulling out a pillow. ‘Wake me up in twelve to fourteen hours.’

      ‘I was just going to cook some dinner,’ he said, holding up the saucepan. ‘Is mashed potato and,’—he reached in to the box and held up a can—‘um, sliced parsnips okay?’

      She shrugged. ‘I’ll eat it later. But thanks.’

      ‘No problem.’

      She lay the blanket down on the wooden floor, arranged her pillow and pulled half of the blanket over her. Moments after closing her eyes, her breathing deepened. Carl watched her for a few moments then started preparing some food. He was starving.
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* * *

      He woke to find grey dawn light peering in through cracks in the wall that faced out on to the loch. Brete lay beside him, breathing softly. The night before had faded into a blur of weariness, but at some point he had got cold while trying to keep watch and had climbed in behind her, planning just to rest for a few minutes before resuming his vigil. He felt a little annoyed with himself, because anything could have happened. Luck seemed to be spending a little time with them though, because they were still undiscovered.

      He got up and walked over to the stove he had set up the night before. He picked up a plastic tub and lifted the lid. The mixture of mashed potato, slices of parsnip and some strips of beef jerky he had found in another packet was cold now, but it tasted just as good as it had when hot. He spooned down a third of the contents before remembering to leave some for Brete.

      He turned back to see the girl looking up at him. ‘Thanks, Carl,’ she said.

      ‘What for?’

      ‘For looking out for me.’

      He shrugged. ‘I don’t think you really need someone looking out for you, do you?’

      She smiled. ‘More than you can begin to imagine,’ she said. ‘What’s for breakfast?’

      He held out the plastic container. ‘Well, since you missed dinner, you get a double helping. Packet mash, tinned parsnips, and a topping of beef jerky.’

      ‘Sounds delicious.’

      ‘My grandmother couldn’t have made better.’ He handed her the tin. ‘Eat up.’

      She stared at it for a few seconds, as if assessing whether the cream-coloured goo could actually be eaten, then began to spoon it ravenously into her mouth. ‘Tastes like shit, but it’s the best shit I’ve ever tasted,’ she said around a mouthful.

      When she was finished, they packed the things they had used back into the boxes and folded up the blankets. Carl loaded some food and a few medical supplies into his rucksack.

      ‘What’s our next stop?’ Brete asked.

      ‘We skirt around Edinburgh and hitch a ride on the main Edinburgh to Plymouth line, heading for home.’

      She sighed. ‘How long will it take? I’m sick of walking.’

      Carl grinned. He went to the back of the shed and pulled away the tarp from the object he had noticed the night before.

      An old but beautifully maintained motorbike sat propped up on a stand. ‘We have our ride,’ he said.

      ‘Wow!’

      ‘It’s got a full tank of petrol,’ he said. ‘Someone has been coming here and regularly checking on it, just in case people like us ever came through.’

      ‘Can you ride it?’

      Carl grinned. ‘How hard can it be? Some of the farmhands used to ride these little trail bikes,’ he said. ‘I had a go a few times, in the fields or down in the woods. It looks just like a bigger version of one of those. All the controls are the same.’

      ‘I guess everything’s easy after hanging off the side of a train.’

      He shrugged. ‘It’s all relative, I guess.’

      ‘When do we leave?’

      Carl rubbed his chin. ‘It’ll make a lot of noise, so I’d like to get out of the village before we use it. However, if we wait until after dark people will see the lights. Just before dusk is probably best.’

      ‘So what do we do in the meantime?’

      ‘You stay here. I’ll go out and take a look around.’

      ‘Carl, is that a good idea?’

      He shrugged. ‘Probably not, but I feel like I’m in a chicken coop. Drives me crazy being stuck in here.’

      She reluctantly agreed, so Carl unbolted the door and slipped out. Further along the edge of the loch, the moored fishing boats bobbed gently with the rise and fall of the water. None were out on the lake, and Carl frowned. He didn’t know much about fishing, but he’d always thought that mornings were the best time. He couldn’t see anyone wandering about either.

      He climbed down to the water’s edge and walked towards the fishing boats, keeping to the bank where he could avoid leaving footprints. From the low sun in the sky he judged it to be about 8 a.m. In his village the farm hands had always been out in the fields by six.

      He reached the nearest of the boats, saw no way past without getting into the water, and so climbed up the bank onto the road, ducking quickly into an alley between two rows of houses. Creeping along, he listened for the sound of voices coming from the buildings but heard nothing.

      He was about to give up the village as deserted when he came to the end of the alley and peered out to see a large black car parked in the middle of the road.

      On the side of it were words that chilled his blood: Department of Civil Affairs.

      A door opened further up the street and two men in black suits stepped out, between them a little girl, no older than eight or nine. At first Carl didn’t understand, but then one of the DCA agents prodded the girl in the back, and she cried out, stumbling to her knees. The second hauled her back to her feet as a man stepped out of the house behind them, his face in his hands.

      ‘Please,’ he sobbed. ‘Don’t hurt her.’

      Carl’s heart began to race. ‘You bastards,’ he muttered.

      It was a flush. He’d seen one many years ago, in his own village. The little brother of his friend, Jamie, had been the victim that time. The DCA had many ways of ensuring a healthy level of fear in the rural communities of the GFAs. Showing up at any hour of the day or night, they would pick a child at random and assemble all of the townsfolk in a town hall or a village square to see who had the guts to protect them. Families didn’t count; mothers and fathers were always willing to throw themselves under a train for their children. The person who stepped up had to be of different blood, a stranger.

      A man with cold, grey eyes had shot Jamie’s little brother in the back of the head because no one in his village had dared to speak up. The boy had done nothing wrong, of course. The DCA had just wanted to give the townsfolk a way to save him.

      And there was only one way to do that.

      To confess.
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      Carl ducked back into the alleyway. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the cold stone.

      Damn it. I can’t let that little girl die, I just can’t.

      He turned to go and nearly cried out to find Brete standing at his shoulder, her pretty face peering up at him.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ he whispered.

      ‘I was worried about you,’ she said. ‘What’s happening?’

      ‘It’s a flush.’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘The bloody DCA are here. They’re going to kill a little girl unless one of the townsfolk confesses.’

      ‘To what?’

      ‘To anything. To hating the government, to doing something illegal. To being in league with the rebellion. It doesn’t matter. If no one speaks up they’ll kill the little girl. I’ve seen it happen.’

      Brete’s face screwed up and Carl thought she might scream. ‘Why?’

      ‘Just another way of making people do as they’re told,’ he said. ‘My grandmother once told me that in the early days of the new government they happened several times a year.’

      ‘Fucking bastard motherfuckers.’

      ‘That’s one way of putting it.’

      A knife appeared in Brete’s hand, and she jabbed it forward into a crack in the wall. ‘We have to stop this, Carl.’

      He sighed and gave a small nod. This is what it came down to. You didn’t take out electrical supplies in the name of revolution and then walk away to let a little girl die.

      ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I have to go back for my clawboard. It’s my only weapon.’

      Brete held it up. ‘I figured you might need it,’ she said.

      He couldn’t help but smile. He felt a familiar urge to kiss her, but it wasn’t the time. Instead, he just smiled. ‘I like how you think,’ he said. ‘Come on, we have to hurry.’

      They slipped out on to the street and jogged in the direction Carl had seen the DCA agents go. As they rounded a corner he saw a gathering of people up ahead, perhaps forty or fifty. Their backs were turned, and some of them still wore nightclothes. A few were talking in hushed tones, others were crying.

      ‘This way.’ Carl pulled Brete down a path alongside a grey stone cottage. He pointed the clawboard up, employed the grapple and lifted them both up to the roof. Pushing Brete up ahead of him, they peered over the peak of the roof into the square.

      A stone war memorial stood at the centre of a little plaza. The DCA agents had taken the girl up to the steps of the memorial and had a gun pointed at her head.

      ‘You see any guards?’

      Brete nodded. ‘There are two, one by the wall to the left, one to the right. Armed.’

      ‘Can you deal with those?’

      A knife appeared in her hand so fast Carl was reminded of Switch. ‘Easy.’

      ‘Don’t kill anyone, though.’

      ‘What? I’m going to gut them like fish and stamp in their intestines as they pour out on to the floor.’

      ‘No! This is important. We want these people to look up to us. This isn’t about breaking into a compound in the middle of the night and taking out a few guards, this is about killing people in broad daylight in front of children. The cities are on our side but the people of the GFAs have barely stirred. We need them to want us to win.’

      She stared at him for a long moment. A tear dropped out of the corner of her eye and ran down the side of her face. ‘Carl, you’re the best human being I’ve ever met. Every second in your presence is an honour, do you know that?’

      He grimaced. ‘Well, thanks, I guess. It just makes sense though, doesn’t it?’

      She didn’t look away. She leaned forward, and for a moment the tip of her nose touched his. Then she smiled, slid back and dropped over the edge of the roof, vanishing in an instant like a magician’s trick. He shook his head in amazement, unable to believe that only a day before she’d been dying from a gunshot wound.

      ‘Okay,’ he whispered, wishing he felt braver. ‘Fingers crossed this works out okay.’
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* * *

      Don’t kill anyone.

      Carl’s words bounced around inside her head, unwelcome. Every single man who’d put on a DCA uniform deserved to die, as did every single person who worked in or for the government. She found Carl’s compassion touching, but he hadn’t suffered like she had. He hadn’t grown up in village full of government throwaways, all of them suffering in some way or other. He didn’t know what it felt like to be a Mistake.

      Her wound still itched like crazy, but her strength was returning fast. The regeneration of her tissues was the one beautiful thing they had given her other than her speed, but it still made her a freak. She couldn’t tell Carl what else they had done, the things which marked her with a rejected stamp, that had made them toss her over the Fence into Cornwall with the rest of their human garbage. There were things she wouldn’t even let herself think about.

      She dashed around behind a row of houses and came up to a corner behind the nearest DCA guard. She pulled one knife from her belt and adjusted a second, glancing across the square at the other guard standing thirty feet away.

      Beyond the guard’s shoulder she could see the assembled crowd. A bloodied man was slumped on his knees at the foot of the war memorial, crying into his hands, while behind him the expressions on the faces of the small crowd were a mixture of shock, surprise and terror.

      ‘It only takes one person to step forward,’ the DCA agent holding the gun to the little girl’s head said. ‘It takes one brave soul to raise their hand and confess to save this life. One person. One man, or one woman. You have my word you will receive a fair trial. The Governor rewards honesty, even from those who have sinned against him. Confess, save this girl’s life and your own soul.’

      No one moved.

      ‘I confess, I confess,’ sobbed the girl’s father, but the second man put a foot on his shoulder and shoved him to the ground.

      ‘Shut up, you blubbering fool,’ the second man said. Turning back to the crowd, he shouted, ‘Come on, you scum! One of you sheep fucking turds grow a spine and come forward. One little step forward on your jelly fucking legs and we won’t turn this girl’s head into fucking Bolognese.’ Brete scowled, her fingers tightening around the knife handle. How easily she could kill him, end his nasty, sadistic life. She felt the temptation dragging at her hand like an aggressive parent, demanding that she lift the knife and let it sail on the wind into the soft muscles of his skinny, pale throat.

      ‘Damn it, Carl, this is killing me…’

      ‘Bad things have been happening,’ the first man said. ‘All we want is a confession. Simple.’ He pushed the gun against the girl’s temple, making her gasp with fear. ‘Come on, what do you know? Confess!’

      The second man kicked the girl in the back of the thighs, and she fell to her knees. He bent down and wrenched her leggings down. She screamed as her bottom was left bare. The man fumbled at his belt. ‘You country bumpkin scum,’ he shouted. ‘Do you want to watch me fuck her before we blow her useless little brains out? Come on, do you?’

      Brete stared. ‘You bastard,’ she breathed.
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* * *

      Carl stepped out of the shadows into the road, not caring who saw him. It didn’t matter now. ‘Hey!’ he shouted. ‘Hey, tough guy! Leave her alone.’

      People stirred in front of him, several heads turning his way. As they stepped back to let him pass he looked for Brete, but he couldn’t see her in the shadows behind the guards. She had to be there, otherwise he had more problems than he wanted to think about. If she was, she was staying out of sight.

      ‘Let the girl go and leave here peacefully.’

      The crowd spread apart, leaving a path between him and the two men standing on the platform in front of the war memorial, the little girl on her knees between them, crying openly now. He pulled the clawboard across his chest.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ the first man said, lifting the gun, pointing it straight at Carl.

      ‘Just a poor country boy, come to ask you to reconsider your actions,’ Carl said, taking a couple more steps closer. He shifted his grip on the clawboard, slipping his hands into the handles, one finger hovering over the grapple release.

      ‘Stop right there.’

      Carl shook his head, taking a couple more steps. ‘No, sir, I’m afraid I can’t. It wouldn’t be right to let you hurt that little girl—’

      Something blurred through the air, then the second man was gargling with a knife handle protruding from his throat. Carl didn’t pause to be angry at Brete, just turned side-on and dropped to one knee, holding up the clawboard and clicking the release on the carbon fibre shield so it covered ninety percent of his body. As he heard a loud gun retort and heard something bounce off the front of the board, he fired the electromagnet grapple into the first man’s stomach, anticipating body armour hidden there.

      The man grunted and folded double, dropping the gun. Carl dug his toes into a crack in the road, leaned back and retracted the grapple before the man could pull another weapon, pulling the man face first to the ground. Carl glanced up and saw one of the guards drop back on his haunches as a knife flashed across the back of his hamstrings, then the guard on the other side of the square cried out as Brete’s other knife embedded itself into his upper thigh.

      As the first man slid across the ground towards him, Carl jumped up onto the steps of the war memorial and lifted the young girl into his arms. He smoothed hair out of her face and carried her down to her father.

      ‘My angel!’ the man cried, pulling the sobbing girl against his chest.

      ‘Secure them,’ Carl shouted, pointing at the three surviving DCA men. The second man had died, his blood trickling down over the steps of the war memorial.

      The men and women of the village rushed forward. Brete stepped out of the shadows, shoved one knife back into her belt, then stood there with her head held high as people milled around her.

      ‘I told you not to kill anyone,’ Carl said.

      She pouted. ‘He deserved it,’ she said, poking the dead man with her foot.

      ‘Thank you,’ the girl’s father said, coming over to them, the girl still held in his arms. ‘I can’t show you enough gratitude. Three years ago government men killed my wife. Without my little Emily my life was over.’

      Carl nodded. ‘Glad to help. I hope there won’t be any comeback for this, but we couldn’t watch her die.’

      Behind him he heard the townsfolk tying up the DCA men. One of them was crying, confessing to his own sins, asking for forgiveness. The other two were silent.

      Carl stepped up on to the war memorial and held his clawboard up. ‘People, listen to me!’ he shouted. ‘Hear what I have to say!’

      A hush gradually descended on the crowd. Brete stepped up to stand beside him, both knives now tucked into her belt.

      ‘Take these men and leave them outside the gates of Edinburgh UA’s perimeter wall,’ he said. ‘Then prepare to arm yourselves. In the cities people are standing up to fight. It’s time the people of the GFAs did the same.’

      A buzz rose from the crowd. ‘Who are you?’ someone shouted.

      Carl took a deep breath. ‘My name is Carl Weston,’ he said. ‘I’m a Tube Rider.’

      ‘There are no Tube Riders,’ someone shouted. ‘They’re all dead.’

      ‘I don’t feel dead,’ Carl answered. ‘A little tired, maybe, but most certainly not dead.’

      ‘What if they come back?’ someone else shouted. ‘We can’t fight them.’

      Brete stepped forward now. ‘We took down four armed DCA men with just two knives and a, um, square of metal. You can fight them. You’ve let them control you for too long, but it has to be all of you together. Spread the word to the other villages that you won’t bow down to the government anymore.’

      ‘In the Tube Riders we have a motto,’ Carl said. ‘Live together … die together.’ He raised a fist, hoping it would have the desired response. ‘It’s time for you to do the same.’

      People began to cheer. Carl nodded in satisfaction, took Brete’s hand, and stepped down. People began to break up into small groups, some of them returning to their homes. Several larger men had taken control of the DCA agents, binding their hands and removing their weapons.

      The bloodied man and the child were waiting for Carl and Brete at the edge of the square. ‘I’m the mayor here,’ he said. ‘That’s why they took my daughter. Will we suffer for this?’

      Carl grimaced. ‘In all honesty, I don’t know,’ he said. ‘What I do know is that because of the uprisings in some of the cities, the DCA and the government military are spread thin. Most of the Governor’s men are concentrated where the fighting is worst. If you and the other villages take up arms they’ll likely leave you alone.’

      ‘What about you? Can you stay with us?’

      Carl shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. We have other business to deal with, other work to do.’ He reached out and touched the face of the little girl. She reached up and tugged his arm, pulling him forward. She leaned her head and whispered something into his ear.

      Carl jerked back, frowning, not sure he’d heard the words correctly. A burst of pain flashed across his forehead. It was gone in an instant, and he stood up again, wondering if it had been real or he had imagined it.

      ‘We have to go,’ he said, recovering his composure. ‘Stay alert and stay careful.’

      As they left the man behind and headed back towards the safehouse, Brete leaned in close. ‘What happened back there, Carl? What did she say to you?’

      He shook his head, not sure if he believed it himself. ‘She said, “The bad man is watching you. The bad man knows where you are”. Now, tell me if that makes any sense to you.’

      Brete shrugged. ‘Perhaps she was just in shock.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      As they walked back through the streets Carl tried to put it out of his mind. It had unnerved him, but the words hadn’t been the most disturbing thing. It had been the voice. No longer a little girl’s voice, it had been deep and smooth and baritone. Carl had heard that voice once before, several years ago, in an underground tunnel beneath the English Channel.

      It had been the voice of the Governor.
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      Marta dozed for most of the long car journey across Cornwall, through an abandoned checkpoint gate, across the open moors of Devon and into the lush, rolling hills outside of Exeter Urban Area. Her head jiggled against the window as they bumped over the remains of roads, and she tried to concentrate on the gnarled woods and overgrown fields to keep her mind off her missing children and their dead father.

      ‘I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am for what’s happened,’ Eimit said, for perhaps the tenth time. She had found he disliked her long silences, but she tried to remember that she wasn’t alone in her suffering. Eimit’s wife had been killed in the attack, his house hit by a bomb. His life was quite literally in ruins now, but he maintained a cheerful demeanour, perhaps to hold his own demons at bay.

      ‘It was nobody’s fault,’ she muttered, eyes tracing the line of an overgrown hedgerow that had blended into the field it had once ringed. There was a kind of beauty in it, she thought, a beauty of rebirth after decay.

      ‘Nobody’s fault but everybody’s,’ he said. ‘That’s the truth, isn’t it?’

      She sighed and nodded. Snap out of it, Marta. Where’s your determination gone?

      Up ahead rose the perimeter wall of Exeter UA. Unlike many other cities across the country, Exeter was currently still at peace. Heavily focused on textiles production, the Governor treated the people of Exeter with a lighter hand than in other urban areas, so Ishael had said. As a result, in a city which still maintained much of its historic beauty, there was little to stir the people towards revolt when the Department of Civil Affairs generally left them alone.

      Bristol, however, was a different matter.

      ‘There it is,’ Eimit said, pulling the car to a stop on the brow of a hill.

      The railway line was the only maintained thing outside the city walls that she could see, arcing between overgrown fields to disappear between two hills in the distance. As she watched, a long, lumbering freight train appeared from a tunnel under the city’s perimeter wall and trundled off into the distance.

      ‘I can walk from here, Eimit,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’

      He nodded. ‘Look for William’s people in Bristol,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry I can’t go further with you, but I have to stay with the survivors.’

      She leaned across and kissed him on the cheek. ‘I hope one day we meet again, Eimit,’ she said, trying not to cry. ‘Under happier circumstances.’

      He smiled. ‘I look forward to it.’

      She climbed out of the car, and watched as Eimit turned it around and started back on the long, circuitous route that had brought them safely out of Cornwall. She waited until it was out of sight around a bend in the old road, then turned back towards the railway line.

      She was alone again.

      She switched on the clawboard, giving the area a quick scan with the heat sensor for the presence of other people. There were none, so she jogged quickly down through the thick grass to the tracks, found a flat area and crouched down to wait.

      She played with the controls on the board while the minutes ticked by. It was a remarkable creation, designed initially to aid movement rather than as a weapon, but along with the explosive charges it held, the regular grapple was razor sharp and the flares could be used as a weapon too. She felt safer with it in her hands than with her old wooden board. Switch had always hated his, refusing to use it. It was nothing to do with the board, she knew, but what it implied. For Switch it wasn’t supposed to be a rebel’s weapon, just a tool to make tube riding easier. Even after everything Switch had been all about the ride.

      Switch…

      She looked up at the sound of a train approaching. It was another long freight, a string of wooden boxcars stretching out several hundred metres behind the locomotive, most likely loaded with clothing and other goods out of Exeter’s factories. She ducked down into the grass until the locomotive passed, then as it arced around a bend away from her, putting it out of view, she jumped up and jogged alongside, holding her clawboard up. The train was travelling barely faster than she was, so she leapt up and hooked the board over a wooden slat about halfway up the nearest boxcar.

      She steadied her legs as the train carried her away in the direction of Bristol to the east, finding purchase for her feet on a small lip along the base of the boxcar. As Exeter faded out of sight the train began to increase its speed, and Marta felt a pang of longing, like bumping into an old lover.

      I left you behind, didn’t I? I left you behind to raise my children, and forgot about you.

      The freight wasn’t the London Underground, but it didn’t matter. It felt like she had come home.

      I forgot you, but you didn’t forget me, did you? You waited for me, and now I’m back. I’m back, and I need you.

      She felt a surge of power, like an electric current running through her. For the first time in years, she felt strong, powerful, in control.

      For three years I was just Marta Banks. I was Marta Banks: mother. Now I’m Marta Banks: Tube Rider.

      Marta Banks cannot find my children. Marta Tube Rider can.

      ‘This is how it’s supposed to be,’ she whispered, as the train rolled on.
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* * *

      The burning torch sent shadows dancing over the walls as William Worth strode through the grim vaults beneath Bristol’s former public library. Things had gone from bad to worse. The Department of Civil Affairs had unleashed a troop of Huntsmen into the high-rises of Barton Hill, which had previously been controlled by his men. The last reports to have come through were of total slaughter.

      ‘Damn it, how do we fight them?’ he muttered aloud, letting his frustration boil over.

      It wasn’t just Barton Hill that was troubling him. He’d seen the warplanes pass overhead again yesterday. It had been years since he’d seen planes, but in two days he’d seen planes heading both south-west towards Cornwall and due south to the coast. Communication with the Free Folk in Cornwall had gone down yesterday too, and even though power was out in much of the city, things didn’t bode well. The Governor was playing his hand, maybe.

      Then there were the reports of regular army coming through the Staple Hill Perimeter Gate, with a Redman at their head. They were working their way in, one house at a time, killing anyone who got in their way. He had heard word that the Governor had conceded Manchester-Liverpool GUA, moving most of his troops south, but if he had found planes somewhere, that changed things.

      They were losing. Ishael had sent Carl and Brete to Scotland to cut off the heart of Mega Britain’s power supply and it had worked, evening the odds a little, but the loss of the power had affected the UMF too. His men didn’t have the firepower the Governor had, not when you factored in the planes. He could bomb them flat one city at a time if he had to. He could wipe them out and start again.

      He heard the sound of footsteps behind him. No one else should be down here, so he spun, drawing the pistol at his waist and bringing it up in one smooth movement.

      A clang of metal made him gasp, and the gun jerked out of his hands. It clattered along the ground then bounced up into the air. A hand reached out of the shadows and caught it, tossing it back towards him in a single fluid motion. William gasped and stumbled forward as he caught it, as graceless as a kid playing catch for the first time.

      ‘Hello again, William. Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to scare you.’ A woman stepped forward out of the shadows into the circle of light shed by his torch. She smiled, her attractive pale face and blue eyes ringed by a mop of braids and dreads. She wore a black tunic and a shirt over blue jeans, stout boots on her feet.

      For a moment William was so shocked he could barely react, then he threw back his head and laughed. ‘Well, well, we meet again. It’s been too long, Marta Banks.’

      She rushed forward and pulled him into a tight embrace. ‘I’ve missed you, William,’ she said. ‘It’s so good to see you’re alive and safe.’

      ‘How the hell did you find me?’

      She held up a piece of metal about sixty centimetres long and twenty wide. On one side sharp metal hooks glinted above a small metal circle. On the other was a small, flickering computer screen.

      ‘You really would be surprised what’s inside this thing,’ she said, smiling.
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* * *

      He took her to a makeshift office in what had once been a storeroom, lighting a candle on the fold-out table between them.

      ‘Tell me what happened,’ he said.

      She sighed. ‘There was a large Wildman attack. I went to look for Ishael, leaving Uster to look after Alice and Benjamin, but while I was gone three Personal Guard attacked Uster, set fire to my house and kidnapped them. I killed one, but the others got away. I followed, but … I failed.’

      William nodded. He sighed and rubbed his chin. ‘Go on,’ he said.

      Wildmen were everywhere. Uster pushed me into a safehouse and pulled down part of the wall over the door. I was stuck inside. Then the planes came.’

      ‘Jesus. Ishael?’

      Marta shook her head. ‘Ishael, Jin, Lucy … so many others. All gone. Uster too, killed by Wildmen.’

      William whistled through his teeth. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘I’ve got nothing left, William,’ she said. ‘Only my children. I’m going after them. If the Governor wanted them dead he would have left them in the fire. He wanted them alive … I don’t want to think about why. I have to go and get them.’

      ‘Marta, you can’t just walk in there.’

      She looked down, then looked back up again. ‘I have to try.’

      You have no idea, William thought. You have no idea how strong you are, how much steel is in your eyes. You could lead them, if you stayed.

      ‘Where is he?’ she said suddenly.

      ‘Huh?’

      She leaned forward. ‘Switch. Where is he? Don’t pretend you don’t know, William. You were the only person in the world he cared about. He didn’t just disappear. Don’t pretend he didn’t come to see you because I know he did. Where is he?’

      William sighed again. ‘You’re an astute one, Marta. I’ll give you that. Yeah, he came to see me, and yeah, he swore me to secrecy, but if the world’s finally going to shit what’s a few secrets between old friends?’

      ‘I need him, William. Please, tell me where he is.’

      William tapped a finger on the table. ‘Come on, Marta. You know him better than I do. You already know. Where do you think he is right now, if he’s still alive?’

      She shook her head. ‘That crazy bastard. He went back, didn’t he? He went back to London. Back to the Underground.’

      William nodded. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Stevie went back. I don’t know if he’s still alive now. He came back just for one night, on his way. We talked a while, drank a few glasses of crappy homebrew together. He told me he was sick of playing war games, sick of wandering around in a forest throwing knives at trees.’

      ‘He never was happy in the village,’ she said. ‘He was training people. Day after day he taught kids how to fight, how to hide. He was the best trainer we had, but he never seemed too happy about it. Said we weren’t fighting the Governor, we were hiding from him. Then one day he was gone.’

      William cocked his head. ‘Well, if anyone can find him in that cesspit, it’s you.’

      ‘I have to try. I can’t do this without him.’

      William stood up. ‘We have dorms down here,’ he said. ‘You need to at least sleep a few hours before you decide what to do.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      As he reached the door, William turned back. He held her gaze for a moment. ‘You’re wrong, you know.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘You said I was the only person he cared about. I wasn’t.’ He closed his eyes a moment, remembering how Switch, drunk on bad whisky, had confessed to his adoptive uncle, in that ineloquent but unique way. Fucking sick of watching her play happy families. I could see it in her eyes, Unc. She wasn’t happy but she was stuck playing the same fucking game as the rest of them. And I couldn’t handle it, Unc. Seeing her with someone. I thought I didn’t care, Unc, but I did.

      William looked up reluctantly, not wanting to see the pain in her eyes. ‘That’s why he left.’
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      Owen stared across the square at the house with the blue door, feeling like he had a rock in his stomach, heavy and cold, eating him from the inside out.

      He had no choice. If he did the hit he could breathe easy for a few days. He would have money, enough perhaps to do something he’d been meaning to do for a while.

      It was time for Scarboy to disappear.

      He could not leave London, of course. The government would never allow it, but he could vanish in other ways.

      There were surgeons in backstreet clinics who could do it, for the right price. There were always plenty of dead to choose from; all it required was a blood match and a lot of skill with a knife.

      With a new face he could hide from those hunting him, maybe even return to the fighting cages under a different name, in time.

      He just had to complete this hit.

      Early morning was his favorite time of the day. No one was ever looking out for people breaking into houses at that time. Once the sky started to lighten, even criminals needed to sleep, so the saying went.

      With his hood pulled low over his face, he skirted around a few streets and approached the house from the back. Close up, it looked like a fortress, with metal shutters taken from shop fronts fixed over the windows, but he had come ready.

      He climbed over into the garden and crept up to the back door. On his left was a rear kitchen window, with a shutter pulled down. Owen pulled a thin tool—like a screwdriver with a wire cutter attached—out of his pocket, and slid it into a hairline gap between the bottom two folds. He slid it sideways, feeling for where the metal folds were connected. When his push met resistance, he pressed a button on the tool’s handle and heard a little clipping sound. He pushed it forward and pressed again. After a couple more clips, half of the fold slumped, hanging off just one hinge.

      As he had expected, while the shutter might prove a deterrent or a suitable block for someone attacking with a blunt instrument, like everything else that had once been strong, it had grown weak over time and could be picked apart. Fifteen minutes later he had removed the bottom four folds and had made enough space to push the shutter open.

      He had also brought a glass cutter this time. Holding the shutter up with one hand, he scored a little square in the glass around the handle visible on the inside. He ran the cutter back and forth a few times, deepening the incision. Then he gave it a tap with the flat butt of the cutter and it fell away inside.

      Owen reached in and pulled the handle up, letting the window swing open until it bumped against the remaining length of the shutter. Then he lifted the shutter up, pulled the window wide and climbed inside.

      The downstairs was much as he remembered it. Packed full of junk, every available space piled high with some seemingly inane object, from old microwave ovens to children’s toys to wine bottles. Frank was a hoarder, collecting detritus that might one day supply a junkyard army.

      He paused at the front door, wondering whether he should unlock it before he continued up to the old man’s bedroom, just in case something went wrong. Frank had to be pushing eighty, though. He had been frail the last time Owen had seen him, and that had been years ago.

      Slow. The note had indicated slow. There was never any detail, it was left to Owen’s imagination. He had discovered from previous hits that the slower he was, the bigger the envelope he would find after. If he really wanted to shed his Scarboy skin then Frank had to die very slowly indeed.

      He guessed which one was the old man’s bedroom door from the way the pile of the thin landing carpet was more worn outside one door than the other. There was a small semi-circle worn almost down to the cord underneath, as if the old man had to shuffle his body left in order to get enough strength up to turn the corroded old handle. Owen’s gloved fingers closed over it and turned it slowly, easing the door open.

      Frank lay on his bed, facing the drawn curtains of the bedroom window, the blanket kicked back from his body. He was naked apart from a threadbare pair of boxer shorts.

      Owen walked up to the bed and gently took a deep breath. From another pocket he pulled out a roll of duct tape and tore off a strip.

      ‘Wake up, old man,’ he whispered, pressing the tape down across Frank’s mouth.

      Frank’s eyes bulged open and lines spread across his face as he tried to sit up. Owen leaned on his shoulders, pushing him back down.

      ‘You’ve pissed some people off, I’m afraid,’ Owen said. ‘Some very bad people. And they sent me to make sure you understand how much.’

      He pressed a hand down on Frank’s neck until the old man’s face went red and his lips turned white. Then he lifted him up and shoved him away across the bed, watching with satisfaction as the man who had once been his family’s private doctor crashed to the floor.

      Easy, he thought. All you have to do is forget the sentimentality and it becomes just any other hit.

      When Owen got around to the other side of the bed, Frank’s legs were kicking out at nothing in a bizarre frog fashion, his gnarled hands scratching at the tape over his mouth. Owen kicked Frank in the stomach to make him stop, then dragged him by the ankles into the middle of the room.

      ‘Funny how things work out, isn’t it?’ Owen said. ‘If it makes you feel better, I don’t want to do this, but if I don’t they’ll blow my fucking hands and feet off.’ He pulled up his trouser leg to show where his human leg fused with his synthetic foot. ‘As you can tell, I know how that feels.’ He aimed another kick at Frank’s stomach. ‘So, it’s nothing personal. Just business. The business of keeping myself alive.’

      As Owen kicked him this time, Frank lunged out a foot and it struck the base of a standing lamp, one with a single metal shade covering a bulb that was currently off. Before Owen could grab it, the lamp slammed against the window, shattering the glass. Inside the room the sound was all-encompassing, but with the shutter pulled down Owen was confident no one outside would hear.

      ‘Nice try, old man, but you’re wasting your time. Believe me, I want this to be over quickly, but I’m just following orders.’ He reached into his belt for a knife, just as the bedroom door swung open.

      ‘What … the fuck … are you doing?’

      Owen turned, and found himself staring at a ghost. Switch was dressed in white bedclothes, a kind of smock and trousers. His bad eye flickered above knives gleaming in each hand.

      ‘No!’ Owen screamed, not really sure what the word was for, and launched himself at Switch, his right arm coiling to strike.

      Switch ducked sideways as Owen’s huge punch slammed into Frank’s bedroom wall. He felt something wet on his cheek, and glanced down to see blood dripping onto his shirt. He looked back, but Switch had circled around in front of where Frank lay, knives swishing back and forth in the air, almost hypnotic.

      ‘You’re supposed to be dead!’ Owen screamed. ‘They said you were dead!’

      ‘I thought you were dead too,’ Switch answered quietly. ‘Look at you now, soiling your brother’s memory. I can’t let that happen, man.’

      He darted forward, the knife searching for Owen’s throat. Owen’s hand came up, a fighter’s reflex, knocking it away, then his feet were carrying him back and out of the bedroom and on to the landing, around the curve in the banister to the stairs.

      I can take him, I can take him! his mind screamed, even as his feet were carrying him away. Switch appeared at the top as Owen reached the bottom, and he ducked sideways just as a knife embedded itself into the wood of the front door.

      Owen scrabbled at the door handle, remembering how he’d not bothered to unbolt it. He felt the metal in his arm coil, then he slammed his shoulder into it, hearing the wood splinter. The bolts, though, held true.

      Something landed on his back, and he twisted, shrugging Switch off. He reached for the nearest object with his right hand, an ancient, dusty television, and he swatted it in Switch’s general direction.

      ‘Get the fuck out of here, kid,’ Switch shouted, dodging out of the way. A knife slammed into the television’s screen, sending cracks racing out across the surface.

      ‘I’ll kill you!’ Owen swung around, his huge fist missing Switch’s face by inches.

      Switch stepped back towards the base of the stairs and shook his head. ‘No, you won’t.’ With a sigh he tossed his knife to the ground and spread his hands. ‘Go on. Look, I’m fucking unarmed. I don’t know what those government pricks did to you but they’ve clearly made you into some kind of a tough guy.’ He grinned, his eye twitching. ‘Come on then. Show me what a tough guy you are. Do your brother proud.’

      ‘I trusted you. All of you. And I trusted him. Look what happened.’ Owen felt the anger rising up inside of him. He coiled his arm, felt the strength growing, a killing strength. Switch was cornered at the bottom of the stairs. He had nowhere to go.

      ‘What happened just fucking happened,’ Switch said. ‘Shit went down we couldn’t control and we all got screwed by it. But no one betrayed you. You betrayed yourself.’

      ‘Liar!’ Owen swung, not at Switch but at the door. Two bolts burst off their screws. ‘You lied to me! You betrayed me and you lied to me and Paul lied to me! My own brother!’

      Switch flicked his toes and the knife bounced up, landing neatly in his hand. ‘Well, if that’s what you believe kid, then you have no more business here. For your brother’s sake I’ll give you a ten second start.’

      ‘Liar!’ Owen screamed again, and slammed his shoulder against the front door. This time it broke, popping off the last bolts and banging back against the wall beside the steps outside. He gave Switch one last murderous look, then dashed out of the door, stumbled and rolled down the steps, landing in a heap at the bottom. He looked up as Switch appeared in the doorway.

      ‘You have five seconds left.’

      ‘I’ll kill you!’ Owen screamed. He clambered back to his feet, and for a moment thought about standing his ground, letting Switch come. He’d beaten far bigger, far stronger men in the fighting cages. It wouldn’t be difficult to take down his old friend, but something in Switch’s eyes made him step backwards, away. ‘This isn’t over,’ he shouted again, aware of just how stupid and petulant he sounded.

      ‘Three,’ Switch said, spinning the knife in his hands.

      Owen turned and ran, not looking back. A couple of streets away he ducked into an alcove under a set of stairs and pulled his knees up against his chest.

      Things were all going wrong. Switch wasn’t supposed to be there, Switch was supposed to be off in France, dead, or both. Switch wasn’t supposed to be in Frank’s house dredging up shit Owen didn’t want to think about. He should have killed Switch, had the chance to kill him, could have killed him. But Switch was still alive, and the seeds of doubt he had sown in Owen’s mind were already beginning to flower.

      Blood was dripping down his arm. He looked at his hands and saw his knuckles had split open even under the leather gloves he wore. His shoulder too, was lacerated from the impact with the door.

      ‘Fuck,’ he muttered.

      Switch knew he was still alive, and he must know about Scarboy. Worse was that Frank was still alive, and a failed hit could be the end of him. The note had said so.

      He had to turn this around, he had to make something out of this for him. There was only one way, and it made him shiver just thinking about it.

      He climbed to his feet, peered out to see if anyone was chasing him, then headed for the nearest phone centre. There was a number they had made him memorise, a number he was only to use in the direst of emergencies.

      With his hood pulled down again over his face, he paid his fee at the door, slipped into one of the booths and pulled the door shut.

      His hands shook as he dialed the number.

      The ring tone on the other end was like a sound from another world.

      There was a click. ‘Yes?’ came an icy voice, and Owen almost dropped the phone. He pressed it between his shoulder and ear because he could no longer trust his trembling hands.

      ‘I have information for you. I need to tell you in person. This is important.’

      ‘How important?’

      ‘Very. It concerns the Tube Riders.’

      The voice gave him an address. ‘Be there in one hour and be alone. Any companions of yours will die.’

      Click.

      Now Owen did drop the phone. He scrambled for it and managed to replace it in the cradle, then he pushed backwards out of the booth and stumbled to the door.

      He’d fought men twice his size. He’d fought pairs of men twice his size with the knowledge that he had to take a beating and throw the fight, and he’d never felt such a feeling as this.

      Pure terror.
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* * *

      ‘Well, don’t think that was so brave,’ Frank muttered from the top of the stairs. ‘Kid could have smacked a hole in your scrawny ass.’

      Switch looked up. His heart was still pounding. ‘You all right, granddad?’

      Frank flapped a hand at him. ‘I’m not your damn granddad. And yeah, I’ll live. Made out of cast iron, like some crusty old bath.’

      ‘You sure?’

      ‘Cracked rib or two, maybe. I have a live-in damn nurse anyway now, don’t I?’

      ‘We can’t stay here. He wanted you dead. He knows I’m here now, too. Who knows what he’ll do with that information.’ Switch thumped the wall with a balled fist. ‘Looks like my little vacation is over.’

      ‘What goddamn vacation? You didn’t come back just to ride the damn trains, and you know it. You came to keep watch.’

      Switch glared at him. ‘I came back to ride the trains,’ he said quietly. ‘Now pack your bags. I want to be out of here within the hour.’

      Frank scowled. ‘I don’t have a damn suitcase.’

      Switch flapped a hand in irritation. ‘You mean to tell me that among all this junk, there isn’t something you can chuck a few clothes in?’

      Frank rolled his eyes. ‘I’m the one that just got beat up. Do me a favour and hunt something out, would you?’

      Without another word he turned and stumped back to his bedroom, leaving Switch standing by the broken front door.
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      The little motorbike had performed better than Carl had expected. After wheezing grudgingly to life like an old athlete gearing up for one last marathon, it had sped them along the winding roads of Scotland through scenery he wished he could relax and enjoy. The weight of what was happening around them had kept them both silent for most of the journey, their thoughts on the villagers they had helped, the possible repercussions from the Department of Civil Affairs, and the success or not of their madcap plan.

      It had been Brete’s idea to leave a mark. On the eastern edge of Edinburgh, just beyond the site of the former royal residence of Holyrood Palace and outside the perimeter wall, was a long, sloping hillside visible from many parts of the city.

      The villagers, still grateful for their intervention, had offered as many litres of petrol as they could spare, and that Carl and Brete could carry in a tank tied to the back of the bike. It had been a worrying journey, Carl aware that an unseen pothole in the road could turn them into a fireball.

      Despite the earlier rain, the hillside had dried out. It was Brete’s idea to gather twigs and leaves from the wood at the foot of the hill, and for a couple of hours they slogged up and down in the dark, arms laden with as many fallen branches as they could find, laying them out in the shape they wanted as best they could with only the light of a half moon to help them.

      They didn’t dare use the motorbike’s headlights or the flashlight on the clawboard. With the wind farm disabled, the city was almost entirely dark, the only light coming from a few cars and some fires visible from where they stood.

      ‘That should be enough,’ Brete said at last. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘I’m not convinced it’ll burn, but it’s worth a try.’

      Brete held up a plastic watering can and grinned. ‘Do you want the honours, or shall I?’

      Carl had wondered how they would spread the petrol evenly over such a large area but Brete had spotted the watering can sitting on a garden wall not far from their boatshed and had grabbed it without waiting for permission. Carl had been reluctant to steal anything, but Brete’s response was that freedom would be their payback. He couldn’t argue with that.

      ‘You do it,’ he said. ‘I’ll carry the petrol and fill you up.’

      They walked up and down the lines of piled brush, Brete sprinkling petrol over the wood while Carl walked behind her, filling the watering can from the fifteen litre tank the villagers had given them.

      ‘There,’ she said. ‘That should do it. How long do you think it’ll burn for?’

      He shrugged. ‘We only need it to burn for a minute or so, as long as it’s big enough to be seen. Let’s light it and get out of here.’

      He pulled a packet of firelighters and a box of matches out of his pocket. The safehouse had been well-stocked. He handed a couple of pieces of firelighter to Brete and struck a match, touching it to the ends.

      ‘Quick, throw them in there. We’ll have to hope it works, but we can’t stick around.’

      She nodded as the flames grew. ‘On the count of three … three!’ she shouted, and tossed the burning firelighters on to the brush.

      Carl did the same with his. There was a whump and two lines of flame a couple of feet wide raced up the hillside, following the path of the lines of piled wood.

      ‘Yes!’ Brete shouted. ‘It worked!’

      ‘Let’s go,’ Carl said.

      They climbed back onto the bike and Carl steered them down the rocky path they had come up, headlights on, not caring if they were seen now. In the light of the burning wood they would be difficult to notice.

      They rode alongside the city for a couple of miles, then turned up a hill to give them a view of what they had done.

      ‘It’s still burning!’ Brete shouted, punching Carl on the shoulder as they climbed off the bike. ‘Look! You must be able to see it from miles away.’

      Carl had to say he was impressed. He hadn’t expected it to work, but it had burned better than he had expected, and now a huge

      
        T R

      

      lit up the hillside.

      ‘Do you think the people will notice?’ Brete asked. ‘Do you think it’ll make any difference?’

      Carl shrugged. ‘It certainly can’t hurt.’ He put an arm around her shoulders. ‘I think the stalk of the T is a bit wonky. You did the T, didn’t you?’

      She punched his arm, but leaned her head against his chest. ‘I think it looks perfect.’

      He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. ‘It would inspire me,’ he said. ‘I’m sure it’ll mean a lot to anyone who sees it. They’ll know they’re not alone. I know we’re not much, but it’ll help.’

      ‘It’s what they want,’ she said. ‘The Tube Riders defied the Governor. You stood up and you spat in his face.’

      ‘It wasn’t intentional,’ Carl said. ‘At least not for me. Not for the others either. We were just trying to survive.’

      She looked up at him. ‘So is everyone else,’ she said. ‘And what you did gives them hope. Father told me we were losing, that most of the uprisings in the cities had been crushed.’

      Carl nodded. ‘We have to stand together,’ he said. ‘Isolated uprisings do nothing. We need to stand together, united.’

      She took his hand and squeezed it. For a few minutes they watched the letters burn, the fires slowly dying down, the T becoming an I, the R becoming first a K, then a slanted Y. Soon, they would be gone, but they had done what Carl and Brete had intended: they had sent a message of hope. The Tube Riders were back, and they were standing up to fight as they had once before.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘It’s a long way back to Cornwall. And I didn’t tell you, but I have something I need to do on the way.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Some personal business. I’ll explain when we get there.’

      As they climbed back on to the bike, Carl turned and took one last look up at the hillside, at the dying embers of the two huge letters. The wind farm, this sign, the uprisings across the country, it was just the beginning. It was time to step out of the shadows and show the Governor what the people were made of.

      It was time for the Tube Riders to come out from the underground.
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      ‘Most of the power’s been out for several days,’ William said. ‘Carl did it. He knocked out the wind farm. Parts of Bristol are on a separate grid, but most of the south and east are dark. They have reserves, but they’re slowly running down. We’ve managed to storm several DCA-held buildings, but they’ve been bringing in reinforcements by rail and road. Huntsmen, Redmen, others too. It’s not good.’

      ‘We heard nothing,’ Marta said. ‘Do you know where Carl and Brete are now?’

      ‘I’ve tried to contact them, but they’re keeping their radio off. I don’t blame them, the government monitors the airwaves. Their orders were to return to Cornwall whether they were successful or not.’

      ‘There’s nothing left there,’ Marta said. ‘Keep trying to contact him. I need his help.’

      ‘What are you going to do, Marta?’

      ‘Get my children back. At least that’s the end result. I have no idea how.’ She grabbed clumps of her hair and squeezed it, trying not to cry. She’d cried herself to sleep the night before, but whenever she felt all cried out the tears began to flow again. Thinking about her children started the flood, then their faces blended into Ishael’s, whose in turn blended into the faces of all the others she had lost.

      ‘I have to get to London, I have to find Switch and Carl, and I have to find my children. There must be a way to discover where he’s hiding them, and there must be a way to get inside.’

      William crossed his arms and tilted his head. He looked so much like an old school teacher Marta remembered, that for a moment a tremble of nostalgia rippled through her. ‘And then what?’ he said. ‘Say you achieve what is borderline impossible. Even if you find Switch and Carl, and the three of you manage to break into some impregnable government stronghold and get your kids back, what are you going to do? Run back down to Cornwall? Or Wales this time? Or a Scottish island? Hide away for a few more years until your kids are grown up? Wait until they get captured again and turned into Huntsman or God knows what else?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      William slammed a fist down on the table, making a plate of bread he had brought for her bounce. She started. In the few times she’d met him she’d never seen him angry.

      ‘Fight!’ he shouted. ‘Fight, damn you! The people will stand behind you, Marta!’

      ‘William…’

      He shook his head, then rubbed his eyes. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean … it’s just that the people are leaderless. They need a figurehead, a …talisman.’

      ‘And you think it should be me? William, until my children were stolen I thought my presence in England was unknown. Someone must have ratted on us … but the Free Folk had such a tight community and … and … and I don’t goddamn know.’ She gasped, swallowing down the urge to cry again.

      William’s eyes gleamed as he leaned forwards towards her. ‘You have no idea, do you? What did Ishael tell you?’

      She sighed. ‘Very little. I was the mother to his children. I raised them while he and his friends played at war council.’

      ‘That’s not fair, Marta—’

      ‘I’m sorry, it’s just … it was never as I wanted it to be. He was never there, either for me or for them. He—’

      ‘Loved you! Don’t you understand? He was protecting you. Keeping you and the children safe while all the time the fame of the Tube Riders grew.’

      ‘I know we have a reputation, but—’

      ‘You became a symbol, you and your friends. A symbol of hope. There’s barely a free-thinking person in this country who hasn’t heard of you and how you stood up against the government. Yeah, so the story’s got blown up a bit and distorted, but the people believe that one day you’ll come back to lead them.’

      Marta laughed. ‘William, that sounds so perfect. It just sounds like storybook bullshit.’

      William slid a piece of paper across the table towards her. She picked it up. It was a grainy digital photograph of two small black and white letters slanted at an angle. It was so grainy as to be difficult to read, but it looked like—

      ‘A T and an R,’ William said. ‘At a guess I’d say that stands for Tube Riders.’

      ‘What is this?’

      ‘We have a solar-powered generator set up here so we can still get on the Net. This photo was posted yesterday. Two nights ago these letters appeared, in flames, on a hillside just outside Edinburgh.’

      Marta sighed. Carl and Brete. It had to be. ‘Carl’s idea, I imagine. He always loved the drama and the romance of it all.’

      William leaned forwards. ‘Edinburgh is in full revolt. The Department of Civil Affairs only had a small presence there and half of the regular army defected at the first sign of trouble. The city council chambers were overrun, and the government effectively ousted. By all accounts it’s chaos, but the city is ours.’ William’s smile was so broad Marta couldn’t help but smile back.

      ‘You’ve got to be shitting me. Just because of that?’

      ‘Don’t you understand the power the Tube Riders have, Marta? Because of two letters burning on a hillside Edinburgh is free.’

      ‘For now,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Free until the Governor sends in the Huntsmen to slaughter a few thousand people and restore his skewed sense of order.’

      ‘The more cities that revolt the more his resources are stretched, Marta. The uprising has been too uncoordinated. The people need to unite. Carl’s doing what he can, now it’s up to you. You’re the one they need. Marta Banks, leader of the Tube Riders.’

      ‘And you think the people will unite behind me?’

      William smiled. ‘They already have. They’ve just been waiting for you to arrive.’

      ‘So, do you have some sort of plan, or do you just want all of your men to stand in a line and salute me?’ She was getting tired of this conversation. Every minute she spent in Bristol tore her children another inch away from her grasp.

      William reached out and took the photograph. He propped it up in front of him on the table. ‘It worked once,’ he said. ‘No reason why it won’t work again. Especially with Marta Banks herself in attendance.’

      She gave him a long, hard stare. She wanted to help him. She really, really did.

      ‘Do you understand how it feels to lose your children, William? Do you know how it feels to not know where they are, not know if they’re safe … every damn minute of every damn day? And that every minute you spend sitting around worrying about them is a minute you could be spending hunting for them? Do you really understand what that feels like?’

      William matched her stare. He put the photograph aside and made a steeple with his fingers, leaning forward towards her, his eyes never leaving her own. So slowly it was almost imperceptible, he nodded.

      ‘Yeah, Marta Banks, I know,’ he said slowly, his voice so low she had to concentrate to hear. ‘I lost Stevie twice.’
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* * *

      Marta lifted the binoculars to her eyes and scanned the horizon. ‘I see it,’ she said. ‘It’s beautiful.’

      ‘Designed by a man called Isengard Kingdom Brunel,’ William said, a hint of pride in his voice. ‘Clifton Suspension Bridge is the most famous landmark in Bristol. What better place to make a statement of intent?’

      They were standing on the tenth floor of an abandoned brewery not far from Bristol Temple Meads railway station. From here the suspension bridge hung in all its glory across the Avon Gorge, some one hundred and eighty metres long, a hundred metres above the Avon River below. William was right. It was the perfect place.

      Several other UMF men were with them. Everyone she was introduced to seemed to regard her as royalty. Some even bowed to her. It made her a little uncomfortable, but she did her best to do as William asked. She had promised him two days. Then she was moving on to London.

      As they went back down to the street, she saw several men carrying boxes and loading them up into two trucks parked outside. When she asked what they were doing, William just grinned and told her, ‘You’ll see.’

      The centre of Bristol was more or less deserted as they walked back through the streets in the direction of the suspension bridge, but she could hear large pops and bangs every few minutes coming from the north-east.

      The only time William showed any real worry was when a large explosion sounded off to the west, turning his head sharply in that direction. He sighed, shrugged, and increased his pace.

      ‘What’s happening over there?’ she asked.

      He took a deep breath. ‘Huntsmen. The DCA unleashed a whole pack. Ten or twelve, from reports. Barton Hill up through St George to the top of Staple Hill was ours, but it will probably be overrun by nightfall.’

      Marta shivered. Huntsmen.

      ‘What can we do?’

      ‘What we’re doing now. Most of the people in that area are neutral, not allied to either side. We need them to stand for us.’

      ‘And what good is putting on a fucking firework display for those people?’

      ‘It’ll give them hope—’

      ‘Hope does nothing. We have to give them more than hope. We have to give them a chance.’

      ‘What would you suggest we do, Marta?’

      ‘We flush them out. We draw the Huntsmen out into the open, and then we destroy them.’ She stopped, turning to him, plans formulating in her mind. ‘The Huntsmen are part machine, William. Part computer. That computer has a centralised memory. All we have to do is present them with a prey they’ve failed to capture. We bait them, and when they come, we wipe them out.’

      William stopped and turned towards her. ‘You’re that prey, aren’t you?’

      She took a deep breath and nodded. ‘My trail went cold three and a half years ago. I’d suggest that with the kidnapping of my children and the killing of everyone dear to me that I’m back on the Governor’s radar. No more hiding. Let’s show him exactly where I am and let him come.’

      ‘It’s too dangerous.’

      She shrugged. ‘Don’t you remember the stories, William? Me and my friends cut down an entire DCA unit and a whole pack of Huntsmen. We almost took out the Governor too.’

      ‘I’ve heard the stories, and I’ve heard Stevie’s version.’

      ‘Let’s stick with the one the people know.’ She sighed. ‘And see if we can figure out a way to make it true.’

      ‘How?’

      She pointed into the distance, at the suspension bridge spanning the wide gorge. ‘I like your original plan,’ she said. ‘We just need to tweak it a bit.’
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      Some days reminded Carl of his carefree childhood in Reading GFA, when the worst he’d had to worry about was his father’s cane if he was late for school too many times, or got a low score in a test, particularly maths, which his father considered all important. Days just like this, sitting atop a boxcar as the freight train trundled gently south, the warm May sun shining on his face as the rolling countryside eased past. He was acting as a windbreak for Brete, who lay behind him, her head resting on a bag of their supplies, both the girl and the bag tied to the handle of a skylight in case the train should suddenly jolt enough to throw them off.

      Brete had been a continual ball of energy until her body told her enough was enough and shut her down. Her wound had not quite healed, and she had been sleeping for more than three hours since they had ditched the motorbike and jumped aboard the train just south of Glasgow, but Carl liked to look at the small towns and villages they were trundling past. Watching the people working in the fields and the tractors bumping along the gravel lanes reminded him that not all was bad in Mega Britain, that for the most part, growing up in the GFAs had been a simple but peaceful existence.

      They were somewhere between Sheffield and Birmingham when three black dots appeared in the sky far to the south, moving in formation. Frowning, Carl nudged Brete awake.

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘Quick, pass me the tarp from the bag. I think we need to get undercover.’

      Carl had brought the sheet that had been covering the motorbike in the boatshed, because he had thought it might make a useful makeshift tent while they were passing through the GFAs. He took it from Brete and untied the string that bound it, spreading it out and tucking one end under his feet to stop the wind buffeting it away.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      He pointed. ‘Planes,’ he said.

      ‘Planes?’

      I think that’s what they are. They’re moving quickly, and they’re coming this way at any rate. Quick, lie down beside me.’

      In other circumstances, Carl might have felt a thrill of excitement to be underneath the tarp with Brete, but the fear planes brought was all too real. He’d never seen planes in real life before, but there was something sinister about them that instilled in him a sense of urgency.

      Brete lay flat beside him and he pulled the tarp up over their heads, tucking it in behind the bag of their supplies. It was light brown, similar to the wooden roof of the boxcar. They lay there in its shadow, listening to a growing roar as the planes approached. There was no way to know what kind of surveillance equipment the planes carried, or if they were even looking for them, but Carl felt exposed and wondered if they had been foolhardy to be so obvious about their passage. Many of the larger towns they had passed through had been abandoned and partially demolished, while most of the rest had been farmland. The country boy in him had overruled the freedom fighter.

      Brete gasped as a loud roar signaled the planes’ passage overhead. Carl peeked out from under the tarp and saw them heading away to the north. They looked just like the military planes he had seen in books, sleek and black, wings curved tightly back behind a painted nose that reminded him of the beak of a crow.

      He pulled the tarp off them and sat up. ‘Looks like they’re heading for Manchester-Liverpool,’ he said.

      ‘Where’d they come from?’ Brete asked, worry slipping into her voice. ‘How the hell do we defeat planes, Carl?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘But for starters, I think we should—’

      Brete grabbed his arm. ‘Oh, shit. One’s coming back!’

      He lifted a hand to shield his eyes. There, far distant, one of the dots was breaking off formation and arcing around to the east.

      ‘We’ve got to get off the roof.’ He scrambled to the end of the boxcar and climbed down into the space between it and the next, helping Brete down after him. He kicked open the boxcar door and pushed Brete inside, slipping in behind her. They pulled the door shut and crouched in the dark as the warplane roared overhead.

      ‘What if it blows up the train?’ Brete asked, clutching his hand in hers. ‘We won’t even know until we turn into a fireball.’

      ‘It can’t,’ he said, sounding more confident than he felt. ‘This is a government train, remember? It’s probably full of food for London.’

      ‘I hope you’re right.’

      He squeezed her hand. ‘I hope so too.’

      They waited in the dark for a while but there was no further sound from the plane. Carl realised they were still holding hands and felt his cheeks redden. After their confessions while he had thought she was dying, they had avoided talking about their feelings. Carl blamed it on a healthy dose of regular danger, but in the gloom of the boxcar there was no way to avoid it any longer.

      ‘I’m glad I’m not alone,’ he muttered.

      After a short pause, she whispered, ‘Me too.’

      Her voice was so close, and the warmth of her breath tickled his cheek. He reached out a hand, cupped her chin, and pulled her forward.

      Soft lips met his, and for a moment Carl was a million miles from anywhere. Then the train rocked, breaking them apart.

      Carl coughed. Brete sniffed.

      ‘We’d better go check outside,’ he muttered.

      ‘Okay.’

      He stood up. She squeezed his hand, then let go. She sniffed again.

      ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m fine,’ she said.
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* * *

      They saw no more sign of the planes. The train passed through a freight depot outside the Birmingham GUA perimeter wall where the back ten boxcars were detached, then continued on southwards. Carl watched from the gap between cars until he spotted the landmark he had been looking for: a long, low hill with a bulge in the centre and a raised peak at one end. It looked like a giant thumb lying on its side.

      ‘It’s time to get off,’ he called.

      Getting off a moving train was not something Carl was particularly good at. He had never quite mastered the technique of a hard dismount, and preferred to jump into something soft, like a river or very long grass, or just wait until the train had slowed down enough for him to get off without hurting himself.

      Now, though, they were moving through farmland at a decent speed, and he looked around, eyeing the hard earth embankment with discontent, but seeing no other option.

      ‘Carl!’ Brete called, and he turned to see her standing across from him, looking out of the other side of the train. ‘There’s a tree!’

      It was a tall, gnarled oak. Perfect. He squinted, looking for a strong, high branch.

      ‘Okay, that’ll do. Throw the gear down.’

      As Brete tossed their supplies off the side of the train, Carl switched on the clawboard. The tree loomed quickly on the train’s right. ‘Grab me!’ he shouted, lifting the clawboard and releasing the grapple. It fired true, embedding itself in the meat of a branch about thirty feet up. The wire went taut, then as the train drew level, Carl pressed the retractor and they swung out and away from the boxcar, out over a dry, dusty country lane running alongside the tracks.

      Brete whooped in excitement, just as a cracking sound came from the tree. The wire went slack and the branch came crashing down towards them.

      ‘Bugger,’ Carl muttered. ‘Jump!’

      Brete leapt away. Carl swung his legs and managed to sway out of the way of the falling branch, just as it chopped down on the space where he had been. He landed beside Brete in the grass and rolled over on to his stomach, winded.

      ‘That … was … exciting,’ he wheezed when his breath finally came, brushing dry grass off his clothes.

      Brete was lying nearby, gazing at him as if she’d just woken up next to a superhero. ‘Nice dismount,’ she said.

      ‘Huh. That sounds like something Switch would say,’ Carl answered.

      She smiled. ‘He trained me. I guess he rubs off on you.’

      Carl laughed, his breathing coming easier now. ‘Luckily not too much. I don’t think my mother would approve.’ Then under his breath, so that Brete wouldn’t hear, he added, ‘If she’s still alive.’

      ‘Your mother? Where are we, Carl?’

      He spread his hands and gave her a wide grin. ‘We’re home.’
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* * *

      The village looked almost exactly as he remembered. The same quaint cottages circled the little town square with its wishing well in the centre and his grandmother’s post office standing on the eastern edge. He sighed. Boards covered the windows now, so something had changed.

      Brete came to stand beside him at a farm gate looking out over a valley. The grass was longer than he remembered but still looked grazed—an indication of a diminishing herd, sick animals, or both, he knew from his days helping the farm hands in the fields. When he left three years ago, one of his father’s fields had been overflowing with well-fed cattle, but the whole community had existed beneath the cloud of knowing that any or all of their possessions could be re-acquisitioned by the government, with neither reason nor warning given. It was the tax they paid for peace, his grandmother had once said.

      ‘That’s my house,’ he said, pointing across the valley.

      Brete gaped. ‘That’s not a house, Carl. It’s a bloody mansion!’

      Growing up, he’d never really paid much attention to his family’s circumstances. Many of the kids at school had thought him weird, and he figured that living in a big old house and spending your time picking through the ruins of old towns in the forest came with the territory. Yes, so his family had servants, land, and the best of only five cars in the village, but it also came with a brute of a father and resentment from everyone whose wealth wasn’t at least closely comparable. From time to time he had envied the groups of boys playing cricket or football on the village green and feared those who chased him into the woods, but another solo adventure was never far away.

      And then one day a young man had fallen from the train that passed through Reading GFA en route from London to Bristol, and Carl had got caught up in the greatest adventure of all.

      ‘The day this all began for me, I didn’t get to say goodbye,’ he said. ‘Maybe they all died that day, but I want to know for sure.’

      She looked up at him, her mouth opening as if to say something. Then she just closed it again and patted him on the arm.

      He took the old lane back down through the valley, past the church with its graveyard clogged with weeds, and up the hill to his parents’ house.

      The gravel driveway was a little more untidy than his father had ever allowed, with weeds growing up through the stones, but they had been cut back a little. The lines scored in the gravel proved that cars—or at least carts—sometimes still used this way. A chain hung across the entrance that he had never seen before, with a rusty padlock securing it around one of the gate posts, but it was easy to step over. Feeling a little nervous that perhaps someone else lived here now, Carl took Brete’s hand and together they walked up the drive to the wide vestibule shading the front door.

      Close up, the house too was in disrepair. Once spotless windows were grimy, and the paintwork was faded and chipped. The huge brass knocker, his father’s pride and joy, and which he had polished every Sunday, felt grainy to the touch, a combination of neglect and fewer visitors’ hands to smooth it.

      When Carl struck it against the wood, the noise seemed to echo right across the valley, but as the sound died away silence flooded back in to fill the space. Carl glanced at Brete, who shrugged. He was about to turn away when he heard a shuffling sound from inside.

      ‘I’m coming,’ came a frail woman’s voice Carl didn’t immediately recognise. Then, as the door swung open, his heart leapt up into his mouth, leaving him speechless.

      ‘C … C … Carl?’

      ‘Mother?’ He heard himself say as if he were detached from his body, and he was listening to a lost boy now found.

      The woman gasped. One hand reached out to grab hold of the door frame, and she squinted up at him as if his face was framed by the sun. ‘Oh my sweet boy … is that really you?’

      She looked ten years older than he remembered. She had lost weight, and her once-bright face was haggard and lined. Dull eyes stared out from lustreless skin.

      ‘It’s me, Mother,’ he said. ‘I’m back. I’m back home again.’

      His mother fell forward into his arms, tears streaming down her face. Her words were incomprehensible as she cried into his chest, and all he could do was hold her and whisper ‘It’s really me,’ over and over again. Looking over her shoulder, he saw Brete was crying openly, yet at the same time the girl looked like she wished she was somewhere else.

      His mother’s hands suddenly hardened and she pulled away, fingers digging into his shoulders. ‘Damn you, Carl!’ she spat with all her old ire. ‘Where have you been? We thought you were dead. After that horrible business with that boy and what he brought to the village, your father and his poor friends … we thought we’d lost you.’

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, feeling warmth flood into his cheeks. ‘I couldn’t come back. I didn’t know if you were alive or not, but it was too dangerous. People were hunting me, those creatures and worse. I’ve had to be dead for the past three years to protect my friends, and you.’

      ‘Couldn’t you have just sent word? Anything? Just so we knew?’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again, having a feeling that he would be saying it a great many times yet.

      ‘His mother’s face relaxed. ‘Well, all I can say is … I’m happy to see you. Happier than you can possibly imagine.’ She pulled him forward into another hug. ‘Oh, my dear son, I love you so much. More than anything else in the world.’

      ‘Okay, Mother,’ he said, embarrassment beginning to show through the guilt. He flashed Brete a smile, and she smiled back, wiping tears from her eyes.

      Finally his mother drew back. ‘And who is this?’ she said, nodding towards Brete.

      ‘Um, this is Brete,’ Carl said. He coughed up the next sentence like it was a rock stuck in his throat. ‘My … girlfriend’

      It was Brete’s turn to blush. ‘Hi,’ she muttered.

      Carl’s mother’s face broke into a beaming smile that tore away the years of hardship. For a moment she was once again the kindly but firm woman who had brought him up.

      ‘Oh, at last,’ she said. ‘We did wonder, your father and I. All those nice girls at school and you just wanted to play with that silly catapult.’ Behind him, Brete sniggered. ‘Not that we would have minded so long as you were happy—okay, your father might have, but you know what he’s like—but I’m so relieved to know there’s still perhaps a chance for some little Weston feet to patter up and down the corridors of this dusty old place…’

      Carl caught a momentary flicker of something pass across Brete’s face—was it regret?—then his mother had bundled her up in an embrace. ‘Well, let’s not stand out here all day,’ she said. ‘Your father will be desperate to see you.’

      ‘What?’ Carl dropped the clawboard. Brete reached down and picked it up, giving his arm a reassuring squeeze.

      ‘He’ll want to see you,’ his mother said.

      ‘Father? Father is … alive?’

      His mother sighed. ‘Yes, Carl, he is. Although often I think he wishes otherwise.’
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* * *

      Roy Weston was in a room on the second floor. His wheelchair was near to the window, so he might have seen them arrive.

      Carl knelt in front of his father and took hold of two hands that had none of the strength that had once terrified him and earned respect from the other men of the village, landowners and farmhands alike. His father’s eyes flickered and his face twitched.

      ‘He can hear you,’ his mother said. ‘Can’t you, Roy? His wounds left him paralyzed but his mind is still very much there. I dream that one day … one day he might … might be himself again.’

      ‘Hello, Father,’ Carl said. ‘It’s Carl. I’ve come back.’

      Roy Weston’s eyes flickered.

      Carl’s mother lifted a hand. ‘Perhaps we should leave you alone for a while.’ She glanced at Brete, who looked terrified. ‘It’ll give me a chance to get to know this young lady of yours. Look, Roy! Carl’s finally brought home a girl. Isn’t that a relief?’

      Carl looked at her and recognised that most motherly of traits, the desire to grill his new girlfriend, to see whether Brete was good enough for her son. He smiled at the chance for such normality, and nodded. ‘That sounds like a great idea,’ he said.

      Brete’s eyes shot knives at him, then she turned and gave Carl’s mother a smile that could melt steel. ‘That would be lovely,’ she said.
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* * *

      The shadow of the man that his father had become was worse than the ghost Carl had expected. As he sat facing the man who had tried to control his life with stern rules—and a sterner hand whenever Carl broke them—the seriousness of what he fought for sunk home like a heavy anchor. His father had been the model GFA citizen, paying his taxes and dues not a minute late and always in full, flagging everything that might breach the web of rules he lived within. He had wanted to report Simon, fearing the boy whom they had found unconscious in the grass by the railway tracks was a fugitive. Roy Weston had not been far wrong, but it had been he and not Simon, Jessica, or Carl who had initially suffered. Of course, Simon and Jessica were both dead now, and with his father in a wheelchair it was clear the Governor’s hand would sweep away all who stood before it, loyalties not withstanding.

      ‘Father … I don’t know what to say,’ Carl began. He still held his father’s hands, hoping to feel a surge of strength there, but they remained limp and soft, no more powerful than the cupcakes his mother might have just removed from the oven and left to cool in the pantry. He looked into his father’s old, tired eyes, and suddenly the words poured out.

      ‘I’m sorry for what happened to you, and I’m sorry I had to run away. I wish I could have returned to take care of you and Mother, but I got caught up in something bigger than I could have ever imagined. For a while I had to run and then I had to hide. I met people far greater than I could ever believe existed, people who came from nothing and who gave everything for a cause they believed in, and I held them in my arms as they died. I learned that everything I knew was a lie, and that the world I believed in and trusted in didn’t exist. I stood beside great people as they stood up for what they believed in even when they had no chance of surviving, and I became part of them. I wanted to come home, but unless I stood up to fight I would one day have no home, and everyone I loved would be just a memory—’

      He felt it. Barely perceptible but still there, a tiny pressure on his hand. He looked into the expressionless face of his father, and saw a single tear budding at the corner of his father’s right eye.
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      The address led Owen deep into the most derelict area of the Docklands, a part of London where he never went unless he had no choice. It wasn’t people he was afraid of here, it was the ghosts of his confinement. Government laboratories, research facilities, prisons and training grounds were hidden away behind the facades of abandoned industrial holdings. The area looked deserted, but was far from it. The Docklands was the heart of the Mega Britain monster, with the imposing Parliament Tower its eyes.

      The building he found himself standing outside of really was an abandoned industrial holding. It was the kind of crumbling, nasty place where he had beaten the shit out of other lowlifes while the whoops and jeers of the assembled crowd of gamblers, money lenders, and other fighters echoed into the high rafters, the thud of hard knuckles on soft flesh beating out a tribal rhythm below. It was the kind of place where he felt alone and secure at the same time.

      He pushed open a partially collapsed metal door and stepped inside. Gloom awaited him, the dim light slowly creeping back to reveal a wide, empty factory floor as his eyes adjusted. He walked a few steps further in and turned around in a circle, scanning the doors opening into other lofty rooms.

      It seemed he was alone, but he felt a creeping sensation down the back of his spine that told him otherwise. He glanced up at the ceiling, at a walkway around the inside about fifteen feet above him, but saw nothing.

      When he looked back at the entrance she was there.

      ‘You’re early.’

      Owen’s hands began to shake. He clamped them against his sides but that just made his legs shake too. He gulped, trying to find words to speak, but his mouth was suddenly dry.

      She was far taller than he had first imagined, the robe she wore perhaps accentuating her height. He couldn’t see her shoes and didn’t dare turn his eyes down to look, but she had a full head on him at least. The Huntsman standing beside her, growling softly beneath its own hood, was even taller, at least seven feet. He had never seen a Huntsman so close until he had opened his apartment door that first time. Being near enough to look into their eyes thrashed home how terrifying they were; abominable fusions of man, animal and machine, created in the government’s labs for one reason only: to carry out the Governor’s bidding with ruthless, brutal efficiency.

      The woman, though, just for the hold she had over him, was far worse. At times he woke screaming, her face never far away in his dreams. That first day, as he had opened the door to find her holding out a little white envelope, a twisted grin on her hideous face and the Huntsman towering at her shoulder, he had pissed and crapped himself, the crud slipping down his legs as he cowered, whimpering, at her feet.

      He shuddered as he spoke her name: ‘Dreggo.’

      She cocked her head slightly. ‘Tell me what you know.’

      ‘I tried … I tried to do the hit … but he was there. I thought he was dead.’

      ‘The one they call Switch?’

      Owen nodded. ‘Yes.’

      She nodded, gazing off into space for a moment. When she spoke her voice was wistful, as if she were talking about an old friend. ‘He was never dead. Just … hiding. Sooner or later he had to show his face.’

      ‘What do you want me to do?’

      Dreggo rubbed her chin. Her skin was lumpy and charred from old burns. Her face, half covered with metal, was far worse, a mass of scar tissue with one cold, grey eye peering out, like a crater on a moonscape.

      ‘The others have also been found,’ she said, ignoring him. ‘Carl Weston is in the north, stirring up rebellion in the GFAs. And Marta Banks was hiding in Cornwall, like a leech stuck to the bottom of a stone.’

      Owen felt a pang of surprise but also of anger. He had always part expected, part hoped they had stayed in France. He would have, had he been given the choice. Knowing that not just Switch but the others were also still alive ignited a fire of hatred in his heart.

      Dreggo smiled, a crease of grey lips. ‘Oh, angry, are we? Angry at our former friends?’

      ‘I hate them,’ Owen said.

      ‘Oh, you do, don’t you?’ she said in a low voice, barely a whisper. ‘They lied to you, wasn’t it? Especially your big, soft, older brother. Told you he was all sweet and innocent as he found money to feed you, didn’t he?’ Her voice turned bitter and vitriolic. ‘He wasn’t the first to get fucked for money, and he won’t be the last.’

      Images of torture, of needles and water and burning irons rose up to the surface of his mind. He pressed his hands to the sides of his head as he remembered how he had screamed as he told them everything they had wanted, everything they had asked in all the detail he could, to make the pain stop.

      Eventually they had been satisfied. They had stopped breaking him and begun to rebuild.

      ‘Let me kill them.’

      Dreggo gave a cold laugh. ‘Join the queue, boy.’ She cocked her head, her single human eye flickering across him, although the computer eye embedded into the metal plate that covered half her face was analyzing his reactions in ways he couldn’t begin to understand. ‘If you were trustworthy you wouldn’t need those little reminders of your sins in your hands and feet.’ Her voice turned wistful again. ‘Believe me, I know how you feel about those … but you can certainly be of use.’

      ‘How?’ Owen blurted.

      Beside her, the Huntsman’s lips drew back over serrated teeth. It tensed, ready to spring—Owen could tell from the way its robes shifted; it was how he felt when he prepared to throw his right hand.

      ‘Heyna, calm,’ Dreggo said. ‘He’s more afraid of us than of them. He won’t betray us, no matter how his eagerness might betray him.’ She threw back her head and laughed, a hideous, hollow cackle that echoed across the cavernous room and then seemed to come rushing back.

      ‘I’ll do anything. You can trust me, I promise. Have I not done whatever the government wanted me to?’

      ‘A double bait, yes,’ she said, ignoring him. ‘We have something of hers. My Lord Governor decided to borrow two little objects she holds rather dear. I begged him to let me go to Cornwall, rather than those petulant Personal Guard, but I guess he didn’t trust me around her … one of them managed to get himself killed, but the other two returned safe and sound, their cargo intact.’

      ‘What?’ Owen asked. ‘W—w—what did you steal?’

      Dreggo smiled again. ‘Her children.’

      Owen bent double, his stomach constricting, and he vomited at his feet, coughing up hot bile. The retching continued, even after iron fingers pressed into his neck and hauled him back up straight. He stared into the gummy, yellow eyes of the Huntsman, its glistening teeth just inches from his face. With a growl, Heyna shoved him backwards.

      ‘Ate something bad, did you, my dark little Tube Rider?’ Dreggo sneered.

      He remembered. Marta, her hands over her stomach, her face pale with queasiness on those cold November mornings as they walked towards Paris, protected by that idiot Greenwood and the sappy one, Hanbridge. Owen had just thought she was sick. No one had ever told him she was pregnant, but perhaps they all knew. Perhaps it was just another secret they had kept from him.

      ‘We bombed her hideaway,’ Dreggo was saying. ‘We killed as many of her friends as we could, just to see how she would react. And what do you know? Here she comes. She’s coming for her children.’ Dreggo leaned forward. A hand shot out, gripping his shoulder, pulling him close. She leaned into his face. ‘Do you remember how no one came for you, boy? How you screamed and cried down in those pits and no one came? No one tried to rescue you, did they? Not Marta Banks, not Switch, not Carl Weston. They just left you to suffer.’

      She had opened doors to resentments he had tried hard to keep closed. Tears filled his eyes and he wiped them away.

      ‘That dick-sucking brother of yours was the only one who gave a shit about you and you pushed him away. You didn’t even say goodbye as he lay dying, did you?’

      ‘Shut up!’ Owen screamed, falling to his knees. His powerful right hand slammed into the ground. ‘Just shut up!’

      ‘And your so-called friends didn’t come for you, did they? They would have come for Marta Banks, or Carl Weston, or your brother Paul … they would have, wouldn’t they? They even would have come for that scrawny little bastard Switch. But not you. Not Owen Morton. The Tube Rider they threw away. The—’

      Owen lay at her feet now, rocking back and forth. He looked up through hands gripping the sides of his face and saw the Huntsman had stepped forward and put a gnarled, furred hand on Dreggo’s arm.

      ‘My old friend,’ Dreggo whispered, turning to Heyna. ‘You’re far too compassionate for your own good. I’m just trying to make him understand.’ She looked back down at Owen as the Huntsman stepped back into its place at her side.

      ‘Don’t you understand, boy? You have a new family now. We are your family.’ She gave him a hideous smile. ‘I almost strayed once too. For a while I was consumed by hate, but my target was unclear. I found my target. You must find yours.’

      Owen looked up. ‘I will … try.’

      Dreggo reached out a hand and pulled him to his feet. ‘We give you a place to live, enough money to eat and drink and gamble and fuck all the whores you want. All we ask in return is that you remove a few dangerous dissenters. We do not make you fight. You fight because you are angry. You must channel your anger.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You must understand that the Governor just wants what is right for the people. The people do not understand, and they fight among themselves. The Greater Forest Areas are at peace, it is only the cities that are overrun with infighting—’

      ‘I heard there is a full on revolt in Manchester-Liverpool.’

      Dreggo’s eyes hardened. She stared at him for a long time, and Owen wished he could take the words back.

      ‘It might be required that you divulge the source of that information.’

      Owen remembered harmless Peter Gum and his stall selling purified water, and felt a pain in his chest. Misery weighed down on him like a great, dying beast.

      ‘The Tube Riders are dangerous,’ Dreggo continued, apparently letting his comment pass as idle rumour. ‘The Tube Riders have the power to raise the people, to unite them. This must not be allowed to happen.’

      ‘I understand.’

      ‘They are falling into our hands. Marta Banks comes to us of our own free will. Switch is already here. And Carl Weston is no threat while he is alone.’

      Owen’s voice felt small and weak as he asked, ‘What do you want me to do?’

      ‘For now, return to your home and await further orders,’ she said. ‘I hear people are hunting you, so it would be a good idea to keep your head down.’ She smiled, and Owen felt a tingle of electricity in his hands and remaining human foot. He stared at her, but if she was controlling the devices implanted in him, it was by remote, because her hands were clasped together in front of her. ‘And don’t even think about betraying us. You know exactly how that would end.’
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      ‘But you’ve only just returned! For three years we thought you were dead, and now you have to go again! Why do you have to go so soon, Carl?’

      He sighed. He had known it would be like this. He and Brete had stayed overnight in his parents’ home—in separate beds; his mother had insisted—but he had known the visit could only be brief. It was too much of a risk to stay longer. Plus, their friends needed them.

      ‘I’m sorry, Mother,’ he said. ‘Things are bigger than I could have imagined. I have responsibilities, duties.’

      His mother stared at him for a long time. Finally, just as he thought she would burst into tears, she reached up and cupped his face with her hands. ‘I’m so, so proud of you, Carl Weston,’ she said. ‘You disappeared as a little boy, but you came back as a man. I couldn’t hope for a better son.’

      ‘Yes, Mother…’ Over her shoulder, Brete was sniggering into her hand.

      ‘And please, please, please … don’t be away for so long. We’ll be looking for you every day, striding up that old driveway, with your pretty young lady by your side.’

      Brete looked like she wanted to be sick.

      ‘Yes, Mother,’ Carl said. ‘I’ll try.’

      After a few more hugs, a few more tears and a tentative embrace with his father, whose wheelchair had been brought down the stairs and pushed up to the front door, Carl and Brete were on their way. Carl’s mother waved from the door and his father sat there impassively until they were out of sight.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Brete asked as Carl turned not back the way they had come but south, taking an overgrown path that led deep into the forest.

      ‘There’s another train line a couple of miles this way, the London to Bristol line. It’s where I found Simon, the man who started all this for me.’ Pausing a moment, he added, ‘And it’s where he died too. Or at least it’s close.’

      ‘I can’t imagine what you went through.’

      Carl shrugged. ‘I can’t imagine what you went through either.’

      They held hands. Carl didn’t do anything more because he was feeling a little overawed by his mother’s unabashed forwardness. For several hours the previous evening, she had harped on about weddings and grandchildren while Carl and Brete picked nervously through a dinner far finer than they were used to. Carl had felt simply uncomfortable, but he had caught Brete looking away often, or answering his mother’s questions with a pained, regretful tone. Something was up with her, but he didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to know. Not yet.

      ‘Here,’ he said, as they walked through a clearing to where an old railway platform rose up out of the forest. From the platform, the line arced away into the forest in both directions, lined on either side by a protective fence. The fences ended where the old stations were, but otherwise there was no way across. The line was part of the boundary of Reading Greater Forest Area, although Carl had gone over the fence dozens of times during his childhood. There was little to see on the other side, though, just miles and miles of similar forest, interspersed with half demolished towns and those weird leaning trees that had resulted from a government reforestation program that had failed to plant the trees deep enough.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Brete asked.

      ‘I think we should head back to Cornwall. I’ve had no messages from Ishael through the clawboard’s computer. I could turn on the radio but I’m a little worried about the signal being picked up by the government.’

      She shrugged. ‘Perhaps when we get closer to Bristol we could try. There’ll be more interference to confuse them.’

      He smiled. ‘Good idea.’

      They didn’t have to wait long for a train. Carl pulled his old clawboard out of his bag and handed Brete the computerised one. He let her go first, watching with admiration as she sprinted down the platform far faster than any normal person could run, until she was practically matching the train’s speed. When she jumped and hooked, the grapple’s claws embedding themselves in the soft wood of a freight boxcar, it was almost an anticlimax.

      His own mount was a little more dramatic, the familiar heart-in-mouth feeling when he leapt in towards the train, clawboard hooks searching for purchase, finding it on a wooden rail along the top of the car, creaking as if to break loose as his legs dangled free for long seconds before he found a grip. Then, his heart thundering in his chest, his breathing coming in big, ragged gasps, he shuffled his way to the end of the boxcar, climbed into the space between it and the next, climbed up on the roof and made his way forward to Brete. Hauling her up, they lay on top as the train rattled through the forest. With a leafy canopy hanging overhead, Carl didn’t fear being seen again, but he kept the tarp nearby just in case.

      Rolling over to face the front, he soon spotted Bristol’s towering perimeter wall over the trees. It was the second highest in the country after London’s, rising to a staggering eighty metres at its highest point. His father had claimed whole highways had been dug up so the masonry could be used for its construction, but like a lot of things Carl’s father said, that might have been the government line rather than the truth. Either way, it was a terrifying achievement.

      They would need to get off soon. The forest had been cleared around the perimeter wall, and while several years ago the killing grounds had been just such in name, these days gun emplacements were doubled on the walls and anyone outside without authorization was shot on sight. The uprisings in other cities had made the DCA a little trigger-happy.

      ‘Oh God, Carl, what’s happening over there?’

      He turned to look where Brete was pointing. Through the trees, not far from the edge of the killing zone, a mob of perhaps twenty people were hooting and calling as they dragged something into the forest. No, as Carl looked more closely, there were two somethings: people, their hands tied and sacks pulled over their heads, marched like prisoners.

      ‘It’s a lynch mob.’

      ‘We have to stop it!’

      Carl winced. ‘Brete … there are loads of really angry people over there. There are only two of us.’

      ‘We’re Tube Riders!’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Isn’t it our job to be defenders of justice or something?’

      He sighed. ‘What do you think we can do about it? What if those are DCA men they’ve got there? They probably kind of deserve—’

      Brete jumped off the side of the train, catching a nearby tree branch with her hands and dropping neatly to the ground. As she climbed to her feet and brushed herself down, she turned to him, the train quickly drawing him away, and shrugged as if to say, well?

      ‘Bloody hell,’ he muttered, tossing their supplies to the ground, then picking a tree and leaping after her. One hand caught but the other slipped off the branch, and for a moment he hung there in mid-air like a human star, as graceful as a dead ballerina, before managing to regain a hold and then drop safely to the ground.

      He grabbed their bag and his clawboard and hurried after Brete.

      ‘What do we do?’ she said, thrusting the clawboard at him. ‘There must be some function on this thing that’ll help.’

      Carl scrolled through the menu screen as he ran. ‘I have one flare left,’ he said. ‘It’ll scare them, maybe.’

      ‘What else?’

      ‘There’s a kind of smokescreen.’ He frowned. ‘I don’t really understand what it does but I guess it might work.’

      ‘Well, now’s the time to find out,’ Brete said, as they reached the edge of a clearing and saw the mob gathered around a tall oak. Two nooses hung from one stout branch, swaying in the breeze.

      ‘All right, here’s the plan,’ Carl said, pulling her towards him. Across the clearing, the crowd dragged the two bound bodies towards the tree. The sound of crying seemed so much louder than the jeering and whoops of excitement.

      ‘What’s the plan?’

      ‘I’ll distract the mob, and you get those two guys out of there. Don’t be afraid to cut their throats if they turn about to be evil DCA agents.’

      ‘You don’t have to worry about that.’

      ‘Okay.’ He pulled her forward and gave her a peck on the cheek. ‘Good luck.’

      ‘You too.’

      He dashed off into the trees to the left, cutting around behind the mob. He saw the first victim lifted up into the noose, which was tightened around the person’s neck. They had a few seconds at most.

      ‘Hey!’ he shouted, breaking out of the trees. A couple of men turned towards him. One grunted and lifted a gun. Carl ducked and rolled, the bullet ricocheting off the metal clawboard. A couple of others shouted at him, but Carl was no longer listening. He came up into a crouch, held the clawboard up and activated the smokescreen, hoping it wouldn’t be something lame like steam or smoke.

      Nothing happened.

      ‘Oh, Jesus Christ.’

      His eyes had begun to water. He dropped the clawboard at his feet and rubbed at them, desperate to get rid of the terrible stinging. At the mercy of the mob, he squinted, attempting to work out which way was back towards the forest so that he might have a chance to escape.

      The other men were crawling around too. With a gasp of understanding, he realised what had happened—the clawboard had released a chemical into the air that caused temporary blindness. It was a smokescreen of sorts, but he had taken no precautions against it and was now suffering as badly as his victims.

      He staggered to his knees, grabbed the clawboard with one hand, and limped in the direction of the trees. He heard a thud as something heavy hit the ground, and hoped Brete was freeing the prisoners.

      Within a few minutes his eyes began to clear. He looked around him and saw he had managed to get a few hundred metres into the forest. The sound of the disorientated mob still floated through the trees towards him, but it was at a safer distance now.

      ‘Carl, over here!’

      He looked up and squinted. As his vision came into focus he saw Brete leading the two bound and hooded men through the forest. Using the low branches of the trees for support, he stumbled after her, falling often but following the sound of her voice. The stinging was beginning to subside, but he knew it would be the same for the mob too.

      ‘Carl! Quickly, in here!’

      He turned, not seeing her, then a hand landed on his shoulder, spinning him back around. He looked up, expecting to see one of the angry faces, but it was just Brete, her lovely face flushed from exertion.

      ‘Where…?’ he muttered. He felt queasy now, too, as if the chemical was working its way down through his body.

      She didn’t answer, just dragged him forward into a thicket of trees. Branches whipped at his face and he batted them aside. Then his fingers touched stone. He saw a cracked, crumbling wall in front of him, then a gaping dark entrance with steps leading down. Brete didn’t pause, just pulled him down the steps into the dark.

      At the bottom he fell to his knees and retched, his stomach heaving. He tried to blink the chemical out of his eyes. Brete was near him, but there were other sounds coming from nearby, the wheeze of exhausted lungs.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Brete’s hand rested on his shoulder.

      ‘Maybe, I don’t know. Did they follow us?’

      ‘I don’t think so. I’ll check.’

      She rushed back up the stairs. He wanted to tell her to wait, to stay out of sight, but every word was an effort and it was easier to just trust her. Instead, he crouched in the dark, waiting for his vision to clear and his stomach cramps to ease.

      Brete returned a few minutes later.

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Better. Much better. Any sign of pursuit?’

      ‘No, I think we’ve lost them. Better keep our heads down.’

      Carl still felt a little sick but his eyes felt better. The light streaming down from the broken doorway at the top of the stairs illuminated an old cellar. A warped pool table, like one that he had sometimes used in his village’s public hall, stood in the centre. Around the walls were dusty boxes and piles of old furniture.

      The two men sat on plastic chairs near the door, the light slashing across their knees. They still wore their hoods and their hands were tied behind them.

      ‘Let’s see what we’ve caught,’ Brete said. She reached up and pulled the hood off the man nearest to the door, revealing a red, sweaty face with receding hair and puffy, overfed cheeks.

      ‘Don’t hurt us, please!’ the man blurted. ‘We don’t mean no harm or want no trouble! Me and the lad here, we were just trying to go someplace else, make a new start—’

      ‘Shut up, please.’ Brete pressed a knife to the man’s throat.

      ‘Brete, calm down,’ Carl said.

      She shot him a dangerous look. ‘His jacket has a DCA symbol, Carl. Look.’

      A circular patch with black letters reading DCA in the middle and Department of Civil Affairs written around the outside had been sewn to the sleeve of his jacket. He wasn’t wearing an agent’s suit though. Perhaps he was a technician or something, Carl thought.

      ‘We defected! We’re sick of all this killing, all this war! We just wanted out of the whole thing. We tried to talk to those people but they wouldn’t listen!’

      ‘Let’s see what your friend has to say,’ Brete said, reaching up and ripping off the other man’s hood.

      Carl gasped. He grabbed Brete and pulled her backwards, the pair of them falling in a heap to the floor. He scrabbled for the clawboard but it was too far away, so instead he pulled a knife from Brete’s belt and held it up, a ridiculously futile gesture faced with the sharp teeth of the Huntsman who stared back at them.

      ‘Kill it, Carl!’

      ‘He won’t hurt you! He wants out of this just like everyone else!’

      Shaking, Carl stared into the human eyes of the creature slumped in the chair. He noticed that one of its front teeth was missing, and dried blood covered one side of its face.

      ‘Those bastards took to him with sticks and clubs,’ the man said, and now Carl recognised a handler’s uniform. ‘He was made like he was. He don’t want to fight. He don’t want to kill anyone.’

      Carl climbed to his feet.

      ‘Carl, be careful!’

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Barney. Barney Marsden. This here’s Jain.’

      Carl turned to the Huntman. ‘That right?’

      ‘Jain,’ the creature hissed. ‘Jain … Jaime … James…’

      ‘James,’ Carl said. ‘I like that better. Stand up.’

      The Huntsman climbed to his feet. He leaned on one foot, as if the other was sprained. He was shorter than others Carl had seen, but his eyes were still an inch above Carl’s own. The whites were yellow but the irises were a deep brown. Carl stared into those eyes and saw the human staring out.

      ‘She tells me I’m too trusting,’ he said, glancing back over his shoulder at Brete. ‘She tells me I’m too soft. Tell me, James, can I trust you?’

      The Huntsman’s eyes narrowed. His lips drew back and his nostrils flared as it sniffed at him.

      ‘I … know … you.’

      Carl nodded slowly. His heart hammered so loud he thought the sound must be filling the room. They had often suspected but never known the extent of the Huntsmen’s tracking abilities. Beyond the human, beyond the dog, there was the computer.

      The tremble was hard to keep out of his voice. ‘And what are you going to do about that if I set you free?’

      ‘Kill…’ The word hung in the air for a long time, threatening, like a thundercloud in the room. The Huntsman leaned forward. ‘…for … you.’

      Carl nodded. In his left hand, his grip relaxed on the small explosive charge he held. He would have given Brete every chance to get away. ‘Turn around.’

      The Huntsman did. A thick rope bound James’s furred hands, cutting into the skin. Carl wondered why the Huntsman hadn’t just broken out, but then he saw the way one arm was twisted as if dislocated. The mob had taken no chances.

      Brete gasped as Carl sawed through the rope and tossed the pieces to the floor. The Huntsman turned around, gave a satisfied growl that had Carl’s heart in his throat, then sat down on the chair and rested his good arm on his knees, jerking the other back up into its socket with a sharp growl, and then gently massaging it with his fingers. Carl instructed the handler to stand up, and cut through his bonds too.

      ‘We’re heading for Cornwall,’ Carl said. ‘If you want to come with us you’ll be safe there.’

      ‘I can’t thank you enough,’ Barney said. ‘They was going to string us up for sure. We don’t want to fight anyone.’

      ‘No one wants to fight,’ Carl said. ‘Unfortunately, for some of us, there’s no choice.’

      Brete came to stand beside him. ‘We’re not in the wrong, your people are,’ she said. ‘We just want to be free.’

      Barney nodded. ‘Who are you people?’

      Carl turned to James, who was still sitting down, staring forward into space. At rest, the Huntsman looked like a man wearing an elaborate costume.

      ‘Tell him who we are,’ Carl said.

      The Huntsman looked up. When he spoke, his voice was part wistful, part regretful. ‘Tube Riders,’ he said.
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      Marta stood by the edge of the Clifton Downs, looking out over the suspension bridge spanning the gorge below her. Still awe-inspiring, it had fallen into disrepair, some of the huge wires that had once sloped from one giant tower to the other now hanging frayed or broken entirely. The single lane that crossed it was potholed, the markings long since worn away, while parts of the fence that had once deterred suicides had rusted from its fastenings and fallen into the sludge of the Avon River below.

      From a distance, though, it was still impressive.

      Nearly as impressive, but far more sinister, was the perimeter wall she could see spanning the gorge half a mile to the south, cutting off the road running alongside the river at the base of the gorge like a beheaded snake. From there the perimeter wall rose in a series of steps up to the streets of Clifton a mile behind her, circling around towards the old ring-road, which followed the line of the rest of the wall.

      Guards still patrolled the walls, but on the inside this former high-end part of town was controlled by William’s men. From the base of the suspension bridge back into the centre, the area containing most of the factories, the territory was still fought over. Government snipers and more visible machine gun emplacements deterred attacks, and the UMF lacked the firepower for a major assault. As William told her with a sigh, the fighting could go on for years.

      ‘We should be in place soon,’ William said beside her. ‘Have you thought about what you’ll say?’

      Marta glared at him. ‘No, I haven’t. Inspiring a whole city isn’t really something I’ve had much practice in.’

      The boxes, she had found out, contained remote speakers. A few months previously, William’s men had captured a factory full of them. Solar powered, they were designed for public address systems and for use on trains, buses and other forms of transport. Now they were being positioned all over Bristol, ready for Marta’s inspirational speech. William had waited until most were in place before asking her, so that she couldn’t back out.

      ‘Just be yourself.’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘I doubt that will help.’

      He smiled. ‘Trust me. The people just need to hear your voice. Your actions will do the rest.’

      ‘I wish I shared your confidence.’

      He patted her on the shoulder and then headed back towards the road. William was waiting until just after nightfall, when the effect would be the most impressive. Half of Bristol could see the suspension bridge and William’s men had hung a huge cloth sheet from its underside and doused it in paraffin. When a flame was touched to it, a huge TR would burn thirty metres high. It would be over in seconds, but that was fine. The charges rigged beneath the two cable towers meant the bridge would not last much longer.

      They passed a group of people crouched in a doorway, their faces dirty, their expressions haunted. Refugees, homeless, destitute, a thousand words of misery would describe them, but William had told her not to look. There was only so long you could look, he said, before your heart broke.

      The children, though, she couldn’t look away from the children. She saw Benjamin and Alice in their faces, and her heart ached for them. The way they watched her, frowning, their faces scrunched up in misery, they seemed to be judging her, condemning her decisions.

      They’re hurting, their faces said. They’re hurting and you’re doing nothing. They need you, Marta. Why did you abandon them?

      ‘I didn’t,’ she muttered under her breath, making William look across at her. ‘I’ll find them, somehow.’

      There was little more she could do, except wait.

      [image: ]
* * *

      ‘They’ll come from the east side,’ William said. ‘That’s the quickest route from Barton Hill, and they’ll expect their speed will be enough. We’ll have men stationed on the west side of the bridge to cover you. As soon as your speech is done, get off the bridge. We’ll light the symbol, wait for them to come, then blow the motherfuckers sky high.’

      She expected to see a look of jubilation on his face, but there was just a grim, weary frown. She put a hand on his arm.

      ‘This will work,’ she said, trying to sound confident.

      He shrugged. ‘Yeah, maybe. None of this should have ever started. What a terrible waste. What a terrible waste of life.’ He gave a sad laugh. ‘And it’s a pretty nice bridge too. Stevie told me what he did to Mont St. Michel. Ha, I always wanted to visit that place.’

      She reached out and gave his hand a squeeze. ‘Come on, William. Let’s get this over with.’

      The Clifton Suspension Bridge rose before her. A series of generators hummed nearby, powering the surviving lights that spanned its length. That would already have got their attention, William had said, because the bridge had been dark for years. Now though, as she looked out at a dark expanse of city, seeing only the occasional flickering light, it was brighter than ever. Heads would be turning, people going to their windows or their doors to look.

      She walked slowly out to the centre of the bridge, feeling the rough tread of age beneath her shoes. Above her, lights blazed. From below came the soft flap of billowing sheets, and the oily stench of paraffin.

      It was time.

      She stopped in front of a small spotlight angled up at her face, behind it a large black box with a circular eye, angled up at another massive sheet that hung from the sloping wires over her head. Some fifty feet high, it had taken William’s men most of the afternoon to position it directly above where she now stood.

      The light and the black machine were connected to a generator that hummed beside her. She reached forward, and as William had instructed, pressed a button marked ON.

      A huge projection of her face appeared on the white sheet. She glanced up at it, hoping that the mess of her hair looked better over a distance, then moved herself so her face was positioned dead centre. Just to prove it was her, William had wanted the people to see the face of Marta Banks, heroic and beautiful leader of the government-defying, Huntsmen-killing Tube Riders.

      She felt like an untidy idiot.

      A microphone was taped to a stand in front of her. ‘Just speak,’ William had told her. ‘Don’t think about what you’re going to say. Trust your intuition.’

      She took a deep breath.

      ‘People of Bristol,’ she started, ‘my name … my name is … is Marta Banks. Maybe you know of me, maybe not. I’m a Tube Rider. Once, the government tried to kill me and my friends, but we escaped. Well, most of us did. Some of us got caught. Some of us died.’ She paused, aware she was rambling. She brushed a clump of hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ear. ‘We ran, and we got lucky. We had Huntsmen after us, but we killed them. We looked those bastards in the eye and we killed them.

      ‘We didn’t do anything wrong. We uncovered a government crime, and for that the government persecuted us. We ran to France, and we tried to get help, but Europe didn’t come. Europe has abandoned us. We stand alone against our oppressors.’

      She paused again, mentally slapping herself. I sound like a fucking storybook. She took another deep breath.

      ‘When I came back to Britain, I disappeared. I hid. Why did I hide?’ She felt a tear dribbling down the side of her face but she refused to wipe it away. ‘I hid because I had children. I had two little babies, called Alice and Benjamin. Twins. They were my angels. They were my life.’ She tried to suppress a sob. ‘They were everything to me, and I was prepared to hide to protect them. Nothing mattered, not Mega Britain, not the Governor, not the Huntsmen … nothing mattered except protecting my children. People want me to be some fucking freedom fighter and save the world and all that bullshit, but I just wanted to look after my children, bring them up well, love them.’

      She was sobbing now. She wiped a hand across her face, brushing the tears away. She tugged on a braid, wondering if she should just walk away, but knowing it was too late. What she was about to say had to be said, needed to be said.

      ‘People say I’m a Tube Rider. I’m also a mother. My children matter more to me than anything in the world, but the Governor found me and took my children away. I don’t know where they are but goddamn it I’m going to find them and I’ll gut any motherfucker who tries to stop me.’

      Anger was seeping into her voice. She breathed out slowly, trying to calm herself.

      ‘But it’s not just me, is it? It’s not just my children that have been stolen, is it? This country has been stealing and killing our children for over forty goddamn years, and it’s time it stopped. It’s time we stopped lying on our backs and letting that evil bastard and his government fuck us. It’s time to fight back. And we can’t fight back unless we unite. The time has come to stand. I, Marta Banks, Tube Rider and mother, ask you, the people of Bristol, to stop putting up with this bullshit. In the Tube Riders we have a saying: live together, die together. I ask you, the people of Bristol, to live with me, and if necessary, to die with me, for the sake of our families, our friends … and our children.’

      She raised a hand in the air, the signal. A spark appeared over to the east, a fuse. She stepped back from the microphone as a waft of flame rose from the huge sheet below her, the sudden heat searing hot. Then she turned to run.

      A scream broke the calm on the east side of the bridge. William’s men were there—should have been there.

      Sharp teeth glinted in the light of the raging fire.

      Dozens of them.

      Men were running towards her, men who should have been waiting in the shadows for her to return.

      ‘How did they get here so fast?’ she whispered, feeling the strength empty out of her. ‘How did they get here so fast?’

      William’s freedom fighters tried to make a fighting line as the Huntsmen came on, pulling fencing off the sides of the bridge and raising it in front of them, guns poking through the wire, muzzles flashing, the defending boom of weapons filling the air, covering the screams of men as silver crossbow quarrels cut them down.

      ‘Run, Marta!’ William hollered, suddenly beside her, strong arms turning her around, pushing her away. ‘Something happened, we were ambushed. They knew!’

      He roared a war cry as a Huntsman bounded over the makeshift fence wall, rushing straight for her, jaws snapping. William stuck out his hands and dropped backwards, throwing the creature behind him. As it turned and leapt back at them he twisted the projector towards it and for a moment its hideous doglike face became a horrific shadow puppet thirty feet tall. It howled, dazzled by the light, and she shoved a knife into its throat as William crashed the projector into its face.

      The Huntsman stumbled towards the edge of the bridge, then William’s big frame shoved it over into the dark.

      Blood was running down the side of William’s face. His breath came in huge gasps. ‘Run, Marta! You can’t die here!’

      He shoved her towards the far side of the bridge then turned back, rushing towards the line of his remaining men, fighting with knife and club as the Huntsmen overwhelmed them.

      ‘William!’ she screamed, but there was nothing she could do for him. This was his fight now.

      She started to run, then stopped as she heard a strange droning sound from above her, rising in pitch as it grew louder. She looked up at the sky over Bristol and saw a single flashing light.

      A huge explosion in the west tower knocked her to her knees. She rolled on to her back and looked up as a warplane roared overhead, lights on its undercarriage flashing across the sky.

      ‘Where did you get planes, you bastard?’ she shouted, pushing herself up to her knees. She threw a punch at the sky, wondering how it might look if the projector was still working, still throwing her emotions up on to the huge sheet above her. How would the people of Bristol enjoy this? Their mighty Tube Rider heroine, reduced to a broken, shattered wreck, shaking her fists at the sky like an angry little kid.

      ‘You won’t win!’ she screamed, staggering to her feet. ‘I won’t fucking let you!’

      On the eastern side William’s last men were dying, their gallant leader in their midst, crossbow bolts protruding from his shoulder and hip as he battered at the Huntsmen tearing their way through the makeshift fence.

      On the other, masonry rained down on to the bridge as the west tower began to collapse. Far up in the sky to the north, the distant lights of the plane turned to make another run. Perhaps its aim had been off. Perhaps it had aimed at the tower deliberately. Either way, it wouldn’t miss her again.

      A wire cable as thick as her waist slammed into the ground just feet away. Marta sprang back, looking up as the tower began to fall inwards. It was huge enough to take the whole bridge with it, but even it if didn’t, the impact would likely ignite the charges William’s men had set. They had intended to blow the bridge, only not with her on it.

      The faces of her friends flashed through her mind. Then Alice’s little face as she looked up and said, bad man watch.

      ‘Nooooo!’ Marta screamed, hurling her rage up at the sky. A huge chunk of concrete, steel reinforcing wires poking out of it like the frozen arms of some ancient fossilised beast, slammed into the edge of the bridge, smashing away part of the road, leaving a gaping hole just a metre from her feet.

      She glanced up as a Huntsman leapt forward over William’s fallen body.

      She stared into its eyes as it advanced, then gave a slow shake of her head.

      One step took her over the edge.

      With no time to engage the clawboard’s grapple, she could only stick out the hooks and pray.

      They caught the entrails of her burning symbol, caught on cloth the flames had not yet reached. It ripped, the sharp hooks tearing through it easily, and for a few seconds she abseiled peacefully down its surface, the sheet billowing out above her as it split in two.

      Then there was just darkness below, death and destruction above.

      The cloth gave way, and Marta plummeted towards the ground below.

      The impact came quicker than she expected, thick, sloppy mud sucking at her like some hungry beast made out of jelly, pulling her into its maw. She went under, the suffocating press closing in all around, and now she understood the popularity of the bridge as a suicide spot. When the mud claimed you, it wasn’t giving you back. Her descent slowed to a gradual halt.

      Panic filling her. If she tried to struggle the mud would fill her mouth and nose. She reached out, fingers pressing desperately at the clawboard’s controls, hoping for something, anything.

      She felt it jerk, then it went tight in her hands.

      She heaved on it with all her might, and the mud gave just a little. Her strength was fading, and she couldn’t hold her breath longer than a few more seconds. One more desperate heave, and she felt air on her hands. Another, and her head broke the surface.

      She coughed mud out of her mouth and gasped down a huge lungful of air. The muscles in her arms burned, but she wasn’t free yet. If she let go the mud would suck her back down and she wouldn’t have the strength to fight her way out again.

      ‘Come on!’ she screamed, hauling on the clawboard, pulling herself flat on to the surface of the mud. She reached out and felt for the grapple wire. It angled off to her left, towards the west side of the Avon Gorge. She tugged, but there was no give. She jabbed muddy fingers at the clawboard, hoping to retract the grapple and pull herself out. Nothing happened. Howling in frustration, she turned the clawboard lengthways and began to roll the grapple wire around it.

      Like a fish struggling on dry land she wriggled her way, painful inch after painful inch, across the wet, sticky surface of the mud. Slowly the mud began to thicken and solidify as she got closer to the shore. The Avon River was tidal, but since the erecting of the perimeter wall a dam had prevented much of the tidal surge, meaning much of the mud was only ever saturated during heavy rains. Tufts of grass began to appear under her hands and she tugged at them desperately, hauling herself forward with fingers that felt numb and sore.

      Her legs were almost free of the water when fingers closed over her ankle.

      Marta screamed as she was jerked backwards, her body lifting off the ground, the clawboard wire going taut. A growl revealed one of the Huntsmen had jumped after her, and she kicked out with her free leg, her foot slamming into something hard. Still blind from the mud in her face, she tried to twist around, giving herself more freedom to maneuvre, but the grip was iron hard. She felt the fingers begin to squeeze, the strength bone-crushing.

      She kicked out again, feeling a jolt of pain rush up her leg. Her fingers were losing their grip on the clawboard, but if she let go the Huntsman would drag her back into the mud, where they would die together. There had to be a way…

      She flipped the board, unwinding part of the wire. As the tension gave way she fell back into the Huntsman, pushing it down. It was weakened too, and for a moment she had the high position, the advantage. As strong arms closed around her shoulders, she hooked the razor sharp grapple wire around the Huntsman’s neck, twisted the clawboard around the back of its head, and pulled with all her might.

      The Huntsman roared, hot putrid breath so close she gagged. Then it began to gargle. Hot fluid sprayed over her, drenching what parts of her hair and face the mud had missed. She squeezed her eyes shut and held on to the clawboard, feeling the give in the wire as it cut through the Huntsman’s throat, coming to rest against something hard, bone or metal.

      The creature’s arms went slack, falling away. Marta let go of the clawboard, then clambered up the dead Huntsman, back on to the drier mud, pushing herself free as its body was sucked down into its muddy tomb.

      As thicker, longer grass and reeds signaled the edge of the mudflats, Marta wiped the gunge from her face and turned to look up at the bridge.

      High above her, both towers were burning, beautiful wooden gatehouses now roaring like funeral pyres. Masonry continued to fall down into the river, and part of the road had collapsed. As she watched in dumb amazement, the whole west side of the bridge sloughed off the side of the hill and smashed down into the river not a hundred metres from where she crouched.

      ‘It’s over,’ she muttered.

      The Governor had found her, and he had defeated her. Bristol’s stand was over before it had begun, the Tube Riders humiliated, the heart of the Underground Movement for Freedom cut out.

      But the Governor had failed to do one thing.

      Kill her.

      The Huntsmen would be coming soon. They would scour the river banks for her scent, and they would find it. Her only chance, and her children’s only chance, was to stay ahead of them.

      She pushed herself up to her feet and staggered off into the dark, the burning ruins of the bridge spitting clouds of dancing fireflies up into the night sky.
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      The intercom on the Governor’s desk buzzed. He reached out a weary hand to activate the voice control. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Farrell Soars, sir.’

      ‘Let him in.’

      The door opened and the Commander in Chief of the Department of Civil Affairs stepped into the darkened room. His tough, square face looked as solid and dependable as always, although for once he wore the hint of a smile.

      ‘Report?’

      ‘Bristol has fallen, sir. Your surveillance reports were exact. The Underground Movement for Freedom were ambushed in their attempt to rally the people and most of their top people are now dead or in custody.’

      The Governor nodded. ‘Good. Kill all your prisoners. Hang their bodies over the gates of the perimeter wall as a little reminder. What was our loss?’

      ‘Thirteen Huntsmen were destroyed when the bridge collapsed. At the northern gate our military is reporting a hundred and six casualties. The rebels fought hard, but without leadership they were easily flushed out.’

      ‘Remainder?’

      ‘Five operational Huntsmen, one Redman. Six hundred and forty-three regular army, nine Safekeepers.’

      The Governor made a steeple with his fingers and leaned forward, his voice low. ‘And now for the coup de grace … Marta Banks?’

      Farrell Soars looked down. ‘We’re searching for her body, sir.’

      The Governor’s eyes narrowed. ‘She’s dead? I wanted her alive, Soars. You had eighteen damn Huntsman programmed to capture her and you let her die? If I wanted her dead I would have had the planes aim straight.’

      ‘It is believed she fell from the bridge, sir. It is unlikely she survived. The Huntsmen are searching for a scent, and we are beginning preparations to dredge the river for her body.’

      The Governor stood up. Lines of exhaustion ringed his eyes: the ageing process, so long unapparent, was catching up fast. He looked gaunt, his shoulders slumped. His eyes, once burning pits of red fire, were dull like a setting sun.

      ‘Find it and bring it to me. It might yet draw the others out.’

      ‘Sir, I—’

      The Governor’s desk exploded, showering Farrell Soars with shards of wood. He stumbled backwards, one arm coming up to protect his face.

      ‘Our conversation is over, Mr. Soars. You have your orders.’

      ‘Yes … yes, sir,’ Soars gasped. He turned and left.

      Dreggo stepped out of the shadows by the window. She kicked a few pieces of the desk away and went to stand in front of him. ‘Kill the children,’ she said. ‘You don’t need them if she’s dead.’

      The Governor turned to glare at her. ‘Do not tell me what I do and do not need.’

      ‘In all due respect, sir—’

      ‘Silence!’

      The Governor sat back on his chair, appearing comical with the desk now spread across the floor in pieces. Showing the slightest sign of amusement might spell her death, but inside Dreggo could only view her master with scorn. She did not know what he was doing down in the basement storeroom every night, but while it was making his mind powerful, it was destroying his body.

      ‘If she survived she will come for her children,’ he said. ‘Only Marta Banks and her Tube Rider friends have the power to lift the people, and only their public deaths will crush them. We must draw them out.’ He spun in the chair to face the window that looked out over London. Barely any lights shone out there, the power mostly out. The DCA continued to battle against groups of rebels, but now Bristol had fallen there was another segment of his military he could recall.

      ‘Airstrikes against the Tank,’ Dreggo suggested. ‘There have been rumours, you know.’

      ‘We must be careful,’ the Governor said. ‘Europe is watching. Airstrikes against our own people may finally get them to take action. They may not be watching the smaller cities, but their eyes will certainly be on London.’

      ‘Let them come,’ Dreggo growled.

      ‘You are impetuous and foolish,’ the Governor said. ‘Have you learned nothing? We cannot just wipe our people out. We have to break their spirit, then harness their manpower in our factories.’

      Dreggo nodded. ‘You know best, as always.’

      The Governor rubbed his forehead. ‘You may leave now. I must rest. I will contact you tomorrow about our next move, but in the meantime we must find the trail of the Tube Rider in London. I make that your responsibility.’

      ‘Owen Morton—’

      ‘—is dangerous.’

      Dreggo laughed. ‘He’s so loaded with booby traps we could turn him off with one flick of a switch.’

      ‘Flick of a switch. Hmm. Switch.’

      ‘What?’

      The Governor stood. He kicked over the remains of the table and walked towards her. ‘We play a dangerous game, Dreggo, my dear. These Tube Riders have been an elusive thorn in my side for almost four years. At times I wonder if they can be killed at all.’

      ‘They can. I’ve seen them die.’

      ‘Not enough of them. Not the ones who count.’

      ‘What do you suggest we do?’

      He stood before her, so close she could smell a trace of mint on his breath. She stared up into his eyes, looking for definition, but there was only that solid, fiery red. Which of us is the greater monster? she wondered.

      ‘It’s a good question,’ he said, flashing a smile, making her start. Immediately she felt her face flush. She should have known. She could feel him probing her mind, feel his thoughts searching for a way in.

      ‘I—’

      ‘You cannot hide your thoughts from me, Dreggo,’ he said. ‘Not anymore. Not this close. They project from you like pictures I can pluck out of the air.’

      ‘That thing you found…’

      ‘It could be shared, if I can trust you. Can I trust you?’

      She smiled, because he already knew the answer. ‘You have repaired my body, my Lord. I am stronger than ever. Yet, my soul … it would be safer to end me now. Every moment I live is a danger to you.’

      ‘You would take my power?’

      She hesitated a moment, then gave a barely perceptible nod. ‘If I could. But you know that.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because there is nothing left. I am the greater monster, because at least, in a way, you care.’

      ‘Is there nothing you care about, Dreggo? Nothing at all?’

      She grinned. ‘I care only about protecting you from your enemies, my Lord.’

      The Governor smiled, lines appearing below his eyes where weeks before there had been none. A strong hand closed over her shoulder, pushing her back against the wall, and she felt something she hadn’t felt in years: a tingling in her sexual organs, arousal. That part of her still worked, after all. The Governor, terrifying though he was, was still a man.

      And she a woman.

      She didn’t need to speak. He could read every thought as he pushed her back against the wall, his huge, powerful body spreading her legs wide. One massive hand tore the clothes off her body as if they were nothing but rags. She closed her eyes, too afraid to look at herself.

      I’m a ruin, she thought. There is nothing attractive about me. Nothing at all.

      ‘Power,’ he whispered, leaning in close, his tongue searching for hers. ‘Power is always attractive…’

      [image: ]
* * *

      Heyna was waiting for her outside the door to the Governor’s suite. The Huntsman, her faithful bodyguard, sniffed at the air as she approached and gave a quiet growl. Perhaps he smelled what had happened, perhaps not. He was as unreadable as the day she had met him, and whether jealousy even existed in his psyche it was impossible to tell.

      She smiled, still basking in the afterglow of the first sex she could ever remember enjoying. ‘Let’s go,’ she said.

      ‘Orders?’

      ‘I’ll brief you on the way,’ she said, remembering the Governor’s words as he had held her close, voice whispering in her ear as threatening as it was sinister.

      As we play our little game of trust, we’ll let the Tube Riders play theirs. If Owen Morton is our tool, let’s see if he can spin a web to catch us a few Tube Rider flies…
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      ‘Carl, I find your kindness a little worrying at times,’ Brete said, glancing back over her shoulder to where Barney was dressing James’s wounds using their own medical kit. ‘That’s a Huntsman, for God’s sake.’

      He nodded. ‘And behind that dog’s mouth and under all those wires is a man. You don’t know about Marta’s brother, do you?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Carl sighed. ‘She told me once. Leo Banks was the first Tube Rider. He disappeared and his family thought he was dead. The night we escaped Britain he showed up as part of the Governor’s command pursuing us into Cornwall. He remembered her. He remembered his sister, and he died to protect her.’

      Brete grimaced. ‘I didn’t know.’

      ‘She keeps it to herself,’ he said with a shrug. ‘I think she only told me because she thought we were going to die or something. Point is that, yeah, they scare the hell out of people and everyone hates them and all that, but underneath all that nasty technology is a person who wants to get out. You should know that better than most.’

      Her eyes blazed. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      He waved a hand at her and flashed a sheepish grin. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. Just that while you might be a lot prettier than poor James over there’—his words made her blush and she slapped his shoulder in irritation—‘you were one of their creations too. You and James came out of the same labs.’

      She sighed. ‘I guess so. Still makes it difficult for me to trust it. It’s designed to slaughter as many people as possible in a very short time.’

      ‘He,’ Carl said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Not “it”, “he”. James is a man.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      He squeezed her hand. ‘Just trying to be correct. He didn’t choose to be made into a Huntsman, but somewhere inside he managed to make the choice not to act like one. We have to give him credit for that.’

      ‘Carl…’

      ‘What?’

      Brete shook her head. ‘Nothing. Maybe sometime, but not now. Let’s just get this radio working.’

      ‘Okay.’

      They were reluctant to go up to the surface in case the mob was still searching for Barney and James, but it was difficult to pick up a signal from inside the cellar. Instead, Carl carried the clawboard halfway up the stairs while Brete went to the top to keep a lookout. Carl selected the radio function again and scrolled back and forth through the frequencies, hunting for a signal. It would be a code or a repeated line, something that the government wouldn’t recognise, but as he tuned it slowly back and forth all he heard was the hiss of static mixed with the occasional burst of song. Even in these days when radios were banned and few people were willing to break the law, there were still some pirate stations about, broadcasting ancient songs that had long ago faded out of public knowledge.

      ‘Carl, what was that?’

      ‘Huh? What?’

      ‘I heard a woman’s voice.’

      He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, a pirate radio station or something?’

      ‘Turn it back!’

      He scrolled slowly back through a sea of static. He shook his head. There was nothing—

      A woman’s voice, clearer than any station he had come across, burst sharp and bright out of the speakers. She was making what sounded like a motivational speech. It was so clear that it had to be going out live across Bristol, and he’d picked up the signal.

      Brete gasped. ‘I don’t believe it. That’s Marta.’

      He glanced at Brete, then looked back at the radio. The girl was right. ‘What on earth is she doing?’ he asked.

      ‘Just listen!’

      Marta’s words flowed out of the radio, angry and powerful. It was clear from the frequent pauses that she was making the speech up as she went along, but there was vitriol there, condemnation.

      ‘…time to fight back. And we can’t fight back unless we unite. The time has come to stand. I, Marta Banks, Tube Rider and mother, ask you, the people of Bristol, to stop putting up with this…’

      Carl sat in dumb silence as he listened. Below him, Barney and James had come to the foot of the stairs to listen too. Above him, Brete sat with her hands cupped behind her ears, frozen in place.

      ‘I don’t believe it,’ Carl said, as the speech ended. ‘She’s in Bristol.’

      ‘Did you hear what she said?’ Brete said. ‘She’s trying to unite the people.’

      ‘Shh!’ Carl put up a hand. Marta’s voice had stopped, but the recording still continued. He heard the sound of a huge explosion, followed by a snarl of anger. At the bottom of the steps, James growled quietly under his breath.

      The sounds of a battle drifted up out of the clawboard’s speakers. ‘Run, Marta!’ a man screamed. There was more, muffled shouts and cries, screams of people dying, then one last scream from Marta: ‘Where did you get the planes, you bastard?’

      Brete and Carl stared at each other as a final explosion sounded and then the transmission went dead.

      ‘Please tell me that didn’t just happen,’ Brete said. ‘Please tell me she’s all right.’

      ‘Don’t fancy their chances,’ Barney said from the foot of the stairs. ‘Dog here says they gave the orders back along to move on that big bridge they have in there. They knew she was going to be up there making some big, “let’s go get ‘em” speech.’

      ‘James knows?’

      ‘He still gets the orders downloaded. They don’t know he’s defected, see. They think he’s dead.’

      Carl turned to James. ‘What’s going on? What are your orders?’

      James bared his teeth. ‘Search river,’ he growled. ‘Search river for Tube Rider body.’

      Carl heard Brete gasp. ‘She’s dead?’

      James just stared back at her. ‘Search for body,’ he said again.

      ‘Carl, they don’t know she’s dead. She might be alive in there. We have to go and help her!’

      James growled. He turned to Barney and began to growl and grunt into the handler’s ear. If he was speaking it was hard to make out words. Barney frowned and nodded.

      ‘Dog says they’re sending in all units into the areas that are still resisting. All out attack. Whole bunch of those rebels got killed on that there bridge. Now they ain’t got no leader and they’re running blind.’

      ‘Carl?’

      He lifted a hand. ‘I’m thinking.’

      ‘Stop bloody thinking! We have to help her!’

      ‘Of course we do, but how do we get inside? I suppose we could stowaway on another train, but the security checks will be a lot tighter. There’s a lot of risk involved.’

      Barney raised a hand. ‘I think you could let us help you out with that. Remember whose side we’re supposed to be on? We could get you in the same way we got out, through that there main perimeter gate. All we need to do is treat you like prisoners.’

      Carl turned towards him. ‘You’ve only just got out. We can’t ask you—’

      Barney shook his head and James gave a soft growl. ‘You guys saved our lives. We’re on your side now, and if there’s anything we can do to help we’re game. Just say the word.’

      Carl glanced up at Brete, who nodded.

      ‘Worth a try,’ he said.
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* * *

      ‘Move, you scum!’

      A foot pressed into Carl’s back and sent him sprawling forwards. With his hands bound behind his back, he lost his footing and stumbled to the ground. Gravel scraped the side of his face. Rough hands hauled him back upright, and a growl came from close to his cheek. He glanced across at the Huntsman, whose jaws snapped at his face. Over the putrid smelling maw, the Huntsman’s eye gave a little wink.

      ‘Come on, bitch, you too,’ Barney shouted, although he was a lot less physical with Brete. Carl was taking the brunt of the pushing and shoving, but as they came up to the huge perimeter gate with its guarded checkpoint, he knew the discovery of their ruse would be fatal.

      Ahead of them, groups of soldiers were herding prisoners in through the huge iron gates. Switch had told him how he and Marta had once broken through an old wooden gate, but these looked shiny and new, and impassable. Computer operated machine guns swiveled in emplacements above them, while standing either side of the entrance were two huge robots that chilled his blood. They were Safekeepers, but a newer model to the ones the Tube Riders had faced in the snowy French Alps.

      ‘Name, code and objective,’ a soldier barked, stepping forward in front of Barney.

      ‘Barney Marsden, Handler code 413, with Jain, Huntsman Class 4, code 34751. Got off track on patrol out in the Bristol GUA buffer zone, picked up a couple of punks riling up a mob and brought them in.’

      The soldier tapped something into a flatscreen keypad hanging from a chain around his waist. He looked back up at Barney and frowned. ‘Jain 34751 went offline yesterday. Explain.’

      A bead of sweat ran down the side of Barney’s face. He turned away from the soldier towards the Huntsman, hiding it. With one finger he jabbed James in the middle of the forehead. The Huntsman snarled, snapping at his hand.

      ‘If you know how to control these here bitches, then you go ahead and try,’ Barney said. ‘Jain wanted to go round up some punks. Who am I to disagree with whatever orders are coming down from his command? Now, soldier, are you going to let us the fuck in or what?’

      The soldier relented and stepped aside. ‘All prisoners are to be taken to the assembly point. Load them onto a transport.’

      ‘I’d rather take them myself. You know, just to make sure they don’t make a run for it.’

      ‘If you insist, sir. The assembly point is Queen’s Square, coordinates 489-1A. The area will be emptied at 2200 hours.’

      Barney frowned. ‘What the hell does that mean?’

      The steel in the soldier’s eyes wavered momentarily. ‘All prisoners are to be executed.’

      Barney’s eyes met Carl’s. Then he threw back his head and laughed. ‘Well, thank the Christ for that. Can’t have the buggers running around all over the place, can we?’

      ‘No, sir.’

      The soldier waved them through. Carl glanced across at Brete, whose face was pale. She gave him a rapid shake of the head and started mouthing something, but then a soldier was shoving her from behind, pushing her through the huge towering gates, past the deadly Safekeeper sentries and into what Carl could only describe as a scene of apocalypse.

      Soldiers, Safekeepers, and what looked like a Redman walked among houses reduced to ruins and roads that were little more than a mess of craters. Groups of bound, bloodied prisoners were being loaded on to vans, minibuses, and military transport vehicles which then began painstakingly picking their way through the rubble.

      Barney glanced at Carl, mouthing quicker to walk, but then a strong hand grabbed his arm. He looked up to see a burly, stone-faced soldier.

      ‘This way,’ the man grunted, pulling Carl towards a transport.

      Barney looked about to protest, but there were only so many times they would get away with the bluff. Instead, he said, ‘We’ll go in this one too, if you don’t mind. Looks like your people are a little thin.’

      The soldier shrugged. ‘Bastards fought hard and with the shit going on up north we were spread thin already.’ He nodded towards the Huntsman. ‘That’ll keep the prisoners quiet. Just keep it the hell away from my men.’

      James snarled at the soldier as he retreated. Carl and Brete were ushered into the transport with a dozen or so other captured rebels, with Barney and James climbing up to a lookout position on the roof.

      Carl looked out of the cracked, dirty windows as the transport jerked and twisted through the war-damaged streets. After a mile or so the landscape began to change, with the houses less damaged, the roads in better repair. The old problems resurfaced: the piles of stinking rubbish and the burnt out, abandoned cars lining the roads, but there was less sign of fighting.

      Brete leaned her head against his. ‘What are we going to do?’ she whispered. ‘They’re going to kill all these people.’

      ‘Just sit tight,’ he said. ‘Don’t draw attention to ourselves.’

      He felt naked without his weapons, but his clawboard and his last remaining explosive charge were concealed under James’s cloak. Barney was carrying Brete’s knives. They had left the old wooden clawboard and most of their supplies in the cellar of the abandoned building, hoping to collect them later.

      ‘We have to find Marta, but we can’t just let these people die, Carl.’

      ‘I know, I know.’

      She was right, of course, but Carl wondered how long it would be before their luck began to run out.

      The buildings began to get taller and older, the streets wider. They turned down a road that ran alongside the harbourside and then turned in between two four-storey Georgian terrace houses into a square that in years gone by would have been awe-inspiring.

      Making a perfect square, four long terraces of Georgian town houses about a hundred metres in length, their grandeur only dulled by Mega Britain’s decay, watched over a melee of captured prisoners crowded on to a grassy space at the square’s centre. In each corner, a Safekeeper robot stood guard, while hovering over the crowd was a helicopter with the DCA logo on its side. Carl had never seen a helicopter outside of a book, but it looked like an overgrown fly, its propellers beating a steady rhythm through the air as its lights flashed across the crowd.

      There were around a thousand people crowded into the square, all bound, many beaten and bloody. Men, women, and even children waited there in near silence, the fight gone out of them. Carl and Brete were ushered out of the transport with the others and pushed through a line of soldiers. Barney and James came to stand beside them, pushing them forward, Barney swearing as he gave Carl a mock punch in the face.

      ‘Get in there and get on your knees, motherfucker,’ he shouted. ‘Pray to the Lord Governor for forgiveness of your sins!’ He pulled Carl forward and aimed a knee at his stomach, but as he did so Carl felt two knives pressed into his hands.

      ‘No idea how you’re getting out of this here mess, boy,’ Barney whispered. ‘But give the signal and the dog and me will die by your side.’

      Carl smiled. ‘I appreciate it. You’re a good man, Barney.’

      ‘Not good enough, but there’s time for improvement.’

      Then Carl and Brete were being pushed away by soldiers, out into the centre of the crowd. He looked up at the Safekeepers, their guns trained on the gathered people. A huge clock was perched on a pole in the square’s centre. The time was 9.55 p.m.

      ‘Good people of Bristol,’ came a sudden amplified voice. ‘Greetings, greetings. Well met, we are.’ A chuckle. Carl looked around, trying to find the source of the voice, trying to find a possible target.

      ‘You know why you’re here. You’re here because you are traitors to your government.’

      Brete nudged him with an elbow, nodding towards the sky. He looked up. A huge speaker poked out of a window in the helicopter. Beside it, through a glass screen, a man in a DCA uniform was standing with a microphone pressed to his lips.

      Carl cursed. He’d been hoping for someone out in the open, someone they might be able to get a clear shot at. Brete was a deadeye with a throwing knife, but no knife would break through that glass.

      The clock’s hand shifted. Three minutes to ten. Three minutes before the guns of the Safekeepers unleashed a bloody Armageddon on a thousand innocent people.

      ‘Our Lord Governor has called for you to lay down your arms. He has called for it many times. Yet you continue to disobey, continue to press for your own selfish claims with violence and terrorism. The time has come for an example to be set to the rest of the disaffected of Mega Britain. You are to be that example.’

      Brete’s fingers closed over Carl’s forearm. She had already slipped her bonds, the ropes tied in simple slipknots. He shook his free as something silvery glinted in her hand. She grinned. ‘James loaned me,’ she said.

      ‘It would serve you rightly as you die to say a word of forgiveness for your behavior towards—’

      Carl didn’t see the shot, but he saw the glass window explode, the Huntsman’s crossbow bolt shattering the glass and entering the speaker’s brain via his throat. He jerked, then slumped forward, turning a comical cartwheel in the air before landing with an audible crunch on the ground amidst the prisoners below.

      Carl turned to Brete, but the girl was already gone, running down the lines, cutting bonds with her knives. As a roar rose from the prisoners, Carl saw the clock’s minute hand tick over to nine fifty-nine. Soldiers were already firing their guns as the crowd began to revolt, but the Safekeepers were robots. They were programmed.

      ‘James, to me!’ he screamed, throwing a hand in the air. Something black and sleek arced out over the crowd, spinning in a blur in a perfect descent towards his stretching fingers. He caught the clawboard like a frizbee, then spun, releasing the grapple cable in a single movement.

      The wire shot out and the electromagnet struck the square box of the nearest Safekeeper’s head. Digging his heels into the ground, Carl pressed the retract button and the robot jerked sideways as its weapons began to fire. The hail of yellow flashes passed over the crowd, first slamming into the Safekeeper diagonally opposite, then up into the metal hide of the helicopter still hovering overhead. Sparks and pieces of metal flew off, raining down on the crowd. Carl jerked on the clawboard and the bullets struck the tail, breaking off two of the blades. The helicopter began to jerk and spin around then it suddenly nosedived, slamming down into the ground below. The crowd rushed to get out of range as the fuel tanks exploded.

      The other Safekeepers had begun to open fire now, but the prisoners had stirred, fighting back. Over to the left, James was cutting his way through a line of soldiers, while on the far side of the square, Brete was straddling the neck of one of the robots, her knife looking for a way through the casing. Carl jerked on the wire again, and the nearest Safekeeper fell forward, bullets hammering into the dirt, making the robot buck and jump. In moments, freed men and woman were clambering all over it, tearing it to pieces.

      Bodies lay strewn across the ground as Carl made his way towards Brete, both prisoners and guards. Hundreds of prisoners had died, but the rest were fleeing, breaking through the metal fences erected to keep them together and disappearing into the night. The Safekeeper Brete was straddling had fallen to its knees and expended its full ammunition load into the ground. The others had been destroyed.

      There were no other Huntsmen present, and James had made short work of those soldiers who refused to surrender. Several dozen were now held at gunpoint by freed rebels.

      ‘It’s time to move on,’ Carl said to Brete. ‘Our job is done here. We have to find Marta.’

      She nodded. Turning to the nearest freed prisoner, she hissed, ‘Tell your people the Tube Riders were here. The Tube Riders are among you and are fighting for you. Tell everyone you meet.’ The man nodded. Looking back at Carl, Brete said, ‘Just getting the word out.’

      He smiled. ‘Good idea.’

      Barney and James came running over. ‘The tables have well and truly turned,’ Barney said. ‘I don’t much believe it. Some luck followed you two, that’s for sure.’ He gave them a big wink. ‘And no little skill, I’ll not wager.’

      ‘We have to find Marta,’ Carl said.

      ‘Where would she go?’

      James growled, turning to Barney to snap and snarl into his ear.

      ‘Dog says Marta Banks’s body has not yet been found, so there’s a chance she’s still alive,’ the handler said. ‘He has her scent on file. If you can find somewhere she might have passed he can pick up her trail. We have to be quick now, there are still five other operational Huntsmen in Bristol and they have your scent as well as hers. Think, boy. If she survived that bridge collapse, where would she go?’

      ‘She’s a Tube Rider,’ Carl said. ‘She’s probably hurt and tired and needs to get out of the city. It’s obvious. She’d head for the trains.’
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      Each step brought new waves of weariness rippling through her body like an electrical current. Marta felt her legs shake and start to give way, so she leaned against the nearest wall for support until the feeling passed.

      She took a deep breath, pushed herself upright, and stumbled forward, choosing her direction more by instinct than knowledge. From where she had looked at the bridge earlier she had seen it lengthways across the horizon, so if she kept the bridge at her back she would soon see the station off to her right. With the buildings closing in though, and the streets taking her off at strange new angles, she was quickly becoming disorientated.

      She saw few people in the streets, but those she did see steered well clear. Caked in mud, her hair matted with blood and oil from the Huntsman, she had to invoke terror even in the filthiest of tramps and night-walkers.

      Once, she saw a band of soldiers, and behind them what looking terrifyingly similar to one of the Safekeepers that had almost killed her and Switch in the French Alps. That memory, like all the others, flickered through her mind as she stumbled on, her life revolving around her as if creating a whirlpool in which to suck her down. The endless spiral of failure was steepening and gaining speed, and only the faces of her children made her lift one foot after another.

      Hiding in an alley until the soldiers had passed, she stumbled out on to a wide flyover, the road climbing over a river. There, to the right, was the ancient arch of Bristol Temple Meads.

      Marta gasped. It looked so close. Maybe she still had a chance.

      She hurried across the road. As she reached the other side, she heard the sound of gunfire coming from the streets behind her.

      ‘How did you know?’ she gasped. ‘How could you have possibly known?’

      He was watching her. The Governor, somehow, was watching her.

      She looked around, searching the streetlights and windows for some kind of camera, some kind of recording device that could relay information back to London. All she saw was one single radio speaker tied to a railing fence. No more than an hour ago her voice had blasted out of that speaker, so full of hope.

      She staggered on towards the train station. The building looked deserted, lit by only a few emergency lights. Carl and Brete had switched off most of the power to the south, she knew. It was supposed to give the rebels a greater chance, taking the battle to the night and the underground, but if the Governor had some other technology no one knew about, then it rendered their chances zero. Bristol was lost, and the other cities had little chance now.

      I just need to say goodbye.

      The thought struck her like a hammer blow. Was she really beaten? Was that all she had left, the desire to say goodbye to her children before the Governor did whatever it was he had planned for them?

      The station’s darkness engulfed her as she staggered inside. Ahead of her were a row of boarded-up ticket windows, the passenger trains long gone. She had lost the clawboard to the sludge of the Avon River, but if she found a train heading east towards London she could stow away.

      Say goodbye…

      There were no trains on the platforms that she could see.

      Behind her, somewhere, were Huntsmen, tracking her.

      She pushed off the wall and found herself leaning over rusty ticket gates. She swung herself over and crashed to the floor on the other side. She forced herself up into a sitting position, leaning her head back against the gates.

      ‘My children!’ she screamed. ‘Give me back my children!’

      She tried to get up, but there was no strength left in her arms. She kicked out feebly at the ground, but exhaustion had come. She couldn’t move.

      Behind her, on the other side of the gates, came the sound of running feet, a soft growl, human voices.

      Huntsmen with their handlers, maybe DCA men too. They’d found her.

      She twisted around, trying to look back, wanting to die with her eyes open, staring them down. She succeeded only in sliding on to her back.

      A face appeared above her. At first it was a blur, then the growl of the Huntsman brought its features into focus, and she saw the vicious, snarling maw of the half-human creature staring down at her, gummy human eyes beneath the cowl that hid electrical wires but not the savage, razor sharp teeth.

      No, she thought. I don’t need to see them. I’ll die with my eyes closed.

      I’m sorry, my babies. I’m so sorry.
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* * *

      She woke up with a blanket over her in a dim room that reminded her of the bunkers in the Free Folk village. Under her was a thin foam mat, enough to take the bumps out of the floor but not enough to be truly comfortable. Somewhere nearby she heard the call of a bird, and she leaned her head to the side to see a shadowy figure sitting at the foot of a staircase.

      ‘Where am I?’ she called, her voice little more than a croak.

      The figure’s head turned towards her. Marta frowned. Am I dreaming? The Huntsman gave a low growl. ‘Safe,’ it said. Marta started. She felt numb for a moment, then the true realization of the situation hit her.

      There’s a Huntsman in here!

      She scrambled to get up, but strong hands clamped down over her shoulders, pushing her back down. A young, attractive face framed by untended blonde hair appeared above her. The young man smiled.

      ‘You’re safe, Marta.’

      ‘Carl? What the hell…?’

      He relaxed his grip on her and helped her sit up. By the door, the Huntsman bared its teeth briefly then turned back to watching the stairs.

      Not far from the Huntsman sat a man in a handler’s uniform. He was pasty-faced and overweight, and looked a bit worse for wear.

      ‘These guys are Barney and James,’ Carl said. ‘They’ve defected. They saved your life.’

      ‘Well met, leader of the Tube Riders,’ Barney said, tipping an imaginary cap. ‘The dog and me are extremely pleased to make your fine acquaintance.’

      Marta offered a weak smile. ‘In that case, thank you.’ She turned back to Carl. ‘You have no idea how glad I am to see you, Carl,’ she said, pulling him forward into a hug.’

      ‘Easy, easy, you’ll make—’

      ‘Ahem, what’s going on here? I go outside for just a second…’

      Marta looked over Carl’s shoulder. Brete had appeared at the bottom of the steps. Jin’s daughter looked young and lovely in her black cord trousers and white tunic, and as rebellious as her father. She had grown up too, since Marta had last seen her. Those brown eyes had a fight in them that she’d never seen on the many evenings Brete had babysat for Alice and Benjamin, reading them stories out of ancient, yellowed picture books.

      ‘Brete.’

      The girl grinned. ‘Marta. So glad you’re all right.’ She skipped over and gave her a hug. As she pulled away Marta noticed the way she glanced at Carl, a flash of jealousy in her eyes. Perhaps they had made it official. Everyone in the village had seen it long before either of them had. It was one of the reasons Ishael had often sent them off together: they complemented each other so well.

      Marta pushed the thoughts of Ishael out of her mind. There was so much to discuss, so many times hearts needed to be broken. But, for now, they were alive, and while they were alive, they could still fight.

      For now, that was enough.
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* * *

      ‘We don’t have long,’ Carl said. ‘We got out through the tunnels. James carried you. We were lucky not to be spotted from the perimeter walls, but after we freed the prisoners things got shaken up a bit.’

      ‘You freed the prisoners?’

      ‘Some of them. Not all of them survived.’ He looked down. Marta patted his arm, noticing again that flash of jealousy in Brete’s eyes.

      ‘Some is better than none,’ Barney said. ‘That city is in turmoil now. Neither the government nor the rebels know who’s in control, and that’s better than nothing.’

      ‘We used my last explosive to bring down the train tunnel roof,’ Carl said. ‘We broke your trail, but it won’t be long before they pick it up again outside the walls. James says five Huntsmen survived the collapse of the bridge. What happened there?’

      Marta closed her eyes and sighed. ‘He knew. Somehow the Governor knew what we were planning. We were ambushed, both by the Huntsmen and the plane that took out the bridge.’

      ‘We saw some further north.’

      Marta nodded. ‘They were what destroyed the village.’ She looked up at Brete. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened to your parents. Ishael is dead, and Uster. Many more. There weren’t always … bodies.’

      Brete looked down. Carl put a hand on her shoulder. ‘They might be alive,’ she said. ‘Just like your children might be alive. We can’t give up hope.’

      Marta smiled. Behind her, James gave a soft growl.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘You’re right. And we have to honour the memories of the dead by continuing to fight.’

      ‘What do we do now?’ Brete asked.

      Marta took a deep breath. ‘I’m going after my children. There’s nothing else left for me. I’m going to London. I don’t know what I’m going to do there but … I have to try.’

      Brete reached out and squeezed her hand. ‘We’re coming with you. Live together—’

      ‘—die together,’ Carl finished.

      ‘The dog and me don’t have any pressing engagements,’ Barney said. ‘So if you’d like a bit of help…’

      Carl looked at him. ‘It’ll be dangerous.’

      Barney cocked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘Ain’t anything out there much more dangerous than the dog here,’ he said. ‘To be honest, I’m more scared of trains than anything the Governor has in his pockets.’

      James gave a low growl and nodded.

      Marta stood up. ‘Then we go together. Thank you. All of you.’

      ‘Might be a good idea if you take a quick bath on the way,’ Brete said, nodding at Marta’s hair. ‘We dumped you in the river on the way back but you’ve still got bits of concrete in your hair.’

      Marta smiled. For the first time in what felt like years the smile felt welcome, and needed.
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      ‘Any chance we could go a little slower?’ Frank grumbled. ‘While I’m better-looking than your ugly mug, I don’t have quite the same youth in my legs.’

      Switch sighed. ‘Be quiet, old man.’

      Frank peered up at the murky grey morning as if it had done him a personal slight. ‘Bastard last time I saw the goddamn sun I was younger than you are.’

      ‘Blame the car owners.’

      ‘Bastards.’

      ‘And the factories.’

      ‘Bastard bastards. Now, stop trying to take my mind off this and walk a bit goddamn slower.’

      Switch smiled. ‘Nearly there.’

      ‘My wrinkled ass we’re nearly there.’

      ‘Depends on your idea of distance.’

      ‘Bedroom to the crapper is what I call far.’

      ‘Then we’re miles away.’

      ‘Screw you.’

      ‘Just hurry the fuck up.’

      Switch grinned as Frank grumbled on. He led the old man down into the nearest Underground station and through the ticket gates. The platform was nearly empty.

      ‘Jesus, best you can do is a train? Where’s my taxi, bitch?’

      ‘Can it.’ Switch held up a tiny rectangle of paper which Frank snatched out of his hand. ‘Look, I bought you a ticket. That’s luxury, Granddad. I usually just jump it.’

      The train rolled into the station. ‘Why’s it going so goddamn slow?’

      Switch frowned. Frank wasn’t quipping this time. The train had entered the station at a fraction of its regular speed. He looked around. He was used to the emergency lighting of St. Cannerwells, but the lights in this station seemed dimmer than usual.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said, as they climbed on board.

      The car was nearly empty, just the pair of them and a drunk slumped in a seat at the far end. The overhead lights were turned off, and they sat in near darkness as the train bumped and jerked through the tunnels.

      ‘Where we going? Not the damn zoo, is it?’

      ‘They closed it. Somewhere safe. I have a few bolt-holes when I’m not round at yours filling in crosswords.’

      ‘Well, that’s a damn relief.’

      The train stopped several times, a handful of people getting on and off. Switch, Frank, and the drunk were the only constants. Finally, Switch stood up. ‘This is us,’ he said.

      Frank moaned about corroding knee joints but got up anyway and followed him off the train. Switch frowned as it accelerated away into the tunnel, moving at barely half speed. Something was up, and it wasn’t just the trains.

      Had he been alone he would have been hanging off the side of the train and would have taken the more direct route straight to St. Cannerwells, but Frank was a little too old for tube riding. West Vale Parkway backed on to the upper end of St. Cannerwells though, and after a lot of grumbling and several rest stops, Switch brought them to the familiar stone wall that marked the hidden entrance to Lira’s bar.

      He kicked the usual place, hearing the tinkle of the bell.

      ‘Boy, this better not be some whorehouse. I have high moral standards, I’ll have you know.’

      ‘Be quiet. Lira! Open up.’

      The stone swung back an inch. ‘We’re closed, Stevie,’ Lira’s voice hissed from inside.

      ‘Look, I need a favour. Can you let me in?’

      ‘Who’s the old man?’

      ‘Who are you calling old?’ Frank grumbled.

      ‘He’s my…’ Switch glanced at Frank, and smirked. ‘My great-granddad. He’s like a hundred and ten, and his knees are about to collapse. Open the fucking door. Please.’

      The stone swung back. Switch pushed a grumbling Frank in first, then followed him in, closing the door behind him.

      The black curtain had been drawn back but the bar was almost dark, lit only by two flickering candles planted on saucers, one at each end. As Lira went over to check on one, Frank leaned close. ‘You’re tapping that? Jesus, boy.’

      ‘It’s business.’

      ‘I hope she’s paying you.’

      ‘She has beds. I know several bridges if you prefer the great fucking outdoors. Just be quiet.’

      ‘All right, all right.’ Frank put a hand over his mouth and grinned. ‘My lips are sealed like a duck’s ass. Watertight.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘So what do you need from me, Stevie?’ Lira said, turning round. ‘It better involve cash, because the bar’s closed until the power comes back on.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘I don’t know. Lights have been flickering for days, but they finally gave up last night. I’ve got no refrigeration neither. Can’t keep the beer cold. When it’s cold it tastes less like piss.’ She shrugged. ‘So what do you want? I gather you didn’t stop by for a drink?’

      ‘I need somewhere for me and my uncle to stay for a couple of days.’

      ‘I thought you said he was your granddad? Your great-granddad?’ The corner of her mouth wore a barely perceptible smile.

      ‘Yeah, he is. That’s what I meant.’

      ‘We’re pretty inbred,’ Frank remarked.

      ‘What’s in it for me?’

      ‘You know what,’ Switch said. ‘I’ll pay you.’

      ‘Pay me with what?’

      ‘Money.’

      ‘Well, that would be a nice change.’

      ‘Just look after him, okay? I have to go out for a bit. I’ll be back in an hour or so. I’ll explain then.’

      He didn’t stop to listen to Lira’s protestations. He turned and went out, pulling the heavy stone door open and slipping outside, her questions and Frank’s awkward comments trapped by the stone as he pushed it shut. As soon as he heard the click of the door slipping back into place, he turned and broke into a run.

      Bad things were happening, he could sense it. His first objective was to keep Frank safe, for much as he enjoyed ribbing the old man, he liked him enough not to put a knife in his back. He had always thought himself a loner, but the years of hanging out with Marta and the others had mellowed him somewhat. Still, when he had set out into the great unknown and returned to London, he had found loneliness gnawing at him like a starving dog. A visit one day had ended up permanent.

      St. Cannerwells London Underground station looked as lonely and abandoned as ever, the faded Underground sign still protruding from the roof of the entrance building, although the lettering of the station name had long ago been picked off or had fallen away. Switch headed down the steps, listening at each turn for other people either inside or following. The station sounded empty, just as he liked it, no more anomalies like the men he had found hunting Owen.

      On the first level, just behind the ticket gates, he came to the old shop he had once called home. He hauled up the shutter a few inches, then slid underneath and dropped it back down.

      Inside, it was inky dark. He felt his way using the old smells of long-dried up takeaway wrappers, stale marijuana, and unwashed clothes to guide him to a corner, where his fingers closed over an old oil lamp. He pulled a pack of matches from his pocket and sparked one up, then poked it into the ancient lamp and cranked the ignite button. A weak flame appeared, the oil almost dry, but he only needed it to last a few moments. He could have just pulled the shutter up, letting the pallid emergency lighting in to guide him, but this was his private place.

      He’d come back here, of course, on his return to London, but he hadn’t stayed more than a few minutes, not really long enough to look around. On one side was a pile of filthy mattresses and blankets he had once used as a bed. Against the back wall was an old shop display cabinet still filled with old cans of food and drink. He’d usually eaten takeaways, but had always kept a stash just in case he had to hole up for a while.

      Stacked against the end of the cabinet was his literature: dozens of picture books and instruction manuals on all kinds of weaponry, from knives and throwing stars to guns and explosives. He didn’t give a shit about stories or any other kind of crap like that, but weapons kept him alive and he had done his best to learn as much about them as he could, picking up books wherever he could find them, in junk yards, abandoned buildings, blackmarket libraries. Half of his collection would get him killed for conspiring against the government if there weren’t already a dozen nooses searching for his neck, but his swotting up had been worth it. There had been several occasions he’d needed to set an explosive charge or hotwire a car. When he thought about all the things he’d destroyed, he felt a certain sense of pride.

      In the opposite corner, his fingers closed over an air vent cover and worked it off the wall. It was an obvious hiding place at first glance, but Switch had been a little adventurous. The vent went horizontally inwards for a metre or so before intersecting with a vertical shaft. Anyone shining a torch inside would see it empty up to the intersection.

      Shifting his food cabinet away from the wall, he retrieved a length of rope with a metal hook on the end which he had hidden there. It had once been used to tow abandoned cars. He wrapped the rope around one wrist and tied it. Then he pushed the hook over the edge and down into the vertical shaft.

      It didn’t fall far enough to go taut. He wriggled it around until the hook caught over something, then he reeled it in like a fisherman landing his catch.

      The object he had hidden on top of a grill designed to catch debris was wrapped in an old, moth-eaten blanket. Some of the holes were intentional, enough to make it easy to hook if he ever needed it.

      When he tore the old blanket away he refused to smile, instead greeting the sleek, shiny metallic clawboard with a distasteful frown.

      It looked brand new, because he had never used it. Marta had practiced with hers for a while before the kids had inevitably taken all her attention, while Carl clung to his like some girlfriend who kept trying to break up with him. Switch, though, regarded the thing with resentment, a toy to cheat with. It could do cool things like fire grapples and flares and use night vision, but clawboards were supposed to be wooden. They were supposed to be a bit rickety, so that if you didn’t time your jump perfectly then you missed and got smashed, possibly killed. The hooks on this metal piece of shit had an electromagnetic charge running through them. If you switched it on, all you had to do was press it against the side of the train and it would stick. Tube riding was about risk. With this board even Frank would be able to do it.

      ‘Piece of shit,’ Switch muttered, turning it over in his hands. After so long in the ventilation shaft its power was dead, but a couple of hours in sunlight and it would be operational again.

      He felt a strong urge to toss it back into the shaft and forget about it, but it was more than just a clawboard. It was a weapon. And Switch had a feeling that he would need a weapon very soon.
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      The Governor groaned. His head hurt like a thousand trains had collided with it. It was an effort to get out of his chair, but he could feel the power coursing through him. His body was weakening, but his mind was growing in strength. He looked towards the far side of the room, lifted a chair with his eyes and sent it crashing into the wall, where one leg impaled a stately figure in some priceless painting and knocked the frame crooked.

      The children were his. The children, the weak, and the innocent. All he had to do was close his eyes and concentrate, and their eyes became his eyes. A hundred-thousand visions flickered before him, threatening to drive him insane, but he searched for them, searched for the faces of the Tube Riders.

      He had found Marta Banks through her own children’s eyes. The traitor Halo had told him of her pregnancy, but he had long believed she had done the safe thing and stayed in France to raise her children. He had sent Halo to hunt her, but after broadcasting her little video to half of the European Confederation it had become his priority to build his country’s defenses in the event that Europe took umbrage and launched an assault. He promised them a long war, bloody and violent, and his threats had kept them at bay.

      Europe had proved a hollow fear, but he had more to contend with. The cities, enclosed to keep the people focused on their allocated tasks, had been plagued with revolts and uprisings. His military had been stretched thin, leaving the Department of Civil Affairs and his increasingly few Huntsmen too much to do. He had pressed old military robots and experimental soldiers into service, but the use of the likes of Redmen often had more risk than gain.

      Now his space program was complete, the tide would begin to turn. He could reallocate resources to other sectors to crush the uprisings before they began. The warplanes, so long grounded because of limited fuel resources, were already proving their worth. It would be brutal, but he would win. There was no other way.

      He had seen her in Bristol, beautiful, brave Marta Banks. How he would love to force her to her knees before him, and tear that lovely head away from those strong shoulders that had borne so much. She and her friends were the key to everything. With Marta Banks as their standard the people would fight until they were destroyed, but without the Tube Riders to give them hope, they would give up their arms and bow to his will as they had before. The Tube Riders were central to everything, a thorn that had gone septic in his side. Remove the thorn, and the body would heal.

      Amidst the wreckage of the desk at his feet, the intercom buzzed. He poked the answer button with his shoe and his secretary’s voice rose up through damaged speakers, fractured and cracked.

      ‘Call from Farrell Soars, sir,’ she said.

      The Governor sighed. ‘Connect him.’

      The phone clicked and a fuzzy static filled the air. ‘Sir, news from Bristol. It’s not good.’

      Splinters of wood on the floor began to vibrate. The Governor closed his eyes. ‘What?’

      ‘Tube Riders, sir. Carl Weston and an unidentified girl disrupted our execution. Four Safekeepers have been destroyed and more than two dozen soldiers were killed when the prisoners stampeded. Hundreds were executed, but hundreds more escaped.’

      ‘Marta Banks?’

      ‘Alive, we think. We have found her trail. It intersects with that of Carl Weston at Bristol Temple Meads. No trains passed in or out during that time so we believe they’re on foot. It seems they detonated a charge to destroy part of the tunnel, breaking the trail. One of our Huntsmen was damaged in the fighting, but I have sent the other four to pick up the trail. I believe the Tube Riders will be heading for London.’

      The Governor gave a tired laugh and pressed his fingers into his temples. The pounding there was almost unbearable. ‘Of course they are,’ he said. ‘Where else would they go?’

      ‘Your orders, sir?’

      ‘They are Tube Riders, so it is likely they will come by train. Have every freight into the city checked carriage by carriage. Check every box, every crate. Search every space big enough for a man to hide. Station Safekeepers at every tunnel entrance and seal every perimeter gate in case they try to come in by road. I need them captured if you can. I need to make an example of them, but if you have no other choice…’

      ‘As you wish, sir.’

      Farrell Soars hung off. A moment later the intercom exploded into slivers of metal and plastic. The Governor grimaced, his headache worse than ever.

      Dreggo, hear me.

      It was easy to focus on her when he filtered out the myriad rest. Her mind and his were not so different. Engineered, connected, and what had happened between them … had joined them further.

      Yes?

      I need you. Come to me.

      He felt the connection cut off, but she would be coming. Despite the pain in his head, he forced a smile. She was petulant like a small child, but she was obedient. And despite the words on her forked tongue and the thoughts in her troubled head, she was loyal.

      She just didn’t know it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dreggo was sure the Governor’s pure white hair was turning grey. He sat amidst the wreckage of his apartment like a disgruntled megalomaniac surveying the ruins of his conquered kingdom, one albino finger rubbing the patchy stubble on his chin. He looked up as she came to stand before him, snapping a mock salute, a twisted smile on her ruined face.

      ‘They’re coming,’ he said.

      ‘Good.’

      ‘Is it?’

      ‘Of course. We can destroy them once and for all. There is nothing that would give me greater pleasure than to put my hands around Marta Banks’s neck.’

      ‘And her you, no doubt.’

      Dreggo shrugged, briefly remembering the words written long ago on the dirty wall of a railway siding shed, then tossing them from her mind like litter. ‘She had her chance and she missed it. I will ensure she never gets another.’

      ‘The children are key in this. They are the lure which will bring Marta Banks and her friends to me. Their deaths will crush the spirit of the people, and my control will be restored.’

      ‘It would be safer to kill them the first chance you get.’

      ‘Their public deaths are the only thing that will have the desired effect. They must be publicly executed as traitors.’

      Dreggo nodded. ‘As you wish.’

      The Governor stood up. ‘And now, I think, it is time for me to show you something. Something special. Something … magical.’

      He strode unsteadily towards the door. His hands shook as he walked, but when he gripped the doorframe to steady his progress his fingers left deep impressions in the wood. Whatever he was doing it was increasing his strength at a rate faster than his body—and maybe his mind—could handle it.

      They took the Governor’s private elevator down below ground, stepping out into a wide corridor Dreggo had never seen before. Her skin prickled, the bare walls and clinical lights reminding her of the underground labs in which she had been made.

      ‘What you are about to see is one of the great mysteries of mankind,’ he said, stopping outside a pair of double doors. ‘No one living has set eyes on this besides myself. You will be next.’

      Dreggo didn’t bother to wonder about the men and women who had brought it down from space and shipped it here. She knew the Governor’s methods well.

      He pushed open the doors and stepped through, waited for her to follow, and then closed them behind her.

      At first she wasn’t quite sure what she was looking at. The room seemed to shimmer as if a translucent curtain were hanging halfway across. She switched on her computer eye and scanned the room using the heat sensor. A flowing square about ten feet to a side glowed red, and she realised that the shimmering was part of the object he had brought her to see.

      ‘What the hell is it?’

      The Governor smiled. ‘It is the answer to everything, but the answer to that, I don’t have.’

      ‘You must know.’

      He shook his head. ‘I know where they found it, that is all. Buried in the ruins of some colossal machine they found under the snow in the wilds of Siberia, back in the 1940s. I believe it was … alien.’

      Dreggo shivered. ‘And that thing came from it? Is it … is it alive?’

      The Governor shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I only know what it does. It gave me extended life, unnatural strength and the ability to use my mind to control, move … and influence.’

      She forced her eyes away from it. ‘And in return it made you like you are.’

      ‘It took my skin pigment and made me sensitive even to moderate sunlight. Some would say a small trade. I was an experiment. Like experiments from time immemorial, most failed.’

      ‘There were others?’

      ‘Hundreds.’

      ‘What happened to them?’

      ‘Most died. Those that didn’t were either killed or died after they shut down the facility. All except one.’

      Dreggo nodded. ‘Halo.’

      ‘I found him in the ruins of the facility, a seven-year-old boy half starved and almost mindless. I raised him by my side, and like so many, eventually he repaid my kindness with betrayal.’

      ‘What does it do?’

      He took hold of her arm. ‘I will show you.’

      ‘No.’ She jerked away. Unwanted thoughts and images had begun to swirl in her mind. She saw fire, she saw water, she saw a group of men holding her down.

      ‘I promised I would fix you. I would make you whole if you only stood by my side. Do you not trust me, Dreggo? Deborah?’

      Deborah. The word tugged at her like a spirit’s hands on her shoulders. She tried to pull away, but the Governor’s hands closed over her arms again. She felt the metal in her body grinding, trying to break free, but his grip was stronger even than iron. He pulled her towards the shimmering, ephemeral thing in front of them. She could hear it calling her, hear the soft, lilting tones of a gentle melody dancing around her head, hypnotic and enticing, but darkness waited, darkness, and the horror of a past she didn’t want to remember.

      ‘No!’ she screamed, fighting with all her might, but all she could see was the Governor’s grinning, insane face, and then they were moving inside, slipping into the shimmering, watery thing, and Dreggo screamed and fought as black wings batted at her face.
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* * *

      She didn’t remember being taken back to her apartments, but when she woke Heyna was leaning over her, pressing a damp cloth to her forehead. She started and almost rolled out of bed, but the Huntsman’s powerful arms caught her and eased her back down.

      Shivering despite the sweat that soaked her body, she recalled very little of what had happened inside the strange object. She remembered the Governor’s face, his body close to hers, but the rest was a maelstrom of thoughts and emotions, none of them happy, all of them dark and foreboding.

      Her body seemed to tingle all over, her skin itching, particularly the grafts over the burns and injuries she had sustained. Perhaps they were healing, mending themselves, but she had to fight the urge to scratch at them, to rip the skin and tear it off.

      One thing she knew above all else: she never wanted to enter that thing again.
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      The tractor pulling its hay trailer bumped along the country road. In the cab, Carl sat at the controls with Barney beside him in an advisory capacity. In the back, James was curled up asleep in a pile of straw, while Marta and Brete sat together, watching the countryside pass through thin gaps in the slats of the trailer’s side. Above them, a warm sun peered around fluffy clouds that drifted languidly across a crisp blue sky.

      It had been Carl’s idea to steal the tractor. After collapsing part of the tunnel, there would be no trains heading for London on that line until the rubble was cleared and the tracks repaired, and other lines to the north and south were too far away. Carl had driven tractors while helping his father, and he also knew some of the roads in the area. Smaller roadblocks prevented travel between GFAs, but Carl knew a few back roads no one ever took.

      Marta looked out at the fields rolling past and wondered how far back the Huntsmen were. It was almost as if the last three years had never happened. Here she was, on the run again, except this time she was heading towards London rather than away. James said there were five surviving Huntsmen in Bristol, but the same fear she had once felt didn’t register anymore. They were no less dangerous; if they were newer models, probably more so. Now she just felt weary.

      Brete had been silent for a long time. Marta watched her, beautiful and brave, her eyes puckering and her mouth twitching as she considered the fears and worries in her head against a backdrop of harmless countryside. Next to Brete, Marta often forgot she was only twenty-four. She had long considered the teenage girl an older sister to Alice and Benjamin.

      Something of a miracle, Jin and Lucy had found Brete wandering about in the forest, a Mistake dumped over the Fence into Cornwall, not yet five years old. How something so small and weak had escaped the vicious creatures in the forests they hadn’t understood until they tried to corner her. Brete had bolted like a cat, and it had taken hours to finally catch her. They had adopted her, brought her up as their own, and now whatever defects had seen her thrown away like rubbish were unnoticeable. Unlike the Wildmen, ugly misshapen things prone to savage violence, many of the Free Folk looked like normal people, their errors and problems hidden away inside.

      ‘A bunch of grapes for your thoughts?’

      The girl’s head snapped up. ‘Huh?’

      ‘We just passed what looked like a vineyard. I imagine they taste like piss, but you know, grapes are grapes. I think the only grape I ever ate was out of a can, and yeah, it tasted like piss.’

      As if this was the cue she had been waiting for, Brete shuffled across the back of the trailer and sank down next to Marta.

      ‘Does he scare you?’

      ‘What?’

      Brete nodded at the sleeping Huntsman. ‘Jain … I mean, James.’

      Marta smiled. She shook her head. ‘No. I’m far more scared of the ones following us.’

      ‘Will they catch us?’

      Marta nodded. ‘Eventually. If we stop. I’d prefer to be on a train but this is quicker than walking.’

      ‘We encountered one in Scotland,’ Brete said. ‘In the wind farm. It had been kept there to protect the workers, kept chained up like a prisoner.’ She shrugged. ‘I can’t hate something like that, no matter how scary it is. I can only … pity it.’

      Marta nodded. ‘That would be about right. I guess James proves the Huntsmen are just like humans, doesn’t he? You get good ones and bad ones. It all depends on the programming.’

      ‘It must have been hard for you—’ Brete stopped, clamping a hand over her mouth.

      Marta raised an eyebrow. ‘Carl told you? About Leo?’

      ‘I’m sorry…’

      Marta shrugged. ‘No problem. It’s just not exactly dinner table conversation, you know? I try not to think about it, but at least I have closure. For years I didn’t know what happened to him. Now I know what he went through, and it cuts right into my heart, but I know he’s dead, I know he’s at peace.’ She sniffed. ‘And I got to say goodbye.’

      Brete leaned her head against Marta’s shoulder and took hold of her hand. ‘Do you think my parents are really dead?’

      Marta sighed. ‘I don’t know. I truly, truly, hope not, but I can’t say for sure. I think Ishael is, because I found a bracelet that I gave him lying in the dirt. He never took it off, but there it was. I picked it up and I tied it to my clawboard, but I lost it. I lost it in Bristol.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      Marta shrugged. ‘Things are as they are,’ she said.

      Brete looked up at her, and Marta felt those piercing brown eyes looking into her soul. ‘You and Ishael, you were never really in love, were you?’

      Marta felt a sudden urge to scold the girl for her forwardness, but when it was said out in the open she knew it was true.

      She took a deep breath. ‘We tried to be,’ she said. ‘I think that’s the best way I can put it. We met and it was wonderful, but it didn’t last. We were separated, and when Switch, Carl, and I got back some months later, it was never the same. The children are his and he was the best father he could be, but the connection we thought we had was only ever there for a moment. The rest of it was just going through the motions.’

      ‘It’s sad.’

      ‘Is it?’ Marta sighed. ‘I don’t know. Love comes in different forms. I loved Ishael for his drive and his resolution, his honour. He was a great man. He gave up his life for a cause, to fight for others. I got pushed into this by accident. I was a loser in London, hanging off the side of trains for want of anything better to do. I hated the government, of course, but I had no way of changing it or knew I even could. Ishael stood up. He stood up to fight, and he suffered and eventually died for it.’

      ‘But you didn’t love his heart?’

      A tear sprang to Marta’s eye. ‘Part of me did. Once, when I first met him, I was all starry-eyed. He was young and handsome, and I was just a girl, really. But when I came back from France, pregnant, having seen so many of my friends die, having suffered and seen so much suffering, I wasn’t the same person who left. I remember the day I saw him again. I didn’t know if he was alive or dead, and there he was in front of me. I thought I would have leapt for joy, but I didn’t. I didn’t feel anything.’

      ‘Was he the only one?’

      Marta raised an eyebrow. ‘In what sense?’

      ‘Your only boyfriend?’

      Marta smiled. That was a nice way to put it. ‘No. There were others. If you could call them boyfriends. Some were just guys I hooked up with for a while. Others I kind of liked. A couple in London, Ishael … even a guy in France, a British soldier called Arthur. He was really nice.’

      ‘In France? While you were with Ishael?’

      Marta smiled again. Brete would cut someone’s throat without a second thought but when it came to love she was a complete innocent. ‘I wasn’t with Ishael. I never expected to see him again, and I was already having doubts about whether we had really had something or if it had just been a fling.’ She smiled, remembering. ‘Arthur … he was so sweet, and he loved me so much. He would have done anything for me.’

      ‘What happened to him?’

      ‘He died. My boyfriends all tend to die. I’m jinxed, I think.’

      ‘What about Switch?’

      ‘Switch? What about him?’

      ‘He would do anything for you. I know it.’

      ‘Except he left. The one thing I didn’t want him to do.’

      Brete fell silent. Marta wondered if she’d been too prickly, too abrasive. Switch, much as she needed him, made her angry. If he had been around, perhaps her children would have never been taken. More than anyone, he gave her confidence, a feeling of safety.

      Brete shifted beside her. She lifted her hand and chewed at her thumbnail. Marta heard the soft click of her teeth.

      ‘I wonder if Carl would do that for me. Anything.’

      Marta nodded. She put out an arm and wrapped it around Brete’s shoulders. The girl had been building up to it, Marta realised now. She didn’t mind. It helped to stop her thinking about her missing children. All that would do was upset her even more. Until they got into London she was helpless.

      ‘How do you feel when he looks at you?’

      ‘He makes me shiver inside. Every time.’

      ‘Perhaps that’s how you make him feel, too.’

      ‘He told me he loved me.’

      ‘Then what are you worrying about? It’s perfect, the way it should be.’

      Brete sniffed. A moment later she was crying openly, tears streaming down her face. ‘He doesn’t know,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t know about me. What they did to me.’

      Marta didn’t have to ask. Brete wanted to tell her, and it would only take a few moments of silence before the gates opened.

      ‘They hollowed me out,’ Brete said, and Marta closed her eyes against the horrifying image, against the pain this girl must have carried with her like a heavy, unpleasant bag through the corridors of her life. ‘They took away everything that would make me a woman.’ She pressed her face into Marta’s chest. ‘I can’t do … relationship things. I can’t have sex. I can’t have babies.’

      Marta pulled the girl tight against her, squeezing her as if she never wanted to let go. ‘I’m so sorry, Brete,’ she said. ‘I had no idea.’

      ‘My mum and dad know, but they’re the only ones,’ she said. ‘I don’t know how to ever tell him, but I have to. I have to.’

      ‘Listen to me,’ Marta said, amazed how easy it was to adopt the tone of a mother. ‘Jesus, Carl’s like a goddamn cherub. It’s not possible to be a better person. And he loves you. Love is about more than what you can do. It’s about what you feel.’

      ‘I look at him, and I hold his hand, and I touch him, and I forget,’ Brete said. ‘I forget that I’m not normal, that I’m some monster the government threw away. I want to be just like other people, but I’m not and I never will be.’

      ‘Brete, you’re more human than most people I’ve met,’ Marta said. ‘Just trust your feelings. And trust Carl.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Brete said. ‘You must think I’m so selfish. Your husband is dead and you’ve lost your children and here’s me crying about some girly stuff.’

      ‘It’s not girly stuff,’ Marta said. ‘It’s important. We don’t measure problems against each other. Problems are always problems, but we have to line them up and try to sort them out as best we can.’

      The girl fell silent. Marta listened to the rumble of the tractor’s engine and felt the soft thud of Brete’s heart against her chest.

      ‘Were you jealous,’ she said, after a couple of minutes, an amused smirk on her face, ‘when Carl hugged me? I saw the way you looked at him. It was so obvious.’

      Brete shook her head and gave a soft laugh. ‘No, not really. You’re much too old.’

      Marta leaned her head down on top of Brete’s and they both chuckled quietly together as the tractor bumped on down the lane, slowly, gradually, taking them both towards their destiny.
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      ‘And there it is,’ Barney said, climbing up onto the front of the trailer and pointing between the trees. ‘The towers of hell itself.’

      ‘It’s even bigger than Bristol’s,’ Carl said. ‘What, a hundred metres?’

      ‘A hundred and five at its highest point. Average is ninety-five going all the way round. Ten metres thick. Medieval England, eat your heart out.’

      ‘And we have to get through it,’ Carl said.

      Marta shook her head. ‘No. They’ll be expecting us. They’ll have doubled the guards on all the gates, and they’ll be watching the killing grounds for us. There’s no way through.’

      ‘What do you suggest?’ Carl said.

      ‘Over.’

      ‘How?’

      Behind them, sitting in the straw, James growled. Marta glanced back at the Huntsman. He almost seemed to be grinning.

      ‘First we have to get to the base of the wall. That’s the hard part. After that, scaling it should be easy.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      With the tractor hidden behind a stand of trees, they sat in the grass beside it to conduct a war meeting.

      Marta put her hand up first. ‘I just wanted to say how much I appreciate what all of you have done for me,’ she said. ‘I thought I was dead. You saved me and you got me out. You gave me a chance, and more importantly you gave my children a chance.

      ‘I’m not sure if I’ll ever get out of London again once I get back in. It’s quite likely that my children are already dead and I’m heading to my own death. I can’t do anything about that. I have to try, but I can’t ask any of you to go with me. You all know what we’re likely to find in there. If any of you wants to go home, then that’s fine.’

      Brete shrugged. ‘What home?’

      ‘Me and the dog are about as homeless as it gets,’ Barney added.

      ‘Live together, die together,’ Carl said quietly. ‘We stand with you, and we die with you if necessary. We’re Tube Riders, aren’t we?’

      Marta smiled. ‘Everyone in this circle deserves the title “Tube Rider”. It’s not just about hanging off the side of trains anymore, it’s about standing up for what you believe in.’ She took a deep breath. ‘My aim is to get my children back, but if I get a chance at him … I’ll take it.’

      Brete slammed a fist into her palm. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’

      ‘Let’s keep it real,’ Barney said, waving a hand at them. ‘First we have to get in there, and then we have to find your kids. That’s where James and me can help. We came from in there, remember? James from right in there.’

      The Huntsman growled.

      ‘Most of the government installations are in the Docklands, but the major prison for political prisoners is in Battersea, inside this ancient shithole that was once a power station.’

      Marta nodded. ‘I know it. My dad took me past it once for a look. You think there’s a chance my children are in there?’

      ‘Slim, but possible. It’s more important than that, though. That’s where they bring them, the prisoners. First. That’s where they log them in and do whatever admin stuff they do before they cart them off to some cesspit for a bit of torture.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘There’s a good chance your kids were taken there first. I’d say a very good chance. That’s where the line comes in, the one from the west. Goes straight through to Battersea Prison Central, where they unload the prisoners. It’s likely the Personal Guard came in on that there train and then took your kids somewhere from there. If we get in there the dog here can pick up their scent.’

      ‘But there’s no Battersea Prison station.’

      Barney leaned forward. He gave Marta a slow smile. ‘Not on any map you’ve ever seen, there isn’t.’

      ‘It’s a secret station?’

      ‘No, it’s a government station. It’s more than just a secret. It doesn’t exist to anyone outside the government. Just happens me and the dog here decided to switch sides.’

      ‘How do we get in?’ Brete asked.

      ‘Same way they do.’ Barney flashed a mischievous grin. ‘On a train. I understand that trains are your specialty. Might be a good idea to, um, borrow one. Make sure it goes where we want it to. Any of you ever driven one?’

      Marta smiled. ‘I have a friend who has.’

      ‘Where is he?’

      She jerked a thumb back over her shoulder. ‘As far as I know, he’s in there.’

      Barney sat back and nodded. ‘Well, we’d better get in there and find him, then.’
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* * *

      Clouds masked a half moon, leaving the countryside shrouded in a blanket of near impenetrable darkness. Spotlights lazed their way across the killing fields, pouring into the pockets of shadow, searching out anyone or anything that might be hiding down there. Gun emplacements and the eyes of guards followed in their wake, searching for movement, the sign of any violation of the order to stay out of the buffer zone at all times.

      The low rumbling of an engine edged its way up the walls to the catwalk at the top, held on the breeze. The duty guard heard it, lifted the binoculars to his eyes, and scanned the darkness. Unable to see anything clearly, he hurried over to the nearest spotlight installation.

      ‘Slow it,’ he called. ‘Find the road and follow it out from the gate. Something’s approaching.’

      Moving the spotlight’s circular pool of visibility directly in front of the gate below them, the operator did as the guard asked, slowly peeling it out away from the perimeter wall, back towards the line of trees some half a mile distant.

      ‘What in the Lord Governor’s name…?’

      A tree appeared to be moving towards them. As the spotlight lifted, he saw not just one tree but several, shifting along the road, their branches swaying in the wind.

      ‘You see that too?’ the spotlight operator asked. ‘You see that?’

      The guard nodded. He lifted the binoculars to his eyes and realised with a sigh of relief that the lonely nights atop the perimeter wall were making him jumpy. It was just some kind of vehicle—a tractor, now that he had the focus on the binoculars right—with several young saplings tied to it.

      Hang on, he thought. What the hell is that coming our way for?

      ‘It’s a bomb,’ he shouted, pulling the radio off his belt and speaking quickly into it. ‘Get the guns on that thing down there. We’re under attack.’

      A few seconds later, with the tractor rumbling ever closer, a huge loudspeaker boomed out, ‘Stop right there! Stop or you will be fired upon!’

      The guard pushed the binoculars to his eyes, training them on the tractor cab. There was a dark shape sitting there, leaning forward over the wheel. It had to be a suicide bomber. Probably the bastard was hoping to break open the gates, give some of the scum inside a chance to run for it. They’d all get cut down by the guns, of course, but bad things might happen to the guards if the gates got damaged.

      ‘This is your last warning!’ blared the speaker again. ‘You have five seconds to comply before you are fired upon.’

      ‘Ain’t gonna stop, are you, you bastard?’ the guard muttered, just as the tat-tat-tat of heavy gun emplacements filled the air around him. Down on the ground the tractor and its ridiculous decoration of saplings began to break apart. The guard watched it unfold soundlessly a hundred metres below, first the trees, then the glass and the tires, and finally the tractor itself toppled over on it its side. More bullets ignited its fuel tank, and a small bloom of fire engulfed it, burning neatly, tidily.

      Where’s the damn bomb? the guard wondered. Should have gone sky high if that bloody thing was wired. What the hell was that about?

      He shook his head, mystified. Perhaps it was some drunk farmhands playing a trick with a stolen tractor. Bastards. We’ll set the damn Huntsmen on you one day.

      Something hard and metal struck him in the back. For a moment he was unable to breathe, then he took in one last wheezing gulp of air as his knees gave way below him, wondering absently if it would be the last he ever took.
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* * *

      ‘We wait until they spot it,’ Barney said, ‘then we run like bloody hell for the wall. If the light comes towards you, get on the ground, pull the branch over you and pray they don’t have heat sensors.’ He swished his leafy tree branch like a spear. ‘If one of you comes under fire, the dog will try to cover us, but he’s only got that crossbow. It won’t take out a gun emplacement.’ He gritted his teeth. ‘Be swift, people. Beauty of this piece of shit country is that everything is designed bad. Get close up against that wall and there’s no way they can see you unless they come out of the gate. And if they do that we’ll cut the motherfuckers down.’

      With only James’s crossbow, Carl’s clawboard, and a handful of throwing knives between them, Marta wondered what they would fight with, but she appreciated Barney’s words. They were stirring, and the one thing they needed more than anything right now was courage.

      She nodded. ‘Thank you, Barney.’

      The handler winked. ‘No problem, Ms Tube Rider. I hope to see you all safe and sound at the foot of that wall in about five minutes’ time.’

      They waited under the trees as the spotlights swung across the killing field, uncovering bare earth, sparse patches of grass, and one or two scraggly bushes that had dared to grow in the cleared zone.

      Carl appeared out of the darkness, out of breath. From the bottom of the slope below him came the low grumble of the tractor’s engine.

      ‘I’ve set it going,’ he gasped, flashing a grin. ‘That sucker should be drawing those spotlights any time now.’

      With a combination of rocks and strips of cloth, Carl had weighed down the stolen tractor’s pedals and tied the wheel straight. They had let part of the air out of the tires to ensure it went slow enough to be spotted quickly, while it had been Barney’s idea to tie tree branches to it. ‘It’ll confuse them,’ he said. ‘Especially if there are any readers up there. Birnam Wood and all that.’

      Marta had shrugged, not understanding, but Barney had smirked, as if it were some in-joke. Still, with the branches tied to the front of the tractor and poking out of the windows, it looked confusing indeed. With a couple of sacks stuffed with leaves positioned on the driver’s seat, the guards on the wall would be unsure what they were seeing.

      A loudspeaker boomed out across the killing fields, making them all jump. The spotlights converged on the tractor making its way out into the open.

      ‘That’s our cue,’ Barney said. ‘Good luck, everyone.’

      Brete and James went first, Brete just outpacing the rushing Huntsman, leaving the rest of them in their wake. Carl was next, dashing after Brete. Marta easily outpaced Barney, but it worried her how unfit she felt. The rattle of gunfire sounded from off to her right, and she held the tree branch up over her head, feeling safe and stupid at the same time. It wouldn’t stop even a single bullet, but the leafy branch and the wet scent of the wood was comforting.

      The perimeter wall rose over her, tall and forbidding, a dark shadow against the night sky. She had never seen one from the outside up close, and although the afterglow of the spotlights barely illuminated it, she could see that it was a haphazard, irregular mess, built from the torn up remains of roads and buildings. Jagged edges of rocks and twisted ends of steel reinforcements poked out at random, making it look more like the side of a very steep junk heap than a wall.

      In front of her and to the left, she saw Brete crouching at the base of the wall. James was nowhere to be seen, but Brete lifted a hand and Marta looked up to see the dark shadow of the Huntsman moving quickly over the outcropping rocks like an experienced climber, only much, much faster. As she reached the wall just behind Carl she looked up again, but the Huntsman was already out of sight.

      Beneath the gunfire, the tractor had rolled over and its fuel tank had exploded. Perhaps aware it might have been a decoy, the spotlights had begun to move across the killing zone again, but Barney was right; due to the angle of their placement they couldn’t come within about twenty feet of the wall.

      Barney…

      Marta turned, searching the darkness. Beside her, Carl had already fired the clawboard grapple up the wall and was carrying Brete up. The plan was to take the girl up first, then return for Marta and Barney while James cleared any guards from the top of the wall.

      Barney was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘Barney!’ Marta hissed as a searchlight swung across in front of her. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Fuck … I stepped on a goddamned root…’

      There, about fifty feet out from the wall, a branch poked up into the air and swayed back and forth.

      The searchlight was angling back around.

      Marta didn’t hesitate. She pushed off from the wall and charged over to where Barney was lying, sliding down beside him.

      ‘Damn it, girl, keep yourself safe.’

      She grabbed his arm. ‘Get up. I’ll support your weight.’

      Light flashed in her eyes. She grabbed Barney and pulled him close, draping the leaves over the top of them both. She waited, barely daring to breathe.

      The searchlight moved on. ‘Now!’

      She pulled Barney up, and they hobbled together towards the wall. Another searchlight swung across, and they ducked right to avoid it, the light swinging over where they had been moments before.

      ‘Phew, you people know how to live,’ Barney muttered.

      ‘We try,’ she said, as they reached the wall. Barney fell to his knees, puffing. ‘And now for the fun part. Up.’

      ‘Ha, I’ve been trying not to think about it. Not a fan of heights.’

      Carl appeared from above them, using the clawboard to abseil down. ‘James has cleared the section of wall above us,’ he said, ‘but we don’t have much time. More guards will be coming.’

      ‘Take Barney first. He’s hurt.’

      Carl nodded and helped Barney to wrap his hands through one of the straps. Then they were bouncing up the wall, leaving Marta alone in the dark. The searchlights still flicked back and forth, but she sensed they were on automatic now, the men controlling them perhaps dead. The gunfire had stopped, and an eerie calm had settled over the killing fields, only the distant crackle of the burning tractor and the further distant rustle of the trees encroaching on the silence.

      ‘Hurry up, Carl,’ she muttered, feeling the terrible oppression of being alone at the bottom of such a huge wall, the fates of her friends unknown. ‘Get a move on…’

      Then she heard it, unmistakable in the growing calm. A growl. How she wished it was James, returning with Carl to carry her safely up the wall, but it came from the dark, out across the killing fields.

      A spotlight swung across the trees and Marta saw them.

      Huntsmen.

      Bounding over the ground like cloaked hounds, coming for her.

      There was no time to wait for Carl; they would be on her in seconds. She turned to the wall and began to climb, hauling herself up the jagged outcrops of rock without looking back, trying not to think about how quickly James had scaled the wall.

      Lift one hand, grip, pull, move the other, and repeat.

      That was all she had left.
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      Marta couldn’t be sure how many were back there. At least three, maybe more. She heard the first reach the bottom of the wall, growl as it spotted her, then begin to climb, grunts and snarls marking its passage.

      She had a knife in her belt and the wooden clawboard strung over her back. She could have been naked for all the good they would do. She was perhaps halfway up, the slight angle of the wall making it an easy if tiring climb, the closeness of the dark on either side taking away some of the fear, that one slip and the least she would be worrying about was the Huntsman coming up behind.

      Gritting her teeth against the burn in her muscles, she forced herself onwards, scrabbling for the next foothold, trying to give herself every chance.

      ‘Come on, Carl!’

      Then the world was exploding with red light. Marta let go with one hand to cover her eyes, and her feet slipped. For a second she was hanging from a steel rod by one hand, then Carl’s fingers closed over her other, pulling her up.

      ‘Hang the hell on,’ he shouted. ‘Got one of the buggers right under you.’

      Marta felt the pliable plastic of his clawboard’s strap and wrapped it around her wrist. With her free hand, she pulled the knife from her belt and cocked it, ready to throw.

      ‘Kick off,’ Carl said. ‘We’re going up.’

      She looked down as she kicked away from the wall, and in the bright glow of Carl’s flare she saw a Huntsman directly below her, its robe burning, its maw snapping for her feet.

      ‘Fuck you,’ she muttered, and flung the knife into its face. The Huntsman took the blade in the eye, squealed in a way that made Marta’s spine tingle, then fell away.

      ‘Nice shot,’ Carl said, as they bounced quickly up the wall, the grapple reeling them in.

      ‘I’m not as good as Brete, but I have my moments,’ Marta said. ‘What happened?’

      ‘I found a spare flare in a little storage pocket. Lucky that.’ Her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the dark after the flare’s glow, so his face was just a featureless shape, but she could almost hear the grin in his voice.

      ‘What’s happening up there?’

      ‘We’re looking for a way down. There are three other Huntsmen behind you, I saw them. The first must have been a specialist climber, but the others aren’t far back.’

      The top of the wall appeared above them, the grapple wrapped around an outcrop of stone. Brete and Barney pulled her up onto the catwalk. James stood a short way off, beyond a couple of dead soldiers, his crossbow covering the arc of the wall as it angled away beyond the machine gun emplacement into the dark.

      ‘Lights should be on but the power’s low,’ Barney said, pointing to what looked like a streetlamp above his head. ‘They’ll be using solar power and generators for the important stuff, but the base power is obviously down. This here wall is usually lit up like a goddamn fairground. You lot have anything to do with that?’

      ‘Guilty,’ Brete said, holding up a hand.

      ‘Well, we have guns now,’ Barney said, tossing a rifle at Marta. ‘Cock it, point it, fire it. Got that?’

      She didn’t have time to reply. A Huntsman leapt over the edge of the wall and landed in a crouch on the catwalk, its teeth bared, snarling. It was short and more thickset than the other, more doglike.

      ‘It’s a fucking Tracker-Killer!’ Barney shouted, as James’s crossbow bolt took the Huntsman in the shoulder. It snarled and snapped, then bounded forward.

      We’re going to die here, Marta thought as James leapt to meet it, locking arms with the Huntsman, only to be thrown aside. They’ve been tracking me from Bristol and I’m going to see my friends die if I can’t lead them away.

      She pulled the clawboard off her back and glanced down from the wall as the Huntsman advanced. She saw a wire snaking away from an electrical box a couple of metres below them, angling across to a metal frame tower fifty feet away. Beyond the building were the lights of something moving through the streets. At first she thought it was a bus, but then she realised no buses moved that smoothly, not anymore. It was an Underground train on one of the surface lines.

      ‘Meet me at the place we arranged,’ she shouted. Without waiting for an answer, she took two quick steps and leapt off the edge of the building. ‘I’ll lead them away!’

      ‘Marta, no!’ Brete’s scream lingered in the air behind her as she seemed to hang over nothing, the city far below, too far below.

      A bit of luck, please, Switch.

      The clawboard’s first hook missed. The second caught, but sparks exploded from the wire above her as the sharp edge of the hook sliced through the plastic protective covering and bit into the metal wire. This wire at least, was live.

      She saw a different Huntsman, shorter, slighter than the Tracker-Killer, land on the wire behind her, its hands closing over metal. It jerked as electricity surged through it, then its hands slipped and it fell away into the dark.

      The tower was just ten feet away when the wire broke. Marta fell forward through the air, swinging the clawboard in a desperate lunge for something to hold on to. It bounced off something hard, spinning her around. Her legs crashed into hard metal and she screamed, but something was under her arm, holding her up: a metal strut.

      She’d made it, but there were still two remaining Huntsmen and they would be rushing to follow. She heard a clatter below and saw her rifle bouncing away into the dark. Scowling, she tried to ignore the aches in her arms and legs and clambered through the struts into the centre of the tower, where a ladder led down.

      Her body screamed at her to stop, to give up, as she climbed down step after step, slipping on the rungs, bumping her knees. Behind her, up on the wall, she heard gunfire, heard it clanging off the tower above her, meaning another Huntsman had somehow made it across. Something metallic flashed past her face. When it struck a rung thirty feet below it exploded, engulfing her in a cloud of dust, knocking her away from the ladder. She swung out through the struts as a growl came from above. She was close to the ground now, but not close enough. Clambering around the corner of the tower she saw the flat roof of a building just ten feet below.

      She didn’t stop to think. She jumped, hitting the roof hard, but the memory of dozens of tough breakfalls saved her as she dropped and rolled, bouncing straight back on to her feet.

      The edge of the roof loomed. As she heard the sound of the Huntsman landing behind her, the crunch of its footfalls followed by another growl, she trusted to luck, leaping off the edge of the roof with her clawboard held out.

      She crashed into the wall, but the board took most of the impact. She slid down, catching on a drainpipe. It snapped under her weight and slanted away from the wall. The clawboard slid along it, taking Marta with it. At the end she dropped down and found herself on the ground.

      The sound of a train came from up ahead. Marta shoved herself to her feet and sprinted for it, hurdling over a protective barrier and finding herself on an overgrown grass verge, several lines of track in front of her. The train was approaching from the east. She stopped, picked dirt from under the edge of her clawboard’s hooks, and glanced back.

      The Huntsman hurdled over the barrier, skidded to a halt, and snarled. It wasn’t the Tracker-Killer, but a taller, more humanlike creature. It jerked back its robe and Marta flinched away, her clawboard coming up as something heavy and metal thudded into it.

      ‘Leave me the fuck alone!’ she screamed at it, but it was already coming on. Marta turned and ran for the train.

      She could almost feel the Huntsman’s breath on her neck as she leapt, hooks facing out. The clawboard caught hold of the drainage rail with the ease of an embrace with an old friend. Marta leaned back, bracing her feet on the metal side of the train as it pulled her away.

      Still got it, Marta.

      The adrenaline rush of a successful tube ride was enough to lock away the weariness in her body. It was enough to erase her aches and pains, dissolve her fears and worries. She was Marta Banks: Tube Rider. She was back.

      She even took a moment to glance in through the window at the handful of passengers inside, offering a smile like she had done so many times as a wraith of the underground, as a myth, a legend.

      Two of them, a young couple, nearly jumped out of their seats. Another, an older woman, put her hands over her mouth as if to scream. And a fourth stared openmouthed at her for a long moment before lifting a hand and pointing to the far end of the carriage. She recognised the look on that face, the urgency in the movement. It was for her: a warning.

      Marta’s head snapped up. She saw it there, silhouetted against a light on the end of the train, hanging on with its claws to the same drainage rail. It snarled at her, then began edging along the carriage, uncertain of its movements but relentless in its pursuit.

      The train rushed into a tunnel. Cold, damp air engulfed her, and the engine noise roared around her head. The Huntsman was no longer visible, but she knew it was back there, coming for her. She began to edge forward, hoping her greater knowledge of the trains would give her an advantage.

      They flashed through an abandoned station and past a train heading in the opposite direction. For a moment Marta blinked in the flickering lights, wondering what seemed unusual, then she realised. The trains were running on low power, slower than normal, their lights dimmed or extinguished. It was due to the wind farm. Carl and Brete had taken out a major source of Mega Britain’s power and the reserve was quickly running out. She remembered what Barney had said up on top of the perimeter wall about solar power and generators. The generators would work while there was fuel, but beneath London’s notoriously smoggy skies the solar reserves would be running low by late night.

      And that would work to her advantage.

      ‘Ready for some musical trains?’ she muttered, seeing the Huntsman back there, inching its way towards her.

      The train roared into another station. Another train was coming towards them, its lights flickering. Marta gritted her teeth, trying not to think about the thundering wheels or the electrified rails below.

      The other train began to arc away from her, following a line that headed into a northbound tunnel. As she got within range, she kicked off, spinning in the air, twisting the clawboard round.

      The hooks clanged over the drainage rail of the other train. For a moment the momentum swung her legs up over the roof of the train and one hook came loose, then she swung back in, pulling her body close to the train as it dived into a tunnel.

      ‘Lost you, you bastard,’ she muttered, hanging on in the dark, aware of the tunnel wall just inches behind her.

      The train rolled into a station and slowed to a gradual halt. The doors opened on the opposite side, letting a handful of people out. For a few relieved seconds Marta rested her legs on the wall of the tunnel, allowing her arms a rest. She felt like she’d been dragging an abandoned car around for several days.

      Peering through the windows to the platform on the other side, she recognised the station as one on the old Bakerloo line. The oldest of all the London Underground lines, some of its tunnels were so tight there were barely five inches between the train and the concrete curve of the tunnel walls. The tightest ones were about three stops further along. She would have to get off before then or she would look like some of the dirty, smeared graffiti covering the walls of the abandoned stations.

      As the train started moving, something caught the corner of her eye. She looked back to see the Huntsman, still clinging on, still inching towards her.

      She cursed under her breath. Her energy was almost gone, her fingers and arms trembling with fatigue. She felt dizzy and lightheaded; when she looked in at the flickering lights of the carriage then away, for a few seconds afterwards the blur remained.

      ‘I can’t shake you, can I?’ she whispered, thumping her dirty braids against the back of the clawboard. ‘I guess that means one of us has to die.’

      She began to inch back towards it. Inside the carriage, a handful of people had begun to take notice of her. One man tapped on the glass, but she ignored him, continuing to move back towards the Huntsman. She noticed too how the train had begun to speed up. Perhaps the electricity grid was stronger near the centre of the city than in the outlying areas.

      ‘Come on!’ she screamed at it. ‘You want to fucking dance with me? You want to fucking dance with a Tube Rider? Come on!’

      The Huntsman was on the same carriage now. Only twenty feet of dimly lit windows separated them. When she was barely arm’s length from the creature she stopped. Furred, clawed hands stretched for her arm, its teeth bared, glinting in the flickering lights. She couldn’t look at its eyes; in them she saw Leo, she saw James, and she even saw the Huntsman she had encountered in France as it guarded Dreggo. She couldn’t look at them because that made it too human.

      Ahead of her, she heard a distant rumble over the hollow roar of her train. They were approaching another area where two tracks ran alongside each other. She knew this part of the line. The tunnels of the Bakerloo and the District Lines briefly became one before arcing away again.

      A train was coming. It was her last chance.

      She braced her legs. Her left hand pressed down, ready to push up, ready for the dismount.

      ‘Night night, fucker,’ she muttered, poking out her elbow and watching with grim satisfaction as the Huntsman’s claws closed over it. The creature snarled, jaws snapping at her face.

      Marta pushed in and up on the clawboard and kicked back. She felt her hair brush the tunnel wall, then she was twisting back, rolling the clawboard in her left hand, swinging it towards the other train as the Huntsman, still gripping on to her, tried to follow. The hooks sunk over the drainage rail, catching hold. Marta screamed and hauled herself towards the board with all her might, feeling the skid and jerk as the oncoming train yanked her back in the opposite direction.

      She heard a thud followed by a wild squeal, like old, unoiled brakes. Something jerked on her, pulled her away, and for the briefest of seconds her head swung back and she felt cold rock tugging on her braids.

      It was still holding on. Its claws were still sunk into her elbow, puncturing through the skin and into the meat of her forearm.

      Then they slowly relaxed, and the severed arm fell away into the darkness.

      Marta leaned close to the train and closed her eyes. She wanted to sleep right there, but she made herself wait until the next station, where she climbed down as the train stopped, leaning back against the damp concrete wall of the tunnel. When the train had gone and the handful of late night passengers had gone up the steps to the ticket gates, she made her way across to the platform. She went through to the other line at that station, climbed onto a ledge below one of the long-abandoned billboards opposite the platform, and when the next train came through, she hooked her board wearily over the drainage rail and headed for the only place she could find any comfort.

      She wasn’t surprised to see the old pile of breakfall mats were still there, and when she dismounted at St. Cannerwells she couldn’t help but glance down at the platform edge, at the old chalk lines still visible, the lines that had once meant so much.

      ‘Twenty-seven feet,’ she muttered. ‘Huh. Must be getting old.’

      Each step was agony but she managed them, up the stairs from the platform to the old, shuttered shops that lined the wall behind the ancient, rusted ticket gates. She found the one Switch had once called home easily enough because the shutter was unlocked, and she lifted it up and crawled under, propping it open with a couple of food tins to give her enough light from the orange emergency lights in the station to see by. She smelt paraffin, and found a lamp sitting on an upturned metal bucket. Nearby were several matches. Others looked recently used.

      ‘You’ve been here, you jippy-eyed sod,’ she said. ‘I know you have.’

      She lit the paraffin lamp and let the shutter back down. In a cupboard she found a couple of old tins of food and peeled off the lid, gulping down metallic-tasting tinned tomatoes and another tin of peaches that tasted slightly musty. Then she crawled over to the corner, where his bed was, taking the lamp with her.

      The shutter, without a lock, would be no barrier to someone who was looking for her. She could only hope that all of the Huntsmen were dead and that some bloody, mutilated monstrosity wouldn’t come for her in the middle of the night, but if one did, she felt so weary now she hardly cared.

      She lay down on the dirty sheets, smelling Switch’s odour, wishing he were there to put his arms around her, to pull her close, to tell her everything would be okay.

      She didn’t want to dream. She didn’t want to think about her children, still so far away, or Ishael, or her friends, or anyone else. She just wanted blackness and sleep to engulf her.

      She blew out the lamp.
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      Carl braced himself as the Tracker-Killer leapt forward. Behind him Barney was still shouting something at Marta, telling her to watch out, telling her to run, as the other two Huntsmen on the wall rushed off in pursuit.

      He switched on the clawboard’s spotlight and the Tracker-Killer flinched back, one hand covering its eyes. One of Brete’s knives embedded itself into the creature’s shoulder, but it just wailed and pulled the knife free, flinging it over the edge of the wall.

      Carl jabbed a finger at the board’s controls and fired the grapple into it, the metal claws ripping through the creature’s cloak. It snarled as the grapple embedded itself in the Huntsman’s stomach, its claws reaching to pull it free.

      ‘Down!’ Barney roared from behind them, and Carl pulled Brete to the hard rock of the catwalk, one hand shielding her face as machine gun fire blasted over the top of them. Carl glanced up and saw Barney’s wild face in a ghostly flicker of light above the twin flashing muzzles of the nearest gun emplacement.

      The Huntsman roared as the bullets found homes in the soft human flesh that wrapped around the metal part of its body. Blood sprayed and it staggered back, trying to find cover. The crossbow came up and one bolt flashed, slamming into one of the gun barrels, bending it out of shape, but the other kept firing. Carl retracted the grapple, the sharp ends coated with blood, and as bullets continued to find their mark the creature roared, dropping the crossbow and slumping forward.

      The Huntsman was on its knees, its head bowed, when a click signaled the end of the magazine. ‘Fuck,’ Barney said and jumped down. ‘Is the bastard dead?’

      Carl climbed to his feet and staggered over. ‘Near enough.’

      The Huntsman gave a weak growl.

      ‘Over the wall,’ Barney said. ‘Too dangerous to let it go.’ Then, to the Huntsman: ‘Don’t look up, brother. I don’t need to see those eyes.’

      Carl put his hands on the creature’s shoulders. They felt strangely manlike, but powerful, solid, immovable. Its hood was over its face, and the only sound was a soft, defeated whimper.

      Carl glanced up and saw Barney’s eyes had filled with tears. ‘Three, two, one!’ the handler shouted, and they both shoved. The Huntsman rolled away into the dark.

      ‘Fuck,’ Barney muttered, turning away, one hand over his face. ‘Fuck.’

      ‘We need to get off the wall,’ Brete said. ‘Where’s James?’

      Carl looked around, but the other Huntsman had gone.

      ‘Sent him after Marta,’ Barney said. ‘That girl’s tough, but she had two of them on her tail. I saw one fall off the wire, but the other one was right on her ass. Maybe if the dog can catch up with her in time he can fight it off.’ He shook his head again. ‘Brave girl, leading them away like that. Pray hope she makes it.’

      ‘She will,’ Brete said, voice strong and confident. Carl nodded, wishing he felt the same.

      A chunk of the wall blew out just fifty feet away, showering them with pieces of flying masonry. Carl moved to cover Brete, but the girl just grabbed his arm and pulled him towards the machine gun emplacement, plucking a rifle from a dead guard as she went.

      ‘We’ve been spotted. Let’s get out of here.’

      With Barney puffing along behind, they ran past the damaged gun, sprinting along the wall until they were directly over the huge gates below. Several other men lay dead on the ground around them, some with crossbow bolts protruding from their bodies, others riddled with bullet holes.

      ‘In here,’ Barney said. ‘Elevator.’

      ‘Is it safe?’

      ‘Probably not, but unless that board of yours has any more tricks…’

      ‘The power’s low,’ Carl said. ‘I might get one more try out of it.’

      ‘Save it.’ Barney punched the elevator control. ‘Shit. Power’s out. Stairs it is.’

      He pushed through a door beside the elevator and started down. Carl, coming in behind him, saw a spiral heading down into darkness, only a dim light on every third or fourth landing illuminating the way onwards.

      ‘Romantic,’ Barney said. ‘You two should hold hands.’

      Brete gave Carl a grin then darted down the stairs, taking them three or four at a time, the rifle held out in front of her. She was lost in the dark before either Carl or Barney had moved.

      ‘Lively one there, too,’ Barney said, voice wistful. ‘I had a wife once, you know. A little overweight she was, wouldn’t have been doing nothing like running down these here stairs, but a gentle woman all the same.’

      Carl nodded. Barney’s tone was enough to tell him what had happened to her. ‘I’m sorry about what we had to do,’ he said. ‘With that Huntsman.’

      Barney sighed. ‘When you’re around them all the time, they’re not … dogs. They’re … you know, not quite human because there’s too much animal, too much machine … but they’re still—sounds damn ridiculous, don’t it? But you get attached to them, that’s the only way I can describe it, and when I see one die … it hurts.’

      Carl didn’t know what to say, so he just reached out and patted Barney on the shoulder.

      ‘Never mind,’ Barney said. ‘We’d better get moving or we’re gonna lose that there lass of yours.’

      From far down the stairwell came the loud retort of a rifle, followed by Brete’s echoing voice: ‘Hurry!’

      Carl took the lead, racing down the steps, Barney puffing behind him. When he reached Brete a couple of minutes later, the girl was standing by a door about halfway down, its lock blown off.

      ‘No idea where this goes, but I think it’s probably a maintenance tunnel,’ she said. ‘There’ll be more soldiers on the street level.’

      ‘Let’s go.’

      Brete led them into a corridor tunnel that had been bored through the chaotic mess of rock that made up the perimeter wall. Occasional emergency lights turned it into a cavern filled with shadow. Pipes and wires fed along it at head height, while outcrops of rock and the occasional jutting steel support rod made traversing it a chore. Unable to break into a run, they hurried in a low crouch, the swifter Brete at the front, Carl following next, and Barney struggling to keep up at the rear.

      The tunnel arced around to the left, following the line of the perimeter wall. After a couple of hundred metres they reached another door, which Brete kicked open. Carl saw a room with two soldiers standing inside, then one of them was cut down by a shot from Brete’s rifle. As the girl ducked to the side, Carl barreled through the door, ramming the end of the clawboard into the other man’s stomach before he could draw his gun. He went down, and Carl heard a grunt of protestation. Brete lifted her gun, but Carl kicked the barrel aside.

      ‘No.’ Leaning down, he said into the soldier’s ear: ‘The Tube Riders are in London. Choose a side and choose the right one.’

      Brete scowled at Carl as he pushed the man away and kicked through a door that led out on the street. ‘You should have let me kill him,’ she said. ‘He could raise the alarm!’

      As an explosion rattled the wall somewhere above them, Carl smiled and said, ‘I think they already raised it. Just spreading the word. Wasn’t that what you called it?’

      ‘Move!’ Barney shouted from behind them. ‘They’ve got men on the ground. Get into the streets.’

      Brete led the way, sprinting down a dark street with only a couple of dim streetlights to light their passage past rubble and abandoned cars. Carl flinched as one of the streetlights blew out. Glancing back, he saw a black Safekeeper robot lumbering into view, guns turning towards them.

      ‘Run left!’ he shouted, turning around and pulling Barney down a side street. Brete stopped, turned back, and dived after them as an explosion rocked the street and a cascade of masonry tumbled down to block the road.

      As Carl and Barney helped each other back to their feet, Brete jumped up and darted away down the street, picking her way between the heaps of rubbish and rubble, leading them further away from the wall as they hurried to follow. On foot they had the advantage if they stayed off the cleared roads, and quickly the sound of pursuit died away. When Brete finally slowed to a walk, they had left the ruined, abandoned residential buildings in the shadow of the perimeter wall behind. They crossed over a potholed, rubble-choked former dual carriageway, the twisted remains of an overpass slumped down across the road as if it had just got tired one day, and down an overgrown grass verge into a silent, lonely industrial estate. Tall warehouses rose all around them, façades dark, windows cracked, and metal shutter doors gummed up with weeds.

      Barney, puffing, came up alongside Brete and Carl. ‘We need to rest somewhere. This may not be an ideal place, but we can’t run forever.’

      ‘Marta was heading for the railway line,’ Carl said, ‘but I think that’s over to the west. We’d have to double back the way we came and the place will be crawling with soldiers now.’

      ‘There’ll be another if we keep going straight, but it’s late. The commuter trains will probably have stopped by now.’

      ‘I’m tired,’ Brete said. Without waiting for a response, she walked up to the nearest warehouse and shot through the lock of a small door beside a garage entrance.

      ‘Jesus, keep the noise down!’

      ‘Sorry, but I’m exhausted. Like Barney said, we can’t run forever. From here we have a good view. If we take turns to watch from the door, we’ll be able to see anyone approaching.’

      Carl nodded. He would have liked to keep moving but he was too tired to argue. If they didn’t rest soon they’d drop where they stood.

      Brete led the way in. The warehouse was silent except for a dripping sound coming from a distant corner. Barney immediately slumped down by the wall just inside the door, pulling his shoes off and loosening his shirt. Brete sat down beside him.

      ‘I’ll take first watch,’ Carl said, squatting down by the door and pushing it open so he could see out. Back the way they had come fires lit the top of the perimeter wall. Silhouettes of houses stacked on top of each other covered the distance they had traversed in various shades of grey. Behind him, Brete and Barney were just lighter shadows against a dark background, noticeable only by Brete’s quiet breathing and Barney’s grunts and snores. Beyond their sleeping shapes, the warehouse was inky black.

      Carl sat looking out at the dark, worrying about a thousand things. Where was Marta? Were they being followed? What were they going to do now? The questions went on and on, and he had answers to none of them. All he had to do was stay awake for an hour or so and then wake up Brete or Barney to watch for a while. He didn’t even feel tired. His body ached in a dozen places, but his mind felt sharp and alert.

      Nothing moved on the wide road back to the embankment, and the only sound was muffled gunfire in the distance. Carl wondered what the soldiers were shooting at.

      Behind him, something creaked. He turned around, thinking it was Brete or Barney rolling over, but both were lying still, arms tucked under their heads. His eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark now, and further back across the warehouse floor he could just make out rows of darker shapes against the deepest of the shadows. Boxes, maybe, or crates.

      He turned back to the road, but it was empty. Perhaps eventually the government would send more Huntsmen after them, or if their resources were low, just dogs. Every moment they rested was a chance for their enemies to catch up, but Brete and Barney were right. They had to rest.

      Still, Carl felt uncomfortable sitting still. He wanted to be up and moving, whether his body agreed with him or not.

      Something behind him creaked again, snapping Carl’s head back.

      Just darkness, but there was something back there, he was sure. He tried to ignore it, but his curiosity got the better of him. He picked up his clawboard and turned it around, switching on the display. The power was low, too drained for the grapple to work, but the screen still had life. He flicked it on to night vision.

      And almost fell over in shock.

      The warehouse was filled with row upon row of robots.
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      The Governor was having a sweet dream, one of plentiful fields, smiling faces, happy workers and laughing children. In the centre of everything was a bright red sun beaming down, a sun that as one stared at it seemed to take on the shape of his face—

      A loud bang on his door jerked him awake. He groaned and rolled over, slipping out of bed. Just before he struck the floor, he reached out with his mind and pushed. For a moment he hung a few inches above the hard floorboards, then he relaxed, and his body touched down as soft as a leaf falling to the ground.

      He grunted with laughter, using his power to push him into a sitting position. Another surge and a light switched on. He glared at the dimness, angry at the failing power, and the bulb blew apart, showering the floor with glass. He turned to the window and pushed the curtains back, revealing a view of a dim, dark London from a hundred and fifty metres up in the air.

      ‘What do you want?’ he shouted.

      ‘It’s Farrell Soars, sir,’ came a voice from beyond the door. ‘I have information on the Tube Riders. They are in the city, sir. Your secretary said you couldn’t be reached.’

      The Governor roared and the door flew off its hinges, bouncing across the room. It slammed against the far wall and broke into two pieces, folding over a black leather sofa like a great, dying bird.

      He pushed himself to his feet and brushed pieces of glass off his shirt. He didn’t remember going to sleep, didn’t even remember coming up here. He had gone down to the basement chamber again … but that was the last thing he could recall.

      ‘You wished to see me, Commander?’ the Governor said, flashing a smile. ‘I am here.’

      Soars wiped a sheen of sweat off his forehead and stepped into the room. ‘Sir, Marta Banks, Carl Weston, and the other girl who was with them in Bristol came over the perimeter wall. Two others were with them, the Huntsman Jain and its handler Barney Marsden. It is believed they have defected.’ Soars paused for breath. ‘Marta Banks became separated from the others. The bodies of two Huntsmen were found inside the wall. The other two have gone offline. I have ordered for fresh Huntsmen to be released to pick up the—’

      ‘It seems Marta Banks will not be denied.’ The Governor rubbed his chin. The skin there felt softer, suppler than usual. I’m losing weight, he thought. ‘I would very much like to see her, if the chance arose. What about the others?’

      ‘For a while they vanished. However, closed circuit cameras caught them entering the Peakford Industrial Zone. Where the old robot factories are,’ he clarified. ‘I believe they are hiding out in one of the warehouses. With your permission I will send in a DCA force to trap them.’

      ‘Hmm. Perhaps we should give the robots another chance.’ The Governor turned to face the window, considering a moment, then looked back at Soars. ‘These factories, give me more information.’

      ‘The factories themselves have been closed for decades,’ Farrell Soars said. ‘The last robots off the production lines are stored in the Peakford zone. They were assembled and refitted on your orders in December 2075, when the threat from Europe was at its gravest. We have more than six hundred operational robots available for deployment, five hundred original model Safekeepers and around a hundred other service robots in various disciplines. A few are already stationed in Bristol, Newcastle-Sunderland and Manchester-Liverpool, but they are newer models developed in new factories built on your orders last year.’

      The Governor began to laugh. ‘Six hundred, you say? I think it’s time to give the population of our beautiful London a little wakeup call,’ he said. ‘Have all the robots activated and programmed with new orders.’

      ‘Which are, sir?’

      ‘Release notification of a public order decree. It’s time to erase all the plotting and scheming and rioting that is undermining my authority once and for all. Make it known that until further notice, no member of the general public may be seen within ten feet of another person, outside their immediate family, beyond the doors of their registered abode. Anyone failing to observe this rule who is not wearing a recognised Mega Britain Military, Department of Civil Affairs, or otherwise public service uniform, is to be shot on sight. If Carl Weston and his friends are holed up in one of these factories, they are in for a rude awakening.’

      Farrell Soars nodded. ‘As you order, sir. Anything more?’

      The Governor shook his head. ‘Marta Banks is proving somewhat indestructible. I would like to see how much so. You may allow her to come to me without resistance, but all other Tube Riders and their associates should be killed. I am concerned about the increased risk of letting them stay alive any longer than necessary. Perhaps Dreggo was right after all.’

      ‘As you wish, sir.’

      The Governor’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is something the matter, Commander?’ Soars’s eyes had flicked around the room one too many times.

      ‘Nothing, sir. Nothing at all.’

      ‘Good. You are dismissed.’

      Soars bowed and made his way out. The Governor looked around the disarray of his suite. It looked similar to the wreckage that his office a few floors below had now become. It was all just things, now. He no longer needed any of them; his strength was beyond possessions.

      He closed his eyes and felt outwards. Closest, of course, was Farrell Soars, marching away down the corridor. The Governor touched the hard barrier around Soars’s mind and didn’t probe further. He didn’t yet have the power to enter strong minds without sapping too much energy.

      He expanded his reach. All around him in the building were the minds of government workers going through their respective motions. He sensed a gradual disillusionment, and underlying feeling like a black lake bed beneath the water, rotting, corrupt.

      Beyond, he could sense the people, and he let his mind float, knocking up against them like moored boats rocking together by a quayside. Their minds had different degrees of hardness; some were solid like rock, others soft like margarine, with all shades in between. Those that were easiest to penetrate, those that he could enter like stepping into a bubble, were those of the children, the old, the weak. The innocent, the pure. The sick. He climbed into their minds, a silent, invisible intruder, sorted through their thoughts, and peered out through their eyes.

      Myriad visions filled his mind, flooring him. He felt plugged into the history of the world, and he rushed through it like a child flicking pages in a picture book, images and faces flashing past so quickly he could barely comprehend their existence. He was looking for them, looking out of the faces of the young for the Tube Riders, but tonight he couldn’t find them. He had seen them before, those so familiar faces leaping out like burning jokers jumping from a pack of cards.

      The flickering images began to blur, accelerating past him. He felt a huge, killing weight pressing down on him, and felt like he had pressed his head to the window of a bus speeding over bumpy roads. He felt himself begin to scream and then it all switched off, in an instant: blank.

      He opened his eyes to find himself sprawled on the floor. Flecks of blood lay around him and he reached up and wiped more of it away from his nose, thick and black like tar. His head was pounding and his body felt made of tindersticks, bruised and brittle. He pushed himself up and sat back against his bed, eyes closed, breathing in several deep breaths.

      Massi…

      His eyes jerked open.

      Massi, we are waiting … we are always waiting. We miss you, Massi…

      The Governor pushed himself to his feet. He was close to taking control of the people, he knew. He had felt the levers and wires inside their heads, their controls, waiting for him to learn to use them.

      He tensed his arms, felt the muscles bunching there. His body was still strong, but his mind was growing stronger. He turned to glare at the wall-to-ceiling tinted window. As he gritted his teeth, the glass blew outwards, and the chill night wind blew in, gusting around him.

      ‘I’m coming,’ he muttered, turning towards the door.
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      Gentle hands shook Brete awake. She looked up to see grey light filtering in through the open doorway. She rubbed sleep from her eyes and sat up.

      ‘Where…?’

      Carl’s kind face appeared as he squatted down in front of her. ‘We’re still in the warehouse. It’s half four in the morning.’

      She rubbed sleep out of her eyes. ‘Why didn’t you wake me for a watch?’

      ‘I’m waking you now.’ Carl yawned. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not as tired as I look. Must be the adrenaline.’

      She slapped his leg. ‘You should have woken me.’

      ‘I figured you and Barney could do with a decent bit of unbroken sleep. No one has come after us yet. Perhaps they’re waiting for daylight.’ He grinned and her anger melted away. ‘I would have let you sleep a while longer but I really had to show you something. You won’t believe this.’

      ‘What?’

      Carl stepped aside and pointed behind him. ‘Look.’

      ‘Oh … my … fucking God.’

      The warehouse was full of robots, row upon row of them. At first all she could see were broad, squat Safekeepers, but several rows back there were others as well, thinner ones, fatter ones … all different colours and designs.

      ‘They’re all dusty,’ Carl said. ‘I don’t think they’re used. Let’s go take a look.’

      He trotted off without waiting for a reply, and she recognised the inquisitive boy taking over from the tough, disciplined Tube Rider. She loved both parts equally, but the former was often likely to get into trouble that the latter would have to get out of.

      By the time she caught up with him, Carl was poking at the chest of a Safekeeper as if it were an exhibit in a museum. ‘I’ve been shot at by these, but I’ve never seen one really close up,’ he said, voice almost admiring. You’d think they’d be all seamless and shiny but you can see the screws. And this one’s got a bit of rust on it, under the arm. Look.’

      ‘Carl, I think we ought to leave…’

      ‘Don’t worry. I think it’s just a storeroom.’ He wandered back through the rows as if looking for something. Brete trailed after, not wanting to be left behind amidst the metallic black forest of Safekeeper robots.

      ‘Carl…?’

      She found him standing beside a vaguely human-shaped robot about his height. It had synthetic skin stretched over an angular metal body, silver circles for eyes and a grill mouth turned upwards in a permanent grin. Its hands, she noticed, had just two digits, something similar to a thumb then a large, curved part that was more of a claw or scoop. For digging, perhaps.

      Carl was gazing at it with a wistful fondness, his head cocked to one side. He reached up a hand and stroked the side of its face. Brete felt a pang of jealousy which she tried to shrug off as ridiculous. It was a robot, for heaven’s sake, as immoveable as a statue in a museum.

      ‘Carl, what is it?’

      He flinched as if she had surprised him and turned to look at her. ‘It’s a Gravedigger,’ he said. He gave her a sad grin. ‘One saved my life once. More than once, in fact.’

      ‘In France?’

      He nodded. ‘I probably wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for one of these.’

      Brete knew bits and pieces of what had happened to him across the English Channel. She wanted to hear everything, but Carl had often been reluctant to talk about it, and she hadn’t pressed him too much.

      ‘He was quite a character,’ Carl said. ‘I’ll tell you about it sometime.’

      She smiled. ‘That would be great.’

      ‘I think we’d better wake Barney and get on the move.’ He took her hand and they started back through the robots towards the entrance.

      Brete stopped. ‘Carl! There’s a light on that one!’

      ‘Huh? What?’

      ‘I saw a light flash! Why would a light come on?’

      Beside them, one of the Safekeepers creaked. Carl looked up as its head swung towards them.

      ‘Oh, bloody hell. Go!’

      He shoved Brete ahead of him, back towards the door.

      ‘Carl! Brete!’ came a shout from over near the wall. ‘What the fuck is happening?’

      The robots had begun to wake up. Lights flickered on computer displays, arms and legs creaked as they moved for the first time in decades.

      Brete pointed at the back of one as they passed, the huge Safekeeper shifting from one foot to the other as if testing its legs. ‘Look! It’s got a new back panel. They’ve been fixed up, Carl. Fixed up ready for something.’

      ‘Ready to go to war,’ he murmured. ‘I guess we’ve been starting one, haven’t we?’

      Carl didn’t look so wistful now. He looked terrified. Brete ducked under the arm of a Safekeeper as it turned towards her, the metal joints creaking. They were near the front of the building now.

      ‘Barney, where are you?’

      ‘Over here!’

      She grabbed Carl’s arm and pulled him out of the last row of robots. ‘We need to get out of here…’

      A Safekeeper, taller than the others with a dark grey body instead of black, stood blocking the doors. One arm swiveled towards them and a red LED light flickered across a screen fitted where its face might have been.

      ‘Curfew imposed. You have five seconds to comply.’

      ‘What?’

      Brete felt Carl trying to push her behind him as the robot’s gun arm trained on them, but she tripped over her feet and stumbled away, falling to the ground. Carl started to move towards her, but she raised a hand to stop him.

      ‘Carl, just stay there a minute…’

      The gun arm stopped moving, pausing in the space between them. ‘London Greater Urban Area curfew restrictions in place. Failure to comply will result in extermination.’

      Brete looked up as Barney appeared out of the shadows to stand in front of them. ‘What are the goddamn restrictions, robot?’

      Behind them, Brete heard the robots shifting and stomping around like a herd of cattle waiting for feed. They could be sliced into pieces by a hundred weapons at any moment, but no attack came.

      ‘Recognition of Department of Civil Affairs Clearance Level 2. State your identification number for further information.’

      Barney started to open his mouth, then stopped. ‘Shit. I … forgot it.’

      A whizzing sound came from inside the Safekeeper’s chest and a bright light illuminated Barney’s face.

      ‘Visual recognition software activated. Initialising.’

      ‘We have to get the fuck out of here,’ Barney said, turning towards them. ‘There must be another way out. Don’t get close to each other. You should be dead but you’re not. I don’t know what happened.’

      They didn’t wait to be told again. Sprinting back through the seemingly disorientated robots, they hunted for another way out of the building. Brete went left, threading through a field of thin, wiry robots that looked best suited to mechanical construction rather than war, while Carl went straight between the Safekeepers. She couldn’t see Barney, but occasionally she heard him shouting.

      She reached the back wall, turned and looked back at the robots. Many of them were speaking now, their repetition of some new order indecipherable as dozens of them spoke at once. Carl ran out of the robots towards her. As he reached her, one turned, lifting its weapon.

      ‘Stay away!’ she screamed, shoving him aside and then jumping for cover as a blast of gunfire potted the wall behind them.

      Carl ducked into an alcove and Brete lay down behind a row of metal storage bins. ‘When we get close they shoot at us,’ she called to him. ‘That must be part of the violation. How are we going to get out of here?’

      She was answered by the roar of an engine.

      ‘Is that a train?’ Carl shouted across at her, his eyes wide with surprise.

      A large loading bay door burst off the wall as if in answer, and a huge metal wave bore down on them, bumping along above thick caterpillar treads.

      ‘Get the fuck in,’ Barney shouted, leaning out of the cab of the massive bulldozer as he pulled it around to form a wall between Carl and Brete and the robots. ‘Hanger next door is full of construction gear.’

      Carl nodded for Brete to go first, and she darted from cover, springing up over the caterpillar treads into the cab and ducking down behind the seats. ‘Stay out of sight,’ Barney said. ‘I’m guessing it’s some kind of public gathering curfew. They’ve used them before to keep people from getting together, riling each other up. First time I’ve known them to put these old tin cans out there, though. Usually they use the dogs.’

      ‘Come on, Carl!’ Brete shouted.

      Carl grinned as if he was actually enjoying this, then sprang from his hiding place, climbed up over the treads and slipped down next to her. He gave her another grin and a quick squeeze of her hand.

      ‘Right, let’s get out of here,’ Barney said. He stamped down on the accelerator and the engine growled. Brete and Carl slammed against the back of his seat as the bulldozer jerked forward. The cab was at least fifteen feet off the ground, the blade twice the height of a man. Barney turned it directly into the tide of shifting robots, howling with delight as the nearest bumped off the blade.

      ‘Stay down!’ he shouted, crouching down himself as the glass exploded under a hail of gunfire.

      Brete felt bump after bump, once or twice a euphoric headrush as the bulldozer rose and dipped over robots which had failed to get out of the way. The sound of gunfire filled the air like a thousand coins rattling inside her skull, the smell of cobalt choking her. She gripped Carl’s hands and pressed her head into his chest, her eyes squeezed shut. She could feel him speaking to her, feel the movement of his lips against her ear, but whatever he said was lost beneath the din.

      The bulldozer’s engine growled and wheezed, the huge caterpillar treads having no trouble forcing the blade through the human-sized robots like an icebreaker clearing its way through chunks of harbour ice. Then they struck something hard. The bulldozer’s engine squealed. Brete felt them reversing, lining up another shot. Carl’s arms squeezed around her back, holding her so tight she thought she might break.

      The bulldozer bucked forward again, and this time the sound of gunfire seemed to dissipate into the air as if suddenly far away. Brete opened her eyes as something huge and metal bumped over the roof of the cab and scraped along the back of the bulldozer. Grey morning light filled her vision, and she knew they had made it. They were outside.

      Risking a glance up, she saw dozens of robots scattered far across the industrial park, all walking in the rough direction of central London. Barney steered the bulldozer into a few, but as soon as he could he turned it away from the robots, heading through the industrial park with the perimeter wall at their backs.

      ‘We’re ahead of the worst of them, but keep your heads down anyway,’ Barney said. His voice sounded hoarse and raspy, as if he’d been screaming at the top of his lungs.

      The bulldozer trundled on through the wide, empty avenues of the industrial park. On the other side Barney drove through a heavy wire gate, the gates breaking off and falling under the caterpillar treads.

      Negotiating the junk-choked regular streets was more of a chore. Although the advancing robots were out of sight behind them, there were only so many abandoned cars the bulldozer could shift at any one time, so several times they had to reverse out of a clogged street and take a different route.

      The further from the perimeter wall they went, the more people they saw. Passing through a nicer part of town, several people emerged from houses dressed only in their nightclothes to watch them pass. Each time Brete and Carl would scream at them to get back inside. Over the ringing in her ears Brete could barely hear herself, but her words worked, sending people scurrying back in through their doors with terrified looks on their faces.

      Finally, several miles from the perimeter wall, the bulldozer’s engine wheezed one last time, and the huge construction vehicle ground to a stop.

      ‘Tank’s empty,’ Barney said. ‘To be honest, I’m amazed it got us this far. We’re on foot from now on.’

      They climbed down. The bulldozer had stopped at the top of a road angling downhill. From here they could see the pointed tip of the DCA headquarters, and a little closer the dome of some old cathedral.

      Barney was bleeding from several minor shrapnel wounds, but Carl and Brete were unhurt. The bulldozer was almost unrecognisable from the huge yellow behemoth which had broken out of the hanger inside the warehouse, its once smooth sides now a mess of bullet holes and twisted metal. Brete reached up and patted the edge of the blade as if to tell it well done.

      ‘We walk from here,’ Barney said. ‘Our destination is pretty much a dead straight line. On foot we have no more advantage over those robots, so we’d best keep ahead of them.’

      ‘How about the trains?’ Carl said.

      ‘We’re almost midway between stations. We could head for one, but it’s a risk. I don’t know how fast those robots will move once they’re warmed up properly.’

      ‘I like to see where we’re going,’ Brete said. ‘I don’t know London. If Barney says we go by road, then I think we should follow him.’

      Carl nodded. ‘Okay. Let’s get moving.’

      They started off at a brisk walk. The sky gradually lightened in the east, the sun casting its shrouded glow over a grim London morning. Brete had heard all about the London skies, the terrible smog caused by the industrial factories mixing with the smoke of burning buildings. It didn’t look so bad to her, just unpleasant.

      The closer they got to the city centre, the taller and older the buildings seemed to become. With the exception of the occasional block of flats, the streets were just row upon row of ancient houses four or five stories high, with tall, arched windows, railing fences, and doors wider than the three of them standing abreast. She’d been born in London but snatched by the Government at age three or four, and her memory of the city was limited. Those things she could remember—of the labs—she did her best to forget.

      Its former beauty still shone through in places. They passed an old church, all towering spires and glittering windows—those that were left—but all Brete noticed was the body of a man lying on the stone path up to a door that had been broken in, the heaps of stinking rubbish heaped against the churchyard wall, and the overturned, rusting lorry that had caused part of the wall to collapse.

      From a few streets to their right came the sound of gunfire. Barney said nothing but his step visibly quickened, and Carl and Brete hastened to keep up. The robots were sweeping through the streets in a rough north to south line.

      Finally Barney came to a stop at a wide expanse of open but overgrown parkland. Huge trees rose out of wild gardens, and in the distance Brete heard the sound of a bird’s call.

      ‘This is St James’s Park,’ Barney said. ‘Forgive me for the brief turn as tour guide, but this used to border Buckingham Palace before it was pulled down. Beyond it lies the bit officially called the City of London, where all the good stuff was before you were both born and I was a little grub on my mother’s tit. Now, we have a choice to make. The place we want to get to is about five miles ahead of us in a dead straight line. The safest route for us would be to skirt around central London and come in from the east or west, but those robots are getting closer. We got lucky once, and I’d rather we didn’t have to bump into any more of them. Which leaves us with a dilemma.’

      ‘Which is?’ Carl said.

      Barney pointed, although all Brete could see were trees and some kind of tower sticking up beyond them. ‘Central London is no longer a safe place,’ he said. ‘It’s known as the Tank. It’s a lawless hellhole of gangs and violence. A microcosm society, if you like, but a pretty fucked up one. Considering that I’m wearing a government uniform, I’d rather go nowhere near that there place. However, it’s our quickest route by far, and we might get lucky. It’s still early in the morning and those bloodthirsty bastards might all still be asleep.’

      ‘Or they heard the curfew,’ Brete said.

      ‘Which means the place could be burgeoning with street parties,’ Barney said. ‘They’re not too big on authority in there.’

      ‘What do you suggest?’ Carl said.

      ‘It’s a big risk, but turning east or west could be just as risky if we run into any more robots. Plus, there’s the chance that we’ll have Huntsmen on our tail again soon.’

      ‘And Marta might be in trouble,’ Brete added.

      ‘Exactly. The sooner we catch up with her the better.’

      Brete looked at Carl. He had that familiar look on his face, eyes far away but with a slight smile on his lips. The look of an adventurer.

      ‘I don’t think we have much choice,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’
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      ‘Fine piece of gear you’ve got there, kid,’ Frank said, jabbing a finger at the clawboard, lying on the table in the bar. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Just refreshing my memory,’ Switch said. ‘I vowed never to use this piece of shit. I’m breaking that vow, which means after I go to hell the god of tube riding is going to shove a barbed clawboard up my ass.’

      ‘Sucks,’ Frank said. ‘Good job you hardly ever sit down. Where’d you get it?’

      Switch shrugged. ‘Hid it in one of my old haunts. Couldn’t throw it away, knew it might come in handy sometime. I just refuse to use it for tube riding.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I ain’t no fucking cheat. Tube riding is about a man taming a train with a piece of wood which has hooks sticking out that have been fashioned by yourself or another tube rider.’ He lifted a battered old piece of wood up and turned it over in his hands. ‘This is my board. It might look like a piece of shit to you—don’t say a damn word, Granddad—but this is a true Tube Rider’s clawboard. With this I’ve tamed more trains than you did women in your youth—assuming you weren’t as ugly then as you are now.’

      Frank grinned. He reached out and picked up the old wooden board. It was battered and stained, chipped and scratched. ‘Looks like it’s seen some wear and tear.’

      ‘This was given to me by Leo Banks, Marta’s brother, the first Tube Rider,’ Switch said. ‘I made my first one myself, but one of the hooks broke the day I hit the wall.’

      ‘And got the eye?’

      Switch chuckled, his bad eye twitching. ‘Yeah, and got the eye. All the bones healed.’ He pointed at the board. ‘Look at the craftsmanship. It’s carpentry as art. I hold this board with the honour of a Tube Rider, and with every ride I wear my honour on my sleeve. Not like this other piece of shit. You know it has magnetic hooks, meaning it’s almost impossible to fall? Takes the skill out of it. Not to mention all the other random junk it does. Night vision, grappling hooks, flares and other shit.’

      ‘Why?’

      Switch shrugged. ‘It wasn’t built as just a clawboard, it was built as a Tube Rider weapon. And a fucking symbol. Something to show the world, “Yeah, we’re the fucking Tube Riders, we have grappling hooks and other shit! Now give us our country back!”.’ Switch sighed and shook his head. ‘What a bag of wank, seriously. Fuck that shit, man.’

      Frank leaned forward. His beady eyes stared out of his wrung-out dishcloth of a face, boring into Switch’s own.

      ‘That’s not why you’re pissed off with it, is it? I know you, boy. You’re Mr. Weaponry. Something like this should have you practically cracking one off in your pants.’

      Switch grinned. ‘Fuck you.’

      ‘Spit it out, kid. I’ll have a large fucking plate of the truth, minus the side order of bullshit.’

      ‘What can I say? I don’t like taking crap.’

      ‘What crap?’

      ‘These guys showed up one day with this captured government scientist in tow. This chick. Said they had something for us, these weapons. Three of them, one for each of the last Tube Riders. Marta, me, and Carl. I don’t know how they knew about us, or how they found us. But they did.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Made a big song and dance out of it, they did. Wanted us to rush off to war, and I was all pumped and ready for it. I’d spent a year teaching kids to throw knives at trees. I was fucking bored, man. I was well up for a bit of war. Of course, our little council nixed it. Said shit wasn’t ready, not in place. “We have to wait for the right moment”. Bullshit. I was done waiting for right moments, but they had a big fucking tantrum about it and those guys left, told us they’d go fight the war without us if they had to. I don’t know what happened to them.’

      Frank nodded slowly, his eyes thoughtful. ‘That’s a story for another time, maybe. What happened to those boards?’

      ‘They left them behind. We practiced with them and all that, and yeah, they make great weapons, there was just no damn war to fight. In the end I got bored of sitting around and went off to catch some trains.’

      Frank shrugged. ‘And the rest.’ He dropped his voice. ‘Ran away from her, wasn’t it?’

      Switch shrugged. ‘She didn’t need me. I was just wasting time poncing about in the forest like fucking Tarzan while she played happy families. No one needed me around.’ He stood up. ‘Anyway, this conversation’s over. I need to go find out a few things.’
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* * *

      Lira was obviously dry as a font of information, but Switch knew other places. He went down to a couple of cafés where the owners were known to trade information for coin or weapons, but both were shut and boarded up.

      Next he headed up to a market he knew in Camden, but it was closed too, all the stalls locked down. He found a small, dirty supermarket still open, its shelves nearly empty, one single glum cashier waiting for customers while a heavy stood guard outside.

      ‘What’s going down?’ Switch asked, walking straight up to the meaty skinhead, feeling the comforting press of a knife against his hip, hidden under his shirt. ‘What’s with all the shut downs? I’m hungry.’

      ‘Been living under a rock? Didn’t you hear the curfew?’

      ‘When the government speaks I put my fingers in my ears and spit in its fucking mouth,’ Switch said.

      There was no visible sign that the heavy found him amusing. ‘Public gathering,’ the punk said. ‘Ten feet, the last one said, so don’t get any fucking closer. Some cunt on a motorbike came through half an hour ago, riding down from Catford. Said they’ve got robots on the streets, doing a sweep across the city. Said it’s carnage. Some of the motherfuckers are going into houses which they ain’t allowed to do. The cunt said that whatever they say it’s subject to change, so keep your fucking head down.’

      Switch nodded, ordering the heavy’s words in his mind into some kind of sense. He cocked an ear and listened, thinking he could hear some faint popping sounds over the bluster of the wind.

      ‘At this rate of progress the fucks will be passing through here in an hour or two,’ the heavy added. ‘I’ll be long gone by then, but these cunts pay me by the hour so I’m sticking around until I have to.’

      Switch reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled note. The line between conversation and information was often a fine one, and it was always a good idea to reduce the possibility of a knife in the back as he walked away. ‘Happy birthday,’ he muttered. ‘Put it towards a whore.’

      The heavy smiled and shoved the note into his pocket. ‘Thanks, bro. Hey, is that some mate of yours over there? He’s staring us down, kind of makes me nervous.’

      Switch’s head snapped around. At first he saw nothing; the street looked empty. Then something shifted in a shadowed doorway and he felt his feet turn into blocks of stone.

      ‘Goddamn it…’

      The cloak, the hood, the height, the slight stoop in the shoulders … they were all the same. He didn’t need to see the face hidden in the shadows of that hood.

      With the heavy staring openmouthed in his wake, he ran for the nearest alleyway. Behind him came a rustle of movement, and it was all he could do not to turn and glance back. He didn’t need to know how close it was. He would smell it before he died.

      One road blended into another as he searched for something that could give him an advantage. An Underground station, a bus, even a river would have been better than nothing, something he could put between him and the Huntsman that would give him the chance he needed to get away.

      He risked a glance back as his strength was fading and saw it turn into his street, walking slowly towards him as if it too was tired from the chase. It’s stalking me, he thought. It knows I’m beat. It’s waiting to see what I do.

      The special clawboard was on a table in Lira’s bar, likely still receiving Frank’s rapturous attention. Switch had his regular board and two knives.

      ‘I’ll go hand to hand with you, bitch,’ he muttered.

      The Huntsman closed to within fifty feet. Switch watched for the glimmer of its crossbow as he held the clawboard up in front of him like a shield. In his mind he calculated the distance to the nearest Underground station, wondering how much energy he would need to make it, whether he could hold the creature off until he had his breath back. The street was full of boarded-up residential buildings, difficult to enter and little use to slow the Huntsman down. Switch took a deep breath, gathering his energy, preparing to run.

      Then the Huntsman sat down.

      ‘Huh? What the hell? Someone get you with a bullet, you fuck?’

      It glanced up at him and gave a low growl. A hand reached out and picked up a rock from a pile of rubble. With several long scraping sounds it scratched something in the dirt. Then it stood up, turned away and walked about a hundred feet further up the road. There it sat down again, waiting.

      Switch couldn’t resist. He had to know what the creature had written, whether it was taunting him, or whether it had lost the plot and was set to book a ticket on to the next train for Cornwall’s human dump.

      Keeping his good eye on the sitting figure, he walked slowly up the road until he stood over the patch of dirt where paving slaps had once covered the ground.

      
        Ma ta

      

      ‘What the fuck?’ Switch squinted, leaning over, trying to make sense of the scratches in the earth that clearly formed part of a word. It looked familiar, too familiar for his liking.

      ‘It doesn’t mean … come on, no…’

      Hands closed over his shoulders, flipping him over on to his front. He felt the wind smacked out of him, and as he writhed in the dirt, trying to find the strength to move, to get up, to fight, all he could think was that it had moved so fucking fast. He had no idea they could cover a distance so quickly, like it hadn’t moved at all but just shifted place, moving from its spot in the dirt to be behind him in the blink of an eye.

      ‘Come on, you fucker,’ Switch said, so, so angry with himself for dropping his guard at the sight of a word he thought he recognised, a word which meant so much. He reached for a knife but the Huntsman’s foot clamped down over his forearm, dog-like claws cutting into his skin and holding it tight like a steel brace hammered into the earth. He managed to grab a knife with his other hand, slashing it towards the Huntsman’s snarling face, but it batted the weapon away, sending it clattering across the road. Switch grimaced as the ache from an old wound tingled through his forearm, and swung a punch instead, but the creature pulled his hands together, holding him tight.

      A metal manacle clamped over his wrists. He tried to get up, but something sticky and smelling of chemicals was pressed over his mouth and nose. Switch gasped down one last lungful of air and then everything went black.
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* * *

      He awoke in darkness. His head ached, and it took a few seconds just to confirm that he was in fact still alive. Something was carrying him through a tunnel, a train tunnel from the way his captor rose and fell over the tracks.

      ‘Fucker,’ Switch muttered.

      He heard a deep growling coming from the Huntsman’s chest. It sounded like laughter. Switch knew he should be dead, and because he wasn’t he decided to stay still a while, at least until blood had returned to his limbs.

      His hands and feet were bound and he was hanging over the Huntsman’s shoulders like a side of pork. The manacles had gone from his hands, replaced by rope, but one tug on the knots was enough to know he’d never get free without a knife. It surprised him to feel both of his knives still attached to his belt beneath his shirt, while his clawboard hung from a rope over his shoulder, as if the Huntsman had considered him too weak to bother disarming.

      ‘Where the fuck are you taking me, you mutated piece of shit?’

      No response came other than that same deep growl from the Huntsman’s chest, but from the tunnel ahead came a building roar. Switch wondered if the Huntsman had taken him down into the tunnels to give him a good Tube Rider’s death, laid across the tracks, but as the train approached the Huntsman ducked back into a maintenance entrance in the wall, pushing Switch against the cold, damp stone.

      As the train roared past and rushed on ahead, the Huntsman returned to the tracks and continued its slow walk up the tunnel.

      ‘Leave me here, you bastard,’ Switch muttered. ‘Leave me on the tracks and fuck off.’

      Finally the Huntsman answered. ‘Here,’ it said, leaping up onto an old platform and walking past a pile of old mattresses and pillows.

      Switch understood now. Perhaps it was some government thing, like the staged ambassador’s assassination that had got them into trouble in the first place. He had called St. Cannerwells home for much of his life. Now he had been brought here to die.

      But the Huntsman didn’t stop. It carried him along the platform and up the ancient escalators that hadn’t worked in decades, along the old corridors which had once felt the tread of hundreds of commuters’ feet.

      It stopped outside the old shop he had once called home and dropped him on the ground.

      As Switch groaned and rolled over, winded again, the Huntsman leaned down to the metal shutter and hauled it up with ease, pushing it right up until it jammed near the roof. Switch raised an eyebrow. He’d never been able to get it beyond halfway.

      The Huntsman turned back to him. ‘Marta,’ it said, stepping away and squatting down.

      For a moment Switch saw just the usual jumble of junk and belongings that had kept him alive: the sideboard with its out-of-date cans, the paraffin lamp, the books and the pile of dirty blankets—

      He gasped.

      She lifted her head, groaning with the frustration of someone hauled unwillingly out of sleep, and turned towards him, blinking and pushing the unruly mop of hair out of her face. In the shadows he could barely make out her features, but the wooden board hooked under her arm like a security blanket was enough. From there, everything followed: the lean, hard body, the mess of hair framing a strikingly pretty face. Even the grime that seemed to cover her was familiar.

      ‘Marta…’

      ‘Switch…? Oh, God … Switch? Is that you?’

      The Huntsman squatting off to the side was making that deep-throated growl-laugh again. As Marta climbed to her feet, stumbled and caught herself against the wall, it turned away.

      ‘Yeah, it’s me … I guess I found you.’

      She staggered forward, her legs stiff from sleep. He rolled over on to his back, trying to look as graceful as his bound hands and feet would allow, sure that leaving him trussed up like a chicken ready for roasting was another one of the damn monster’s jokes.

      She leaned down, and the next thing he felt was the hard slap of her hand across his face.

      ‘You scrawny little bastard! You jippy-eyed … sod! I’ll fucking kill you!’

      He could do nothing but take it. She slapped him a couple more times then punched him on the shoulder. Then her arms were around him, hugging him close.

      ‘Goddamn it, Switch, why did you leave me?’ she sobbed into his chest. ‘I needed you. I needed you more than any of them, and you left!’

      Unable to move, he just lay there, feeling a cauldron of guilt, embarrassment, and shame stirring around in his head. All the while Marta hugged him, holding him so tight he thought he might snap, while in the background the Huntsman growled its amused little laugh.
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      Owen woke to find Dreggo standing beside his bed.

      ‘Get up, it’s time.’

      She didn’t wait for him to move on his own. Her hand snaked out, and Owen found himself rolling across the floor. In the doorway he heard a growl. The tall Huntsman stood there. Is this it? he wondered. Is this where it ends?

      ‘They are inside the city,’ Dreggo said. ‘Marta Banks and Carl Weston. They have been separated, but they have already killed several Huntsman and dozens of regular military. It’s time to reel them in before things get out of hand.’

      Owen began to stand, then the Huntsman’s rough claws closed over his shoulder and jerked him the rest of the way upright. He wobbled on his feet and shook the sleep out of his eyes.

      ‘What do you want me to do?’

      ‘Find them. Bring them to this place.’ She handed him a piece of paper with an address scrawled on it.

      ‘I haven’t seen them in years, they might not trust me.’

      Dreggo’s ugly face hardened. ‘You will make them trust you. In return the Governor will set you free. You do so want to be free, don’t you?’

      The familiar tingle returned to Owen’s three human limbs, and he scrunched up his face, terrified she would want to set an example.

      ‘Yes … of course I do.’

      ‘Good. Then do what you must do. The Governor rewards those who help him.’

      ‘Did he reward you?’ Owen blurted, before he could help himself. ‘Because if he did—’

      Iron hard fingers gripped his chin and pushed his mouth closed, causing him to bite his tongue. ‘Not one more word, boy.’ Dreggo’s single human eye had hardened, but Owen had seen a flicker of something there. Disillusionment, perhaps?

      She stared at him for a few long seconds, then shoved his face away. Owen backed away as Dreggo strode towards him, but she didn’t give him another glance as she marched into the kitchen with the Huntsman at her shoulder. The front door slammed shut, leaving Owen alone.

      He spat blood out into the sink, then went back to the bedroom and sat down on the bed, putting his head in his hands. Dreggo had left him no choice if he wanted to live, and it was better to get on with it than to sit around.

      He pulled on his clothes and headed for the door.

      Find them, she had said. Easy, perhaps, if you had the whole of the government behind you, but for one man to find three people on the run in London was near impossible.

      Where would they go?

      There was Frank’s place, but Owen knew what he’d find there. Switch wouldn’t have stuck around, and he would have taken the old man with him.

      There was only one other place that he could think of: the abandoned London Underground station at St. Cannerwells, where the Tube Riders had hung out before going on the run. It seemed ridiculous that they’d hide out in the first place people would look, but they might be trying for a double bluff. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was something.

      He got some things together and headed out. The predawn sky was grey and dark. When he reached the nearest tube station he found the trains were yet to start running, so he started out on foot, keeping to the backstreets and alleyways, aware that there was still a price on his head.

      The years he had spent killing people for the government had required him to travel around a lot, so he knew London pretty well. St. Cannerwells lay to the southwest of the city centre, a few stops from Ealing on the Piccadilly Line. The area was middling as far as districts in London went, run down and partially in ruins, but not the best, not the worst. It was an outer suburb area with few high-rises, just tight-packed residential streets interspersed with small parks, churches, and a few minor factories.

      He had walked several miles by the time the first bus rumbled past him and swung in to a stop a few metres down the road. Owen had a natural suspicion of buses, but with the exception of the driver it was empty, so he ran after it and climbed on just as it was pulling away. He took a seat about halfway back, out of sight of the driver’s mirror, and leaned his head against the window.

      The London Underground had barely changed, so the stories went: still publicly funded, as reliable—or not—as ever, still as far-reaching and with fares that reflected the declining wealth of the population. The same could not be said for buses. While most trains were powered by electricity, most buses in London ran on bio-fuel, and while regular oil was as rare as gold, even bio-fuel suffered from regular shortages as production in the GFAs rose and fell with the seasons.

      Then there were the companies, a mixture of government-funded and cutthroat private enterprises ranging from a single bus to a couple of dozen, their routes random and their punctuality non-existent. Sometimes one came, sometimes not. It served best to ride it as far as it went in your direction, then to jump off when it looked like veering away towards somewhere else. The clogged streets made routes difficult to regulate, and most buses seemed to just show up where the most people were likely to be waiting.

      Owen was dozing, daydreaming about video games and DVDs, when he realised the bus had stopped. He looked up to see the driver standing in the aisle, watching him.

      ‘Hey kid, you’s gotta get off now,’ the man said through a mouth lacking more than a couple of hardy teeth.

      ‘What?’

      Owen looked outside, saw an empty side street and a grey sky overhead.

      ‘I said you’s gotta get off. Route’s done. Didn’t you’s hear about curfew?’

      ‘What curfew?’

      ‘Public gathering. Came through radio. Damn near scared shit out o’ me.’

      Owen sat up. ‘You sure?’

      ‘Radio don’t work but suddenly does. You’s tell me that’s bullshit, won’t you’s?

      ‘Okay.’

      The man nodded towards the door. ‘Pay up, get off.’

      Owen handed him a couple of coins and climbed down through an open door that probably hadn’t worked in years. He started walking away, wishing he hadn’t dozed off, because now he was unsure quite where he was. The line of bland two-storey houses could have backed on to any suburban London high street.

      A chill seemed to run down his spine, and he stopped and turned to look back. He hadn’t noticed before, but the bus had been parked side-on, blocking most of one end of the street. The driver stood in one of the small gaps on either side, watching him with folded arms.

      On the other was a man in a brown, hooded robe.

      Owen’s knees went weak. He turned and started to run, but a line of other hooded figures blocked his way out. There had to be ten or fifteen, all tall, all with their faces covered.

      Huntsmen.

      He fell to his knees, the fight sucked out of him. Why had Dreggo changed her mind? She could trust him, didn’t she realise that? He was working for the government, not the Tube Riders.

      He wanted to stand up and fight, to go down like a real Tube Rider, die in a blaze of glory, but Dreggo’s betrayal had undone him like a thread pulled from the seam of his shirt.

      By the time he looked up and realised the group of hooded figures were just men wearing Huntsman-style robes and carrying clubs instead of crossbows, it was too late.
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* * *

      Owen woke, his head throbbing. The first thing he felt was the motion of the bus as it bumped through the streets, then a rough, sweaty palm slapped him across the face, snapping his head back.

      ‘Well met, Scarboy. Remember me?’

      The bus was full of rough, mean-faced men, their Huntsman disguises now discarded. Turned around on the seat in front was a muscular, shaven-headed man with a small tattoo on one temple. He glared at Owen out of slate grey eyes embedded into a face that was so angular it could have been sculpted from rock.

      ‘No.’

      Another hard slap. ‘Come on, kid. Wapping old fish market. Late last year? You took a dive when you were about to go down anyway?’

      Owen tried to sort through his memories. He remembered some of his opponents better than others. Some left a clear, sharp memory like a brand burned into his mind, others were bland and forgettable. It often depended on the length of the fight.

      ‘Lindon…’

      ‘Bingo. I had you and that government fucking fist of yours beat, and then you cheated me out of a fair win by taking a goddamn nosedive. I had you, Scarboy. I had you fair.’

      ‘You know the rules,’ Owen said. As he regained his senses his body began to ache in places he had forgotten their fists, boots and clubs had hit. ‘Bastards gave me no choice.’

      ‘My rep was fucked,’ Lindon said. ‘Won a thrown fight, they said.’

      ‘Not my fault.’

      ‘Still, I respected your rep, Scarboy. Or should I say, Owen Tube Rider?’

      ‘I prefer Scarboy, you Cross Jumper fuck.’

      Lindon threw back his head and laughed. ‘So, you remember?’

      ‘Not that I care.’

      ‘Just sticking up for your friends?’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      Lindon’s mirth vanished and the coldness returned to his face. ‘Well, just to let you know, you’ve stepped on more than just the foot of my past. You’ve been coming into my turf and knocking people off. That’s a capital offense, Scarboy.’

      Owen stared at him. ‘This is a setup, isn’t it?’

      Lindon cocked his head backwards as if to indicate the driver. ‘Old Rothwell got lucky that you were tired of walking. As a loyal Tanker he felt the only right thing was to call you in and allow us to arrange a collection party.’

      Owen tried to lift a hand and realised for the first time that he was wearing handcuffs. ‘You’re from the Tank?’

      Lindon flashed a grin that Owen expected had got a lot of women into bed. ‘I run the Tank, you fucking toad. And it’s time you were brought to justice, Tank-style.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Trial. And in the … let’s say, very likely event that you’re found guilty, you’ll be punished in traditional Tank style.’

      Owen felt a sinking feeling in his chest. ‘Which is?’

      Lindon grinned. ‘The gallows on Westminster Bridge, my dear boy. And a little public stoning beforehand to whet one’s appetite. Just like old times.’
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      Dreggo put a hand over her mouth to stifle a yawn. Striding along beside her, Heyna looked equally as weary. After visiting the Tube Rider to give him his instructions, the Governor had immediately called her back to Parliament Tower for an audience. Over the radio he had sounded drunk, blathering and incompetent. His obsession with the strange object from his past was taking over his life, making him lose his grip on reality. The worry she had initially felt was beginning to fade. While his strength might be increasing, his control was fading with each passing day. With the country in disarray it might be time for a new leader to step up and take his place.

      She hadn’t been joking about being untrustworthy. She would die for the Governor, but if the chance came…

      The kid’s little outburst had brought to the surface resentments that had been brewing for some time. The Governor had promised her everything. The broken remains of a woman brought back from France on Heyna’s back had gone under the surgeon’s knife and her body, at least, had been repaired. She was little more than a walking mass of scar tissue, but she had her strength, and beneath the shadows of the hood she now preferred she had respect. But…

      There was more. She had learned the hard way that words were empty, that promises were meaningless. He had promised to make her whole again, inside and out. The job had stalled halfway.

      They took a government car back to Parliament Tower, and the elevator up to the seventieth floor as instructed. They emerged onto a glass-walled suite with stunning views of London, from the ruined Thames Barrier in the east to the towering perimeter wall in the west.

      Designed as a luxury guest suite, the series of rooms were plush and comfortable. Widescreen TVs covered whole walls, while sofas that looked soft enough to drown in surrounded low coffee tables.

      The two surviving Personal Guard stood either side of the double doors. Dreggo glared at Stark and Wohfel, angry that they had been sent to Cornwall in her place, feeling a mild sense of satisfaction that the third, Adilin, was dead. If they returned her gaze from behind the visors she didn’t know, but as she approached with Heyna at her side, they stepped away from the doors, holding them open.

      ‘Leave the dog by the door,’ the Governor called from inside, his voice hoarse and cracked.

      Heyna growled and dropped into a fighting stance, but Dreggo put a hand on the Huntsman’s arm and nodded. ‘Wait just inside,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry.’

      She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting to find, but the Governor sitting inside a child’s playpen surrounded by colourful toys was not an image she had considered. She frowned as he grinned and tossed a little red ball into the air, head-butted it then caught it again, giggling to himself like a small child.

      Then she saw the children.

      They were sitting in front of him, the boy with his legs crossed, the girl on her knees. They were both around three years old and obviously brother and sister, despite the girl having long, wavy hair and the boy a short mop that ballooned out from his head. Their faces were the same, big blue eyes and strong but petite features. The boy seemed quite happy, watching the Governor with interest, while the girl looked more standoffish, a frown on her face as she flinched away from the Governor as though he were a spitting fire.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      The Governor looked up. He looked gaunter than ever, his face weathered with the sudden onset of age. ‘Having fun. What does it look like, my dear?’

      ‘I can see that.’

      ‘Have you met Benjamin and Alice?’

      Dreggo had been kept away from Marta Banks’s children and until now had not known where they were being kept. She shook her head. ‘No.’

      ‘Benjamin, Alice, this is Dreggo.’

      ‘Hello,’ the little boy said. The little girl just stared, her mouth downturned as if making an effort not to cry.

      They were the image of their mother, especially the girl. She could understand why the Governor had kept her away from them; her hatred for the leader of the Tube Riders was well known. Now, though, confronted with her archenemy’s children, she felt only a hollow sense of unknowing.

      They’re just children, she thought.

      No, they’re tools of war.

      She started as the Governor’s voice broke into her thoughts, and she pushed him out, re-erecting the walls in her mind to block him.

      He smiled. ‘Was that compassion I felt?’ he said. ‘Compassion from you, Dreggo? Who would have thought such a thing?’

      ‘Kill them,’ she said. ‘Go on.’ She drew a knife from her belt. ‘Bring them here. I’ll do it.’

      The Governor laughed. ‘Oh, how firm your hand. Would you allow me into your mind to see how strong your resolve?’

      ‘Test me.’

      He shook his head. ‘Oh, no. No, no, no. They’re far too valuable for that.’

      The little boy was picking up balls and letting them drop through his fingers. The little girl was turning her head from the Governor to Dreggo, watching the exchange. How much does she understand? Dreggo wondered. There’s intelligence in those little eyes, just like in her mother, damn her.

      ‘Why did you bring me here?’

      The Governor stood up. ‘Just for a little demonstration,’ he said. He swept his hands back over the children. ‘I thought it might be useful for you to see how my power has grown.’

      ‘I know what you can do.’

      He came to stand beside her, one hand brushing down the length of her face, his fingers moulding over the scar tissue like someone tracing lines in wet sand. As she felt the warmth of his power emanating from him, she couldn’t help but feel aroused. How much of the feeling was hers, and how much was his influence … she couldn’t tell. He had changed, though. It was no longer just his words that could make people dance.

      ‘Do you?’ he said. ‘Do you really?’

      She stared him down, unable to say anything. Slowly his mouth creased into a small smile. Behind him she heard one of the children start to cry.

      ‘Shall we see?’ he said, voice barely above a whisper.

      He stepped aside, revealing the children. They were both standing now, facing each other, their eyes glazed and unseeing.

      ‘What are you doing to them?’

      The little girl swung a hand and struck the little boy in the face. Dreggo gasped. The boy howled and started to cry again, his voice high-pitched and jarring.

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Oh, you will. You soon will.’

      The boy sniffed, then his eyes narrowed. He balled a tiny fist and struck the girl just below the eye, his podgy hand landing with a soft thud. The girl wailed but swung right back, clubbing her brother with a closed fist on the temple, making him stagger.

      Again and again the two children struck each other. Their eyes hardened into hate, their faces into cruel sneers. The Governor chuckled to himself as the girl drew first blood, her fingers racking the boy’s cheek, then the boy stuck back with a punch to the side of her eye that made it water.

      ‘Jesus Christ, I don’t have time to watch your little puppet show,’ Dreggo muttered. She started to turn but stopped, unable to look away from the Governor’s display of cruelty. It was hideous, yet compelling.

      Both crying now, their faces puffy and bloody, the two children began to pick up toys from the floor and smite each other. A toy fire engine broke over the girl’s temple. A wooden brick opened up a gash on the boy’s shoulder.

      The Governor was grinning. His face, once so ageless, was lined and scored with deep cracks, some which had broken the skin and then scabbed over. ‘Are you enjoying the show? Tell me to stop, Dreggo. Tell me to make them stop, and I’ll do it.’

      You’re testing me, you bastard. You’re testing my loyalty.

      She waited for his intrusion into her mind, but he was busy with the children. Her heart was pounding, sweat dripping down her back.

      ‘I don’t have time for this,’ she spat, finally forcing herself to look away. ‘I have Tube Riders to catch.’

      She turned to leave, but suddenly her limbs felt gummy and heavy. She tried to move her legs, but it was like wading through mud. She forced her head to turn, and saw the children were sitting on the floor, facing away from each other, crying. The boy wiped his eyes with his sleeve. The girl sobbed behind a curtain of her hair.

      Without moving her limbs, she felt herself slide closer to the Governor, until they were almost nose to nose. His eyes seemed to burn suddenly bright as he stared into hers.

      ‘This is just the beginning,’ he whispered, in the deep, rich tone that had once so seduced her. ‘Weren’t they beautiful, my little marionettes? Soon, my dear Dreggo, I will be able to create a show worthy of the greatest human theatre on earth. All of Mega Britain will be its players.’

      Dreggo said nothing. She stared into his eyes until, gradually, her limbs felt able to move. Then she turned and strode out, Heyna falling into step beside her.

      This time the Governor didn’t stop her, but Dreggo could hear his laughter echoing through the corridors behind them, and she shivered, haunted by the memory of the fighting infants and their vacant, soulless eyes.
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      ‘James? That thing’s name is James?’

      The Huntsman drew back its lips and a fat dog’s tongue lolled out. ‘James,’ came a grizzled snarl from the back of its throat.

      ‘I guess he realised you would never come quietly.’

      ‘Bastard thing had more cunning that I gave it credit for. I could be dead now.’

      ‘But you’re not. And you’re here.’

      The three of them were alone in St. Cannerwells Park, Marta and Switch sitting beside each other on a bench, the Huntsman a few feet away, crouched in the shadows of a tree with its hood drawn down, hiding its face.

      ‘Yeah, I am.’

      Marta sighed. ‘You bastard.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘What do you mean, “what”? You damn well know. You ran off.’

      ‘I got bored of all the shit.’

      She punched his leg. ‘What about me? You’re my best friend.’

      He shrugged. ‘You didn’t need me. You had Ishael and your kids. All those people wanted me for was to be some stupid drill sergeant teaching kids to throw knives. I ain’t Robin fucking Hood. I’m not about hiding in some forest waiting for rich wankers to come past so I can steal a few gold goddamn bars.’

      ‘Yeah, well, Ishael’s dead. So are most of the Free Folk.’

      Switch looked down and sighed. ‘I’m sorry about Ishael. Guy was a dick but I’m sorry he’s dead.’

      ‘Switch! He was the father of my kids, damn you.’

      ‘I know. He was still a dick. All your boyfriends are dicks.’

      ‘All my boyfriends are dead.’

      ‘Yeah, well. “Dead” describes pretty much everyone I know except for you, so nothing special there.’

      She reached out and took his hand. He hadn’t taken the news of William’s death well. James had gone down to the tracks to prowl and Marta had sat against the opposite wall of the corridor while he trashed his old home, throwing cans against the wall and kicking over anything that wasn’t bolted down.

      ‘Unc died well?’

      ‘He died like a warrior.’ She sniffed. ‘He stood between me and a bunch of Huntsmen so I could get away. He faced them down, Switch. He had no chance … but he faced them down.’

      Switch nodded. ‘That’s good enough. Unc would have wanted a good end. And I mean it about Ishael. I’m sorry he’s dead. Whether I liked him or not is irrelevant. I respected his efforts.’ He sighed. ‘So what do we do now?’

      ‘I’m going to get my kids back.’

      ‘How the hell are you going to manage that? That milk-faced bastard will have them hidden away somewhere, if they’re even still alive.’

      Marta flashed a resolute smile. ‘I need your help. And James’s too.’

      They both looked up at the Huntsman. James’s hood lifted and his jowls drew back in what might have been a grin.

      ‘I don’t trust that thing, Marta. Enough of them have tried to kill me already. What if it’s working on some orders to befriend us or something?’

      ‘They made my brother into a Huntsman, Switch,’ Marta reminded him, her voice soft, wistful. ‘Yet he saw through it. He had the strength to fight past the technology they shoved into his brain and remember his past. He saved me, Switch, and he died protecting me.’

      Switched sighed. He looked up at James. ‘What about you? You going to rip the shit out of us the moment our backs are turned, or are you on our side?’

      The Huntsman’s tongue lolled. ‘James is … Tube Rider.’ Again came that deep, chuckling growl.

      Switch rolled his good eye. His bad one stopped halfway up and his face went into a twitching fit. ‘Jesus Christ. Now I’ve seen everything.’ He stood up and walked over to the Huntsman. James looked up as Switch reached out a hand, then after a pause a furry paw closed over Switch’s fingers. ‘Well met, James, you ugly bastard. Welcome to our club.’ A hint of a grin played at the corner of his mouth.

      ‘We need to get going,’ Marta said. ‘We’ve wasted enough time already. We have to rendezvous with Carl and the others in Battersea. From there we’re going into the Docklands.’

      Switch shook his head. ‘You’re out of your fucking mind. We have no chance. We have less than no chance. The Governor will rip us up like paper if we get anywhere near him, and before that we’ve got to get through God knows how many Huntsmen, DCA bastards, and whatever else. Oh, and Owen. I forgot to mention Paul’s little brother is now working for them, didn’t I?’

      Marta turned to stare at him. ‘He’s alive?’

      ‘I guess you could say that. I’ll explain what I know on the way. I have to swing past my lodgings and pick up one or two bits and pieces for the journey.’

      Then you’ll come?’

      He grinned. ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Feel like I’m off to fucking Euro Disney. At long goddamn last.’
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* * *

      ‘So you want me to sit around and play cards with your sometime woman while you ride off into battle, is that it?’ Frank said.

      ‘Pretty much. Just sit tight until I get back.’

      ‘You won’t get back. Might as well skin you and hang you up now, save the DCA the bother.’

      Switch grinned. ‘Promise me if I end up hanging over the north gates you’ll pull me down and make a rug out of me once I’m nice and sun-dried.’

      ‘What fucking sun?’

      Switch clapped Frank on the back, making the little old man stagger, then he pulled the bag of bones forward into a hug. ‘I’m going to miss you, Gramps,’ he said. ‘Try and stay the fuck alive, will you? I’ll probably need sewing up when I’m done.’

      ‘I’ll sterilise all the needles except the one to sew up your ass,’ Frank replied. ‘Take care, you one-eyed prick. And, just in case I never mentioned it, thanks for saving me from that turncoat little bastard.’

      ‘My pleasure. Say goodbye to Lira for me.’

      ‘Oh, I’ll offer to do more than that. Nothing wrong with that part. Got any coin in case she wants a deposit?’

      Switch shook his head. ‘Use your charm.’

      Frank clapped him once more on the shoulder and stepped back. ‘Good luck, boy.’

      ‘Thanks.’
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* * *

      Marta and James were waiting outside. ‘Present,’ Switch said, pushing the clawboard into her hands. ‘I notice you’ve lost yours.’

      ‘It broke,’ she said.

      ‘Figures. Never did trust technology. Where are we heading first?’

      ‘Into Battersea, the government’s secret train hub. We’ll try from there to find a trail. Quickest way is by train.’

      ‘You got a map?’

      ‘I’ve got a Huntsman.’

      He shrugged. ‘Like I say, I don’t trust technology. I’m warming to the animal part, though.’ He flashed James a grin, and the Huntsman snarled in return.

      They headed for St. Cannerwells. The trains were running, but still moving slower than usual, and the number of services appeared to have been cut. For Switch it felt like he was riding in slow motion as he ran in and jumped to take the rail. Glancing back it was great to see Marta hook, even if it was with the high-tech board he so disliked. Otherwise, it was almost like the old times.

      With James easily catching the drainage rail with his claws, the train carried them away into the tunnel. A few stops in, they needed to change lines. As the train pulled into the station at Bond Park they dismounted as soon as the platform appeared, dropping and rolling on the hard tiles. As Switch climbed to his feet and rubbed a couple of sore muscles, he marveled at the way James leapt from the train and landed in a neat crouch, already set to spring to attack.

      ‘Wish I could do that,’ he said, walking over to the Huntsman. ‘Kind of like my face how it is, though.’

      The Huntsman just grinned. ‘Eye,’ he growled, and Switch resisted the urge to tell it to fuck off.

      ‘What’s going on over there?’ Marta said behind them.

      Over their heads the lights had blown out, leaving them in the gloom, but further down the platform they saw dozens of people sitting around in groups, lying on blankets, eating soup out of cans, arguing over lumps of grey bread.

      ‘What the fuck?’ Switch said. ‘Doesn’t look like they came down here to catch a train.’

      Marta turned to James. ‘Get into the tunnel and stay out of sight. We’ll figure out what’s going on.’

      As the Huntsman jumped down and vanished into the black of the tunnel, Switch reached out and grabbed Marta’s arm as she started off down the platform, pulling her back around. ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’

      Marta nodded. ‘These people aren’t the enemy, Switch. Come on.’

      He shrugged. ‘If you say so.’

      Marta walked up to the nearest group and squatted down. ‘What’s happening here?’

      A grimy woman of indefinable age stared at her. ‘Been living under a rock? Curfew’s on. Word is the robots just swept through Richmond, cutting people down like trees. Figured it was safer down here than on the streets.’

      A short distance away, a man from another group was pointing at Marta. ‘What’s that thing you’ve got?’ he said, standing up. ‘I didn’t see you get off the train.’

      Marta looked down at the board as if she’d forgotten she was carrying it. ‘It’s called a clawboard,’ she said. ‘I’m a Tube Rider.’

      The woman gasped. ‘Oh my. You’re her, aren’t you? You’re Marta Banks.’

      Behind her, Switch sniggered.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m Marta Banks.’

      People were beginning to gather around them. ‘You’re dead,’ someone else said.

      She shrugged. ‘I might look it, but no, I’m still kicking. Hair could really do with a wash, though.’

      ‘That’s the one they call Switch,’ another man shouted. ‘Look at his eye!’

      ‘Fuck you,’ Switch muttered, not loud enough for the man to hear.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘Where did you go?’

      ‘Why did you come back?’

      ‘Can you help us?’

      The questions came thick and fast. Marta looked from one eager face to another, and took a deep breath. ‘I came back because the Governor stole my children,’ she said. ‘I’m sick of this bullshit. I came back to fight him and take my children back.’

      A cheer rippled through the crowd.

      ‘They’d throw rocks at me if I said some airy-fairy bullshit like that,’ Switch said, although he could feel a certain pride building up inside him. He guessed this was what Ishael and William had wanted: a heroine for the people.

      ‘Shut up,’ she said from the corner of her mouth, giving him a dark look.

      ‘I feel like I’m at one of those fucking petting zoos giving corn to baby sheep,’ Switch said. ‘Can you get them to do a dance?’

      Marta turned to look at a little girl who had come to stand at the front of the group. She cocked her head, smiling at the girl.

      ‘I see you,’ the little girl said suddenly, eyes turning hard. ‘I see you, Marta Banks.’

      Marta gasped as the girl darted forward, slashing a broken bottle at her stomach. A snarl filled the air and then James was there, knocking the girl aside, the bottle falling to the ground and shattering. Someone screamed, ‘Huntsman!’ as James lifted his claws to rip out the girl’s throat.

      ‘No!’ Marta shouted. ‘James, let her go!’

      The Huntsman growled but backed off. A silence had fallen over the gathered people. Shocked expressions watched Marta from everywhere, eyes flickering from the fallen child to the Huntsman and back to Marta and Switch.

      ‘Whose child is this?’ Marta asked, pulling the girl upright.

      A woman pushed to the front of the group, but stopped at the sight of the Huntsman. ‘She’s my Bethany,’ she said. ‘Please don’t hurt her.’

      ‘I won’t,’ Marta said.

      ‘She attacked Marta!’ someone shouted. ‘She attacked Marta Banks and that … that … that Huntsman saved her!’

      ‘She controls them!’

      Marta stood up straight. The girl, clearly feeling herself again, was crying. ‘Go to your mother,’ Marta said. As the girl ran back into the crowd, she added, ‘He’s controlling your children,’ she said. ‘The Governor is getting into our children’s minds. That’s how he stole mine. Don’t let him steal yours.’

      ‘I hear him,’ said an old woman squatting on a blanket near the front of the group. ‘Me head hurts all the time, and I see his face. I ain’t never seen his face with me own eyes, but it’s there, I see it in me mind.’

      Murmurs passed back through the crowd. Behind them came the roar of a train, louder than usual, a through-train, one that wasn’t stopping. Marta glanced at Switch and he gave a small nod.

      ‘London is turning against him,’ Marta said. James growled as if for emphasis. ‘Stay safe from the robots, but be ready to stand when the time comes. Stand beside us. Stand beside the Tube Riders.’

      The train roared into the station. Marta turned, cocked her clawboard and raced for it, the people parting before her. She leapt, catching the rail as people gasped with excitement. Switch gave a wry grin as he caught behind her, James landing neatly at his shoulder. People cheered and waved as the train carried them away into the tunnel.
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* * *

      ‘What the fuck was that all about?’ Switch said, as they crouched in the shadows of an abandoned station a couple of stops further down the line. ‘That shit with the kid?’

      ‘It makes sense,’ Marta said. ‘I don’t know how he’s doing it, but he’s getting into their heads and seeing through their eyes. Carl told me a child said something strange to him in Scotland. Maybe that’s how the government knew I was on that bridge. There’s no other way they could have done.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ Switch said. ‘How the fuck could he do that?’

      ‘Benjamin said the “bad man” was watching him. I thought it was in a dream, but I think he meant through Alice’s eyes.’

      ‘Freaky. Still sounds like bullshit.’

      ‘Come on, Switch. You saw what Halo could do. Not exactly scientific, was it?’

      ‘Yeah, it was. Just not as we know it.’

      ‘Perhaps this is the same.’

      Switch nodded thoughtfully, rubbing his chin with his fingers. ‘Hmm. While I still think this is bullshit, it would make things difficult, wouldn’t it? If Milk Face can see out of the eyes of kids, then it’s like having a spy camera on every corner. Got to be giving the bastard a headache, though. Like watching a million TVs at once.’

      ‘Perhaps it is. Perhaps he can’t do it for long. I don’t like it, though, Switch. If he can get into people’s heads and see out, how long before he can tell them what to do? What if he’s getting stronger all the time? That wasn’t a little girl that tried to kill me, it was the Governor.’

      She stared ahead into the dark, afraid. In those black tunnels she thought she saw a thousand eyes staring back at her, watching her every move.
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      Rubbing the weariness out of his eyes, Farrell Soars walked over to the countertop and the computer screen displaying an aerial map of London GUA. Red dots flashed all over it, showing the locations of the robots released on to the streets on his orders. Spread out north and west, they were making a rough arc around towards the Docklands, pushing dissenters before them like rats being herded into the sea.

      He looked up at a screen on the wall to his left. It displayed written updates sent in from his DCA men on the ground. He scrolled back through it for a few seconds and nodded with satisfaction. The Safekeepers, at least, were sticking to orders. Buildings were to be left alone unless express orders were given to enter. That was the Governor’s grace to his people: return peacefully to your homes and no persecution would befall you. Unfortunately, not all of the robots had proven so easy to control. One or two reports were of other, older robots entering offices and private homes and engaging in killing sprees. This, more than anything, had riled up the people.

      Small pockets of rebels had engaged the machines in open battle and suffered the predictable results. Only five Safekeepers had fallen so far, three of those in the initial moments of activation, when reports suggested they had been crushed by a stolen bulldozer.

      Soars knew where the Tube Riders were now. Visual representations of the Tube Rider Carl Weston and his unknown female friend, as well as the turncoat Huntsman handler Barnard Marsden, had been recorded and transmitted. He clicked on a tab and several blurred shots of their faces appeared on the screen.

      The whereabouts of Marta Banks was unknown. The Governor, in his folly, it seemed, had refused a request to release more Huntsmen. The rogue Huntsman, Jain, was also missing. Computer reports suggested that his servers were online but unresponsive. He could be walking the streets or he could be lying dead somewhere, only the computer part of him still switched on. Soars was trying to pinpoint his location, but the satellite towers that ran that part of the computer system were on the National Grid, and the electricity reserves were fading fast. The vast surface of the DCA Headquarters was partly a solar receiver, but with London’s skies so grim even that was struggling without its regular backup.

      Soars felt it best not to burden the Governor with the news that the Tube Riders were still free. He considered the Governor’s plan to trap Marta Banks foolish in the extreme, but orders were orders.

      Marta Banks was no longer being pursued by men under his orders. She had been officially forgotten about as far as the Department of Civil Affairs was concerned, although if she accidentally took a stray bullet from a robot or one of his agents he wouldn’t be too distraught, as long as someone else took the fall for it. That girl was dangerous, and the Governor was playing a potentially lethal game letting her get too close. On the surface she might be just a girl—albeit a determined one—but there was far more to her. She was a magnet for the people, a polariser. More than anyone Soars had known—other than the Lord Governor himself—people wanted to follow Marta Banks. He had agents embedded into all walks of London life and they kept their ears to the ground. If it became common knowledge that Marta Banks was back in London at the head of a group of quasi-mythical Tube Riders—regardless of whether they numbered two or two thousand—the people would stir, and dissenters were like weeds. If enough of them rose at once it didn’t matter how many cutting machines you had at your disposal, you would never get them all before the garden was overrun.

      He turned his attention back to the map. The blinking red dots were circling around towards the city centre. Reports were of hundreds dead so far, but it didn’t matter. London was a vast city, and sometimes you had to bleed it a little to help it find peace. Reports from across the country were that Bristol was back under government control, and that the uprising in Manchester-Liverpool had become entrenched, the rebels holding the north-east quarter of the city with the rest under military control. It might be that an airstrike was required; he would ask the Governor later today.

      Scotland was in disarray. Edinburgh was in the hands of the rebels, and the walls had been opened to allow men from the GFAs to enter. A full scale military response would be required to recapture it, but it could wait. One city couldn’t stand alone. The perimeter walls made unity near impossible. Each city was like a small raft set adrift from the main ship, and whatever happened on one particular raft was largely irrelevant when they could be capsized, emptied and repopulated so easily.

      The biggest problem was the mother, the main ship. If that was taken over…

      Farrell Soars walked to the window and peered out. The grey gloom of a London morning hid any fires, and the bulletproof glass hid any sounds. He thought about going up to the observation deck a couple of floors above him, but thought better of it. Watching the fight was just procrastination. He had to ensure that his side was winning.

      Back at the map display, he traced a hand over the north-eastern line of dots and smiled. It was heading straight for the Tank. For years the DCA had left the Tank mostly alone, letting the cutthroat gangs slaughter themselves over floor space, but since taking over as commander he had wanted to sweep it once and for all. Wash it out, wipe it clean. There was too much possible trouble to come out of that place, and the inhabitants did nothing for the country anyway. They wouldn’t be missed.

      He ran a finger over the forward line again. Yes, it would only be right to alter the orders slightly when the Safekeepers swept through there. No innocents lived in the Tank, so what use of a curfew on public gathering?

      He pressed a button along the bottom edge of the map. ‘Voice-alteration of current orders for all robot units heading west between coordinates 3899 and 3940.’

      ‘Authorisation?’ came a computerised response.

      ‘Soars 889342D.’

      ‘Authorised. Please enter new command, clarify and confirm.’

      Soars smiled. ‘All units to shoot on sight. Curfew overruled between the stated coordinates. All humans failing to match official government uniform are to be shot on sight. No exceptions are to be made.’

      ‘Confirm?’

      He pressed a green button that began to flash.

      ‘Confirmed. Assign authorization of access,’ the computer said.

      Soars smiled. ‘All areas,’ he said.

      ‘Confirm?’

      His finger hovered for just a second above the button. Then, nodding to himself as if for self-assurance, he pressed down on the button, holding it until the blood was squeezed from his inversely bent finger and his skin turned a sickly white.

      He looked back at the line of flashing dots, perhaps just a couple of miles from the Tank, and gave a small smile of satisfaction.

      The purge was about to begin.
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      ‘Why’s it so quiet?’ Barney said. ‘It’s like everyone’s disappeared.’

      ‘It’s barely past sunrise,’ Carl said. ‘Perhaps they’re sleeping.’

      ‘Not all of them.’ Barney shook his head. ‘This is the Tank. Sleep too long in here and you end up getting your throat cut.’

      ‘We should be thankful, shouldn’t we?’ Brete said. ‘The fewer people we see the safer it is for us.’

      Barney shook his head. ‘It’s the people you can’t see that you should worry about.’

      Ignoring the sounds of gunshots in the distance, Carl turned his eyes up at the tall, ornate buildings around him. Not one of them was under five storeys, and if you could ignore the smashed or boarded-up windows and the smears of ash staining some of the walls you could see the glory of London as it once had been. Faded street signs told him that this area had once been known as Kensington, an area populated by the very rich. He had no doubt that even his father, considered a wealthy landowner back in Reading GFA, would have been a pauper compared to the people who had once resided in these beautiful townhouses and apartment complexes.

      He looked down to see Brete’s hand slipping into his. ‘It’s pretty,’ she said, then frowned up at him. ‘Don’t you dare say anything stupid like it’s not as pretty as me.’

      ‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’

      Her shoe prodded him in the ankle. ‘Do you think we’ll be alive at the end of today?’ she blurted suddenly.

      ‘Probably fifty percent,’ he said. ‘Give or take a percent here or there.’

      ‘We’re going into the Docklands,’ Brete said. ‘That’s where he is. Assuming we get through the Tank, of course.’

      ‘I guess you just have to back yourself to survive,’ Carl said, not really sure what else he could say. ‘You have to trust in luck, your own abilities, your friends, and hope the three combine to keep you safe.’

      ‘How do you always manage to stay so optimistic?’ she asked.

      He shrugged. ‘I didn’t realise I did. I guess it’s because almost every day I see someone who has it worse than me, and that makes me thankful. It also makes me determined to stay alive to enjoy it. No one’s luck lasts forever, so you have to ride the train while you can.’

      At the mention of trains, Barney, who’d been walking a few feet ahead of them seemingly lost in his own thoughts, pointed. ‘Westminster Underground station should be round that there corner. Trains don’t stop there but perhaps you kids could do your magic if we can get inside?’

      ‘Carl!’

      He turned as Brete grabbed his arm, hauling him down the steps of a basement flat entrance. Barney glanced up, opened his mouth in alarm, then dropped down beside them.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘There’s your people, boy.’

      Peering through a rusty railing fence, they watched as a small crowd appeared, walking swiftly past them in the direction of the Underground station. They were a motley crew, some dressed in little more than rags, others who were all muscle and tattoo. Old people, children, even a couple of dogs. And—

      ‘Brete!’

      Barney grabbed Carl’s arm as he started to get up. Brete had dashed out into the street and pushed her way into the middle of the scrum of people. Now, making a show of dragging her left leg as if she were lame, and with her face scrunched up into a scowl, she could have passed as one of them.

      ‘Trust her,’ Barney said. ‘Lass looks like she knows what she’s doing, so just sit tight.’

      Carl gritted his teeth. Brete shared a lot of his own impetuosity, but knowing they were so alike didn’t make it any easier. Barney’s hand fell on his arm to steady him, but although he pushed it away in frustration he managed to stay still. Carl felt like he had a live grenade in his hands, every second lasting an age.

      The crowd had fallen to a trickle of stragglers when Brete suddenly vaulted over the bars and dropped down behind them, clapping a hand on one each of Barney’s and Carl’s shoulders.

      ‘Damn it, Brete—’

      ‘Listen. Now could be our chance,’ she said. ‘There’s going to be an execution. Everyone’s heading for Westminster Bridge to watch. Means we might be able to sneak through the Tank unnoticed.’

      ‘An execution?’

      Brete shrugged. ‘I couldn’t ask too much without it looking suspicious. I just pretended I’d been on a drug bender the last couple of days and had missed all the fun.’

      ‘Tank justice,’ Barney said. ‘They’re cutthroat bastards in here, but they have their own sense of right and wrong. In short, you’re an outsider, you’re in the wrong.’ He drew a hand across his neck.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Carl said. ‘If we head into Westminster Underground station we can get across the river.’

      Barney nodded. ‘Tank ends at the other side of that bridge. We’re safe from there.’ As Carl and Brete stood up, he raised a hand. ‘Wait. Come here. Should have thought of this before, but got kind of caught up in the moment, what with those robots on our ass.’

      Frowning, Carl turned back to the handler. ‘What?’

      ‘Lean down, kid. You’re too tall for me.’

      As Carl leaned forward, Barney dipped his finger in a tiny splotch of grease oozing out at the base of one of the railings. He pressed his finger to the side of Carl’s head. ‘You too, girl.’

      ‘What’s this for?’ Carl asked, as Brete received the same treatment.

      ‘Notice they all have a spot on the side of their heads, next to their left eyes? That’s a mark of the Tank. It’s a tattoo. Tells them who’s in and who ain’t.’ He pressed a finger to his own head. ‘Up close this ain’t gonna help nothing, but at a distance it might fool someone.’

      ‘Switch … an old friend … told me once about a rival gang called the Cross Jumpers. Said they had tattoos like that.’

      Barney nodded. ‘Yep. They’ll be a gang out of the Tank. This whole place is divided but together. Could cause issues for the Governor if they organised themselves.’

      As the last of the crowd moved out of sight at the end of the street, Carl, Brete and Barney slipped out of their cover and headed after them. Deserted, the street, flanked on either side by tall Victorian terraces, was eerily quiet.

      ‘Wow,’ Carl said, stopping dead, causing Brete to walk into the back of him. ‘What’s that?’ He nodded at the massive, ornate building that began across the road from them and hugged the edge of the Thames for several hundred metres. On the nearest edge was a square building that was equally ornate. It looked like some sort of tower, except the top had been torn off, and now just ragged shards of masonry pointed accusingly up at the sky.

      Barney sighed. ‘That’s the ruins of our country,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you once we’re out of sight.’

      ‘We have a problem,’ Brete said. She was standing at the top of the steps leading down into the old station. ‘It’s bricked up. No way we’re getting in there.’

      ‘Can we break through?’

      Brete glanced up at the crowds assembling on the bridge. ‘Not without creating a whole load of noise. Have you got any explosive charges left?’

      Carl shook his head.

      ‘Then we’re going around.’

      Barney looked grim. ‘That could take hours. The gunfire’s getting louder. Those robots could show up at any time. We need to get across that bridge.’

      ‘Or under it.’

      ‘Lad, that’s the Thames. It’s not some country river. Ships used to sail on that!’

      ‘Let’s find ourselves something that floats. If we can see close enough to the base of the bridge we might not be seen.’

      ‘It’s hundreds of metres across!’

      Carl shrugged. It wasn’t the best plan, he knew. But short of walking straight across the bridge—

      ‘Barney, take off your jacket and tear it up.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Disguises. We’re going across.’ At Barney’s look of surprise he added, ‘All we have to do is look ragtag. We’ll blend right in. Brete already proved it. Just tear up that jacket, dip some strips in the dirt, and tie them around your head.’

      ‘Okay, you’re the boss.’

      Within a few minutes the DCA jacket had been transformed into dirty bandages obscuring half his face. Carl and Brete smudged more dirt across their faces to help their disguises and stop people looking too closely at their poor attempts at tattoos. It wouldn’t fool anyone looking too closely, but in a crowd they would be invisible.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he said.

      They stayed close to the side of the bridge, slipping quickly into the mass of people. No one paid them any particular attention. Everyone seemed to be buzzing about the upcoming execution. With Carl leading, they pushed their way through the crowd towards the middle of the bridge, but there the crowd seemed to thicken, offering no way through without them exposing themselves. Carl looked between the heads of the milling people and saw what looked like an ancient gallows set up in the centre, with a wooden stage alongside it.

      Carl turned, looking for Brete and Barney, when a sudden hush fell over the crowd. Carl cocked his head, listening. At first he thought it was the booming of a cannon—the weapon of one of the approaching robots, perhaps—then he recognised a regular rhythm being beat out.

      A drum.

      The crowd was near silent as the drum grew louder, but electric with anticipation. Carl spotted Brete a few metres away with her head down, Barney a little way behind her.

      The crowd began to shift. Cheering erupted from all around as the drum came closer, and then Carl was forced to move backwards as a corridor opened among the people to let a small party through. He saw several heavyset, tattooed men carrying what looked like swords. Behind them rolled a small cart with a wooden cage on top. A man was crouched in the cage, head down. Behind them all came the drummer. In a rather oddball addition to the Medieval scene, a humming generator being pushed along behind amplified the drum’s sound through two large speakers.

      The crowd hushed as the prisoner was pulled out of the cage and dragged up onto the stage. A man with muscles so defined they looked set to break out of his skin took a microphone from the drummer and held up a hand for silence.

      ‘People of the Tank, my people. Welcome.’

      A cheer came from the crowd. Carl raised a fist and punched the air, trying to stay in character. He glanced right and caught Brete’s eye. The girl offered him a grim smile.

      ‘Today we have gathered here to right a wrong. One of our own was taken from us by this coward. He will now face the justice of the Tank.’ He reached forward, grabbed the prisoner’s hair and pulled his head up to face the crowd. Carl put a hand over his mouth to stifle a gasp.

      It was Owen.

      The man continued to speak, but Carl was no longer paying attention. Through the gap in the crowd other muscular men were walking, each of them carrying a large basket full of stones. This is barbaric. And we’re fighting to save these people?

      Two heavies pulled Owen’s arms up and tied his hands together over his head. Another cranked a lever at the side of the gallows and Owen was hoisted up into the air. His body was stripped to the waist and he looked badly beaten, his head lolling drunkenly.

      ‘He was my friend,’ Carl whispered under his breath. ‘He was my friend ... he is my friend.’

      Brete and Barney didn’t know. No one in that crowd could know anything about Owen. The last Carl or any of the other Tube Riders knew was that Owen had been sent back to Britain after being captured in France. Carl couldn’t imagine what might have happened to his friend since then.

      Carl reached into his bag, feeling past his clawboard for something a little more sentimental. He pulled out his catapult and pushed his way towards the front of the crowd.

      The man who had spoken had come down to stand in front of Owen. A basket was brought up to him and he selected a rock about the size of his fist. Lifting the microphone to his lips, he said, ‘Jesus said, ‘“Let he who is without sin cast the first stone.” I stand before you now with that first stone, a representation of you all, for we in the Tank are free of sin because we stand against the evil that clouds our country.’

      The crowd roared. Carl reached into his bag and unclipped a razor-sharp hook from the grapple. It was all he had, and it meant he could no longer use the clawboard’s grapple if it was lost, but he had to take the chance.

      As the tattooed man lifted the rock, Carl lifted his catapult, closed one eye to aim, and prayed he shot true.

      The stone arced through the air. The grapple hook sliced through the rope, making Owen tilt to one side and the rock pass harmlessly through air. Carl shoved through the crowd into the open space as Owen slumped to the ground. Carl dashed across to his friend and pulled him up, cradling Owen’s head against his chest.

      ‘Carl…’

      ‘It’s me, Owen.’

      Hearing the jeers and shouts from the crowd, Carl looked up defiantly. He pulled the clawboard out of his bag and held it in front of him.

      The reaction was instantaneous. The words, ‘Tube Rider!’ rippled through the crowd.

      ‘Back off,’ Carl said as the two heavies approached him. Whether they saw something in his eyes or considered the clawboard a weapon he didn’t know, but they paused in their tracks and slowly stepped away to the side.

      The man with the microphone looked stunned. He stared at Carl with undisguised hatred. ‘Who the fuck are you?’

      ‘My name is Carl Weston. I’m a Tube Rider.’

      The man spat on the floor. ‘Tube Rider. As good a reason to get strung up alongside your little friend here as any. Grab him.’

      The men started to move forward again, then stopped.

      ‘Grab him!’

      ‘The city is overrun with robots,’ Carl said. ‘Didn’t you hear the curfew warnings? They’re coming this way. You’ll all be killed if you stay here.’

      His words quickly spread out through the crowd. The feeling of anger and violence that had permeated the people began to dissipate, reverting to one of fear.

      ‘We have to go underground,’ their leader shouted into the microphone, seizing the moment to wrestle back control. ‘Into the tunnels. Go now, I command you.’

      Amidst a buzz of rising panic, the crowd began to disperse, the execution forgotten. Carl looked up to see Brete and Barney, their poor disguises uncovered, being escorted into the square before the gallows. Neither was struggling. Carl found it particularly unlike Brete, but the girl’s eyes were fixed on him.

      ‘Lindon, what do we do with them?’ one of the heavies asked. ‘You want them dead?’

      The leader looked at them in turn. ‘This is it, is it? The Tube Riders? The mighty Tube Riders, eh?’

      ‘I’m sorry he killed your friend,’ Carl said. ‘The government have messed him up.’

      Lindon looked from Carl to Owen and back again. ‘Wasn’t no friend of mine. Would have killed him myself if I had the chance. But rules are rules. You come into our place dealing out government justice, then you should expect justice of your own.’

      ‘Let us go,’ Carl said, as a man finally plucked up the courage to approach him. He noticed the guns in the hands of several of the men now, and wondered why they had been hidden away earlier. ‘You have weapons,’ he said. ‘Stand with us.’

      ‘Against who?’

      ‘Against the Governor!’ Brete shouted. ‘Why can’t you fight with us? Why can’t you—’

      Lindon took a step forward and backhanded her across the face. She sank to her knees, but one of the heavies hauled her back upright. Lindon grabbed her chin and pulled her face towards his own.

      ‘Because we can’t win,’ he growled. ‘If you people gave a shit about anyone you would have stayed away. Those damn robots are here because of you.’

      ‘Lindon,’ one of the other men whined. ‘Can’t you hear them? We have to get out of here.’

      Another man cocked his gun, but Lindon held up a hand. ‘Let’s see how heroic you Tube Rider bastards are,’ he spat. ‘Tie them up. Leave them for the robots to find, a little offering from the Tank.’

      Carl glared at Lindon as his hands were pulled over his head and tied. ‘You gave up,’ he said. ‘You gave up fighting. The day you gave up they won.’

      Lindon glared at him a moment, then looked away. ‘Hurry up, damn it. We have to get below ground.’

      ‘Stand!’ Carl shouted, as the rope was thrown over the high beam above and he was hoisted off the ground. ‘You have people and you have weapons! Stand! You’re going to die anyway otherwise!’

      Lindon turned. His fist blurred and Carl’s face ignited with pain. He danced about on the rope, his vision blurring for a few seconds, before the bridge and the Tank people drifted back into focus. Lindon cocked a fist in front of Owen, then dropped it, grunting, ‘You’ve had yours already, Scarboy.’

      Carl glanced across at Brete, Barney, and Owen hanging beside him as Lindon led the remaining Tank men back across the bridge towards the husk of the ornate old building lying alongside the river. He looked back towards the east, past what looked like a giant Ferris wheel lying on its side, towards the point of the DCA headquarters poking up into the sky. Beyond it somewhere, Parliament Tower and the Governor waited.

      Brete was complaining beside him, telling him that if she could only get free she could get her knives, lying on the ground in front of them. His clawboard was down there too, but they had taken the guns Barney had been hiding beneath his clothes.

      To the north, the sound of gunshots grew closer. Carl swung gently in the wind, the ache in his shoulders growing steadily stronger, wondering if their adventure might finally be at an end.
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      Frank pulled the curtain back across and turned away from the window. Gunfire was rattling the streets like a vicious hailstorm, coming nearer. Shit was going down and he wondered what and why. Switch hadn’t come back, but that wasn’t surprising. That boy was his own boss whether Frank liked it or not. Frank figured there was a chance the cock-eyed little sod was dead, but it was just as likely he was blowing up a train somewhere.

      Lira was downstairs, cleaning or something, staying out of his way. They hadn’t really spoken much; she probably thought he was some live-in cock-block that Switch had brought round just to spite her. Offering to take the scrawny bastard’s place for a couple of hours hadn’t gone down too well. Frank had been joking—getting himself up for the task was more effort than it was worth at his age—but she hadn’t seemed to find it amusing. Sour-faced old cow, Frank thought. Probably that time of the month.

      Frank stumped over to the radio gear in the corner. Once upon a time he’d been useful with electronics. Having spent fifty years as a doctor, ten of them for the National Health Service and then forty on the black market working out of his house, he was good at fixing people, and machines were generally far less hassle. They didn’t move about for a start.

      It was a pretty straightforward thing. He leaned his back into it and pulled the cupboard she had it standing on away from the wall. Round the back, wires snaked down through a hole in the floor. Switch had told him she used it for recording customer conversations, the nosey bitch, but it also contained a simple CV radio function that should allow it to pick up external broadcasts.

      Of course, possession of a radio or the use of any sort of transmission device was a criminal offense, but Frank didn’t give a crap about that. It belonged to Lira anyway, not him.

      He pressed a bunch of buttons and twisted a bunch of knobs, his gnarled old fingers working over the machine like a pair of ugly spiders. After a few minutes he poked a button and a hiss of static filled the room. Glancing down the stairs in alarm in case Switch’s woman had heard, he turned the volume down and adjusted the frequency.

      ‘Anyone out there?’ he muttered.

      A voice came into sudden clarity and Frank almost fell off the stool he was perched on. ‘All robots continue sweep. Remain above ground except in authorised areas. Authorised areas as follows.’ A list of numbers followed, and it took Frank a moment to recognise them as London area codes. He didn’t know many, but there were some which were familiar from their similarity.

      They all belonged to parts of the Tank.

      ‘Finally going underground,’ he muttered. ‘Gonna go flush that toilet are you, you metal bastards?’

      Frank thought little of the Tank and its people, but they no more deserved to die at the hands of the government’s machines than anyone else. He had been a doctor once, after all. Compassion and all that bullshit was part of his nature, if well disguised.

      He jerked the frequency dial around a bit, looking for other signals. He found a couple more that pretty much said the same thing, and one warning that certain robots were refusing to respond. But that was all. He switched it off in frustration, just as a huge crash came from the room below, the splintering of wood and the collapse of something heavy.

      Gunfire rose up the stairs like devilish party balloons, and Frank dropped to the ground as he heard Lira screaming. ‘God damn it,’ he muttered. Bastards are inside. Must be some of those haywire bastards. He crawled to the top of the stairs and risked a glance round. Gunfire rattled off the wall behind him as he ducked out of sight, filling the room with its clacking, chattering sound.

      In the moment he had looked he had seen something thin and spindly, a mess of arms and legs, some kind of gun attached to its shoulder.

      ‘Coming up, are you?’ he muttered, crawling across the floor behind the radio cupboard. Bracing his feet against the wall he pushed with all his might, and the cupboard slid a few feet towards the top of the stairwell. Gunfire crashed against the back wall again, and Frank realised it was trying to ascertain the number of hostile enemies before coming up.

      ‘Come on, you old piece of … junk,’ he grunted, shoving the radio table a second time, the withered muscles in his back and legs screaming at him to stop, to just give up, to lie down and wait for the government bastard to come.

      This time the radio cabinet poked out over the edge of the stairs and unbalanced. Gunfire roared as the cabinet and its heavy contents crashed down the stairs. Frank heard the spark of electricity, followed by one more stunted burst of gunfire. Then the flat went silent.

      Frank waited a long time. He listened to the sound of gunfire outside on the streets, of the creak and groan of metal at the foot of the stairs. He smelt smoke, tasted cobalt on his tongue.

      After what felt like hours, he nodded. ‘I think you’re good and done, aren’t you?’

      He risked a glance down. In the gloom at the foot of the stairs he saw a crushed mess of metal, the circular orb of a robot’s head pointing upwards at an awkward angle. No lights, no movement. The cabinet had broken apart, but not before punching a hole in the robot’s midriff.

      Satisfied, Frank went over to the corner and found the bag of stuff he had taken from his old flat. Rummaging through, he found his gun. Cocking open the chamber, he saw the same two bullets he always saw. Twenty years or more he’d had the thing, and he pulled it apart to clean it every few months, just to make sure it would be in working order when the time came.

      It was a simple philosophy. One bullet for the bastard trying to kill him, and, failing that, one for himself.

      He stuffed the gun into his trousers and made his way downstairs. It took him a few minutes to climb over the mess he had made. The robot, not particularly high-tech, was flimsy and lightweight, perhaps an early prototype for something more sophisticated. Frank picked up a robotic arm. It came up to his waist and had a nice comfortable place for him to put his hand. A perfect walking stick.

      Lira’s body lay at the foot of the bar. She had taken a couple of bullets to the head, so at least she had died quickly. ‘You did a good turn by us, maid,’ Frank muttered, leaning down and closing her eyes. ‘It won’t be forgot. Sleep well now.’

      Then he walked out through the gaping hole in the building, along the edge of the dirty little canal and up onto St. Cannerwells High Street.

      The road was littered with bodies, most lying on their fronts as if they’d been running away. The gunfire had moved further east, and peering around the corner of a building he saw the back of a dark grey Safekeeper robot walking slowly away from him, guns blazing into house windows and through doors.

      ‘We must have been on your authorised list, you motherfuckers,’ Frank muttered.

      He started walking back in the opposite direction, unsure where he was going or why, but figuring it was safer than following the robots. He turned a corner, looked down to avoid stepping on a dead woman, then looked back up to see a bright red London bus trundling down the street.

      ‘What the hell?’

      It was like a mirage. It came rumbling along the street, steering between the piles of rubbish, rubble, and abandoned vehicles like a giant red ladybird. Frank had seen hundreds of government buses, dirty, rusty things, but this one looked in immaculate condition, perfectly looked after, as if it had been hidden away for decades.

      ‘That you, you trident-tongued bastard?’ Frank muttered, a sly grin on his face. ‘Come to take me to hell? I’ve been a good boy, honest. Good for a while longer in this shithole, too.’

      The bus suddenly veered right and slammed into an overturned minibus. The engine revved and the bus jerked, then the engine cut out. Frank hobbled over and looked up the steps at the driver.

      ‘Got a gun in my bag if you’re keen to bite one,’ he said.

      The driver was slumped over the wheel. Frank thought he was dead, but as he climbed up the steps the man lifted his head. Almost as old as Frank, the driver peered at him out of gummy, yellowed eyes. Blood stained the front of his shirt.

      ‘Bit one already, mate,’ he said.

      ‘Mind if I borrow your bus? Got me a few errands to run.’

      The man chuckled. ‘All this time … all this time I kept her nice … kept her locked up and nice. Pride and joy, she was.’ He sniffed. ‘Forty-three years. Polished her every day, kept the tires nice, sanded away the rust. Made sure the engine turned. You know how it is.’

      Frank nodded, not really knowing but just wanting the man to feel comfortable in what were probably his final moments. ‘She’s a beauty,’ he said. ‘You did a fine job.’

      ‘Just wanted … just wanted one last time…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Spin her over Westminster Bridge.’

      Frank nodded. It was a fair dream, he thought. Understandable. There were a few things he would like to do again, watch the Queen’s Guard change, hear the chime of Big Ben … but looking back did him no good. Not when there were killing machines with their crosshairs targeting his ass.

      The man grabbed for him. Frank tried to move back but his body didn’t respond like it would have done fifty years ago. Instead, spindly fingers closed over his arm and the bus driver drew him close.

      ‘I loved driving this bastard,’ he said. ‘Did it twenty years before that albino cunt took over my beautiful country. Grant an old man his dying wish, won’t you? Drive her over…’

      His fingers went limp, his arm fell away. He gave a last expulsion of breath and slumped dead over the wheel. Frank gave him a push and he slipped down into the gap between the driver’s seat and the window.

      Frank climbed up onto the wheel. Driving a bus was pretty much like driving anything else, but with bigger pedals. He ground the gear lever into reverse and turned the bus back around.

      ‘Dumb bastard,’ he muttered. ‘Westminster Bridge is left.’

      Sentimentality wasn’t really Frank’s forte, but he was heading in that direction anyway. The robots were heading west towards central London, but there was no point running away. He was old, he might as well run a few of the bastards down while he was at it. And if he could find him, there was someone he would like to see again.

      He ground the bus into first gear and headed off after the robots.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The anonymous dead man was true to his word. The bus was in immaculate condition, running about as smoothly as a bus could. The petrol tank showed almost full. Driving the thing was like trying to push a dead elephant up a hill but Frank did his best, stopping in the middle of the street every time he needed a rest, then going on when his strength returned. With the streets so clogged with debris, and Frank having no knowledge of the clearest routes that the government buses usually took, progress was slow. Frank had plenty of time to appreciate the ruin of his once-great city.

      The closer he got to central London the taller the buildings became, and the more frequent the gunfire. The Safekeeper gunfire came sharp and regular, but from time to time he heard explosions or the discharge of smaller weapons, and wondered if pockets of rebels were putting up a fight. It was a waste of time as far as he was concerned, but when there wasn’t anything worth living for it made sense to hasten one’s demise and get things over with.

      He turned a corner, shifting up into third gear, and then a lump caught in his throat as he emerged on the south side of the Thames, the ruins of the Houses of Parliament and the jagged stump that had been Big Ben rising up across the river from him. He wasn’t so old that the memories of red buses and black taxis, and street performers, and little market stalls, and hordes of tourists with flashing cameras had been erased completely. They were still there, waiting, waiting to demoralise him into giving up.

      ‘Screw you,’ he muttered. ‘I ain’t gonna run this grand old thing into that murky pond water no matter what you do.’

      Westminster Bridge, four empty traffic lanes wide, arced across the river in front of him. A third of the way across, a Safekeeper robot was marching in the direction of a large wooden structure standing at the halfway point. Frank saw several plump objects like large sacks hanging from a wooden crossbeam.

      He slammed a frail hand against the wheel, feeling nerves tingle right up to his shoulder. ‘Damn Tank justice, Lindon you idiot! This shit’s going off and all you care about is your cesspit of thieves and whores.’

      The Safekeeper was a hundred metres ahead of him. Frank glared at it, letting it become the personification of all his frustration and anger. He scowled, bit his lip, and stamped the accelerator down as far as the wasted muscles of his scrawny leg would allow. The bus jerked forward.

      The robot didn’t even turn. Not programmed to shoot at vehicles, it bounced off the front of the bus with a satisfying crunch, staggered and dropped over the low wall into the river below. Frank gave a satisfied smirk and steered the bus back towards the wooden frame, wondering if any of Lindon’s martyrs were still alive.

      They were strung up by their wrists, two young guys, a girl and a fat man who looked by far the worse for wear. Frank parked the bus and climbed out.

      ‘I imagine the view’s getting a bit old,’ he said. ‘How about I…’ He trailed off as the young man closest to him revolved around. Owen, his body mottled with bruises, stared down at him, empty eyes hopeless.

      Frank reached into his pocket and pulled out the gun. He held it up, cocking the hammer. ‘On the other foot now, ain’t it, boy? Wanna try messing with me now?’

      He was aware of the others screaming at him to stop, but he ignored them. He held the gun up, pointing it at the boy’s chest, the biggest target, just to make sure his shaking hand didn’t miss.

      ‘Please,’ Owen begged, his voice trembling and weak. ‘It wasn’t my fault—’

      ‘That’s what they’ve all been saying, isn’t it?’ Frank said. ‘I’m afraid there comes a time when we have to stand up and take our punishment like a man.’

      He pulled the trigger.

      Owen screamed.

      Click.

      Frank smiled. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the two bullets, holding them up for the boy to see. ‘Boy, if you think I’m wasting my last bullets on the likes of you, forget it.’

      Owen was blabbering apologies, tears streaming down his face. His three friends were doing much the same, but Frank filtered them out. He stared up at Owen.

      ‘I delivered you, kid. I pulled your traitorous little ass out of your mother’s womb and washed the afterbirth off your blotchy red back. You took your first breath in my arms, and there’s no way I’m dealing out your last, turncoat little shit or not.’

      One of the others was shouting about a knife. Frank turned round, saw one lying on the ground and picked it up. The ropes were too high for him to reach, so he got back into the bus, moved it up alongside them, and then climbed up to the upper deck. Leaning out of a top deck window until he thought his shoulders would pop out of their ancient sockets, he sawed through the ropes.

      By the time he had stumped back down the stairs they were sitting in a circle, rubbing red sores around their wrists. Owen started to speak but Frank lifted a hand. I’ve done you a good deed, boy, but save your excuses. You get one chance. Next time the gun’ll be loaded. As for the rest of you, how the hell did you end up in that mess?’

      One who introduced himself as Carl Weston gave him a brief recount of what had been going on. It seemed too bizarre to believe, but Frank could only chuckle when the boy introduced him to a pretty Free Folk girl and a red-faced DCA Huntsman handler.

      ‘So where are you fellows on to next?’ he said.

      ‘Battersea,’ Carl said. ‘You said Marta is alive?’

      Frank nodded. ‘Didn’t see her myself as the boy left her waiting outside.’ He chuckled. ‘Bit of an issue with another woman.’ Then, remembering Lira’s dead eyes, his smile vanished. ‘He’ll look after her. All he’s ever wanted to do, I think.’ He turned and pointed back the way he had come. ‘Battersea is that way, about ten miles as the crow flies. The bus is yours now. My use of it is done.’

      ‘What about you?’ Carl asked.

      ‘Never mind me, boy. I have business of my own to attend to in the Tank. I’ll walk from here. At my age exercise is always good.’

      ‘Thank you, Frank,’ the girl chimed in, and the DCA guy nodded as well, although Frank could only give him a sour look. Owen didn’t look up.

      As they climbed into the bus, Frank leaned back against the buttress wall of Westminster Bridge. He watched as they turned the thing around and drove off. He didn’t bother to wave. He needed all the strength he could muster, because his job wasn’t done yet.

      Taking a deep breath, he pushed himself back to his unsteady feet and stumbled on, once again using the robot arm as a makeshift walking stick.
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      Marta crouched in the dark with Switch beside her. James had gone looking for a way out, leaving them alone. From somewhere deeper in the tunnels came the rumbling sound of a train, and Marta could only give a wry grin. As the city turned to chaos, the London Underground kept on running, unstoppable, it seemed. Several trains had passed where they crouched on the platform of the long abandoned Battersea North Underground station, but they were almost empty, the people of London either hiding underground or behind the doors of their homes. Yet the trains carried on regardless, no doubt on an automated system that no one had ever bothered to pause, giant metal snakes patrolling their subterranean lair.

      ‘I’m glad I found you,’ she said at last.

      Switch said nothing. In the darkness, the emergency lights far less frequent in such an old station, he was little more than a silhouette.

      ‘You were always my best friend,’ she said. ‘The only person I could rely on.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Is that all you can say?’

      ‘Pretty much.’

      ‘Well, it’s true.’

      ‘I know it is. But … thanks.’

      Marta leaned her head against his shoulder. He stiffened for a moment, then relaxed. She reached for his hand but there was just empty space. She suppressed a sigh and put her hand back on her lap.

      A rising wind howl announced the entrance of another train, and a moment later it burst into the station, briefly illuminating them in its headlights before roaring on into the tunnel again.

      ‘We’ll find them,’ he said, his voice so quiet she could barely hear him over the residue of the disappearing train. ‘If they’re alive we’ll find them.’

      ‘I hope so. How can we do this, Switch? How can we possibly win?’

      Switch sighed. ‘On the streets surprise is everything,’ he said. ‘The most dangerous enemy is the most unpredictable. We have to make ourselves unpredictable. Do the last thing your enemy expects … and you win.’

      ‘What is the last thing the Governor would expect?’

      She felt Switch shrug. ‘I don’t know.’

      Marta sighed. Switch said nothing else. Marta closed her eyes, wanting so desperately to sleep again, to shut out all the emotions that were running through her. She was tired: beyond tired, yet she knew that somewhere, if they still lived, her children would be calling for their mother.

      Switch stirred as something moved in the dark, and a growl announced James’s return. The Huntsman waved a hand. ‘Come.’

      They followed James up the steps to a higher level. Instead of heading up past the old ticket gates, James led them down a long corridor which a faded sign announced as SHOPPING CENTRE ENTRANCE. About halfway along, James stopped and turned back to them.

      ‘No lights,’ the Huntsman said. ‘Listen … follow.’

      ‘You know this is my worst fucking nightmare?’ Switch said. ‘Being in the dark with one of you?’

      James growled. ‘Nightmare,’ he said.

      ‘Well, come on then,’ Switch said. ‘Let’s play hide and goddamn seek.’

      James jogged off into the dark. This time Switch’s hand closed over Marta’s, but it was rough and strong, a father not wanting his child to get lost. He jerked her forward and then started into the dark.

      The Huntsman’s footfalls were almost silent. Marta listened for James’s breathing, but over her own and Switch’s it was also hard to follow. She trusted Switch’s hand, letting him lead her.

      A snarl came from up ahead. Switch stopped, and Marta sensed James just in front of them in the darkness.

      ‘Ladder.’

      Switch lifted her hand and closed her fingers over a metal rung. It felt crusty and damp under her fingers.

      ‘Go after James,’ he said. ‘I’ll be behind you. Don’t worry.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      James grunted and a clang of metal echoed through the empty station. Marta sensed the Huntsman already high up, moving far quicker than either of them could manage. She gripped the ladder with her other hand and started up, trusting her instinct to find each rung, pushing down on feet that felt as if each step should be their last.

      She didn’t know how high she climbed, only that the ladder seemed endless. James was lost far above her, and she couldn’t hear Switch anymore. The darkness was absolute, and she closed her eyes just to keep her panic down.

      She was starting to feel that the best thing might be to let go of the metal rungs and lean back into the darkness … when a light appeared above her. James was silhouetted against a small circle of grey some twenty feet up, and she forced herself to push on. Gritting her teeth and shutting her eyes again, it seemed like only moments later the Huntsman’s powerful arms were pulling her up through the hatch into a dim storeroom with empty shelves lining the walls.

      ‘Maintenance,’ the Huntsman said.

      Switch appeared a moment later, pushing himself up through the hole. His face was red and flustered, but he just scowled at Marta and said, ‘Talk about slow. I practically fell asleep waiting for you to haul your ass up.’

      ‘Inside Battersea prison,’ James said.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      The Huntsman’s teeth shone in a wolfish smile. He tapped the side of his head. ‘Plans,’ he said. ‘Plans … here.’

      ‘There a control room, something like that?’ Switch said. ‘Somewhere I can cause a bit of trouble?’

      James nodded. ‘Follow.’

      He led them through a door at the end into a dim corridor. Marta waved a hand in front of her face as their feet kicked up plumes of dust. She glanced up at the lights, saw how they flickered like dying stars in the night sky, capable of winking out at any moment. The power was so, so low … and they were in a prison.

      She grabbed Switch’s arm. ‘You’re going to—’

      He gave her a savage grin and nodded. ‘You know me.’

      James led them through a maze of corridors, up old staircases and through rooms piled high with junk. Marta quickly realised they were in a part of the complex that predated the government’s prison. They were deep in the bowels of what had once been a power station.

      At last James stopped in front of a heavy steel door. ‘Danger,’ he said. ‘Danger … other side.’

      ‘What kind of danger?’

      ‘Guards. Prison … guards.’

      ‘How many?’

      ‘One.’

      ‘Just one?’ Switch glanced at Marta. ‘Shouldn’t be a problem—’

      James snarled and wrenched at the door handle. The door burst inwards, and the Huntsman dropped and rolled into a wider corridor on the other side, crossbow coming up and firing in one fluid motion that was almost too quick to follow.

      Marta heard a deep, bellowing roar. ‘Redman,’ she said.

      The crossbow bolt had caught the huge lumbering creature in the shoulder. It bellowed again as Marta followed Switch through, its huge fists slamming into the wall as James leapt up and sank his teeth into its neck. The monster roared and threw the Huntsman off, but James bounced off the wall like a spider, turned and slashed his claws across the Redman’s hamstrings.

      The beast fell to one knee, but then a sweeping blow caught James and knocked him to the ground. A large foot that more resembled an eagle’s talon pinned the Huntsman in the corner, and the Redman drew up a huge fist to strike.

      Marta snatched the clawboard out of Switch’s hand. She spun it round, fingers flicking over the touch screen. A flare burst from the casing, striking the Redman’s back and engulfing it in bright orange flames.

      The beast reared, fists smashing against the ceiling, bringing masonry crashing down. Fire leapt up into long-uncovered ceiling vents where the dust was thick. As Switch darted in and pulled James to safety, the Redman wailed and keeled over on to its back.

      ‘Run!’ Marta shouted, leading them away through a door at the back of the room. Unsure where she was going, she trusted her instincts, trying to put as much space between them and the Redman as possible.

      Overhead, an alarm began to blare, but it was slurred, lazy, more of a drone than a blare. After a few choked wails it gave up completely, but others rang faintly further into the complex. A sprinkler showered them with dirty water and a warning light briefly flashed before dying. Switch turned back and gave her a wild grin.

      A door appeared out of the flickering, wet gloom, but just in front of it James leapt up at the ceiling, his arms punching through into some kind of air vent. He disappeared from view, then his arms dropped down, pulling Switch up, then Marta. A moment later the door burst open and several soldiers ran through beneath them. Several carried fire extinguishers, others guns. Marta looked towards James, wondering how he had known, but the Huntsman was already crawling away into the dark. Switch reached out and tugged on her shoulder.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘I think it’s probably safe to trust him.’

      She nodded. Smoke was wafting through the corridor below, and she pulled a sleeve over her mouth to keep it out of her lungs. She turned and hurried to keep up with Switch.

      Around a corner of the cramped passage, James broke through another vent and climbed down. Larger than any of the others, this corridor looked well used. James pointed at a steel door.

      ‘Charge,’ he said.

      Switch nodded. He pressed a button and something popped out of a fitting on the clawboard. He tossed it to James. ‘Five seconds,’ he said.

      James growled, threw the charge at the door then sprinted back down the corridor, leaving Marta and Switch to follow. Marta ducked around a corner just as an explosion shook the walls, filling the corridor with smoke and dust.

      The screams of men were followed by gunfire. Before Switch or Marta could move, James ducked into the corridor, fired two rapid crossbow bolts, then dropped and rolled, disappearing into the smoke. The gunfire intensified, then cut off abruptly. James snarled, and the sound of ripping and tearing cut a path through the dust.

      ‘Not so bad when they’re fighting for you,’ Switch said with a grin, then he was gone, a knife in each hand, following James into the fray. Marta, who looked down to find the clawboard now in her possession again, hurried after them.

      A shape staggered out of the smoke, bleeding from multiple wounds. She checked only to make sure it wasn’t Switch or James, then slammed the end of the clawboard into the man’s stomach, then cracked him over the head with the other end as he bent double. He grunted and collapsed to the floor.

      The smoke had begun to clear. Marta found herself in a surprisingly large room, a huge bank of monitors on one wall, a panel of controls on the other. Several men lay dead on the floor, some from knife wounds, others from bloody gashes or crossbow bolts. Switch had an amused smirk on his face despite being covered with someone else’s blood, while James limped over, a dark patch staining one thigh of his robe.

      ‘You’re hurt!’

      James growled that familiar gruff laugh. ‘War … wound,’ he said.

      Switch pointed at the monitor screens, then at a series of dials and graphs on a dashboard beneath. ‘The national grid is down,’ he said. ‘According to this they’re running solely on solar power.’ He reached out and put his hand on a black plastic lever sticking out of the control panel. ‘All we have to do … is switch it off.’

      He yanked the lever down. Immediately the monitor screens blinked out, and the displays went blank except for one small one in the centre, which displayed a tiny, flashing bar graph. A red bar in the centre was slowly decreasing back towards zero.

      ‘What happened?’

      Switch glanced at James as if the pair of them were two naughty schoolboys who’d just set off a fire alarm and blamed it on someone else.

      ‘We opened all the cells. Four thousand prisoners just walked free. I imagine that should cause a little confusion, shouldn’t it?’

      As Marta gaped, James came over to her and lifted a hand. Beneath the tufts of fur and behind the claws, the human skin was still visible. ‘Children,’ he said.

      ‘I don’t—’

      ‘Smell.’

      Marta nodded. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small handkerchief which she held out to the Huntsman. ‘This was Alice’s,’ she said. ‘This is all I have. Everything else was burned.’

      The Huntsman took it from her and lifted it to his face, breathing deeply. For a moment the horror of it overcame her, a Huntsman picking up her children’s scent, establishing a way it could track them until either they or it was dead, and she had to fight the urge to run. James might have turned from the government but he was still a Huntsman, a creature whose peers had haunted and hunted her, slaughtered her friends, and terrorised the country for decades.

      Switch’s hand closed over her arm. ‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘It’s cool.’

      She glanced at him. ‘How do you know?’ she said, trying to keep the panic out of her voice.

      He grinned, and in his face she saw the old Switch, the mischievous, arrogant kid who had always made tube riding so fun. Unpredictable and at times borderline psychotic, Switch had been the soul of their gang, and even now, with so many of them dead, he remained the heartbeat, beating stronger than ever.

      ‘I just do. Just trust me.’

      She nodded. ‘I’ll try.’

      He gave her arm a squeeze. ‘Good girl. James! Let’s go!’

      The Huntsman leapt and rolled across the room, bursting through another door and bringing up his crossbow to shoot down another guard running towards them. Then he was bounding away into the gloom.

      ‘Come on,’ Switch said. ‘We have about ten minutes to get out of here before the residue power dies and all the lights go out. In the dark, four thousand royally pissed off convicts probably aren’t going to differentiate between us and the wankers who kept them locked up.’

      Marta turned as gunfire rang out in the control room behind them, followed by the screams of people dying. The battle between the prisoners and the remaining guards had begun. She hurried after Switch, racing down a long flight of stairs and appearing behind James on a wide railway platform.

      Vaulted brick ceilings rose high above her. They were in part of the old power station, now converted into a train terminus. Towering archways housed banks of ancient computer equipment too cumbersome to be hauled away, while the tracks cut a channel through dusty brick floors.

      Fifty feet away a locomotive sat at rest, a ring of men around it, several boxcars at its rear standing open. James had dropped into an attacking crouch, but Switch barely paused, flinging an explosive charge into the middle of the group. The men barely had time to react: the charge went off and blew them apart, the shockwaves knocking Marta, Switch, and James to the ground and shaking the locomotive on its rails.

      ‘Bam!’ Switch shouted, darting over and grabbing a couple of guns. He tossed one to Marta and pointed behind her. Cover the door!’

      Switch climbed up into the locomotive. James was further down the platform, his nose close to the ground.

      He’s looking for them, she thought. He’s looking for my children.

      The thoughts were shoved from her mind as two soldiers appeared in the doorway. She gunned them down, feeling the strong kickback in her arms as if she’d punched the bullets through their bodies with her hand. The men fell back, and she shot down a third as he tried to get through behind them.

      A huge roar sounded from further down the platform and Marta spun, eyes searching the gloom. What she could only describe as a metal-plated bull came racing out from beneath a rising steel door, charging straight towards her.

      She fired the gun, but the bullet glanced harmlessly off its body armour. She had seen many surgically and genetically altered animals in the forests around the Free Folk village, but nothing quite like this. It had already covered half the distance towards her, running far faster than a normal bull, huge crushing hooves propelling it forward over the tiles. Somewhere to her left Switch was screaming at her to run, while to her right she saw James stand upright and draw his crossbow.

      It was too close, they were too late.

      There was no way to get to cover before it reached her. Then something Carl had once told her flashed into her mind. She prayed it was correct; it was her only chance.

      As the creature closed to within twenty feet, Marta dropped to the ground, pulling her legs up into her chest and ducking in her head.

      The beast was almost on top of her. She saw huge hooves, then a scarred, metal-plated underside.

      It leapt right over her.

      As she climbed to her feet, shaking her head at her luck, the beast skidded to a halt. Switch was screaming again, and Marta turned to follow his voice. The beast snorted, and Marta risked a glance back.

      Several more guards had reached the bottom of the stairs. The huge metal-clad bull pawed the ground then rushed in their direction, slamming into the wall, huge metal horns gouging and stabbing as the men tried to scatter out of the way.

      An arm looped around her waist, lifting her off the ground. A moment later she was being shoved through the door of the locomotive, with James climbing inside behind her.

      ‘Will you stop dicking about and get the fuck in here?’ Switch growled, hands moving over the controls. ‘You found them, James?’

      The Huntsman nodded. ‘Parliament Tower,’ he said, his voice grim.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Switch said, jerking a lever forward. The train’s engine began to groan and wheeze like an old man stumbling back into life.

      ‘You can drive this thing?’

      ‘It’s not much different to others I’ve, um, stolen,’ he said. ‘You’ve got start, stop, slow down and speed up, then a bunch of other shit that no one really cares about. This one runs on diesel so it’s not affected by the power outages. What are affected are the signal controls and other computerised stuff that would automatically slow this mother down if it exceeded the track speed limits.’

      ‘Which in normal language means what?’

      He grinned. ‘This bitch is mine.’

      As the train pulled off, leaving screams and gunshots and the sounds of a raging bull in its wake, James told Marta in broken sentences that her children had been loaded up onto this very train to be taken to its only destination: the bowels of Parliament Tower.

      ‘I’m coming,’ she whispered under the roar of the engines as they rushed into a tunnel, wondering for a moment how much she was talking to her children, and how much to the Governor himself.
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      Their faces haunted her. In her apartments, exhausted after a night without rest, Dreggo had tried to catch up on some sleep, but her dreams had been full of those two little children, their soft, innocent eyes and then their swinging little fists as they battered each other at the Governor’s command. She saw hate fill those eyes, hate and anger, but not at each other, directed instead at a monster who was using them for his own sadistic pleasure.

      As they battered each other they were battering him.

      She admired their simple defiance. It was more than most of the people had, rolling over on to their bellies at the first mention of the Huntsmen. Sooner or later though, he would tire of them. Their fate would be decided on a whim, but something as simple as death was unlikely. They would probably go to the same vaults that had ripped away her old life and pushed her out into the world in the grotesque new casing he had always promised to remove.

      Why should I care? she thought. They’re Marta Banks’s children. I hate her more than any other woman in the world, don’t I? Why shouldn’t I hate them too?

      Deborah.

      She sat up, looking around. At first she thought the word had been spoken aloud, and she turned towards the doorway, good eye searching the dark for Heyna, but the room was empty.

      Deborah.

      ‘Don’t call me that!’

      It was that thing, she knew. It was calling her.

      She put her head in her hands and screamed as loud as she could, a rush of sound boring out of the tunnel of her throat until its sides were red and raw. She felt the voices recede, pushed away, but she didn’t stop, just carried on screaming until no more sound would come. It felt good to release her frustration, but that was all it was, a release. She couldn’t fix anything or change anything by sitting here lamenting her misery.

      The door opened. She looked up to see Heyna’s face, hooded as always, peering in.

      ‘Fine?’

      She nodded. ‘Fine. I just have something I have to do.’

      She stood up, went into another room and changed out of her bed robes. Heyna was still waiting when she returned.

      ‘Stay here,’ she said. ‘I won’t be long.’

      As she exited, leaving the Huntsman standing behind her in the doorway, she wondered what she was doing. She had switched off her mind, deleted her reasoning, and decided to act on instinct alone. Instinct, she knew, could get her killed, but sometimes she had no choice but to trust it, to follow its pull.

      Her apartments were on a lower level of Parliament Tower. The level above hers was a viewing level, and for a few moments she gazed out at the dusty London skyline, dismayed to see columns of smoke rising all across the city. She activated her computer eye and pulled up the latest information from the Department of Civil Affairs central computer to see how the Governor’s latest orders were progressing.

      The tide of robots was approaching Parliament Tower from the west and north, driving a sea of displaced people before them. The curfew details had been changed, with access now granted to buildings and homes in certain areas. People were dying in their hundreds. What had begun as an attempt to restrain now appeared an order of annihilation.

      You’ve gone crazy, she thought. You’ve lost control.

      She had forced the voices out of her mind, but the children’s faces were still there, peering up at her.

      Damn you, Marta Banks. Damn your soul to hell.

      Dreggo knew all the secret ways out of the city. She and Heyna could be long gone within a few hours, leaving the Governor to deal with the situation in London as he chose. He wanted control of the people, and one way or another he intended to have it. The price the people would pay was not her concern. They could all die for all she cared, but she feared getting caught in the crossfire.

      The data on her eye-screen winked out. Dreggo frowned. A moment later an ACCESS DENIED notification flashed up.

      ‘What the hell…?’

      She switched off the data display, returning her computerised eye to motion sensor as before. Had the Governor read her thoughts, or was Farrell Soars playing more games with her?

      She headed for the elevator, half expecting to be surrounded by soldiers. Whole clusters of floors of Parliament Tower were unoccupied though, and the bank of elevators was dark and silent. Dreggo punched the elevator button, waited until one slid open, then took it up to the penthouse suite.

      She didn’t know what she was planning to do. Save the children, or kill them to end their misery? She had to do something, though. She couldn’t just sit around any longer.

      The corridor outside the penthouse was empty. The door to the suite was ajar, so Dreggo pushed it open with a toe, sniffing the air for the residue of human scent.

      They were all here: the scents of the children, the Govenor, the Personal Guard, herself and Heyna. Her sense of smell wasn’t as good as a Huntsman’s, so it was difficult to tell which trails were most recent. She took a few steps inside, ducking down towards the floor, searching for the freshest trails.

      The door clicked shut behind her.

      She jerked upright, one arm swinging around, a powerful fist flashing out. A hand reached up and knocked it aside, and then something heavy slammed into the back of her legs. Dreggo twisted around, but too late. She fell forward onto her knees. As she started to spring back up, a gun barrel poked against her forehead.

      ‘He said you would come,’ Stark said, his voice dead and monotone.

      ‘We are to take you to him,’ Wohfel added.

      Strong arms pulled her up. The gun barrel urged her forward. She wanted to turn and fight them, but the Personal Guard were that for a reason. One alone she could defeat, but two, armed…

      ‘You’re all going to die,’ she said, as they pushed her into the elevator and selected the basement floor. ‘Can’t you see that thing is destroying his mind? It’s only a matter of time.’

      ‘We live only to serve,’ Wohfel said. ‘You have forgotten your duty.’

      Attempting to engage them in conversation was useless, so she fell silent, brooding inside as the elevator made its way down into the bowels of Parliament Tower.

      The elevator pinged as they reached the bottom, and the doors slid open. Dreggo shivered, aware how close she was to the thing the Governor had hidden down here. Perhaps he would try to force her inside again.

      ‘If you try to escape we have orders to kill you,’ Stark said. ‘I suggest you relax.’

      Dreggo had been holding her breath. She let her lungs deflate, let the tension in her arms drop. She glanced at Wohfel beside her, wondering if death might not be a better option.

      ‘Say the word, Dreggo,’ Stark said quietly, the tickle of his breath in her ear. ‘We can end this quickly for you.’

      Were his words a threat or a favour? Dreggo didn’t have time to find out, because the doors to the Governor’s underground lair flew open, crashing back against the wall. ‘Come!’ his huge voice boomed, and she felt a tingle of dread scamper like a spider down her back. Wohfel pushed her forward, and the doors slammed shut behind her, leaving the Personal Guard outside.

      The Governor stood near the thing, which shimmered at his shoulder. Marta Banks’s children stood next to him, the boy’s arms around the girl. The faces of both were puffy and bruised, their eyes damp from crying.

      ‘Why have you brought me here?’ she said, forcing bravery into her voice, but feeling nothing but fear. Her death loomed close like a specter standing at her side, and she wondered if she would die in this room.

      The Governor chuckled. The skin of his face looked like a shattered glass window; his hair had began to fall out in tufts. The thing, whatever it was, was slowly killing him.

      ‘I saw it in your eyes, and I felt it in your mind,’ he said, his voice hoarse, rough like London’s streets where it had once been smooth like melted chocolate. ‘I saw the weakness, the betrayal.’

      ‘You lie. You’re not seeing anything clearly right now.’

      ‘Dreggo, Dreggo, Dreggo … once I had such high hopes for you. You hide your compassion away like a deformed brother, but it is still there, a dirty little secret, when you need to … stamp it out!’ He slammed a foot down on the ground, making the children sob. A crack appeared in the floor, twisting and turning across the concrete like a snake racing towards her.

      ‘You have nurtured your hate of the Tube Riders and their brave leader, Marta Banks. You have pursued them with anger in your heart and the promise of their blood on your hands, yet when you are presented with a little offering of their soul … you waver.’ He smiled. ‘I will give you one last chance to prove your unfailing loyalty to my cause.’ He took one of each of the children’s hands and held them up in his. ‘Come here.’

      ‘They are just children,’ she muttered.

      ‘They are Tube Rider children. They are the spawn of your greatest enemy. As we speak, she comes here, searching for them, driven by her … mother’s love. If you stand in her way, do you think she will hesitate to cut you down?’

      She did once, Dreggo thought, then shoved the memory out of her mind. That’s mine and mine alone, you bastard.

      The Governor gave a small smile. ‘Come, Dreggo,’ he said.

      She inched forward towards him. His power seemed to emanate out from his body, a pressing wind in the room, and a growing roar in her mind.

      ‘Take their hands and lead them. Lead them inside.’

      No. Not that. Anything but that.

      Then you will die.

      Too late, she had let the wall in her mind slip. He had climbed over the barricade and let himself in. The roar became white noise, and Dreggo knew only a spinning sensation as she barreled over and over, slamming into the wall with a force that sent shudders of agony coursing through her body.

      She slid down to the floor and tried to climb to her feet but her body was trembling, unresponsive. She felt drugged, drunk, close to unconsciousness.

      The Governor eased back into focus, his bulk framed by the shimmering mass of the thing so that he looked like a mirage, a figure from a dream. His brow was furrowed in a deep frown, and his lips were curled back in a snarl. Dreggo felt herself being lifted off the ground by an unknown force, twisted around, and then his fingers reached out to close over her neck.

      ‘I cannot let you live,’ he said. ‘Like her, you are too dangerous. I cannot let you—’

      ‘You promised,’ she muttered, feeling groggy. She gave him a weak smile as her airways began to close. ‘You promised to make me Deborah again, do you remember? I always thought you failed, but perhaps … you healed me after all.’

      An explosion shook the room as the door blew open. A snarl came from the doorway, then the Governor jerked as a crossbow bolt sank into his neck. His head snapped back, and Dreggo slipped out of his grip. She fell to the floor and crawled away back towards the wall as Heyna leapt out of nowhere, landing on the Governor’s chest, knocking him down, claws ripping and tearing at his face.

      ‘Heyna!’ she screamed, knowing he had no chance, that he had bought her just enough time to get away.

      ‘Together,’ she muttered under her breath, but a voice appeared in her mind and she knew it wasn’t the Governor’s or the thing’s, but Heyna’s, the voice of her friend:

      No. Leave.

      As she staggered towards the door she risked a glance back. The whirl of their bodies was a blur, Heyna fighting for his life against the man who had given it to him, the Governor looking only for a chance to impose his far superior strength.

      The doorway loomed in front of her. Behind her she heard a scream, a high pitched, child’s scream, and she realised in her rush to get away she had forgotten the children. She turned around, but they were huddled by the wall beyond the thing.

      No time. It would take too long to go back, and she would never have another chance to get away.

      ‘This isn’t finished,’ she said, glancing back at the Governor, on his feet now, leaning forward with one huge and powerful arm wrapped around Heyna’s neck. Blood streamed down his face, and his left eye socket was just a bloody mess. Heyna had left his mark, but it wasn’t enough.

      Dreggo didn’t stay to watch. Tears filled her eyes, tears for her friend, faithful Heyna, who had carried her across France and brought her back home to Mega Britain. Her protector, the noblest of the Huntsman, the one who deserved so much more than a savage, vicious death. Dreggo stepped over the mutilated bodies of Stark and Wohfel, blown apart by one of Heyna’s explosive charges, and ran for her life.
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* * *

      Breathing hard, the Governor looked down at the broken body of the dead Huntsman with a sense of disappointment and regret.

      ‘You loved her, didn’t you, you stupid fool?’ he groaned, wincing at the pain that surged through his face and shoulder. ‘She was the death of you, and she’d be the death of me if she could, wouldn’t she? No matter. She will be found.’

      She couldn’t run forever. Many had tried, but in the end most, like Marta Banks, came back around.

      ‘Come to me,’ he ordered the children, holding out his hands. He felt for their minds and helped them make the right decision. Like pet dogs they trotted obediently over, each taking one of his bloody, oily hands.

      Another session in the thing had continued the sharpening of his mind into a fine blade, and controlling them was easy now. ‘Let us see where she is,’ he said, closing his remaining eye. ‘Let us see how close she has come.’

      He let his mind sink into theirs. He felt along the cords of their nerves, diffusing into their very blood, soaking himself in it, letting it become his own. Then he projected himself outwards, hunting for minds, hunting for blood. He would feel the thoughts of them, feel those thoughts of love coming from one whose blood tasted the same. She couldn’t be far away now. Nothing he had done had managed to stop her, and it seemed it would be his responsibility to finally bring her noble quest to an end.

      His eyes snapped open. So close, so, so close. She was almost upon him.

      ‘Marta Banks,’ he whispered. ‘Welcome … welcome to my world.’

      Grunting with laughter, he walked out of the room, pulling the children along beside him.
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      The tunnels, some of them old train tunnels and others dug over the years by criminals, gangs, rebels, and even government agencies, stretched for several miles between the old stations of Westminster and Charing Cross, a labyrinthine network that the people of the Tank protected with their knives, guns, and blood. Lindon personally cut the tongue out of anyone caught blabbing about the tunnels to people from outside the Tank, and a mixture of fear, awe and desperation had kept them hidden from the government for over forty years.

      Rooms filled with supplies of food, medication, and weapons occupied some of the lower chambers, while other areas were reserved for sleeping. Violent and dangerous though life in the Tank could be, the people were far more organised than outsiders knew. Unlike the rebels, though, the men and women of the Tank cared nothing about Mega Britain’s external troubles, only about keeping themselves alive. If the Huntsmen and Safekeepers stayed out of the Tank, the people were content to remain there, residing in an anonymity encouraged by careful circulation of select rumours.

      ‘Lindon!’ shouted Seth Wade, the leader of the network of whisky brewers inside the Tank, running over. Lindon was standing at the edge of the Westminster eastbound platform, wondering what to do about the people camped out on the floor. Usually the platforms were off-limits because of the trains that still passed through every few minutes, but with reports of robots now cutting through the Tank and heading towards the Tower of London, the tunnels were filled hundreds beyond capacity, people spilling out into every available space.

      ‘There’s an old guy who’s just showed up. Walked right in through one of the secret entrances. Waving a gun about, says he needs to talk to you, urgently.’

      Lindon groaned. ‘How many bullets?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘How many bullets did he say he had in that gun?’

      Wade frowned. The light flicking across him from the fire burning in a nearby alcove made him look like some ancient medieval warrior. ‘He said … he said two. Two bullets.’

      ‘God damn it, what does he want?’ Lindon nodded, a sour look on his face. ‘Okay, bring him to me.’

      Wade strode off. Lindon rubbed his eyes. What did the old man want now? Lindon thought he had finished with that old fool, but like a bad smell he had come back around again.

      ‘There you are.’

      Lindon turned. Frank stood behind him, leaning on a robot’s arm, a gun in his other hand, his fingers so spindly and withered it was as if the gun were caught up in a twist of cobwebs. ‘Where the hell did you get that?’ Lindon said, pointing at the arm.

      ‘Old man’s gotta use something to get around, now his grandson don’t come round to visit.’

      Lindon rolled his eyes. ‘Not this again.’

      ‘You owe me, boy. I raised your ass after they took your parents. And where’s my damn thanks? Not like I’m expecting a goddamn hamper at Christmas, but a nice pot roast would go a long way to brushing the dust out of my gut.’

      ‘I don’t owe you shit.’

      Frank hobbled a few steps closer. In the light of the flickering torch his face looked emaciated, skeletal. ‘You know what I just did, boy?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I just drove a bus over a Safekeeper. After that I cut down four kids you strung up to die. And you know where they’ve gone?’

      ‘Fuck you. A turncoat Tube Rider and his traitorous friends. They deserved to die.’

      ‘They’ve gone to Parliament Tower, boy,’ Frank said, ignoring him. ‘They’ve gone to wage a war.’

      ‘And they’ll die just like the rest.’

      Frank took another step forward. He dropped the robot arm to the floor, reached up and grabbed Lindon’s chin with fingers that were surprisingly strong. He jerked Lindon’s face down until they were facing each other eye to eye.

      ‘Did I ever tell you what they did to your parents? To my son and his lovely wife? Did I? I don’t know if I did, because when I think about that shit it makes me want to slit my wrists and go join them. I hid you, boy, your mouth taped shut so you wouldn’t cry, and I watched from a chair as they cut out your daddy’s tongue and your mummy’s eyes. They took their time, boy, making sure I felt every twist and cut of the knife as surely as your parents did. When they finally drew that knife across their throats I felt nothing but relief. I waited for my turn, knowing I’d have to confess to them about you just to give you a chance, however slim, but it never came. They looked at me, these two DCA bastards, and they nodded as if to say, so fucking there. And then they left, walking out nonchalantly as if they’d just come round to bitch about my fucking TV license. You see, Lindon, they don’t deal in death, these people. Death is the easy way out. They deal in misery. And it’s time that misery was stopped.’

      ‘What do you want me to do about it? My job is to keep these people safe—’

      ‘You call this safe?’ Frank spat. ‘Hiding in a tunnel like a worm? How many people do you have in the Tank, Lindon? Ten thousand? Fifteen?’ He let go of Lindon’s chin, and swung a weak slap at his face, his dry palm like parchment on Lindon’s skin. ‘I know you have guns, boy. There were guns here when I still came down here, and I know you’ve probably stolen hundreds since then. Arm them. Arm the people and let’s stand up and fight!’

      ‘So many will die. I couldn’t give a shit about the rest of London, but the Tank people are my people.’

      ‘They’re dead already!’ Frank shouted, his voice echoing down the platform. ‘The Governor’s finally gone mad! It’s only a matter of time before those robots find their way into the tunnels, or he sends the Huntsmen to flush them out. Rise, Lindon! You’ll never have a better chance! And if you fail, well, so what? This is what you call living? This is death, boy. You just don’t know it yet.’

      Lindon stared at Frank for several long seconds then slowly shook his head. ‘Damn you, old man.’

      Frank grinned. He held up the gun. ‘Two bullets, one for you and one for me?’

      Lindon pushed it away. ‘Save them for the Governor.’

      Frank cackled. ‘That’s my boy!’

      Lindon turned, peering back into the darkness. ‘Wade! Johnson! Phelps! Get over here.’ He turned back to Frank. ‘I’ll see you in hell, old man.’

      ‘About seven miles west of here.’

      ‘That’s the one.’
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* * *

      Martin Stephens didn’t like to think about what might be going on above ground. No one had given him the order to return to the siding yard so he continued his Jubilee Line loop service from Stanmore to the current terminus at Canada Water as usual. With the low power regulations, each journey took roughly an hour, after which he waited at the terminus for the usual ten minutes, and then began again.

      The passenger numbers were way down, although he had passed dozens of packed platforms. A few people had been getting on and off but it seemed no one wanted to be above ground. He had heard rumours of course, but he didn’t like to dwell on them. He was paid to drive a train—a rare human driver when so many were automated these days—and he was thankful for the small but regular salary that was deposited in his bank account each month. He lived in a government-subsidised flat way out in Queensbury, where his children went to a government-funded school and his wife worked in a local Department of Civil Affairs tax collection office. He didn’t look up at the towering north perimeter wall as he walked to work each day, didn’t look at the homeless slumped in doorways, and didn’t dwell on the rusting cars abandoned by the roadside. His family was safe and alive, and he was happy for them to stay that way.

      He noticed a light flashing on the dashboard and frowned. The train’s computer systems were notifying him of an upcoming blockage on the line. It had been years since he’d experienced one. There were always jumpers, but a blockage meant something big enough to stop the train, usually a tunnel collapse. He couldn’t remember a single one in his fifteen years of service.

      He slowed the train to a crawl, overriding the computer’s automatic braking system which would bring him to a stop between stations. He never liked the idea of that; there were rumours about those … things that he didn’t like to think about. Much better to stop in a station, where there would be some emergency lighting if he was required to get out.

      The train was approaching Westminster. Abandoned since long before he had started driving the trains, the station was right in the middle of the Tank. He always got nervous running through the Tank stations, and he flicked on the override locks on the doors, just in case.

      Up ahead, the dimmed headlights picked up something on the tracks. He grimaced, not wanting to get any closer, but not wanting to ignore the power level limits and put the lights on full. He reached under the dashboard and pulled out a heavy piece of wood with a piece of leather wrapped around one end. He’d never used it, but there was always a first time.

      The object was a car. Martin gaped in astonishment. How the hell had a car got down on the tracks? Leaning on its side, its front was poking down between the rails, one wheel on the platform and the other off. It looked battered, rusted and ancient.

      The train came to a stop about twenty feet away. Martin immediately sensed danger, so began to shift the gears back into reverse to send the train back the way it had come. He was just reaching for the radio to report the blockage when a tap came on the side window.

      He looked up to see a muscular, shaven-headed man peering in at him, a gun in his hands. It had been the gun barrel that had tapped on the window, and now Martin saw dozens of others behind him, almost all of them armed, materializing out of the dark like men grown from shadows.

      ‘You can open the door and help us, or you can die and we’ll figure it out,’ the man shouted through the glass. ‘Your choice.’

      It wasn’t much of a choice. Martin had a family to look after. He pressed the button to unlock the doors.

      The man stepped inside. ‘We’re taking over your train,’ he said. ‘We need you to take us to the old Canary Wharf station, then come back and bring some more of us. You’re not being asked, I might add.’

      Martin shook his head, his voice trembling. ‘There’s no public access to the Parliament Tower station, the one you call Canary Wharf.’

      ‘We’re not asking for public access, we want the private way in.’

      ‘I’m not allowed—’

      ‘I don’t give a shit about what you’re allowed to do or not. The Jubilee Line goes to Canary Wharf. Take us there or goddamn it I’ll blow your face all over the front of this train.’

      Martin gulped and nodded. ‘Okay, I can take you there.’

      In front of the train, a gang of men with ropes began to haul the car up off the track.

      ‘How on earth did you get that down here?’ Martin asked, unable to help himself.

      The shaven-headed man smiled. His face wasn’t unattractive, but it was hardened like stone. Not a man to mess with.

      ‘Strength in numbers, my friend,’ he said.
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      Barney drove. Brete sat in the seat behind him, peering out of the front of the bus like a rather untidy tourist, although her eyes were scanning for snipers and robots rather than for beautiful buildings and tranquil parks.

      Owen, when he wasn’t leaning forward to order Barney to make a turn, sat quietly behind her. Carl, sitting across from him, regarded his old friend with a mixture of regret and delight. The delight was for seeing his friend again, the regret for what had happened to him in the years they had been apart.

      As Barney steered them round an overturned truck in the middle of Borough Road and turned into Long Lane, Carl leaned forward and put a hand on Owen’s arm. ‘We’ll get you out,’ he said, not sure what else he could say. ‘Whatever they did to you … we can fix it.’

      Owen slowly lifted his head. The Tank’s thugs had left his face a mess of bruises. ‘I’m happy you’ve done so well for yourself, Carl. I’m happy you survived. They told me you had … but that’s all. They lost you. They lost all of you until you came back.’

      ‘Things will change, Owen. The people are fighting. You can’t crush free will forever—’

      ‘You can,’ Owen said, and Carl flinched back at the ferocity in his voice. ‘You can crush it as long as you like. Whenever you see a flower, pull it up or stamp it out, because if you don’t someone else will … beautiful things are always destroyed, Carl. There’s nothing else that can happen.’

      Carl shook his head, but said nothing. Owen was rambling. The trauma of everything had got to him, left him a nervous wreck. If they could only get him out of London, they could make things better. Owen had been damaged, just like Brete had, but Brete had survived, and Owen, despite his pessimism, could survive too.

      Carl remembered Marta coming over to him as he looked up at the towering perimeter wall of London GUA with the sun setting at their backs. Brete and Barney were napping, James had gone off to scout.

      I need to talk to you about Brete, she had said. She won’t like me telling you, but I trust you, Carl. I trust you to treat her the way she deserves.

      He glanced up at Brete, sitting behind Barney, as the handler steered them around an overturned car. His heart ached for her, and he wanted to pull her close, protect her from all this.

      ‘That way,’ Owen said, leaning forward. ‘Jamaica Road. Follow it, then take Brunel Road. You’ll see a tunnel entrance coming up on the left in a mile or so, but we can’t take it, it’s clogged with debris. Keep straight and you’ll see the new bridge over to Parliament Tower. We’ll have to walk across.’

      ‘Guards?’ Carl asked.

      Owen and Barney both nodded. ‘Probably,’ Barney said. ‘Lad’s right though. It’s our only way in.’

      ‘I can get you in,’ Owen blurted. He turned to Carl. Out of the corner of his eye Carl noticed Brete watching Owen intently. ‘They know me. I work for them. I can get you past the guards, if that’s really where you want to go.’

      Carl looked at Brete. The girl gave a slight nod. Turning back to Owen, Carl said, ‘We have no real choice. If Marta is going in there we have to try to help her.’

      ‘You can’t help her,’ Owen said, his voice turning hollow, eyes glazing over. For a second Carl wondered who he was really talking to, and the image of the child in the Scottish village appeared in his mind. ‘She’s as good as dead.’

      Carl shook his head, and suddenly Owen’s eyes cleared, as if whatever spirit had taken hold of him had let go.

      ‘We have to try,’ he said again, and this time Owen just nodded.

      ‘There’s the checkpoint,’ Barney shouted, pointing up the road. From out of an area of demolished houses to their left the Thames arched lazily around in front of them, half a kilometre across. Rising massive into the air was Parliament Tower, a hundred floors of glass and metal poking up like a blunt pencil into the grey skies.

      ‘That’s some checkpoint,’ Barney said.

      Carl had been transfixed by the tower block, the tallest building he’d ever seen, but he saw Barney was right. Two heavily fortified buildings stood either side of a long bridge arching over the river. Several dozen men in military uniforms were standing around, guns in their hands. Back by the entrance to the bridge itself stood two huge Safekeeper robots, at least double the size of any Carl and seen before. From this distance they looked almost as tall as the bus, bulky and powerful.

      ‘Don’t get any closer. Stop here,’ Owen said, standing up. ‘I’ll go talk to them.’

      ‘Be careful, Owen,’ Carl said.

      ‘Don’t worry.’

      Barney parked the bus and they waited nervously as Owen climbed out and walked over to the checkpoint, his hands raised in the air. Carl was terrified the soldiers or the Safekeepers would fire on him, but the robots stayed immobile, and the soldiers just seemed to be just idling. As soon as he got near, Owen was immediately surrounded and taken into one of the little buildings.

      ‘This could get us all killed,’ Barney muttered.

      ‘Might be our only chance to get inside,’ Brete said.

      Carl stayed silent. He stared at the low guard building, wishing he could see through walls to know what was happening inside. Please, Owen. Don’t let me down.

      After what felt like hours Owen stepped back outside. He raised a hand and waved them forward.

      ‘This is your call, Carl,’ Barney said. ‘You say the word and we follow, but I’m pretty sure I speak for the lass in that if you tell us to turn this here bus around and get the hell out of here, we’d be quite happy with that option too.’

      Carl took a deep breath. He felt a lump in his throat as he looked at Owen standing ahead of them in the road, his old friend with his hands on hips, almost impatiently waiting for them to hurry up. Carl started to get up, then stopped, hesitating. Owen looked so natural, standing there, on the other side. On the Governor’s side.

      You’re still my friend. I believe in you, Owen. Please. You’ll always be one of us, a Tube Rider.

      Carl glanced first at Brete, then at Barney. He nodded. ‘We’ve come this far,’ he said, standing up at last. He took hold of Brete’s hand and led her down the steps, with Barney following behind.

      Each step felt leaden as they closed the distance to the line of soldiers. So many guns, Carl thought. Too many. We’d never get away if they turned them on us.

      ‘They’ll escort us across the bridge,’ Owen said, leaning close to Carl’s ear. ‘They have to cuff you but don’t worry, on the other side you’ll be released into my charge.’

      Carl nodded and held out his hands to be cuffed as other hands pulled his weapons and his rucksack off him. He tried to forget the slight tremble in Owen’s voice. It could mean anything. His friend might just be nervous. He might be—

      ‘Let’s go,’ a solder in a high ranking uniform said, prodding Carl in the back.

      A dozen men marched them over to the bridge. There, they were loaded into the back of a small truck that drove them between the two huge Safekeepers, up the slight incline, and then down again towards another gate in a wall that made a wide ring out around the Governor’s residence.

      ‘Thanks,’ Carl said, leaning close to Owen as the car entered through the open gate and pulled up in a courtyard beyond. Several more clusters of soldiers were standing around, guns held across their chests. Carl saw another Safekeeper, smaller this time, standing off to the side. Its gun followed them as the truck came to a stop and the soldiers got out. ‘You did good, Owen, you did—’

      ‘Carl … I’m so sorry.’

      Carl turned to his friend and felt a terrible weight pressing down on his heart. Owen’s eyes were hopeless, full of regret. A single tear dribbled down his cheek.

      ‘They put things in me,’ the boy sobbed. ‘Things so I had to obey. They blew off one of my feet—’

      Rough hands dragged Carl out of the back of the truck. He glanced up for a moment to see the look of misery on Owen’s face as his friend shook off his own cuffs, not even locked, and dropped them to the ground. Then the butt of a rifle slammed into the side of his face and he hit the ground hard.

      As stars filled his vision he heard Brete screaming behind him, heard Barney roar with anger as the handler got a punch in before he was battered to the ground. The sound of kicking feet and battering gun barrels sounded for a few seconds more before a sharp voice barked, ‘That’s enough! Take them to the holding cells.’

      Strong arms dragged Carl to his feet. Something hard struck the back of his legs and he staggered, held up between the two soldiers. He turned his head, looking for Brete, and saw her briefly, blood streaming down her face from a gash on her brow. Barney’s face was a bloody mess, but the handler had a defiant snarl on his face as he spat a tooth at the nearest soldier. Carl was dragged away towards an opening door as the heavy sound of wood on flesh came from behind him, followed by a weary groan.

      ‘Owen!’ he screamed. ‘Owen, fight them! Fight—’

      An elbow slammed into his face, cutting off his words. Strong hands dragged him into a dark entrance, and a moment later a door slammed behind him. Somewhere nearby Brete was sobbing, and all he wanted to do was go to her, but his hands were cuffed and soldiers were all around.

      He closed his eyes, wishing only to erase away everything.
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      Dreggo kicked through a door and stumbled out into an underground parking garage. Row upon row of government vehicles stood in long, perfect lines: armoured cars, trucks, even a couple of tanks with the DCA logo on their side. Dreggo glanced around, spotting what she wanted parked in a thin bay behind a row of jeeps.

      Her back and shoulders were aching, but adrenaline gave her strength as she kicked away the motorbike’s stand and pulled it upright, sliding a leg over the saddle. She touched her hand to a palm-print sensor and the engine burst into well-oiled, well-maintained life. She smiled inwardly. Whoever was locking her out of Mega Britain’s systems had forgotten one. Perhaps others would work yet.

      She twisted the throttle, released the brake and the bike sped away, lights illuminating the vast hidden resources at the Governor’s disposal.

      ‘You bastard,’ she muttered. ‘You bled this country, now I’ll make you bleed. I swear it.’

      The garage doors were already open. The bike roared out into the street, and Dreggo pulled it hard to the left, accelerating away with Parliament Tower’s own perimeter wall rising high over her head. A small checkpoint appeared around a bend in front of her, a low barbed-wire barricade with a gate in the middle, guarded by a group of soldiers. Dreggo ducked down behind the motorbike’s bulletproof visor as gunshots rang out, a couple chipping the glass and deflecting away.

      She glanced up to see the soldiers had assembled into a line, their guns raised. Dreggo ducked lower, closed her eyes and felt her cloak billowing out behind her, trusting her instincts.

      Bullets rattled off the front of the bike, the sound like marbles in a box. Her cloak tugged at her shoulders as the gunfire shredded it. Then, over the sound of the weapons: cries of terror.

      Men dived aside as she burst through them, running one slow soldier down, the front wheel of the bike crunching over his neck. As the bike bumped Dreggo jerked the handlebars to the side and it skidded right, almost slipping over. She jerked the wheel left again and the back tire caught, the bike leaping forward. It slammed into the metal gate between the two curls of barbed wire and it burst open. Dreggo gunned the engine and roared away, leaving the checkpoint behind her.

      She gasped, her heart thudding against the metal plates in her chest, and rode hard away into the choked ruins of London’s streets.
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* * *

      On a vehicle capable of threading through the rubble and abandoned cars and trucks, getting across London was probably faster than it had once been during rush hour, Dreggo thought darkly. From all around her came the rattle of machine gun fire, the screams of dying citizens and the roar of burning factories. Fires raged on several streets, too fierce for her to pass, and on others there were rampaging Safekeepers and other robots, driving fleeing citizens before them as their guns blazed. She no longer had access to the DCA computers, but her inbuilt maps worked fine, so barely half an hour after escaping from Parliament Tower she pulled up outside her destination.

      It looked like nothing, just an old warehouse with a rusty garage door at the front, tufts of scraggly grass poking up from underneath its edges. The street was quieter than most with no abandoned, decaying cars, just boarded-up industrial holdings stretching away in each direction, a few rusty cans and crushed takeaway boxes propelled along the curb by the buffeting wind, watched over by a few threadbare, wiry trees.

      ‘Welcome home, Dreggo,’ she muttered wryly. ‘Home sweet home.’ My birthplace. The only one that really matters.

      She didn’t waste time calling out her identification code. If the electricity was working the sensors would have scanned her face, detected the violations on her computer record, and the guns hidden in the walls would have ripped the flesh from her metal exo-skeleton. After the Tube Riders had blown up the wind farm in Scotland it had only been a matter of time before systems started to fail. The backup solar-powered generators could only last so long beneath London’s grey skies. The last word from Farrell Soars had been that the wind farm was only a couple of days away from being operational again. Oh, the irony.

      She was sure that no one was even watching her through the tiny spy holes above the door. Whatever government people were still inside would be running and fighting for their lives, trapped in the pitch black of the dozens of subterranean levels of London GUA’s Research Facility Number One. She was the least of their worries.

      She closed her eyes, concentrating, tuning the radio frequencies in her mind to detect those of the dozens of Huntsmen and other government experiments locked inside. She couldn’t traverse minds like the Governor could, but she had long ago learned how to bypass the DCA official radio frequencies to contact the Huntsmen directly using the radio transmitters fused to her nerve cells inside her brain. She had rarely spoken aloud with Heyna; they had spent hours conversing through the radios that spoke directly into their minds.

      Hear me, my friends. I am Dreggo. I am your leader. Come to me. Come to the surface. I am waiting for you.

      A roar of static filled her mind, and for a moment she staggered, her temples throbbing from the onslaught.

      My God, there are hundreds of them.

      Their responses, when the came, were legion.

      We hear you. We are coming.

      She waited as the minutes stretched by. For a while she thought the facility must have some sort of lockdown barricade, that the scientists had managed to close off the lower levels before the power went down.

      Then, quietly at first, building into a rumble like an approaching tube train, she heard them.

      The door began to shake. Dreggo gave a satisfied smile as first one edge, then the other, broke away from the building, until a huge slab of concrete, with the fake warehouse door built into its outer surface, crashed down to the road and broke apart.

      Out of the shadows of the research facility they came, dozens upon dozens of them: Huntsmen, Redmen, and other creatures the government had been developing, such as Night Stalkers—thin, shadowy creatures who were nearly invisible after dusk—and Climbers, spidery things that could squeeze through holes the size of a drink can, catlike creatures, slithering things. They walked out of the nightmares of their births and development and stood before her.

      Dreggo waited until they had fallen almost still, all eyes watching her. She nodded slowly, moving her eyes across them, trying to take them in one by one but failing. There were too many, far too many.

      ‘My people,’ she said, her voice barely more than a whisper, but one she knew every single set of enhanced ears could pick up clear and loud. ‘The day to pay back those who have hurt us has arrived. We go to Parliament Tower.’

      Her host roared as one. Even before Dreggo had turned they were off, racing through the streets, claws and teeth ready to claim their vengeance.
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* * *

      Farrell Soars growled and punched the monitor screen as the display flickered. ‘Come on, you piece of shit,’ he growled, brushing away sweat that had broken out on his brow.

      For a moment the display held steady, the readout confirming what he had feared: there had been a total power failure at Research Facility Number One, and security had been breached.

      There were other problems too. Agents on the ground had radioed details of a massing of people in the Tank, hundreds of them heading into the old train tunnels, down on to the Jubilee Line where an Underground train had been compromised.

      The Jubilee Line led right under Parliament Tower.

      He punched the screen again and it held firm for a moment. Typing fast, he entered another alteration to the curfew command:

      All units return to Parliament Tower. The government is under attack. Repeat: all units to return.

      He tapped a CONFIRM command and the order was sent. A few seconds later the screen went black, and this time no amount of jostling would bring the power back on.

      Soars sighed. He patted the gun in the holster on his belt and headed for the exit. He was needed at Parliament Tower.
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      ‘Move!’

      As the train doors slid open, hundreds of people poured out, heading for the exits, guns in their hands and rage in their hearts. Frank, standing in the cab with Lindon, Wade, and Stevens, the train driver, watched the first wave disappear into the gloom. There was a momentary silence, then a hiss, then the doors slid shut again.

      ‘I get off here,’ Lindon said, opening the cab door. ‘Wade, bring the next crew.’ He turned to Frank. ‘What about you?’

      ‘Since it’ll take me a while, I’ll get off here too,’ he said. ‘You go on ahead though, boy. I’ll catch up.’

      Lindon helped Frank down on to the platform, then raised a fist to Wade as the train headed back towards the Tank. ‘I can carry you if you like.’

      Frank shook his head. ‘Get up there and lead your men, boy. I’ll be along in a while. Don’t you worry about me.’

      ‘If you say so.’

      Lindon turned to go, but Frank put out a hand to stop him. ‘Hey, Lindon.’

      ‘What?’

      Frank’s face twisted up like a piece of crumpled newspaper. ‘You did good, son. Man, you were an asshole kid, and you grew up to be a bigger asshole, but you’re a good asshole, know what I mean?’

      Lindon gave a half smile. ‘Yeah, I think I do. Reckon we have any chance up there?’

      ‘Truthfully?’ Frank sighed. ‘Probably not. I’m just tired of not living. I’d rather just die for real and get it over with. I think we all would.’

      ‘Amen to that.’

      Frank grabbed Lindon’s arm. ‘If you’re gonna die, boy, die good. Isn’t that what they would have said in one of those old movies?’

      ‘I think it is.’ Lindon stepped away. ‘See you on the other side, Granddad. Wherever that other side is.’ He pressed two fingers to the tattoo on the side of his head in a half salute, then was gone, running up the stairs after the others.

      Frank stood for a moment and listened to the distant rumble of the retreating train. Then, nodding to himself, he stumped towards the stairs, leaning on the robot arm with one hand, fingering the gun in his pocket with the other. ‘Two bullets,’ he muttered to no one. ‘One for you, one for me.’

      The muffled crack of gunfire drifted down from a couple of levels above him, followed by the whump of an explosion.

      ‘And so it begins,’ he muttered, taking the first step of what he expected to be a very long flight of stairs.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two more trainloads of people had overtaken him by the time he finally reached the surface four levels above. He emerged into a world of chaos. Gunfire and screams were everywhere, and every few minutes an explosion would cover everything else, making the very ground shake.

      The station exit was just outside the perimeter wall surrounding Parliament Tower. At no more than thirty feet high it was little more than a miniature version of the larger one surrounding London. Two steel gates stood blown open, their surfaces scarred and battered. No one moved on the walls above him, but Lindon’s people had paid a heavy price to get through. Bodies littered the ground, riddled with bullet holes, many with limbs blown off, blood soaking the concrete in one vast apocalyptic canvas.

      Frank stepped through the groaning of the dying, letting his curiosity override his doctor’s instinct to aid the injured, and peered through the open gates. From inside came the sounds of a pitched battle.

      He had heard about the Governor’s gardens, but like the rest of the common people of the city, he had never seen them. Now he found himself gazing on a most exotic array of plant life, towering ferns and gnarled palm trees, huge, twisted oaks and strange bald trees that had obviously come from some far-off land. An elk leapt out of the bushes, and danced across a clearing, only to explode under a hail of gunfire.

      ‘God damn,’ Frank muttered, turning away.

      An explosion just above the gate knocked him to his knees, and he covered his face as masonry rained down. It was too far away from him to be dangerous, but whatever had caused it had not come from inside. He looked away from the gardens, across a wide, open plaza in which the Governor had often hosted military drills and then plastered the damn things across the television for hours on end. Now, instead of foot soldiers, Frank was greeted with a scene out of a science-fiction movie as dozens of heavily armed robots walked slowly towards him out of a smoky haze.

      Frank did the first thing he could think of. He dropped to the floor and pulled the nearest body down on top of him, grunting with the effort as it stretched his old tendons until he thought they might snap.

      Waiting there beneath the cooling, stiffening corpse felt like one of the longest experiences of his life. He peered around the edge of a lifeless arm as the robots came closer, their flashing, booming weaponry exacting a heavy toll on the walls of the Parliament Tower perimeter as if entering through the gates would prove too much of a chore.

      The heavy tread of a Safekeeper landed just inches from him, pressing down on the torso of the corpse and pinning Frank to the ground. He looked up as blood and gore drenched him, right up into the underbelly of the robot. ‘One for you, one for me,’ he whispered, fingers stretching for his gun, but then the robot was past him, marching on into the Governor’s private gardens where the men from the Tank were making their stand. Frank looked up and saw the line of robots moving inside, some through the gates, others climbing up over the walls, others blasting their way straight through with a mixture of grenades and larger explosives. Whatever order they’d been given—and he was pretty sure annihilation was high on the list—they didn’t care much for infrastructure. If it got in the way, it got blasted.

      About sums this shithole up, he thought, watching the destruction with a weary eye. When the last robots were past, he pushed the corpse off him and climbed stiffly to his feet. He hobbled in through the broken gates and had just found the remains of a stairway leading up when another wave of men rushed past him. Frank ducked aside, afraid of being caught in the crossfire, hoping that some of these brave people lived to see another day.

      Getting up the stairs took an age, and he wondered just how much more his ancient body could take before it gave up on him and collapsed like a punctured balloon. Finally he made it, using the robot arm to lever himself up the last step, and he stood gasping on top of the wall above the gates as the battle raged around him. Guns blared, shrapnel flew, men screamed as they died, and robots exploded into fragments of scrap metal.

      Another tide of men rushed up out of the station and through the gates, and Frank knew from the smaller number that this was the last. The Tank had played its hand, but Frank knew with a growing sense of regret that it had been a weak one. The robots were like tanks on legs, marching on relentlessly, guns blazing. For every one that fell several dozen men died, a toll that couldn’t be sustained.

      ‘Damn,’ he muttered, shaking his head. ‘Die brave, boy.’

      But the men, he saw, weren’t going to go down without a fight. Sandwiched between the soldiers protecting the front of Parliament Tower and the robots coming in from the perimeter side, they were using the trees to their advantage, the knowledge of years of living in tunnels and abandoned buildings holding true. Each military unit they ambushed yielded a weapons cache, which in turn was ferried back to the men holding off the robots. And, unlike the soldiers fighting through orders, and the robots which were only programmed machines, the men of the Tank fought with sweat and blood. Every man who fell put a price on his head, made the government forces earn his death. For a while, as the robots were pushed back towards the perimeter, Frank thought the impossible might be possible.

      A howl rose up from the streets beyond the plaza behind him, quickly joined by dozens of others. Frank turned, the blood freezing in his veins, and his legs finally gave out. He fell to the hard stone of the perimeter wall catwalk, one hand propping him up. ‘’No,’ he muttered, thumping the wall with the side of his other fist. ‘No, no, no … that’s not fair. That’s not fair, goddamn it.’

      Huntsmen raced across the plaza, cloaks billowing out behind them like a raging, undead horde. He counted as far as two dozen but then the plaza was full of them, hundreds of the creatures racing towards Parliament Tower with dust pluming up behind them like a funeral veil for his people.

      ‘Oh, you bastards, you bastards!’ he shouted, shaking the robot arm in the air for a moment before losing his grip, dropping it and slumping forward over the low wall on the outer side. ‘You … not … you!’

      It was over. Lindon’s ragtag army had fought like true warriors, but their brief stand was done. Frank stared dumbly as Huntsmen spilled over the wall around him, ignoring him completely, leaping and somersaulting into the gardens, disappearing into the trees.

      Frank watched one as it zigzagged through the trees below him towards where a group of Tank men were fleeing from an advancing Safekeeper. It shouldn’t have been like this, he thought bitterly. It should have been our moment of glory. Our moment when everything got made right, and the last forty goddamn years finally became the past.

      He pushed himself to his feet and shuffled towards the edge. ‘One bullet for me, one for you,’ he muttered, aware of how easily one more step would make the gun irrelevant. If they came for him—which they would, sooner or later—there was no way he would go under those claws. He would die on his own terms.

      ‘I’m sorry, boy,’ he muttered, looking up across the expanse of gardens towards the towering glass and steel sentinel where the Governor was probably watching with a grin on his ugly, evil face. ‘Should have left you well alone and—’

      He stopped and stared, the words sucked from his mouth. The Huntsman he had watched stood atop the fallen metal body of the Safekeeper, the robot’s sheared-off arm held above its head in triumph. Around it, men cheered.

      ‘No, it can’t be…’

      Frank scanned the battlefield, searching for the others. Further away, on the edge of where his vision began to blur, a Huntsman was tearing into a group of government soldiers, scattering them like broken toys, and there, nearer, another hung around a Safekeeper’s neck, its claws looking for purchase while the robot spun out of control, eventually crashing to the ground. In an instant the Huntsman was tearing fistfuls of wires out of a hole in its back, and the robot went still.

      ‘They’re fighting for us,’ Frank murmured, wondering if he’d died already and was reliving a dream of how it might have been as he drifted from his body. ‘They’re fighting for us!’

      As if in answer, to prove what seemed impossible, a huge roar rose from the battlefield, the voices of humans and Huntsmen alike.

      Feeling a surge of adrenaline unlike any he had felt in years, Frank picked up the robot arm and hobbled off along the wall as it arced around towards Parliament Tower, wondering if he could be of some use yet.
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      ‘James said they were carried on this very train,’ Switch said, turning to Marta as they picked up speed, the smooth, shiny rails leading them into the dark tunnels beneath the orange glow of the train’s dimmed headlights.

      ‘And you’re sure they were alive?’ Marta said, turning to the Huntsman who stood at the back of the cab, his head leaning against the side window, his eyes staring vacantly out into the dark.

      James cocked his head and shrugged. ‘Yes. Alive. Now … don’t know.’

      Marta nodded. It was as she thought. Her children had been kidnapped to flush her out into the open, expose the Free Folk, and draw her back to London. It had worked. She was heading into the lair of the beast, with her friends dead and a trail of destruction behind her. There was no turning back. It was forwards, forwards, forwards … to whatever final station awaited.

      ‘The station is just up ahead,’ Switch said. ‘It has lights on, so Parliament Tower must still have power. We’d better be ready for a welcome party.’

      Marta turned as James growled. The Huntsman now held the crossbow in his hands, one furred finger running over the firing lever.

      ‘Take the clawboard,’ Switch said to Marta. ‘There are a couple of explosive charges left and some flares. I’ll make do with knives.’

      Marta reached out and put a hand on his arm. ‘Thanks, Switch.’

      He glanced at her, his bad eye flickering. He didn’t smile; his face was fixed in a grim expression that looked set hard out of clay. ‘If nothing else, let’s take as many as we can,’ he said, and she recognised the near hopelessness in his voice.

      The station loomed up on their left, dark and gloomy like most Underground stations, although this one was part of the subterranean stretch of the old Docklands Railway, set apart from the main Underground network. By her reckoning, they should be right under Parliament Tower itself.

      In the devil’s basement.

      ‘Platform looks clear,’ Switch said, leaning back on the brake lever to bring the train to a stop. ‘Take that to mean nothing, though. Bastards could be hiding.’

      James moved forward towards the door. ‘First,’ he growled.

      Marta wanted to tell him it was her fight, but Switch just nodded. ‘Be careful, bro,’ he said. As James opened the door and stepped down onto the platform, dropping into a fighting crouch, Switch turned to Marta and said, ‘Don’t worry about him. Ignore those human eyes, the guy’s built for this kind of thing.’

      Marta just nodded, stepping down through the door before Switch could get in her way and push her further back. James was moving one way, his nose to the ground, searching for her children’s scents. Switch followed him, but Marta hung back, a prickly feeling on her neck making her turn towards the other end of the platform. There appeared to be no way out that way, the platform ending in a solid stone wall with—

      The shadow in front of it shifted forward and molded into the shape of a man, huge and looming, skin glowing milky white. Dressed in a large black trenchcoat, his solid boots tapping a sinister rhythm out on the tiles of the platform, the Governor strode towards her like a shimmering mirage.

      She gasped as her hands went limp, the clawboard clattering to the floor. Unable to move, at first she thought through fear, then realizing it was more than that—it was something in the very air itself holding her arms at her sides—she managed to shift her head just enough to glance back and see Switch turn, knives appearing in his hands. One flashed through the air, only to deflect away from in front of the Governor’s face as if blown by the wind, bouncing harmlessly away on to the tracks. He raised his hand to throw the other, but then James was there, claws closing over Switch’s wrist, jerking him backwards, lifting him off his feet. James snarled and slashed his other hand across Switch’s chest, and in the gloom Marta saw Switch’s shirt ripped open. Switch cried out, and then the Huntsman was shoving him off the tracks behind the end of the train.

      ‘No!’ Marta was able to blurt out, but she remained frozen as the Huntsman leapt down after Switch, disappearing from sight.

      ‘Martaaaaaaaa!’ came a single desperate scream, cut off by the juicy squelch of ripping flesh and the thud of bone on steel. Tears clouded Marta’s eyes. She gasped as James climbed back on to the platform, blood dripping from his claws.

      ‘Her … too?’ the Huntsman said, blood dripping from jowls that were drawn back in a vicious snarl.

      The Governor chuckled. He cocked his head for a moment as if listening, then turned towards James. ‘Nice try, Huntsman,’ he said. ‘I find the reaffirmation of your loyalty quaint, but betrayal … is betrayal.’

      One arm rose gun-barrel straight, the palm facing up. The very air seemed to shake, then James was cart-wheeling end over end to slam into the far wall of the platform with a sickening crunch.

      With tears in her eyes, Marta looked up into the face of the Governor as he stepped out into the nearest circle of light. Half of his bleached, bone-white face was a bloody mess. One eye was gone, but in the one that remained she saw total and utter hatred.

      ‘Where … where are … where are my … children?’ she stammered.

      A huge hand grabbed hold of a clump of her hair, jerking her forward. The force holding her vanished, and she staggered as the Governor turned back up the platform, hauling her after him.

      ‘Come, you Tube Rider bitch,’ he said. ‘It’s time to end this before things get out of hand.’

      Marta tried to reach his hands, but every time she got close they were repelled by the same invisible force. In her mind she felt a great black weight pressing against her thoughts, trying to break through, trying to take over.

      Get out, she screamed silently. Get out of me.
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* * *

      Stevie, a voice whispered in Switch’s mind, and he wondered if perhaps it was the mother he had never known, and that he was dead. Come to me, Stevie. Let me heal you.

      Opening his eyes to a headache unlike any he’d ever felt before, he pressed a hand over his mouth to suppress a groan, and pushed himself stiffly to his feet. With the back of a dirty sleeve he wiped blood out of his eyes and peered up over the edge of the platform.

      It was empty.

      The Governor had gone, taking Marta with him.

      Switch cursed under his breath. He had lost her, again.

      Stevie, came the voice again, but this time it was fainter, and he rubbed the side of his head, wondering if he’d knocked a couple of screws loose. He felt like his whole brain had turned to soup.

      ‘Fuck off,’ he muttered, not sure who or what he was talking to. He climbed up on to the platform, moving gingerly. Where James had thrown him on to the rails he had been lucky to escape with just a few bruises.

      At the other end of the platform a dark shape lay at the foot of the wall.

      Switch sighed. ‘Ah, no…’

      He staggered over to the still form of the Huntsman. ‘You did good, bro,’ he muttered, crouching down. ‘Your family would have been proud.’

      He rolled the twisted shape towards him. James’s eyes were open, but they were glazed over in death. His doglike maw though, was pulled back in a kind of grin, as if he’d had the last laugh in the end.

      Stay dead, James had hissed, snapping jaws close to Switch’s ear. The Huntsman had raked his claws across his furry chest, then wiped the gore across Switch’s face and his own, before slamming Switch’s head back against the rails, causing Switch to black out.

      Switch tried to rub the back of his head, but it was too tender to touch. He winced, but understood the Huntsman’s plans. James had knocked Switch unconscious to mask his thoughts from the Governor. Then he had returned to the platform, and died.

      The Governor only wanted Marta. Everyone else was just collateral.

      ‘Too many have died for me,’ he muttered. ‘It’s time to start handing out some damn payback.’

      He draped the cloak across James’s face. Further down the platform he found the clawboard and picked it up, turning it over. It was meaningless to the Governor, but to Switch it might play a role yet.

      ‘If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll die beside you, Marta,’ he whispered, and turned for the stairs.
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      Rough arms dragged Carl into the room. A heavy fist clubbed him in the side of the face, and he sprawled towards where Barney, his face bloody, was leaning back against the far wall, his breath coming in short, hoarse breaths.

      He pushed himself to his knees and turned back just as Brete started to scream behind him. ‘Get off me!’

      ‘Touch her and I’ll kill you!’ Carl shouted.

      ‘Get in there, you rebel slut,’ one of the soldiers said, shoving Brete forward with the butt of his gun. ‘We’ll be back for some fun with you later.’

      Brete shuffled over to Carl, and he pulled her towards him, looping his cuffed hands protectively around in front of her chest. The last soldier leered through the doorway for a few seconds, his eyes moving up and down Brete’s body, but Carl stared him down. ‘Don’t come any closer,’ he said quietly, eyes not leaving the soldier’s, and finally the man looked away and slammed the door shut. A lock clicked in the door, and footsteps echoed away down the corridor outside.

      ‘Guess your buddy wasn’t quite as honourable as we thought,’ Barney said, his voice weary.

      Carl sighed. ‘I’m so sorry. I wanted to trust him, just … so much has happened to him that we can’t imagine. He looked so different, so tormented, but not just his face, his body … his eyes. They were my friend’s eyes, but they weren’t. Do you know what I mean?’

      Brete leaned her head back against Carl’s chest. ‘If the government gets hold of you nothing is ever the same,’ she said quietly. ‘They put you into a machine and what comes out is something else.’

      ‘Ask any Huntsman,’ Barney said.

      ‘We have to get out of here,’ Brete said. She stood up and went to the door, pounding her cuffed fists against it, but it was solid steel and locked from the outside.

      ‘No chance, lass,’ Barney said. ‘These rooms are holding cells. There ain’t no way out.’

      Almost as if to confirm Barney’s assertions, the lights suddenly went out. Brete gasped, then Carl felt her crawl back up against him. He hooked his arms back over her chest.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Carl said.

      No one spoke. Carl listened for the sound of footfalls outside, trying to guess if they were being guarded. Perhaps if they could trick someone into opening the door…

      ‘What’s that?’ Brete asked. ‘That popping sound?’

      ‘Where…?’

      But Carl heard it now. A distant pop-pop-pop that reminded him of the popcorn his mother used to make on warm summer evenings, the little brown seeds expanding and jumping up out of the pan as if they were alive.

      ‘They’re rising up,’ Brete said, and for a second Carl thought she was reading his thoughts. ‘The people of London. They’re fighting back.’

      Gunfire. Somewhere close, there was a battle going on.

      ‘Do you think they’re winning?’ he said.

      Brete shrugged. ‘I guess we have to hope so. Otherwise we might never get out of here.’

      ‘We can’t give up just yet,’ Carl said, putting his chin on the top of her head.

      ‘I think Barney already has,’ Brete said.

      Carl chuckled. Barney was snoring away. ‘I guess that’s about the best thing for the circumstances, isn’t it? Could do with a little more rest myself.’

      ‘I could do with cutting a few throats.’

      Carl patted her arm. ‘If we ever win this thing, can you promise me you’ll never cut my throat? You know, even if you get really angry about something?’

      Brete gave a little half laugh that turned into a sob. ‘Carl…’

      ‘I was just thinking that if we get out of here alive you might like Reading GFA. It’s kind of peaceful, you know? I know my mother is likely to be a pain, but my house is kind of huge, so there are plenty of places you could hide.’

      ‘Carl…’

      ‘And the villages are in a bit better repair than those in Cornwall.’

      ‘Carl, stop.’

      Brete was openly crying. Carl kissed the top of her head and ran a hand through her hair. ‘Brete, I’m sorry, I was only joking. The Free Folk villages are nice—’

      She shook her head. ‘I just can’t stand it, Carl. All this happy families talk. I can’t be like that, ever. I can’t.’

      ‘Why not?’

      She sniffed, for a few moments unable to speak. When she spoke it was through tears, barely audible, as if her voice had abandoned her.

      ‘Because of what they did to me.’

      He started to ask who she meant, then realised. ‘Oh.’

      ‘So all this planning for the future and everything is a waste of time because it can never happen. I can’t be normal, Carl. You don’t know what they did to me.’

      Very quietly, he said, ‘Yes, I do.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Marta told me. Outside London, while you were sleeping. We had a little talk about it.’

      ‘I trusted her—’

      ‘And she trusted me. And she knew what matters more than anything else.’

      ‘What?’

      He took a deep breath. ‘That I love you. And that whatever happens, whether we end up dancing round maypoles or in pieces in some mass grave, nothing will change that.’ He leaned close, whispering into her ear, feeling a little embarrassed in case Barney had woken up and was listening to them in the dark with a smirk on his face. ‘So much is going on that is so complicated and difficult and dangerous, but what we have is so simple. It’s so easy. We don’t have to do anything. All we have to do is feel.’

      ‘I can’t have children, Carl. I can’t even do normal woman things, if you know what I mean.’

      He kissed her cheek. ‘We’ll figure something out. There’s so much you need to worry about, like how the hell we’re going to get out of this dungeon, how we’re going to avoid all those terrible robots and the Huntsmen intent on ripping us to shreds, but not us. You don’t need to worry about us at all, because I’m in your heart and you’re in mine. That’s all that matters.’

      For a while Brete said nothing. Carl closed his eyes and listened to the sound of a battle that was so near but sounded so far away. Finally, Brete nudged his leg. ‘I hope they win,’ she said. ‘I hope they win.’

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘And Carl…?’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘What’s a maypole?’

      He laughed, stroking her hair. ‘One day I’ll show you. You probably won’t be that impressed.’

      He leaned his head back against the cold wall, holding Brete against him. After a few moments he heard her breathing even out, and he knew she had fallen asleep. He closed his eyes again, waiting, hoping sleep would give him a little rest from all the warfare too.
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* * *

      The grinding of the door and the blaring lights jerked Carl awake. He opened his eyes, shaking a feeling of grogginess out of his mind and the stiffness out of his arms and legs. His hands, still shackled, were wrapped around Brete’s shoulders. Against the wall, Barney groaned and lifted his head.

      The door swung back and three men walked in, two soldiers flanking a stern, square-jawed man with cold grey eyes.

      ‘Get them up,’ the stern-faced man said.

      Carl tried to pull Brete back towards him as the soldiers approached, but the girl kicked out, catching the nearest soldier in the shin. The soldier slipped, stumbling forward, and Brete swung a vicious kick at his face. His rifle fell loose and Barney darted for it, but the stern-faced man kicked the handler hard in the stomach, and Barney fell away groaning. The second soldier landed a couple more punches, and Barney withdrew, his face bleeding from fresh wounds but as defiant as ever.

      ‘Get up, you imbecile,’ the stern man said.

      ‘Commander, should we kill them now?’ the second soldier asked.

      Soars shook his head. ‘Take them to the Governor. He may have a use for them.’

      ‘Yes, sir. As you command.’

      The soldiers hauled Carl, Brete and Barney up and herded them towards the door.

      ‘Any sudden moves and you’re dead,’ Soars said. ‘Let’s go. The Governor is waiting.’

      As the soldiers stepped out into the corridor, with Soar’s gun urging the captives forward, Carl leaned back and gave Brete’s shackled hand a quick squeeze.

      ‘Don’t give up,’ he whispered, leaning close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Twitch

        

      

    
    
      Switch was lost. Parliament Tower was an endless maze of boring functional corridors, none of which seemed to go anywhere. He’d climbed flights of stairs and descended others, turned around in circles and come back out on corridors he’d just left. He’d looked into storerooms, empty offices, car garages, and what looked chillingly like prison cells, but without James to track for him he had no way of knowing which way the Governor and Marta had gone.

      ‘Damn it.’ He punched the wall, stopping for a minute to get his breath back. He ran a hand through his irregular tufts of hair, his bad eye flickering worse than ever.

      Stevie.

      ‘Huh?’ He looked up, looked around, but the corridors were empty. It was that same voice again, the one from back on the platform. He’d thought it just his traumatised mind spitting out crap after getting clumped on the rails, but it seemed so close, so real. ‘What the fuck?’

      Stevie, know me.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’

      Know me.

      He started to walk down the corridor, not sure exactly where he was going, but feeling led somehow. Ghosts and spirits and all that crap meant nothing to him, so there was no way the voice was in his head. He’d seen some strange shit in his time, for sure, Halo moving stuff around, freezing people in the air … but it was just science. It was all just science. Whether it was a known science or not was irrelevant. Switch didn’t know how to drive a tank, but he sure as hell knew they existed, and he was fucking certain that there were people out there who did.

      ‘You want to go knocking around in there, you fuck, why don’t you come the hell out so I can cut you?’

      Stevie.

      Louder than ever, it called from around the next corner in the corridor. Stevie—my name is Switch, damn it—peered around it, ignored the mangled corpses of two Personal Guard lying outside a door that had been blown open, and thought only about how nice it would be to—

      ‘Fuck off out of there, you piece of shit.’

      He slammed the clawboard against the wall, gritted his teeth and slapped himself across the face.

      Stevie…

      Whatever the fuck you are, you’re persistent.

      Come to me.

      I’m coming all right.

      He stepped around the bodies and went inside. There he found it, the thing that was dancing around in his head, shimmering in the air in front of him.

      It looked like a giant cube of goddamn gloop, sitting in the middle of the room like it owned the place, giving out vibes and messages and offering to change the world for him. From somewhere distant came the sound of gunfire, and he remembered the evil smile on the Governor’s lips as the bastard appeared out of the dark to take Marta away. Yeah, it had changed the world all right.

      Stevie … let me heal you. Enter me.

      ‘I don’t need to be healed, you giant turd. Now, what the fuck are you, then?’

      I am everything you could ever want. What would you desire of me?

      Switch’s bad eye began to flicker worse than it ever had before. He squeezed his eyes shut, feeling like a butterfly was trapped behind his eyelid, fighting to get out. Fingers seemed to be groping at his brain, wrapping themselves around his thoughts, trying to mould them into a new order. He gritted his teeth and slapped himself hard across the face.

      Stevie…

      The flickering in his eye abruptly stopped. Switch grinned. ‘That’s science for you, motherfucker. Now get the fuck out of there. I know what you are.’ He took a few steps forward until it seemed to fill the room. Over to his right was the body of a dead Huntsman, one that looked vaguely familiar. Perhaps they’d crossed swords a lifetime ago.

      He pulled the clawboard up across his chest like a shield, pressing his fingers to the touch screen, activating controls committed to memory years before.

      Come closer, Stevie. Let me give you the world.

      ‘Do you know what you are, you piece of crap?’ he said, cocking his head to one side. ‘You piece of junk, playing around in my head, making me say shit to myself? You, you fuck, are the root of all evil.’ He lifted the clawboard above his shoulder. ‘Good fucking night.’

      He flung the clawboard at the thing, watched it fly straight and true, hit the surface of the blob or jelly or whatever the shit it was, pause for a moment as if buying a fucking bus ticket, then push its way inside. For an instant he saw its shadow moving through the thing, penetrating deep inside, then it was too far in and he was running, running, running, feet pounding over the floor, back through the doors and down the corridor as if every Huntsman in the whole fucking country were chasing a can of dog food shoved up his ass. He skidded around corners, bruising his shoulders on the walls, and finally dived through a door into some kind of stockroom, pulled a table over on its side and cowered down behind it, listening in his head to the last seconds of the two explosive charges left on the clawboard ticking away.

      There was no sound, only the sudden rattling of the building, so hard and brutal it was as if some invisible god had lifted it up and slammed it back down.

      The sound came a moment after, and Switch clapped his hands over his ears to block out the hideous squealing of the whole building dying. It felt like a thousand angry demons were raging into his ears, and he held his hands over them until he realised that this time it wasn’t going to stop, this time there was no end.

      At some point the table had fallen on top of him. He shoved it away, dodged a steel girder that crashed down through the ceiling like a stake aimed at Parliament Tower’s black heart, and staggered out into the corridor.

      He could still hear the thing screaming. Whether it was in his head or not, it had a banshee feminine howl, ripping and tearing through the shaking corridors of Parliament Tower, pulling the building apart. Switch ducked away from broken pieces of a chair that were flying upwards, closing his eyes, not prepared to dwell on what was happening. Thinking about it wouldn’t help.

      There was only one thing he had left to do.

      He had to find Marta.

      He had to find Marta now.
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      ‘I’ve waited a long, long time for this,’ the Governor said, hauling Marta into an elevator and jabbing a button with a thick finger. He shoved her to the floor, and then as she tried to get up pushed her back down with the sole of his shoe. ‘The trouble you and your friends have caused … you don’t understand, do you? Everything was going so well.’

      ‘You’re crazy,’ she said, finding it hard even to speak, the words oozing from her mouth like glue.

      ‘I’m crazy? You have no idea what crazy means, Tube Rider. You want crazy? I’ll show you crazy.’

      The elevator came to a halt. The doors started to move then suddenly burst open, rattling in their fittings. The Governor grabbed Marta’s hair again and marched out, pulling her along beside him. Doors flew open ahead of them, cracking back against the walls. From somewhere distant came the sound of gunfire.

      They turned into a wide audience chamber. A handful of nervous soldiers gave the Governor a sharp salute. He waved the first one over.

      ‘Where’s Farrell Soars?’

      The man’s lips trembled. ‘I don’t know, sir.’

      The Governor glowered. ‘No matter. Bring me the children,’ he said. ‘It’s time to put an end to this.’

      The man didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes, sir,’ he snapped, and turned on his heel.

      The Governor waved to a second man. ‘I wish to address my people,’ he said, pointing to the doors. ‘Let’s keep this official, shall we?’

      Two soldiers ran to the huge doors and slid them wide. The sounds of war rushed in, overwhelming Marta, who shut her eyes to try to close them out. Were these people dying because of her? When would it ever stop?

      The Governor dragged her out on to a huge, open balcony three storeys off the ground. An enormous expanse of gardens stretched away for a mile towards a perimeter wall. Marta frowned. What had probably once been a tranquil, relaxing garden was now the zoo from hell. Soldiers, robots, Huntsmen, and more fought a chaotic, devastating battle amongst the trees. It was impossible to tell who was fighting on whose side. Rag-clad men fired on a Safekeeper at the same time as a Safekeeper fired on a Huntsman, and a Redman smashed into a group of soldiers.

      It felt like the end of the world.

      The Governor hauled her to the edge and shoved her to the ground. A camera set into the low balustrade wall whirred, its lens flicking from Marta to the Governor, and she glanced up to see the glass front of the building had become a huge video screen. It reminded her of the bridge in Bristol, but seeing the Governor’s bloodied, sadistic face seemed so much more terrible.

      The Governor raised his arms in the air. ‘Hear me!’ he roared, his voice amplified a thousand times. Marta clapped her hands over her ears. ‘Hear … me!’

      The air filled with a rushing sound like a howling gale, and Marta peered over the balustrade as what she could only describe as a wave of pure thought rushed outwards from where the Governor stood, flattening everything in its path like a powerful wind decimating a field of corn. Robots, Huntsmen, and humans alike tumbled to the ground, their weapons knocked away. Trees were uprooted and water sloshed out of ponds.

      An eerie calm descended over the battlefield. For a moment Marta thought everyone was dead, then a few people slowly climbed to their feet. A Huntsman pushed itself out from under a fallen tree; a Safekeeper whirred as it tried to free itself from a small pond into which it had fallen.

      Then, behind her, a sound she thought she might never hear again: ‘Mama?’

      ‘Benjamin!’

      She rolled over as her son ran across the balcony towards her. When he fell into her arms she saw a mass of cuts and bruises across his face. She glared up at the Governor as she held Benjamin close. Then something moved out of the corner of her eye and Alice followed her brother out of the shadows. She looked similarly battered, and Marta scooped her up, pulling her tight against her chest.

      ‘Oh, how delightful,’ the Governor’s amplified voice boomed. ‘A mother reunited with her children.’

      ‘No!’ Marta screamed as she felt them dragged out of her hands. She tried to hold on to them but her hands were pushed down against her sides. Crying, Benjamin and Alice slid away towards where the Governor stood. He took hold of one of each of her children’s hands and lifted them off the ground, holding them high out in front of him. He stepped towards the edge, her children dangling over the drop.

      ‘Please … let them go!’

      The Governor ignored her. ‘So easily separated,’ he said, addressing the battlefield. ‘Your pathetic rebellion is futile. You cannot defeat me. Look how the great and powerful Marta Banks lies sniveling and whining at my feet? Lay down your arms. Turn your leaders over to my soldiers and return to your homes. Only those responsible will be punished. You have only this choice. No other.’

      ‘Let them go, you fucking freak,’ Marta spat, surprised to hear her voice amplified out across the gardens, deafeningly loud. Her teeth clamped together so hard she bit her cheeks and felt blood well in her mouth. The Governor, a snarl on his face, turned towards her and aimed a kick at her face. She tried to close her eyes, tried to flinch away, but she was powerless, immobile…

      A huge explosion shook the very foundations of Parliament Tower. The Governor’s mouth fell open, his one remaining eyebrow rising in a look of surprise that suddenly turned to horror. He let go of her children and they fell to the ground. The Governor wheeled around to face the gardens, screaming, “NO NO NO!’ at the top of his voice, the sound tearing like claws at Marta’s eardrums. Huge reverberations shook the building. High above her, a glass panel from the video screen came loose and crashed down onto the balcony with a crackling roar of shattering glass.

      The force holding her had vanished. Marta gathered her children and turned her back, shielding them. Above her, another huge panel teetered, about to fall. Over her shoulder the Governor stood by the balustrade, his clenched fists raised in the air, his back arched, his head facing up to the sky.

      He looked every bit the madman she had always heard he was, but his back was turned. Marta didn’t think twice. She grabbed her children and ran.
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      Cheeks budding with shame and regret, Owen wandered aimlessly through a seemingly deserted Parliament Tower, unsure who he was looking for or where he was going. Every particle in his body wanted to turn back, to help his friends, but twin barriers of rage and fear held him at bay, pushing him further away from them.

      A huge explosion knocked him from his feet. As he rolled over and sat up, feeling the reverberations run through the walls, he saw the corridor now appeared skewed to one side, as if the whole tower had shifted on its foundations. I have to get out, he thought. I have to get out before the whole thing comes down.

      Stop her.

      The thought bounced around inside his skull and Owen paused, looking around. Something was invading him, entering his mind. He wanted to fight, but he was tired, he was so, so tired.

      I have to stop her.

      He gritted his teeth and clenched his fists. The next stairway had a rent torn across it halfway up, but he jumped over it and climbed up to the landing above. He started to turn left, but then had an overwhelming compulsion to turn right. As his eyes came up he saw her running towards him.

      Marta.

      She was carrying one child, a little girl. A little boy was hurrying along at her side, one hand in hers. Blood was trickling down from her forehead to her jaw, and her hair looked wilder than he remembered, a dirty mess of dreads and braids.

      Take her children. Wait for me.

      She paused, slowing to a walk, and stared at him. ‘Owen? Owen, is that you? Help me. Help me, Owen, please.’

      He smiled. ‘Marta. Nice to see you again.’

      ‘Owen, I’m so sorry for everything that happened. Please, help me. Switch said—’

      ‘Don’t worry, I can help you.’

      Of course he would help her. It made perfect sense. The Governor would help her too. She just had to wait for him to catch up. Where was he now?

      ‘Come here,’ he said. ‘Let me take one of them.’

      ‘Owen, we have to get out of here. Something’s happened. The building—’

      You bitch, you caused this.

      ‘You bitch,’ Owen said, still smiling. ‘You caused this.’

      She stopped dead. ‘Owen … what … what are you—’

      Stop her!

      Owen shoved Marta backwards, feeling his strength rising. He could crush the life out of her, end this quickly for the Governor and get a reward.

      She’s mine. Hold her for me.

      That made perfect sense. Owen grabbed the boy around the shoulders and pulled him close. Marta backed away, still holding the girl, but shouting stuff about the boy that Owen couldn’t really understand. He was speaking to her, but he no longer knew what he was saying. Something about waiting, waiting, waiting … wait for the Governor to arrive and everything would be fine.

      Then he appeared around the end of the corridor, looming huge and terrible, his face a mess of blood and gore. Owen felt a serene calm come over him.

      ‘Ah, you’re here…’

      Marta was screaming, but it was strangely soundless, unable to break into the vacuum that his mind had become. The Governor tore the little girl out of Marta’s arms and shoved her to the ground. Owen let go of the little boy, watching as the child slid along the corridor. Lifting one foot towards Marta’s neck, the Governor reached out a hand towards the boy. Owen smiled, satisfied. Another job well done.

      Like a breaking pane of glass he snapped back into reality, saw the little boy’s teeth drawing blood from the soft skin between the Governor’s thumb and forefinger, saw the rage on the Governor’s face as he shook the boy back and forth like a dog refusing to release a bone. At his feet, Marta lay helpless.

      Owen coiled. He flung himself at the Governor, his powerful fist slamming into the Governor’s face with the thud of bone on bone. Owen twisted, swinging again as the Governor let go of the girl and fell backwards.

      ‘Run!’ Owen screamed, and the children were gone, scampering away into the clouds of dust. Owen crashed a punch into the Governor’s side at the same moment that the floor lurched, bringing a cascade of debris down from the ceiling. The Governor slipped, losing his footing. Owen shouted at Marta to run too, then the Governor’s hand snaked out, crushing Owen’s wrist as they both crashed down the stairs to the landing below.

      The Governor took the brunt of the impact, but Owen had lost his advantage. The Governor twisted Owen’s arm, snapping his wrist, then flung him away. Owen groaned as he struck the wall, the wind knocked out of him. As his vision cleared, he saw the Governor climb stiffly to his feet, brushing away dust and dirt from his coat.

      ‘You failed me,’ he said, voice low.

      ‘You failed yourself,’ Owen gasped. ‘You—’

      White agony scraped nails down every nerve in his body. He looked down at where his hands had been and saw just ragged stumps. His last human foot too, was gone, dissolved into a puddle of blood and slivers of bone.

      As the Governor stepped over him and headed up the stairs after Marta, Owen closed his eyes. He had tried. All he had ever wanted to do was try.
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* * *

      Thinking took too much energy. Marta saw the Governor fall and scrambled back to her feet. Owen too, was gone, but the guilt she felt was pale compared to her fear for her children. She spun on her heels as the building rumbled and shook around her, searching for them. There, in the dust, she saw the scuff marks of tiny feet.

      She could sense the Governor behind her, coming after her again. It was too dangerous to cry out for them; he would hear. Her mind swimming with anger and frustration, she hurried in the direction her children had gone.

      The labyrinthine corridors of Parliament Tower would have been confusing at the best of times, but with the building seemingly teetering on the verge of collapse, it was near impossible to know where she was going. She lost the footprints within a matter of minutes, a dozen shifting, empty offices opening up around her, offering endless ways her children could have gone. Desperation had set in and she was no longer thinking clearly, running blindly, searching behind some desks and in some rooms but not others, the sheer size of Parliament Tower overwhelming her.

      Eventually she turned a corner and saw flames ripping up a carpeted, plush corridor beyond, a roaring furnace that offered no way through. She turned back into an empty office, feeling the creak and groan of the building as her knees shook beneath her. Gripping a nearby table for support, she closed her eyes, fighting back tears.

      Don’t lose it, Marta. Be strong. Be strong for them.

      ‘I can’t,’ she gasped aloud. ‘I can’t do this anymore.’

      But she could. Pushing off from the table, she staggered forward across the wide office towards the corridor beyond, knowing there were a thousand other corridors and office spaces in Parliament Tower, but if she had to, she would search every last one.
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* * *

      Where are you?

      Dreggo marched up the stairs, ignoring the trembling building around her. Something had happened to the Governor’s little toy to set this off. Most of the lower floor had been an inferno, and she been forced to climb up an elevator shaft to get to the Governor’s address balcony, but now he was nowhere to be found.

      She had been surprised to find the tower gardens the scene of a vicious battle, but with her Huntsmen on the side of the Tank people the balance had shifted. Even with the Governor’s warplanes making occasional passes to fire missiles into the fray, the Governor’s forces were weakening.

      He had other troops, of course, stationed on the coast and in the northern cities, but if London fell, Mega Britain would become embroiled in a vicious civil war. The situation was dire for him now.

      Also for her. As the Governor’s right arm she would receive no mercy in a military court. Execution if she was lucky. That was immaterial though; she had no intention of being caught. All she wanted was one last confrontation.

      Where are you?

      She ran up a flight of stairs and emerged at the back of a wide, open office. Dust on the tables told her it had spent many years unused. She hurried across it, peering up in distrust at a large crack in the ceiling, thinking that it might be better to cut her losses and run. It was surely only a matter of time…

      A blur of movement to the left made her snap her head around. Something knocked against her leg, wrapping itself against her. Dreggo looked down and gasped.

      The little girl looked up at her, eyes damp with tears.

      ‘Bad man got Benny. Bad man took him.’

      For a moment Dreggo’s mouth worked speechlessly. When she finally managed to speak, the single word felt as awkward as a rock shoved into her mouth. ‘Where?’

      The little girl unhooked a hand from Dreggo’s leg and pointed up at the ceiling. Dreggo understood, but the girl told her anyway. ‘Up,’ she said, in a quiet, fearful voice.
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* * *

      By the time he reached the end of the perimeter wall, to a staircase leading down to a large door which opened into the bowels of Parliament Tower, Frank was sure someone was jabbing needles into his knees. They hurt more than anywhere else, but it was a nominal thing. Still, he’d watched the battle unfold during his arduous trek along the top of the wall, and he considered it a grand achievement that he had survived without catching a bullet in the head or having a part of him blown off.

      ‘Down,’ he muttered, stumping down the stairs towards the door. ‘I can do down.’

      The walls muffled the sound of the battle outside, and Frank shuffled onwards, leaning on his robot arm for support, not really sure where he was going but certain he would find some way to help if he could only stay alive and keep going forward. Lindon’s men were fighting bravely side by side with the Huntsmen, while whole battalions of soldiers appeared to have switched sides despite the warplanes he had spotted circling ominously overhead.

      ‘Hear me.’

      Frank stopped. The voice was faint, but coming from outside. A sudden rattling of the walls made Frank jump, and he looked around in surprise, a frown furrowing his ancient forehead.

      Everything had gone quiet.

      No, not quite. There, faint, but just audible if he concentrated, came the Governor’s voice, addressing the warring factions.

      It was of no consequence to Frank. While that evil bastard played his games, he could be doing something useful. Ignoring the address, he moved on, as quickly as his aching legs would go—

      Then the robot arm was falling out from under him as the whole floor shifted beneath the shockwaves of some massive explosion. ‘Goddamn it,’ Frank muttered, pushing himself up. ‘Give an old man a chance, would you?’

      Part of the ceiling had collapsed. He squeezed around it and carried on, finding himself in a long, gloomy corridor with heavy doors set into its walls. Tired, and on the verge of collapse, he was nearly at the end when he heard voices approaching from a connecting corridor.

      Frank shrank back into an alcove as a stern-faced man appeared, followed by a soldier as they picked their way carefully through the debris.

      ‘Keep your gun on them,’ the stern-faced man called back over his shoulder at another soldier further back down the corridor. So, they were transporting prisoners. Frank pulled the gun out of his pocket and put one liver-spotted, arthritic finger on the safety catch, flicking it off.

      ‘Where are you taking us?’

      Frank started. It was that boy’s voice, the one he had found hanging from Lindon’s gallows. Carl, that was it. The country boy, Switch had always called him.

      ‘Shut up,’ another soldier said, and Frank heard a woody clump followed by a grunt. He peered out of the shadows at the stern-faced man as he climbed over a fallen section of ceiling, trying to remember where he had seen that face. That was it—on the TV. Frank would have clicked his fingers if it wasn’t for the arthritis.

      The man was Farrell Soars, Commander in Chief of the Department of Civil Affairs.

      Two soldiers and the head of the DCA. Frank wanted to throw back his head and laugh.

      As the prisoners came into view, Frank stepped out of the alcove, hefted the robot arm, and swung it with all his might at the soldier bringing up the rear. The solder stepped right into it, turning his head at the perfect moment to have his nose smashed up into his brain.

      Frank dropped the robot arm as the soldier fell in a heap. He lifted his gun, picking out the other soldier. ‘One for you, boy,’ he cackled, blowing a hole in the man’s chest.

      The girl was quick, he had to give her that. Twisting away as the solder fell, she contorted her body around, seeming to dislocate her shoulder as she pulled her arms up below her legs and wrapped them around Farrell Soars’s neck.

      Clearly in some pain, she didn’t have the strength to finish Soars off as he gasped, trying to pull her manacled hands away from his neck, but Frank had one bullet left.

      ‘Was saving this one,’ he said, pointing the gun at Farrell Soars’s chest. ‘Was supposed to be for me. Guess there’s no better guest of honour than the Commander in Chief of the whole damn DCA. Night night, asshole.’

      The gun went off and Soars slumped back, blood spreading out across his dusty uniform. The girl, wincing in pain, slammed her shoulder against the wall to lock it back in. Frank grimaced. Hardly from a medical textbook, but it seemed to work.

      ‘Well met, friends,’ he said, pulling a keychain out of Soars’s pocket. ‘Making a bit of a habit of this rescue business. Should start charging a fee.’

      Carl, the girl—whose name was Brete, Frank remembered now—and the handler, who reminded Frank his name was Barney, quickly freed themselves. As they raided the soldiers of their weapons and got ready to leave, Frank sat down against the wall, resting the robot arm over his legs.

      ‘I had a feeling I had something that had to be done,’ he said. ‘And I think I’ve damn gone and done it. Think I’ll rest here a while, if it’s all the same to you.’

      Carl and Brete looked at each other uncertainly, but Barney came lumbering over.

      ‘Old timer, if you think you’re going to just sit there while this here building becomes your tomb, forget it. Get your ass off the floor. I’ll carry you. Can’t weigh eight stone, can you?’

      Frank curled his lip and was about to protest, but the fat handler reached down and manhandled him up. Frank scowled as he was thrown over the man’s shoulders like a sack of grain.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Barney said.

      ‘Certainly beats walking,’ Frank muttered, eyeing the shaking ceiling warily, as Barney passed up his makeshift walking stick. ‘And for your information, fat boy, it’s eight point five.’
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* * *

      The whole thing’s going to come down, Dreggo thought, as she carried the little girl through the collapsing building. She could feel the heat from the fires below coming up through the floor; the windows opening out on to the gardens were blackened with smoke.

      ‘Where’s your mother?’ she said, feeling awkward. Part of her still wanted to hate Marta Banks, but this thing in her arms … this child … it was just a child. The girl hugged her like she might a teddy bear, seemingly unaware of the horror of Dreggo’s features. Dreggo barely remembered anything before the darkness of her life had begun, but she had been like this once. She had been innocent, fragile. She had been without prejudice. She had been little.

      ‘Fuck it,’ she said, then muttered, ‘Look, if I can get you out, I will. But I have to go after him. Damn it, where’s your mother?’

      She descended a flight of stairs, then paused. She sniffed at the air. The overriding scent was one of sweat, but there was another scent underneath that, one that was familiar.

      It was the scent of government mechanics. The scent of a Huntsman.

      ‘Jesus, stop wriggling for a second.’ Dreggo pulled up the computer screen and accessed her private files, long ago downloaded from the DCA’s computers in some cynical moment when she had feared being locked out as she had now been. She pulled up the Huntsmen’s records, searching for an oil grade match.

      Jain, Huntsman Class 4, code 34751

      There it was. The one who had defected. She could no longer detect a radio signal from his systems, but the scent of sweat no doubt belonged to his handler. The one who, by last reports, was running with the Tube Riders.

      She broke into a run, head ducked low to follow the scent, the child held tight to her chest. It was so fresh. They had to be close.

      She turned a corner and there they were, the Tube Rider Carl Weston, whom she had once tried to throw off a train, a Free Folk girl, and the traitorous handler, Barney Marsden, carrying what at first she thought was a bag of bones, but then realised was an old man. They were making their way through a tangle of fallen masonry from a wall collapse.

      ‘Hey!’ she shouted, making them stop and turn. ‘Take the child! Get her out of here before the whole tower comes down.’

      The look on their faces as they recognised her almost made her laugh. ‘Dreggo,’ the handler gasped, his face ashen. The girl just looked shell-shocked. Carl Weston lifted a gun. His shaking fingers scrabbled at the safety.

      ‘Put it down, Tube Rider,’ she said. ‘You’ll hit the child. Don’t test whose side I’m on.’

      ‘Did you kill her?’

      ‘Who? Marta Banks? The great heroine? No.’ Dreggo laughed bitterly. ‘But he will, if I don’t get to her soon. He has the other kid. He’s taken him up to the top of the building to watch the fireworks.’ She let the child down. ‘Take this one so I have a chance to stop him, damn you.’

      The Free Folk girl squatted down. ‘Alice, come here, sweetheart,’ she said, beckoning her forward.

      ‘Go to them,’ Dreggo hissed, pushing the girl forward, just as a huge tremor shook the corridor. The child ran into the arms of the girl, who scooped her up, then Dreggo jumped back as a cascade of debris came crashing down, blocking them from view.

      They’re on their own now, she thought. And so am I, unless I can find her.
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      ‘Let’s go,’ Carl said. ‘You heard her.’

      ‘That was Dreggo? Shit, that was Dreggo?’

      ‘Yes, Brete. And we’re still alive, so let’s move while we still can.’

      Brete had Alice in her arms, the girl with her head buried into Brete’s shoulder as the Free Folk girl patted her back. ‘Which way? Barney?’

      The handler shrugged. ‘I guess we can’t go that way. Perhaps there’s a way down into the basement. Maybe we can get out through the train tunnels.’

      Carl wasn’t convinced, but they had little choice. Getting through Parliament Tower was little different to getting through London’s streets on their bus. For every clear corridor there were two others blocked with debris or choked with smoke. Sprinkler systems were working in some areas, while blaring alarms and flashing lights in others gave warnings they hardly needed.

      The smoke was getting thicker, and the rumbles stronger, when Carl spotted a figure staggering out of a curtain of dust ahead of them, lights flickering at his back.

      ‘Switch!’

      The little man stumbled over to them, leaning on Carl’s shoulder. He glanced around at their small company, eyes widening at the sight of Frank hooked over Barney’s shoulder.

      ‘Quite a company you have here, Country Boy,’ he gasped, rubbing his head. ‘I’m happy to see you all made it. Have you seen her? I have to find Marta. I have to get her out.’

      ‘Dreggo,’ Carl stammered. ‘Dreggo … went after her.’

      ‘That bitch, I’ll kill her!’

      ‘Switch! She brought Alice to us!’

      Switch looked up, seeming to notice the little girl in Brete’s arms for the first time. He lifted a finger and touched the girl’s chin. Alice smiled.

      ‘Damn, if she isn’t the image of her mother.’

      ‘Dreggo brought her,’ Carl said. ‘She’s on our side.’

      ‘She’ll never be on our side,’ Switch said, turning back to him. ‘She’s on her own fucking side. I have to get to Marta!’

      ‘Dreggo said the Governor has Benjamin. He was taking him up to the roof or something.’

      Switch nodded. ‘All right. We don’t have much time. This is my fault. I blew up some piece of shit thing down in the basement. I didn’t anticipate quite such a reaction.’ He turned to Barney, eyeing up the handler’s uniform. ‘You’re with that Huntsman, yeah? James?’

      Barney stepped forward. ‘Yeah. Where is he?’

      Switched sighed. ‘I’m sorry, man. He didn’t make it. He saved my ass from the Governor, but the bastard got him. He did good man, he did good.’

      Barney was silent a moment, looking down at his feet. Then he looked up and nodded. ‘As long as he died well … I’m … I’m okay.’

      ‘He did better than well, man. He died like a warrior.’

      ‘I’m glad to hear that.’

      ‘And you,’ Switch said, turning to Frank, ‘I thought I told you to stay put.’

      Frank grinned. ‘Since when have I ever listened to you? Stay safe, boy.’

      Switch nodded and turned back to Carl. ‘Listen. There’s a train down there, on the bottom level. It runs, because we came in on it. Get to it. Don’t wait. Get Alice out, that’s what … that’s what she’d want.’

      Carl nodded. At his shoulder, Brete was stroking Alice’s hair.

      ‘Which way?’

      Switch shrugged. ‘Down. The basement where I popped that fucking jizzball was north, so go south. They’ll be another way down somewhere. This fucking shit heap is too big for there not to be.’

      Another huge rumble almost knocked them all to the ground. Carl nodded. He reached out and took hold of Switch’s hand. ‘Good luck, Switch.’

      ‘And you, Country Boy.’ Switch grinned, looking around. ‘And the rest of you.’ He patted Frank on the shoulder. ‘Glad to see you made the party, Granddad.’ He gave Frank a cockeyed wink, then he was gone, running away into the smoke.

      Barney hefted Frank back up and expelled a deep breath. ‘Right, you heard him. Let’s move.’
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* * *

      Switch hurried through the burning, collapsing corridors of Parliament Tower as quickly as his bruised body would allow. Up, Carl had said. It made sense. Whatever the evil fucks had planned they probably wanted a nice view.

      The only bank of elevators Switch had passed had been inoperable. It looked like he had no choice but to find some stairs, and the thought filled him with dread. He hated stairs at the best of times, but now he was tired, really fucking tired.

      He saw some looming ahead of him at the end of a long corridor, but it looked like only a single flight. Something was lying at the bottom, something bloody. Switch slowed to a walk as he recognised the face behind the patchwork of old scars and the wash of fresh blood.

      ‘Oh, man. Owen.’

      Owen’s eyes turned towards him. ‘Switch.’

      His hands and one foot were gone. Blood was spread around him in a plume and Switch knew he clung to life by a single, fraying thread.

      ‘What the fuck happened to you?’

      ‘I fought him,’ Owen gasped. ‘She got away. She got … she got away. He took my hands but … she got away … I did okay, didn’t I? Didn’t I, Switch?’

      Switch knelt down beside him. In Owen’s dying eyes he saw only remorse, regret. ‘We all fuck up, kid,’ he said. ‘Hell, don’t I know that? We all fuck up, but it’s when we’re done that we get judged.’

      ‘I don’t want to be judged, Switch. I just want to go home. I just want … to go home.’

      Switch reached out and laid a hand on Owen’s shoulder. The boy’s skin felt cool and damp. ‘I’ll take you home,’ Switch said. ‘I’ll take you home, Owen.’

      ‘Thank you, Switch. Thank … you.’

      Owen’s eyes closed. Switch waited a few moments, but the boy was gone. ‘Goodbye, kid,’ he said, giving Owen’s shoulder one last pat before standing up. ‘I wish things could be different. I wish…’ He shrugged and shook his head. ‘I’ve got to go. I don’t have much time.’

      With one last glance back at Owen’s body, Switch vaulted up the stairs and hurried on.
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* * *

      Marta leaned back against the wall and wiped her stinging eyes. The floor felt warm beneath her feet, and further down the corridor smoke was billowing out of a side door.

      She shook her head. It was too late. She had lost them.

      Slamming her fists against the wall, she screamed up at the ceiling. ‘No, no, no! Give me back my children!’

      ‘The girl is safe, but he’s taken the boy. We have to hurry.’

      Marta spun at the sound of the voice, hands balling into fists. Dreggo stood just a metre away, a spectre out of the gloom, flickering emergency lights making her scarred face look hideous, demonic.

      ‘You!’ Marta swung at Dreggo, but Dreggo plucked her arm out of the air. Marta tried again with the other hand, but Dreggo pinned her back against the wall, her grip like two iron clasps. ‘You killed my brother!’ Marta screamed.

      ‘Yeah, and I haven’t ruled out killing you yet, either.’

      ‘Where are my children? I’ll kill you!’

      ‘I told you. This isn’t about you and me anymore. This is about you and your kid and me and him. Now, you can cooperate, or I can kill you now and do this myself.’

      Marta glared into Dreggo’s one human eye. ‘I should have killed you when I had the chance.’

      Dreggo shifted her grip, using her forearm to hold Marta’s hands tight against the wall. With her other hand she lifted Marta’s chin and squeezed her fingers into Marta’s cheeks. ‘Listen to me, you stupid Tube Rider whore. I’m going after him. He’s got your kid. You can come, or you can stay here. Your choice.’

      She shoved Marta to the ground and started walking away. Marta glared at her back, glancing around for some kind of weapon, then shook her head. Like it or not, she had little choice. She climbed up and ran after Dreggo.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘The nearest stairs are blocked and the other set is on the other side of the building. There’s no time. The elevator shaft is our quickest way.’

      ‘I saw some, they were broken. There’s no way up.’

      ‘Not for you alone, there isn’t. You forget … I’m not like you.’

      They turned a corner and found a bank of elevators in front of them. The lights on the controls were dark but one set of doors stood open.

      ‘Hurry up.’

      Inside the elevator, Dreggo pulled off a hatch in the ceiling and climbed up through. She reached down for Marta who stared up at her with apprehension.

      ‘Just take it, damn you,’ Dreggo said. ‘We have to go up the shaft. There’s no other way.’

      Marta had to will her hand to move. Dreggo’s fingers, when they closed over hers, felt cold and hard, like the hand of a robot. Only the flexible skin reminded her that Dreggo was human too.

      ‘Put your arms around my neck and lock your hands. We’re going up. I don’t know how far he went, but it’ll be a long way. Are you ready?’

      Marta looped her hands around Dreggo, feeling like she was touching something dead, despicable. Dreggo tensed as if she felt the same. Then, as the elevator shaft shuddered around them, Dreggo began to climb, hauling them up hand over hand on the rubber central wire supporting the elevator. Marta hung on for her life as they climbed higher and higher, aware that any slip could kill them, any sudden movement she made might cause Dreggo to miss that next hold, to close her fingers over air.

      They rose. Foot by foot they moved up the great shaft, smoke and fire spitting up beneath them. Marta’s arms felt dead, but she could only imagine how Dreggo felt. The girl continued her steady climb, one hand after another, up and up and up.

      Finally, when even Dreggo was soaked with sweat, she stopped and glanced over her shoulder. ‘Here.’

      She swung them across to the edge of the elevator door, then levered open a gap with one hand. Marta helped her push it open and together they climbed through.

      ‘He’s here?’ Marta asked, as they lay gasping on the shiny floor inside.

      Dreggo nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘These are his rooms. And I can smell him. Careful now.’

      Marta started to get up, but Dreggo reached out a hand and pulled her back down. Marta felt something cold and metal pressed against her palm.

      ‘You’ll need this if you get close enough to use it. He’s losing his mind. Our best chance is surprise. And whatever you do, keep your guard up.’ When Marta frowned, Dreggo poked a finger against the side of her head. ‘In here. Let him in and it’s over. Now let’s go. This building isn’t going to last much longer.’

      Dreggo went first, Marta behind her. The hallway led up to the pieces of what had once been an elegant double door. Littered with debris, amongst the damage were several cracked photographs of men in suits, men that looked vaguely familiar.

      They reached the open doorway. Dreggo pressed a finger to her lips. Marta glanced inside, and there, with his back to them, stood the Governor, looking out through an open space in the wall where a floor to ceiling window had once been. His coat billowed in the wind ripping and howling around him.

      ‘Benjamin…’

      Her son was standing by the Governor’s side, holding the Governor’s hand. Whether by force or not, Marta couldn’t tell, but there he was, so close, yet so dangerously far. One shudder of the building and he could be gone, lost forever. She wanted to sweep him up in her arms and keep him safe, but before she even got there she had to somehow get past the Governor, the most powerful man in Mega Britain, possibly the most powerful man there had ever been. She felt hollow inside, empty. Hopeless.

      Dreggo glanced back at her, and she didn’t know what to do, what to say. Dreggo’s scarred, mutilated face looked hopeless too.

      ‘Don’t just cower there like spies. Make yourselves known.’

      Marta gripped the knife and gritted her teeth as the Governor turned, but her hand felt stuck, caught in glue. Dreggo, beside her, didn’t move either.

      ‘Come on … in.’

      They took a few tentative steps forward. Marta tried to lift the knife but it was stuck at her side. Dreggo took a few steps to her right, perhaps hoping they could split his attention, attack him from both sides. She lifted her knife, then her human eye bulged, her lips drawing back in agony.

      ‘You have a nerve coming back here. What, you wanted some big showdown? As if you could even compare yourself to me!’

      With a flail of limbs, Dreggo tumbled backwards over a heap of debris and crashed into the far wall. She landed in a twisted heap, then sprang back upright, standing up straight as if to attention. Her face contorted with pain, and for the first time Marta felt a sense of pity for the other girl.

      ‘And you, Marta Banks, we meet again.’

      ‘Give me back my son,’ Marta gasped, every word fighting for air.

      ‘No.’ The Governor took a step forward. The part of his face that wasn’t bloodied appeared to be slowly cooking, small tendrils of smoke drifting up into the air. He stared at her out of one crimson, remorseless eye. ‘So much unraveling, isn’t there, Marta Banks? And yet here you stand through it all, the country’s princess. The good against all evil, the symbol of hope. The love where there is only hate. Isn’t that right?’

      Marta said nothing. Her eyes flicked from the Governor’s hideous face to the vacant eyes of her son and back again.

      ‘I turned this country from a poorly managed economic ruin into a self-sufficient powerhouse. I focused the energies of the people into greater and greater production, and the results were there for all to see. For decades this country ran smoothly without any intervention from outside our borders, and my people were happy. Yet this is the thanks I get? Endless rebellion, endless attacks on my rule? And here you stand, perfect, wonderful, a bloody, battered angel come to knock me off my perch and claim it for yourself.’ He smiled and tugged on Benjamin’s arm, lifting him off the ground, his body hanging limp, his eyes still glazed. ‘Well, let’s see, shall we, Marta Banks? Let’s see just how perfect you are.’

      Marta found the force surrounding her had gone. She gritted her teeth as the floor shook beneath her, a series of muffled explosions sounding from somewhere below. She turned, slowly lifting the knife up through air.

      ‘Don’t waste your time attacking me,’ the Governor said, his bloody face still smug. ‘I’ll make you a deal. You can have your son if … you kill her.’

      Dreggo slid forward across the room until she was only an arms’ length away. Marta looked at her, Dreggo’s single eye flicking back and forth, watching the exchange.

      ‘It should be easy for you, shouldn’t it? You hate her, and she hates you. Need I remind you of what she did?’ The Governor smiled wistfully as if remembering a long ago summer picnic. ‘She killed your brother. Leo, your brother the Huntsman? Oh, what a beautiful face he had. Such a nice boy, I’m sure. And she cut him down. She executed him like the diseased, lame dog he had become. Come on, Marta Banks, take your revenge…’

      Marta saw a hint of fear in Dreggo’s eye for the first time. She lifted the knife, turning the blade over in her hands. The Governor moved a little closer, Benjamin at his side.

      ‘Kill her, Marta Banks. Kill her, and I’ll let you and your son go free. Isn’t that what you want?’

      ‘You lie.’

      ‘What choice do you have? The Tower of Babel is falling, dear Marta. It’s time for a new order. Do you want your son to be a part of it or not?’

      Marta looked at Dreggo. Unable to move, Dreggo stared back at her helplessly. Marta wrinkled her nose. Dreggo was a monster, her face a mess of scar tissue and metal. Evil burned in her heart, and she had hunted the Tube Riders relentlessly. She had killed Leo. She was a devil, an abomination. Killing her would be almost merciful. Yet … beneath it all was a woman. A young woman just like her. An innocent young woman who had been thrown into Mega Britain’s maelstrom, but had not made it out the other side.

      Marta’s hand paused.

      She dies and my son lives, she thought. She means nothing to me. He means the world.

      She clenched her fingers over the plastic of the knife handle again, and it rose a few more inches. Marta gritted her teeth.

      You really think he’ll let you go? another voice whispered. None of you matter to him anymore. This is just another game. There are a million exits but only one prize. The death of all of you.

      ‘Kill her!’ the Governor thundered, and Marta felt his force reaching for her, wanting to push the knife through Dreggo’s heart for her, to prove that they were no different, that she was a cold-hearted murderer, just like him.

      Marta closed her eyes. She thought about Switch, wonderful, wonderful Switch, the one she would miss beyond all of them, and what he would tell her to do. On the streets surprising is everything, his voice whispered inside her mind. The most dangerous enemy is the most unpredictable. Do the last thing your enemy expects…

      Marta opened her eyes. She lifted the knife as she stared into Dreggo’s eyes.

      Behind her she heard the Governor sigh. ‘Yes…’

      ‘No.’ The knife flashed through the air. Marta groaned as she shoved it through skin and muscle and organ, plunging it deep into her own stomach. She staggered back a couple of steps, but after the initial searing pain there was only a hollow ache and the feeling of something in the wrong place. She looked up at the Governor as a wave of dizziness washed over her, and flashed him a small, defiant smile.

      With a banshee howl, Dreggo was a blur of motion, and the Governor roared as the girl tore and scraped at his one remaining eye, strong fingers pressing through fluid and sinews alike. Benjamin fell to the floor, crying out. Marta pushed him behind her and forced herself back to her feet, squinting to focus on his hideous, mutilated face. With a strangled scream that was for everyone she had lost, she wrenched the knife from her stomach and slashed it hard across the Governor’s throat.

      The Governor stumbled backwards, his cries a bloody gurgle. Blood sprayed from his neck in a perfect, crimson arc. Dreggo howled, shoving him back towards the open window and the smoky sky beyond. For a moment the bloody holes where the Governor’s eyes had been stared blindly at them as his mouth curled into a grimace of pure, distilled hatred, then he gave one last bellowing roar and was gone.

      As Marta crouched, one hand pressed over the blood spreading out from her knife wound, the other pulling Benjamin tight against her, every noise and tremble seemed amplified, shaking through her mind, permeating her body. The knife, lying on the ground near the window, felt like it was still inside her, the pain sending rivers of sweat streaming down her face. ‘Ben … Benjamin…’

      Dreggo turned from the window, looked down at Marta, and sighed. Marta, helpless, looked up at her old enemy and waited. Dreggo watched her impassively for a moment, then gave a small nod.

      ‘Go,’ she said. ‘Give your son a chance.’

      ‘What … what about you?’

      ‘I stay.’

      Dreggo walked over to the ruins of a desk in the corner and dragged a plush, leather chair out of the wreckage. She pulled it over to the window and sat down, arms folded, one leg crossed over the other, looking out at the city.

      ‘I’m no better than him,’ she said, not turning back. ‘Not really. You made your choices, now I’m making mine. It was a pleasure of sorts, Marta Banks.’

      ‘How? The elevator…’

      ‘Take the stairs to the right. They might still be clear. I would hurry, if I were you. I’d guess you have about twenty minutes at most. It’s a long way back down.’

      Marta nodded. Dreggo didn’t look back, and Marta knew that if she stayed a hundred years Dreggo would never look back again. For her, this was over.

      She gritted her teeth against the agony lancing through her and tried to ignore the sticky warmth of the blood. ‘Come on,’ she said to Benjamin, lifting him up, amazed at how heavy he felt. With her son held in her arms she staggered to the door, paused and took one last look at Dreggo, who was still sitting in the chair, nodding quietly as the building gave its final death groans around her.

      Dreggo gave one last sigh. Marta turned and ran as best she could for the stairs.

      She couldn’t count them. Every step felt like a mile, and with each flight she managed to stagger down she felt less and less connected to reality, more and more immersed in a dream world which would soon take over, trapping her forever in its ephemeral, endlessly shifting waves of light and colour. She saw the tunnel, heard the voices, and wanted so, so much to go to them.

      Help me, she mouthed silently. Help me, someone. I can’t go on. I can’t go … on.
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* * *

      Later, she heard a voice screaming at her, hollering, ‘Marta!’ into her face, begging her to keep going, to carry on. She felt wiry arms lifting her off the ground, taking the weight off her feet, supporting her, and she knew that Benjamin would be safe now, Benjamin would be all right. Benjamin … her son … would be safe…

      And she saw the tunnel, brighter than ever, the longest tunnel she would ever traverse, and she smiled as she began the long trek towards it.
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* * *

      It wasn’t such a bad city when you saw it from high up, Dreggo thought, moving her gaze slowly from one edge of the skyline to the other. If you ignored the pillars of smoke and the flickering of distant fires, the sounds of the battle, and the rumble of the burning tower … it wasn’t so bad. It was almost pleasant.

      She sighed. So, it had come to this. All fell to dust in the end, even that which could never fall. The Governor was dead, and for a few brief minutes she had become the new lord of his castle, the new queen.

      The floor creaked below her, and from somewhere far overhead she heard the sound of a building roar, like a tsunami rolling in from the sea. It sounded remarkably like a train, she thought, a powerful express train running out of control. She smiled. Damn trains. If she never saw another train again…

      She had expected to be terrified when the moment came, but she only felt a serene sense of peace, of calm, that this was how it was destined to be, this was how it was all supposed to end. She didn’t feel any fear. If anything she felt relief that the time for wondering was past, that there was only the weariness of seeing summer turn to autumn, of seeing the evenings draw in, and the leaves begin to fall.

      She smiled, thinking of all that had been, all that was, and all that would never be. She was satisfied. She had done what needed to be done, and now, at long, long last, it was time for her to rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Exit Wounds

        

      

    
    
      ‘Do not fucking leave me!’ Switch hollered into Marta’s face as he carried her through the bowels of Parliament Tower, his hands sticky with her blood. He forced his eyes away from her and glanced down, checking that little Benjamin was still there. Terrified of losing him, Switch had tied a piece of cord around Benjamin’s wrist and then through a belt hook on his trousers. He felt ridiculous pulling the boy along like a dog on a leash, but he would get Benjamin and Marta out if it meant the death of him. The little boy, just a baby when Switch had left the Free Folk village, was the image of his mother, a pretty round face with bright, inquisitive eyes, and when Benjamin looked up at him Switch thought his heart would break.

      I will not lose her.

      Parliament Tower was coming down. It was harder and harder to find a way through the debris and past the fires, and Switch wondered if it wouldn’t be better to just find some quiet little place where he could hold them both in his arms and be with them when the end came. It would be easier, but he had been brought up a survivor, and he wasn’t done surviving yet.

      He had to get to the tunnels. They were below the basements where he had blown up the thing, so there was a chance they were still clear. Whether he could carry her out he didn’t know, but he would try. He would try until his legs collapsed beneath him.

      ‘Wake the fuck up,’ he shouted. ‘Don’t you dare leave me, goddamn it. All this time we’ve known each other, all these years … I’d have pulled a knife across my neck by now if it wasn’t for you. I exist because you exist, and I’m not letting you just fucking take the quick way out. If I have to suffer you can suffer with me, you got that? You fucking got that?’

      ‘Switch…’

      ‘Yeah, you got it. Hang the fuck in there.’ He glanced down at Benjamin. ‘And you too, kid. Keep smiling, eh.’

      Stairs appeared out of the smoke in front of him, and he hurried down as quick as Benjamin could keep up, feeling his knees shake, his strength almost gone. The stairs turned back on themselves, and then he found himself in darkness. He stopped and thought about turning back, but then from above him came a massive crash, signaling the collapse of the corridor. Up was no longer an option. It was down or die.

      ‘Mama,’ Benjamin gasped beside him, and Switch felt the little boy’s hands tugging on his trousers. ‘Dark, Mama.’

      ‘Don’t worry kid, your uncle Switch has got everything covered.’

      ‘Unc.’

      Switch laughed despite himself. ‘Hell yeah, you got that right. Just don’t repeat any of the other shit I say.’

      The stairs continued to wind down. In total darkness now, Switch wondered if they were already dead, and this was just some silly endgame, slowly playing itself out like an upturned car with its wheels still spinning.

      Then he felt it.

      Marta’s head lolled in his arms. Perhaps she had felt it too. ‘Move, kid!’ Switch shouted, giving Benjamin a nudge with his leg. ‘That was wind, goddamn it!’

      He turned a corner, and there was a light below them, faint, but still a light. Screaming with relief, he stepped out on to the train platform. At least here they could rest a few minutes, help him get his strength back…

      ‘Switch!’

      He looked up and saw the train standing at the platform to his right, engine rolling over, ready to leave. Carl was standing on the platform, waving at him.

      A wave of relief almost knocked Switch flat. ‘I told you to fucking leave!’ he screamed, as Carl came running over.

      ‘Live together, die together,’ Carl said. ‘But yeah, we were about to. A couple more minutes was all we could wait. Want me to take her?’

      ‘I’ve got her. Take the kid.’

      Staggering forward, Switch nearly collapsed up the steps into the cab of the train, Carl and the other guy catching him just before he fell. Finally he let them take Marta off him, watching as they laid her gently down on the floor.

      ‘Let’s go, Barney,’ Carl shouted, and the handler nodded, his hands moving over the train controls. As the roar of the engines grew, Switch, on his knees at Marta’s side, screamed, ‘Frank! Frank! You’re a doctor, damn you. Fix her!’

      ‘Right here, boy,’ Frank said, shuffling out of a corner at the back of the cab. Switch pulled away Marta’s shirt as Frank examined the wound. ‘Damn it,’ Frank said, shaking his head. ‘She took one good. Jesus. There a first-aid kit under the dash there? Anything. Find me anything, quickly. Something to cut with, something to bandage her, something sticky.  Tape, glue, whatever. Don’t need to be sterile, we’ll figure that shit out later.’

      Frank, his gnarled hands still strong, shoved Switch back without any hint of sentiment. Switch finally let the helplessness slip in. He leaned back against the wall of the cab as the train roared into the tunnel, seeing but not really seeing Brete holding the children against her, Barney working at the controls, Carl peering out of the window at the tunnel. All he saw was Marta, the slow, laboured rise and fall of her chest, and Frank, his face strained, his brow furrowed, his eyes full of despair.

      ‘It was all for you,’ he muttered, unable to look away. ‘Every last goddamn breath. I’d give every last damn one I have left to let you have one more, do you know that? It was you. It was always, always you.’

      A roaring, screaming feeling filled his ears and he clamped his hands over them to shut it out. Whether it was real or not he couldn’t tell. He felt a familiar flicker in his eye, and smashed his head back against the wall of the cab, squeezing his eyes shut, screaming silently up at the sky somewhere far above.

      You bastard, you won, didn’t you? At the end of everything you fucking won. We fought you and fought you and fought you, but in the end you got your revenge.

      The train emerged from a tunnel into open air, roaring along an old debris-strewn track with the Thames on one side and the burning ruin of Parliament Tower on the other.

      ‘Thought that junction might work,’ Barney shouted. ‘Eyes peeled, folks, here she goes.’

      Switch opened his eyes and looked back at the receding grey sentinel of Parliament Tower as it shook one last massive time and then collapsed. For a moment he saw just the blank, grey sky, then a huge billowing cloud of dust and debris rose up to obscure everything.

      So this is how it ends, he thought. The sky falling to the earth.

      He leaned his head back against the vibrating wall of the train, sighed and closed his eyes, not wanting to feel anymore, just wanting to drift away and be at peace. He didn’t want to be around the others, didn’t want to talk to anyone.

      There would be responsibilities, he knew. Her kids would need looking after. If the Governor was really dead it would take years to sort out all the shit, and no doubt Europe would decide to finally poke its nose in. He wished he could just step away from it all, walk away, leave it all behind. That’s what she had done, wasn’t it?

      He felt something soft close over his ankle, warm like skin. A whisper of his name: ‘Switch … Switch…’ Sounds seemed suddenly everywhere, someone crying, someone screaming, someone laughing, and through it all he heard his name, ‘Switch, Switch, Switch.’

      He didn’t want to open his eyes. He didn’t want to hope, didn’t want to abandon it.

      He kept his eyes squeezed shut, trying to drown out the world, but failing.

      It’s over, but it’s not over, is it? It’s never really over. Every end is a beginning, like one endless circle, and we keep going around and around and around.
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      Carl laid the flowers at the foot of Owen’s grave and stood up, breathing in the pungent scent of freshly cut grass. The neat granite headstone simply said his friend’s name, Owen Morton, and a brief inscription: Forever in our Thoughts. Switch had wanted to put Tube Rider on it, but Carl had talked him out of it. There were still factions that resented them. Even now, a year on from the fall of Parliament Tower, things hadn’t completely settled. The interim government was struggling to keep peace amid the massive restructuring that was taking place, but things were getting there. It would take time, but things would settle in the end.

      Something buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled out a small tablet about the size of his palm. A touch screen brought up a display and a little box appeared with BRETE written above it and a short message: Miss You X.

      Carl smiled. Getting used to technology took time, but he could understand why it was so appealing. He typed a quick reply and put it back into his pocket.

      She was staying with his mother in their big old house back in Reading GFA, or simply Reading, as he was supposed to call it now. His father, almost as if he had been waiting just for the safe return of his son, had passed away six months ago, and Carl was now the master of the house. Brete enjoyed playing the dutiful daughter-in-law to be, but his mother spent day and night fussing over wedding details, and it was driving the poor girl mad. She was still only sixteen, but Carl figured they might as well get on with it before the next crazy albino megalomaniac decided to take over the world.

      He took a bus over to St. Cannerwells. It wasn’t that he didn’t like trains, it was just that he’d pretty much seen enough of them for a lifetime. Perhaps one day … if they painted them or something … but for now he was happy with the bus.

      London was one big construction site now. Cranes and bulldozers were everywhere like fat yellow ants, clearing roads, pulling down damaged buildings, slowly picking away the perimeter wall. Barney was out there in one of them somewhere, a change of profession that he was happy with, as was Frank’s grandson Lindon, who’d somehow made it out of the wreckage of Parliament Tower. Pretty much everyone was required to take part; Carl’s own voluntary contribution was helping to lay roads out in the former GFAs. It was hard but peaceful work which left him a lot of time to think.

      St. Cannerwells was relatively quiet. Finally receiving their freedom, thousands of people had decided to leave the city, and whole boroughs were near deserted. St. Cannerwells High Street had shops again at last, but there were still few cars, few people around. Carl got off the bus and turned up a quiet back street of terraced houses, stopping at one near the top.

      His heart was beating as he reached up to knock on the door. He didn’t know why, but it always felt strange to come here. He only stopped by from time to time to say hello, to pass the time of day, when he had need to be in London. At first he had come every couple of weeks, but as time went on, and his own life got busier and busier, he wondered if there would come a day when his visit would be his last. He hoped it wasn’t today, but it might be. It might well be.

      He waited and then the door opened a few inches. Frank looked him up and down as always, that half smile on his face never quite readable. Behind him, Carl caught a glimpse of the children, bigger every time, growing up strong and seemingly unaffected by what had happened, if Frank’s medical opinion could be counted on.

      ‘Down the station,’ Frank grunted. ‘Where’d you expect?’

      Carl smiled. ‘Thanks. I might stop back later.’

      ‘Always welcome, boy. Always welcome.’

      Carl wasn’t so sure. He often felt that perhaps Frank, like the rest of them, had ghosts he wanted to let go of, and seeing each other made it harder for those memories to rest. Carl certainly felt each time he was in London that he had less and less desire to come back.

      He gave Frank a smile for goodbye and headed back down the hill. St. Cannerwells Park was well maintained now, the grass and trees cut back, the pond cleared out. There were even a few fish swimming languidly around in the murky water.

      The entrance to St. Cannerwells London Underground station stood at the corner of the park as it had seemingly forever. Carl glanced down into the dark and took a deep breath, then pulled back the rusty shutter far enough to slip through. Inside, his passage lit by small overhead emergency lights, he trotted down the steps, past the old ticket gates and down the gummed-up escalators towards the platform. As he reached the bottom he heard the approaching roar of a train.

      He took a few tentative steps forward and peered around the pillar. The glaring headlights of the train rushed towards him out of the far tunnel, and as they broke into the station they illuminated a little man standing on the platform, a wooden board in his hands. A couple of carriages rattled past and then Switch broke into a run, sprinting hard, angling in at the train, kicking off as he reached the platform edge and hooking the board over the drainage rail with expert skill. With feet spaced apart he rode the train down towards the heap of old blankets and mattresses at Carl’s end of the platform and then leapt off, neatly landing on his back a clear twenty-five feet back from the wall at the edge of the tunnel.

      As Switch climbed to his feet, Carl shrank back into the shadows, feeling a sudden reluctance to reveal himself. Instead, he watched as Switch walked back down the platform, humming under his breath as the sound of the train died away, the clawboard hanging loose at his side, heading for an old bench at the back. As he reached it, Carl saw the shadows shifting and then she was there, standing up to touch his hand, a gesture that could mean a thousand things. Switch laughed, leaned close and said something back to her that Carl couldn’t hear over the distant rumble of the departed train.

      He watched them for a moment longer, then smiled and turned back to the stairs. He had no need to stay. Instead, he walked slowly back up the escalator, past the ticket gates and out through the metal shutters into the open air.

      At the top of the steps he paused a moment, looking down the hill towards the pond in the middle of St. Cannerwells Park, where a couple of ducks circled leisurely through the water. He smiled. So much had been broken that could never be repaired, but there were other things that were just meant to be, things that transcended all wickedness, that stood while everything fell around them, that powered ever onwards through the tunnels like an unstoppable train, while the world outside reeled and churned.

      Carl nodded to himself. He looked up at the sky, where the clouds had just parted to reveal a warm, lazy sun, and he knew it was going to be a beautiful, beautiful day.
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      The mob was trying to derail the train.

      Up on the elevated Hammersmith and City railway line, a short distance from the ruins of Shepherd’s Bush Market and just back from where Goldhawk Road passed underneath the tracks, a ragtag group of men was hauling what looked like a thick silver rope up over the rails and passing it down to another group waiting on the street below.

      A crane hook the length of a man’s chest was attached to one end. A short distance from the second group, an old double-decker bus lay on its side amongst the debris in the middle of the street, its windows smashed in.

      ‘Pull harder!’ shouted a bare-chested man from up on the tracks. Tattoos covered his back and his hair was dyed blood-red. ‘Get it looped through the frame!’

      With a collective roar, the men in the street hauled on the wire rope. It stretched a few feet closer to the bus. Shards of broken safety glass crunched under their feet.

      Across the street from the railway line, occupying the first and second floors of an old redbrick building which had a boarded-up supermarket metro on its ground level, was a local bureau of the Department of Civil Affairs. Concerned faces watched from behind windows protected from thrown stones by bent and twisted sheets of wire mesh. Another group of men crowded around the entrance, keeping the government’s enforcers trapped inside.

      ‘Haul! Come on, haul it!’

      The men hauled, shouting and cursing. From somewhere further up the line came the faint blare of a train’s horn.

      Crouched in the shadows of an alleyway between two nearby buildings, David Silverwood watched the mob with a mixture of apprehension and excitement. It was the biggest mob he had yet seen, and the skeleton crew of DCA agents inside the bureau building had not even tried to engage them.

      With another collective roar of exertion, the men succeeded in pulling the wire rope as far as the bus. Two men hefted the crane hook in their arms and began trying to loop the wire around the rear window frame.

      Sirens wailed in the distance. David crept back into the shadows of the alleyway to the lowered ladder of a fire escape and climbed quickly up to the third floor roof. From here he had a much better view of the railway line and Goldhawk Road heading away northeast towards Shepherds Bush Common.

      The sirens were coming closer. A few streets away, two white vans threaded through the piles of debris, red roof lights flashing. David frowned. Just two? There was no way they could disperse a mob this size, but there were rumours that the DCA was spread as thin as it had ever been.

      The large clock on the wall of an old post office across the street read 3:44. Six minutes until the next train, by David’s reckoning. A couple of miles up the track towards central London, where the rails went underground for the first time, was the abandoned London Underground station of Melling Road Junction. In the days he had hung out there, the trains had always come through every fifteen minutes, starting at five past the hour.

      The vans came to a stop where an overturned car blocked the street. One of them made a hasty U-turn. David wondered if they would give up and go back, but then the back doors flew open and something stooped and cloaked leapt out onto the street.

      No.

      It couldn’t be. Not here.

      Another followed, taller than the first, something silver glinting in its hands.

      So … the rumours were true.

      Two men in DCA uniforms climbed out of the back of the van. One made a sweeping motion with his hands and the two stooped figures dropped into a crouch and bounded forward, up and over the piles of debris and lumps of fallen masonry clogging the road, closing the distance to where the mob had gathered with unnatural speed.

      David had never seen one, but he had heard the stories. In the last few weeks, the rumours had been everywhere.

      He ran to the far edge of the roof, cupped his hands over his mouth and screamed, ‘Run! Huntsmen!’

      A ripple of shock passed through the mob. The group in the street dropped the wire rope and scattered. The man with the powerful voice still screamed his commands, but only a hardy few were still listening as the rest climbed down from the elevated railway line, running after the others. As his last comrades deserted him, he walked to the bridge above Goldhawk Road and lifted his fists above his head.

      ‘Come on, you bastards!’ he screamed, beating one hand against his chest, brandishing a knife in the other.

      Something whistled through the air and a silver bolt struck the man in the shoulder. A second took him in the stomach, and he tumbled off the elevated railway line to the street below. Moments later the first of the Huntsmen reached him, dragging him back into the shadows beneath the bridge. David lost sight of them both, but the sound of ripping, tearing claws, and the screams of a dying man came piercing out of the evening air.

      The second Huntsman had gone in pursuit of the dispersing mob. It caught up with two men, claws slashing, downing them in one stroke. Then it dropped to one knee, lifted an arm, and something silver struck a third running man in the back, knocking him forward on to the bonnet of a burnt-out car.

      The clock above the old post office ticked over to three fifty.

      The train came roaring down the line out of the three-storey townhouses on either side of the tracks. Its wheels struck the wire rope and for an instant it seemed to slow as the wire went taut, dragging the bus a couple of feet along the tarmac. Then the wire rope broke free and the train powered across the bridge, roaring straight through the now-abandoned Goldhawk Road station and hammering on towards the Hammersmith terminus, disappearing between the residential buildings on either side of the line.

      As the train’s engine roar faded away, David scanned the streets for the Huntsmen, but they were nowhere to be seen. The last members of the mob had long dispersed, and the streets were nearly deserted. A couple of DCA agents had taken a few tentative steps outside their bureau building, but while the two DCA vans were still parked further up Goldhawk Road, of their occupants there was no sign.

      It was time to leave. David headed for the fire escape, but at the last moment a tickle of caution made him pause.

      He squatted, lowering himself flat to the roof, then eased forward until one eye could peer down through the rungs of the metal stairs at the street below.

      Breath caught in his throat. One of the Huntsmen was down there, sniffing at the ground like some kind of hound, its hood fallen back to reveal the top of a sparsely-haired scalp crisscrossed with silver wires.

      ‘Hey! Come on, let’s go!’

      A uniformed man strode into view. The Huntsman snorted and looked up, growling at the newcomer.

      ‘Time to go, you ugly bastard.’ A hissing filled the air and the Huntsman jerked and squealed, a sound that made David’s hair stand on end. With one last glance up at the fire escape, it slinked after its handler.

      It clocked me, he thought, remembering the way its human eyes had paused on his. It knew I was here.

      The handler led the Huntsman back to the vans. The other had already returned, standing tall with its head bowed like a friar at prayer, only the silver crossbow held in curved claws giving it away as something monstrous. David didn’t wait to see what happened next. Finding his nerves again, he hurried down the fire escape and away into the streets, crossing under the railway line and heading in a gradual arc towards the east, back in the direction of central London.

      A few streets away he came across a city bus picking its way through the debris. He climbed aboard, taking a worn, colourless seat among a clutch of glum, disillusioned faces.

      He peered out at the trash-strewn streets, wondering what had just happened, and what it meant for his safety.

      Twenty minutes later, he flipped the driver a coin and got off. He cut through a crowded market and across a sloping, overgrown park to a cluster of tall tenement buildings.

      In the apartment he had called home for the last two years, he ignored his flatmate, Taku, who was slumped on a ratty sofa in their sparse living room, watching old movies on a battered TV that had a crack cutting diagonally across the screen from left to right. He unlocked the room he called his own and then locked it again from the inside, adding an extra padlock as a secondary precaution.

      He sat down on the bed and tried to let himself relax.

      The Huntsman had smelled him. Had it not been for the intervention of the handler, he might be dead. No one could kill a Huntsman, everyone knew that. They were as close to invincible as a creature could get. According to word on the streets, even the government could barely control them. That was why they had been locked away for so long until the kids calling themselves Tube Riders had been bold enough to escape.

      Everyone he knew thought it was rubbish, this whole story about the supposed Tube Riders. What were they anyway, just some urban myth about kids who hung from the side of London Underground trains late at night, peering in through the windows? They were ghosts, apparitions, some said, the trapped souls of train suicides. They couldn’t possibly exist, and they couldn’t possibly have gone on the run from the government, causing an army of DCA agents to follow on their trail, bringing the Huntsmen back on to the streets.

      Most people thought it was bullshit.

      David reached under his bed for an old cardboard box pushed right back against the wall. He pulled it out and tossed aside an assortment of tatty books, dusty ornaments, and other junk to reveal a smooth piece of willow at the bottom. About fifty centimetres long, it had two rubber straps on one side and two metal hooks on the other.

      He gave a grim smile as he lifted up the clawboard and blew away the dust. Unlike most people, David knew the rumours about the Tube Riders weren’t just idle street talk. He knew they were true.

      Once, he had ridden with them.

      And if the government was hunting Tube Riders, he might be in a lot of trouble.
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      Lindon slammed a hand against the wall, the thick muscles in his arms rippling. ‘No, Sammy. You’re not going.’

      The teenager glared at him, his eyes defiant. ‘They need conscriptions, Lindon. It’s a job. It’s money. What else am I going to do?’

      ‘Go to school.’

      Sammy rolled his eyes. ‘Says the gangster who never spent a day in school in his life. Yeah, right, Lindon.’

      ‘I’m not a gangster. I’m a free man.’

      ‘None of us are free.’

      Lindon stared at his adopted brother for a long time. ‘If you join them, you’re no longer my brother, Sammy.’

      ‘I’m not your brother anyway.’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      ‘No, fuck you, Lindon. At least I’m doing something. At least I’m trying to make a change for the better instead of wasting my life jumping in front of trains.’

      Lindon grabbed Sammy by the throat and slammed him back against the wall. He lifted a fist, then paused with it hung in midair. Lindon’s fists had won many battles in abandoned factories and warehouses, but Sammy’s eyes were different to those of beaten opponents staring down the barrel for the last time.

      They held no fear.

      ‘That’s right, Lindon. Come on, smash me up. Do what you want.’

      Lindon dropped his hand and stepped back. ‘Sammy, don’t join them.’

      ‘I’m not joining them. It’s just work. They need soldiers. With any luck I’ll get stationed on the coastguard where all I’ll have to do is stare longingly towards France. Easy money, Lindon. Easier than any you’ve ever earned.’

      Lindon said nothing. Sammy held his gaze for a few seconds, then patted Lindon on the shoulder, lifted his duffel bag, and left. Lindon stared at the door for a long time after it closed. Then, with one sweep of his arm, he ripped the nearest shelf off the wall and sat down on a kitchen chair, his head in his hands.

      ‘Has he gone?’

      Lindon looked up at the doorway. Cah stood there, her mousy brown hair tied back from her angular face. She wore few clothes as usual, just a thin blouse top and a pair of shorts. He felt a momentary surge of arousal, but it quickly died away. Cah was too thin now. She had found her own way out of Mega Britain and was speeding towards it. There was nothing Lindon could do but watch and wave goodbye.

      ‘Yeah, he’s gone.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Lindon.’

      ‘Me too.’

      She cocked her head. ‘Will you jump with us later? I mean, I probably won’t jump, but I’ll come down.’

      ‘I’ll come. I have to go to the Tank first. There’s trouble.’

      ‘What trouble?’

      ‘I don’t know. Spacewell got a message for me.’

      Cah shrugged. ‘Okay then.’ She turned and disappeared back into the other room, where a broken sofa and a couple of old armchairs enjoyed a view of London’s suburbs. Lindon stared at the doorway for a few seconds, but since she had started up her new habit, he didn’t go near her until they went to bed. He couldn’t bear to watch her fade away, knowing there was nothing he could do.

      The apartment building he called home was a couple of hours from central London by foot, but Lindon took the tube. It was amazing that in a city so overgrown with decay and disillusionment the London Underground still continued as ever. It was like the immortal central coil around which everything in London Greater Urban Area revolved. Sure, there were regular strikes, closures, and breakdowns—as well as the occasional hijacking—but his grandfather had told him that was nothing new. The tube, he had heard, was the beating heart of London. When it finally died, London would die with it. Until then, the wheels of the failing city would continue to grind.

      He held the note crumpled in his hand as the train bumped along, remembering its unusual wording.

      Swimming time, L-Man. Anticipating a visit from the Siamese Queen. Urgent.

      It was from Spacewell, the weird little computer geek who technically lived in the apartment upstairs but spent more time in theirs than his own. Lindon had never figured out if that was how he received the messages from his own source, or if it was part of some elaborate joke that only Spacewell understood. Still, over time Lindon had come to realise they usually translated to the same thing.

      Get your ass over to the Tank.

      Who or what the Siamese Queen referred to, he couldn’t guess, but it had him intrigued.

      There were several ways into the Tank, the self-proclaimed criminal underworld of London GUA that had built up beneath the streets of the old Borough of Westminster. The easiest was by one of the many roads, left unblocked because it was easier to shoot someone when they had no cover. The roads weren’t a wise man’s choice though, regardless of whether you were known in the Tank or not. The more friends you had, the more enemies you had too, and dirty windows provided plenty of cover for eager gunmen.

      Westminster Underground station had long ago become a through-station, controlled as it was by the Tank. Lindon got off at Piccadilly Circus and walked down towards the Thames, the sawn-off remains of St. Stephen’s Tower looming over him like an open, lacerated maw screaming up at the sky. A couple of streets before the river he ducked into an alley, went through a door into an abandoned café and down a set of stairs to a basement. The north wall had been smashed through; a tarpaulin hung from a curtain rail to cover it. Lindon pushed past it, following a path lit by dim electric lights through the basements of several other buildings and then down a metal ladder out on to the Westminster Underground station concourse. A man stepped out of the shadows to interrupt him, but Lindon put up a hand, revealing a tattoo on his palm. The man nodded without a word and slipped back into the shadows.

      In a former ticket office, two men were waiting for him.

      ‘You took your time,’ said Rusty Pete, so-called for the red patches in his otherwise grey beard that many said were from the blood of men he had killed.

      Lindon shrugged. ‘London traffic, what can I say?’

      The second man stepped forward. Tim Cold’s grey eyes reflected his personality. ‘Quick tongues have killed better men than you, Lindon,’ he said, his face expressionless.

      Lindon felt uncomfortable in Tim Cold’s gaze. Clothes that hung off the man’s thin frame hid weapons everyone knew were there. ‘What have we got?’ Lindon said, trying to deflect Tim Cold’s attention. ‘Who’s the Siamese Queen?’

      Rusty Pete rolled his eyes. ‘Spacewell … unique as ever. The Governor’s right hand. Let’s go. They’re waiting.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      In a chamber of the old Houses of Parliament, fitted wooden seats lined up in rows either side of a stage, its walls covered with graffiti and water dripping from a hole in the roof, Lindon, Rusty Pete, and Tim Cold stood waiting for the new arrival.

      The doors opened and a tall, robed figure strode in, two men in uniform striding along on either side. Lindon fidgeted uncomfortably, recognizing the uniforms.

      Personal Guard.

      What are they doing here?

      It was said only a Huntsmen could take out a Personal Guardsman. If they were here, then the Tank had to be considered a threat.

      As the figure reached the foot of the stage, two soldiers in tatty military uniforms carrying a stretcher came in through the door. A bloody corpse lay on top.

      ‘There,’ the robed figure said, pointing at the ground at the foot of the stage.

      The two soldiers tipped the corpse off the stretcher. It thumped onto the wooden floor, half flopped on its side, then rolled onto its back. An eyeless, shredded face stared up at the shards of light coming in through holes in the ceiling.

      ‘This man is known to you?’

      Rusty Pete stepped forward. ‘I know him. Leonard Woakes. Controlled a recycling franchise in Fulham.’

      ‘Why did he lead a mob in an attempt to derail a train in Goldhawk Road?’

      Rusty Pete shrugged. ‘He always was a cocky bastard.’

      ‘This was ordered by the Tank?’

      Rusty Pete shook his head quickly. ‘No, of course not. No one here had anything to do with it.’

      The robed figure pulled back her hood. Lindon suppressed a gasp. She was burned and disfigured, half her face covered by a metal plate, but he remembered her. He had replaced her as leader of the Cross Jumpers.

      Dreggo.

      Was she the Siamese Queen? She had abandoned the group in a whir of violence and failure. How had she become the Governor’s right hand, capable of commanding the Personal Guard?

      ‘This place could be gutted and every man, woman, and child strung up to rot in the sun,’ she said. ‘If you lie to me I will personally ensure it. I’ll ask you one more time. Did this have anything to do with the Tank?’

      Tim Cold stepped forward. ‘We might be under the law here, but we’re loyal to the government.’

      ‘Music to my ears. I have a task for you. Compliance is not optional. You will do as I request or every one of you will die. Do you understand?’

      Lindon kept his head down, nodding along with the others.

      ‘Tube Riders.’

      ‘There are no Tube Riders,’ Rusty Pete said quickly. ‘That’s a myth.’

      Dreggo turned. ‘You.’

      Lindon slowly lifted his head. Dreggo was staring right at him.

      ‘You. I know you.’

      Lindon shifted. The powerful arms that had beaten the resolve out of dozens of hard men felt like jelly. Dreggo’s human eye and its machine counterpart stared at him. He wanted to wither and die beneath her gaze.

      ‘Lindon. That’s it, isn’t it? I remember you.’

      ‘Dreggo.’

      Rusty Pete and Tim Cold were staring at him too now. One of the Personal Guardsmen stepped forward, as if Lindon might dare to attack his old leader.

      ‘You look the same,’ she said.

      ‘Thanks. You don’t.’

      For a moment she shifted, the scar tissue around her mouth hardening. The human eye narrowed. ‘Observant, aren’t you?’ She swept an arm towards Rusty Pete and Tim Cold. Wires glinted beneath the folds of her robe. ‘Tell them.’

      ‘The Tube Riders are real,’ he said. ‘But they’re just kids playing a stupid game. They’re no threat to anyone.’

      Dreggo laughed, a raspy, watery sound that made Lindon shiver. ‘You fool. If only that were true. They pose a greater threat than you imagine, and they must be weeded out.’

      ‘I heard they escaped London.’

      ‘Five Tube Riders escaped. My concern is the others.’

      ‘What others?’

      ‘Our Huntsmen detected more than five scents in St. Cannerwells Underground station. Old scents, too old to follow.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘This gang has become a standard for the disenchanted. If others were to appear, staking a claim to the Tube Rider legacy, they might become a rallying call for the people. That can not be allowed to happen.’

      Tim Cold exchanged a glance with Rusty Pete. Lindon understood the meaning of that look. While London was in turmoil, the Tank benefited from all the underground criminal activity, and the government ignored it because it helped with the suppression of the people. If peace and order was restored to London GUA, those in power in the Tank would suffer.

      ‘What do you want us to do?’ Tim Cold said.

      Dreggo looked slowly from one to the others, as if memorizing their faces for future reference. ‘You will use what resources you have in order to hunt down any renegade Tube Riders and deliver them to the government, or if possible, in person to myself.’

      Rusty Pete tugged on his beard, his small eyes narrowing. ‘And in exchange?’

      Dreggo smiled. ‘You will be allowed to stay here, and allowed to prosper. And to live.’
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      With the board wrapped in plastic bags and stuffed into a tattered old rucksack, David took the tube across the city towards Finsbury Park. Going to see Raine was probably a waste of his time, but it was the only thing he could think to do. There were three other Tube Riders that he remembered, but Raine was the only one for whom he had an address. Even that was two years old. She might be long gone. Her flat was a couple of streets in from the northern perimeter wall. It was possible her building had been torn down and the masonry used for wall repairs.

      He got off the tube at Arsenal and walked the rest of the way as a light rain fell around him. The memory of the Huntsman meeting his eye had kept him awake the last two nights, his bed pushed up against his door, his one wardrobe pulled in front of the small second floor window.

      Raine’s flat was at the end of a cul-de-sac, tucked up in the shadow of a three-storey townhouse with boards over its windows. Raine had lived on the second floor, the downstairs flat abandoned. Afraid of bringing attention to his old friend, David circled the nearby streets for an hour until twilight fell. As he had expected, only half the street lights in the cul-de-sac were working, and he was able to approach Raine’s apartment under cover of darkness. Standing on the concrete walkway outside her door, he knocked quietly.

      ‘Raine? It’s me. David.’

      The growl of a male voice surprised him. ‘Who is it?’

      David stepped back from the door as it swung open and a bare-chested man stepped out, a potbelly and sagging muscles framed by the light from inside.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’

      ‘I’m an old friend of Raine’s.’

      The man looked him up and down. ‘I bet you are. What do you want?’

      ‘I … I was just in the area, and wanted to stop by.’

      ‘Who the hell does that anymore?’

      The man started to close the door, but a girl’s voice came from inside. ‘Wait!’

      David tried to see past the slovenly man blocking the doorway as a girl appeared, wearing faded jeans and a slip that revealed the press of breasts and a tight midriff. Jet black hair framed her face, the nearest clutch of strands on either side plaited into braids laced with coloured beads. Eyes so brown they were almost black widened at the sight of him.

      ‘This punk says he knows you.’

      The girl turned towards the slob with a look of contempt. ‘He does. Go in, Greg. Look after Jake.’

      Before David could ask who Jake was, a baby’s cry pierced the air. Greg gave a dramatic groan and lumbered back inside, pulling a door into the living room half-closed behind him. Awkward shushing sounds drifted out as the baby began to settle down.

      ‘I had no idea—’

      ‘Why would you? What do you want, David?’

      ‘Can I talk to you? I think it might be important.’

      Raine stared at him, as if wondering whether this was a joke. Then she nodded. ‘Not here. We’ll go up to the park. Just a minute.’

      She went back inside, hollering at Greg to look after the baby again. A groan of discontent came back.

      ‘He’ll be fine,’ she said to David. ‘Let’s go.’

      A single street light burning out of an ornate Victorian-style lamppost was all that lit up the small circular park at the end of Raine’s cul-de-sac. They sat side by side on the edge of a dry fountain, the water replaced by litter and weeds.

      ‘I left when I found out I was pregnant,’ Raine said. ‘I couldn’t carry on, could I? I didn’t bother to say anything, just stopped showing up. It was getting hard, seeing you with Marta.’

      David shrugged. ‘We broke up a month later. That was when I quit too.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Why did we break up?’ He smiled. ‘I fell badly one night and I wanted to quit. I wanted Marta to give up too before one of us got killed. She refused. That was about the whole of it. Tube riding was her life. I wasn’t.’

      Raine looked down. ‘I would have quit for you.’

      David felt a momentary pang of regret, but what was done was done. ‘But you’ve got the baby now, and Greg—’

      Raine scoffed. ‘That lazy prick isn’t the father. What do you take me for? Greg’s my cousin. He needed somewhere to stay. He acts like my protector but he’s as useless as he looks.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t see the father.’

      ‘Well, I guess—’

      Raine put a hand on his thigh, squeezing tight. ‘David, this has been nice and everything, but what do you want?’

      ‘We’re both former Tube Riders, right? I think we could be in danger.’

      ‘I’m not a Tube Rider anymore. I gave up. It’s nothing to do with me. I heard something about Tube Riders and the Huntsmen, but I want no part of it.’

      David explained what had happened to him up at Goldhawk Road. ‘I think it smelled me. I think they could be hunting the rest of us.’

      Raine stood up and began walking away. David went to follow, but she turned around and held up her hands. ‘And knowing that, you came here to see me? What if they track you, David? What if they find my baby?’

      ‘I’m sorry. I was hoping you would come with me.’

      She kicked out at something hidden in the shadows. A piece of paving stone clattered away down the street. ‘That was always you, David. Always sorry. It’s time to stop being sorry.’

      As she walked away, he called out, ‘I’ll be at Melling Road Junction Underground station every Tuesday night. I’ll wait for you. I think we might be safer together.’

      Raine threw up a hand as if to swat him away, but she didn’t look back. Uncertain whether he had done the right thing, David headed for home. Maybe she would come around, maybe not.
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* * *

      Raine didn’t go straight back home after David left. She did a couple of circuits of the nearby streets, her mind awash with a flood of old emotions. She hadn’t thought about the Tube Riders in a long time. She was working part time in a supermarket two stops up the tube at Tottenham Hale and the rest of her time was taken up by Jake. Greg showing up had been convenient. He was a slob but harmless, and took enough care of Jake during the day while he sat in front of their old TV to allow her to work. Until then she had kept Jake in a back room of the supermarket while she worked, looking in on him every half an hour, suffering from a cut in her wages due to supposed missed work time.

      At the end of the street connecting to her cul-de-sac, she climbed up on to a pedestrian overpass and looked through the gaps in the houses towards an elevated train line cutting through as it arced towards the northern perimeter wall behind her. She’d heard the rumours too, that the Tube Riders had got out through one of the tunnels, clinging like barnacles to the side of an express train. It was a fanciful notion, escaping London GUA. Impossible now, because the tunnels were heavily guarded, in some places closed and the trains rerouted elsewhere. She turned to look up at the towering perimeter wall, a black shadow sixty metres high in this part of the city, spotlights sweeping around from the top, exposing the silvery glint of gun emplacements.

      Like most people, Raine had her horror stories of Mega Britain. Her parents had vanished, never returning from work one day, and her brother had been arrested for staging a political protest. She didn’t know if he was still alive, but every few weeks she would drop by her old house—now abandoned—and check for mail, hoping something would have come from the government to give her a clue as to his wellbeing. There was never anything. Aside from Greg and a sour-faced, borderline alcoholic aunt who lived in East Burton, she had no family left.

      Which made Jake all the more precious.

      She headed back to the apartment. Greg was asleep on the sofa, snoring loudly, but he had at least put Jake back into the crib and tucked him in. Her little boy, a little over a year old, was sleeping, his breathing coming in soft whispers. Raine brushed his hair out of his eyes, smiling at the way one of his hands was clenching and unclenching in his sleep, as if he was dreaming about some adventure.

      Who wanted to bring a child into this world? When she discovered she was pregnant, she had talked to several former doctors about termination, but without the money to go to a government-sanctioned hospital she was stuck with a backstreet job. In the end, she couldn’t bring herself to do it, and she had never felt a single moment of regret—not about keeping the baby at least. There were plenty of other things she regretted.

      Like not telling the father.

      Jake’s eyes suddenly popped open. He looked up at her and gave a little smile. It was amazing, she thought. He was just one year old, but he looked so much like his father. She hadn’t realised until tonight.

      He had David’s eyes, and his smile.

      ‘Why did you have to come back?’ she whispered, stroking the side of Jake’s face as the baby went slowly back to sleep.
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      The Huntsman had been whining for hours. Usually upon returning from a mission they would slink quietly back into their holding cells to crouch like wraiths in the dark, their hoods turned down towards the ground. Like most animals, they were afraid of pain, and the electrical stunners embedded in their bodies that could be activated from a handler’s remote were a useful deterrent against unrest. Sometimes though, like now, one of them needed putting in its place.

      ‘You gonna shut up or what?’ Jed snapped. He lifted his hand, holding up the small remote. He had set the stun to low. It was enough to hurt them but cause no lasting damage. A blast on high for more than a minute would kill one, but killing one was a death wish. There weren’t so many left that they could be tossed away like garbage.

      The creature whined again, dipping its nose towards the ground. Jed got a look at the human eyes peering over the doglike snout and grimaced.

      ‘I told you to shut up.’

      Jed jabbed the button on the remote and the Huntsman shuddered, its feet slipping out from under it. As it staggered back into a crouch, its head lifted and its eyes fixed on Jed’s. Its lips drew back in a snarl over long, hooked teeth.

      He tried to hold its gaze. Each Huntsman had just one remote. There was talk of installing them with a single override, but in the hands of an enemy the entire battalion could all be rendered useless at once.

      With the remote in his hand, Jed held the power. Without it, the creature would tear him to pieces.

      ‘You don’t want to look at me like that,’ he said. ‘You want some more? Do you—’

      ‘What’s going on here?’

      Jed turned. A pretty woman in a lab coat stood watching him, a clipboard in hand. Spectacles covered eyes that were slightly Asian. Brown hair was tied back in a ponytail but one strand had broken loose to trail down the side of her face.

      ‘Just trying to settle my dog. He’s restless tonight.’

      ‘He’s not your dog. Get out of here.’

      She pushed him in the chest, then turned away nonchalantly to look in through the bars at the Huntsman, as if it was Jed that was worthless and not this pathetic creature.

      ‘Hey, what are you doing?’

      ‘Get out of here or I’ll call the guard. I could have you thrown in there with him. Would you like that?’

      Jed put up his hands. ‘I’m going, I’m going,’ he said, turning his back on her. How the hell did women get given jobs down here? Dealing with the dogs was man’s work. Best place for a pretty little bitch like that was at home on her back.

      Pissed that he’d been talked down to by a woman, Jed headed for the elevators back up to the surface. His shift was long over; he just liked to remind his dog who was boss. There needed to be a mutual respect between a handler and his animal. Wasn’t that the way it was supposed to be?

      His pride was hurting. Luckily he knew a place where he could drown out his anger with a few jars of homebrew and find a willing woman on which he could vent his frustration.

      ‘I’ll be thinking of you, lab bitch,’ he muttered, one calloused finger stabbing at the elevator’s up button.
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* * *

      ‘Don’t worry about him,’ Mika said, peering in through the bars at the Huntsman crouched back by the wall. God, they were treated worse than animals, she thought, but there were men under those cloaks and behind those doglike snouts. Some had retained more of their humanity than others, but they all deserved to be treated better.

      The scientist who had designed the original prototype had died long before she was born, but she had met Dr Karmski, the man responsible for developing them into the killing machines they now were. She had taken an immediate dislike to him, particularly the way his eyes had run across her body as if sizing her up for sale, but she had admired his brilliance. He could do things with gene manipulation that no one else could, but even so, she had not been sad when he had disappeared, rumoured to have fallen foul of the Governor himself.

      She checked the Huntsman’s name plate above the door.

      Sorel.

      She would have to check the files for its background information, but the bullying handler was right, the Huntsman was playing up. Something was bothering him.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘Can you tell me?’ She didn’t doubt for a moment that the Huntsman would rip her to shreds if the bars of its cage were removed, but speaking to them with kindness had got her far better results than anger and scare tactics ever had.

      The Huntsman slowly rose to its feet. It was big one, she saw, nearly seven feet tall. The metal inserts that gave them their agility and strength often stretched their human limbs out of proportion, something that caused them great pain. Her heart started to thunder as the Huntsman moved slowly towards the bars, its face still hidden by the hood of its robe.

      The bars were close enough together to prevent it snapping its jaws or slipping a hand out to grab her. A low grumble came from the darkness beneath its hood. It sounded like purring.

      ‘Scent,’ it growled.

      ‘Scent? What scent?’

      Jaws appeared from out of the shadows of its hood, and furry, discoloured jowls drew back to reveal its vicious teeth.

      ‘Tube Rider,’ it said, its voice a low growl that carried enough menace to make a shiver tickle down Mika’s neck.
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      Taku stood back by the trees, taking a long draw on his roll-up cigarette. ‘Come on, man. There’s no need to be going down there.’

      David turned back to him, grinning. ‘What are you afraid of? Ghosts?’

      ‘Huntsmen.’

      David’s smile vanished. ‘I’m pretty sure Huntsmen wouldn’t have locked the gate.’

      ‘But just in case….’

      ‘Stay here if you want to.’

      David hauled the rusted metal gate across just enough to squeeze through. Heaps of dead leaves and litter had piled up inside.

      ‘Bro, it’s dark down there….’

      ‘Trust me. Come on.’

      David led the way down the stairs into the darkness. Behind him, the metal gate creaked in the breeze, leaves caught in its bars flicking against the metal like tickertape in a storm. He heard Taku’s footsteps but didn’t wait. The first corner was always the worst, where the gloom was greatest. Once you were past it on to the main passenger thoroughfare it got easier.

      Old ticket gates outlined themselves against the gloom. The empty counters of old sandwich vendors and newspaper stands appeared along the side of a wider area with a ruined ticket office in the centre, its windows smashed in, the glass almost all gone. One or two larger shops had shutters pulled down.

      There were fewer emergency lights than he remembered. Some had gone out, even their long-life bulbs eventually giving in. He didn’t know how long the place had been abandoned; it was ten years at least.

      He walked past the ticket gates and down an escalator so gummed up with trash and dirt that it looked like a regular staircase until he rubbed his fingers in the dust and felt the dried, cracked plastic of its old motion rail. At the bottom he saw the platform and a sudden wave of emotions washed over him like a dry wind billowing up from the train tracks.

      The platform opened up in front of him, lit by emergency lights in the tunnel roof, stretching at least a hundred metres from left to right. There were two lines of track, two platforms on either side and one in the centre, but all of the other exits had long been bricked over or demolished. There was only one way in or out.

      Behind him, Taku stumbled down the last of the steps. David turned to see the glow of another cigarette as Taku tugged on it in quick, nervous draws.

      ‘What the hell is this place?’

      David smiled. He took a deep breath, trying to calm a heart beating with both excitement and nostalgia. The last time he had walked out of here, he had never planned to return. Yet here he was, perhaps the last of his kind.

      ‘This is St Cannerwells London Underground station,’ he said. ‘This is where the Tube Riders used to ride.’

      ‘Come on, man, don’t slap me with any more of that Tube Riders bullshit. You know that’s just some crap made up to scare people. Wraiths of the underground, my ass.’

      ‘They weren’t wraiths, and never were. They were guys like us, playing a game.’

      ‘Yeah, whatever. They’ve gone now, in any case. They’re probably all dead.’

      David turned to face him, a smile on his face. ‘Not all of them.’

      ‘Bro, you’re not going to tell me….’ He trailed off as David opened the rucksack he had brought and pulled out the clawboard, holding it up so that the emergency lights glittered off the metal hook he had polished to a shine.

      ‘I used to ride with them. Things didn’t work out.’

      As Taku stared at him, a roar began building in the tunnel. David felt a sudden surge of adrenaline. His fingers wrapped around the rubber straps, holding the board firmly, tilted slightly up, the front a little higher than the back to take the jolt of the forward momentum.

      He dropped into a sprinter’s crouch, holding the board against his left side as Marta Banks had taught him. As the train exploded out of the tunnel he kicked off the tiles and bolted forward, running hard at a tight angle towards the train. Too close and you had no press momentum, too wide and you’d bounce right off. A mistake could mean death.

      The first three carriages were passed him when he leapt for the train, the clawboard swinging down towards the metal drainage rail along the top.

      His first thought was that he had missed.

      It had been more than a year, after all.

      Then the metal hooks clanged as they caught the rail, jerked harder on his shoulders than he remembered, then slid a little, showering him with bits of grit dislodged from the rail.

      He braced his feet against the side of the carriage as the train took him along, the lowered faces of the handful of passengers appearing static against the blur of the platform at his feet and the tunnel roof over his head.

      The breakfall mats were still there. He had noticed them on the way down, still piled up by the platform wall, a motley assortment of old mattresses, pillows, blankets, sofa cushions, even one or two car seats.

      It was time. He kicked upwards, his face flushing with heat as his hooks got stuck on a piece of grit an instant before moving, then he was falling backwards, sailing through the air to land with a soft thump.

      He lay on his back among the breakfall mats, staring up at the roof as the train thundered into the tunnel. In a couple of seconds it was gone, leaving just the sound of his ragged breathing and Taku’s whoops from further up the platform.

      His heart was thumping harder than the train’s wheels over the tracks. As Taku came running over, David crawled coughing and wheezing out of the dusty cloud kicked up by the mats. He crawled to the platform edge and wiped away the dust to reveal a number painted on the edge of the platform: 27.

      He looked up at the wall at the end of the platform, thinking that it seemed so much closer. Still, it wasn’t bad for a comeback effort.

      ‘Bro, what the fuck? You’re off your tits, man. Ha! That was awesome!’

      David grinned and held up his board. ‘You want to try?’

      ‘Never in a million years. That’s tube riding, is it? Just for the record, I wasn’t going to clean you up if you hit the tunnel wall. I’d have raised a glass to your memory, though.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘So tell me what’s the big secret? Why’d you hide that shit from me?’

      ‘I quit. Over a year ago. Broke up with a girl—you know how it is. You’re not a Tube Rider unless you ride.’

      ‘Well, you looked like you knew what you were doing.’

      David shrugged. ‘It’s been a while.’

      ‘So what now?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Taku tossed the butt of his rolled up cigarette down on to the tracks. ‘I know you, bro. It’s not like you to do something like that for a hobby unless there’s some reason for it.’

      ‘Well—’

      From somewhere up near the ticket gates came a girl’s scream.

      ‘What the fuck? We’d better bail, bro. Shit don’t sound good.’

      David climbed up from the platform and walked back towards the escalator. ‘Someone’s up there.’

      ‘No shit.’

      A cry came again, this time of pain, followed by the grunt of a man.

      ‘Let’s go,’ David said. ‘We have to help.’

      ‘Since when did you turn into a goddamn vigilante for righteousness?’

      ‘Since I realised that nothing will get better while we sit by and ignore all the bad stuff that’s happening,’ he said. ‘Come on.’

      Not waiting to see if Taku followed him, David headed for the old escalator, taking the steps two at a time, his clawboard held in front of him like a shield. He had fashioned his board out of an old desk, the wood strong and hard, tough enough to withstand the rigours of tube riding. The last thing you wanted when you were hanging from the side of a train at sixty miles per hour was for your board to fail. He had seen it happen, and it wasn’t pretty.

      The flicker of flashlights came from the concourse above him, the sound of several sets of heavy footfalls, and another lighter set, staggering, uncertain.

      ‘Grab her,’ came a man’s voice.

      A cry of pain, then the sound of a hard slap, followed by a submissive whimper.

      ‘You got her?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Kneel, you fucking whore.’

      ‘Wait, I’m first.’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      David gritted his teeth as he crept closer. He peeked around the corner at the top of the escalator and saw a young girl, no more than fourteen or fifteen, pushed to her knees, one man holding her hands over the back of her head. Another man stood off to the side, his arms folded, while a third man stood in front of her, unbuttoning his jeans.

      The one with his arms folded was tall but scrawny, but the other two were solid. The one holding the girl was older, perhaps in his forties, and wore a leather vest which exposed tattooed biceps. The other was younger, perhaps thirty, and wore a heavy trench-coat.

      With a sudden twist, the girl turned and swung a knee up at the man in front, missing his groin but catching him on the side of the leg. With an angry growl he punched her in the side of the head. David recoiled from the savage crack of the man’s knuckles on her cheek.

      ‘Hey, watch it,’ the scrawny man said, taking a step forward and lifting a hand as the girl went limp in the tattooed man’s hold.

      ‘Too late,’ Trench-coat said. ‘Get the fuck away unless you want some. Otherwise join the line.’

      He started to unbutton his jeans again. The girl moaned, her head swaying. David glanced behind him. Where the hell was Taku? He had no chance on his own, but he couldn’t just sit here and watch.

      His heart was thumping. His hands shook. Speed was his only weapon. He would have to be quicker than he had ever been on the tubes, or he and the girl were dead or worse.

      He wrapped one hand through a rubber strap on his clawboard, holding it against his side. Then he stepped out on to the concourse and walked quickly towards the men and the girl.

      The man holding the girl was the first to spot him. ‘Hey, what the…?’

      David swung the board up in a fast arc. The wooden edge cracked against the man’s temple. He groaned and fell backwards, letting go of the girl. As the board bounced backwards, David turned and swung it at Trench-coat, who still had one hand on his belt. This time his aim was a little off, and the board twisted in the air. The flat side of the clawboard connected with the man’s face, and the metal hooks tore a gash down his cheek, but the impact wasn’t as heavy as a side-on blow would have been.

      The man staggered but didn’t fall. One blind eye and one seeing one watched David with pure hatred as his fists came up.

      ‘Big mistake, crusader boy.’

      A fist like iron crashed into the side of David’s face, sending him sprawling. He swung the board around as a reflex, but Trench-coat stuck out an arm to knock it aside. He grabbed David’s shirt and jerked him forward. David ducked at the last moment to avoid his nose being smashed, but the clash of heads sent a clumping sound echoing through the abandoned station.

      As he hit the ground, David was only vaguely aware of a boot striking him in the stomach. Ahead of him, the girl was crawling towards the feet of the scrawny man who had backed away against the wall.

      ‘Lift him up,’ Trench-coat said to the tattooed man. ‘Let me have a look at him before I cut his throat.’

      Strong hands grabbed David around the shoulders and hauled him upright.

      ‘Who the fuck are you, man—?’

      Something metal flashed in the dark and Trench-coat staggered. David caught a glimpse of a tiny glowing light, then the knife flashed again. Trench-coat gave a wheezing gasp and fell backwards.

      ‘You coward!’ the girl screamed, as the scrawny man ran for the exit stairs. The tattooed man let go of David and backed up. Taku’s cigarette glowed and the knife gleamed in his hand.

      ‘Run home, asshole. Tell your friends to stay away from this place.’

      The tattooed man didn’t wait to be asked again. He turned and ran. David crouched, one hand on his head, the other on the ground. His ears were ringing and his cheek stung.

      In front of him lay the man in the trench-coat, blood pooling around him. Taku grabbed his legs and started tugging him towards the escalator. ‘I’ll put him on the tracks,’ he said. ‘He won’t be there long.’

      ‘You just killed that guy….’

      Taku shrugged. ‘No one’ll miss him. He’s London-gone now. Deal with the girl. I don’t know. Swear her to silence or something.’

      David had almost forgotten about the girl. She was sitting back against the wall, her legs pulled up close to her chest. Hard eyes stared out of a face that would be pretty in other circumstances. Her body was slender, her skin pale. He wanted to find her attractive, but all he could think about was the ringing in his head from the punch.

      ‘You want some too?’ she said. ‘You could have just asked my brother.’ She spat in the direction of the exit.

      ‘Your brother?’

      ‘That cowardly prick. He likes to watch. He won’t touch me himself because he knows I’ll fight.’

      ‘That guy was your brother?’

      ‘Yeah. Surprised? That too much of a tragedy for you? Where are you from, like Covent Garden or something? Stiff.’

      David smiled. ‘St. Cannerwells is my neighbourhood. Covent Garden would be nice. Not sure it’s as nice as it once was, so I’ve heard.’

      The girl shrugged. ‘Well, thanks for saving me. I’m not doing anything in return for you though. You’ll have to hold me down.’

      ‘I don’t want anything. I just couldn’t stand by and do nothing. My name’s David.’

      He held out a hand that hung comically in the air between them. The girl stared at it until he let it drop. Amused at his awkwardness, she gave a half smile. ‘Airie.’

      Taku’s footsteps echoed on the tiles of the concourse. ‘No time for chitchat. That weedy guy won’t be back but the tough will bring his mates for a rematch.’ He helped David to his feet, whispering in his ear, ‘Have I ever told you you’re crazy?’

      Airie stood up. She adjusted her clothing, pulling up her underwear and tugging down the ragged skirt she wore. A thin, patchy slip only just covered small, budding breasts.

      ‘What are you guys?’

      Taku winked at David. ‘We’re Tube Riders,’ he said.
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      As the nearly deserted train rattled through the tunnels, Lindon clenched and unclenched his fists, trying to keep his hands from cramping up. With his fingers stumbling, he unscrewed the plastic bottle and poured a little more of the water onto the rag, wrapping it first around one hand, then around the other.

      Underneath the cloth, his hands were swollen and sore. Fresh purple bruises filled the valleys between skinned, bloody knuckles.

      The fight had been tough. Not as tough as some, but tougher than most.

      He leaned his head against the window and closed his eyes. The bulge of notes in an envelope in his pocket was the only comfort. It was enough to cover rent for himself, Cah, and Spacewell for the next couple of months, keep them fed and looked after. It would keep the silence of Spacewell’s illegal Internet provider and give him enough left to buy something nice that might make Cah happy.

      Cah.

      He closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think about her, even though in less than half an hour he hoped to be in her arms, the only place he felt safe from the perils of London.

      But for how long?

      He snapped his eyes open. His stop was coming up, and dozing now might cause him to miss it. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      It had been a long fight. He was so tired. Few outside the gambling circles understood the nature of fist fighting. It wasn’t always three-minute brawls and bloodbaths. An experienced fist was hard like wood, but the bone of a skull was invariably harder. Most street fights were between a strong guy and a weak guy, and the weak guy quickly lost, but in organised fighting circles the men were well-matched. A longer, more brutal fight made for better gambling.

      Lindon’s stomach and back hurt far more than his face. Under his clothes, his lean, muscular body was a latticework of bruises and lacerations. For nearly two hours they had circled each other, trading body shots, waiting for an opening. Only a pair of light leather gloves was allowed, and you didn’t waste the strength in your fists on jabbing for the face in close fights. You picked off the softer body, slowly wearing down your opponent. Then, when your opponent made a mistake or dropped his guard, you were ruthless.

      The train pulled in, and an address system that sounded badly in need of repair announced his stop in a fussy, echoing voice. Lindon headed for the doors, patting the envelope under his clothes for comfort.

      A light rain was falling when he emerged onto the street. It was nearly midnight but a few people were still about, walking up and down the pavement in hurried steps, huddled under umbrellas. A car passed him, moving slowly, its chugging exhaust the only sign of decay, and he had walked almost half a mile before he heard his first siren of the night.

      Things were almost normal.

      Their tenement building was on the edge of an estate of several similar buildings. He had been offered a place in the Tank, but he liked to keep his distance. While he had designs on eventual leadership, once you gave yourself over to the Tank there was no coming back. Neither Cah nor Spacewell knew how involved he was, and he also had the other Cross Jumpers to think about. Moving into the Tank would imprison everyone around him by association.

      When he reached the ninth floor, a light was shining under their door. He knocked and Spacewell answered, the kid making him answer a series of stupid questions before letting him inside. Finally satisfied after Lindon regurgitated both his own, Cah’s, and Spacewell’s birthdays and favourite foods, the door finally swung inwards, and the thin, scrawny guy with the mop of unruly hair stared at him as if they were meeting for the first time.

      ‘You look tired.’

      ‘After twenty goddamn questions I have a right to be. Is Cah okay?’

      Spacewell shrugged. ‘She’s awake I think.’

      Lindon nodded. It was something. ‘Good.’

      Spacewell wandered back off to the room he had taken for himself and closed the door. Sammy had shared it with him, but Sammy had gone so it was now Spacewell’s alone. Lindon sat down at the table, his unease at facing Cah holding him back. He was late home; usually by now she would have already gone off to her other place.

      He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, ignoring a loose one in the left side of his mouth. If it didn’t fall out it would tighten up again in a few days. He squeezed his hands together, feeling the tiny swellings between his fingers. He touched the tabletop, making sure he could feel the smooth wood under his fingertips. It was a recurring nightmare that he would one day hurt his hands so bad that he would no longer be able to feel Cah’s skin when he touched her.

      ‘Hey. You’re back.’

      She was standing in the doorway to the bedroom, one arm resting against the frame. She was wearing his favourite nightdress, the silk one he had stolen from an abandoned warehouse a year ago. It hung off her frame, her breasts holding it away from her stomach, letting it drape loosely over her cream-coloured thighs.

      ‘I’m back.’

      ‘I waited, Lindon.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Are you coming?’

      His body ached as he stood up, but he tried not to show it. Once she had resented his fighting, but now she accepted it in the same way he accepted what she had become. She knew his fighting kept guys from kicking in their door, just as he knew that what she did brought her comfort. It was an uneasy truce, but a mutual one.

      She didn’t wait for him, turning and heading into the bedroom. When he closed the door, only a small desk lamp gave the room a warm glow. While the rest of their apartment was a rancid dump, their bedroom still retained some of the charm it might have possessed in years gone by, a wide double bed flanked by a quaint dresser to one side and a tall wardrobe on the other. The wallpaper was of blue and red roses in a swirling pattern, the carpet an only slightly faded green.

      Cah was already on the bed, her nightdress bunched up between her legs. Lindon pulled off his sweat-stained shirt.

      ‘My God, Lindon….’

      ‘It’s nothing.’

      She started to protest, then stopped. A small shake of her head was all that was left of her disapproval.

      Lindon unbuttoned his jeans and stepped out of them.

      Cah lifted her arms. ‘Come here,’ she said.

      He kissed her all over. He tried to go slowly, but it never worked out that way. Every night they drowned in each other’s lust, as if it was the only thing that could protect them, and it was over far too soon. They lay beside each other on the bed, gasping for breath. The light was to Lindon’s rear, casting Cah’s face in shadow. He was glad he couldn’t see her. He didn’t want to know if she was looking towards the door.

      With a multitude of aches that linked themselves around his body like a giant chain, Lindon was exhausted. His eyes seemed to be closing themselves, and despite his best efforts to stay awake, he quickly found himself dozing off.

      He snapped awake when Cah got up to go out. For a moment he held on to her, silently imploring her not to go to find her comfort in the other room, but she shook her head and lifted his hand off her waist.

      ‘Wait.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Lindon.’

      ‘Cah….’

      She shook her head. Running one finger over his muscular chest, she gave him a wistful smile as if recalling a wonderful memory, then she stood up, went to the door and slipped out, closing it behind her.

      Even in the short time since the fight had ended, his fingers had swollen too much to make them much use. He gripped the pillow in his clumsy hands and squeezed it like a man’s throat, closing his eyes and pressing it against his face, wanting to empty out his pain into its softness.

      ‘It’s my choice,’ she had told him during a tender moment. ‘I made it, I’ll live by it.’

      And it was true. There was nothing he could do except sit by and watch, and it was killing him almost as quickly as it was killing her.

      Lifting one battered hand and closing it into the tightest fist his swollen fingers could manage, Lindon pressed it against the pillow, wishing it were so easy to squeeze out all of the bad things in the world.
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      ‘You found her, you deal with her.’

      Airie sat cross-legged in the middle of their living room floor, smoking one of Taku’s roll-ups. One side of her face was swollen and bruised. From the way his own face felt, David was sure his looked much the same.

      ‘Do you have a place to go?’

      Airie looked up, as if noticing them for the first time. In the light, she looked younger than ever, no more than thirteen or fourteen, but there was little innocence about her. She wore a defiant pout despite the swelling around one eye and the black welt down the side of her face.

      ‘Only back to my brother. You met him, remember? He’s the one that sold me to those two guys, then came along to watch.’

      ‘The skinny guy?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘No one else?’

      She paused for a moment before answering. ‘No.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes. Look, if you want me out on the street, I’ll go. I can pay for my keep though.’

      ‘How?’ Taku asked.

      Airie made a lewd motion with her mouth. ‘How do you think?’

      He smiled. ‘Tempting, but I’ve kind of grown out of hanging around schoolyards.’ Glancing at David, he said, ‘She’s your problem, bro. You deal with her. If she’s not paying rent she can’t stay.’

      ‘Taku—’

      ‘Two days, bro. That’s me being generous.’

      He went out of the room. David heard the latch being pulled back and Taku letting himself out.

      ‘Where’s he’s gone?’ Airie said.

      David shrugged. ‘Probably to get more tobacco. He doesn’t take it well when people smoke through his stash.’

      Airie pouted. ‘He’s a moody one, ain’t he? I only had a couple.’ She flashed a devilish grin that looked farcical on her battered face. ‘Huh. I like moody.’

      ‘I wouldn’t bother. The only woman Taku’s interested in is his mother.’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘She lives over in Ravenscourt Park. He goes to see her every Sunday.’

      ‘Why doesn’t he live with her?’

      ‘He doesn’t get on with his stepdad. Every Sunday his stepdad goes out. Gambling, drinking, he doesn’t know where. I think Taku would happily toss the old git down a manhole but his mum adores him.’

      Airie gave a slow nod. It was the first time since they had got back that David felt he could see through the veneer she painted around herself.

      ‘London does funny things to family life, don’t it?’ she said.

      ‘If you’re lucky enough to have one in the first place,’ David said. ‘Come on. I’ve got a place you can stay. You’ll need to climb a little bit.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      He grinned, trying to hide the reluctance he felt. ‘You’ll see.’
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* * *

      ‘Up there? You’re crazy, right?’

      David smiled. ‘It’s not that hard after the first few times.’

      Just three streets from where he lived with Taku, the partially collapsed apartment building was David’s favourite of several bolt-holes he had scoped out across the city. The rear staircase had collapsed, and with the elevator broken, the only way to the upper floors was by climbing up the shaft. Brave—or desperate—gangs of looters had long ago cleared out anything of value on the lower levels, but the sheer inaccessibility of the upper floors had left them free of squatters or drug dens. David had cleaned up a spacious apartment on the fifth floor and fitted the door with a padlock. Occasionally he hung out there when he needed some quiet time away from Taku and the other drop-ins who sometimes used their place.

      ‘It’s only thirty feet,’ he said. ‘Then you get to a ledge. From there it’s pretty easy.’

      ‘How exactly are we going to climb it?’

      ‘Here.’ David pointed to a square indent in the wall of elevator shaft. It was about fifty centimetres wide and the same deep, and it stretched up as far as the darkness would allow him to see.

      ‘This is an old maintenance shaft that runs parallel to the elevator,’ he said. ‘There used to be a stepladder that went right up to the top floor. It’s gone now.’

      ‘So what are we supposed to do?’

      David stepped into the shaft and leaned back against the wall. He braced his feet against the other side, his knees bent. Then he slowly straightened his legs and his back slid upwards a few inches.

      ‘It’s smooth. As long as you have decent grips on your shoes you can push-slide your way to the ledge. From there, there are hand holds in the wall. Move very slowly, and when you come to shift your feet, only move them a few inches at a time, one at a time. Otherwise you’ll slip.’

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

      ‘Trust me, it’s worth it.’

      Airie shrugged. ‘Go on then, big man. You go first.’

      David shook his head. ‘Ladies first. Just in case you slip, I’ll catch you.’

      ‘You know what the last man who said that to me did?’

      ‘No.’

      For a few seconds Airie looked about to tell him, and David sensed some horror story rising to the surface. Then she shook her head. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Are we going to do this or what?’

      David gestured towards the shaft. ‘After you.’

      It took Airie a few tries just to get off the ground. David talked her through the climbing technique again, and this time she managed to get a few feet higher. Then, getting her feet too high for her balance, she slipped and came tumbling down. David caught her in his arms. She was as light as a bag of bones.

      ‘Isn’t there some way you can carry me?’

      ‘There is, but it’s better if you learn the technique. What if one day I don’t come back? How will you get down?’

      With a sigh, Airie headed back to the shaft. Again she failed, slipping and landing on her butt with a hard thump.

      ‘It’s a waste of time,’ she said.

      ‘I have an idea,’ he said. ‘I don’t think your clothes are slippery enough. Try my sweater.’

      He stripped off his top and handed it to her. Airie held out her hand but was staring at his body.

      ‘What?’

      ‘What happened to you?’

      David looked down at the scars on his chest. One from a knife fight at age sixteen. Three smaller ones that came from the steel boots of a gang that had jumped him. A longer one in the middle that he had done himself, jumping over a railing to escape a group of DCA men.

      He shrugged. ‘London happened. Come on, let’s get up there. I have food, and something even better.’

      ‘Surprise me.’

      ‘Running water.’

      Airie lifted an eyebrow. ‘In a squat?’

      ‘You’ll see.’

      He had piqued her interest, because after one more almost compulsory pout she made a ball with his shirt and began sliding her way up the shaft, quickly becoming a shadow in the gloom overhead. David waited with his arms out, aware that from more than halfway up he would only be able to parry her fall, but just when he though Airie was certain to slip, the girl knocked a hand on the steel pipes beside the shaft, the sound echoing down like a victory bell.

      ‘I made it!’

      ‘Quiet! There are sometimes squatters down here. Throw down my shirt.’

      A moment later it billowed out above him and he snatched it out of the air, pulling it back over his head.

      The climb was never pleasant, but over time he had got used to it. In less than a minute he was standing on the ledge beside Airie, a skinny shadow in the gloom.

      ‘Another twenty or so feet until the next stop,’ he said, reaching out and tapping one of the metal handles that stuck out of the shaft. ‘But we have handholds this time.’

      The girl nodded. One hand patted his arm. The touch gave him a momentary thrill, but he shrugged it off. Airie was already becoming attached to him, but she was just a kid.

      ‘When you get to the next ledge, wait there for me,’ he told her. ‘There’s a metal panel on the inside of the shaft that looks like it’s bolted solid. The bolts are fake. There’s a little bit of resistance because I weighted it in case some looter leans on it by mistake, but if you push hard enough it swings inwards.’

      Airie nodded. ‘Feel like I’m breaking into a bank,’ she said.

      ‘It would probably be easier.’

      He patted her on the back to get her climbing again, feeling a sudden frustration with his masculine weakness. He could have just set her loose on the street, or insisted to Taku that she stay there. He had other bolt-holes too, ones that were infinitely easier to access. He kept telling himself he was getting her out of harm’s way until any fallout over her rescue had blown over, but part of him felt like he was setting her up like a secret lover.

      When he reached the ledge, the gloom in the shaft now so deep that he could barely see his own hands in front of him, the loose panel had been pushed inwards. Airie had already gone inside.

      David glanced down. It was only fifty feet to the bottom of the shaft but it looked like forever. He watched for a few seconds, making sure no one was hiding in the shadows, watching their progress, then he pushed open the panel and climbed inside.

      The panel covered the end of an under-floor ventilation shaft. The collapse of the rear staircase had made access to the third floor impossible. The first and second floors were accessible by climbing the exterior walls, but an overhanging balcony that surrounded the third floor made it near impossible to get any further. Brave looters climbing the shaft had accessed the floors above, but there was no way into the third floor without shifting a heap of rubble.

      Looking up at the building from outside, then inspecting it from the inside, it had taken David several days to figure out a way in. When he had finally found the ventilation shaft he had expected others would have done also, but the apartments on the third floor were untouched. Barely able to believe his luck, he had fitted the panel to appear like part of the wall, and over several months he had slowly built up a store of goods to use in an emergency.

      When he climbed up through the hole in the corridor floor just outside the largest of the three apartments, the one he had commandeered for himself, he found Airie standing in the doorway, holding up two packets of dried pasta.

      ‘Where the hell did you get these? You could feed half of London on what you got in here.’

      He smiled. ‘Welcome to my private larder. I keep it well stocked.’

      Airie went back inside. David followed her in, noticing with wry amusement that she had already begun to rifle through the kitchen cupboards packed with dried and canned goods. The truth was that most of what David had stockpiled was dependant on how much water he had available, and the rest was nearing or past its use-by date. He could only carry a small bag of goods up the shaft at any one time, and as he rarely ate here, much of his store was collecting dust.

      ‘Curry sauce! Wow!’

      ‘You don’t want to know much I paid for that. Part of my soul didn’t survive that shopping trip.’

      Airie turned towards him, hands on hips. ‘So, where’s this running water you were telling me about? The kitchen taps don’t work. Did you lie to me just to get me into your little man-cave?’

      ‘This way,’ he said.

      He let Airie into an ornate bathroom. A sheen of dust hung along the window ledges and the edges of the tiled floor, but when David turned on the shower a brown trickle of water came pouring out.

      ‘There’s a rainwater tank on the roof,’ he explained. ‘It’s good enough to wash with, but I boil it before I drink it or use it for cooking.’

      ‘It’s dirty!’

      ‘Wait a minute.’

      The brown began to filter out, and after a few seconds the water was running clear. Airie stuck out a hand, then pulled it back. ‘It’s cold!’

      ‘I can’t do anything about that,’ I’m afraid. ‘But I do have this.’ He held out a plastic bottle.

      ‘Shampoo!’

      ‘And these.’ He opened a cupboard and pulled out a crisp white towel. ‘I’m not here much, and there were loads. Whoever lived here kept it well-stocked.’

      Airie was staring at the towel as if she’d never seen one before. From the grime on her body David could tell that even a cold shower was luxury.

      ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he said. ‘Are you hungry? I’ll boil something up.’

      Airie pouted at him again, and looked him up and down. He thought she might say something suggestive; he had a rebuke on the tip of his tongue, but all she said was, ‘Thanks.’

      ‘See you in a bit. Those drawers over there contain women’s clothing. I couldn’t tell you if any of it’s worth wearing or not.’

      He left her to get cleaned up, and went back to the kitchen where he set about making some pasta on an old camping stove he had lugged up some months before. Airie’s yelps at the cold water came faintly from the bathroom.

      The pasta was just about ready by the time she went quiet. David added some carbonara sauce that wasn’t quite out of date and spooned it on to two plates. He had just put them down on a table he had pulled close to the bay window that looked out towards London’s skyline when the door opened and Airie came in.

      David gaped. She had found a black lace nightdress somewhere. It hung to just above her knees, and he couldn’t help but admire the pale skin of her legs. She had tied up her hair and her skin glowed with youth and vitality.

      She smiled. ‘I feel quite the princess.’

      ‘You look it too.’

      Airie looked about to reply with some equally flirtatious comment, but her eyes had moved past him to fix on something in the distance. At first he thought it was the food, but then he realised her gaze had gone beyond the table to the window. With one hand tentatively touching the bruised side of her face, she walked past David and pulled the drapes wide.

      ‘Fucking hell. You can see it.’

      ‘Airie, keep the drapes shut please. If someone down on the streets sees us they’ll know you can get into this apartment.’

      She ignored him. David stood up and went to stand behind her. He was about to pull the drapes closed when he realised what held her gaze.

      ‘Doesn’t it give you the creeps, knowing he could be in there, looking out at you?’

      David shrugged. ‘I don’t worry about it. I like to remember it’s there, though. I don’t want to forget.’

      Airie shivered. She leaned back against David and he wrapped his hands protectively around her waist.

      In the far distance, rising up out of the London Docklands like a thick, blunt pencil, Parliament Tower stood like a grey sentinel against a background of hazy cloud.
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      Mika rubbed her eyes. Outside her office window the sky was beginning to lighten, shards of smoky light breaking through the gloom. She looked at the stack of paper cups beside her computer and tried to count how many bitter vending machine coffees she had drunk over the last few hours. Twice she counted to six before her vision blurred and she had to start over again.

      ‘Five more minutes,’ she muttered, tapping the mouse to remove the screen saver, an endlessly scrolling propaganda message detailing the importance of the London GUA perimeter walls. A block of scent code appeared and she gulped back the last quarter of cold coffee in her stack of cups before hunching back over the keyboard to continue the seemingly endless process of picking out which line of code had got the Huntsman riled.

      Not for the first time she cursed the handlers for being little more than overpaid thugs. Mega Britain’s stock was threadbare in all departments, and the last of the skilled handlers had perished six months ago during a mission to the Southwest Exclusion Zone. The men hired to handle the new batch of Huntsmen were bullies who shared only a love for cruelty. Mika would happily see every one of them put behind the bars of their charges’ cages, but she knew better than to cause trouble.

      Dr Karmski, her direct superior, had also failed to return from the same mission. Mika had accepted her promotion to Head of Scientific Research with polite grace, and now continued to do her work as inoffensively as possible, asking no questions, never searching too hard for the answers to others.

      Dealing with the Huntsmen was an unenviable job, but they had once been men. It was important to remember that.

      She continued to scroll through the feed of computer code. Sorel’s memory had been copied onto a hard drive and transcribed into readable text. Making sense of it was a tedious grind she would normally pass to a lower ranking laboratory assistant, but she wanted no mistakes made with this one. The nature of the beast’s misfiring brain made it a thankless task. It was impossible to match scent strains exactly because their constantly corroding nature meant no code was ever the same. All Mika could do was scroll back through the long seconds of the Huntsman’s recent missions and search for scent trails that carried vague resemblances.

      When every single thing, living or dead, had a trail, the mass of data was extraordinary.

      A line of numbers that looked vaguely familiar flickered up the screen. Mika sat up. She opened up her bookmarked files and ran a search of lines of five digits that matched, repeating the process several more times for different sets of digits in the same sequence.

      ‘Huh.’ She nodded. Got it.

      Two months before, when Tube Rider euphoria had been at its highest, Sorel had been sent to sweep through sections of the London Underground, searching for possible rebels hiding down in the tunnels. He had found and killed several people, but all had later been identified as homeless drifters, in most cases addicts or wanderers suffering from mental illness. None had posed any threat to the government.

      At the site of the recent mob riot in Goldhawk Road, Sorel had picked up a scent he claimed belonged to a Tube Rider. Mika had sent him out to follow the scent, but it had died a few streets away, where the owner of the scent had likely picked up a bus. With no way to be sure what route the bus had taken, searching for where the scent picked up was a hugely inefficient use of the few Huntsmen that were left.

      What Mika needed was a source scent, a repeated one, an indication that the Tube Rider’s home might be close by. Then a sweep of the streets could begin to flush the Tube Rider out.

      ‘Well, I’ll be damned….’

      The location of the matching scent was Melling Road Junction Underground station, an abandoned station on the Hammersmith and City Line.

      Despite her fatigue, Mika picked up the phone on her desk, dialing a number she knew by heart.

      A secretary answered. ‘I need your boss to contact me,’ she said. ‘I have some information. It’s urgent.’

      She put the phone down and immediately started to yawn. Not too urgent, she thought, to delay a long overdue rest. She glanced behind her, eyeing the easy chair in the corner of her office with something like excitement.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At first she thought the sound was the phone ringing. Then she realised it was someone knocking on the door. Mika climbed stiffly up, throwing a glare at the bright morning outside, and went to unlock her office door.

      Farrell Soars stood there, the mean-faced, stocky Commander-in-Chief of the Department of Civil Affairs. She didn’t like Soars much; she had got on much better with his predecessor, Leland Clayton, another who had been sucked into the black hole of the mission to capture the fugitive Tube Riders.

      ‘You were sleeping.’

      ‘I was up all night working on this.’

      Soars frowned, as if sleep was an alien concept. ‘What did you find?’

      ‘The Huntsman Sorel was right. One of the human scents he picked up is a ninety-four percent match with another scent found in Melling Road Junction Underground station, a known hang-out of the Tube Riders. Allowing for natural decay and contamination of the scent, the indication is that it is the same. A person who had associated with the Tube Riders was on the scene of the mob riot in Goldhawk Road.’

      Soars shrugged. ‘The mobs arise by their own founding,’ he said. ‘Groups of drunks in gambling dens, disgruntled factory workers getting off work early. We have been assured by the leaders of the Tank that none of these mobs are organised by their people.’

      Mika remembered the incident report filed after the mob attack. ‘A voice was heard alerting the mob to the Huntsman’s presence. Perhaps this was organised by other Tube Rider associates we don’t yet know about. It’s common knowledge that their gang wasn’t associated with the Tank.’

      Farrell Soars stared at her, his gaze unwavering. ‘It would be useful if you could find a link,’ he said. ‘Perhaps someone who ran both with the Tube Riders and the scum in the Tank? All I need is an excuse to wipe them out.’

      The remorselessness in his eyes was terrifying. Everyone in London had heard of the Tank, but while it was run by gangs and career criminals, it had a reputation for helping out the needy. Fatherless families, runaways, orphaned children, all of them flocked there for safety. That Soars would consider a systematic annihilation of the people hiding out in the area once known as Westminster said more about him than it did about them.

      ‘I’ll do what I can,’ she said.

      Soars continued to watch her. ‘My predecessor was naïve,’ he said at last. ‘He believed these Tube Riders to be a threat, but they’re not. By all accounts they’re either dead or no longer in the country. Are they still a threat to us?’

      Mika wasn’t sure if his question was real or rhetorical. She gave a shrug that could have meant anything.

      ‘The real danger is the Tank. Given enough time the Tube Riders will be forgotten. The Tank, though, will continue to grow in strength.’ He glanced down at her computer terminal. One lumpy hand caressed the desktop like a bloated, ugly spider. ‘Your orders to hunt down associates of the fugitive Tube Riders come from above me, so continue as you wish. Just know that I have few men I can spare for pointless mouse chases. I do not like having my time wasted.’

      The menace in his voice was enough to convey the threat that his words stopped just short of uttering.

      ‘I understand,’ she said.

      ‘Good. Contact me when you have further information that is of use to me.’

      Soars went out, closing the door behind him with a soft click that made Mika shiver. Leland Clayton had been a hard but forgiving man. Farrell Soars was a bear with a taste for blood.

      She picked up the phone and made another call. If she couldn’t count on help from the DCA she would have to conduct the search herself.

      ‘This is Doctor Mika Ando, Head of Scientific Research.’ she said when a voice came on the line. ‘I need a Huntsman to be readied for a mission.’
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      It was stupid, and it was irresponsible. There was no other way to look at it, but as Raine stood facing the dark tunnel entrance in the abandoned Melling Road Junction London Underground station, she felt that same pull she once had, like an old muscle flexing itself after many years of dormancy.

      The third train since she had arrived roared out of the tunnel and rushed along the platform, vanishing into the far tunnel with a howl of wind and engine noise. She watched it go, the old clawboard clutched in her arms.

      ‘Why did you have to show up, David?’ she muttered, for perhaps the tenth time. She had never expected to see him again, and that had suited her fine. Now, all the old feelings were starting to return, as well as the old resentment. David was easy on the eye, and she had never tried to resist his advances.

      Then Marta had happened.

      Juggling a dead end job while simultaneously bringing up Jake had made it easy to push David to the back of her mind. In quiet moments she sometimes thought of him, expecting that by now he would have assumed his spot by Marta’s side in Tube Riders royalty.

      She had heard the rumours about the escape, of course, but no one knew names. To most people the Tube Riders weren’t even real. If a group of them had escaped London and gone on the run from the government, she had expected David to be with them.

      ‘Why did you show up?’ she muttered again, just as another train came roaring out of the tunnel.

      She couldn’t ride. She had Jake to think about, and hanging off the sides of trains when she had a child to look after was more than just reckless. It was selfish.

      But each time a train came rushing out of the tunnel, Raine felt a tingle in her feet, as if her body was compelling her to move.

      She turned her clawboard over in her hands. Made of light brown walnut wood that had once been part of an expensive chest of drawers, in her star-struck early days she had used a stencil to emblazon it with the letters TR in flamboyant swirling elegance. Only a few traces of the red she had used remained now, but she had never been able to bring herself to throw the board away. It had once been her symbol of family, yet like her real family, eventually it had failed her.

      She heard another train approaching. It was five p.m., rush hour for the small percentage of London’s inhabitants who still enjoyed a relatively normal lifestyle. They had never rode during rush hour for fear of being seen by too many people, but she had only come here to watch, to see if she still had feelings for what had—briefly—been a centerpiece of her life.

      She backed away towards the platform wall and squatted down in the shadows where she had often begun a ride. She turned her board over, the three metal coat hooks screwed to the wood pointed downwards. She ran a finger over them, feeling how the once-sharpen metal felt dusty and dulled against her skin.

      Turning the board over, she wrapped the rubber harness straps around her wrists and gripped the metal handles she had taken from old drawers. They felt strong, the screws tight.

      She closed her eyes as another train came rushing out of the tunnel.

      Smiling, she imagined how she would have pushed off and moved quickly into a sprint, angling towards the train, building up her speed until her lucky fourth carriage was alongside, then jumping up and forward, swinging the hooks down to catch the metal drainage rail, immediately parting her feet and landing lightly on the side of the train with the gentleness of a feather coming to rest. She would stare into the carriage for a few seconds, flash a smile at anyone staring back her in astonishment, then glance up towards the breakfall mats and prepare for her dismount.

      Three … two … one….

      The train rushed away into the tunnel. Raine opened her eyes, listening to a soft tap-tap coming from further up the platform. She frowned. It didn’t sound like dripping water, or the reverberation of a broken pipe—

      A shadow fell across the tracks below one of only five working emergency lights, the one nearest to the stairs leading up. It shifted, thinned, then thickened. Protrusions sectioned off into the shapes of a head and arms.

      Without even thinking, she half crawled, half slid towards the platform edge and dropped over the side. The footsteps seemed to follow her, and she held her board against her chest for protection. She hadn’t thought to bring any other kind of weapon, and she cursed herself for her foolishness.

      A flashlight illuminated faded advertisements stuck behind dirty plastic sheets on the inner wall of the tracks just above her head.

      ‘Looks like a good movie, that one,’ a cockney voice said, followed by a chuckle. ‘Reckon I can still get tickets?’

      A thump indicated someone else slapping the first man on the back. ‘I saw it once. Bag of turd.’

      ‘That so?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘You see anything?’

      ‘There’s no one here, is there? Waste of time.’

      ‘At least we can check it off the list. Lindon said to make sure.’

      ‘What are we even looking for?’

      Cockney laughed. ‘Stiffs. Booze stash. I don’t know, do I? What do Tube Riders do when they’re not pissing off the government?’

      ‘What’s that over there?’

      The footsteps moved away. Raine risked a glance up over the edge of the platform. The two men were walking towards the breakfall mattresses by the far tunnel.

      ‘Pile of rubbish,’ Cockney’s voice drifted back. ‘Bunch of old bedding. Homeless people probably brought it down.’

      Raine let out a slow breath.

      ‘You hear that?’

      Raine started. At first she thought they had heard her, then she heard the familiar hum of an approaching train. She looked around. There was too little space between the tracks and the platform edge here. It would crush her.

      ‘Come on,’ Cockney said. ‘Let’s go see how they do it.’ Running footsteps followed, and to her horror she realised they were right above her. ‘Like this, wasn’t it?’

      The train was coming. The glow of its lights had begun to lighten the far depths of the tunnel. Raine looked around in a panic, spotting a small alcove across from her just wide enough for her to squeeze inside. As the train’s roar grew, she crouched down and skipped over the electrified rails, squeezing into the alcove just as the train came rushing into the station.

      It was so close the smell of engine oil made her gag. She clamped a hand over her mouth as the last carriages clattered by, the drag of the wind almost pulling her out of her hiding place. She looked up. The two men were standing on the platform directly across from her.

      She didn’t dare move. They both wore a motley assortment of ragged clothes. One had blond hair pushed into a mohawk, the other was bald and had a scar running down the side of his face. They were young, no more than twenty.

      One had his hands on his hips and was watching the departing train. The other seemed to be staring right at her.

      Long knives hung at their belts. They were hardened thugs; without a weapon she had no chance if they came for her.

      ‘Come on, Colm,’ the man with the mohawk said, and she realised this was the cockney. ‘We can say we found nothing. Fuck it. Someone else can check if they want.’

      The bald man switched on his flashlight and turned around. For a moment it flashed across Raine’s face, making her wince. She realised the lights of the train must have dazzled them enough to let the shadows hide her, but if they stayed much longer their eyes would adjust again. For now, though, if she made any move at all, it would reveal her.

      The bald guy, Colm, went over to the wall, his flashlight illuminating the place where she had stood earlier. ‘Lot of footprints over here,’ he said. ‘Looks a bit suspicious, don’t it? What if those mattresses were what they landed on, like Lindon said? Might be one of the fuckers using this place.’

      ‘Probably just tramps.’

      Colm looked up. ‘These pricks paying you, Ridley? Look, man, they’ve been down here. All we’ve got to do is tell Lindon to put a watch on this place. You know how much coin we’ll get?’ Colm took a step forward, one hand dropping to his knife. ‘If you’re turncoating on me, man, I’ll cut off strips of your face and feed them to me mama’s dogs.’

      Ridley raised a hand, shaking his head. ‘No, Colm, I’m just freaked, that’s all. If you say they was here, then they was here. We’d better tell Lindon.’

      ‘You’ve got it. Come on, let’s get out of here.’

      They headed for the exit. Raine breathed a long sigh of relief, then leaned back and closed her eyes as another train came rushing through the station. When she opened her eyes again, the men were gone.

      Raine climbed back up on to the platform, keeping to the shadows between emergency lights as she followed the men up the stairway and along the concourse towards the exit. After they had gone up the steps and out through the hole broken in the brick wall across the entrance, she waited for a while just inside the exit until the sky had begun to darken, giving them time to give up and leave in case they had decided to stake the place out.

      She cursed herself for coming here, but knew she would have to come back. David had promised to wait every Tuesday. She had purposely come on a Thursday to avoid seeing him, but now she had to warn him before he walked into a trap.

      Whether she had believed him before or not, it didn’t matter now. She had her own evidence.

      They were hunted.
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      Airie opened her eyes to find sunlight streaming through tears in the curtains David had drawn. She climbed out of a bed that was almost absurdly comfortable and peered between the curtains at the world outside.

      A rare break in the clouds had allowed the morning sun to show its face, but plumes rising from distant factories over towards the Docklands were working hard to fill the gaps. In the far distance, the blunt point of Parliament Tower seemed to be watching her, so she heeded David’s warning about staying out of sight and went back to the bed for a while.

      David had gone out somewhere, but she could still feel his body under her hands. She had made a move on him but he had pushed her away, muttering a litany of vague excuses that had just made her mad. What was wrong with her? No one had ever turned her down before. Whether through some sense of chivalry or revulsion, it didn’t matter. He had this look in his eyes, especially when his hair hung across his face, but part of her had just wanted him to cleanse her body of the touch of other men. He probably thought she was a kid, and she knew that perhaps she should be, but her brother had been selling her to his friends since their parents had died in a bus accident two years ago. The first few times she had tried to refuse, but he had used his bony little fists on her, and with nowhere to go she had gone numb to it after a while. Like most things, it was easy with practice.

      One of the men who had been going to rape her in the abandoned station was dead, but her brother and the other man had escaped. David had told her to stay here, and knowing they were out there made it easy to follow his instructions. Her brother was a coward, but he had once beaten her unconscious for trying to escape, and she had no doubt that he would do it again. She could close her eyes to the pain of his fists, but waking up to find stains on the insides of her thighs had broken what was left of her heart.

      Looking out of the window at the distant peak of Parliament Tower was depressing, so Airie began to poke around the apartment to see what David had stored. He had done a good job of stockpiling food supplies, with dozens of packets of dried pasta, cups of instant noodles, dried mashed potato mix. There were some cans, but many were out of date already. He had also filled dozens of plastic bottles with water—presumably purified—in case the rooftop tank’s supply ran out.

      There was a lot of camping gear too, tents and gas stoves, several packets of emergency blankets, flares, waterproof jackets, even a couple of sub-zero sleeping bags, still in their factory wrapping. It seemed he was quite the hoarder.

      None of it was of much interest, so she wandered out of the apartment and down the corridor to the two others on the same floor. She could see where the stairs had collapsed, sealing off access to this floor except by the way they had come in, and it was comforting to see no footprints in the dust that had settled around the piled rubble. David told her that he had searched the apartments and taken anything of value but had selected the one with the view for his secret hideout. The others were unused.

      Neither door was locked. The first apartment was neat but plain. Much of the furniture and everything personal had gone, as if the owners had moved out some years ago. Airie poked through the drawers and cupboards, finding a few items of clothing that fit her, that, judging by the ugly colours and patterns had belonged to a short older woman. She checked the taps in the kitchen and bathroom but they yielded only a few drops of rust-coloured slime.

      The second apartment was altogether different. A spacious living room was lined with shelves bulging with family photographs and mementoes. A group shot of middle-aged parents with two teenage boys and a younger girl was followed by a ballet trophy for someone named Leslie Bates, and engraved 2062. Airie quickly did the math: fourteen years ago. A picture of the two boys much younger, with a baby propped up between them was followed by one of the father and the oldest boy wearing cricket whites and each holding up a bat.

      She wandered into the bedrooms set off the hallway. A room clearly belonging to two boys had twin beds against opposite walls, with a pair of desks beneath a window. An open math textbook lay on one, beside it a notebook which revealed half-finished sums when Airie blew away a thin layer of dust. A pen lay next to it, the ink long dried.

      What had happened to them? One of the cupboards stood open, coat-hangers hanging awry, a sweater fallen down, a couple of shirts coughed out onto the floor. One drawer stood open. A mixture of boxer shorts and socks filled one side but the other was empty, as if someone had scooped out half and left the rest.

      ‘They left in a hurry,’ someone said, and Airie gasped and spun around, her heart thundering. David stood in the doorway, his hair hung over the bruised side of his face.

      ‘Jesus fuck, you could have let me know you were there.’

      He smiled. ‘Sorry, I wondered where you’d gone.’

      Airie took a few moments to let her heartbeat slow down again. ‘Where did they go?’

      David shrugged. ‘I don’t know. When I came here I couldn’t bear to touch anything. I took the food but left everything else as it was. Almost every abandoned building in London got looted down to a shell, but this place was never found. It’s like a historical monument.’

      ‘It gives me the creeps.’

      ‘Wait until you see the daughter’s room,’ David said.

      ‘Why?’

      He went out, Airie trailing after. At the end of the corridor he opened the door and showed her inside. He pulled open the curtains to reveal a quaint bedroom, all lace and frills and girls’ toys. A pair of dolls sat at the end of the neatly made bed. A desk beneath the window was empty beside a layer of dust.

      ‘The boys room and the parents’ room, they packed stuff,’ David said. ‘Here, nothing.’

      Airie gave a slow nod. ‘They didn’t take her.’

      David’s hand closed over her own. He pulled her close and put an arm around her shoulders. ‘I tried to figure it out. I looked for diaries, maybe some kind of letter, perhaps they had a phone even. Nothing. I couldn’t work it out. The parents and the boys, they left in a hurry. The latest date I found on a pile of letters was August 2064. Twelve years ago. I’ve wondered ever since what happened to that little girl.’

      ‘Perhaps they sent her early? Sent her out into the Greater Forest Areas, then they got spooked and left quickly?’

      David shrugged. ‘Could be anything. I don’t know. That’s London for you. Come on, let’s get out of here. I’m hungry.’

      He led her out, closing the door on the flat and its memories with an air of respect. Back in his own hideout, he set some water to boil while Airie went to the window and peered out.

      ‘Where did you go?’ she asked. ‘I was bored.’

      He pointed at the bookshelf in the corner that was stacked with dusty paperbacks. ‘Read,’ he said.

      ‘I like pictures.’

      ‘Draw some. There are some pencils in the kitchen drawers.’

      Airie couldn’t help but smile. ‘I’ll think about it. What are you going to do with me?’

      David smiled. ‘To be honest, I have no idea. I think it’s best you stay here until we figure something out. Where did you live?’

      ‘Here and there. We squatted wherever my brother could find someone who would let us in or who’d take me as payment. We were staying in Bethnal last, a place on Stanford Road.’

      David nodded. ‘I know it.’

      ‘You gonna beat my brother’s ass?’

      ‘It’s tempting.’

      ‘Be careful. He’s a cowardly little bastard but he has mates out of the Tank.’

      ‘I have worse things to worry about than that place.’

      ‘Like what? Huntsmen?’ Airie gave a wicked laugh, as though the idea was preposterous. When David didn’t smile, her laughter abruptly cut off. ‘You’re joking, right? There’s no such thing as Huntsmen.’

      ‘No, and no, I’m not joking. And yeah, there are Huntsmen out there.’

      Airie felt white heat fill her cheeks. She spun in a circle as if looking for a secret passage out of the apartment. Huntsmen. She had heard the stories. Part human, part dog, part machine; if the government set one on your trail it would track you to the end of the Earth and then rip out your soul. They were unstoppable, relentless tracking machines, built for one thing only: to kill as quickly and efficiently as possible.

      ‘Calm down, we’re safe here.’

      ‘How can we be safe? How can we ever be safe again? Fuck you, David, why’d you have to interfere? My brother, he was a bastard, but even going to those places with his mates, it was better … better than dying, better than getting chased by a Huntsman….’

      ‘I don’t know that they’re tracking me, only that I ran into one at a mob riot. It seemed to notice me.’

      ‘Why?’

      David glanced towards his bag on the table. Airie followed his gaze, frowning. A wooden board was sticking out. It looked like a basic piece of two by four, but with metal hooks on one side, metal handles and rubber straps on the other.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘It’s a clawboard.’

      ‘What’s it for?’

      ‘Hanging off the side of tube trains.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘For fun.’

      ‘Sounds dangerous.’

      David shrugged. ‘It is.’

      ‘Then why do you do it?’

      ‘I don’t, not really. Not anymore. I quit.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘You ask a lot of questions, don’t you?’

      ‘Only cos you don’t answer them.’ She frowned, remembering something David’s friend had said. ‘You’re really a Tube Rider, ain’t you? I thought your friend was joking, but he wasn’t. That’s what you were doing in that old station, wasn’t it? Hanging off the side of the Underground trains.’

      ‘Kind of.’

      ‘You know people are talking about you? What you did, that was fucking cool.’

      ‘That was some friends of mine. Nothing to do with me.’

      The room seemed to blur as Airie let her mind drift back to the many long nights she had lain awake listening to her brother and his mates talking about London and the government. They were all doomed. Eventually the government would tire of all the riots and the mob violence and would do what was necessary to restore order. Some said it would be the regular military, others said war robots. Some of his drunker friends said the Huntsmen.

      Then something had happened. A gang had escaped. A number of people had been killed—many said by Huntsmen, but Airie didn’t believe it—but despite everything all the talk on the street was of this group who had defied the government.

      Some said they called themselves Tube Riders, after the ghostly people claimed to have been seen peering in through the windows of late-night Underground trains, but whatever reason they had chosen their name, and whether it was real or not, they had done something no one else had dared to do.

      Stick a figure up at the government.

      ‘Things used to be different, didn’t they?’ she said. ‘There used to be no perimeter walls or any of that crap. Do you know what’s outside of London?’

      David shrugged. ‘Fields, I guess. That’s why they’re called the Greater Forest Areas.’

      ‘Like Hyde Park?’

      ‘With less trash.’

      Airie nodded slowly. The Tube Riders were everything she dreamed of being—strong, tough, rebellious, not giving a shit, kicking sand in their enemies’ faces.

      She looked up at David, who had gone over to the table and pulled the wooden board out of his bag. He turned it over in his hands, then ran a finger over the hooks screwed to its outer service.

      ‘Can you make me one?’ Airie said quietly. ‘I want to be a Tube Rider too.’
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      Rusty Pete had his feet up on a stool and was swigging from a scratched plastic bottle when Lindon walked into the old office with two men in tow.

      Pete kicked the stool away and sat up, glaring at Lindon. ‘Hey, you don’t knock, you don’t breathe tomorrow—’

      ‘These men claim they were attacked by Tube Riders.’

      Pete held Lindon’s gaze a moment longer, until Lindon knew that a score had been made that would one day need to be settled. Then he turned to the two men. The bigger of the two was familiar to Lindon. Saul Grey ran several gambling dens across central London, and Lindon had seen him in the crowd at his fights.

      The other guy shifted nervously from foot to foot, his eyes darting everywhere. While Saul looked comfortable in the Tank, the newcomer looked like he wanted to be anywhere else.

      ‘Tell Pete what you told me,’ Lindon said.

      Saul Grey stepped forward. ‘Took a new fighter, guy named Mickey, for a bit of fun with this one here’s piece. We paid like, all legit. Two guys jumped us. Mickey got knifed.’ He pointed to a gash on his cheek. ‘One guy hit me with a piece of wood. Had metal sticking out of it. Rectangular, not some usual club. That sound familiar to you?’

      ‘Lindon?’

      ‘Could be one of the Tube Rider catching boards.’

      ‘Mickey would have made me a lot of money,’ Saul said. ‘I want those guys dead.’

      Pete leaned forward. ‘When was this?’

      ‘Sunday night. St Cannerwells, in the old station on the Piccadilly Line.’

      ‘What did these guys look like?’

      ‘The guy that hit me was kind of young, longish hair, a pretty-boy face that needed a beating. The other was taller, short hair … fuck, I don’t remember. I wasn’t concentrating on them, you know.’

      Lindon started as Tim Cold stood up from a sofa in the far corner that was turned towards the wall. Tim had been so quiet, so still, Lindon hadn’t noticed him. Tim tossed an old newspaper aside and turned to face them.

      ‘This … “piece” you mentioned … what happened to her?’

      The scrawny man turned to face him. ‘My sister? We left her behind. They probably fucking—’

      ‘Your sister?’

      ‘Yeah, I mean—’

      ‘How old is she?’

      ‘Uh, she’s—’

      ‘Do not lie to me.’

      Lindon felt his heart beginning to race as Tim Cold came towards the group. His eyes were as grey as iron, his mouth set hard.

      ‘She’s six … fifteen.’ The scrawny man shook like a loose wooden pole caught in a storm. ‘Nearly. Nearly fifteen.’

      ‘Fuck you, man. You said she was eighteen,’ Saul Grey said.

      ‘You sell your sister?’ Tim Cold said. ‘It is people like you that brought about the fall of our once great country, and will ensure its eventual demise.’

      ‘When our parents died we needed the money. We agreed—’

      ‘”We”. A beautiful, so often misused word. What’s your name?’

      ‘Sebast … ian.’

      The scrawny man gasped. He dropped his gaze to a knife protruding from his stomach. Tim Cold let go of the handle. He took hold of one of Sebastian’s hands and closed the fingers around it.

      ‘Hold it in. If you try to withdraw it you’ll bleed out in six minutes, and this room will stink of your blood for days.’

      Sebastian stared at him. ‘We … had … no … choice,’ he croaked.

      Tim Cold shook his head. ‘There is always a choice,’ he said, pushing Sebastian away. The scrawny man stumbled and collapsed in a corner of the office, still holding the knife.

      ‘Lindon, ensure this man is compensated,’ Rusty Pete said. ‘This is information that can help us.’ To Saul Grey he said, ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

      Saul Grey shrugged. ‘There are always other fighters.’

      On Pete’s instructions, Lindon took Saul down to the Tank treasury, a room filled with pilfered loot, everything from jewelry to mobile phones, PC hard disks, computer games, even musical instruments. Two men stood guard outside. Neither was allowed inside without the other present.

      ‘Two minutes,’ Lindon said to Saul Grey, indicating the door. ‘Whatever you can carry in your hands. Anything you drop belongs to us.’

      As Grey gave an understanding nod and went inside, Lindon asked the guards to keep time, then returned to Rusty Pete’s office. As he arrived, two more guards were dragging Sebastian away, the man now pale-faced, his shirtfront soaked with blood. His eyes were searching from side to side and his mouth was moving silently. It was likely that he would die, but Tank justice was a funny thing. Death was final. Prisoners were often more useful alive.

      Inside the room, Tim Cold was sitting on the sofa, Rusty Pete in a swivel chair. Lindon stood by the door until asked to sit down.

      ‘Lindon, where do your crew hang out?’ Tim said.

      ‘Charing Cross East. Although there are few of us left.’

      ‘How many other abandoned stations are there across London?’

      Lindon shrugged. ‘More than twenty. I’m not sure. I can get Spacewell to find out.’

      Tim nodded. ‘Put out the word that all abandoned Underground stations across London are now off-limits. To everyone. Anyone caught in one will be brought to the Tank for justice.’

      ‘Will people listen?’

      Pete stood up, swaggered a few feet across the room, then turned and kicked over his chair. Lindon smelled alcohol on his breath.

      ‘They’ll learn to listen once they see corpses hanging from the gallows on Westminster Bridge. Tank justice, Lindon. That mean anything to you?’

      Lindon knew the rote answer. ‘It means everything.’

      ‘Good. Spread the word among your people.’

      Rusty Pete waved a hand at him and Lindon took the hint. He headed for the door. Outside in the corridor, he heard the door behind him open. He turned to see Tim Cold hurrying to catch up.

      ‘Got time for a private word, Lindon?’

      ‘I thought we just had one.’

      Tim put an arm around Lindon’s shoulders and guided him through a door into a quiet waiting room. Like most rooms in the former palace, it showed signs of looting and abandonment, the broken windows boarded over, cracks and dents on the wooden benches, tears in the seats. Even the walls had rectangular marks where paintings had been removed.

      ‘I need you to help me,’ Tim said.

      ‘In any way I can, you know that.’

      ‘I’m worried Pete is losing control. This business with the government, their encroachment here … it’s put the wind up him. He’s drinking too much, dishing out too much cruelty.’ Tim waved a hand around him. ‘Here we try to maintain our civility in a way that London has failed to do. Pete is concerned for the future of the Tank, but his very actions risk undermining it.’

      ‘What do you want me to do?’

      Tim Cold grinned. ‘I want you to catch me some Tube Riders. And if you can’t find any, I want you to catch me some anyway.’

      ‘I don’t follow.’

      ‘We need a scapegoat. Someone whose death will satisfy … what did Spacewell call her? The Siamese Queen.’

      ‘Dreggo.’ Lindon spat on to the floor, unable to help himself.

      ‘She used to lead your gang.’

      ‘She quit. The next time I saw her was when she showed up here flanked by the Personal Guardsmen. I’m not going to begin to guess what happened, but back when she ran with the Cross Jumpers there was something bad about her. And I don’t mean in general London bad, I mean really bad.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘She was reckless. She didn’t care about anything or anyone. She ruled with violence, but she was dangerous, deadly even. She would kill men who opposed her openly, in plain sight of the others. People stopped coming back.’

      Something made him stop short of revealing the rest of what he knew about Dreggo, as if it gave him an advantage. He had never forgotten the night after they had finished jumping that Dreggo had taken him back to a dank little room where she was squatting for a very different kind of thrill.

      After she had got what she wanted, he had opened his eyes to find a knife pressed against his throat, the arms holding him down stronger than those of any man. It hadn’t been natural strength, but something modified, something inside her body that she could control. He had expected to die, but Dreggo, instead, had demanded only his loyalty.

      ‘Could you get close to her again? I need to know about her. If I can understand what power she has I can learn how to manipulate her.’

      Lindon shrugged. ‘I don’t know. If I had information, maybe. Something that would make her trust me.’

      ‘Then we need to see to it that you have exactly that.’

      Tim gave him a single pat on the shoulder, a jovial little threat. Failure was unacceptable.

      ‘I can read people, Lindon. Her only objective is to see the Tube Riders dead. Why?’

      ‘She was jealous of their group. She wanted to attack them. I wasn’t there on the day of the attack, but her friend got killed.’

      ‘And she disappeared?’

      ‘She quit the group when we wouldn’t follow her in a turf war. I don’t know what happened to her after that. There were rumours of her death, others that she’d been taken by the government.’

      ‘And now here she is. You know how valuable it would be to have her on side, don’t you?’

      Lindon nodded. ‘It could mean the survival of the Tank.’

      Tim Cold patted him on the shoulder. ‘You’re a wise man, Lindon. I trust that you’ll find a way to do as I ask.’

      Lindon wasn’t so sure, but what choice did he have? He nodded. ‘I’ll try.’

      ‘Good. Come and see me again in a few days to update me on your progress.’

      Lindon watched Tim Cold walk away, imagining the handle of a knife protruding from his back.

      He had survived getting close to Dreggo once. He wasn’t sure he could do so again, but if it was inside information on the government that was needed, there were other ways.

      ‘One day,’ he whispered, remembering the knife again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Request

        

      

    
    
      The Huntsman lay strapped down on the metal gurney while the surgeons and scientists buzzed around it in a never-ending cloud. Mika sighed as she watched on the video screen, wondering if they would lose this one too. The battered remains of three Huntsmen were all that had returned from Cornwall, and two had already expired, their systems ruined by a mixture of impact damage and seawater infiltration. One had been reactivated despite its human brain being starved of oxygen for several hours, but it had been limp and unresponsive, of no more use than one of the remote-controlled robots that were soon to be brought back into service by the government in a desperate attempt to boost its military presence.

      The total number of mission-ready Huntsmen was down below thirty. The Governor had ordered more, but their development took months, sometimes years. They couldn’t be built on a production line like robots could; each Huntsman was handcrafted like a piece of macabre art. While each one might be built to certain specifications, they remained individual, unique.

      Mika got up and headed down to the research labs in the lower basements. As always, it was difficult to be sure whether it was day or night, because so few of the clocks at the end of each corridor worked, but her watch said it was nearly midnight. The labs never really shut down, but most of the secretive work happened at night when there were fewer people around.

      She found a young man with unruly hair sitting at a computer terminal. In front of him in a room on the other side of a one-way mirror, a Huntsman was prowling back and forth, its hood pulled up over its head.

      ‘Rick, how’s he doing?’ she asked.

      The young man looked up. ‘Dandy,’ he said. ‘A few spikes on the heart rate. The family photos are quite the trigger.’

      The remains of several large boxing punch-bags lay scattered around the room, their hides ripped open, the contents spilled out.

      ‘Did he recognise anyone?’

      ‘He said his wife’s name.’

      Mika nodded. ‘Then he has to go under again. Memories are unacceptable.’

      Rick shrugged. ‘You read the report on Lyen, I take it? Memories seep back in. Nothing we can do about that. He clearly recognised his sister.’

      ‘Wipe his memory.’

      ‘Are you sure? Wouldn’t it be better to work on better electronics controls? Wiping his memory could render him useless.’

      Mika stared out at the newest Huntsman, only awakened from surgery this morning. Several months of tests lay ahead before he could be considered ready for active service, but it was a start. Recognising family members, however, was a no-go.

      ‘Wipe his memory. That’s an order.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Rick raised a hand in a salute. ‘But you owe me a date. Pinkie promise?’

      It was a regular invitation that had gone on for months since the kid had been transferred from another facility. Rick was at least five years younger than her but he had a colour about his personality that few government workers shared. Mika couldn’t help but smile. ‘Okay, I give up.’ She sighed. ‘But this weekend I’m too busy.’

      Rick shrugged. ‘Ah, what, no burnt-out restaurant or cinema full of homeless? What else are you going to do? I thought we could pull our chairs close to each other and play poker for matchsticks.’

      She ignored the sarcasm in his tone and grinned. ‘Sounds perfect. Just be aware that I cheat.’

      ‘I’d expect nothing less.’

      She left Rick at his terminal and headed back up to her office. As always, her phone was flashing with a dozen messages from other departments. She cycled through the messages—the usual mixture of demands for reports, excuses for not finishing them, apologies for equipment failures, and requests for funding. She frowned or sighed at them all, mentally making a note of which junior member of her team she could pass them to and be sure they would get done.

      The last message was from Dreggo.

      It was hard for Mika to accept that a former experiment gone wrong was now her superior. She had seen Dreggo’s old case file before it disappeared. The girl had been part of a new program of Huntsman development, models designed for stealth and infiltration rather than for tracking and combat. First generation Huntsmen were monstrous things, the remains of the human hidden behind a dog’s snout, their bodies covered with fur, hands and feet partially hooked like claws. Dreggo’s strain had received enhancement to their physical abilities and sense of smell, but their retained human form meant they could pass among the general populace unnoticed.

      Dreggo was the prototype, but had escaped before her development was complete. Later recaptured after being mauled by a damaged Huntsman, she had been repaired and sent after the Tube Riders, rather ironically as leader of a troop of Huntsmen charged with tracking them. Believed lost during the battle in the Southwest Exclusion Zone, she had resurfaced several months later, under the charge of the Governor himself.

      Dreggo’s voice chilled Mika’s bones. Her vocal chords had been damaged and later repaired in the lab, and now her voice sounded like rocks scraping together, a sinister metallic hiss.

      ‘I need a further search of all suspected Tube Rider territories.’

      What followed was a list of abandoned London Underground stations, including St. Cannerwells and Melling Road Junction, together with a request for three mission-ready Huntsmen. Mika sighed. They had conducted multiple searches of all abandoned Underground stations in the weeks since the Tube Riders had gone on the run, but the same old scents had come up time and again. It was clear that the four active Tube Riders had escaped, and any other scents belonged to people no longer associated with the gang, or homeless who had used the stations for shelter.

      Except now she had a new lead. The scent picked up by Sorel during the mob attack at Goldhawk Road indicated a renegade Tube Rider, perhaps someone who had once run with the gang. Mika grimaced. Dreggo wanted three Huntsmen. Sorel was an obvious choice, but what of the other two? During the hunt for the Tube Riders the Huntsmen had been responsible for several brutal murders out in Reading GFA and Bristol, allegedly on Dreggo’s orders, which made Mika reluctant to release more Huntsmen into her charge. As Head of Scientific Research, she felt responsible if innocent people died. She had no issue with the deaths of government dissenters, but had no desire to have the blood of law-abiding citizens on her hands.

      She sat down at her computer terminal, opening up her data files on the extensive list of engineered beings currently held in the research facilities and holding pens. Unless the situation was a critical risk to the Governor’s rule or safety, she couldn’t bring herself to approve release of the Huntsmen as per Dreggo’s request. She ran a finger down a list of different prototypes, frowning as she read over the testing results. Too many were unpredictable, incapable of following orders. The people of London were on a knife edge, ready to boil over into outright civil war. It would only take one more public slaughter to set them off.

      What she needed was stealth.

      She tapped a finger against a screen. Two prototypes in Dreggo’s former grade had performed well in testing. Nothing to suggest they would break rank when set loose. After Dreggo’s escape, several modifications had been made to make them less autonomous, but it might be enough. Former Tube Rider associates needed to be captured and brought in for interrogation, not slaughtered out in the open.

      Confident that she could use her authority to swing Dreggo’s request around, Mika began to type up her recommendations in a report for the Governor. All she had to do was make sure she got it right.

      If she got it wrong, she would no longer have to worry about the deaths of anyone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Remains

        

      

    
    
      ‘How many times have I got to tell you, if I don’t want to do it I’ll say.’

      David shrugged. ‘Well, if you’re sure….’

      Airie punched his arm. ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Okay then.’

      Above them, the grey London skies threatened rain. Out in the open David felt a little conspicuous, but here in the old siding yard at Hackney Central they were unlikely to be disturbed among the rusting hulks of dozens of retired trains. The abandoned locomotives had long since been picked clean of anything worth scavenging, and the only people using the old carriages for shelter were a handful of mindless loners who left them well alone.

      Weeds had grown up over the old siding platform since David had last been here. Marta had taught him the basics of tube riding at this very spot, and for Airie’s benefit he now did his best to recall everything she had told him. In front of them, parked forever more by the siding platform, was the rusting remains of a decommissioned London Underground train.

      David lifted up his board and hooked it over the drainage rail along the top edge of the train. Leaning back, he braced his legs against the metal panels beneath the window, letting the board take his weight.

      ‘Like this. Then to dismount, push in and up.’

      He pushed the board forwards and it popped out of the drainage rail. David stepped back onto the platform.

      ‘Obviously when you’re moving at sixty miles an hour it’s a whole lot more dangerous,’ he said. ‘One mistake can kill you.’

      Airie stared at him. ‘A lot of things can kill you. When are we gonna try it on a real train?’

      David smiled. ‘When you’re ready.’

      ‘I’m ready now.’

      ‘No, you’re not.’ He handed her the board. ‘Here. Practice. You’re ready when I say you’re ready.’

      Airie glared at him, but the corner of her mouth turned up in a half-smile. ‘Yes, coach.’

      For the next couple of hours David made her run and leap up at the stationary train, practicing her mount and dismount, her bracing position. Despite her cocksure attitude, the first few times she missed, slamming against the train windows and bouncing off. Once her leg slipped and got caught between the platform edge and the train. David winced, remembering the time he had seen it happen for real. He felt it necessary to point out what it sounded like when someone’s leg was torn clean off, but Airie just glared at him, then trudged back to her starting point and ran in again without a word.

      She was a quick learner. After a few dozen tries, she could leap up and hook the drainage rail as well as anyone he’d ever seen.

      ‘Are we ready for a real train yet?’ she asked him, after her fourth successive clean hook.

      David shook his head. ‘No. Give it time.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because I’ve only just met you. I don’t want you to die right away.’

      ‘Thanks, but whatever. I can do it.’

      ‘I’m sure you can, but take it slowly. It hurts to fall badly. Trust me, I know.’

      Airie stared at him. ‘Is that how you got your scars?’

      David shrugged. ‘That and other ways.’ Glancing up at the darkening sky, he added, ‘We should go. It’s safe enough here by day, but we shouldn’t be around here by night.’

      From Airie’s knowing nod, it was clear that she had spent more time in such places than someone of her age should. Still holding David’s clawboard, she turned and headed back the way they had come in, David trailing along behind.

      The girl had taken to wearing green combat trousers and a thin black sweater she had found in one of the apartments next to his hideout. She was slimmer and her hair was tied back in a ponytail, but something about the confident way she walked reminded him a little of Marta. A come-and-take-me attitude, so different to the defensive wariness she had first displayed. It was as if the board gave her strength—

      Airie was twenty feet away before David realised what was happening. By the time he had broken into a run to follow her she had half a platform length’s head start, running at full stretch, the board tucked under her arm.

      A booming horn told him what he feared, even before the train came into sight half a mile down the track, moving in a gradual arc like a giant metal snake as it followed the former British Rail mainline past the siding yard towards Hackney Central. As David ran out through the last derelict locomotives into a weed-strewn open area behind the main platform, he saw Airie running up a set of steps at one end, watched by a handful of surprised commuters. The train was still a few hundred feet away and slowing, but not enough.

      ‘Airie!’ he screamed. ‘It’s a through-train! It’s not stopping!’

      Perhaps she thought a slowing train coming into the station would give her a chance to practice without having to worry about dismounting at speed, but as she glanced back over her shoulder and gave David a pout he knew there was no way to stop her. She dropped down in a crouch at the end of the platform, her head lowered, her mouth moving in silent prayers as her hands wrapped around the rubber straps of the board.

      ‘Wait!’

      The train hit the station, still moving at fifty miles an hour. With a scream Airie raced along the platform as it began to pass. Further along the platform people were pointing at her, hands covering their mouths. As David reached the foot of the stairs, Airie leapt up, the clawboard swinging down towards the drainage rail.

      One hook missed, and for an instant he was sure she would fall into the killing gap between the train and the platform edge. One shoe scraped along the tiles, then the other hook caught and she lifted off, bracing herself first with one foot, then the other. One hand untangled itself and she held on to the rail with her fingers as the train pulled her away, the other hand shifting the board until it had caught.

      She glanced back as the train pulled out of the station, and her look was one of horror. A single shouted word drifted back along the platform:

      ‘David!’

      As the train arced away to the left as it exited the station, taking Airie with it, David forced himself to move forward even as a great sinking feeling filled his chest. He walked past several gaping commuters towards the end of the platform, waving away their questions, hearing over and over the stunned words: ‘Tube Riders….’

      As two station guards appeared out of an office midway along the platform, he realised he had no choice but to try and follow her. He sprinted down the remaining section of platform and onto the tracks, leaping from sleeper to sleeper in the direction the train had gone as the guards shouted for him to stop.

      It was already out of sight, but as he followed it through overgrown sidings and down concrete channels covered with graffiti, he found himself checking every piece of trash lying in the undergrowth as though it might be part of her body.

      He had crossed under two road bridges and was approaching the next station when he heard a girl’s voice calling him.

      ‘David! Over here!’

      Airie was walking calmly down the track towards him, the clawboard tucked under her arm. She looked completely unscathed, and waved as he jogged up to her.

      ‘What the hell were you playing at?’

      ‘Expected it to stop, didn’t I? Had to wait for the next station.’ She shrugged. ‘I’m afraid I got quite a bit of attention.’

      ‘Airie….’

      ‘Isn’t that what you wanted? Look at us, the big bad Tube Riders.’ She held the board over her head and waved it about like a placard board.

      ‘Congratulations on surviving your first tube ride.’

      Airie grinned. She tossed his board back at him, and he caught it just before it slammed into his stomach. ‘Wasn’t that hard. Pretty easy, really. I’ll let you join my club after you’ve shown me you can ride.’

      David resisted the urge to scold her. ‘Let’s go,’ he said. He turned around, looking for the best way out. They were in a wide concrete-walled ditch with road bridges stretching overhead at intervals of a few hundred feet. It was half a mile in either direction to the nearest stations. ‘There,’ he said, pointing towards a set of steps set into the concrete near the closest road bridge. ‘We can get out over there.’

      Airie pouted. ‘Aren’t we going to ride home?’

      ‘Yeah, on a bus. Once you go underground, not all of the tunnels are wide enough for a person to hang to the side of the trains. You’ll get crushed.’

      ‘I was joking.’

      David shrugged. ‘Well, come on then.’

      They began to pick their way through the weeds. As the grass came up around their thighs David began to worry about stepping on something unpleasant. He had already felt the curved shape of several discarded cans and bottles under his feet, and he worried about finding the remains of someone who had drunk them. He was just starting to think about following the tracks to the next station when Airie cried out.

      ‘What’s this?’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘I’ve found a stiff.’

      David flinched. ‘Come back. Don’t get any closer—’

      ‘Don’t worry, it’s not a human. At least I don’t think it is. It’s made of metal.’

      David came up behind her and together they pulled aside the clumps of weeds to reveal the rusting metal thing lying among the junk-clogged undergrowth to the side of the tracks.

      It was certainly human in shape, its once dark-grey casing cracked and crumbling with rust, but all that remained was a rusting metal frame. Its body cavity had been broken open and stripped of anything worth stealing, while in a hole broken into its head-shape nestled the blackened remains of a small fire. It looked like it had been thrown from the bridge overhead, probably long before either David or Airie were born.

      ‘That’s not a Huntsman, is it?’

      David almost laughed, but only the memory of meeting the eyes of one made him stop. He shook his head. ‘It’s a robot. Britain used to export them. So I heard.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Money. I guess they got decommissioned. I remember when I was a kid there was a big rush to hide all the old ones lying around. We had one in the entrance to our school, standing on a frame in the lobby. It had long ago stopped working but its palms were smooth where kids gave it high fives on the way to class. Then one day a group of DCA guys showed up and hauled it away.’

      ‘What for?’

      David shrugged. ‘No idea. I was only seven or eight. I can barely remember it. Looking back on it, perhaps they thought we might start it up again and use it against them. I don’t know. Sounds stupid.’

      Airie nudged the metal casing with her foot. ‘Perhaps they wanted parts of it to repair others. Have you noticed how hardly anything works in this shithole?’

      David stared at the shell of the old robot. He hadn’t thought of the one at his school in years, but now that he did he saw how Airie might be right. Its feet had been embedded in concrete, but some kids had claimed that if you hung around the school after dark you could sometimes see lights appear in the glass circles it had for eyes, as if it were still watching.

      He reached out towards Airie and the girl took his hand without a word. ‘Whatever the reason this thing ended up here, I think we’d better get going. It’s getting dark, and some of that graffiti looks pretty fresh.’

      Airie nodded. With David at the front, they picked their way over towards the stone steps leading up to the road bridge overhead. Within a few steps the remains of the robot were lost in the weeds, and by the time they had reached the top of the steps, shadows had begun to lengthen, filling in the railway culvert with a shroud of darkness that made David shiver.

      ‘If the people keep rioting, do you think they’ll bring them back?’

      ‘They might. I heard there are warehouses full of them on the outskirts of the city.’

      Airie gave a grim smile. ‘You know, if you really wanted people to pay attention, you could try blowing one up.’

      David looked for the humour in her eyes, but there was none. He glanced up at the sky, at the towering arc of a distant half-finished highway bridge that perhaps had once been intended to curve over the top of the perimeter wall. Like a lot of things, it was a sign of London’s stagnation. David had never been outside the city and had an image of a blighted wasteland in his head, despite rumours that it was a green and fertile place where people could live without persecution. He had long ago given up trusting anything he didn’t see or hear with his own eyes or ears, but at the end of the day it didn’t matter.

      London was a walled cage. There was no way out, not now the train tunnels had been sealed and the guards increased on the gates.

      Airie was right, though. If he wanted to make a statement, causing a little disruption to the government’s stores would go some way to achieving it.
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      Lindon owned one photograph, of a school trip when he was twelve. It had been in the days when trips were so rare all the kids in the school would be jammed onto a bus and shipped out together. He remembered it had been a shit day, the kids taken to some London factory built most likely for the sole purpose of hosting school trips. It had contained a skeleton staff of smiling workers, far too few for the textiles production the factory was supposed to undertake. Rather than actually visit the factory floor, they had sat through a movie, then been talked through the production process by a group of over-eager workers, before being dumped in the gift shop where none of them had the money to buy anything. As a result, there were few smiles among the kids assembled into rows for the group photograph against a grey wall outside the factory, but Lindon cared only about its connection to his family.

      Sammy was kneeling in front of him, two spaces to the left, his arms crossed as if already waiting for things to change. Like the boys on either side of him, the kid Lindon had unofficially adopted as a younger brother in his teens was wearing a deep frown, angry at something behind the camera. In fact, only one of the kids in the picture looked genuinely happy, a petite blond girl at the end of the second row, from two years below him, who wore by far the brightest smile of the group.

      Caroline Madison. His first crush. She didn’t know him then, had never acknowledged his existence in the few times they had passed in the corridor and he had risked a glance in her direction. Within a year she had disappeared from school into whatever life awaited her, and he had never expected to see her again. He had almost forgotten her by the day she showed up in the tunnels, wanting to join the Cross Jumpers.

      She would no longer answer to Caroline, and she had never told him why. Only to Cah, an identity to take her forward into London’s new world. Cah, that rhymed with car, but also, as she often told him, not dissimilar to the sound made by the crows that plagued London in threatening black clouds, picking through the trash and debris that littered the streets.

      It was a name for the end of the world.

      She was sleeping on the sofa; he could hear her soft breathing drifting through the door. Spacewell was out, and the apartments either side of theirs were silent. The floorboards creaked as he approached, but he stopped just short of the door, unwilling to look inside.

      Brought up by his wiry old grandfather, Lindon understood the way of the street. He had been using his fists to earn respect since his early days at school, and had gone toe to toe with the best street fighters in the city. He feared no man, yet the thought of losing Cah hollowed out his heart. She had made him swear to stay away while she was destroying himself, and the sincerity in her eyes had been enough to convince him. Spacewell used every room as his own, but Lindon had never once entered their sparse living room while Cah was descending the ladder into her own personal oblivion.

      He lifted a hand to touch the door. The glow of a gas lamp illuminated the corners of chairs and a table, but Cah was out of sight. Lindon took a step back, the door creaking as he lowered his head.

      ‘Lindon.’

      He hardly dared to breathe. He waited a few seconds, then when she called his name again, he answered. ‘I’m here.’

      ‘Hold me.’

      He shook his head. ‘I can’t. Not now.’

      ‘I need you, Lindon.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Please.’

      He pushed the door open and took a step into the room. Cah lay on the sofa as he had expected to find her, a threadbare blanket covering her from the waist down. Her upper body was naked, her breasts pressed together by one arm hung across her, fingers stretching loosely towards the coffee table and the metal tin on top of it that was the end of all things.

      Lindon’s heart began to race. He’d never looked inside it; he didn’t dare. The urge to snatch it and fling it from the window was nearly overwhelming, but the fear that Cah might follow it held him back. He didn’t know what was in it, her poison of choice. He had known a lot of drug addicts over the years, and many of the smells and signs were familiar, yet none of what he knew hung around Cah. Something unknown, something different hid away in that little metal box.

      He could open it anytime and destroy what was inside, but Cah would simply find more. Lindon knew enough about addicts to understand that one could only stop when the motivation was there. If they didn’t want to stop … they were beyond help, as good as dead.

      ‘I’m cold, Lindon,’ she said. ‘And so tired. Please.’

      He shook his head. ‘I have to go out,’ he said. ‘I have work to do.’

      ‘What work? I heard you come in just before.’

      ‘Tank work.’

      She sighed, and for a moment he considered granting her wish, but his feet refused to move. He stood awkwardly in the doorway, wanting to both go to her and to run as far away as he could. In the end he just said, ‘I’ll be back later.’

      He could feel the rage growing as he barrelled down the stairs. He passed a drunk slumped against the wall on a lower landing, and forced himself to look away, afraid he would start wrecking too early. Instead, he hit the building’s entrance at a run and within a few steps he was moving at a full sprint, heedless of where he was going, just needing to get away.

      He had passed through the courtyard of their building and down a litter-strewn road before the urge to do damage became overwhelming. A couple of young guys standing on a street corner smoking something out of a plastic supermarket bag barely had time to look up as he slammed into them, knocking them over. As one turned around, Lindon punched him in the face, then kicked the other in the stomach as he crawled away. Lindon turned back to the first, fists up, but the young guy was already starting to back off, and Lindon didn’t have the patience for a chase. Instead he moved on, looking for someone or something else to destroy.

      ‘Cah!’ he screamed, aiming a kick at a heap of rubbish outside a collapsed bus shelter, but succeeding only in slipping and falling hard to the ground. He pounded his fists against the tarmac, then pushed himself back up, his palms slick with blood.

      Running on, he heard the clattering of a train on the rails up ahead, and when he saw a dirty Underground sign illuminated in a flickering streetlight he knew what he had to do.

      His carriage was empty, and it was just as well. Lindon leaned his forehead against the doors like a caged bull ready for the arena, his breathing ragged, his heart still thundering. When he got off three stops later, the only other passengers to alight quickly raced up the stairs as if sensing that he meant trouble. Lindon followed them up, his rage now under control, focused on a new purpose.

      Central London was far busier than the suburbs where he lived. The lights of shamelessly blatant illegal bars, clubs, and gambling dens illuminated basement staircases. Lindon’s position in the Tank could get him free drinks all night with just a single word, but drink was the last thing he wanted. He passed them all by with barely a glance, heading for a patch of waste ground where some years before an apartment building had once stood.

      At the far end was a metal shutter lying across the ground, looking as if it had been tossed there by the wind. Lindon squatted down in the grass and lifted one end, feeling a cool draft immediately come wafting out.

      He folded it back a couple of feet to reveal a staircase, illuminated by a faint light from somewhere below, some steps with the yellow plastic grips on their outer corners still intact. Lindon climbed down a few steps, then reached back up and pulled the shutter across.

      Feeling better than he had all night, he skipped down to the concourse of the old Charring Cross East London Underground station.

      Once the stairs had risen into the centre of a shopping mall, but the mall itself was long gone, the remaining station entrance covered over by the metal shutter like a mis-fitting manhole cover. There were three other entrances, but they had all been bricked over.

      The station was deep, still equipped with occasional emergency lights, but with escalators that had long ago stopped working. When he reached the second level and started down, the sound of voices drifted up to him.

      In the days before Dreggo, there had been several dozen Cross Jumpers, but her rule of menace and violence had seen their numbers dwindle. Lindon, with his work for the Tank taking over much of his free time, was leader in name only, his appearances rare and far between. Sometimes, though, there was nothing better than leaping out in front of a speeding train.

      He hit the platform at a full sprint. A handful of people were standing around near the far end, one or two dusting themselves off but most just talking, some even sitting down. Lindon ignored them all, running towards the tracks as a train burst out of the far tunnel entrance.

      He angled towards it, closing the distance. He could clear the tracks with ease at any time, but that wasn’t what cross jumping was about. Until a person felt the rush of the wind as the train passed behind you, so close it was like the fingers of death’s caress, they couldn’t understand. It was knowing, in that instant before they hit the far platform, that they had missed total annihilation by a hair’s breadth.

      Lindon roared as his foot touched the corner edge of the platform and he kicked up, arms making a swimming motion to propel him through the air. The train was everywhere, a massive, thundering wall of metal, then it was behind him, the rush of air turning him in a spin as he struck the platform side on, the air crushed out of his lungs.

      He rolled on to his back and sat up as the train thundered past, his feet so close to the platform edge he could feel the wind buffeting his shoes. The rage was gone, torn away by the train, as he had known it would be. As the train rushed away into the far tunnel, revealing some of the others standing by the platform edge—he recognised Carberry, Jacob, Whist, and a couple whose names he didn’t recall—he wondered just how close he had come. Without careful observation and measurements there was no way to know his jump length—the distance between the jump and the train—but it had been up there with his best.

      ‘Good to see you, Lindon, you crazy motherfucker,’ came the jovial voice of Dennie Carberry. ‘It’s been a while. Many of us thought you wouldn’t be back.’

      Lindon climbed up from the platform and brushed himself down. With his adrenalin dispersed, he could barely believe he had survived such a careless jump. He lowered himself over the edge on to the tracks and climbed up on the far side, where he was greeted with backslaps and outstretched hands.

      ‘How you been, man?’

      ‘Looking well, Lin.’

      ‘We’ve missed ya, bro.’

      Lindon exchanged camaraderie for a while, talking them through his jump, waxing lyrical about how close the train had come to hitting him. For some reason it all seemed so hollow, as if it was something below him, when for years it had been all he cared about. He guessed it was just a symptom of standing on the border between two worlds, that of the carefree gang life with the Cross Jumpers and the more serious world of the Tank. He was technically the leader of the Cross Jumpers until he quit or someone challenged him and won, but among them he felt like a stranger, an outcast.

      He joined them when they retired to a line of old plastic seats at the end of the platform, where they passed around a bottle of homebrewed liquor.

      ‘What news from the real world, Lindon?’ asked Jacob, an older bearded guy who looked like a less threatening Rusty Pete.

      Lindon softened them up with some rumours from inside the DCA about a possible relaxation on the alcohol brewing laws, and something else he had heard about new recruits to the DCA getting a free pass to leave the city. When he had their attention, he told them what he knew would interest them most.

      ‘The government is hunting anyone connected with the Tube Riders,’ he said. ‘Friends, acquaintances, former lovers, family, people who might have rode with them. There’s trouble in the city and they need scapegoats.’

      ‘Screw them, I say,’ said Jacob. ‘You’re not working for them, are you?’

      Lindon shook his head. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. The Tube Riders aren’t our friends.’

      ‘Nor is the government.’

      ‘But the government can make things better for us. Wouldn’t you like to be able to grow your own stash? Brew your own booze in peace? No busts, no hassles, no tax even. Just free to do what you want.’

      ‘They’ll do that? Man, it’s been too strict for too long.’

      Lindon shrugged. ‘All I’m saying is that if we help them nail a couple of supposed Tube Riders in order to keep order, they’ll scratch our backs.’

      Carberry shook his head. ‘Man, I’m not feeling it. I ain’t got no love for those DCA chumps.’

      ‘This is above the DCA. This comes from the Governor himself.’ Lindon leaned forward. ‘And guess who’s the Governor’s right hand? Dreggo.’

      ‘You’ve got to be shitting me.’

      ‘No way. Isn’t she dead?’

      ‘She’s alive. I don’t know what happened, but I’ve seen her.’ He neglected to mention that half of her face was covered by a metal plate, the rest by scar tissue. ‘If they’ll reward her, they’ll reward you too. Now, if you know anything, I need details. Names.’

      The other Cross Jumpers looked from one to another, as if wondering who should speak first.

      ‘There’s this guy I’ve seen,’ Whist said. ‘I was at a couple of rallies. Not doing nothing, just sitting drinking with my buds. This guy was there, running his mouth. Young.’ He smiled. ‘Pretty. Name-dropped the Tube Riders a couple of times. Acted like he knew them like.’

      Lindon nodded. ‘Name?’

      Whist frowned. His mouth worked silently for a few seconds as if trying to figure out how to make sound.

      ‘Devan. No, Dale? David, that was it. Yeah. David Silverwood.’

      Lindon nodded. ‘David Silverwood,’ he said, rolling the name across his tongue, then grimacing as if it left a bad taste in his mouth.
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      An old movie was playing on the TV. Greg shoveled handfuls of bland, stale crisps out of a bowl into his mouth, his feet up on a stool. Raine sat on a sofa across from him, Jake on her lap, his nappy half changed. The dirty one floated in a bowl of water at her feet, ready to be washed in the sink with the others from the last few days while the water was still working.

      Jake was sleepy, ready to go down for the night. Greg, drinking something he had brewed himself in the living room of the abandoned flat upstairs, was unlikely to move from the TV until the day’s scheduled broadcasting was done, probably at the end of the movie, or after the propaganda bullshit that would possibly follow.

      It was Tuesday. She’d been on edge all day, knowing that tonight David would be in Melling Road Junction, waiting for others to show up, and that men from the Tank would find him there if they were staking the place out. He had to be on his guard, surely? He wasn’t stupid. If he was right that a Huntsman might be tailing him, he would certainly be careful.

      Wouldn’t he?

      She finished changing Jake’s nappy and took him through to the pokey bedroom she shared with the baby and laid him down in his cot. It was the only decent piece of furniture she owned. A friend had donated it, and Raine had lovingly painted it with swirling blue and orange shapes that were supposed to represent fairies. Beside it, against the wall, her own bed sagged in the middle, the missing metal leg on the front left corner replaced by a pile of tatty books. Wallpaper peeled from the walls and the carpet was worn through in places, but she only had to look at Jake to forget everything.

      ‘I’ll be back soon,’ she whispered, tucking him under his blanket. She stroked the side of his face, marveling at the smooth sponginess of his skin. ‘I have to go out for a bit. I have to find your—’ She stopped. She couldn’t say it. ‘I have to find someone,’ she finished, then headed back into the living room. ‘I have to go out for a bit,’ she told Greg. ‘I won’t be long.’

      ‘What do you mean? I might have plans—’

      ‘The TV’s staying here. Where else would you go?’

      ‘Don’t speak to me like that, you dumb cow. I do everything for you.’

      ‘Look, this is important. Jake’s asleep.’

      ‘He’d better be. You think I’m putting up with his whining you’ve got another thing coming—’

      She didn’t stick around to listen to his hollow threats. There was nothing he could say that she hadn’t heard a hundred times before. She grabbed the rucksack, which contained her clawboard and a couple of decent knives, and headed out, already moving in a jog as she hit the street, her bag slung over her shoulder as she hurried towards the nearest Underground station.

      It was already after nine when she boarded a southbound train. She sat in the third of only three carriages, the first two reserved for government workers, the doors guarded by men in military uniforms with guns on their belts. As the train came in to her station she waited by the doors, only for a crackly public address to announce that it was no longer stopping, that there was a disturbance in the station.

      As the train rushed along the platform she saw why. Several dozen men bombarded the train with rocks and other hard objects as it accelerated out of the hijacked station. A gunshot sounded from the carriage in front of her, and she couldn’t be sure if it came from among the men on the platform or the guards inside. She huddled back in her seat as a couple of stray rocks struck the windows of the carriage, then they were rushing into the tunnel and blackness enveloped them. Through the door at the end of the carriage she could see the few groups of government workers sitting casually as if nothing had happened.

      The train stopped two stations further along, and Raine climbed down onto a nearly deserted platform. By now she was a long way off her route. Another train would soon come from the other direction, but it was an express and wouldn’t stop at the station she had missed.

      She pulled her clawboard out of her back, turning it over in her hands. Taking a deep breath, she hooked her fingers through the rubber safety straps and held on to the metal handles. On the other side, the hooks she had polished and sharpened gleamed under the platform lights.

      It was said Marta and the others had escaped on a train going out of the city. The only trains going out of the city were freight or carefully regulated passenger trains, and everyone getting on or off was carefully checked.

      They hadn’t been riding the trains like regular passengers, Raine felt sure. They had tube rode.

      And if they could do it, so could she.

      The next train was approaching from the opposite direction. Raine tried to blank her mind as she dropped into a crouch, counting to five as the train emerged from the tunnel, its circular headlights a sickly orange glow, the grill between them like the mouth of some giant metallic worm.

      She smiled as she kicked off. It was like the old days. She dashed across the platform, giving her board three quick shakes for luck like she always did, counting down from three and then leaping up towards her preferred fourth carriage, her calves burning as they propelled her through the air, the clawboard slashing down like an axe to smite the train in two.

      She landed with barely a judder, her board’s sharpened hooks sliding neatly along the rail as the momentum settled her. She balanced her weight, spread her feet wide, and for a few seconds she leaned back as far as she could go, forgetting everything in the world except the perfect blissful delight of the ride.

      Then, as the tunnel came rushing towards her, swallowing the train in one endless bite, she flattened herself against the carriage side, pressing her face against the cool glass of the window.

      She was sure she wouldn’t fit, certain the hard, dusty bricks would rip her clean off and disassemble her body for the next ten trains to clear away, then suddenly everything around her was blackness.

      Like a tunnel into hell, the world became a cacophony of howling wind and clattering wheels, the screech and groan of the train’s carriage as it jerked her back and forth like the baying of a thousand devils. Raine opened her mouth and screamed, but her voice was lost in the thundering din.

      Then the wind relaxed and lights appeared around her, a scattering of people staring wild-eyed, a stretch of platform with flickering exit signs and faded posters for long forgotten products and entertainments. She lifted her head, smiled for a moment, then the express was hammering into another tunnel, Raine flattening herself back against the carriage just in time.

      By her estimation, Melling Road Junction was midway between the next two active stations. It would be lit only by a handful of emergency lights still required by some ancient law the government had forgotten to replace, easy to miss if she didn’t concentrate. Already her arms were aching, her feet humming from the vibration of the train.

      She felt the train start to slow. For a second she thought she had missed the station, then she remembered that the trains still slowed through passenger areas, even when the stations were abandoned. Many trains were automated, their programmed commands maybe decades old.

      Dim lights appeared around her. It had been so long since Raine had dismounted, but as the end of the platform rapidly approached, near the tunnel entrance she spotted the lumpy shadows of the breakfall mats. Back in the day she had practiced thousands of times, and now she pushed in and up, letting her body freefall backwards, the mats catching her, wrapping around her back, bouncing her back up in a plume of dust.

      She landed on her feet in a neat crouch as the rest of the train roared away. Her heart was thundering like the train’s wheels, and it was all she could do not to scream with satisfaction. Squinting towards the platform edge she couldn’t stop herself looking for the dismount length written in chalk.

      Twenty-four feet. She nodded. Her best was sixteen, but it was good for a comeback.

      She was still lost in her old world when she stood up and turned around, letting out a little gasp of surprise. Two teenage boys a little further down the platform were staring at her as if she were a goddess just hatched from an egg.

      ‘Oh my holy fuck….’

      ‘Wow….’

      She had a knife in her hand almost before she realised it, the heightened awareness and speed that tube riding had given her flooding back.

      ‘One more step and you’re food for the trains.’

      The nearest boy put up his hands. ‘Look, we’re not here for trouble. We just came to hang out and practice.’ He held up a piece of wood. In the dim lighting she saw two picture hooks nailed to one side, an old semi-circular door handle screwed to the other.

      Raine frowned. ‘You’re Tube Riders?’

      ‘We thought we’d come down and try out, you know. That guy said the Tube Riders were back and looking for new members—’

      ‘What guy?’

      One lifted a hand a few inches above his head. ‘About this tall. Dark hair. Kind of cool looking, know what I mean? Said his name was David.’

      ‘Leave,’ Raine said. ‘Get out of here while you still can.’

      ‘We want to try out. We didn’t mean any harm. We want to be Tube Riders—’

      ‘He lied to you. There are no more Tube Riders.’

      The other boy rolled his eyes. ‘Says the chick who’s just tube rode into the station.’

      ‘I quit, and you should too. People are after the Tube Riders and you’ll end up dead if you hang around here.’

      The first held up his clawboard again. ‘Can’t you just give me some tips?’

      Raine snatched the board out of his hands. She slammed the butt of her knife against one of the picture hooks. The nail half withdrew, leaving the hook tilted over. With a growl of frustration, Raine leaned the board against the wall and stamped on it. The cheap pine broke in two with a sharp crack.

      ‘Hey, I made that myself!’

      Raine turned and tossed the remains of the board down on to the tracks. ‘You think that piece of shit would last on a tube ride? I did that for your own good. Safest thing for you to do is walk back up those steps and forget you were ever here.’

      Anger blazed in the teenager’s eyes. He took a step forward, but Raine lifted her knife. ‘Leave. Now.’

      They began to back up the platform, muttering to each other. At the bottom of the exit escalator, the angry one gave her the finger and screamed out a few obscenities that the echoes of the old station made indecipherable. Raine stood and watched them go, feeling only pity.

      If David was out there spreading the word that the Tube Riders were back in London, he wasn’t just endangering himself but everyone who chose to follow his stupid whims. She knew him better than most people, and he didn’t have the first clue how to be a revolutionary. For a while she had loved him, and sometimes she felt like she still did, but what had seduced her was his imagination.

      Above everything, David was a dreamer, and while he had charmed her with tales of a better life beyond London GUA, at heart that’s all they were: stories, idle pillow talk fantasies to banish the harsh realities of their world for another day.

      ‘Oh, David,’ she whispered, the faint echo of her voice drifting back from the walls that held so many memories. ‘What have you done?’
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      If Mika didn’t look too close she could almost believe the two women were human. Despite their shackled hands, she wasn’t prepared to get close enough to see the microchips in their eyes, the shifting metal under their skin. Cloaked to hide the absence of hair on the back of their heads where wires laced over their skin, they looked like two women from an ancient religious sisterhood brought out into the world for the first time. Their eyes stared straight ahead, their head movements slow and concise, as if rather than taking in the world as a whole they were moving from one gridded sector to another.

      In a sense, she guessed, they were. The computer tablet on her lap displayed a likeness of what they saw, a world in infra-red, punctuated by heat blotches and shifting green lines that represented scent trails.

      The van pulled up beside a stand of trees. Mika got out and found herself looking down a slope into a bowl of a park, concrete paths crisscrossing overgrown playing fields with a concrete pond and a trashed playing area in the centre. It surprised her to see a handful of people down there, some standing around talking, a couple actually walking dogs—Mika hadn’t seen a dog in years—and a father and son apparently throwing a ball to one another. She shook her head and gave a wry smile. It was as though someone had forgotten to tell them that the world had moved on.

      A growl from behind her brought her back to reality. Two handlers were leading Sorel out of the back of another van. She recognised one as Jed, and wished she had the authority to have him imprisoned for his cruelty, or at least removed from his position. He held the shock control out in his hand like a weapon, while a kinder handler, who she remembered was called Barney, had a hold of Sorel’s leash.

      The other two were also getting out of the first van, their cowls covering their faces, their handlers standing back from them like two zookeepers waiting to see what would happen. Their shackles had been removed, and Mika couldn’t help feeling a sense of trepidation, despite the shutdown controls fitted into their bodies. Sorel was a second generation Huntsman, savage and deadly, second only to the more powerful tracker-killers. The other two were known as Level Threes, what Mika secretly referred to as Dreggo-class, still deadly but less powerful and more easily controlled. After Dreggo’s escape their intelligence had been downgraded with surgical procedures on their human brains, so that now they were only fifty percent autonomous, carefully programmed to stop them going off the grid like Dreggo had.

      ‘You’re late.’

      Mika looked up at the sound of the familiar voice and gave an inward sigh at the sight of Dreggo herself standing just in front of an unmarked brick building on the edge of the park. A towering figure in a cloak stood beside her, and Mika took a moment to recognise the Huntsman Heyna, whom Dreggo had assumed as her official bodyguard. Heyna was unshackled and unguarded, by all accounts with his shock controls now removed. He was the strongest of all operational Huntsmen, and Mika shivered at how easily he could slaughter them all. Answering only to Dreggo now, his only control was due to a learned sense of loyalty to the woman he considered his queen.

      Mika swallowed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘We’re ready to begin.’

      ‘Good. Get them inside. And don’t think this has been forgotten. I asked for three Huntsmen, not one. You disobeyed a direct order.’

      Mika could barely keep the tremble out of her voice. She sensed the handlers looking anywhere but at Dreggo and herself, aware of Dreggo’s reputation for brutality.

      ‘The Level Threes are perfectly suitable for a mission of this kind, where stealth is necessary.’

      Dreggo glared at Mika out of her one human eye. ‘This will be on you if the mission is a failure. The Governor does not accept failure, and neither do I.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Get them inside.’

      Under Mika’s supervision, the handlers led Sorel and the two Level Threes down into the station. Dreggo followed them inside, with Heyna standing guard by the entrance.

      Mika had done her homework on the abandoned St. Cannerwells London Underground station. In service as part of the Piccadilly Line until 2052, it was a single level line, with two lines of track split by a central platform. There had once been four entrances, with two central concourses and six escalators, one at each end of the two side platforms and the one central one, but all but one entrance had been bulldozed or bricked up, and access to the tracks for maintenance purposes was by one broken escalator.

      It had become known as the main hangout for the Tube Riders, the gang who had captured video footage of a DCA assassination and eventually broadcast it across the European Confederation. By all accounts Europe was preparing for war, but Mika suspected that was government propaganda. Mega Britain’s problems, as she saw it, weren’t with Europe, but with its own people. In the aftermath of the broadcast, the trail had gone cold, and the Tube Riders were assumed to still be in Europe. Their name had became a rallying cry for mobs all across London, and the Governor and Dreggo both felt they were the root of all the upheaval. In truth, London had been a hellhole as long as Mika could remember, and no amount of public executions would quell the growing dissatisfaction bubbling under the surface.

      The handlers led Sorel and the Level Threes down to the tracks. Mika walked close behind them, keen to stay as far as possible from Dreggo, who was wandering among the shuttered shops and old ticket gates as if she had once lost something here and was still hoping to find it.

      The two Level Threes waited patiently for instructions while Sorel was led up and down the platform, his nose close to the ground like a dog, searching for new scents. Mika had connected her computer tablet to Sorel’s data receivers, and as he moved back and forth lines of data flowed down the screen. Scent trails were important, but Sorel was also looking for DNA residue, anything from hair and skin fibres to forgotten clothing. A scent trail could lead them directly to a suspect, but DNA could be matched to government identification records, and put names and faces to the scents. Then the Department of Civil Affairs could come into play.

      ‘Are you done?’ Dreggo said. ‘How long is this going to take?’

      ‘We’ve detected several fresh scent trails,’ Mika said. ‘We’re just looking for DNA evidence.’

      ‘Good. Release them.’

      ‘We can’t be sure until we analyse the data that these scents belong to people associated with the Tube Riders,’ Mika said. ‘We need to align them with old scents and look for similarities—’

      ‘Release them. I won’t ask you again.’

      Mika stared at the outline of Dreggo’s face in the dim glow of the emergency lights. A red dot shone in the centre of her robotic eye, and her metallic face mask glinted silver. The human side of her face, however, was a mass of shadows, unreadable.

      ‘Sorel has identified nine distinctive scents—’

      Dreggo reached her quicker than Mika could have imagined and she found herself pinned back against the station wall by a wiry hand around her neck. She gasped but no breath would come. Kicking back against the wall in panic, she stared at Dreggo, her eyes wide with terror.

      ‘Assign them their targets or you die, here, tonight.’

      Mika stumbled as Dreggo released her, falling forward to hit the tiles with her hands. The computer tablet had fallen to her left, so she snatched it up, ignoring the crack in its rear casing. With a couple of clicks she assigned the recent scent trails to the three Huntsmen.

      Mika looked up. ‘It’s done.’

      Dreggo looked about to say something, but three sets of clicks as the Huntsmen’s bonds fell away distracted her. Sorel immediately dropped into a crouch, hissing at Jed, who stepped back out of range, holding the shock control up like a shield. The Huntsman took a step forward, then seemed to glance towards Dreggo, who nodded.

      With a snarl, Sorel turned and bounded off along the tracks, disappearing into the tunnel.

      The two Level Threes took a little longer to move, standing still for several seconds until Mika began to think they were broken. Then together they turned and walked not towards the tunnel but the exit, following scent trails made by people on foot.

      As the three Huntsmen disappeared, Dreggo strode over towards Jed, who stood facing the direction Sorel had gone.

      ‘Look at me.’

      As Jed turned, a knife appeared in Dreggo’s hand. Before Jed could move, it had sliced through his throat. He staggered as blood poured out, so Dreggo lifted a foot and kicked him towards the platform edge.

      Mika heard the grunt as Jed landed on the rails. She climbed to her knees as Dreggo turned around, eyes searching those of the other handlers.

      ‘They speak to me,’ she said, ‘but not with words you can hear. Wrong them, you wrong me.’ She turned back towards Mika. ‘For what it’s worth, they like you.’

      Mika responded with a dumb nod.

      ‘Report back to me when their prey are found,’ Dreggo said. ‘Dead or alive, it doesn’t matter, but I want the bodies.’

      Then she was gone, striding back up the platform. Mika stared after her, too afraid to speak even after Dreggo had turned up the stairs to the concourse and disappeared.
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      ‘Man, did you see her?’ Lewis clapped Tee on the shoulder. ‘She was hot like I’ve never seen. And the way she jumped off that train … man, I had a rock in my pants. Thought I was gonna jizz all over the platform for a minute there.’

      Tee shoved him away. ‘Shut up, you fucking clown. She smashed up my board. I don’t care how hot she was.’

      ‘Come on, don’t tell me you wouldn’t have nailed her.’

      ‘Fuck her—’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘No. She can fuck off. And so can the Tube Riders. What a dumbass idea that was. We should never have gone down there.’

      ‘But that guy was right, wasn’t he? There really are Tube Riders. We just saw one.’

      Tee sighed. All he wanted to do was go home and lock himself in his bedroom. He had an unshakeable feeling that he had stuck his hand into a pot of something he should have left well alone.

      ‘You wanna go head down Nettleware Park? There’s always a bunch of people there once the tubes shut down. This girl I met last week said she’d be down there. She was angling for it. I reckon I can slide one in tonight.’

      ‘I’m good. Gonna head home.’

      ‘Why? You fucking dweeb. We can tell those pricks about that chick we saw, that we were hanging out down there being Tube Riders.’

      ‘I’m tired.’

      ‘Pussy.’

      Tee just sighed. He glanced behind him into the dark streets down which they had come. As a streetlight suddenly flickered he saw the shapes of two running men.

      ‘Um, Lewis, I think there are some guys following us.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      They were walking along an old residential street that had once been pretty opulent. Each house stood on its own plot of land, surrounded by a square of overgrown garden. Tee spotted the man crouched in the weeds two doors down before Lewis did.

      ‘Run,’ he hissed, as the man stepped out on to the road in front of them. There was nowhere to go except straight into the garden to their left. Tee hurdled the bramble-clogged railings as behind him came a dull thud and then a cry of pain. He didn’t look back, even though he could barely see where he was going. Beneath the waist-high brambles and grass the garden was strewn with rubbish that made sure footing impossible. He frog-walked through it, terrified of twisting his ankle on a hidden rock. Behind him, someone shouted for him to stop, but he didn’t turn back. He reached the wall of the house, hurried through a patch of sparser weeds where the rain didn’t reach, then picked his way through an overgrown back garden.

      At the back of the house was a stone wall latticed with brambles and spiny hawthorn bushes. He clambered through it, ignoring the thorns that caught on his clothing and ripped at his skin.

      Dropping down on the other side, he found himself on the edge of a school playing field. The stone-walled hedgerow ran along the back of the houses towards a stand of trees a few hundred feet to his left, while right led towards a tall school fence bordering a road. Across the field, straight ahead, was a cluster of school buildings.

      Tee had always been a fast runner. It was practically a prerequisite when you hung out with guys like Lewis, who had a knack for finding trouble. Behind him, he heard someone coming through the garden towards the back wall. A single street light on the edge of the school illuminated the buildings, but most of the field was dark. Out there they would struggle to see him. If they had guns they would have used them by now, and in a straight sprint he backed himself against anyone.

      He kicked off, racing across the field, not looking back. One brief shout came from behind him, but he couldn’t even tell if it was aimed at him or not. The untended grass swished around his feet as the shadows closed in. He kept his eyes on the outlines of the distant school buildings, and even though he stumbled a few times, he reached the closest without incident, dropping down below the dark windows, turning in a crouch to look back across the playing fields towards the row of houses.

      The garden he had escaped through was on the end of the row, but so distant he could barely make out the shape of the house. He waited for a few minutes, hardly daring to breathe as he listened for someone running across the grass towards him, but there was nothing.

      They had got Lewis. He considered going back to see what had happened to his sometime friend, but decided against it. They weren’t close after all; they just hung out from time to time. Probably their attackers were after money, in which case it wouldn’t take them long to realise Lewis didn’t have any. Yeah, so he might get a bit of a pasting, but it wouldn’t be the first time. He would be all right. They would probably share a joke about it in a couple of weeks.

      He waited a little longer, then headed for home. He shared a flat with his dad a couple of stops up the line, but it wasn’t worth getting the tube from here. Quicker just to walk.

      Back out on the street he found his trepidation easing with more streetlights around. It was getting close to midnight, and there weren’t many people out, just a few tramps squatting together in doorways, lost in muted conversations that Tee made no attempt to overhear. He stuffed his hands into his pockets against the chilly breeze, missing the clawboard that he had briefly carried with a sense of pride, even if he had truthfully known that the girl was right, that it would never be able to hold him to the side of a moving Underground train. He had always wanted an identity, and for a few days he had felt like he had found it, as he and Lewis strutted around pronouncing themselves as Tube Riders. After all, wasn’t that what that guy David had said, that being a Tube Rider was all in the mind? It was an attitude, not a thing.

      And Tee sure had attitude.

      When he got to his dad’s place he groaned as he saw the light was on in the second floor window. It meant his worthless, good-for-nothing father was home, probably with company. His dad had this fat girlfriend called Brenda who was barely older than Tee, and they liked to bang real loud.

      He tried to be quiet as he went inside, closing the door softly behind him. His dad didn’t like to be disturbed when he was with Brenda, but the house was eerily silent. They might already be asleep, or they might have gone out somewhere but left the lights on to deter burglars.

      The hairs on the back of his neck stood up as he saw the lock on his father’s bedroom had been broken. Something bad had happened, he knew, but it was like a train wreck; if something bad had happened to his father, he had to look. Part of him was almost excited.

      Finding Lewis sitting on a wooden stool beside his father’s bed was the last thing he had expected, but as his friend looked up, peering out of swollen eyes, Tee knew his chance to get away was gone. As footsteps came up behind him, he looked around the room, saw his father’s bloody body lying on the bed, a knife still poking theatrically out of his gut, then dropped his own hands to his sides in resignation.

      ‘Sorry, man,’ Lewis was saying, ‘they kind of beat your place out of me.’ He tried to smile, but the jagged remains of his teeth made him look wild, skeletal. ‘And you know what it was that guy said our Tube Rider motto is, don’t you?’

      As hands fell on his shoulders, Tee could no longer remember, but from the way Lewis gave him a maniacal, defeated smile, he knew he was about to be reminded.

      ‘Live together, die together,’ Lewis chuckled. ‘Ain’t that just the truth?’
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      Airie was sitting on the sofa, painting her nails out of an old makeup pouch she had found in one of the other apartments. Her hair was tied up over her head; her eyes were lined with silver glitter. The clothes she had sewn together herself out of pieces of others, a patchwork of colours over a brown-grey undershirt, made her look like a cross between a hobo and a circus performer. A short skirt barely covered legs that were becoming stronger and more fleshed out with each passing day. Long black leather boots with silver buckles shined to a sparkling finish gave her an element of sex appeal that David was finding hard to ignore.

      ‘Are you ready?’

      She pouted at him. ‘If you have to ask it means I’m not. I’ll tell you when I am.’

      He shrugged. ‘Okay, then.’

      Caught in a half world between wanting her body and regarding her as an adoptive teenage daughter with a rebellious streak, David could only shake his head with amusement. Airie was becoming the embodiment of the revolution that he was striving for, a figurehead for change. Whenever they showed up at underground bars and mob meetings, Airie caught all the eyes. Part of him was jealous, and part of him was thankful. Alone, he was ignored, his words hollow; with Airie standing beside him he was the soundtrack to her movie, and together people found they made sense.

      She stood up amidst the jingle of the knives hanging from her belt in a ring around her waist. She lifted the clawboard he had helped her make, spun it in her hands and slung it by a strap over her shoulder in a single movement like a war-hungry, tube-riding assassin.

      ‘If only I had fifty of you,’ he said.

      ‘Pervert. Ain’t one enough?’

      He smiled. ‘It’ll have to do. Come on, let’s go.’

      They headed down to the street, Airie’s agility on the elevator shaft far outweighing his. She would never admit it, but she had been practicing while he was out. He knew every inch of his climb space and he had found unfamiliar scuff marks on the sides of the shaft. From the ease with which she shimmied down to the ground floor below he wondered what else she had found time to practice.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she asked as they headed towards the nearest tube station. Airie was already beginning to attract glances from passersby, even though an oversized black hoodie hid her armoury and disguised the clawboard strapped to her back as a hidden rucksack.

      ‘I heard about a rally being held up by the Stanmore Gate,’ David said. ‘I thought it might be worth going to see.’

      ‘A rally of who?’

      David grinned. ‘I guess we’ll find out when we get there. The guys I heard it from reckoned a mob might try to break open the gate. That would be stupid, but if there’s that much unrest it’ll be a good place to spread the word.’

      Since her first reckless tube ride, Airie had done a few more gentle practice rides on lumbering freight trains at several outlying overland stations. David had been keen to stay away from the Underground while there was the possibility he was being tracked, but he had returned as promised on Tuesday to wait for Raine. From the window of an abandoned office building overlooking the hidden station entrance he had watched for her, but the girl hadn’t showed. Only a couple of punks had gone inside, coming out a couple of hours later, one without the crude attempt at a clawboard he had carried in. David had considered following them, but it was late, and he didn’t like to leave Airie alone. As soon as he was sure Raine wasn’t coming, he abandoned his post and headed for home.

      It had been a long shot. Raine had her baby now; she had left tube riding behind. He would wait again next week and perhaps the week after that, but otherwise he would leave her alone.

      She had made her decision.

      They took the Hammersmith and City Line as far as Baker Street, then changed to the Jubilee. They got off at Canon’s Park, one stop shy of the Stanmore terminus. The crowds on the train were already swelling but David didn’t want to get too close until they knew what was going on.

      Like many areas close to the perimeter walls, Canon’s Park was in decent repair, the added security of government military patrols along the approach to the gate meaning that the quaint cul-de-sacs of semi-detached houses retained much of their polite charm. Streets were clear of trash and abandoned cars, gardens were tended, doors were alarmed rather than barricaded. David saw several nervous residents peering out from behind curtains as Airie and himself followed groups of other people in the direction of the gate.

      Few people paid them much attention. Those who did look twice reserved their gazes for Airie, and the girl pouted back in sultry defiance.

      Stanmore London Underground station—which was actually above ground—came up on their right. Less than a hundred yards behind it rose a wire fence some twenty feet high. Long ago shredded by bolt cutters, David and Airie followed the growing crowd as they stepped through the holes in the fence and out into an open patch of waste ground that stretched up to the foot of the perimeter wall.

      David had rarely been this close before, but in daylight it wasn’t so much a wall as a heap of rubble eighty metres high, held together by thousands of tons of concrete. Most of the buildings torn down in what was effectively a killing ground had gone towards its construction, as had thousands of abandoned cars. Like a sculpture made of debris, it was ragged and uneven, only the far top surface enjoying any kind of uniformity. Atop it, a long walkway was patrolled by soldiers and fitted with gun emplacements.

      The side of the wall itself was a rock climber’s wet dream, myriad handholds made up of protruding concrete blocks, steel lintels, window frames and car parts. If it weren’t for the soldiers and the guns, most of London would have climbed out by now.

      A large crowd was assembling up ahead in a natural bowl sloping down towards the gate, a steel structure some thirty feet high. At the base of the perimeter wall, just in front of the gate, a ring of military vehicles surrounded a temporary stage. Large spotlights hung above it, and a wall of amplifiers stood in one corner.

      ‘What are they doing?’ Airie said, leaning close to whisper into David’s ear.

      As a horn began to sound, David squeezed her hand. ‘I think we might be about to find out,’ he said. ‘Stay close to me, and if I say run, don’t even waste time answering me. Get as far away as possible.’

      Someone was climbing up onto the stage. It was difficult to tell if it was a man or a woman under the hooded robe. A soldier climbed up behind the figure and hurried forward with a microphone on a stand.

      The figure pushed back its hood, bringing a gasp from the closest section of the crowd. From the length of the hair David was sure it was a woman, but half of her face was covered with a metal mask.

      ‘The Governor himself has sent me here to issue you with an ultimatum,’ the woman started, without so much as an introduction. ‘You will accept it, or you and your families will be brought to justice.’

      Boos rang out from the crowd. Several people screamed obscenities.

      ‘The Governor is a kinder man than you deserve,’ the woman said. ‘It was my personal advice that the streets be swept clean in order that the city could start again.’

      Airie glanced at David. They both knew what she meant. Insults began to rain down on her again, halting only when she lifted a gloved hand and pointed behind her at the gates.

      ‘Open them.’

      David frowned. The woman was risking a stampede, but as the gates began to swing open, a line of soldiers walked across in front of them, guns trained on the crowd. The first few dozen would be cut down. David doubted there were many at the front willing to take the risk.

      ‘Is it safe to open the gates?’ Airie said. ‘I heard the people out there are crazy, that’s why they build the walls.’

      David shushed her. ‘We’re in no danger from what’s out there,’ he said.

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I’ve seen pictures.’

      Airie shrugged. ‘So have I. You know you can’t trust pictures.’

      The crowd had grown louder as the opening gates revealed a thin stretch of brown dirt road leading towards a stand of forest. It really was like a picture book, just as David had imagined it. There was no sign of any of Airie’s crazies, and as the shifting gates came to a stop, David felt an overwhelming urge to run for that glimmer of freedom and not look back.

      ‘You can leave,’ the woman on the stage said. ‘An easy future outside of the walls is waiting for you anytime. All I want in return is one small thing.’

      The crowd began to jeer.

      ‘Cooperation.’ The crowd went quiet as the woman lifted her hands over her head. ‘Six months ago, a group of people just like you stole secrets from the government that has left the threat of war hanging over our heads. The European Confederation is threatening air strikes against London. They have no care for liberation, only destruction. We have kept you safe for this long, but we are running out of time. Do you wish to watch your families die?’

      Airie gave David an uneasy glance as several people shouted out that their families were already dead.

      ‘All I ask is for information on these runaways and anyone who might be harbouring them or know their whereabouts. You will be richly rewarded with a new life, and they will be punished like the criminals they are. We have already caught two of them.’

      ‘No….’

      Airie looked up at David. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Those boys. It can’t be.’

      Guards in black uniforms were leading two teenagers onto the stage. Their hands were bound, their heads hung in defeat. Even from here he could see they were the same two he had met in a smoky bar a couple of weeks back, regaling them with tales of the Tube Riders and adventure.

      Something in his heart clicked as a tall, robed figure climbed up on to the stage carrying a rope.

      He turned to Airie. ‘Leave. Go now. Forget you ever met me.’

      ‘What are you talking about? David?’

      He began to push through the crowd. Up on the stage, the towering robed figure wound the rope around the teenagers’ necks and pushed them to their knees.

      ‘Admit to the crowd what you are,’ the woman said, holding the microphone to the nearest teenager’s face.

      His sobbing brought cries of mercy from the crowd. ‘We … we … wanted to be Tube Riders,’ he said. ‘We didn’t know they were criminals. We just thought they were cool. Please … please let us go.’

      The woman turned back to the crowd. ‘The Tube Riders have brought the threat of war into London’s shadow. The Tube Riders must be brought to justice.’ She looked down at the boys again. ‘Your crime cannot go unpunished. London is a free city, and your crime threatened that. Kill them.’

      The crowd wailed as the hooded figure began to pull on the rope, choking the two teenagers. People began to surge forward, but the soldiers closed ranks, their guns leveled. David heard Airie shouting his name, but it was too late. He couldn’t let these kids die because of what he had done. This wasn’t their fight, and if he had to die in their place, so be it.

      ‘Wait!’ he screamed. ‘You want information about Tube Riders, I have it!’

      As though he were a leper, the crowd parted around him. He pulled the board out of his bag and held it up. The woman on the stage turned towards him, lifting a hand to stay the execution.

      ‘Let him come,’ she said. Up close, her face was uglier than David could have imagined, a composite of scar tissue and metal like a human spat out of a machine. Hate blazed from a single human eye as he walked towards her.

      His heart was hammering, his hands shaking. It was all he could do to hold her gaze. His voice was barely more than a croak as he said, ‘Let them go. You want information, I have it. Let them go first.’

      The woman smiled. ‘You do not bargain with me.’ Something in her face had changed at the sight of the clawboard. ‘You want to live, give me a name.’

      Without hesitation David said, ‘Marta Banks.’

      The woman froze. ‘Marta … Banks. You know her?’

      David nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Where is she?’ The woman took a step forward, and now her face was filled with rage. ‘Tell me where she is!’

      ‘Here!’ came Airie’s voice from off to the left. With a muffled explosion, the stage erupted in flames. The tall figure let go of the rope holding the two teenagers and fell in front of the woman, shielding her, pulling her backwards off the stage. Another loud crack sounded and the wall of amplifiers blew out in a shower of sparks.

      The crowd surged forward as the guards began to open fire. Arms pulled the two teenagers down into the crowd, but then the mass of people swelled around David and they were lost from sight.

      A thin arm grabbed hold of his wrist, dragging him backwards. Airie’s voice screamed ‘Come on!’ Then the crowd was thinning as heavier gunfire sent people scattering in all directions.

      Back the way they had come, another line of black-clad soldiers guarded the road to the station, but their rank was faltering at the approach of the large crowd. Before the crowd was within a stone’s throw several cut and ran. Others let off a few token shots, then the line collapsed as the remaining guards fled or were pulled down by the front runners of the crowd.

      ‘This way,’ Airie said, leading him right, away from the station entrance, back towards Canons Park but by a different route. ‘We need to head for another line. The Hammersmith is too dangerous.’

      David didn’t bother to ask how she knew where they were going, he just followed dumbly, in one instant wondering where she had got the firebombs, and in another feeling both the lightness of his continued life and the heavy pendant of guilt for the death of many others.

      ‘There!’ At last Airie pointed towards an Underground sign on the edge of an empty car park. They had been running with only occasional pauses to catch their breath for almost half an hour. David’s lungs were heaving, desperate for air, his throat parched and dry.

      Airie led them across a road crossing and up onto the tracks at the end of the platform, bypassing the ticket gates. A train was just arriving, and they climbed onboard before they were noticed, sitting together in a corner as the train pulled away again. Further down the carriage, the grim faces of a handful of commuters avoided them. It was like the riot had never happened.

      David could think of nothing useful to say, but Airie was beaming. ‘Did you see that?’ she hissed into his ear, her breath tickling his skin. ‘Did you see the way the crowd reacted? They wanted to fight. You were right.’

      ‘Many people died today, innocent people, when the one who deserved it is sitting here on a fucking train. It should have been me up there, Airie. Not those kids. I haven’t thought this through. It didn’t become real until I saw them up there.’

      A hard slap brought stars to his eyes. ‘Shut up,’ Airie said. ‘They woke up. They woke up when you faced up to her. They want to fight. They want to fight for Marta Banks, whoever she is.’

      ‘They don’t have her. She’s gone.’

      Airie gave a mischievous grin. ‘Not that they know. Do you think I fooled them? No one knows what she looks like, do they?’

      David gave a slow smile, although he felt anything but happy. Airie was right, though. If the name of Marta Banks was becoming synonymous with rebellion, then the people needed Marta Banks to lead them.

      ‘Marta herself would have been proud of what you did,’ David said. ‘Where the fuck did you get those bombs?’

      ‘Made them. Couple of glass bottles and some paraffin out of your stove. Easy. Always liked blowing shit up. Wasn’t expecting to use them, but some guy in front of me was smoking so I borrowed his cig to light my fuses.’

      ‘You’re a genius.’

      Airie leaned across and pecked him on the cheek. ‘Thanks. What do we do now?’

      David shrugged. ‘Hide.’

      ‘She was one ugly bitch, wasn’t she? Did you get a good look at her? Who was she?’

      David shrugged. ‘I don’t know, but when I mentioned Marta’s name, I saw something in her face that might help us.’

      ‘What?’

      David turned to look at her.

      ‘Fear.’
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      David was late on the rent. Taku pushed back the curtain and peered out at the street below, but there was no sign of the heavies that were due anytime. He went into his room and counted over again what money he had. It wasn’t enough to cover them both, but it was something. They had let him carry over before, but David had been gone for three days, and if he didn’t come back….

      It was that girl’s fault. David had holed her up somewhere and was sneaking off for a bit of jailbait pussy. Taku didn’t blame him; the girl was a decent piece of ass and no doubt was pretty practiced in keeping a man happy. He wouldn’t say no to a piece of it himself, but David hadn’t offered. They shared most things, but the girl, it seemed, was exclusive.

      ‘Where the hell are you?’ Taku muttered under his breath, just as a knock came on the door.

      He froze. He could pretend to be out, but they would likely break down the door to check, and how it got fixed was Taku’s problem. He snatched up his tin of money and headed for the door.

      ‘Look, we need to talk,’ he started, as he pulled open the door. ‘I’ve had a bit of a problem getting the cash this month. My mate, he’s been sick, you know?’

      A woman was standing in the hall, watching him. She should have been attractive, with a classic high-cheekboned face, a cute button nose and full lips, but there was something about her that wasn’t natural. She wore a long brown cloak that Taku barely noticed as he started into eyes that weren’t quite human.

      ‘His name is Tube Rider,’ she said. ‘Is he where? I need his speak. Now.’

      She had to mean David. Despite her jumbled words, Taku found himself nodding. ‘He’s out. Do you want to wait? I have, like, cold water.’

      A hand snaked out, pinning him to the wall. ‘Tube Rider is where?’

      Taku tried to cough, but it came out as a wheeze. The girl’s grip was like a metal pincer. Faced with such strength, Taku could only flap his hands uselessly at his sides.

      ‘He went … out. He’s got … a girl.’

      ‘Address is tell me.’

      ‘Let go of me….’

      The hand relaxed just enough for him to gasp down a breath. ‘Address?’ the girl repeated.

      ‘Fuck, I don’t even know mine.’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘I can show you. I can take you there.’

      ‘Show.’

      The girl stepped aside to let Taku pass, and he ran. Only when he reached the broken elevator doors did he realise he had forgotten his shoes. He glanced back at the woman crowding the hallway behind him and knew it was too late to go back.

      Past the broken elevator doors and several other apartments that were either abandoned or unused, a back stairway led down. Taku reached the doors and burst through them, slamming them back behind him, hoping to catch the woman unawares.

      He didn’t look back as he hurtled down the stairs, pushing off the walls at each turn, his feet stinging with the rap of the hard concrete. He didn’t dare look back, but he hit the bottom doors at a full run, heard them snap back against the wall, then he was racing through the gloomy lobby and out on to the street.

      Only when he reached the steps of the fire-gutted apartment building across the street did he finally risk a glance over his shoulder. The lobby of his building was dark, only the door pushed outwards, lodged in the trash piled behind it, a sign that anyone had just left.

      He climbed up to the doorless entrance and went inside, ducking into the first gutted apartment on the bottom floor and crouching down by the glassless window. A few seconds later the woman appeared, the hood pulled up over her face. In the entrance she paused, staying close to the wall as if trying to hide. Then in one fluid movement that made Taku shiver, she slumped to the ground, her legs and arms spreading wide like she was some sort of spider, her hidden face pressed close to the cracked paving stones.

      ‘David man, what the fuck have you gone and got us into?’ Taku whispered. The woman’s head snapped up, shadowed face angling in his direction. Shit, she can’t have heard me.

      He scrambled up, turning around as a glint of silver appeared in the woman’s hand. He had taken a couple of steps when a sudden whizz sounded from the street outside, and something ice cold struck him in the shoulder, knocking him forwards into the wall.

      As he tried to get to his hands and knees, his left arm fell out from under him, its strength gone. He tried to flex his fingers, but they felt numb, unresponsive. His shoulder too, where something had struck him, was leaden and dull. With his right hand he twisted himself over, pushing back against the wall as a shadow fell over him.

      The woman stood there, her face hidden in the darkness. In one pale hand she held what looked like a silver crossbow.

      ‘Your name too Tube Rider,’ she said.

      ‘No, no … it was my mate. He’s a fucking idiot … he doesn’t know what he’s doing … I just went along … just went….’

      She knelt down beside him, her hood falling back. Taku stared in horror at what should have been a human face but looked synthetic, lab-created. Her human eyes were just too bright, too round, and the wires snaking out of a scarred, hairless scalp behind her ears left no argument that she was something unnatural.

      A cold hand lifted and cupped the side of his face, drawing him forward. A rough tongue like a cat’s probed his ear, and in his terror it was almost seductive.

      ‘Leave message for friends,’ the girl whispered. ‘Your name Tube Rider is messenger.’

      Taku just nodded dumbly as the tingling sensation spread across his chest, almost masking the stab of fingernails sharp like claws digging into the skin of his back.
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* * *

      Kyaru stared up at her handiwork and nodded with something like satisfaction. Her orders were to ensure the capture or disabling of the owners of the Tube Rider scents, but those scents had a high priority rating. This man was low priority, meaning he was probably no Tube Rider at all, only a friend or accomplice. The highest priority scent had established matches at both investigated Underground stations, but was strongest in her prisoner’s apartment. His scent trails led off in a multitude of directions that would take some days to track, but it was more likely he would return.

      Therefore, Kyaru had left him a little welcome present.

      The man hung from a light-fitting on the second landing, the only place she had found one strong enough. Both legs were broken, and she had cut him just enough to leave him too weak to try to break free. As long as he was found before he dehydrated—by her estimation three days—he had a chance at survival.

      She had searched the building, killing the handful of drunks and drug addicts she had found. With the elimination of all other discovered inhabitants of the building, her statistical analysis suggested that there was an eighty-four percent chance that the man’s discovery would be made by the Tube Rider whose scent was the highest priority.

      And what true friend wouldn’t try to help?

      Kyaru’s programming allowed her to enjoy the chase, but there was a certain level of competition between herself and her sister, Mariel, even if they weren’t true sisters. Whoever captured the highest priority Tube Rider first would win great favour with Dreggo.

      Kyaru didn’t have the capacity to smile, but as she followed the strongest of the renegade Tube Rider’s scent trails, she tilted her head to the side in a gesture that suggested mirth.
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      Rick had a huge grin on his face. ‘I knew you loved me. Can’t stay away, can you?’

      Mika held out the portable drive, forcing herself not to smile. ‘Just run these scents through the profiler. If I had time to do it myself, I would. Sorry to put this on you, but I’m smoked right now.’

      Rick lifted a hand and gave Mika a sharp salute. ‘I’ll do it right away, heart to end all hearts.’

      Mika smiled. ‘Thanks. Be sure to forward me the results as soon as you have them. I know most people don’t register anymore, but if we can get just a couple of names, we can apprehend them as quick as possible, or at least….’

      She trailed off, not sure quite how to say what she meant.

      ‘Stop them getting slaughtered like kittens thrown into a cage of fighting dogs?’ Rick offered.

      Mika gave a grim smile. ‘Something like that. Off the record, Dreggo wants everyone associated with the Tube Riders dead, but most of those scents probably belong to homeless. We can’t just let them die, not if we can help it.’

      Rick sighed. ‘Those morals will get you killed one day,’ he said. ‘Just do as I do and press the buttons you’re told to.’ He lifted his hands into the air and made a few bleeping noises while wearing a dopey grin. ‘Like a good little brain-zero.’

      ‘I’ll try. As soon as you can with these, Rick.’

      ‘Sure, beauty from highest heaven.’

      Mika gave him a complimentary pat on the shoulder and went out, feeling an uneasy weight around her shoulders. Those morals will get you killed. Better scientists than her had disappeared without warning, never to be seen again.

      ‘Do your job, Mika,’ she whispered under her breath. The elevator had broken down again, and she had no choice but to hurry up the stairs to get back to her office five floors above.

      Data was already coming in from the Huntsmen, with one of the Level Threes—Kyaru—reporting a capture.

      End this quick and we can move on, she thought. There’s been too much bloodshed already.
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* * *

      Rick loaded up the scent profiler and downloaded the information on Mika’s drive. He had little hope for it, but it was worth a try. The government had given up trying to force people to register decades ago. Now, only those diligent families which felt that a government keychain might win them an easy ride were stupid enough to do it. His own profile, of course, was fake, a luxury afforded by being in the pay of the government and brilliant enough—by his own not so humble admission—to know all the secret ways around the encryption software. The truth was that the Governor was technologically inept, and only a total prohibition of unregistered electrical devices with Internet capability kept the government’s deepest, darkest archives from being a hacked mess.

      The profiler would take a few minutes to find any matches. Scent traces were hard to match because of the ease with which they could be contaminated, but if the princess wanted the profiler run, then it would be. Anything that might help Rick get laid.

      While he was waiting for the inevitable zero results, he went to the back of his workshop to continue working on his latest creation. The lightweight metal board was about fifty centimetres long, with handles on one side that could be used to point it. He hadn’t quite decided how it would be carried, either strapped to the back or the chest, or slung over its owner’s shoulder like a kind of futuristic satchel.

      He pressed a button on one side to activate it, feeling a sense of pride as a command screen about the size of his palm lit up, displaying a list of options. Among a couple of dozen different functions it had a grapnel, an LED flashlight, and a GPS mapping system that connected to a European satellite he had hacked into that orbited above Mega Britain’s airspace.

      The coup de grace though, was a tiny inbuilt incendiary cannon fitted with tiny grenades that could be fired up to three hundred metres.

      Rick had four prototypes, although none were quite finished. He hadn’t yet soldered the casing closed on any of them, partly because he hadn’t decided if he wanted to add any more features, and partly because if the utility boards were in pieces it was easy for anyone coming into his untidy workshop to overlook them. When fully connected and operational they were deadly weapons, the possession of which could get him killed.

      He had just connected the utility board’s computer up to a terminal to begin editing some preset controls when the profiler beeped to say it was done. Rick went over to the other desk and sat down, scrolling through the results.

      As expected, most of the scent samples had come up as a blank, including that of the highest priority one which had been found at several locations. A couple of names had shown up, however. They belonged to low priority scents, which meant they were probably useless, but when the princess made a request Rick did his best to comply. He printed out the information and faxed it up to Mika’s office, bemoaning for the thousandth time the government’s complete blanket ban on email. It made everything such a pain in the ass.

      His task completed, he pulled his scheduler out of a drawer and ran a finger down the list, sighing when it reached a line that said Huntsman Re-testing.

      ‘All they ever do is test the damn things,’ he muttered, reaching for his ID chain and looping it around his neck. As he headed for the door he turned it over, and not for the first time laughed at the old picture of himself looking like an utter goofball, with a mop of unruly hair and spectacles that covered most of his face, above the words that identified him as Richard Spacewell, Advanced Systems Engineer.
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* * *

      The report had come in from the Level Three Huntsman known as Kyaru. One of the low priority scents had been apprehended at a location that had yielded two scents consistent with others found at St. Cannerwells. Mika wrinkled her nose in distaste as she viewed the video imaging of how Kyaru had interpreted her orders, disabling the suspect but leaving his body as bait. Part of Mika died as she read the detailed and utterly emotionless report of the extent of the man’s injuries.

      Her fax machine beeped and paper began to feed out. When she saw the first photograph of a young man who matched the face of the captured man on her monitor, she realised it was the results from Rick downstairs. She tore off the feed sheets and turned them over in her hands.

      Nine scents had come up with three registered London GUA residents. The first belonged to a seventeen-year-old boy named Terrance Ansari. A report from Dreggo yesterday had informed her that two supposed Tube Riders answering to the names of Tee and Lewis were in government custody. A picture of Ansari as a twelve-year-old, the last time the registration had been updated, matched that of the former. The second was for a Taku Kondo, and while there was no picture, the description of Kondo as a fifth generation Singaporean was close enough to the Asian features described in Kyaru’s report for Mika to safely assume it was the same man.

      With both Ansari and Kondo apprehended or disabled, their registrations did nothing other than confirm to Mika what she already knew. They were effectively worthless. Frustrated, she turned over the paper to the last.

      ‘No….’

      Her hands began to shake. The image vibrated and her fingers crumpled the edges of the paper. The picture showed a young girl with slightly Asian features, a thin nose and lips, a rounded jaw, and a slightly pointed chin.

      It was a childhood version of herself.

      It had to be a mistake. She fumbled for the proceeding sheet, looking for a name and date of birth.

      Airie Walker. Current age: 14 years and 277 days. Current residence: unknown.

      Mika lifted the ID tag that always hung around her neck and stared at her own photograph. Despite the age gap, the similarities in the photographs were striking.

      Stuffing the sheets from the fax feed into her pocket, she turned and ran for the door.
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* * *

      Hearing his name called over the intercom brought Rick both relief and trepidation. Huntsman re-testing was both a mind-numbing and heart-sapping experience, but the fear that his ties to the Tank and its criminal underworld would be discovered was a daily concern. That the voice belonged to Mika—the unrequited love of his life despite her being a government-loyal whorebitch—brought only limited respite.

      When he reached his office he found her already inside—even though he had locked the door—practically bouncing up and down, tears streaming down her cheeks as she clutched a crumple of fax printouts in her hands.

      ‘Rick, you have to help me.’

      ‘Look, calm down. What’s escaped?’

      ‘Nothing, I—’

      She dropped the fax papers. With a gasp that was all frustration she bent down and started scrabbling for them, one hand holding the hair back from her face. She did well at playing the cold-blooded monster in public, always maintaining that government-approved hardness to her eyes that Rick assumed kept her from being turned into one of the abominations she was charged with creating. Seeing her like this though, with her guard down, flustered and upset, his initial reaction was that someone was setting him up.

      ‘Jesus Christ, let me pick those up for you,’ he said, bending down and snatching up the faxes, handing them back to her as she sat down on an office chair at his desk. ‘I just sent you these. I still have them on the hard disk.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘What for?’

      ‘For this. For showing up here blathering like an idiot.’

      Rick shrugged. ‘It’s all good. Tell me what’s going on.’

      Mika opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again, some of the old hardness returning. ‘I have a problem,’ she said. ‘It’s serious.’

      He wanted to make some flirtatious quip, aware he had an act to maintain, but the look in her eyes stilled his tongue. Instead he just nodded.

      ‘These scent records, you have to erase them. No one else can see them.’

      Rick shrugged. ‘Sure, no problem. Easy.’

      Mika took a deep breath. ‘I did pretty well in school. Okay, I aced everything. Like you say, easy. Got accepted at a government university when no one was getting accepted for anything. Mum and Dad weren’t too happy but they went with it since it was a full scholarship. But when I got shunted straight from graduation into a research and development job, they cut all ties. Dad followed the rules but behind closed doors he was always staunchly anti-government. He was also an asshole, something my brother inherited really well. I moved into government housing and they cut me off. Wouldn’t answer the phone or the door, wouldn’t let me see my little sister.’

      She sniffed, wiping away a tear. ‘One day I showed up and they’d gone. The house was locked up, their stuff missing. I don’t know what happened. I tried to find them, but nothing. No one knew anything. I couldn’t find any record of them being arrested or moved on. They were just gone. London-gone. That was six years ago.’

      Rick, standing behind her, patted her on the shoulder. ‘Not a person I know who doesn’t understand about London-gone,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry about your family.’

      Mika smoothed out a sheet of fax paper and held it up. ‘My dad was third generation Japanese, a robotics professor. Hiroshi Ando. You probably don’t know him. He wrote some books, back when they were allowed. My mum was from Harrow. She was a research assistant on one of his projects, which is how they met. When I started working for the government I took his name. It seemed appropriate.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘My mother’s name was Liana Walker. This girl, Airie. She’s my little sister.’
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      Something hard and bony slammed into the side of his face. David groaned and rolled over, but it came again, striking the other side. He rolled on to his back, only to get struck on both sides at once.

      He opened his eyes to find Airie straddling him, her face wild with anger, one hand poised to strike.

      ‘Get the fuck off me.’

      ‘Get the fuck up then.’

      The hand came down, cracking against his cheek. With a shout of frustration David shoved her off him and sat up. Airie swung a closed fist at him this time, but he was alert enough to dodge out of range.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’

      ‘Useless bastard. If you’re gonna just drink yourself better, do me a favour and throw yourself out of that window and get it over with.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Stupid prick. You trashed the place, then you got hammered. Think I haven’t seen that a thousand times? You know what it feels like seeing someone getting all leathered up like that, knowing what they’re gonna do when they’re ready? You fucking bastard.’ Her fists came up, her cheeks crimson with rage. ‘You ever do that to me again, I’ll put a knife in your gut.’

      ‘I didn’t touch you.’

      ‘I don’t care.’

      David climbed out of bed, his head reeling. He reached a hand up through his hair and felt a large welt on the side of his head, the hair around it matted with blood. The room was trashed, chairs and tables overturned, ornaments knocked off shelves, cupboards pulled open and their contents spilled all over the floor.

      He reached down to pick up a packet of pasta lying at his feet that had split open, and his vision spun.

      ‘Leave it.’

      ‘I have to clean up.’

      ‘We’re getting out of here.’ Airie pointed at a rucksack by the door. ‘I’ve already packed for you.’

      David squeezed his eyes shut then opened them again. ‘What happened to me?’

      Airie put a hand on his arm and turned him around. She was dressed in the same urban warrior gear he remembered from the day before, her belt and a waistcoat packed with enough knives to arm an entire militia.

      ‘When you showed up in that station and bailed me out with those guys and my brother, I thought you were God. There was nothing I wouldn’t have done for you after that. Then yesterday you see those boys up on that stage and you turn coward, tried to give yourself up. You remember that?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Then you came back here and found a bottle of whisky. Suddenly it was all woe is me, fuck everything, I’ve screwed up.’

      Snippets of destruction were starting to return. ‘I got drunk and hit my head?’

      Airie shook her head. ‘I put you out with the bottle.’ For a moment a tiny smile creased her lips. ‘I let you drink it first. I didn’t want to kill you.’

      ‘To stop me trashing the place? I’m sorry.’

      Her eyes turned hard again. ‘I don’t care about this shithole. You can do what you like. I asked you to come to bed with me. You refused.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Bastard.’ She kicked the bag of pasta out of the way and aimed a weak punch at his stomach. ‘Start manning up. You’ve started this whether you like it or not.’

      He nodded. ‘What do we do now?’

      ‘Those boys that got dragged up on that stage, you said you’d met them. Said you’d told them to show up at Melling Road Junction and learn to ride. Somewhere in there they got nabbed by the government. If someone could find them, they’ll find us too, and anyone else you’ve tried to convince to become a Tube Rider. We have to find those people before they all end up with ropes around their necks.’

      ‘Taku. My old place is closest.’

      ‘Then we’ll go there first.’

      An hour later they reached David’s street. It was deserted. The heap of abandoned cars that had been bulldozed into a barricade at one end dissuaded anyone to use it as a through road, so the only people who used it now either lived in the apartment buildings or came here to collect rent.

      ‘The door’s been lodged open,’ David said, pointing from where he crouched behind an abandoned car. Airie squatted beside him, a knife in one hand. Her anger had worn off over the journey, but a frostiness remained. ‘It’s usually shut.’

      ‘Does he have a phone?’

      David almost laughed. ‘Of course not. He rarely even leaves the apartment during the day. We have to go in. If we wait for him to come out we could be here for hours.’

      Airie nodded. ‘I’ll keep watch from downstairs.’

      ‘Okay. Let’s go.’

      They ran for the building along a flagstone pavement choked with weeds. When they reached the entrance, Airie dropped into a crouch just outside the door, her back pressed against the wall, knives in both hands.

      David headed inside. A strange humming sound was coming from up the stairs. The elevator had never worked, so he pulled the clawboard out of his rucksack and held it out in front of him, the hooks pointed downwards. The stairwell was dim, only a few of the lights still powered by the failing solar panels on the roof. The humming was coming from just above him—

      ‘David….’

      ‘Ah, man, no—’

      David bumped back against the wall as he looked up at his friend, hanging from a rope harness from the second floor light-fitting that had begun to tear free from the ceiling. His face was pale where it wasn’t stained with blood. Both feet were twisted at unnatural angles, and there was a black puddle on the concrete landing below him.

      ‘Hang on, I’ll cut you down.’

      ‘Run, David … that fucking whore … she’ll be back.’

      ‘Who did this?’

      ‘Some … bitch.’

      ‘A woman?’

      Taku coughed. Blood sprayed across the wall and the floor. ‘Go….’

      ‘We’ll cut you down soon, then we’ll get out of here together. Airie! Airie, get up here!’

      The sound of running feet came from below and then Airie’s face appeared. ‘Oh my god.’

      ‘Get one of your knives and cut him down. I’ll hold him. Wait here.’

      David ran up the stairs and down the corridor, trying every door he came to. On his third try he found an abandoned apartment still furnished with a handful of old tables and chairs. He grabbed a wooden chair and headed back to the landing.

      Airie had climbed up on to the banister rail and was leaning out to see if she could reach the light-fitting. David positioned the chair underneath Taku and stood on top of it. He wrapped his arms around Taku’s thighs and told Airie to cut the rope, even as Taku began to scream.

      Taku sagged in David’s arms, and it was all David could do to hold him until Airie jumped down to help support his weight. Together they lay Taku down on the landing, and David searched through the rucksack for something to wipe away the blood.

      ‘David, he’s fucked,’ Airie said. ‘Look at these cuts. It’s like someone didn’t want him to die right away.’

      ‘Just be quiet.’ He held out a t-shirt from his bag. ‘Go outside, see if you can find some water. Quickly.’

      Airie got up and scampered down the steps, the knives around her waist jangling.

      ‘David … she’s right.’

      ‘Shut up, man. You’ll be fine.’

      A hand snaked up, the strength surprising as it closed over David’s shirt, pulling him down. ‘She didn’t want me to die until you came—’

      ‘David!’ The cry came from down the stairs. Airie appeared, taking the steps three at a time, half turned back the way she had come. ‘Huntsman!’

      The word was like a kick to the gut as a shadow appeared on the wall, then a robed figure moved into view. Airie was already above him, near the next landing as the Huntsman rose up from where it crouched on all fours and a woman’s face looked up at them, the eyes grey and blank.

      ‘Leave me,’ Taku gasped.

      ‘No—’

      Something crashed against the concrete at the Huntsman’s feet, and a small explosion knocked David on to his side. Flames spread out across the stairs, catching the Huntsman’s robe alight.

      ‘Come on!’ Airie screamed, another glass bottle poised to throw.

      The Huntsman was wailing, thrashing back and forth, trying to pull off the robe before her body caught alight. Already flames were licking at her legs.

      ‘I can’t leave him!’

      Taku gave a weak smile. ‘Give me a knife, bro.’

      With one shaking hand, David pulled a knife from his belt and pushed it into Taku’s hand. The fingers though, refused to close.

      ‘What…?’

      ‘No, give me a knife.’

      The Huntsman had begun to crawl up the stairs, the woman’s face a snarl framed by fire. David snatched the knife and turned, only for Taku to gasp as another knife slammed into his chest just above his heart. With a howl of anger and resentment, David grabbed the protruding handle with both hands and leaned on it with all his weight, twisting the blade deep into Taku’s chest. As his friend coughed and lay still, David climbed over his body and scrambled up to where Airie waited on the landing above, one hand still paused in the air as if reliving the moment she had thrown the knife.

      ‘What did you do?’ he gasped.

      The girl gave him a grim look that was partway between defiance and regret. ‘What I had to. Come on.’

      Below them, the robe had burned off the Huntsman’s body and the creature was hauling itself up the stairs by its hands. Fire bit and tore at its body, the woman’s face an unrecognizable visage of burned skin with two gleaming robotic eyes. Fire had spread to the ancient stained wallpaper, and was licking across the ceiling. Unchecked, it would gut the building within an hour.

      ‘There another way down?’

      David nodded. ‘A fire escape. Follow me.’

      He sprinted down the corridor. At the end a fire door stood already open, long ago broken off its hinges. David glanced back and pushed Airie ahead of him out on to the metal steps. Behind them, further down the corridor, the female Huntsman still burned as she staggered after them like a glowing, flickering devil.

      ‘David, it’s broken!’

      He swung down the first couple of flights to where Airie was standing on the sheared-off remains of the fire escape, the lower two floors a mass of rusting, twisted metal on the ground below.

      ‘Ah shit, I forgot it collapsed.’

      ‘David, she’s coming!’

      Above them, the female Huntsman had staggered out onto the metal landing outside the door. Pieces of burning clothing slipped through the gaps in the metal frame and rained down around them.

      David looked around them, searching for another way down. Jumping onto a mass of twisted metal was suicide, and he didn’t fancy their chances of fighting past the Huntsman, burned or not.

      ‘There. It’s our only chance.’

      An electrical wire protruded from the wall five feet below them, hanging down to an electricity pole in the street. It would probably break under their weight, but as he saw it, they had little choice.

      He pointed at the wire, then wrapped his hands through his clawboard’s safety straps. ‘Climb on my back and hang on. Don’t let go. I’ve got to jump straight down. If you let go you’ll get skewered.’

      ‘You’re crazy.’

      Even as she said it, he realised Airie was laughing. Whether it was through hysteria or complete terror, he hoped he lived to ask. As the Huntsman rounded the last flight of metal stairs above them, he jumped off the edge of the fire escape, sinking like a rock with Airie’s weight on top of his own.

      For an instant he thought he had missed the wire, then his hooks caught. The line groaned and stretched, then bounced up a couple of feet and they slid down towards the street. They were still twenty feet off the ground but as they reached the wooden pole David put his weight on to his back hand to slow them. Then, as he struck the pole, he wrapped his arms around it, allowing Airie to climb down his body and then down the metal maintenance workers’ struts to the street.

      As he landed beside her, he turned back. The ruins of the Huntsman was climbing down the wall of the building like a spider, moving slowly but still quick enough that it would reach them in a couple of minutes.

      ‘We have to go,’ he said, and together they hurried away into the streets.

      ‘I’m sorry about your friend,’ Airie said as they ran.

      David grunted. ‘Me too.’

      ‘Where next? Are there others? Tube Riders, I mean?’

      David sighed and nodded again. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘There’s one. Her name’s Raine.’
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      Raine scowled, fighting the urge to ball her hands into fists. Donna was being a bitch. The jowly older woman, whose arms looked like they had vacuumed up all the fat left in London, shook her head.

      ‘You were three minutes late this afternoon, but that’s not just three minutes late, is it? It’s three minutes from when you enter the building. Then it’s three minutes to put your shit in your locker. Then it’s three minutes to tie up your hair, three minutes to put on your uniform. That’s why I’m docking you a quarter of an hour.’

      Raine didn’t bother to ask what happened to the missing three minutes. She shook her head. ‘You didn’t dock me for quarter of an hour, you docked me for half.’

      ‘Tax.’

      ‘Since when have you paid tax?’

      ‘Since you started showing up late. If you’d rather I paid you nothing, tossed your lazy ass out on the pavement and employed someone who actually wanted to work … then just say.’

      Raine stared at her. Had there been a chainsaw at hand she would have taken it to Donna’s ugly face, but as always when they had these arguments—far more frequently than Raine was ever late—Raine forced herself to think about Jake.

      Always think about Jake.

      She was convinced that if she could just ride the storm everything would be okay. The storm, which might last decades, would eventually blow over, as all storms did. All she had to do was hold out, and one day her son would have a life. It didn’t stop her boiling with rage, but it did help her control it.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, going through the motions as she always did. ‘I’ll make sure I’m not late again.’

      Donna gave a wide, heavy grin that made it look like her mouth might slide off her face. She held out the handful of notes and the payslip written out in pencil, littered with crossings out and dark scores where numbers had been altered.

      ‘I’m glad we understand each other. See you tomorrow.’

      Raine waited until she was around the corner from the supermarket before she let herself scream and aim a kick at the nearest wall. It made her foot hurt, so she pulled the remains of a wooden advertising board out of the ground nearby and smashed it against a wall until it broke into pieces.

      ‘Goddamn it.’

      She slumped to the ground, throwing her bag down beside her, and for a couple of minutes she let the tears come. The bitch had cheated her out of hundreds of pounds over the last couple of years, and there was nothing Raine could do except suck it up. One day, she promised, one day the bitch would get what was coming to her.

      Tottenham Hale Underground station was quiet at this time of the night. Raine always asked for regular day shifts, because she liked to be home before dark to take care of Jake, but one of the other girls hadn’t shown up since the weekend so Donna had dumped the afternoon-evening shift on her. Finishing at eleven p.m., she either had a thirty-minute wait for the second to last train of a reduced evening service, or a forty-minute walk back to Finsbury.

      For London, her area was relatively safe, but she was tired, so she opted for the tube. There was no one else on her platform at the station, so she walked right to the far end and sat down on a bench that creaked beneath her, crossing her legs and wrapping her arms around her waist to ward off the chill.

      It was impossible to say why, but London felt strange tonight. Out here near the perimeter walls, it was easy to forget the violence that was always happening somewhere in the city centre by concentrating on the oppressive stillness of a city fifty miles across that had barely any traffic. The heaps of abandoned cars were testament to how alive the city had once been, but after the gangs and the pyromaniacs had gone quiet for the night, London was beset with a calm that was almost soothing.

      Tonight, however, all Raine could feel was an itchy menace to the air. She had an overwhelming urge to give up her wait for the tube and run back to Finsbury as fast as she could, even though the rational part of her knew that provided the train wasn’t late, she had passed that mid-point where it was quicker to stay and wait. She hated the passiveness of inactivity, when London felt constantly on the verge of a fight.

      When the train came rolling into the station, she dived inside and took a seat in a carriage that was otherwise empty. Through the windows at the end she saw a handful of other commuters, their uniforms identifying them as shop or construction workers. There were no government workers out this way and the unemployed masses could hardly afford the modest train fares. The Underground, even in its decrepit state, was a luxury.

      A couple of other people got off at Finsbury with her, dropping their tickets obediently into the box by the unstaffed entrance, then disappearing, heads bowed, into the dimly lit streets. Raine, following a code for survival that she had inherited from her mother, turned left out of the station, walked slowly past the first few houses, then ducked into an alleyway and waited patiently, counting the seconds, for nearly five minutes.

      It was enough time, her mother had always reasoned, for someone trailing her to catch up and pass by, and the key to surviving in London was awareness. Her mother had forced the ritual into her daughter over years of repetition, but only when, a couple of years after her mother’s untimely death, someone had followed her out of the station—a man carrying a piece of chicken wire that had glinted in the rare moonlight—had she thanked her mother for her patience.

      She was just about to continue on her way when a figure in a cloak passed within three feet of her, walking quickly, head stooped. Raine clamped a hand over her mouth and held her breath as the figure—something in the shape of her legs making Raine think it was a woman—moved on down the street, the sound of her footfalls almost imperceptible as if she wore rubber-soled shoes.

      The woman was heading in the direction of her apartment.

      She glanced out of the alleyway once more, but the figure was now just a black shadow passing in and out of the circles of light spread around the few working streetlights. She was taking the most direct route, as if following a scent trail.

      I always go that way.

      In her mind she heard the soft cackle of Jake’s laughter. Her panic had already cost her too much time, but if she was fast—really fast—she had a chance to get there first.

      She turned and sprinted down the alleyway, zigzagging through backstreets she had always made it her business to know inside and out, taking a longer route towards her apartment but hoping her speed would make the difference. As she turned into her street she saw a light in her apartment window up ahead.

      There was no sign of the woman, but Raine had a couple of minutes lead at best. She reached the foot of her stairs and felt for the metal rail to guide her up. She was gasping for breath when she reached the door to her apartment.

      It stood open, light bathing the landing outside. The sound of the television drifted out, but over the top of it Raine heard Jake crying. It was the most beautiful sound in the world, because it meant Jake was still here, he was still alive.

      She stepped through the entrance and gasped. Greg’s body lay on the kitchen floor. His shirt was soaked with blood, his throat ripped open. His dead eyes stared up at the ceiling, and even in death he appeared to be frowning, as if whatever had decided to end his life had interrupted his favorite TV show.

      Jake’s crying came from the bedroom, and Raine could only pray thanks that whatever had killed her cousin had left her baby alive. She stepped past the body and pushed open the bedroom door.

      A robed figure crouched over the crib, furry, clawed hands encircling Jake, still wrapped in his blanket. Raine backed away, reaching behind her for a knife out of the rack by the kitchen sink.

      Her heart was hammering so much the sound seemed to fill the room as she went back to the doorway. Whatever this thing was, it could end her baby’s life with one swift twist of its hands.

      ‘Get … away … from … him.’

      The creature turned, and Raine gasped. She had never seen a Huntsman nor met anyone who had, but there was no mistaking what it was. Human eyes hung above a dog’s snout, the jowls pulled back to reveal glistening, sharpened teeth.

      Its eyes narrowed. The claws lifted Jake up out of the crib and held him tight against the Huntsman’s body. Raine glimpsed tattered clothing and an assortment of weapons, then her baby was enveloped by the cloak.

      ‘He’s mine!’ she screamed, her terror giving way to rage. She flung herself at the Huntsman, her knife flashing through the air.

      It moved quicker than she could have believed. One hand swung up, knocking her arm aside and the knife out of her grip. Claws slashed at her stomach, then she was crashing into the crib and tumbling over. She landed hard on the floor, but was already pushing herself back to her feet, looking around for another weapon.

      The Huntsman stood in the doorway, watching her from beneath the hood. She heard Jake cry out, then another shadow stepped into the room.

      The woman.

      Her eyes met the Huntsman’s and widened in surprise. Jake squealed. The Huntsman growled, dropping into a crouch, one arm still holding on to Jake.

      ‘Sorel … kill now the thing.’

      The Huntsman flung itself forward, slamming into the woman as her hands came up. A powerful claw slashed through the woman’s hood and tore flesh and wires away from her neck and chest. She tried to fight it off, but the Huntsman was too strong. It slammed her against the wall, then barrelled through the door and out into the night.

      Raine scrambled past the woman into the kitchen. She looked around desperately for some kind of weapon, but apart from knives there was nothing. She looked from old frying pans to pots without handles and even a plastic drying rack for clothing. Nothing could help her.

      She stopped, her eyes falling on the object leaning against the wall by the door.

      Her clawboard.

      The Huntsmen tracked by scent. Either it had followed David’s trail here or it had tracked hers from one of the Underground stations. Her old association with tube riding had caused this, but of everything she owned the clawboard was perhaps the one thing that could help her.

      She picked it up as the sound of movement came from behind her. Fingers slipped through the support straps and she spun, slamming the hard wooden edge of the clawboard into the woman’s face as she stumbled forward.

      There was a crack that sounded more like breaking plastic than bone, and the woman staggered. Raine twisted the board around and brought the hooks up into the woman’s chest, digging them through flesh riddled with wires, twisting it so hard she was pulled off her feet. The woman crashed to the ground. Raine kicked her hard in the face then turned and raced for the door.

      The street outside was empty and silent, the Huntsman long gone. Raine looked around her for signs of its passage: something dropped, blood, even scuff marks on the road, but there was nothing.

      ‘Jake!’ she screamed, over and over until her voice cracked and lights came on across the street, but no baby’s cry answered.

      The Huntsman was gone, and it had taken her son with it.
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      Dreggo resisted the urge to scream as the robotic surgical arm continued to work on repairing the scar tissue on her leg. Although the numbing agent left her without feeling from the waist down, she insisted on sitting up on the gurney to watch as the machine did its work. Every so often a doctor would come through the door and adjust its settings or check its progress. Few looked at her unless they needed to ask a direct question. Although she had only been working for the Governor a handful of months, her reputation already proceeded her.

      Then there was the Huntsman standing by the door.

      Heyna, seven feet tall, powerful and savage, yet as elegant as a Huntsman could be, would die for her. She could feel it in his thoughts as he communicated directly into her mind. Their spoken conversations were brief, his vocal chords damaged by the engineering that had created him, but in their minds they shared their thoughts and fears like virtual lovers.

      Like everyone growing up in the shadow of London, she had feared and hated the near-mythical Huntsmen like bogeymen who lived in closets and hid under the bed. And then one had saved her, carrying her broken, dying body back from France, and she had understand that they were only a product of a far greater cruelty.

      The robot came to a stop, its arm pausing. A bleep sounded, and a few seconds later the door opened and a doctor came in. He gave her one brief glance, then moved the machine a few inches to the left, adjusted its settings on a control screen, then went out again. The machine started up again, slowly repairing the damage to her skin, so that her own regenerative biotechnology could restore it correctly rather than as scar tissue.

      The Governor told her she was perfect, but the Governor also thought Mega Britain was the greatest nation on Earth.

      The Governor was a liar, but he had kept her alive when the very world itself wanted her dead. He treated her with uncharacteristic kindness and gave her limitless power to wield in his pursuit of order in London GUA.

      She still didn’t understand why.

      Elsewhere in the country, things ran smoothly. The Greater Forest Areas were pacified, and small uprisings in the Manchester-Liverpool and Sheffield-Leeds GUAs had been quelled with relative ease.

      London was the problem. The heart of the country, blackened and foul, threatened to destroy Mega Britain from the inside out.

      Dreggo had heard the whispers. Enough people had illegal Internet connections to know what had happened in the European Confederation, that the Governor’s lies had been exposed, and that a girl from this very city had been responsible, a girl by the name of Marta Banks, leader of a gang known only as the Tube Riders.

      The wraiths of the underground.

      Beneath the streets, the trains rushed through the city’s veins like circulating blood, and the greatest symbol of them all was threatening to unite the people against their leader. Dreggo had pleaded the Governor to shut the system down, but without the London Underground the city would grind to a halt.

      The Tube Riders were gone, fled, vanished, he claimed. It didn’t matter if the trains still ran.

      He didn’t understand.

      Dreggo lifted the file near her left hand and pulled out the photographs for what had to be the fiftieth time. They were stills from Heyna’s visuals, of the moments when the rally had turned against her, when her attempt to execute two Tube Rider conspirators had failed.

      The man, with his handsome face and hair flowing to his shoulders, had tried to give himself up. Picking up his scent later, Heyna had confirmed he was the one they were looking for, the priority scent.

      Then out of nowhere a girl had firebombed the stage, not only allowing the two captives to be dragged into the crowd but allowing the priority scent to escape.

      She had called herself Marta Banks.

      Dreggo scoffed at the picture of the girl, dressed up like some cartoon warrior. She was barely in secondary school. No one could ever mistake her for the leader of the Tube Riders, if they knew Marta.

      Unfortunately, no one did.

      Now the whispers on the streets were that Marta Banks had returned, and would lead a revolt against the Governor.

      ‘Little Marta,’ Dreggo whispered, tapping a scarred finger against the photograph. ‘What can we do with you?’

      [image: ]
* * *

      ‘You’ve screwed up again,’ came the voice of Farrell Soars from the other end of the line. ‘Who authorised this?’

      Mika sighed. ‘You know who.’

      ‘Dreggo?’

      ‘Yes.’

      There was a long pause. Mika imagined Farrell Soars cursing Dreggo silently, holding his anger inside. Even to a lowly scientist like Mika it was unwise to openly criticize the Governor’s decisions.

      ‘I’ll speak to Dreggo myself,’ he said at last. ‘The Department of Civil Affairs should handle this. The building was gutted, and the DNA of a body found in the stairwell matches one of your terrorism suspects. Do you know how thinly stretched our fire services are? Do you think you could tell your dogs to make a little less mess when they go out hunting? Jesus fucking Christ, we’ll have Baker Street all over again if this doesn’t stop.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Fuck your apologies. Do you have those suspect profiles yet?’

      Mika paused. ‘I’m still working on it,’ she said.

      ‘Well hurry up. Jesus, what do they pay you for?’

      He hung up. Mika stared at the phone receiver, her heart pounding. There was only so long she could put off both the DCA and Dreggo. Sooner or later they would find out about her sister’s profile.

      She stared again at the prints of Mariel’s visuals. The other Level Three had gone to check on Kyaru’s work and run into trouble. Her charred body had been picked up and brought back to the research facility, but it would be weeks before she was operational again, if ever.

      The last clear shot showed a young girl standing at the landing above Mariel, a bottle in her hand, poised to throw. Nearly thirteen years younger than Mika and with hair that was now dyed blonde, she was still unmistakable, the likeness between them uncanny.

      Airie.

      My sister.

      No other bodies had been found in the building that matched the DNA of the priority scents, so her sister had escaped. It would only be a matter of time though before Sorel or Kyaru caught up with her.

      Rick had already downgraded the orders from kill or capture to capture and contain. He claimed he had disguised the order so that it wouldn’t be easily noticed, but ordering a halt to the pursuit was something only Mika could do.

      On the screen, the cursor continued to blink at her, like an eye wiping away a tear.

      

      All operating units to return to the facility immediately. Current orders are terminated. Return to the facility and await further instructions.

      

      It might come down to a split between her sister’s life and her own. Disobeying Farrell Soars would get her sectioned, possibly removed from her post, but disobeying Dreggo might get her killed.

      She lifted a hand, her finger hovering over the send button. Gritting her teeth and squeezing her eyes shut, she pressed down. The message was replaced by a box that read ORDERS UPDATED.

      Mika leaned back in her chair, taking a long slow breath to try to calm her pounding heart.

      An update box appeared on the screen: ONE ORDER UPDATED. ONE ORDER SEND FAILURE.

      Mika’s eyes widened. She sat up and brought up the details of the fail on the screen.

      LEVEL TWO HUNTSMAN “SOREL” NOT RESPONDING.

      She opened up Sorel’s details, trying to find what was wrong. Certain information was stored only in internal memory chips in the Huntsmen themselves, but other information was relayed back to the research facility’s computers. After the mistakes of Cornwall and then France, all surviving Huntsmen had been installed with a live feed camera in one eye as well as location tracking chips.

      Mika called up Sorel’s visual feed and watched over the last few minutes before it went dead.

      She stared as the events unfolded on a screen in front of her.

      ‘You stole a baby,’ she whispered. ‘Why on Earth did you do that?’
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      ‘So you think showing up once a month with a bag of goddamn flour makes you a good grandson, do you?’

      Lindon put the bags down in Frank’s hallway. ‘If you’d rather I take this stuff with me, I can.’

      The old man gave Lindon a gap-toothed grin. ‘Oh, I didn’t say I wasn’t grateful. I just might be more grateful if your lazy ass showed up once in a while and cleaned my windows.’

      ‘You have metal shutters.’

      ‘So? Got neighbours to impress, haven’t I?’

      As always, Lindon could barely separate his grandfather’s jokes from when he was being serious. The house on one side was burnt out. On the other a handful of squatters spent their time catching rats down in the street.

      ‘I managed to get you some milk this week. And there’s bread. Spacewell made it.’

      ‘What did he put in it?’

      Lindon shrugged. ‘Bread stuff.’

      Frank growled and flapped a hand at Lindon to follow. ‘Okay, whatever. If I have any questions I’ll ask. Let me check you out. I figured I’m never going to stop you but I guess I can patch you up.’

      The previous night’s fight had been rough. Lindon, his mind elsewhere, had got caught flush by an opponent he should have beaten. The guy had piled in, refusing to break even when Lindon hit the ground. It took three men to pull him off.

      ‘Sit down. Jesus, look at you.’

      ‘I think my nose is broken.’

      With bent, arthritic fingers that contained surprising strength, Frank twisted Lindon’s nose until it clicked back into place.

      ‘Ow!’

      ‘There. Let me fix up these cuts. You make a lot of money off this one?’

      ‘Enough. I put some in the bag.’

      Frank sighed. ‘Boy, you know what I’ve told you a thousand times, don’t you? Don’t waste that shit on me. I should have died years ago, and a bag of bones like this don’t need much food. Keep that coin and buy your way out of here. Take that girl of yours, that kid Sammy, and even that weird motherfucker if you want. Do what you have to do, just get the hell out before the Governor decides he’s done with the place. He will, trust me. Those spaceships that go up … when one of them stays up, that’s it for us.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘He’s looking for something, isn’t he? Launching satellites, my ass. He’s after something that’s up there floating around. And when he gets it, he won’t need London no more.’

      ‘You know I can’t leave.’

      Frank dabbed a swab into a gash on the side of Lindon’s face where his opponent had slammed him against the cage bars. ‘Why the hell not?’

      ‘There’s nothing out there for me.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid, you damn ape. There’s nothing out there to worry about, not like they say. It’s just miles of green shit and smaller screwed up cities. I’m old, Lindon. I remember when they built these damn perimeter walls. They tore up all the roads, ripped down all the houses out in the country and heaped it all up around London as if scared the damn trees wanted to take over. It’s freedom out there. Freedom and safety.’

      ‘Even if I wanted to go, Cah wouldn’t.’

      Frank sighed. ‘That girl of yours still struggling?’

      Lindon nodded. ‘Yeah. I can’t help her.’

      Frank patted the side of Lindon’s face. ‘Damn it, boy, I can see through you like a crystal fucking window. There’s so much you could do, but you’re content to just let all the shit wash over you.’

      Lindon felt a bloom of anger. ‘How the hell do you know what I’m dealing with?’

      Frank lifted a hand. ‘Okay, okay, sorry an old man asked. You just go back to the Tank and plan some more bank robberies.’

      ‘There aren’t any banks.’

      Frank laughed, and after a few seconds Lindon joined in. It felt good to laugh. It was the first time in a while.

      Lindon sat in silence while Frank finished patching him up, sewing up his cuts, applying ointment to his bruises and then giving him an injection of antibiotics and painkillers.

      ‘Okay, finished,’ Frank said at last. ‘Take care of yourself out there, boy. I guess I’ll see you again next time you get your ass kicked.’

      As Frank accompanied him to the door, Lindon said, ‘I’ll try to visit more often.’

      Frank patted him on the shoulder. ‘Remember what I said. Get the hell out of this place.’

      ‘My duty is to the Tank.’

      ‘Ah, the Tank. The prettiest little community in London. Think about what you could do if you led those people, Lindon. The only reason the Governor isn’t kicked off his perch is because the people have no unity.’

      ‘I’ll be back again soon,’ Lindon said, heading down the steps before Frank could reply. Behind him came the sound of a curse and a slamming door.

      Lindon tried not to let his grandfather’s words cut him as he headed back towards the Underground. He had heard it all before a thousand times over. Frank was old enough to no longer care who heard his blasphemy, but Lindon preferred to believe what the rumours said, that the Governor’s spies were everywhere, that even whispered dissent could bring the DCA to your door. The Tank and the Department of Civil Affairs had a grudging understanding, the Tank offering up criminals that acted outside of the code or targeted government property in exchange for being left alone. In truth, the Tank probably had the strength to defeat the DCA in a pitched battle, especially with the military spread thin across the country, but there was the unknown quantity of the Huntsmen to consider. The Tank people were Lindon’s people. For better or worse, it was his duty to protect them.

      He didn’t head back to his apartment. When he left this morning Cah had been awake, flipping through magazines in their living room, seemingly normal. That little box had sat on the table in front of her like a cancer searching for a body, and Lindon had left before his rage grew too strong.

      Instead he headed across the city to Mile End. A short distance from the tube station he found Spacewell leaning against the railings of the green bridge, weeds kicking up around his feet, staring out at the blunt nub of Parliament Tower in the distance.

      Spacewell nodded a greeting and held out a sandwich wrapped in government issued packaging. Lindon had already eaten something before meeting Frank, but couldn’t pass up the offer of tuna and parmesan, tastes so illicit few outside the government got to experience them.

      ‘Greetings to a fellow dog walker,’ Spacewell said. ‘Albeit one who’s forgotten his dog.’

      Lindon leaned against the railings a short distance away. The bridge, linking the overgrown waste ground that had once been Mile End Park, rose over a road that had once seen busy traffic. Now it was silent except for a government bus in the distance, slowly chugging its way between heaps of abandoned cars, black smoke belching out of its exhaust.

      ‘Best thing they ever did was use up all the oil,’ Spacewell said. ‘Gotta love the fresh air out here, haven’t you?’

      Spacewell, for all his eccentricities, wasn’t joking. To the west, London’s air was choked with belching factories, pumping the remains of whatever recycled fuel they were using up into the atmosphere in great towering plumes, but here to the east, in the surrounds of Parliament Tower, the Governor preferred a better quality of life. Just out of sight through the buildings was the Parliament Tower perimeter wall, a mile-long structure surrounding the building that, according to rumours, contained beautiful landscaped gardens, with several hundred horticultural staff employed to keep it pristine. In there somewhere too, were many of the animals that had formerly occupied the now closed London Zoo.

      Spacewell, despite working in the government’s main research facility, couldn’t confirm or deny its existence, but the cleanliness of the air told its own story, and if you got close enough you could hear the cries of animals that certainly weren’t found roaming the streets.

      ‘Why did you need me to meet you?’ Lindon said. ‘You know I hate using the radio. Damn thing could be plugged straight into the DCA’s headphones.’

      Spacewell nodded slowly, a smile on his face. He was playing a game, Lindon knew, just in case someone was watching.

      ‘It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it? I need you to make someone disappear. I need you to find a train to take them underground, out of sight of the Siamese Queen.’

      The last two words, picked out of Spacewell’s lazy code to confuse anyone who might be listening, made Lindon’s cheeks flush. Dreggo.

      ‘And what happens then?’

      ‘Information. You want it, I got it.’

      ‘Are we in danger, Rick?’

      Spacewell, the grin never leaving his face, nodded. ‘There’s always danger, my man. Danger is like an arrow. The question is only who is the next target.’

      Lindon nodded. He tossed the plastic sandwich wrapper to the ground, and the breeze began to take it away, rolling it end over end until it snagged on the thorns of a bramble feeding in and out of the bridge’s safety railings.

      ‘Well, thanks for the sandwich, Rick.’

      ‘Pleasure.’

      Lindon strolled away across the bridge, not looking back. He risked a glance up at Parliament Tower, wondering if the Governor was watching. Spacewell, for all his blasé smiles and dumbly veiled messages, had felt this situation urgent enough to call Lindon out here.

      An hour later, he got off the tube at Charing Cross and walked south into Westminster, taking the secret way into the former Houses of Parliament.

      In the wide chambers now bricked off into family-sized cubicles, his eyes scanned over the people living here, hundreds of them, all in some way connected to each other either by blood, business association, or old friendships. To the rest of London the Tank was a hive of criminals that needed to be stamped out, but the people on the inside knew it was the safest place in the city.

      Lindon had a ticket to move in at any time, a private apartment cubicle waiting for him on the upper floor. With him he was allowed to bring anyone he vouched for, which would include both Cah and Spacewell. For his own reasons though, he chose to keep his distance, preferring to live outside the unofficial Tank limits, which roughly followed the old Borough of Westminster.

      Down in the old ministry office chambers he found Tim Cold, sitting at a computer, surrounded by mounds of paper.

      Tim raised an eyebrow. ‘Looks like you walked into a door again.’

      Lindon smiled. ‘It was a big door.’

      ‘What can I help you with?’

      ‘I need a safe house,’ Lindon said.

      ‘Safer than here?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Spacewell. He has someone on the inside he needs to get out.’

      Tim Cold nodded. ‘It’s a government worker?’

      ‘I believe so.’

      Tim’s hard eyes watched him. ‘For anyone other than Spacewell I’d refuse. This could be interesting. I’ll have someone come for you in an hour. Wait outside.’

      Lindon went out, taking a seat in a waiting room. He leaned his head back against the wall, listening to the distant rumble of sound that permeated the walls of the old palace. The Tank never slept. By day many inhabitants had regular jobs—often under secretive identities—while by night there were often parties, the sharing of any loot that was recovered, concerts by bands playing banned music, screenings of illegal movies, theatre performances. Everything the Governor had tried to take away still lived and breathed within these ancient walls.

      The Tank was precious. It had to be protected.

      The commotion seemed to be getting louder. Lindon lifted his head, frowning. It sounded like a mob was approaching. He stood up and walked out into the corridor just as Tim’s office door opened and the leader of the Tank stepped out, a frown on his face.

      A woman was walking down the wide, ornate corridor towards them, clutching something wooden across her chest, a pair of knives in her hands. Straight dark hair framed a face that would have been prettier had her eyes not been bloodshot and her cheeks stained with tears.

      The crowd of men woman and children were following her like a god had appeared on Earth, leaving a reverential space around her like a magnetic field as they spoke in hushed voices.

      Lindon came to stand beside Tim Cold as the woman stopped in front of them. She looked up, meeting their eyes one by one. She opened her arms and the object she was holding crashed to the floor, a wooden board with handles and rubber straps on one side and metal hooks on the other.

      ‘A Huntsman took my baby,’ she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. ‘I want your help to get him back.’
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      Airie stood on the hilltop, watching the sun appear through the haze to the east. As the sound of church bells rang out from somewhere nearby, she could almost imagine it was a normal day.

      She felt a little embarrassed feeling jealous of a girl she had never seen, especially after what they had found. Yet this Raine person, whoever she was, had David twisted in knots. He was further down the slope, pacing back and forth, his clawboard tucked under his arm. Even in his misery he still looked perfect, and through the glare of mistakes and blame that he had chosen to shoulder she could still see the good in him, the desire to do something that would make a difference.

      What was it like to feel that way? He had walked out of that crowd with the intention of giving himself up to the woman on the stage, offering to put his neck in the noose in place of those two boys. Despite the subsequent breakdown he had suffered, that was something Airie admired.

      He would make a good boyfriend. Sure, he was a little old for her, but he was younger than many of the men her brother had brought home.

      And he was worried to the point of incoherence about some girl called Raine.

      She had to be an ex-girlfriend. You just didn’t care that much about casual friends, not in London. There was no point when it was so easy to go London-gone.

      The guy they had found had been ripped to pieces by something. David said it had to be a Huntsman, but there was no way that burned up woman bitch could do something like that.

      There were other signs of a scuffle, but no other bodies. It was the baby’s room that made Airie most distraught. That pretty little cot lying over on its side, the baby clothes strewn across the floor as if a sudden wind had come whistling through.

      Where was the baby now?

      They hadn’t slept all night. They had caught the last tube out to the end of the line and found a high place from where to watch for pursuit.

      Where did they go from here?

      A mile to the north rose the perimeter wall, dark and imposing, those few houses beneath it not cleared in order to make a killing ground forever in shadow. It stretched away to the east and west, becoming gradually smaller until it was just a pencil line occasionally appearing between apartment blocks.

      Whatever had killed Taku, that other man, and caused Raine and her baby to disappear, it was hunting them. The way Airie saw it, they had two choices. They could run or they could fight.

      She had never been much of a traveller.

      David was walking back up the slope towards her. He lifted a hand in greeting almost in relief that she was still here. The worry was apparent on his face, and Airie felt a sudden pang of sadness. He was looking failure right between the eyes.

      ‘Two things,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘We can’t find Raine unless we can get on the inside. If she’s taken her baby and run, we have to trust that she can stay ahead of them for now. If she’s been captured, we need to rescue her before she ends up on the stage at some rally.’

      ‘David, how do you plan to do that? We couldn’t even get to her on time. How can we rescue her if the government has her? She’s gone. She’s London-gone.’

      ‘We have to find a way, but first we have to break our scent trail.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Huntsmen—and that woman thing we saw, I’d guess—track by scent. I’m guessing by how easily they found Taku and Raine that they can follow a trail that’s weeks old. They could be following us now, and unless we break the trail they’ll continue following us.’

      ‘How? If you think I’m covering myself in pig’s blood or something—’

      ‘Water.’

      At the bottom of the hill, a small river gurgled down through concrete blocks designed to look artistic. It flowed into a pool where people had once swum, but was now filled with trash and a scum layer of broken up plastic and mulched cardboard boxes.

      ‘We wade through that cesspit and we’ll break the trail?’

      David shook his head. ‘No, we need real water.’

      ‘There’s only….’

      David nodded. ‘The Thames.’
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* * *

      They rode the tubes southwest across London as far as Chiswick Park. From there they walked south into Kew.

      ‘We might be safe if we stick to busy stations,’ David said, ‘but that will only diffuse our trail. If the Huntsmen are as good at tracking as I’ve heard they are, they’ll be able to pick our scents out of a crowd. If we ride the Underground back and forth long enough it’ll confuse them but it won’t break the trail. Only water can do that.’

      They walked through an overgrown park, past a burnt-out ruin of what had once been a luxury block of flats. The road led up to an old stone bridge spanning the river, but David headed left, along a promenade. Airie looked down at the water, which didn’t appear to be flowing at all.

      ‘David, it’s just mud.’

      ‘They must have dammed it further up, perhaps by the perimeter walls. Or maybe rerouted it. The tidal flow doesn’t reach up this far.’

      ‘What do we do? Go further down?’

      David shook his head. He climbed over a stone wall and down a grassy bank to the edge of the river, Airie following behind. ‘Here will do. There’s some flow in the middle. We just have to wade through the mud then drift for a while.’ He handed her some plastic bags. ‘Put everything you can in there. Take off your clothes.’

      ‘It’s broad daylight! Are you fucking crazy?’

      ‘Just do it.’

      She glared at him a moment longer, then began to strip down, stuffing her clothes into the bag. When she got to her underwear she paused, then figured if she was going to do it, she might as well do everything. She strapped her belt of knives back around her waist and held the clawboard across her chest to hide her modesty.

      David was standing naked in front of her, lean and toned. With his flowing hair he looked like a Greek god. Then he stepped into the mud and grimaced. Airie couldn’t help but laugh.

      ‘This is stupid.’

      David was already waist deep in the sludge. ‘Come on, hurry up.’

      Using the wooden clawboard to stop the heavy knives from sinking her, with her bag of clothing balanced on top, Airie waded out through the sticky, chilly mud to the centre of the river. A thin channel in the middle was still flowing with freezing water, and Airie’s teeth began to chatter as she followed David, kicking out her legs, the clawboard giving her buoyancy.

      As they passed beneath the bridge the flow of the water began to increase. David reached out for her hand and pulled her close, his body just warm enough to ward off the water’s chill. If she hadn’t been close to freezing to death it might have been almost romantic as they drifted past half sunk, rotting pleasure boats and weeping willows clogged with litter and the odd rusting car.

      ‘How far are we going to go?’ Airie asked, careful not to let any of the brown, putrid river water get into her mouth.

      David frowned, looking around them. ‘A little further … okay, there.’

      He couldn’t point without letting go of his things, but he began to kick towards the shore, to where a rushing drain culvert was emptying into the river, creating a pool of swirling water in the muck.

      ‘We climb up there, follow it back as far as we can go.’

      Airie began to climb out of the water, but David shook his head. ‘Cover yourself in mud first. We can wash it off further up.’

      The cold mud was grimy but more soothing than she had expected, so she nodded and began to smear it all over her body. Then she climbed into the stone pipe that angled slightly upwards as it went underground, passing under a road that ran alongside the river.

      On the other side it connected with a stone channel tributary discharging rainwater into the river. David said it was time to clean themselves, so she washed off the mud as best she could, then used a corner of her cloak to dry herself.

      Dressed again, she was still shivering from the cold, but could feel a rising heat inside her. David’s hair was slicked to the side of his face, making him look more gaunt than usual.

      ‘That was an enjoyable morning fucking swim,’ she said, trying not to let her teeth chatter. ‘Any chance we can get some breakfast?’

      David nodded. ‘Soon. We have to find ourselves a train again first.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘That was part one of our plan hopefully completed. If nothing else it’ll buy us some time. Now we have to do part two.’ He smiled. ‘We’re going to see an old friend.’
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      The guy with the beat up face looked ready to pull a knife across her throat, but the older man with the grey hair lifted a hand to ward him off.

      ‘Lindon, let me talk to you a moment.’

      The grey-haired man took Lindon the tough guy into a room off the corridor. Raine waited, her knives held out in front of her, with the crowd of onlookers right at her back. If they came for her, she would go down with blood on her hands, but they looked terrified, as if she possessed a power that only strangers could see.

      Then she realised. It wasn’t her at all. It was the board. She reached down and picked it up again, wrapping her right arm through the straps, ready to use it as a shield like an ancient Celtic warrior. The eyes followed her, gasps of excitement coming at the sight of the shining metal hooks.

      ‘Girl?’

      She turned to see the man with the grey hair had reappeared and was beckoning to her. The man called Lindon stood at his shoulder, his face no less angry but pacified for now. The grey-haired man was the key, she realised. Lindon was his dog.

      ‘Come this way. You have ten minutes to make your case before you’re thrown either to the street or to the wolves.’ He smiled, as if making a joke. ‘Hurry now.’

      He led her into an ornate study. A man with a thick red beard was sleeping on an Ottoman in the corner, surrounded by piles of old books that had fallen from the shelves. Raine blinked. She had never seen so many books in one place before. While not strictly banned, the government had done a good job of burning those they deemed unnecessary, and the printing of new copies was forbidden.

      The grey-haired man pointed at the clawboard. ‘You’re in no danger inside this room,’ he said. ‘I must offer my congratulations. Your little toy managed to infiltrate into the beating heart of the Tank. Quite something for a piece of old wood. You use that to hang from the side of trains, is that it?’

      Raine nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Tube Rider,’ Lindon growled. ‘We should hand her over to the government.’

      ‘Not so hasty. Girl, my name is Tim Cold. I lead here. This is Lindon, and behind us is Rusty Pete. Welcome to the Tank.’

      ‘A Huntsman took my baby. I saw it. It picked him up and carried him away.’

      ‘Perhaps it was hungry,’ Lindon said, making Raine gasp. She glared at him, taking an immediate dislike to the man who looked like he shaved with a hammer.

      Tim Cold shook his head. ‘A hungry Huntsman would have killed it without thought. You are a Tube Rider, yes? That is why it was hunting you?’

      Raine shook her head. ‘I quit, more than a year ago. I want nothing to do with tube riding.’

      ‘Yet you carry the board?’

      ‘For protection.’

      ‘And status,’ Lindon added. ‘It got you past our guards.’

      ‘Quiet, Lindon,’ Tim said, and Raine noticed how the younger man tensed. He didn’t take authority well. ‘What do you want from us?’

      ‘I want my baby back. I didn’t know where else to go.’

      ‘Not to your Tube Rider friends?’ Raine hesitated, but before she could answer, Tim added, ‘Oh, I forgot. They went on the run from the government. Quite the associates, aren’t they?’

      Raine fought to keep the anger out of her voice. ‘I did nothing wrong. I work in a fucking supermarket. All I want to do is bring up my baby. He’s been taken and I don’t know how to get him back.’

      ‘He’s as good as dead,’ Lindon said. ‘Forget him.’

      The bearded man on the couch stirred and sat up. Rusty Pete’s eyes were bloodshot, his beard flecked with bits of dirt. ‘Hand her over to that whore Dreggo,’ he said.

      Tim shook his head. ‘This is my call, Pete.’

      ‘Fuck the bitch. Hand her over to Dreggo and wash your hands of her.’

      ‘She has information that might help us.’

      Rusty Pete stood up. He swaggered over towards Raine, who stood unmoved, staring up into his beady eyes. His gut looked a perfect fit for one of her knives.

      ‘We could hang for harbouring you,’ he said, accenting his words with a long belch. ‘The best place for you is the cells. If you’re lucky I might come by for a visit later.’ He stumbled over to a desk and picked up a phone, barking an order for guards.

      Lindon was watching Rusty Pete with a smile on his face, but Tim Cold’s eyes were like iron. As Rusty Pete turned back towards them, Tim Cold lifted a hand and something blurred across the room, landing in Pete’s neck with a meaty thud. Lindon’s mouth fell open. As calm as any killer Raine could imagine, Tim Cold walked across the room to where Pete had fallen.

      ‘Your drinking has made you reckless,’ he said, looking down at the big man, his beard soaked crimson with his own blood. ‘You can no longer be trusted, and therefore I have removed you from your post.’

      A knock came on the door.

      ‘Enter,’ Tim Cold said, and a group of men burst into the room. They paused, taking in the scene, looking from Lindon to Tim Cold to Raine standing shocked and motionless in the centre.

      Tim looked at Lindon. ‘I’m afraid Rusty Pete is no longer with us,’ he said. ‘He let his power go to his head, and he had to be replaced. Didn’t he, Lindon?’

      The younger man gave a sharp nod. A tiny smile creased Tim Cold’s lips. He waved the guards forward and they carried Rusty Pete’s body out of the room, closing the door behind them.

      Another knife appeared in Tim Cold’s hands. ‘I rule the Tank, Lindon. I assume you understand, and that you’re happy to step up to become my second in Rusty Pete’s place?’

      Lindon nodded.

      ‘Good. Now, you have work to do. I will deal with this girl.’

      He pulled a file out of a drawer and handed it to Lindon. The big man looked down at it and nodded. He went out without a word.

      ‘And then there were two. Tell me, Miss Tube Rider, why were you being pursued by a Huntsman? Think carefully before you speak. Your words could save your life.’

      The man’s eyes gave him his name she now knew, and if they reflected his heart, he could kill her too without a moment’s pause.

      ‘An old friend … he’s trying to gather former Tube Riders. He thinks we—they’ve—become a symbol for the people.’

      ‘People from the government have come here, searching for you. Tell me why I shouldn’t hand you over?’

      Raine found it hard to look at him. She tried to focus on Jake, but whenever she thought too much about her baby she found it difficult to speak.

      ‘Because the Tank isn’t like what they say.’

      ‘It isn’t?’

      ‘People come here for protection. I’ve come here for protection too.’

      Tim Cold gave a slow nod. ‘How about a little exchange of information? Give me your friend’s name. The one who caused Huntsmen to find their way on to your trail.’

      Raine opened her mouth, David’s name thick and unpleasant on her tongue, but she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t turn him over. The Tank had fingers everywhere. Despite the mistakes he had made, she couldn’t condemn him.

      ‘I can’t.’

      Tim Cold nodded. ‘Your loyalty is commendable. You are a person to be trusted … or a foolish one, perhaps. I’m prepared to take that risk. Would you come with me, please?’

      Raine had little choice, so she nodded and followed him out into the corridor. She waited while he instructed some guards to clean up the blood in the office, then he led her down several flights of stairs into the bowels of the building.

      ‘You’ve heard of Guido Fawkes, I presume?’

      Raine nodded. ‘I had a picture book. He tried to blow up the Houses of Parliament in the sixteenth century.’

      ‘So, not all of our country’s history has been lost. That indeed he did. He stockpiled many barrels of gunpowder in cellars under the wooden building where this crumbling palace now stands.’ They came to a door at the end of a gloomy, windowless corridor and Tim pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked it, switching on a light to illuminate a dark staircase. ‘No longer the original cellars, of course, but these serve our purpose well enough.’

      Raine found herself in another dim corridor with doors on either side. The ceilings were lower and the corridors tighter here, making her think of secure bank vaults. Halfway along, Tim Cold stopped outside a steel door with a computerized combination lock panel in the wall beside it.

      ‘Only two people know the code,’ he said. ‘Myself, and … well, I guess only one.’ He gave a short chuckle. ‘Turn away, please.’

      Raine ducked her head as if he had struck her. She listened to the sound of his fingers tapping out a rhythm on the keypad. A bleep sounded, followed by a hiss. The door began to slide open, and Raine looked up as automatic lights came on to reveal a large cellar room inside.

      ‘This is an old government intelligence vault,’ Tim Cold said. ‘In the days before the Governor, before Mega Britain, before the perimeter walls … all sorts of stuff would have been kept in here. National secrets, priceless jewels, works of art, chemical weapons … you name it, it was probably kept in here at some point.’ He grinned. ‘These days we just use it for storage.’

      Putting a hand on the end of the heavy door, he gave the steel a strong pat. ‘Reinforced. I’m sure you could get through it with a tank if you had one, but good luck getting that down here. It’s as impenetrable as it needs to be.’

      ‘Wow.’

      Raine stared. The room was packed with weaponry. Mostly guns of all sizes, but there were even a handful of swords in a box in one corner, cases of knives stacked on a table in the middle, and even what looked like a bazooka. Everything had a distinct air of age. Guns had rusty barrels and scored handles, knives looked blunted and some blades were taped, but everything was carefully organised into sizes and uses as if being prepared for a museum display.

      ‘As you can see, we’re not completely defenseless,’ Tim Cold said. ‘Most everything is scavenged, stolen, borrowed, or bought on the black market, but….’ He clapped his hands together. ‘Guns are guns.’

      ‘Give me one.’

      Tim Cold laughed. ‘To hunt the Huntsman who stole your child? I’ll give you more than that, girl. When you join a gang, you adhere to a code, am I right?’

      ‘Yes. In the Tube Riders we had a code. Tube riding was not a secret, and we were allowed to ask others to join, but we were not allowed to share the identities of other members. And if someone wanted to keep their life outside the stations secret, that was fine. Cooperation and support was paramount. So was trust.’ Her eyes glazed as she remembered. ‘Live together, die together.’

      Tim Cold gave a slow nod. ‘I like that. It’s appropriate. I’m willing to help you find your child, if indeed it’s possible.’

      She stared at him. This was the leader of the Tank, a man feared by those on the outside. Before coming here he had been nameless to her, but she knew him by reputation and rumour. He was not a man to give freely without taking something in return.

      ‘And in exchange?’ she said, her voice defiant. ‘What do you want from me in return?’

      Tim Cold gave her a sudden smile that was different from all the others. Raine gasped. A mask had slipped away, revealing a different person beneath. This new man might have been someone’s kindly uncle rather than the ruthless leader of London’s criminal underworld.

      ‘I would be greatly honoured if you would join my gang,’ he said.

      ‘Which is?’

      Tim Cold’s voice became a whisper, as if even down in the depths of the old palace he feared being overheard.

      ‘The Underground Movement for Freedom.’
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      7.30 p.m.

      Rick had told her to be ready, to gather anything she needed with her because there would be no coming back.

      She looked up at the clock. It was still only six but the files hadn’t finished downloading.

      She looked back at the door. The outlines of the guards were visible through the frosted glass. They didn’t suspect. No one had questioned her authority.

      On either side of her lay the remains of the two Level Threes. Mariel was in the worst state of repair, burns covering most of her body. The human flesh could be regenerated in time, but the fires had shorted her computerised functions. It was unlikely she could be used again, and it only required a signature from Mika to condemn whatever part of her awareness was left to a miserable life behind the fence in the Southwest Exclusion Zone.

      Kyaru would probably be repaired. Her transmitted visuals had shown Sorel attacking her, but his assault had been to clear his path, not destroy her. His claws had torn through parts of her organic flesh and severed her receptor systems, but Kyaru, as the old adage went, would live.

      Of Sorel, there had been no word. While on a certain level she felt a sense of guilt that he had stolen someone’s baby, of more pressing concern was that he had disobeyed the alteration to his orders.

      Technically he was still hunting her sister.

      Shadows fell across the door. Raised voices indicated something was amiss. Mika glanced back at the tiny handheld computer onto which she was downloading the data the two Level Threes had collected.

      She couldn’t be discovered with it. She had spent the afternoon filling it with classified government files, in case she never had a chance to come back.

      A woman’s voice came from outside, followed by a cry of pain. That voice had struck fear into her from the first time Mika had heard it. It was different to the ominous boom of the Governor.

      If Dreggo caught her downloading government files she might be dead within the hour.

      With the dexterity brought by years of practice, Mika opened up a machine cavity built into Mariel’s abdomen and slid the palm-sized device inside. She then let the opening close, the charred tissue dropping back into place.

      The door swung open. Dreggo entered, flanked on one side by Farrell Soars and on the other by Heyna, the tall Huntsman dwarfing both of them.

      ‘You recalled them,’ Dreggo said.

      Mika stood up, wiping blood on her lab coat. ‘I had no choice. Two of them were damaged, and the other—’

      ‘You called them off.’

      Mika gestured around her. ‘Look at them, they’re inoperable!’

      Farrell Soars lifted a hand. ‘Dreggo, I told you. This is ridiculous—’

      Dreggo ignored him and took a step towards Mika. Farrell Soars started to object but at a sharp growl from Heyna he fell silent.

      ‘You forget I was there that day,’ Dreggo said, coming so close Mika could smell the artificial lavender on her breath. ‘And you know what I am, because you helped build me.’

      ‘Look—’

      Dreggo leaned forwards. Her hair brushed against Mika’s, and for a moment their cheeks touched. Dreggo’s skin was rough and cold against Mika’s own, and her hair smelled like disinfectant.

      A rough tongue lapped at Mika’s ear, and Dreggo took a long, deep breath. Mika held her own breath, her heart pounding, trying to swallow down a sense of revulsion.

      ‘I’m not as strong as they are,’ Dreggo whispered into Mika’s ear, too quiet for anyone but the pair of them to hear. ‘I can’t track a scent like Heyna can. But I can recognise one. You smell like her, you know. It’s not exact, but it’s close.’

      Mika’s voice shook as she said, ‘Please don’t let them hurt her.’

      Dreggo smiled. ‘You know what the Governor once told me about how to get the people to follow you? Show them generosity.’ Her smile dropped. Mika didn’t think she had ever heard a voice so full of bitterness and hate. ‘Unfortunately for you it’s not an ideal we share.’

      At a gesture from Dreggo, guards rushed into the room and pinned Mika’s hands behind her back. Dreggo marched out of the room with Heyna at her back, Farrell Soars trailing along behind offering loud protestations.

      ‘Take her to the holding cells on Level One,’ Dreggo called back. ‘I’ll decide what to do with her later.’

      ‘She’s the government’s best scientist!’ Farrell Soars shouted. ‘This is insane.’

      Dreggo dismissed him with a wave of her hand. ‘Next time you find yourself in the Governor’s presence, ask him about the fate of her predecessor,’ she said. ‘That’s if you’re not shitting yourself too much to speak.’

      As Mika was dragged along, she wondered what Rick was thinking right now. Was he waiting for her? If only she had gone earlier … she might be out of the research facility, safe from Dreggo, on the way to meet her sister. And what of Airie? She had known her sister was still alive for less than a day. Would she now never get a chance to meet her?

      Mika never cried anymore. It was hard for her to feel sorry for herself when she spent her days surrounded by the best misery the government could offer. She didn’t feel sadness, but she did feel fear, for both herself and her sister.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The greater the distance from Parliament Tower, the less guarded the government facilities were. Once he was inside the building, Spacewell had pretty free access around the multiple levels of hell more commonly known as Research Facility Number One. The lowest levels and their sinister contents were well guarded, but even someone of Spacewell’s lowly status could gain admittance with a confidently flashed ID card.

      He wondered if there was a distinct date on which the Governor’s grand ambitions for Mega Britain had gone to shit. If there was, it would be a date around when guards had begun failing to stay awake at their posts, had given up watching the security cameras for cheeky staff making lewd gestures just to see if anyone was paying attention, felt it no longer necessary to lock doors, or even replace the locks after they had broken.

      On a grander scale it would have been a date when the recognised number of military and policing personnel were too few to deal with the rising level of crime, a period when any clumsy fool could apply and be accepted into the Department of Civil Affairs just to give the appearance of a burgeoning secret police.

      There had to be a line. If not a day or a month, then a couple of years. At Spacewell’s estimation, it had been some time around fifteen years ago, when the Huntsmen had first been pressed back into service to quell a few minor uprisings. The oil had begun to run out. Food became scarce, and too many people were going London-gone in order to fill the Governor’s biotechnological research programs.

      Fifteen years.

      That was a long time for a spiral to be winding down. It had to reach the bottom soon.

      Perhaps, he reflected, as he moved through the corridors towards Mika’s office at a pace that was just short of suspicious, all the people needed was a leader. A talisman.

      Someone like the Queen Tube Rider herself, Marta Banks.

      Marta Banks, for whatever reason, was unavailable. But perhaps a Little Marta would do.

      Spacewell was a simple technician, and simple technicians had to perform simple tasks. One of the most tedious had been tending to Dreggo’s early rehabilitation sessions, when they had focused on her facial reconstruction and the repairing of her computer systems.

      He hadn’t done anything particularly high-tech, just inserted a tiny transmitter into her wiring to transcribe anything she said out loud and send it digitally to a program on his computer.

      The results had been quite interesting.

      Mika’s office door was ajar. Spacewell quickened his pace, barreling inside to find the room had been trashed, Mika’s desk overturned and her chair thrown against a shelf of thick document files, some of which had fallen to the floor, disgorging wads of dog-eared paper covered with faded print and type.

      Her computer was lying in pieces on the floor, its screen torn from the keyboard, the casing broken open.

      Spacewell frowned. He liked Mika, and would be quite happy to take her on pleasant dates to zoos that no longer existed and theatres that had long ago shut down, but faced with the signs of her imminent arrest, it was easy to separate his clinical thinking from the emotional.

      Was saving her worth the risk of revealing himself?

      He hurried downstairs to his own workroom and logged on to his computer. He quickly set up a non-traceable firewall and hacked into the research facility’s security mainframe through a user pathway he had been milking for information for the last couple of years.

      He browsed through the security camera footage, searching for images of anyone who was where they shouldn’t be. He quickly found Dreggo and a posse of DCA agents in the corridors down on Level Eight, commonly known as the workroom level. Scrolling through the camera footage that followed the group’s progress revealed Mika’s arrest.

      Spacewell punched the desk. What had she been playing at down there with the two Huntsmen? It was out of her jurisdiction.

      He logged out and then accessed his feed to Dreggo’s audio transcriptions. Using a keyword search to avoid pages and pages of Dreggo’s inane hateful mutterings about everything under the smog-shrouded sun, he found details of her decision to have Mika arrested.

      In his stupidity he had underestimated the Governor’s favorite bitch. His program was set up to automatically flag mentions of certain names, but Dreggo’s hate-filled rants referred only to job titles and condescending abbreviations. Searching for “Mika” had come up with nothing, but had he refined his search to “that whore scientist” he would have known about Dreggo’s plans in plenty of time.

      He resolved never to underestimate her again.

      Revealing himself was not an option. Rescuing Mika at a later date was a possibility, but not one he could entertain right now, much as his heartstrings begged him to reconsider.

      She was on her own.

      Lindon would be waiting, but there was nothing Spacewell could do. He logged back on to the security cameras on the workroom level. Only one camera had a feed from inside the room with the damaged Huntsmen, and Mika had clearly known where it was, sitting with her back to it so that whatever she was doing was out of view.

      Then, just a few seconds before her arrest, she spun on her chair to face the door, then turned back towards Kyaru and stuck a hand into the damaged flesh of her abdomen. Spacewell leaned forward, trying to see what Mika had done. On the screen, the door burst open and Dreggo’s mob entered. Mika stood up and stepped away from the two damaged Level Threes.

      ‘You sneak,’ Spacewell said, grinning through his regret. ‘What’s that you’ve gone and hidden in there?’

      It was time for another shameless coffee break. Spacewell switched off the computer and headed for a room on the upper floor where he had personally checked that no cameras or hidden microphones worked, then he pulled a tiny radio from his pocket and adjusted the frequency to a secure line.

      ‘Tim, it’s me, Rick. You there? Got something that might interest you….’
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      Airie had finally stopped complaining about the river sludge that had got into her clothes bag now that it had begun to dry out and flake off. David had suggested they coat themselves in the stuff, but Airie had put her hands on the handles of her knives and given a slow shake of the head.

      After what had happened with Taku and Raine he didn’t want to put anyone else at risk, but he had to do something other than run. Airie’s steel was starting to rub off on him, and there was still a chance he might be able to make a difference.

      It took some time to locate Benny Maxwell, but once that had been a part of his regular job. David had done some delivery work for a guy Taku knew, and once a month he had been responsible for delivering a heavy package to Maxwell. Due to Benny’s living circumstances however, other than somewhere along the Thames, he had no fixed address.

      Walking from Pimlico Underground station down to Vauxhall Bridge, they found Benny’s shabby canal barge moored up in the bridge’s shadow. Benny didn’t care much for London’s rare sunlight, so the only certainty about his location was that it would be beneath a bridge somewhere along the river.

      David had been prepared to set aside a couple of days to find his sometime friend, so to come across his floating abode so soon was a bonus. Airie, though, wrinkled her nose at the sight of it and refused to get on board.

      ‘Wait here then,’ David said, ‘but keep out of sight.’ He gestured to one of the hollows underneath the bridge spans, and with a scowl Airie retreated to the shadows.

      The barge was intentionally designed to look uninhabited. Beneath a well cultivated layer of vegetation sprouting from barely noticeable plant pots, the hull of the boat itself was in pristine condition, and the engines were well serviced. In the time David had been delivering to him, Benny’s barge had moved from Kew Bridge in the west down as far as Tower Bridge and back again, so the current of the Thames tidal reach was obviously of no concern.

      ‘Benny? Are you there? It’s me, David … the delivery boy.’

      The barge gave a sudden lurch as if something heavy was moving about inside. David went around to the front just as a piece of dirty plywood fell forward to reveal a perfectly neat and tidy door. A shadow fell across a pane of frosted glass, then the door opened outwards to reveal a bulbous mound of a man whose shape resembled a spinning top, wide in the centre with thin shoulders and short, bow legs. Unfriendly eyes peered out of a heavily bearded face.

      ‘David? You useless prick. I’ve been waiting almost a week.’

      As Benny Maxwell waddled out on to the rear deck, the cardboard box he carried was almost invisible against clothes that were all shades of brown. Something rattled inside as he upended it over the side and a clatter of CDs came tumbling out, hitting the dirty, slow-flowing water and beginning their colourful way down towards the Thames Barrier.

      ‘I’m sorry. I kind of changed jobs.’

      ‘So no more stuff for me? Screw you. I’ll change suppliers.’

      ‘I brought someone for you to meet.’ He turned back towards Airie, who was standing a little ways off, the clawboard strung over one shoulder. ‘This is—’

      ‘Marta Banks,’ she said, coming over. ‘Nice to meet you.’

      Benny’s face changed. Eyes that had been barely visible now went wide, and the bushy beard parted to reveal twin rows of yellowed teeth.

      ‘Well, hello, Marta Banks. I see you came back.’

      David looked from one to the other. He had been planning to tell Benny the truth, but Airie seemed willing to play the game.

      ‘I came back,’ she said. ‘Now it’s time to kick some ass.’

      David wanted to smile. She was almost a caricature, and it would have been glorious if the last few days hadn’t been so blood-soaked. Instead, all he could feel was a regret that in a way he was sacrificing her, too.

      Benny’s fat hand waved them forward. ‘Get inside, both of you,’ he said. ‘Who knows what bloodsuckers might be watching. Were you followed?’

      David shrugged. ‘Probably.’

      ‘Well, that’s the benefit of living on a houseboat. Come on now.’

      David had never been inside, but he had made enough deliveries to know what to expect. The cramped room was a shrine to radio equipment, with mixing desks, microphones and audio players squeezed into the one corner that wasn’t piled high with old CDs, records, cassettes, mini-discs, and blu-rays. By the look of things, Benny had long ago reached saturation point, but as David had been charged with delivering a box of assorted scavenged music once a week, the unwanted no doubt got tossed into the Thames.

      ‘Sit on the floor,’ Benny said, taking the one chair, a large office chair that had bent out of shape beneath his massive body. ‘We’re still on the air, although I’m on automatic playback. Hang on a minute.’

      He pulled a pair of headphones down over his greasy ears and leaned in to a microphone. Then, in a voice that was so smooth it could have come from a different person, he said, ‘Here for all your rock and pop needs, it’s Max Radio, giving you all the power you need to lift the biggest finger in London towards our glorious government. Altogether now … fuck you.’ A fat finger stabbed a button, and for a moment the houseboat was filled with rock music from a hundred years ago. Then Benny pressed another button and it fell to a whisper.

      Airie was staring. ‘What was that?’

      Benny pressed a button on the microphone, pulled off the headphones and turned around. ‘You like that? That was the Stones. I can lend you, but I doubt you have anything to play it on. September 17th, 2058. That date mean anything to you?’

      The girl shook her head.

      ‘I suppose not. You’re younger than that, aren’t you? God, what a way to grow up, in a soundless world.’ Benny lifted up a CD with a faded picture of a group of moody young guys with funny hair. ‘That’s the date the government banned the performance and recording of music. The official claim was that it was a distraction to productivity, but we all know that’s bullshit.’ He grabbed a handful of CDs from the nearest pile and let them fall through his fingers like confetti. ‘There’s rebellion in these bad boys, baby.’

      ‘Benny runs the most popular pirate radio station in London,’ David said.

      ‘I live off the land and the river. Keep music playing for those brave enough to listen.’ He slapped a knee the size of a side of ham. ‘Laced with a heavy dose of anti-government propaganda.’

      ‘We need you to help us,’ David said.

      Benny ducked his head towards Airie and put a hand on his stomach in as best a bow as he could manage. ‘For you, Marta Banks, anything.’

      ‘We need a voice,’ David said. ‘We need to talk to the people.’

      Benny raised an eyebrow. ‘Where do you fit into this? How on Earth do you know the infamous Marta Banks?’

      ‘He’s my boyfriend,’ Airie said, making David blush.

      Benny shrugged. ‘If you say so. What do you want?’

      ‘I want you to broadcast that the Tube Riders are back in London, and that the time has come for the people to rise up against the government.’

      Benny chortled. ‘And you think they’ll listen? I’ve been telling them that for years.’

      ‘They’ll listen if I tell them,’ she said.

      David glanced at Airie. The girl had a confidence he only wished he shared.

      Benny shrugged again. ‘I guess it’s worth a try.’
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* * *

      Benny felt it was best to wait until after dark for a live broadcast. In the meantime, he set David and Airie to work cleaning the inside of the boat. As dusk fell, he released it from its moorings and let it drift out into the middle of the river, caught in the gentle current as the upstream tidal surge met with the lethargic downstream flow.

      ‘I never use the motors by day,’ he told them. ‘Too easy to hear in a city with no traffic, and if I’m just drifting it looks like someone cut me afloat. Once dark has fallen I do my moving about. You’ve got to stay on the move in this job. I have a number of location blockers protecting my frequency, but you never know who’s trying to find you.’

      David hadn’t wanted to stay so long. He had the semblance of a plan, but he was tired of putting lives in danger. With Airie in a position where she could act as Marta in relative safety, it was time for him to put some distance between them.

      A generator in the back of the cabin hummed as Benny set up his equipment for the evening broadcast. He had been dropping hints on-air all day that he had a special guest, and Airie had been going over things to say. David sat by the door, trying not to let his body language give away his own plans, but his fingers drummed nervously on his clawboard as Benny slipped a pair of headphones over Airie’s ears.

      ‘I hoped you enjoyed the last four minutes of rebellion pie,’ he intoned into the microphone. ‘And now, as promised, Max Radio has a special guest sitting right here. None other than Marta Banks, leader of the Tube Riders, a gang of brave young people who stood up against our oppressive government. You’ve all heard the rumours, I’m sure. Chased by everyone from the clown squad we know as the Department of Civil Affairs, to the slightly more dangerous Huntsmen. And guess what? They won. Didn’t you, Marta?’

      Airie stared at him. Benny pointed at the microphone and gestured for her to speak.

      ‘Yeah,’ she said, turning to look at David for instruction. ‘We won.’

      Benny frowned. ‘How did you win, Marta? Give us some details.’ He made a circling motion with his hands.

      ‘We … we kicked their ass. We….’

      Benny lifted a hand. A strange gloss came into his eyes as if he had slipped into a beautiful dream. He was staring at Airie, but at the same time looking right through her.

      ‘If only you could see what I see, dear listeners. This poor girl, so young, so beautiful, so brave … if only you could see her right now. She looks a picture, I can tell you that. Like a warrior queen ready to lead her troops into battle. All she needs is an army. How about it, people? How about you lift your hands into the air in the name of revolution, in the name of Marta Banks, in the name of the Tube Riders, and say our mantra one more time. Are you ready? Fuck the government. Fuck the Governor and everything he stands for. Bring down the walls, let the people out, let the freedom in. And now, here’s a song you won’t remember, but I do, it’s called Children of the Revolution, by a band everyone used to love called T. Rex.’

      As the song began to play through a distant speaker, Benny turned off the radio and turned to Airie and David. ‘Sorry I had to take over there,’ he said. ‘You got a bit of stage fright, didn’t you?’

      Airie gave a glum nod. David patted her on the arm, hoping to offer her reassurance.

      ‘Sometimes it’s the image that stirs people,’ Benny said. He held up a handful of CDs. ‘Look at these. These aren’t people. They’re gods. That’s what people want. An image. Something that’s more in their heads than in real life.’

      ‘How many people listen?’ Airie asked.

      Benny shrugged. ‘No idea. Could be hundreds, could be less than a dozen. I’m just trying to do my bit, you know. The biggest problem with London is there’s no unity. The people need a figurehead.’

      Benny offered them some food, and David realised it had been more than a day since they had last eaten. Barney subsisted off fish from the Thames and an assortment of vegetables he grew in his houseboat garden—all of which made his obscene size even more remarkable—but it was enough to keep them alive for another day.

      Afterwards, Airie curled up in a corner and fell asleep. Benny put the radio broadcast on to a mix-tape loop and led David up on to the deck.

      They were floating somewhere out in the middle of the Thames, not far from Westminster Bridge. David could see the shadowy remains of the former Houses of Parliament in the distance on their left.

      ‘So where do you want me to let you off?’ Barney said. ‘I read people well, and I can see you’re itching to get away. Without her, too. Isn’t that about right?’

      David gave a slow nod. ‘You’re good.’

      ‘I’m no fool,’ Barney said. ‘I wouldn’t be alive doing what I do otherwise. I’ll look after her as best I can. The only way I can stop her from following is if you give me a return date.’

      ‘Three days from now. I’ve messed up too many times. I can’t put her life at risk yet again.’

      Benny gave a low chuckle. ‘I know that’s not Marta Banks. I told you I’m no fool. She’s just some poor girl playing dress-up.’

      ‘She’s got guts.’

      ‘She got a name?’

      David hesitated a moment, but Benny was one of the few people in London he trusted. ‘Airie Walker.’

      Benny nodded. ‘Pretty. Sounds spirited. Fits her.’

      ‘It does.’

      Benny fired up the engine, steering them in towards the bank. The water was dark and no lights were visible on the outside of the boat, but Benny steered the boat with the ease of an old pro.

      ‘In three days where will I find you?’

      ‘Right here. But if not, look for me by Vauxhall Bridge. Both sides of the Thames.’

      David stuck out a hand. ‘I owe you one.’

      When Benny’s fingers closed over his, David felt something metal pressed into his palm.

      ‘Take it,’ Benny said. ‘It’s a two-way radio. I have the other. If you need me, call. I won’t tell the girl I have it unless you do.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Benny chuckled. ‘You know, she’s not going to be happy stuck alone with an ogre like me, but I’ll do my best to keep her here. If you’re not back in three days, though, I’ll give her that other radio and set her on your trail.’

      ‘Understood. Thanks, Benny.’

      ‘Anything to help the revolution. Good luck, David.’

      David gave Benny’s hand one more tug, then stepped off the boat onto a small concrete weir at the bottom of a line of steps leading up. He didn’t look back as he tucked his clawboard under his arm and pulled his rucksack over his shoulder. He swallowed down his regret at leaving Airie behind, and tried not to think about how angry she would be.

      It had to be done. He had put too many lives at risk.

      Unfinished business was calling him, and if it brought the Huntsmen back on to his trail, so be it.

      Feeling the weight of the world on his shoulders, he headed for the nearest Underground station, from where he would head for Melling Road.

      He had to find Raine.
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      Blood trickled down the side of Mika’s cheek. They had only hit her once, but as she leaned forward over the metal table, her hands secured with handcuffs bolted to the tabletop, she wondered when Dreggo would give the order for the two DCA agents standing on either side of her to start getting to work.

      How many times had she had stood by and watched torture take place in this very room, holding an expressionless face even when inside her heart had been breaking? She felt certain there was a special level of hell reserved for government traitors.

      ‘Tell me again why you called off the pursuit.’

      Mika took a deep breath. ‘The two Level Threes were damaged to the point of liability. And Sorel has gone offline.’

      ‘Tell me more about that.’

      ‘I don’t know what happened. I tried to contact him but got no response.’

      Dreggo stalked around the table, circling behind her. Mika closed her eyes, listening to the gentle swish of Dreggo’s cloak on the stone floor.

      The footsteps stopped. Mika opened her eyes to find Dreggo’s face just inches from her own. She gasped, flinching back, only to find the hands of a DCA agent holding her shoulders.

      Dreggo’s human eye was too terrifying to look at, so she concentrated on the robotic eye in the metal part of Dreggo’s face. Right now it was computing details of Mika’s emotional reactions, everything from the way her eyes flickered to hot and cold flushes in her skin too small for Mika herself to notice.

      ‘We need to establish a timeline here,’ Dreggo said. ‘I know that one of these renegade Tube Riders is your sister. Quite what that means for you will be decided in due course. What I need to know first is whether you called the Huntsmen off before you found out about your sister, or after.’

      Dreggo took a step back. She stood looking down at Mika with one finger rubbing at the scars on her chin.

      Mika looked up at her. ‘The Huntsmen—’ she started, her voice cutting off before she could finish. For the last six years the government had paid Mika to strip people of their humanity and turn them into monsters, and now one of those very monsters was standing in front of her.

      Her throat felt dry, constricted. ‘I’m government loyal,’ she croaked, as Dreggo gave a slow shake of her head.

      ‘You cannot understand the meaning of the phrase until you have seen some of the things that I have seen.’

      Dreggo’s eyes lifted to the guards, and her mouth opened to speak. Mika’s vision wavered as she felt alarms going off in her head.

      Then as flashing lights joined the sirens, she realised an alarm really was going off. A light above the cell door was flashing; people were running back and forth along the corridor outside.

      Mika knew the sounds of each alarm by heart; after all she had set them. It was a security breach, one of the highest magnitude of severity.

      It meant that somewhere down in the tunnels, something extremely dangerous had just broken out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Maths and numbers were Spacewell’s specialty, but he guessed there was some element of human compassion in there too. With a bag slung over his shoulder containing his most important work, he hurried through the corridors and up the stairs, buzzing himself through each security door with an ease that others no longer shared. A few adjustments to the security system had made his card region-free while leaving others restricted to sweet-fucking-nowhere.

      The doors, of course, were no match for the two deadly Redmen he had released.

      The two genetically engineered giants would never get as far as the street. Their sense of smell would recognise the release of the other, and their subsequent territorial battle would rip apart most of the lower levels until they were subdued or destroyed.

      He slipped through a door and held it open politely for a group of armed guards who really had no idea what they were about to face. Spacewell didn’t much care to release a Redman on the streets, but anyone who worked for the government was on his automatic fuck-you list, so he pressed his card against the locking mechanism just to make sure the guards would have to kill the two rampaging monsters in order to escape. It was a nice test for the value of their training, he thought with a smirk, as he headed for the holding cells on Level One.

      Spacewell had conveniently disabled the elevators, so the stairs were clogged with guards and military reinforcements as he tried to make his way up, waving an innocent clipboard in order to disguise the weaponry he had hidden under his shirt and stuffed into a rucksack.

      The security on Level One was light. All the really dangerous stuff was kept down on the basement levels, as far from harm’s reach as the government’s excavators could dig. Even if he hadn’t already known Mika’s cell number, it would have been apparent from the guards outside, looking around in confusion. Spacewell smiled. Two DCA agents and two soldiers, a worthless combination that added up to zero. Neither faction trusted the other, which meant cooperation was unlikely.

      ‘I’ve come to escort the prisoner to a safe zone,’ he said, marching up to them. ‘I’ll require two of you to accompany me. Open the door please.’

      One looked at the others, then back at him. ‘Identification?’

      ‘U.R. Goosed,’ Spacewell said, turning the utility board over in his hands and aiming it at a gap just between the nearest two men. When he pressed a button, a fizzle of electricity turned them both into twitching heaps. The third started to run for help, but the fourth dropped into a crouch, his gun coming up.

      Spacewell zapped him with a blast right to the face and the man joined the other two in a jerking spasm on the floor.

      His card opened the cell door, and Mika looked up. One side of her face was swollen and bruised. A cut over one eye had left a curtain of dried blood down the side of her face.

      Aside from Mika, the room was empty. Spacewell pressed a button to activate the safety on the electrical current he had been saving for Farrell Soars and Dreggo. They could wait.

      Mika stared at him like a mirage. ‘Rick.’

      ‘Yeah. Come on, getting out is going to take some effort.’

      ‘I’m bolted to the table.’

      He pulled a pair of bolt cutters out of his bag. ‘I noticed that during the TV show. Got it covered.’

      In a few seconds she was free. Mika stood uncertainly on her feet as if her body had already given up.

      ‘We have to be quick,’ Spacewell said. ‘They’ll expecting us to go up, but we’re going down. Here.’ He pulled a lab coat out of his bag and tossed it to her. It’ll get you past anyone except Dreggo, but I’ve got a special something for that bitch.’

      ‘She’ll be back any moment.’

      Spacewell smiled. ‘Well, let’s haul ass then.’

      They went out, past the twitching guards. Two were beginning to come around, but the third was still groaning on the floor. ‘That’s the one that hit me,’ Mika said.

      Spacewell went up to him, and before Mika could say a word, he fired a bolt of electrical current into the man’s groin. The man twisted and went still. The others stared at Spacewell with terrified eyes, as if expecting the same.

      ‘You’ll find mercy on the other side, brothers,’ Spacewell said. ‘The revolution has begun.’

      They headed for a maintenance stairway at the end of the corridor. They were only one level below ground, but reinforcements would be arriving soon, and within a few hours half of the government’s London-based military would be setting up their barricades. Redmen were an endlessly failing experiment, genetically engineered giants of men that had incredible destructive power. Unfortunately, a side effect of their treatment made them intensely territorial, a trait the government had so far failed to eradicate.

      ‘I let out the Redmen,’ Spacewell said.

      ‘No.’

      ‘I had no choice. It was that or a couple of tracker-killers. I figured it would be easier to get past a couple of monsters more intent on killing each other than killing us.’

      ‘Where are they now?’

      ‘I’m guessing Level Seven. Probably wrecking the place.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘The water vents. Via the repair bay on Level Eight. I noticed you left something behind.’

      ‘The memory card. But there’s no time.’

      ‘We’ll make time. Just for the record, you owe me a fucking date for this.’

      Mika laughed. When he looked at her, he saw tears in her eyes. ‘Get me out and I’ll think about it.’

      Each level of the maintenance staircase was remotely locked, but Spacewell’s card let them through. Eventually someone would figure out what had happened and lockdown the entire complex, so they had to be quick. He jumped down each flight of steps, Mika struggling to keep up.

      ‘In here,’ he said, pushing through a side door on to an empty corridor. ‘Take me to them.’

      Mika, gasping for breath, took the lead as they hurried for the repair bay. Sirens were still blaring, and Spacewell could only imagine the destruction in action on the level above. From time to time the Redmen were pitted against each other in a battle of strength, some sick sideshow that the scientists considered research. They fought in steel cages with three-inch thick bars which would be bent and twisted by the time one bloody monster stood over the broken body of the other. Spacewell only hoped that this time they took a few of the scientists with them.

      ‘In here. Can you open it?’

      Spacewell swiped his card and the heavy steel door swung open. ‘I guess they haven’t caught me yet. I’ll prop it open, just in case.’

      The two damaged Level Threes still lay on the gurneys, wires connecting them to life support machines. Mika squatted by Kyaru and slid a hand into her body cavity.

      ‘Got it!’

      As she went to pull her hand free, Kyaru’s hand jerked up, her fingers closing over Mika’s wrist. She screamed as the fingers squeezed. ‘Rick!’

      ‘God damn it.’

      He dropped his bag to the ground and pulled the bolt cutters free. ‘Man, this is rank,’ he groaned, slipping the blades over Kyaru’s forearm and pulling the handles tight. Kyaru’s arm dropped away as her hand separated from her body. For a few seconds the fingers held on, then they released and the hand dropped to the floor.

      ‘Ghastly,’ Rick said, grabbing his bag. Kyaru’s face had shown no change in emotion as blood and a black oily substance dribbled from the stump of her severed arm. Eyes that might or might be able to see watched them with a bored apathy. ‘Did you get your chip?’

      ‘Got it.’

      ‘Let’s go.’

      They headed back towards the maintenance stairs. Above them, the rattling tumult of destruction echoed down.

      The stairs ended at Level Nine, a cavernous archives level where each room, carved out of solid rock, housed either ancient, moth-eaten data printouts or heaps of broken or disused machinery, some of it dating from before Mega Britain’s establishment. The corridors were a labyrinthine mess of designated walkways and partitions in the stacks of waste, many of which were blocked by collapsed stacks of metal and paper that no one had bothered to clean up.

      The spotlight on Spacewell’s utility board illuminated the ghostly world of the archives like the basement of a vast haunted house. ‘I hate this place,’ he said. ‘Gives me the creeps.’

      ‘Access is forbidden without my authorization,’ Mika whispered. ‘Who are you, Rick?’

      He gave a short laugh. ‘I’m someone who’s looking for a change of career.’

      ‘That makes two of us. Where next?’

      ‘You think we’re at the bottom, don’t you?’ Rick laughed. ‘It gets worse. Below us are water vents to pump groundwater out of the lower levels. That’s our way out.’

      ‘You’ve got to be joking.’

      ‘Don’t worry, they’re dry. They were built as a precaution. Let’s go.’

      ‘How do you know all this stuff?’

      Rick turned back to her. ‘The same way I knew you were about to get the living shit kicked out of you and I couldn’t allow that to happen. I pay attention.’

      She put a hand on his arm. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Save it for when we’re somewhere beyond the perimeter walls. Let’s go.’

      They hurried through the archives, Spacewell’s light flickering back and forth. He had spent hours wandering about down here, making sure he knew every nook and cranny. When you were secretly batting for the other side it was important to know all your escape routes. He had hoped that when he eventually bailed on a life of aiding and abetting government-approved misery, he would leave by the front door. Unfortunately things hadn’t worked out that way.

      ‘Stop.’ He reached out a hand to hold Mika still.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You hear that? Footsteps. Something’s following us.’

      Mika’s fingers squeezed into his forearm. ‘Who?’

      Spacewell took a deep breath, trying to calm his beating heart. He reached into his bag and passed one of the other utility boards to Mika. He pressed a button to activate the control screen.

      ‘It’s user-friendly, designed for even an idiot to navigate. Scroll down to the function you need and make goddamn fucking sure it’s pointing away from you when you press activate. You’ve got your weaponry here, here and here. Spotlight. Grapnel. GPS, although it might be a bit flaky this far underground.’

      ‘Rick, what is this?’

      ‘My contribution. Take the bag. There are two more.’ He smiled. ‘I made one for each of them, and one for myself.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘You’ll figure it out. Fix the electro-magnet, won’t you? Never could figure it out, but it’s kind of important, you know?’

      ‘Rick—’

      ‘Move. Go straight, left at the end. You’ll come to a fuck-off huge door that looks like an airlock.’ He pulled his ID card from around his neck. ‘This will get you through. Go down the ladder, then at the tunnels go uphill. When you get out, look for the tough guy. He’ll help you. Don’t go down. Down goes to the sea.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      Spacewell gritted his teeth. ‘I’m going to give you a chance.’ A growl came from out of the darkness. Something shifted, coming forward. Spacewell pushed Mika behind him. ‘Go now, Mika. And for what it’s worth, I’m pretty sure I would have enjoyed our date.’

      She looked about to say something. Instead she gave a quick nod and hurried off into the dark. He watched her for a few seconds, then turned back to face whatever storm was coming. Something growled again, and a shadow shifted. Instinctively Spacewell took a step to the left as something fizzed through the air, missing him by inches.

      ‘Come on, let’s play,’ he said, switching on the spotlight, adjusting it to its brightest setting. A tall, robed figure stood between stacks of junk fifty yards away. Spacewell recognised it by its size. He swallowed down a knot of fear.

      Heyna. Dreggo’s dog. If they had found perfection among their endless experiments, this was it. Falling to Heyna’s claws was almost a noble way to die.

      ‘Let’s see how well this thing works,’ Spacewell said, flashing a smile just for the hell of it, his finger jabbing down on the grenade release.

      The stack to Heyna’s left exploded, crashing down around the Huntsman, who disappeared amidst a rush of collapsing wood, metal, and paper. The sparks caught hold of the brittle folders and in a few seconds fire flickered in a dozen places. Sprinklers came on in the ceiling, but they were weak, poorly maintained.

      A pile of debris shifted and the Huntsman rose up like a corpse from the grave. Heyna shook dust off himself and sprang forward, ducking and rolling, a genetically engineered cybernetic ninja. Spacewell gasped and pulled the board up, firing bolts of electricity that fizzed against the ground, missing the creature by inches.

      Heyna uncurled in front of Spacewell, standing seven feet tall, snarling like a rabid dog. Spacewell leapt aside, swinging the board back around to ward off a slashing arm. Something hard struck him in the stomach, but he didn’t have time to think about it. He ducked under another swipe and fired out the grapnel, retracting it quickly, dragging himself forward as a pile of old mechanical equipment crashed down around him. Something hard landed on his legs and Spacewell felt an agonising jolt of pain just below his right knee. He gritted his teeth and twisted over, bringing the utility board up in front of him.

      ‘If it has to be fire, then fire is what it’ll be,’ he muttered.

      The last grenades exploded in the stacks around him and suddenly fire was everywhere, lighting up the room, filling it with smoke. He clutched the utility board close to his chest, wishing he had thought to install some function to remove pain, then remembering that in a way, he had.

      He set the board to the function he wanted, then turned it over in his hands so that the active side faced inwards towards his chest. As a long shadow fell across him, he closed his eyes, not wanting the last thing he saw to be Heyna’s terrifying face.

      Good luck, Mika. In another world, another time, I’ll be seeing you.

      His finger stabbed the button, and everything went black.
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* * *

      It was nearly nine p.m., but Spacewell still hadn’t shown up. Something had gone wrong. Lindon had no way of getting in contact with his friend, so he stared up at the dim moon through the clouds as it moved gracefully across the sky.

      Another five minutes, then he was gone. This was a mistake; he had been hearing sirens for the last hour just a couple of streets to the north. There was only so long he could stay here before he would draw attention to himself.

      Something shifted near his feet. He stepped aside, looked down and saw a manhole cover lift briefly then fall back down again.

      ‘Is someone down there?’

      A faint knock came from the underside. ‘Too heavy….’

      Lindon squatted down. ‘Push it again. I’ll catch it.’

      The manhole cover moved. As it lifted, Lindon hooked his fingers under it and hauled it up, tossing it aside. A woman’s face looked up at him, streaked with a mixture of grime and blood.

      ‘Are you him?’ she asked. ‘Are you the tough guy?’

      ‘Where’s Spacewell?’

      The girl shook her head. ‘He stayed behind.’

      She looked about to cry. Lindon felt a pang of worry for his friend, but he had promised to help. He lifted her up on to the street. She was carrying a heavy bag of stuff that she clutched to her chest like a baby as she looked up at him, her eyes fearful.

      ‘You’re safe now,’ he said, giving her a reassuring pat on the shoulder, wondering if indeed anyone really was.
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      Pieces of shattered glass.

      A picture, long ago broken. A memory. A world that had been that was lost.

      Trickling water.

      The baby cried. Sorel reached a hand under her cloak and ran a finger down its face, soothing it. The cry dropped to a soft coo, and Sorel bared her teeth in her best attempt at a smile.

      Certain things floated on the ocean of her lost memories, bobbing up and down like driftwood in the aftermath of a wreck. It would need food. Changing. Bathing. A warm place to sleep.

      It was time to go home.

      Sorel crept through the streets like a thief in the night, a shadow between streetlights, a dark face beneath a hood that no passers-by would dare to face. She found the way instinctively, even after all these years, more than she could count, though less than would make her give up hope.

      A quiet street, a pretty street, old stone walls that London seemed to knit out of the earth, lined with railing fences and pretty daffodils in spring, roses in summer, hydrangeas in the autumn, and a light dusting of snow sometimes in the winter. The houses each stood alone on their own patch of land like cats in a bed, encircled by their flowery warmth, squat and quaint like pottery figurines.

      She remembered a single Victorian street lamp had stood at the end of Bell Close, the sign announcing her street and the little red writing underneath, London Borough of Hemel Hampsted, illuminated in a glow that was more orange than yellow, like something out of a John Mansfield novel, forever foreshadowing the onset of a mysterious Christmas.

      It was around Christmas time, perhaps, when Sorel had failed to return home. The memory became stronger with each forward step she took, as if jigsaw pieces were jumping out of the road and making their way up into her old brain.

      And finally there, in front of her, was the house.

      It was like the rest, squat and grey, the entrance beneath the little porch resembling a mouth, the four square windows, two on each floor, out of a childhood drawing. She remembered now how there was an extension around the back, a new dining room, hidden out of sight due to planning requirements. It had eaten up a lot of the neat rectangle of garden, but not so much that there wasn’t still room for a small pond and a couple of flowerbeds encircling a polite oval of lawn that John had lovingly tended each evening when he returned from work.

      John.

      Pieces, fixing together.

      It looked a little different now. The lower windows were empty holes, and the door hung loose on its hinges, creaking in the breeze. Soot triangles stained the walls above the upper windows, and dark shadows on the roof suggested places where the tiles had fallen in.

      Inside, she was surprised by how much was left. The suite in the living room was shredded and scattered with the remnants of a dozen parties, but most of the furniture was still there. A few tables and chairs were missing, and the metal barstools that had once stood along the bar of their modern fitted kitchen were long gone. The cupboards had been ransacked, but some personal ornaments—worthless to anyone but them—still lay among the rubble on the floor.

      Still holding the baby clutched to her chest with one hand, Sorel leaned down and picked a bent and faded photograph out of the shards of glass and china that had once been the beautiful crockery that filled her cupboards.

      The man looked retro with his checked shirt and flowing hair. If she remembered rightly they had been saving money for the baby, and John promised not to cut his hair until the birth. A soft growl like a purr hummed in her chest as she looked on the easy smile she remembered, and at the slight paunch that had been soft like an extra pillow in bed at night.

      Beside him, the woman’s smile was more strained, but while no one would describe her as a beauty, she had kind eyes and a welcoming look in her eyes. No one looking at the photograph could ever doubt she would be a good mother for the baby growing inside the swelling tummy she was cupping with one hand.

      Pieces. Taking shape. The picture had been taken by a friend on an old Polaroid camera, in the days before the outright ban on all Internet-ready electronics devices. If her memory served her right it had been the last photograph taken before they had voluntarily handed the device to the authorities along with their phones and computers. She had wanted to smile, but knowing she might never get a chance to photograph her baby had made it difficult to force enthusiasm onto her face.

      Sally and John Winter. She remembered now. She had never been overly fond of her husband’s surname, but how she would give anything now to place it after the hateful name they had given her.

      The baby wriggled against her stomach and she lifted it up, wrapping her cloak beneath it to keep it warm. She would have to find food for it soon, she knew. Finding food for a Huntsman, though, was easy. Food for a baby was a little more difficult.

      What happened to you? Where did you go?

      John’s memory lay in the ruins around her, and she could no longer stand it. She headed for the stairs leading to the bedrooms on the second floor.

      The front two—the bedroom she had shared with John and a spare room for guests—had been gutted by fire. As she headed across the landing, past the bathroom filled with pieces of smashed porcelain, she almost prayed the back room had suffered the same fate as those at the front.

      It had been ransacked, but in the middle of the house, farthest from where rain had found a way down through the roof, the flowery pink wallpaper was almost intact, as was a pretty dresser and a low table that doubled as a chest of drawers. Even the bed was still there, though they had planned to place a crib in their own bedroom for the first couple of years.

      The duvet was gone, but the mattress underneath was still intact. Sorel lay the baby down and wrapped her blanket around it. It was in fact a little boy, she now realised. They had been expecting a boy, the doctor had told her. It had been due just a month after the photograph was taken, but sometime before that she had become London-gone, and the life she remembered had faded away.

      What had happened to John and her baby? How many years had it been?

      The baby was cooing again. If he wasn’t fed soon he would begin to cry and that would attract attention. Sorel ran one finger down his cheek, pulled the blanket up over his chest, then went out, closing the door behind her.

      It had taken her the best part of a day to find her way home, and dusk was falling again.

      It was the perfect time to hunt.
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      Lindon’s rage was a like a racing car revving at a starting light as he stared at the back of the girl walking down the dank corridor in front of him. All it would take was one wrong word and the destruction would begin. A gun was holstered under his shirt, but he wouldn’t need it. If she was to be believed, then Spacewell was dead. That couldn’t be forgiven. Someone, sometime, had to pay.

      ‘The open door,’ he said, shining the light ahead of her so that she could see. ‘That’s yours.’

      ‘What is this place? It’s like a prison.’

      ‘Spacewell requested a safe house. It’s as safe as the Tank can provide.’

      ‘Where are we?’

      Her confusion was understandable. He had blindfolded her for the drive across London on Tim Cold’s orders, not that there was much point. Either she would work for them and be trusted or she would die.

      ‘This used to be a correctional facility for people with brain disorders. A nuthouse. Now it’s Tank property.’

      The girl reached the door and stopped. Lindon came up behind her and shone a light inside. The cold stone walls were uninviting, but a pile of blankets provided a bed. There was a barred window that gave a view out only onto a wall of other barred windows in an inner courtyard, but it would provide her with natural light.

      ‘There are three rooms. You’ve got a bed and blankets, and a bucket for a toilet you should empty out of the window. There’s a gas powered heater and a few packets of dried food and bottled water. You’ll be locked in for your own good. Someone will return for you tomorrow.’

      The girl looked up at him. ‘My name’s Mika,’ she said. ‘Do you have a name?’

      Lindon stared at her. ‘If you’re of no use to us, I’ll personally put you out of your misery.’

      She matched his gaze. ‘You don’t scare me,’ she said.

      His hand snaked up around her neck and pinned her back against the wall. ‘Spacewell was my friend,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘If he died for you it had better be worth it.’

      ‘Put me in my cage,’ she whispered. ‘You think you’re a tough guy. You don’t know what tough is.’

      Lindon held her a moment longer, then let go. Mika glared at him, then went into the room. As Lindon closed the heavy steel door and locked it, a metal grill slid open and her face appeared in the gloom just inches from his.

      ‘I’m sorry about Rick,’ she said. ‘He was a good friend.’

      ‘Fuck yourself.’

      Lindon stalked off before she could reply. The long corridors of the old containment centre seemed endless around him, forever shifting. Spacewell, that crackpot goon. Lindon had never expected to miss him.

      He left the key with the two guards the Tank kept on duty in a dusty room on the ground floor. The girl wasn’t alone in the apartments in the old mental hospital; there were others that had been hiding out for years. Kept under the Tank’s lock and key was better than being a prisoner to the government, and out here on the far south-eastern side of the city, at the end of an abandoned industrial estate, they were as out of view of the government’s eyes as anywhere in London.

      The car had just enough bio-fuel to get Lindon back to the Tank, as Tim Cold had requested, but he was tired of the place, and missing Cah. Instead he took the car across London to his own apartment. He found a dirty takeout restaurant still open and picked up a couple of bags of processed chips and something the owner claimed was fish. He climbed each stair to his apartment with trepidation, terrible thoughts running through his mind. How long had it been since he had been back?

      Spacewell had been around more than Lindon. Seeing Cah had become too painful; watching her waste away beneath his gaze like a dying flower was a knife twisting in his soul. By the time he reached the door to their apartment he felt as close to tears as he ever had.

      ‘Cah?’

      The door was ajar. When Lindon gave it a light shove it twisted, the top hinge broken off. He stepped inside to find the apartment ransacked. Every drawer had been pulled open and its contents upturned on to the floor. Lindon, his panic rising, stumbled from one room to another, trying to keep control.

      The bed had been overturned, its lining ripped open. The mattress too had been slashed apart, stuffing and springs littering the floor. It was the same in the living room, and even the small bathroom had received its share, the sink pulled off the wall.

      There was no sign of Cah, nor evidence of a struggle. Someone had been searching for something, but what? Lindon had nothing of value, and there were apartments closer to the ground that could be ransacked for food.

      He went back to the door, automatically thinking to check Spacewell’s apartment upstairs, and found Cah standing on the landing, leaning against the wall. Her head cocked, her vacant eyes stared at him, seeing him yet seeing past him at the same time.

      The little metal tin was clutched in her hands like the most precious thing in the world.

      ‘I heard them coming,’ she said. ‘They were after Spacewell. They went to his apartment first.’

      He took a step towards her, but even now he couldn’t bring himself to go near that box.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The Department of Civil Affairs. And they had a thing, too.’ She pushed of the wall and took a couple of faltering steps towards him. For the first time her eyes seemed to focus. ‘Like a human with a dog’s face. Squatting on the ground. It was tiny like a little boy. I caught a glimpse of it from the upstairs landing as they left. What was it, Lindon?’

      ‘A Huntsman.’ He took a deep breath. ‘They must have tracked him here.’

      ‘What’s going on, Lindon?’

      He took a deep breath. ‘Spacewell’s dead. He got killed helping some government scientist escape. I don’t know why.’

      Cah sighed. ‘And so it begins.’

      Turning her little box over in her hands, she walked past him into the wrecked apartment. He followed her into the living room, where she pushed a chair that had been turned over back upright and slumped down into its shredded interior.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      Cah looked up at him. ‘What? They’ve gone. They won’t be back. If they were after you or me they’d still be here, wouldn’t they?’ She leaned her face against the back of the chair and gave a long sigh.

      She was partly right, Lindon knew. Lindon had always been careful to never leave any Tank business in the apartment, but if the DCA thought Spacewell was a revolutionary they might come back again for Lindon and Cah. In London you were always guilty by association.

      ‘Get up, we’re leaving.’

      Cah started to laugh, a weak, sinister chuckle. ‘What do you mean, Lindon? This is my home.’

      He shook his head. ‘This is a shithole squat that’s been ransacked. We can’t stay here any longer.’

      She looked up at him out of the tops of her eyes like she often did before they had sex, in the way that made his insides churn. For an instant he loved her more than anything in the world. If it meant saving her, he would tear London down around them.

      ‘Then whisk me off into the sunset, my sweet prince.’

      She could barely walk, so Lindon lifted her up in his arms. She giggled like a newlywed, but Lindon stared straight ahead, refusing to look at the box clutched tightly against her stomach. If ever there had been a moment to destroy it, that moment had passed. All he could think to do was get her somewhere safe and maybe they had a chance.

      The car was juddering as they drew up at the end of a long terraced street lined by tall, stately houses that had once been elegant. Lindon pulled in to the curb and lifted Cah out of the passenger side, carrying her up to the door of the house he had grown up in.

      ‘I need a favour,’ he said, before the door was even fully open.

      Frank looked up at him, bleary eyed. ‘Do you know what goddamn time it is?’ Then the old man’s eyes turned to the girl now sleeping in Lindon’s arms. He sighed. ‘Bring her inside. Let me see what I can do.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Damn, boy, it’s about time you brought your girl round for a meet and greet. I’d just about given up hope.’
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      At the thought of how much archived data had been lost in the fire that had gutted the basement level of the research facility, Dreggo gave a nonchalant shrug. It was unimportant garbage that should have been flushed years ago.

      Heyna had escaped unscathed. That was all that mattered. The escaped scientist would be caught.

      She tried to feign interest as a DCA aide rattled off a list of the damage. Both released Redmen had been killed, but not before killing fifteen DCA agents and nine guards, as well as destroying three laboratories filled with test subjects at varying stages of development.

      It was difficult not to feel sad for the in-development stage Huntsmen that had been lost. She had gained an affinity for the creatures since reuniting with them in France. The main holding pens though were on Level Six and had remained unaffected.

      What concerned her was the recent data that had been lost. Both Kyaru and Mariel had died during the fire, their systems shut down by smoke fumes, but the data that they should have retained had been wiped. The Tube Rider trails they had been following would need to be retread.

      Heyna’s voice entered the computerized part of her mind: The trail for the dead lab assistant has come up cold. A moment later she saw him enter the room through the door behind the DCA aide’s shoulder. The theory that he worked for the Tank remains inconclusive.

      What do you think?

      I think it’s possible, but to order a systematic slaughter based on this would be … unwise.

      It is all Soars wants.

      London would rise up around them. Do not underestimate the anger that boils beneath the surface.

      Dreggo nodded. The aide, noticing her lack of attention, had slipped away to the side of the room, where he stood eyeing Heyna with a mixture of fear and awe. But the Tank is united. To let them remain united too long makes them dangerous.

      Not if we protect them. There are worse things to fear than the Tank. They will have insiders, people who want rebellion. It is inevitable.

      They will die.

      Death is worthless. Have the Governor’s methods taught you nothing?

      Dreggo stared at the tall Huntsman standing across the room. She wondered what kind of man he might have once been. His files described a normal family man with a normal unassuming job, yet he was wise behind what she could comprehend. In comparison she was still headstrong and a slave to her anger.

      What do you suggest?

      A trap.

      How?

      Sorel.

      Sorel?

      Sorel has taken something valuable. They will want to get it back. It would be wise to find Sorel first.

      Dreggo stared at the Huntsman for a long time, then gave a slow nod. I will try to contact him.

      Beneath his hood, Heyna gave a slight shake of his head.

      Not him. Her.
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* * *

      The hours ticked by. Mika was exhausted, but every attempt to sleep resulted in nightmares of fire and screams and cold, dark tunnels barely wide enough for her to roll over. Rick’s face lingered in the darkness whenever she woke sweating, his kind eyes and his defiance making her heart ache.

      Dawn brought with it a rattling wind that shook her old window in its fittings. There was no way to get attention or escape, so she entertained herself by eating what little food was available and trying to concentrate on anything other than the events of the day before. She assumed that if her captors had gone to the trouble of leaving her food and bedding that at some point they would come back, although she had seen something in the eyes of the muscular man that reminded her of Dreggo.

      Ruthlessness.

      He didn’t like her, didn’t want her here. What had happened to Rick had been beyond her control, but in that man’s eyes she was responsible.

      He wanted payback.

      The room had a small gas stove but no electricity. Out of boredom she opened Rick’s bag and rifled through the contents. There were a number of small electronics components inside, including one that looked like a radio. Of greatest interest were the three utility boards, flat, silvery rectangles about forty centimeters long.

      She took one out and turned it over in her hands. Powerless, it could have been a metal shelf with handles on one side. Hair-thin cracks in the shiny surface were the only evidence of the multiple treasures Rick had hidden inside. In the tunnels far underground, the light had been the only thing that had kept her sane as the walls and ceiling closed in until she was wriggling on her belly, dragging the bag along behind her by a piece of rope tied around her ankle. She had tried the board just after Lindon had left but its battery was dead, and the other two had proven without power. There had to be some kind of recharging mechanism, but Rick had died before he could show her.

      Away from the window, the gloom sat deep in the room, so Mika carried it over to the window to get a better look in the grey morning light. Perhaps if she could figure out where some kind of battery was inserted she could find out how to open it.

      As soon as natural light fell on the casing, a tiny green light blinked on.

      ‘Rick … you made them solar powered,’ she whispered.

      She carried all three over and laid them in the indistinct curtain of grey light. It took a few minutes before any of them would activate, but finally her hopeful press lit up the touch screen on one to display its multitude of controls.

      Rick had been more than a laboratory engineer, he had been an artist. The board, despite its incredible array of functions, was so light she could hang it by the handles from one finger. As well as the powerful light that had saved her life, it had GPS tracking systems linked to a satellite using some kind of enclosing fire-tunnel software. It also had a grapnel that could fire up to forty metres with an electromagnet connector as well as a regular hook, built-in mini grenades for defense, and various minor programs that recorded such data as altitude, air humidity levels. There was also a smokescreen, and something that when she activated it emitted a hideous squealing that had her grabbing for the off control.

      Then there was something that didn’t work. Pressing the control for electromagnetic connectors, nothing happened.

      Mika went deep into the software that operated the board, opening up the source information to find out the location and use of the part that didn’t work.

      On the outward side were twin circles that when operated should act like powerful electromagnets to hold the board to something made of a receptive metal.

      Mika nodded slowly. She held on to the board’s handles and lifted it up in front of her, imagining quite what it might be that the board was designed to stick to. Something like the side of a steel building, a pylon perhaps. Or maybe something moving, like a car, or a bus….

      ‘Huh.’ Mika stared at the board, then gave a bemused shake of her head. ‘Who were you, Rick? Who were you working for?’

      The board was perfectly designed for someone who might want to hang from the side of a speeding train.
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* * *

      Raine’s apartment a day after her cousin’s murder was even more ghastly than the day before. Flies had taken over, and judging by damage to the body, feral animals had come in during the night to begin the cleanup process. Had David’s stomach been full he would have emptied it, but instead he had to settle for a spell of dry retching into the gutter outside.

      There was no sign that Raine or anyone else had been back. With a Huntsman on her trail, how much time did she have? Airie and he had barely escaped, and Raine had her baby.

      He resisted the urge to waste time blaming himself. Throwing things around or smashing himself up wouldn’t help.

      Think, David.

      Raine had always ridden well, and her skills wouldn’t have deserted her. With a Huntsman on her trail she would have run, but to where?

      He looked up at the sky, as if that could give him answers. Several days had passed since he had gone looking for her at Melling Road Junction and found nothing. She wasn’t stupid enough to go there and wait for him, but she might check in to see if he was there.

      He headed across the city, trying to cover his trail as best he could, taking routes that led over bridges, sometimes riding inside the trains, doubling back every couple of stations until when he finally emerged at Latimer Road station, one stop from the abandoned Melling Road Junction, the sun was but a distant memory and a starless black sky blanketed London.

      As he headed across the patch of waste ground to the hidden station entrance, he feared finding her body or even parts of it strewn across the platform. What he didn’t expect to see was lights from the concourse below, accompanied by voices raised in merriment.

      He considered turning back, but there was a joviality to the voices that denied danger. And there was something else too, something behind it all that until earlier today he hadn’t heard in some time.

      Music.

      The sound of decades old guitar music rose up from the concourse, a jarring sound that was uncomfortably juxtaposed against London’s night.

      He climbed down the stairs and found himself standing at the edge of a circle of light created by a trashcan fire, over which a large homemade ragdoll was burning. At least two dozen people stood in a circle around it, mostly men, but also a couple of women and even one or two children. They were clapping and cheering in time with the music as the fire burned.

      David pulled his clawboard out of his bag and held it protectively over his chest. No one had noticed him standing on the edge of the circle, but there was something hypnotic about the way the doll—made from stuffed and sewn white bed sheets—burned. Like the start of something, like the beginning of a fire that had long ago gone out.

      ‘Hey you!’

      The nearest man had noticed him and suddenly the crowd’s attention shifted, the merriment dying down as they bunched together into threes and fours against this new threat. Clapping died mid-flow and voices fell silent until only the sound of the crackling fire came from behind the row of suspicious eyes.

      And then the music, paused perhaps between songs, began again with a familiar voiceover introducing the next track, and finishing with the words, ‘Rise up, people! They’ve come back for you! The Tube Riders are back and the Governor will shrivel up and die like the worm he is! Welcome home, the Tube Riders!’

      As the voiceover gave way to the rock music which rose in volume, a hand lifted to point at David’s board.

      ‘Are you one of them? We’ve been waiting for you.’

      David felt like a weight had lifted off his chest at the same moment another one came crashing down. His throat felt dry with the heat of expectation. All he could do was nod towards the doll now engulfed in fire.

      ‘It’s a good likeness,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice to see him burn for real?’

      As cheers erupted in front of him and hands pulled him forwards into the circle, holding out food and drinks, David couldn’t help but wonder at what point he had lost control of his own destiny.
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      Mika looked up at the sound of a key in the lock. She remembered the board in her hands and her first thought was a scientific one—that she was so close to finishing the adjustments that she really didn’t need any interruptions. Then the more pressing sense of danger overrode it. Was this Lindon coming back or was it someone else? Had Dreggo found her?

      The door opened and a chilly draft from the windowless corridor rushed in. Mika slid the board back into Rick’s bag and pushed it behind her, aware it was a futile gesture if they decided to search the room. To her surprise though, the first visitor was a girl younger than herself, barely out of her teens. Her face was etched with worry. Black, puffy skin beneath her eyes suggested she hadn’t slept well in a long time, but she was still strikingly beautiful, with luscious black hair framing an oval face. In other times she might have been a singer or an actress. Here, Mika’s first assumption was that she was a drug addict or prostitute, and that the cold-eyed, grey-haired man who followed her in was her pimp or dealer.

      As a show of subtle strength, he lifted his shirt and rubbed a finger along the butt of a gun pushed into his belt. Mika felt a sudden urge to smile. Rick’s boards were far deadlier than any gun, and she had three of them within arm’s reach.

      ‘You’ve come from the Tank.’ She didn’t need to make it a question. ‘Before we start with the interrogation, no I don’t know why Rick rescued me and I’m sorry that he died. It wasn’t what I wanted.’

      ‘Lindon said your name was Mika, and that you’re a scientist from Research Facility Number One.’

      Mika nodded. ‘I’m Head of Scientific Research.’

      The girl took a step forward, her teeth bared. ‘So you’re the one that makes those things. You fucking bitch. I want my baby back.’

      Mika stared at her. ‘What?’

      The man grabbed the girl just as she made a lunge forward. ‘Raine, calm down. We’re civilised adults here.’

      ‘Civilised isn’t a word this fucking whore understands,’ the girl spat. ‘She builds those things. She’s responsible.’

      Mika watched her. ‘You’re the Tube Rider whose baby Sorel stole? Where’s my sister?’

      ‘What sister?’

      ‘Airie Walker. There were nine scents being tracked, but three were high priority. Yours was one, then there was a man, and Airie’s. My sister. That’s why they came for me.’

      The man shook his head. ‘You’re not making any sense. Your life belongs to us now, but unlike your former employer, we’re a lot more reasonable. Tell us what’s going on and no harm will come to you.’

      ‘Call your bitch off.’

      ‘I’ll fucking gut you—’

      ‘And the Tube Riders come so highly praised.’

      ‘I’m no Tube Rider. I wanted nothing to do with this. I just wanted to raise my baby in peace, and then your fucking monsters show up—’

      A gunshot blast filled the room. Mika cried out and covered her ears with her hands. Raine did the same, with only the man standing between them with his gun pointed up at the ceiling seemingly unaffected.

      ‘I don’t have time for this bullshit,’ he said. ‘Raine, shut up. Mika, tell us how you ended up in our custody and why. Leave nothing out and tell me no lies or the next bullet goes through your skull.’

      The man’s name was Tim Cold, and with Raine behaving herself, his demeanour relaxed to a point where Mika found him far warmer than his name, almost likeable. The girl, too, when not spitting fire, was just a normal girl caught up in something she wanted no part of. Mika couldn’t help but feel a sense of pity for her.

      ‘You have to understand that I had no choice,’ Mika said. ‘It’s more than my life’s worth to disobey my superiors, but when I found out one of these supposed Tube Riders was my sister, Rick and I changed the Huntsmen’s orders. They were supposed to return to the facility, but Sorel ignored the update and continued his mission. When Dreggo found out what I had done, she imprisoned me.’ She resisted the urge to touch the vicious bruise on the side of her face, refusing to show any more weakness than she already had.

      ‘Where’s my baby?’ Raine said quietly.

      ‘I downloaded all the data from my files before I got caught,’ Mika said. ‘Rick found the data and we got it out. If I have access to a computer I can show you where Sorel took your baby up to where the data runs out. It might be enough. It might not.’

      ‘Why? Why not just kill Jake or kill me?’

      Mika shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Sorel disobeyed direct orders. The Huntsmen are unpredictable and barely controllable. That’s why they’re so dangerous.’

      ‘And you let them loose.’

      Mika rubbed her eyes. ‘I also tried to bring them back, knowing it might get me killed.’

      ‘Rick Spacewell considered you valuable enough to sacrifice himself so you could escape,’ Tim Cold said. ‘Tell me why.’

      ‘I have access to the government’s computer network. I also know how to get around the security in the event that they block me.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘I built it.’

      ‘There must be other scientists,’ the girl said. ‘This is the government we’re talking about, not some fucking university campus.’

      ‘You don’t understand,’ Mika said. ‘Too much intelligence gets you killed. Of course we have a base of quality scientists, but a lot of the work that goes on in there is done by decades-old machines that tend to become unfixable when they break, leaving a vast array of products incomplete.’

      Raine stared at her. ‘You disgust me. Talking about people stolen off the streets like they’re nothing but commodities. Like my baby. Is Jake just a commodity to you?’

      Mika shook her head. ‘Not anymore.’

      ‘I have a computer in an office upstairs,’ Tim said. ‘We’ll see how valuable you are.’

      Upstairs in a dusty office Tim Cold started up an old computer and stood aside for Mika to sit down. The computers in the facility were a decade old but this piece of junk was positively antique. After loading seemed to take an age, Mika fitted her memory drive and began to scan through the data she had managed to collect.

      With Tim Cold and Raine staring over her shoulder, muttering about how meaningless everything appeared, she pulled up Sorel’s tracking stats. With a satisfied nod she sat back in the chair and looked up at them.

      ‘Found him.’

      ‘Where?’

      Mika pointed at line of coordinates that repeated at regular intervals down the page. ‘This translates into an address. I can give you what might be good news too. From the behavioural patterns there’s a possibility that your baby is still alive.’

      ‘What do you mean, “a possibility”?’

      ‘Sorel is moving back and forth from a central location, and he’s doing it at far shorter intervals than required by a Huntsman searching for food.’

      Raine grabbed Mika’s hair and jerked her head back. Tim lifted an eyebrow but did nothing to intervene. Mika stared up into Raine’s bloodshot eyes, trying not to struggle.

      ‘Kill the fucking science speak. What’s he doing?’

      ‘I think he’s looking after your baby,’ Mika gasped.

      Raine let go of her. ‘How can you be sure?’

      Mika rubbed the back of her head. ‘He’s acting the same way a cat would if it was nursing young. He stays with it as long as possible, but makes forays outside of the nest, probably looking for food.’

      Raine looked up at Tim. ‘She said there’s an address—’

      ‘I can get you one if I go online.’

      Tim shook his head. ‘There’s no way to connect to the Internet here. I’ll have to arrange for a connection to be established. It could take a couple of days.’

      ‘What about the Tank?’ Raine said. ‘You must have something there.’

      Tim Cold’s eyes shot daggers at her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘If they track her there I’ll be putting the lives of all those people at risk. I’ll do what I can for your baby, but for the lives of thousands … I’m sorry.’

      Mika could almost taste Raine’s rage, but the girl held herself together. His logic was undeniable, and even in her anger she understood.

      ‘They don’t have my scent trail,’ Mika said. ‘I escaped through a sewer and they couldn’t follow. Any trail they have for me will be leading back to my apartment. I know how these creatures track. Unless they have a starting search location they can’t do anything. If you can get me online I can get into the governmental computer system and find out the status of any current orders.’

      Raine still glared at Tim Cold. He gave a sigh and a small shake of his head. ‘Just be aware that I won’t hesitate to turn you over to the government if it means saving my people.’

      ‘Do you really think I want to go back?’ Mika said.

      Tim led them to the door. Mika went second, with Raine bringing up the rear, as if afraid Mika would try to run.

      They were just starting down a set of steps towards the main entrance when Mika stopped.

      ‘I have some things I left in my, um, room,’ she said. ‘Some things that belonged to Rick.’

      Tim exchanged a quick glance with Raine. ‘I’ll have someone bring them,’ he said.
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* * *

      It was dark when they reached the Tank via a succession of cars with juddering engines. Tim led Mika through a side entrance and down a series of steps into another basement level. At a blank door they stopped.

      ‘Once you have been inside this room you’re no longer a bargaining tool,’ Tim Cold said. ‘You become a risk. I have everything you need to access your computer systems and fix those things you brought, but if the government comes looking you’ll be turned over dead. Is that understood?’

      Mika gave a slow nod. ‘Whatever you say.’

      The room they entered this time was a stark contrast to the one at the safe house. Maps of Britain annotated in black pen covered the walls, and several computer terminals that looked in good working order stood on a row of desks.

      Tim led her to a computer terminal and she logged on. A few minutes later she looked up.

      ‘Good news and bad news,’ she said. ‘The good is that I’ve located Sorel’s signal, and it appears that he remains in the same location. The bad news is that the Governor has just authorised an order to refit the country’s Safekeeper battalions in order to combat threats both from overseas and from within. Within a few months they could be operational again.’

      ‘What’s a Safekeeper?’ Raine said.

      Tim stared at the wall. ‘It’s a military robot,’ he said. ‘They’ve been out of service for twenty years. They’re not designed to control by fear like the Huntsmen. They’re designed for war.’

      ‘Against Europe?’

      Tim Cold gave a bitter laugh. ‘Europe will do nothing. The only war that threatens the Governor is one from within. The people only need someone to unite behind, but with a Safekeeper stationed on every street corner the chance to strike at the Governor will be gone.’ He sighed. ‘If you thought life was dark right now, it’s about to get a whole lot darker.’
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      The computer technician pointed at the line of code. Dreggo leaned forward to look more closely, making the man flinch. Unable to help herself, she put a hand on his shoulder and gave it a little squeeze.

      ‘There,’ the technician said, his voice trembling. ‘That’s when it was accessed and altered. December 24th, 2071. The Huntsmen’s acquirement files are supposed to be read-only. The level of authorisation that is required to alter these is….’

      The man trailed off. Dreggo nodded. ‘High,’ she said.

      ‘V… very,’ he added, as if his words were an accusation.

      Dreggo nodded. She didn’t need to know who had altered the background data file. She knew quite well who had been in charge of government research and development at that time, because for a while she had been his plaything too.

      ‘Dr. Karmski,’ she muttered under her breath, too quietly for the technician to hear. Then to the man, she added, ‘Can you tell me what exactly he altered?’

      The technician scrolled back through a few pages of source file code. ‘Give me a few seconds,’ he said. ‘I’ll try to restore it. The data should be here somewhere. I don’t think whoever altered it expected someone to come looking … yes. There it is.’

      The technician clicked a button and the screen changed to something Dreggo could understand, a list of details pertaining to the prior life of the Huntsman now known as Sorel. The technician clicked another button and the old profile became juxtaposed with the new one. Dreggo leaned forward and ran a finger down the screen.

      Most of the details were the same. The date of acquisition, the home address, the occupation, but Sally Winter had become Sam, spouse of Joan rather than John. Worst of all was the deletion of a detail that made Dreggo’s heart lurch.

      Sally Winter had been pregnant at the time of her acquisition.

      Dreggo closed her eyes and reluctantly recalled her own period of confinement. The details were of course hazy, an endless cycle of groggy sleep, pain, and more needles than she could imagine. She had been around fifteen at the time, so the date was sometime in late 2071.

      I replaced her. You bastard, you got a new plaything and so you didn’t need her anymore. I was fresh blood.

      She remembered the day when the doctor’s life had been offered as a gift in return for her loyalty. She had never felt more satisfaction than when the hands he had modified himself ripped out his throat.

      Now it seemed that she had been just the latest in a line of private entertainment.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said to the technician. ‘You’ve been most helpful. Delete these files and see that there are no hidden back-ups left on the system. I want all evidence of this sorry mess erased.’

      ‘As you command.’

      She went out, along the corridor to an office she had taken over as her own. There she lay down on a leather couch, tucked her legs up beneath her and closed her eyes.

      Sorel. Hear me. I am Dreggo. You answer to me because I am one of you.

      The chip inside her brain that allowed her to communicate with Heyna extended out to the rest of the Huntsmen, as well as dozens of other pitiful creatures languishing in holding cells deep in the bowels of the government’s research facilities. In the beginning their sometimes violent, sometimes heartbreaking thoughts had plagued her day and night, until she had learned how to filter them out.

      At first she had considered it a curse, to be able to tune in to hundreds of tortured souls at will, but over time she had come to understand them, and in her understanding she had gained their trust.

      Heyna wasn’t the only Huntsman who would die for her. Whatever Farrell Soars or the Governor thought, the Huntsmen, in their various forms and levels of comprehension, answered to no one but her.

      Sorel? Are you there?

      She felt the Huntsman’s channel opening, connecting to hers. She gave a slow nod. It was as it had been with so many others. Sorel just needed someone to understand.

      Sorel?

      Hurting….

      Sorel, where are you? Let me help you.

      She heard a sound that could have been deep breathing. Or it could have been sobs. The thought of a Huntsman crying made her feel sick.

      Do you have the baby? Where are you?

      My baby….

      Is the child alive?

      Alive … my beautiful baby….

      Dreggo realised she would have to change tack. Communicating with Huntsmen varied from one to the other. Some, like Heyna, were intelligent and articulate, while others barely retained a grasp on human thought.

      You found your baby, didn’t you?

      My baby….

      It’s your baby, isn’t it?

      Yes … my baby….

      Dreggo looked up the details she had recorded on her visual recorders from the screen details of Sally Winter’s background.

      Where did you take it? Did you go back to Bell Close?

      Bell Close … go home … my beautiful home….

      Do you want to stay there, Sorel? Sally?

      Sally … want to stay … stay forever … stay forever with baby….

      Dreggo sighed and nodded. Hearing one of her adopted people suffering cut through to her genetically modified bones, but the baby, she remembered, belonged to the Tube Rider.

      And all Tube Riders had to die.

      Sorel’s suffering was a double-edged sword as Dreggo saw it. Sorel offered her the perfect opportunity to lay a trap for the renegade Tube Riders and put an end to this mini-uprising for good.

      They had never found the body of Mika Ando. Parts of the basement level had collapsed, and teams were still combing through the ruins, but there was a chance she had got into the old groundwater pump tunnels far underground and somehow got out. Dreggo knew she had stolen the collected data from the Huntsmen’s files and most likely also stolen information from the government’s computer systems.

      If so, where had she taken it?

      The DCA had taken a Huntsman and tracked the research assistant Richard Spacewell back to an apartment in Queensgate, but had found no evidence of links to the Tank or any other underground organisation. Still, the question remained, why had he risked—and ultimately lost—his life to help her?

      Dreggo ran a contemplative finger along the scars on her nose. The DCA had found nothing, but perhaps they weren’t looking in the right way. It might be worth doing a little investigating of her own.

      As she stood up, she imagined feeling the blood of Tube Riders running through her fingers. Nothing would ease the years of suffering more than knowing they understood the pain she felt.
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* * *

      The baby gave a contented coo. Sorel nodded with satisfaction and held up the spoon to tip some more of the mush into its mouth.

      Her baby had made her wait so many long years, but it had been worth every second to see his pretty little eyes looking up into her own.

      The house she had raided a few streets from Bell Close had yielded enough food for the baby for the next few days, as well as warm blankets. She had started a fire in the living room and used it to heat water from a rain tank in the back garden in order to keep the baby clean. The bodies of the three people she had killed had provided herself with enough food for several days.

      Motherhood, it was easy really.

      Dreggo had contacted her a few hours before. Sorel trusted Dreggo, because Dreggo understood her pain, even though there was no more pain, not now she had found her baby.

      She reached down and ran a finger over the baby’s forehead. He looked so innocent. It was a shame he had needed to be born into such a cruel, cruel world, but no matter.

      His mother was here now. She would protect him.
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      Airie woke up to a drumming inside her skull and knew that the fat mountain of a man sitting on a chair at the far end of the cabin had drugged her. She sat up, pushing away a blanket that had been neatly tucked in around her, and felt for the belt of knives at her waist.

      It was gone.

      ‘If you think I’m going to let you have your way with me, you’re mistaken,’ she spat, glaring at him as he swung around on the chair to face her. ‘I’ll die with my hands around your fat ugly throat.’

      The man mountain she remembered was called Benny Maxwell gave her a wide shit-eating grin. ‘If you’re looking for your cutlery belt, it’s hanging on a hook beside your bunk. I’m not the quickest on my feet, so I put you nearest the door in case we got visited by something nasty in the night.’ He lifted his huge shoulders in a shrug that made the boat shake. ‘But since we didn’t, you can use one of them to cut the peaches I got you for breakfast.’

      ‘The what?’

      He picked up a paper bag and reached inside, withdrawing a circular orange-red fruit. ‘Peaches. You’ve heard of peaches, right?’

      Airie stared at him. ‘You mean the fruit? That’s one of them?’

      Benny nodded. ‘You might know them from nasty blended canned products. I bet you’ve never had a fresh one, have you?’

      ‘They’re a real thing?’

      ‘You mean, do they really grow like brambles and weeds do … of course. Not very well in Britain, but well enough.’

      ‘But outside the walls—’

      ‘—is a lot safer than in here.’

      Airie stared at him. ‘You’ve been outside?’

      Benny gave a rolling shrugged that seemed to take up his whole body. ‘Not of late, but I have contacts. Wherever you have a wall, you have a way to get through it. Where do you think I got these from?’

      ‘I’ve never seen one. When I was a kid we had an apple tree. Some kids burned it one night. But that was years ago.’

      Benny tossed the peach towards her. Airie caught it with one hand and marveled at the softness of the skin.

      ‘You’re quite the innocent for a girl who’s supposedly been to France, aren’t you?’

      ‘I’ve never … oh.’

      Benny smiled. ‘Look, I know you’re not Marta Banks. A fool wouldn’t stay alive as long as I have, doing what I do.’

      ‘My name’s Airie Walker.’

      Benny nodded. ‘David said.’

      ‘Where is he?’

      ‘He’s gone to run an errand. He said he’ll be back in three days.’

      ‘Three days?’

      Airie stood up, hitting her head on the roof of the cabin. With a howl of pain she sat back down again.

      ‘I didn’t drug you,’ Benny said. ‘You were so exhausted you slept for fourteen hours. I won’t ask what you were doing before you showed up, but I’ll trust that it wasn’t quite safe.’

      ‘David wants to start a revolution.’

      Benny rolled his eyes. ‘I guessed he might. The people want it. They just need a leader.’

      ‘I’m not Marta Banks, despite what some people might think.’

      ‘Marta Banks doesn’t need to be a real person, you know that, don’t you? It doesn’t matter if she never comes back to London, only that the people believe she might. They just need belief.’

      ‘After my parents died, my brother used to sell me,’ Airie said. ‘He’d take money from anyone who wanted me, and he told me I had to do it, otherwise we couldn’t eat. After a while I just got numb to it and used to think of other stuff until it was over. That’s like them, isn’t it?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The people. Us. Everyone. We don’t fight back because we think it’s normal.’

      Benny sighed. ‘It’s getting that way, yeah.’

      ‘They’re waiting for it to be over.’

      ‘I’m old enough to remember what life was like before the perimeter walls were built,’ Benny said. ‘I remember cars on the roads and high street shops, and cruise boats on the Thames. You used to see planes in the sky. Have you ever seen an aeroplane, Airie?’

      ‘I saw a rocket once.’

      Benny made an ugly face. ‘Forget about those. Hopefully one day one will crash right into Parliament Tower.’

      Airie had a thousand other questions, but the peach in her hand was beginning to make her stomach rumble. Benny excused himself to get back to his radio program while Airie went to cut the peach.

      She stared at it as the knife sliced easily through the soft flesh. It was astounding that it had come from outside the perimeter walls. What was life like out there? She had heard that the ground was scorched and the people were wraiths with wild eyes, covered in radiation sores. Now, holding the peach in her hand as she cut it, seeing the bright, almost shiny orange of the flesh, all she could imagine were fields and fields of fruit trees.

      By day, Benny kept the boat moored, and Airie was under strict instructions to stay out of sight. As soon as dusk began to fall, she was allowed up on deck, and watched as Benny cast off and let the boat drift out into the languid current, turning slowly as Benny angled it towards the far shore.

      Six years, he told her, he had been broadcasting from this boat. His previous base had been in a tower block in Peckham, but one day the DCA had shown up and only a loyal neighbour’s forewarning had allowed him to get out in time. He had lost most of his equipment and been forced to start from scratch, but the voice of Max Radio had a lot of friends, and within a few months he was broadcasting again from a mobile location.

      ‘Hardly anyone has radios is the problem,’ Benny told her, as they ate a dinner of fish dredged from the Thames in a net Benny left trailing behind his boat. ‘And because you can’t easily get parts, once they’re broke, they’re broke. Years ago they went practically obsolete when computers took over everything, then the government banned everything with an Internet connection, and people needed radios again.’

      ‘Why did the government ban everything?’

      ‘My guess is they were working towards a goal, and wanted us to concentrate our efforts without any distractions. Either that or the Governor is a massive asshole.’

      Time passed easily on the boat as Airie waited for David to return. Benny let her go outside to tend his plants in the early morning and late evening, provided she didn’t leave the boat itself. On the second morning it began to pour with rain, so Airie retreated inside and passed the time flipping through the many books of photography Benny had collected on a shelf almost hidden among the stacks of CDs.

      It seemed Benny had as much of an obsession with the countryside as he did with rock music. Nearly pristine copies of English Rose Gardens and The British Riverbank stood alongside dog-eared guides to wildflowers and native trees. Airie had never even known so many different kinds existed, and some of the animals she found photographed within the pages were completely alien. She remembered seeing a wild squirrel in a graveyard once, but foxes and badgers and otters and owls were creatures she had only ever seen in cartoon drawings.

      ‘How do you get out?’ she asked him, over a dinner identical to that of the previous night. ‘David said the Tube Riders got out through the tunnels, but that they’re being watched more closely now.’

      Benny shrugged. ‘Even the guarded tunnels aren’t that well guarded. The government’s resources are stretched to breaking point, and every tunnel that they guard means somewhere else has to go unguarded.’ He shook his head. ‘But the best way is just to bribe your way out. You’ll figure it out eventually, but one of the few constants in life is money. No one has it, everyone wants it. Grease the right palms and you get what you want.’

      ‘I want to leave,’ she said. ‘When David comes back, I want to find a way out.’

      Benny gave her a pained look. ‘I don’t think that boy has any intention of leaving.’

      Airie stared at the spines of the photography books shining in the flicker of Benny’s gas lamp, and wondered if he really could or not.

      David returned on the second afternoon. Airie was flicking through a book on moorland scenery when a hard rap came on the door and David’s face peered inside. Airie glared at him, then intentionally turned away, wanting him to feel her dissatisfaction with being left behind. Benny beckoned him in quickly though, pulling the headphones off and turning around.

      ‘Thought you weren’t going to make it back,’ he said.

      David smiled. He looked better than when he had left. His eyes had a stoicism they hadn’t had before. ‘Don’t stop broadcasting,’ he said. ‘They’re rising. They’re standing up to fight.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Word is spreading. People are going into abandoned Underground stations and camping out there,’ David said. ‘I went to all the places I know and it was the same. They want to fight. They want to fight against the government. All they need is a leader.’

      Airie had never seen him so animated, but as he turned towards her with an expectant look in his eyes, she shook her head.

      ‘I’m not Marta Banks,’ she said. ‘I’ll help, but this is your war.’

      Benny nodded in agreement. ‘You’re the man for this,’ he said, ‘but the girl here and me too are quite happy to be part of your supporting cast.’

      David looked from one to the other, then smiled. ‘How can we possibly lose?’

      Benny insisted that they stay another night. Airie was getting her strength back, and despite his bravado, David hadn’t eaten properly in days. As Benny snored on a fold-down bunk at one end of the cabin, his radio show left on a recorded loop while he slept, David lay beside Airie in the dark, one arm draped protectively over her.

      For a while David told her about the people he had found, men and women who had heard Benny’s broadcasts and gone into the stations to look for Tube Riders. The largest group was at Melling Road Junction, almost a hundred people, and they said they would spread the word. People wanted to rise up, David said, and they would bring more. They just needed a leader, he repeated, over and over again.

      For a long time she couldn’t say anything. She felt like she was dashing his plans, that by wanting to quit she would ruin everything. In the end, she could hold it in no longer.

      ‘I want to leave,’ she said quietly.

      She heard him stir as if he had been on the verge of sleep. ‘What, now? It’s late.’

      ‘No. I meant leave London. I want to get out, and I want you to come with me. I want to have … a life outside.’

      She felt him tense. ‘You know there will be no life until things change?’

      The defiance in his voice made her want to cry. She realised suddenly that she loved him, and that without saying it outright he was turning her down. In a way he also sounded like Sebastian. You have to, Airie. No one wants me, do they? You have to do it for us. You want us to survive this, don’t you?

      ‘I want to see fields and rivers,’ she said. ‘You know, clean ones, not ones filled with trash. I want to see otters and hear owls at night.’

      ‘It’ll never be over unless we stand up and fight,’ he said. ‘All those things … none of them will matter if you’re always looking over your shoulder for the DCA or the Huntsmen. We can do this, Airie. Together we can do this.’

      She nodded, feeling too miserable to say anything more. While he was gone, all she had wanted was for David to hold her and tell her that things would be different, but now that he was here doing exactly that, she only felt hollow, as if every word that came out of his mouth was a lie, just as it had been with Sebastian.

      Just one more time, Airie. Just one more. Then it’ll be better, you’ll see.
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      ‘How is she?’

      Frank rolled his eyes. ‘Why don’t you take a look for yourself? What do I look like, a goddamn post boy?’

      Lindon sighed and started up the stairs, with Frank following behind. ‘Where is she?’

      ‘Your old room. Remember it?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘I’m surprised. Been so damn long since you came back. I kept all your teddy bears for years, you know.’

      Lindon turned around and glared at his grandfather, but the old man just smirked. Frank was trying to cheer him up, but Lindon could see the hopelessness in Frank’s eyes. He didn’t need to ask about Cah. He knew it was bad.

      ‘Does she still have the box?’

      Frank let out a slow breath. ‘I tried to take it out of her hands and the girl went goddamn banshee on me. There’s plenty of life left in her when she wants it, believe me.’

      Lindon opened the door. To his surprise, Cah was sitting up on the bed, wearing a light nightdress that Frank must have found somewhere for her. Her hair was tied back, and while he could see how gaunt her face had become, there was a colour in her cheeks that he hadn’t seen in months.

      ‘I heard your voice,’ she said. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to come back.’

      ‘I’ll go make some tea,’ Frank muttered, pushing Lindon inside and closing the door behind them.

      ‘Has he been feeding you?’

      Cah nodded. ‘Fruit pies. Endless fruit pies.’

      ‘He always loved those. Said survival was all about the vitamins. They tasted like shit.’

      ‘They taste like London,’ Cah said, and Lindon did a double take, for a moment thinking she had said his name. ‘London,’ she repeated, catching his surprise. She lifted an eyebrow, and for a moment she was the Cah of old, the girl for whom he would give his last breath. ‘They’re not so sweet as to taste like you.’

      ‘I want us to move into the Tank,’ Lindon said. ‘We’ll be safer there.’

      Cah shook her head. ‘I can’t live there.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I….’

      Her eyes left his, and Lindon knew he was losing her. He took hold of her hand as she lay back on the bed, tucking her legs up into her chest.

      ‘I grew up in this room,’ Lindon said.

      ‘I like it here,’ she whispered. ‘I can smell you. It’s like you’re always with me … even when you’re not.’ A single tear ran down her cheek.

      ‘The Tank people are our people,’ Lindon said. ‘There’s strength in numbers. We can protect each other.’

      ‘I don’t need numbers. I just need you.’

      ‘What do you mean? You have me. You’ll always have me.’

      ‘One day I won’t have you,’ she said. ‘You’ll go. You’ll be London….’

      Her voice trailed off. She closed her eyes, and a moment later her breathing began to deepen. He trailed a hand down her arm, then pulled the quilt up over her body. Sleep was perhaps the best thing for her. He didn’t want to leave, but Tim Cold had requested him in the Tank. Something to do with the scientist and the Tube Rider girl.

      ‘I wish I could stay longer,’ he whispered. ‘Cah, I love you. Stay strong for me.’

      The girl made no response. Lindon gave her arm a last squeeze, then headed downstairs. Frank met him by the door. ‘Going so soon?’

      ‘I have business to attend to. Tank business.’

      ‘To leave your girl alone like that you’d better make goddamn sure it’s worth it.’

      ‘It is. The Tank are my people.’

      ‘London’s people are you people too, boy. Don’t forget that.’

      Lindon searched for some smart answer, but found none. He forced the old man to give him a hug, then he closed the door before Frank could argue with him any more.

      In some ways he was pleased with the issues in the Tank. They helped keep his mind off Cah, even if the way Tim Cold was moving worried him. Spacewell had been loyal, and his decision to help the scientist escape had to be respected. Spacewell had been led by cold, hard data, not emotions, so something about the girl was beneficial to all of them. But letting in the Tube Rider girl and offering to help her? It was foolhardy. Dreggo or the DCA could rout them for this. They had arms, but they weren’t enough, and the people weren’t trained. Standing up against the Government was akin to mass suicide.

      Tim Cold concerned him. Rusty Pete had been a Tank man through and through, a garrulous bear of a man with a kind word for hardship but a swift blade for injustice. The people had loved him and his enemies feared him, but Tim … he lived up to his name in more ways than one. He had never really won over the people. He was too distant, too clinical.

      Thinking about the Tube Riders had left a sour taste in his mouth, so Lindon made his way across the city by way of a couple of overcrowded, rickety buses and his own feet. All around him the decay of London seemed more apparent than ever in the stinking piles of garbage on every corner, crushed in amongst the abandoned cars, watered by overflows from blocked sewage pipes. Fires burned in a couple of buildings, and screams were only ever a few seconds away. Here, in central London, in the couple of miles radius around the Tank, the situation was the worst. At least in the streets around the old Palace of Westminster they had established a form of protection and order.

      It was insane to give that up.

      As he walked down past Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square, the world began to settle. The roads were mostly cleared, except in a few places where heaps of rusting hulks had been hauled into makeshift roadblocks. Punks from independent gangs used to have a habit of dumping their expiring vehicles on Tank ground until the blocks were built, but they served a more important purpose. If the DCA or the military ever came rolling through with heavy artillery, the time it would take to negotiate the blocks would give the people a chance to escape.

      He passed a group of kids playing football with a half deflated ball. One of them sent a pass in Lindon’s direction. He deftly parried it, knocked it up in the air and sent it sailing back into the group. A couple of kids cheered and gave him a thumbs up. Lindon smiled and waved.

      Further on, a pair of women in their twenties standing at the bottom of a set of stairs up to the door of a tall terrace gave him a wave and shouted something about the smog being clearer today than usual. A bell rang, and he glanced back to see the group of kids running off the street into the basement of another building, a temporary school while the Tank worked to get something more central established.

      We’re building while you’re breaking things down, he thought, as he turned a corner and walked past a man pushing a wheelbarrow filled with mixed cement towards where another man was repairing a broken stone wall.

      ‘Hey, Lindon,’ someone called, and for a moment the voice reminded him of Cah so much that he spun around, searching for the owner, but it was just a small boy in his early teens. Lindon gave him a wave and headed into one of the entrances which led into the basements of Westminster.

      Fifteen minutes of walking through dim passageways later and he found himself facing Tim Cold across an office desk.

      ‘I have a job for you,’ Tim said. ‘We have a collection to make.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Melling Road Junction. The abandoned Underground station.’

      The hairs stood up on Lindon’s neck and he felt a prickle of anger. ‘Why me? Don’t you have some lackey you can send?’

      ‘I need a man I can trust. One I know who won’t make any mistakes.’

      Lindon ignored the attempt at flattery. ‘What are the goods?’

      ‘Who, not what. Two Tube Riders have surfaced. I need them rounded up before Dreggo and the DCA find them. You’ve heard the radio broadcasts?’

      ‘I have no time for radio.’

      Tim shrugged. ‘No matter. The people are stirring. Word that the Tube Riders are back is getting taken a little too seriously to ignore.’

      ‘If you bring them here you put the whole of the Tank in danger. I can’t stand by and watch that happen.’

      Tim stood up. He walked around the desk and came to stand in front of Lindon, close enough that Lindon could have reached out and snapped his arms off at the shoulders.

      ‘Lindon, I trust you. What I have to say to you is not to be taken lightly nor tossed aside. Remember, the key to safety and survival is unity. Never forget. Now go. One of my men is waiting for you by the west entrance.’

      Despite his reluctance, Lindon gave a terse nod and headed off to meet his guide. As he walked, something Tim had said kept returning to him, flashing in his mind like a warning bulb glowing red.

      One of my men, Tim had said, when he should have said, one of ours.
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* * *

      The group of people began to cheer when David called Airie forward into the circle of light made by the trashcan fire in the middle of the old concourse. A little too loudly perhaps, considering the handful of mirthless faces he saw standing near the back, but their enthusiasm was to be expected now they were face to face with their iconic leader, the infamous Marta Banks. Airie, for her part, was suspiciously reluctant, considering how she had acted just a few days ago, but David put it down to nerves. He certainly had a few of his own. Several of the assembled men were staring at him with a little too much expectation, and he began to wonder if something had upset them.

      ‘The time to rise up is coming,’ he began, turning around to look at the assembled people. ‘Now that Marta Banks has—’

      The sudden collective click of gun chambers being loaded severed his words in his throat. A strong hand fell on his shoulder, twisting him around, and a fist like a metal brick slammed into his stomach, taking all his revolutionary words with it.

      As he doubled over he heard Airie screaming, but as she started to reach for her knives he staggered to her and grabbed her arms, pinning them to her waist, afraid that letting her fight would see her dead. As they crashed to the ground together, Airie struggling in his arms, a wide-shouldered, muscular man stepped out of the shadows. He looked down at David and sighed.

      ‘You’ve attracted a little attention,’ he said. ‘My boss would like a word with you.’
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      ‘Was the mask really necessary? I know where we are.’

      The man called Lindon gave David a thin smile, probably his best attempt at humour, David thought. David wiped the sweat off his face and glared back at him.

      ‘You need to remember who is in control,’ Lindon said, turning back to the road. They turned on to a wide avenue and the single working headlight on the juddering car illuminated a tall barrier made out of other abandoned vehicles.

      ‘It’s time to get out,’ Lindon said. ‘We walk from here.’

      ‘What do you want with us?’

      ‘Wait and you’ll see.’

      Lindon and his passenger got out. They came around to the back and let out David and Airie, both with their hands tied. Another of Lindon’s thugs sat between them, a handgun on his lap.

      ‘Huh. Looks like they prepared a welcome party.’

      At the end of the street rose the stub of St Stephen’s Tower, to its left the ornamental corner of the Palace of Westminster, former seat of the old government. It looked almost elegant illuminated by spotlights against the night sky, a reminder of days long past.

      ‘Are you all right?’ David whispered to Airie, who just gave him a look which suggested the question was unnecessary. She had been silent throughout the trip, and David wondered how much his repeated failures were starting to affect her. He hadn’t considered for a minute that they were walking into a trap, that nearly half the assembled men at Melling Road Junction were plants from the Tank, heavily armed and able to dissolve the gathering without firing a single shot.

      ‘In here,’ Lindon said. ‘We’re almost there. Don’t try to remember the way, no one can. And in any case, against my better judgment you’re not prisoners. You can leave at any time.’

      ‘How about now?’ David said.

      Lindon gave him the same half smile as before. ‘After you’ve heard what my boss has to say.’

      David glanced at Airie, but the girl was looking at the ground as guards pushed her from behind.

      Lindon led them down a staircase with a door at the bottom that opened out halfway along a wide, ornate corridor. Open-plan entrances led off on either side, and large, classical galleries were divided up by wooden partition walls into small apartments in which people seemed to be living. The place was like a giant commune; no one had any privacy, but from the vivacity of the snippets of conversation David picked up as they walked along, he could tell the people were happy.

      ‘Welcome to the Tank,’ Lindon said. ‘I hope you won’t be staying long.’

      A door opened at the end and a thin, grey-haired man came striding through. David stared at the girl standing at his shoulder.

      ‘Raine—’

      At the sound of his voice she pushed away from the grey-haired man and rushed towards him. David could do nothing about the open-handed slap that crashed into his cheek, but it was followed up by arms encircling him and pulling him into a warm embrace.

      ‘You bastard,’ she whispered into his ear. ‘You have no idea how much I want to kill you, yet I’m so glad you’re alive.’

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ he whispered. ‘Everything that’s happened has been my fault. I can’t change that, but I can try to make it right.’

      ‘That monster’s got Jake,’ she said. ‘That monster’s got my baby.’

      Before David could answer, Lindon’s guards dragged them apart. A man came up behind him and removed the shackles from his wrists. Raine embraced him again, then pulled him towards the grey-haired man.

      ‘This is Tim,’ she said. ‘He leads here.’

      ‘Tim Cold,’ the man said, extending a hand. ‘I guess you could call me governor of the Tank, if I didn’t hate that word.’

      Standing a short distance behind Tim’s shoulder, Lindon gave a barely perceptible shake of his head and turned away.

      ‘David Silverwood. I’m a Tube Rider.’

      ‘One missing his board?’

      ‘Your dog took it off me.’

      Tim glanced back towards Lindon and smiled. ‘He does love to chase sticks. You’ll no longer be needing it though. And now, if you don’t mind, I’d love to have a talk with you in private.’

      ‘Sure.’

      David followed Tim and Raine through the doors at the end into a quieter office. As Lindon stepped forward to close the doors, he remembered Airie, but when he looked around for her, the girl had disappeared.
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* * *

      He doesn’t love me.

      Airie wanted to slap herself. It felt so foolish just to think it, and it made it even more foolish that she knew it was foolish but could do nothing about it. What was wrong with her?

      Raine. David had mentioned her, but seeing her in the flesh, seeing how beautiful she was, and knowing they had once been a couple … it felt like someone had put their hands down her throat and pulled out her heart.

      With her knives taken away, she had blended so far into the background she might as well have disappeared. No one had paid her any attention as she walked quietly away from the group and down a side corridor. Within a few minutes she had no idea where she was, and now she wandered aimlessly through the corridors of the Tank, not sure quite where she was planning to go.

      She felt like she had woken up from a dream. Everything that had happened since David had rescued her, even the violence and the danger, it had been like an exciting adventure. Now David was gone, and she was alone again and unarmed, just a friendless little girl with nowhere to go. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the photograph Benny had let her tear from the pages of one of his books: a meandering river on the edge of a grassy field, overhung by a willow tree, with sheep grazing further up the slope in the background. A caption underneath read: Naughton Lockett is prettiest during the spring lambing season.

      Airie had never heard of Naughton Lockett and had no idea what lambing season meant, but she had stared at the picture so long she could almost see herself sitting by the water’s edge, one hand trailing in the gentle current.

      She descended a couple of tight stairways at the end of a corridor, slipped through a door with a lock that someone had forgotten to close, and suddenly found herself in a less inviting area. Doors had been replaced by metal bars in a corridor of close-tucked rooms that had once been offices. A guard was sleeping on a chair at the far end of the corridor, so Airie walked up to the nearest and peered inside.

      A bunk bed stood against each wall. One foot propped up on a headrest at the bottom of the nearest lower bunk was all that suggested an occupant. The other three beds looked empty.

      In the next, a group of men were sitting in the middle of their bunks, playing cards on a small table. They looked up as she peered in. One gave her a sneer but the others ignored her.

      The next held a single occupant, a man heavily bandaged, sitting on the edge of a bunk. Airie was just about to pass on, when a gasp escaping the man’s throat made her pause.

      ‘Airie?’

      She waited, hardly daring to breathe.

      ‘Airie? Is that you?’

      No no no no, it couldn’t be. Airie started to back away, but found the opposite wall far closer than she realised. Sebastian, his face bruised and cut, pressed against the bars, bandaged hands reaching for her.

      ‘Be a good girl and go get the key off that man at the end, wouldn’t you? If you ask him nicely I’m sure he’d let you. You remember what to do, don’t you? Come on, help your brother out. Didn’t I always take care of you?’

      Airie’s heart was pounding, her hands shaking as nervous blood pulsed through her. She looked up at the sleeping guard, imagined dropping to her knees in front of him, unzipping the fly of his jeans. She knew what to do. The key would be hers in no time and Sebastian would be free.

      ‘I don’t know….’

      The hand that grabbed hold of her wrist and pulled her close against the bars was bandaged like a mitten. His other hand snaked behind her neck and pressed her face against the bars. This close, she saw how his pupils dilated and sweat beads dotted his forehead as if pain was a person he had been sleeping alongside for too long.

      ‘I came here for help after your mate jumped me, you fucking bitch,’ he hissed into her ear. ‘Look at me. They stabbed me, broke my fucking hands, and beat the shit out of me, but why? Because I tried to protect my little sister? I should have got a knighthood, shouldn’t I?’

      Airie tried to form words through her sobbing. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the single guard was still sleeping, and none of the other prisoners could see them. She wanted to rip herself out of her brother’s grip but her muscles felt made of sponge.

      ‘I didn’t do anything, Seb, I promise you.’

      ‘You’re nothing, you know that? You know Mother said she wished they’d taken you, not Mika. Taken the worthless one, the whore, not the one with the brain. You know she’s here, don’t you? After all that effort she ended up living in a city of common thieves. I never let you end up like that, did I? I looked after you. Now let me out and I’ll look after you again.’

      ‘Seb, I’m sorry….’

      ‘You little slut, I’ll give you to every man in London unless you let me out—’

      Airie felt Sebastian’s grip go slack. Sebastian was no longer looking at her, but at someone standing at her shoulder. She turned as a muscular arm slowly bent her brother’s arm back on itself. Another hand reached through the bars and pulled Sebastian forward, thick fingers clamping on his mouth.

      With a hard jerk, Sebastian’s arm cracked. Airie looked up and saw Lindon standing behind her, his chiseled face a picture of concentration as he held one hand over Sebastian’s mouth to stifle the screaming.

      ‘Do you want me to kill him?’ Lindon asked her. ‘Tim stopped me last time, but Tim isn’t here now.’

      Airie wanted Sebastian to die more than anything, but ordering his death, even after everything he had done to her, was a level too high. Reluctantly she shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not … yet.’

      Lindon nodded. He pushed Sebastian away, jerking his broken arm one last time before releasing it. As Sebastian began to howl with pain, Lindon strolled up to the guard and kicked the man awake.

      ‘Sleep at your post one more time and you’ll be exiled into the field of wolves,’ he said. ‘You have a man with a broken arm down there. Get a doctor to his cell and get it treated. Remain on duty until someone comes to relieve you.’

      The man gave a nervous nod. Lindon turned to Airie. ‘They’re looking for you, you know.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘My orders are to find you and bring you back.’

      ‘Go on then. I’m ready.’

      ‘How about we walk for a while?’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Somewhere else.’

      Airie shrugged. ‘Whatever.’

      As Lindon led her back up the stairs, he told her she had stumbled on the prison level. Even what the government considered a warren of villainous rats had a code of honour. Those who toed the line were treated with kindness and respect. Those who didn’t were offered no mercy.

      ‘It was me that broke your brother’s hands,’ Lindon said. ‘I used a hammer. When they heal I will break them again.’

      Airie winced. ‘Please don’t hurt him any more.’

      ‘Why not? He confessed to what he did to you. Family deserves the greatest level of respect.’

      ‘He’s my brother. After my sister left and my parents died … what he said, was that true? Is my sister really here?’

      Lindon’s expression tightened. He wasn’t naturally attractive like David, she thought, all hard edges and a demeanour like unpolished glass, but there was a central thread to him that if not strictly good was at least ruled by honour.

      ‘Follow me,’ he said.
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* * *

      Mika flicked the switch. She held the board out in her hands and pressed it against the metal filing cabinet. It connected with a comforting click and stuck there, immovable, until she flicked the switch off and the board came away easily, as if it had never been stuck at all.

      She gave a little grunt of satisfaction. Around her, several old computers sat on the tables in the room Tim Cold had given her to continue her work, while the floor was littered with discarded electronic components and silvery pieces of solder.

      She turned the board over in her hands and stared at the barely noticeable swirl in the metal where the electromagnetic pads were embedded. All she perhaps needed to do was refine the activation. Perhaps a voice-activated command would speed up the process? Mika frowned, deep in thought, just as the door opened and Lindon stepped inside, followed by a frail young girl with dyed blond hair.

      A thousand angry responses at the sudden interruption fluttered towards her tongue then vanished. She stared dumbly at the girl who—blond hair not withstanding—was a teenage version of herself.

      ‘I didn’t know you rode,’ Airie said, nodding towards the board Mika still held in her hands. ‘Perhaps we could try it together some time….’
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      Frank peered through a window that had once been broken by a rampaging Huntsman. The Department of Civil Affairs was posing again. A shiny black truck was meandering down the street, picking its way carefully around bollards of junked televisions and smashed chairs, a loudspeaker on the front spouting propaganda that Frank could barely understand from the echo. The presence of a vehicle in such working order was cause enough for his anger. In a city so starved of oil that people had taken to their basements to try to make bio-fuel out of food waste in crude and sometimes dangerous operations that rarely worked, it was troubling that the Governor could always find oil when he needed.

      There had been no spacecraft since the one in the autumn. Perhaps the stock of resources the Governor was wasting on his worthless space program had finally run out. It was only a matter of time before someone had to make a stand. While he ripped on the boy, part of him hoped it would be Lindon. What a way to make a grandfather proud, Frank thought with a wry smile. But despite the anger that surged in his veins, Lindon was too conservative. He protected first. Frank would patch up anyone with money, and he had never seen the kind of fighting pit injuries on Lindon that he had seen on others. He had sewn faces half back on, replaced remains of noses with plastic inserts, removed the bloody remnants of eyes. But Lindon never had more than a few cuts and bruises, and the reason was simple.

      He kept his guard up.

      Sometimes, though, it was necessary to step out of your corner and take a swing.

      The girl upstairs whose name Lindon said was Cah didn’t seem to appreciate his tinned fruit pies, so Frank had made her some soup this morning. It was quite the irony that an old man like him should be cooking for a young girl like her, but there was something in her eyes that told him it wouldn’t be for much longer.

      Lindon was convinced the girl was on some kind of drug she hid in the little box she never let out of her sight, rarely even out of her hands. Yet since she had arrived she had only left the room to use the bathroom, so whatever she was using was stretching pretty far. It wasn’t her thin, failing body that worried Frank though. It was her eyes.

      Cah was a lost soul, one of too many in London these days. Lindon still fought, as Frank still fought in his way, because he remembered what life had been like before the walls went up, but the girl, she was young. She had known nothing other than a gradual, creeping misery, one person she cared about after another going London-gone.

      He was just about to check on her when he heard movement at the top of the stairs. He looked up. For the briefest of instants the silhouette of the girl against the skylight above the landing reminded him too much of that Huntsman, and he shrank back against the door before she stepped down into the shadow and he remembered where he was.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I wondered what they were doing. The car outside.’

      ‘They’re spreading lies,’ he said. ‘As always. Are you feeling better?’

      ‘No. I just wondered….’

      Frank noticed the way her hands were clutching something. The box. It was the kind that had once held sugary fruit drops, but the picture on the top had been scratched and scored away to just hints of colour.

      ‘What is it?’ he asked, nodding at the box. ‘What’s inside?’

      Cah shook her head. ‘You wouldn’t understand.’

      ‘I’m an old man,’ he said. ‘I’m not young and stupid like my grandson. I tell him he’s a worthless lump of meat to keep him sharp, but he’s a good boy inside. He cares for you. He’d never hurt you. This is the safest place he knows, yet the bastard rarely even comes round for a cup of crap coffee. If he bothered to bring you here, it means he really must love you.’

      Cah looked uncertain. She turned the box over in her hands. ‘Lindon … must never know. I can’t let it destroy him too.’

      Frank stared at her. ‘I have my own secrets from that boy,’ he said quietly, his voice barely above a whisper, as decades old memories so bad they made him shudder came rushing back. ‘Trust me, I know how to keep one.’

      Cah nodded. Her fingers trembled on the box. One hand shook the lid loose. It came off with a scrape, and she held it out for Frank to look inside.

      At first he didn’t understand what he was seeing, because it was something he hadn’t seen in forty years, a grainy image of a black triangle inside a blurry white sphere. In the centre of the triangle was a small white shape. He couldn’t imagine where she had found someone with a machine that could take one of these pictures. Even among the piles of junk in his house he didn’t have one, but he figured that if you went far enough underground, anything was possible.

      He raised an expectant eyebrow, but Cah shook her head.

      ‘Oh, girl….’ Frank felt like a part of his heart had just died. He wondered how many parts he had left.

      Cah touched the white spot on the picture, then moved the same hand to her stomach, just above her navel. She gave it a little pat.

      ‘He was here for a while,’ she said. ‘Then he wasn’t here. London-gone.’

      Frank said nothing. He just leaned his head back against the door and closed his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Rescue

        

      

    
    
      ‘Marta is alive?’

      ‘Her and two others, that I know of. And I believe they are back in England, gone underground.’

      ‘In London?’

      Tim Cold shook his head. ‘I’m told only a fraction of the truth,’ he said. ‘I know that they live, and that Marta leads them. There have long been rumours that the Governor … can hear things. My contact passes on only enough information for me to do my job. That way, if I’m ever caught….’

      He trailed off. David looked around at the charts and pictures on the walls. If the government discovered this command centre, the Tank would be razed.

      ‘The Underground Movement for Freedom.’ David nodded. ‘I would never, ever have guessed.’

      Tim Cold shook his head. ‘The Tank is not a UMF base,’ he said. ‘Few know, just a handful of trusted men. Even Lindon, my official second, suspects nothing.’

      ‘If the government discovers the Tube Riders have returned, they’ll be hunted.’

      Tim nodded. ‘Only the knowledge that they survive has been passed on to me. I know that in Europe they managed to broadcast incriminating evidence against the Governor, and that several EC countries are posturing for war. What happened after that, I don’t know. I have my suspicions, of course.’

      ‘Why say anything at all?’

      ‘For the very reason that you tried to reassemble the old gang. If there is a war to be fought, the greatest army must come from within. The people need inspiration, and what greater inspiration than that of a group of young people who spat in the Governor’s eyes? You’ve stirred them, David. You and Airie. They think Marta Banks has returned. They’re ready.’

      David’s heart was hammering. After all his mistakes, something was going right. The people were going to make a stand. ‘When?’

      ‘We must be patient. Wait for our opportunity. The people of the Tank trust me, and when I ask, they will unite. In the great scheme of things, just a few thousand people will not be enough. We must spread the word through the city, encourage the people to band together. When the time comes, the Tank will arm them.’

      David’s voice trembled as he said, ‘Can we win?’

      ‘If the people come together … we can try.’

      ‘What about Raine’s baby?’

      Tim let out a long breath. ‘We have to assume it’s a trap. It’s not safe. I can send some men to the location, but for Raine or yourself to go, it’s too dangerous.’

      David felt his anger rising. He slammed a palm down on the table. ‘We can’t just do nothing. Is that what a Tube Rider would do?’

      ‘David, you put me in a difficult situation….’

      ‘You said the people want a hero, a talisman. What greater talisman could they want than someone who saves a baby from a Huntsman?’

      ‘This isn’t a game.’

      ‘I never said it was.’

      ‘You risk the lives of everyone here if our involvement is discovered.’

      ‘Then stay undercover! Raine and I will go. All we need is guns and perhaps a vehicle to get away. I’ll act as bait to draw it out. Raine can grab the child. I’ll lead it off, then circle around and pick her up. You have no need to be there.’

      ‘You’re as impetuous as Raine said.’

      ‘Raine won’t stay unless you help her, and if she leaves, Airie and me will leave with her.’

      Tim’s eyes turned as cold as his name. ‘I have the power to make you a prisoner here.’

      David smiled. ‘But you won’t. You still believe in a free world, and as a man who believes in that, you know I’m right.’

      ‘You are,’ he said. ‘And if it’s what you want, I’ll let you go. Our involvement will be distant, some snipers and help in escape. But in the event that it is a trap … you’re on your own. I cannot risk all the lives of the people of the Tank over a rescue mission for one child.’

      ‘Give me guns,’ David said.

      Tim gave a grim smile. ‘I can do better than guns,’ he said.
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* * *

      Westminster was a working London Underground station, but Tim Cold had told Mika that the trains no longer stopped due to its location inside the Tank. In the station, however, the lighting still worked and the old air-conditioning units still rumbled to freshen the air. Mika sat on an old bench in the shadows as Airie crouched down near the platform edge, the metal board held around her wrists by the rubber straps Mika had added.

      As she had all afternoon, Mika winced at the sound of the train approaching the station, the roar building to a deafening crescendo as the twin headlights appeared back in the dark. As it burst out of the tunnel, Airie kicked into a run, angling in towards the train, leaping up with the board angled side-on to the blurring windows. Mika swallowed down a lump of terror in her throat, then the board stuck, and the train rushed away with Airie clinging to the side, a blur of colour and windswept hair.

      At the far end of the platform, a pile of mattresses brought down by some of Tim Cold’s men made a safe dismounting area. As the darkness began to swallow the head of the train, Airie kicked back and landed neatly, springing right back up to her feet. Mika went to meet her as the girl came running back.

      ‘This time I want to try a spin and operate the grapnel,’ Airie said, wiping sweat off her forehead. ‘I’ll aim for that coolant pipe in the ceiling. I want to try to land on my feet without using the mats.’

      And she was gone, heading back towards the platform edge to take up her crouching position.

      There had been barely an acknowledgement of their status as long lost sisters. Airie had given Mika a terse hug, thanked her for calling off the Huntsmen, then flat-out refused to answer any questions about the years since Mika left, beyond that their parents were dead, something Mika had long assumed anyway. A mention that their brother was a prisoner down in the Tank’s holding cells had brought daggers to Airie’s eyes, and Mika had dropped the subject, despite a burning desire to know the truth.

      The train rushed into the station. Airie, as nimble and light as a fly, caught the side of the train with barely a sound. When she reached the end of the platform though, as she released the electromagnet and spun away from the train, her attempted grapnel launch failed, with the wire crashing into the wall some way below the coolant pipes. Airie was lucky to land on the first of the breakfall mats instead of the hard platform, but she landed face down, and rolled off them to the platform floor before gingerly rising to her feet.

      ‘Perhaps you should take a rest?’ Mika suggested, trying to keep the hint of worry out of her voice.

      Airie gave her a brief glare, then took a seat on the same bench, leaving a couple of places between them.

      ‘Five minutes,’ Airie growled.

      Mika waited for her to say something else, but her sister remained silent. At last she could stand it no longer. ‘You’re amazing,’ she said. ‘What you’re doing on those trains … I could never imagine even trying it.’

      Airie stared straight ahead. Mika thought her sister hadn’t heard her, then she said, ‘He doesn’t want me. He’s only interested in her. It doesn’t matter how well I can tube ride, he doesn’t want me. I’m worthless, just like Sebastian always said.’

      ‘You’ll never be worthless.’

      ‘How would you know anything? You weren’t there.’

      ‘Father kicked me out. It didn’t matter that I had no choice. He said I wasn’t his daughter. I buried myself in my work to forget about it. I turned myself into the kind of robot I was paid to build.’

      ‘You want my sympathy?’

      Mika sighed. ‘No.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘Nothing. I’m happy just knowing you’re alive.’

      ‘You think I’m alive? Do you know I tried to top myself after Sebastian started selling me? He caught me with a wire around my throat. You know what he did?’

      Mika shook her head. Part of her didn’t want to know. The teenage boy she remembered had been a grotty brat playing with his friends in the street. She wanted to remember him that way.

      Airie bared her teeth and tapped a finger against the front pair. ‘He knocked these out, then found a backstreet dentist to fit me with new ones. Nice, ain’t they? It cost a fortune. And he made me earn back every penny, believe me.’

      Mika closed her eyes. ‘I’m so sorry….’

      ‘I was dead for years. Then I met David. And I started to hope.’ Mika opened her mouth to answer, but Airie was on a roll. ‘He was kind to me for no reason. He didn’t want anything back, and I offered him plenty. All I wanted to feel was his arms around me, hear him tell me that no one else would hurt me again—’

      Voices at the end of the platform made Mika look up. Airie flinched away at the sound, jumping up and vanishing into the shadows of an alcove that had once housed a public phone or a vending machine.

      ‘There you are,’ Tim Cold said. At his shoulder stood David and Raine. Looking at the way the shadows fell over David’s face, Mika could understand Airie’s obsession. For a man, David was beautiful, his face naturally rugged and his shoulder-length hair making him into a caricature of a cartoon hero. Strong muscles under his clothes only accentuated it.

      She could also understand Airie’s frustration. Raine, standing at his shoulder, was also beautiful, and they made a perfect couple.

      And they were holding hands.

      Tim looked around as if expecting someone else to be present, but seeing no one he focused his attention on Mika, who was holding the board Airie had been using across her chest.

      ‘Have you fixed them? I need two.’

      ‘Why? I’m still testing them.’

      David and Raine shared a glance. The girl, Mika saw, had been crying. ‘We’re going after Raine’s baby,’ David said.

      Something in the way Raine reacted to his words made Mika frown. ‘I—’

      ‘We need them by tonight,’ Tim said, misunderstanding her reaction. ‘Can it be done? Can you have them ready?’

      ‘I’ll do my best.’

      When they were gone, Mika turned to find Airie crouched in the shadows, her head leaning against the wall.

      ‘He’s forgotten me,’ she said.

      ‘I think it’s a little more complicated than that. It’s not so much about them as about their baby—’

      Airie’s head snapped up. ‘Do you think so?’

      Mika remembered the way Raine had looked at David when he mentioned the child. It was his, she felt sure. He just didn’t know.

      She looked up the platform in the direction they had gone, wondering if she had really seen what she thought. Perhaps she was mistaken, perhaps—

      The sound of running feet made her turn.

      Airie had gone, the echo of her footfalls on the hard concrete slowly receding as the girl disappeared into the dark gaping maw of the train tunnel.
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      Heyna nudged aside a fallen table with his foot. The towering Huntsman lifted his head and cocked it at Dreggo, who stood across the room near the only window. From here on the tenth floor they could see the buildings of London rising up in angular blocks like dirty toy bricks the same grey as the sky.

      ‘They could learn subtlety one day,’ she muttered, dismayed at the mess the DCA had made of Richard Spacewell’s apartment. ‘Let’s check downstairs.’

      As well as his own, Spacewell’s scent frequented the apartment downstairs with rather more regularity than was normal for a neighbour in London GUA. Dreggo wondered if he might have had a lady-friend holed up, but it made no sense for them to live apart. When they reached the lower apartment, again ransacked by the DCA, she immediately caught two regular scents, one that was frail, almost sickly, and another that was meaty and muscular, the scent of a strong, powerful man. It was also one she was surprised to recognise.

      Like good food, you didn’t forget familiar scents.

      Lindon.

      She remembered him from the Cross Jumpers. He had been a prominent member, and for a while they had been close—on one night very close indeed. Over time he had slowly stepped away during her leadership, by the end not showing up at all. Now he stood tall in the Tank.

      ‘Has he been back?’ she asked Heyna.

      Yes. More than once.

      She nodded. Heyna’s sense of smell was far more powerful than hers. He could track a scent that was weeks old and moving at speed. If she wanted to catch the Tube Riders quickly she could set Heyna on their trail, but the Huntsman was too important to her. She had liked to think of herself as a loner, not needing companionship, but Heyna was everything, a companion, a confidant, a friend as well as a bodyguard. His devotion to her was unwavering, and in the cutthroat corridors of Parliament Tower he was the crutch she needed to survive.

      ‘Why? Can you tell from the scent how he feels when he returns?’

      Heyna cocked his head. He feels … safe. At peace.

      ‘How often?’

      Daily. Never at night. During the afternoon. He sits by the window … looking out.

      Dreggo rubbed her chin. Lindon was powerful of body, but what of his mind? She knew him. There was a truce to be had, a mutual agreement, one favour given for another.

      ‘Let’s go,’ she said. ‘We have to find Sorel before the DCA scare her off.’
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* * *

      He was a quiet baby. He hadn’t cried in several hours, and the dried food she gave him seemed to satisfy, but it wouldn’t be long before he needed more.

      Things weren’t going well. She was almost out of food again, and she was running out of water. The sheets she had found for the baby needed changing, because the blood from her kills had stained them, and the baby had soiled himself while she was hunting. It would just take time, she knew. Once she had a chance, she would begin to fix up the building, turn it into a proper home again.

      If only John was here, she thought. He could help her out, look after the baby while she went to hunt. He had always been so supportive. Leaving the baby for more than an hour or so worried her, but she had no choice.

      She went to the front of the house and peered out of the broken window. Dusk had fallen. The houses on either side were dark, but further down the street lights had blinked on in some of the houses. She kept out of sight of these live residents, aware that any one of them might cause her trouble. She moved through the gardens and the old playing fields that the street backed onto by darkness when she could. While it would serve her purpose to slaughter all the locals, it might draw too much attention.

      A light blinked on in the house closest to the main road. Sorel gave a low growl. It was the first time she had seen a sign of occupancy there. She squinted, trying to make out any figures in the windows, but it was too far.

      Had someone found her?

      She crept out of the back door of the house and headed around towards the main road, creeping through a patch of waste ground until she was right at the rear of the first house on the street. Lights shone in its back windows, behind curtains that looked hastily erected to give the impression of homeliness, something the overgrown yard and broken downstairs windows denied.

      She went down to the main road, crouching behind a low wall, and watched the front windows for a while.

      Something was poking between the curtains, resting on the window ledge, a thin black tube.

      The barrel of a sniper rifle.

      Sorel growled. She wouldn’t be chased from her home again, not without a fight. The crossbow that never left her belt was in her hand in a moment, a shiny silver quarrel fitted into the mechanism. She calculated from the angle of the barrel how far distant the owner would be sitting, the angle of his head to the window ledge, and she leaned over the bow, her finger resting on the trigger.

      Then she paused. The sniper rifle was pointing away from the house, looking down the main street. Sorel returned her crossbow to her belt and crept a little further on, until she could see the windows of the house that faced in the other direction.

      Another sniper rifle poked from between the curtains facing up the street.

      Was Dreggo protecting her?

      She trusted Dreggo. Dreggo knew she was here, but Dreggo was the only one. Had Dreggo sent these men to protect her?

      She decided to do a complete circuit of the perimeter. Creeping through the bushes, ducking in and out of gardens, she discovered the first sniper nest wasn’t alone. There were three more, all of them watching potential ways to approach Bell Close.

      Sorel’s hackles began to rise. Why so many? She could feel the strength in her body, the power in her arms, the speed in her legs. As well as the crossbow, she carried several other weapons. She felt no fear; she could take out a small army. If it wasn’t pursuers from the government, then who might be coming after her?

      Someone wanted to take her baby. Sorel growled again, her fingers twisting into claws. When they came, she would be waiting.

      With her fingers tensed, ready to tear out the hearts of her attackers, Sorel crept back towards the house.
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      Tim Cold pressed the object into David’s hand.

      ‘You’ll get one chance,’ he said. ‘When the Huntsman comes at you, throw this into its midriff. It activates on impact, releasing an electrical charge that will briefly disable the creature. When it’s down, kill it. Sever its spinal cord, otherwise it can be repaired. If you don’t make sure it’s dead, it’ll be able to track you.’

      David looked down at the circular metal ball and nodded. He glanced at Raine, who gave him a grim smile.

      ‘My advice would be to draw the Huntsman away from the baby,’ Tim continued. ‘That device is isolated, but if the Huntsman is holding the baby they’ll both be affected. An adult can recover in a few minutes, but it might cause lasting damage to a child.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Tim Cold sighed. ‘Your only chance is that the Huntsman isn’t hunting you, but keep your head down. This could be a trap. My men have rigged an explosion in an abandoned factory a couple of blocks away, so if there are DCA men it will distract their attention, but you’ll have a few minutes at most. I can’t offer you backup. The risk to the Tank is too great.’

      ‘We’ll be careful.’

      Tim smiled. ‘If you pull this off, though … the Tube Riders will well and truly be back.’

      Raine glared at him. ‘My baby is not a symbol of revolution,’ she said.

      ‘I know that. But you have to understand that there is a greater fate at stake than just the survival of your child.’

      David reached out for Raine’s hand, squeezing it tight. Her anger was close to boiling over. He understood Tim, but he understood Raine too. He hoped both of them would be happy by the time the evening was out.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he said.

      Mika’s information had located the Huntsman Sorel at Bell Close in Hampsted, not far from the Underground station on the Northern Line. David wanted to head straight there, but one of Tim’s drivers took them on a circuitous journey into South London before leaving them near the tube and then setting fire to the car. It was an overly cautious way to disassociate their scent from the Tank, but as the driver wished them good luck before embarking on the long walk back across London, David thought it was probably necessary. As soon as they were alone, though, Raine let out a piercing scream.

      ‘I’m sick of this fucking bullshit! I don’t want any part of this. I just want my baby back.’ She turned to glare at David. ‘If he dies, this is on you.’

      ‘I know that.’

      ‘We go in there, we get Jake, and we get out,’ she said. ‘No Tube Rider bullshit. No revolutionary crap. Got that?’

      David nodded.

      ‘You and Tim Cold can play your war games once Jake is safe. I want nothing to do with it. I don’t like London any more than anyone else, but Jake is all … I have.’

      She sniffed, brushed away a tear with a swipe of her hand. David took a step forward, but Raine lifted a hand.

      ‘Don’t,’ she said.

      ‘I’ll die before he dies,’ David whispered. Raine looked about to snap at him, but she sighed and turned away.

      ‘Let’s find that fucking train.’
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* * *

      David felt like all eyes were on him as the train rumbled through the tunnels, although in truth there were only a handful of other passengers in their carriage, and few even glanced in their direction. Raine hadn’t said a word since they had boarded, and while David’s preference had been to tube ride, the comfort of a soft seat beneath him and a warm air conditioner over his head were worth the fear that the DCA had plants everywhere.

      They had talked over a plan. David would run inside and draw the Huntsman away from the baby. In the close confines of the hallways it would be easier to use the weapon Tim Cold had given him, and if that failed he hoped Mika’s computerised clawboard would help him out.

      It was hard to believe that Mika and Airie were sisters. Mika, despite her desperate escape from the research facility was cold and calculated when she spoke, like a human computer. Airie, on the other hand, was an emotional livewire.

      He wondered where she had gone. He had looked for her earlier, but no one had seen her.
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* * *

      ‘Mika! Where are you? You’re required above ground. What are you doing in there?’

      The voice came from back on the platform. She thought about switching off her flashlight but another train was due any minute. She swung it around to the wall, picked out the nearest maintenance alcove, and slipped into it just as the roar began to grow louder.

      A few seconds later the train rushed past, the wind whipping at Mika’s hair, buffeting her clothes. More than a dozen had come past since she had begun her search for Airie but the terror never lessened. They were so massive, so fast. It would take nothing to wipe her off the face of the Earth.

      She found Lindon by the edge of the platform, squatting down to peer into the tunnel. ‘It’s my sister,’ she said. ‘She ran off.’

      ‘In there?’

      Mika nodded. ‘She could be halfway across London by now. I only just found her. I can’t lose her again.’

      Lindon nodded. Something in his eyes showed he understood. ‘Go,’ he said. ‘Give me your flashlight. I’ll look for her.’

      ‘Here,’ she said. ‘If you find her, tell her … sorry.’

      Lindon stepped down on to the tracks. ‘I’ll do what I can,’ he said.
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* * *

      The voice no longer belonged to her sister. Airie recognised it, but it took a moment to place.

      Lindon, the man who had saved her from her brother.

      She waited a few minutes until she was sure Mika had gone. Lindon was right below her, wandering blindly down the tunnel like her sister had done.

      ‘I’m up here,’ she said.

      The flashlight swung up, momentarily dazzling her. The ladder led up to a small platform just below a service hatch which was rusted shut.

      ‘What are you doing up there?’

      ‘I just needed some time away from her. I’m not about to run off into the tunnel. What do you think I am, stupid?’

      ‘I never thought it for a minute. Come down.’

      Lindon didn’t seem like the kind of guy to stand around negotiating. Airie shimmied down the ladder in case he planned to come up for her. As she reached the bottom he shone the flashlight into her face.

      ‘You’ve been crying.’

      ‘What do you expect? Everything’s fucked.’

      ‘Crying won’t fix it.’ He waved the flashlight back towards the platform. ‘There’ll be another train in a couple of minutes. Move.’

      They reached the platform just as the lights of an oncoming train appeared in the tunnel behind them. Lindon gave her a lift up, his strong arms effortlessly throwing her up on to the tiles before he vaulted up after. He helped her to her feet as the train rushed past.

      Airie couldn’t help but admire the thick muscles of his arms and the pectorals that pressed through his shirt. ‘You work out a lot?’

      Lindon shrugged. ‘I earn my money in the cages. I have to stay in shape.’

      ‘Doesn’t Tim Cold pay you?’

      Lindon gave an uncomfortable flinch. ‘The Tank is more of a large family. We volunteer here.’ He gave a shrug and smiled. ‘We’re communists.’

      ‘What’s a communist?’

      ‘Never mind. Do you want to tell me why you ran off? Just for the record, I don’t care why. I’m being nice. I have bigger problems than you.’

      Airie couldn’t tell whether he was serious or if his words were an elaborate joke to get her to open up, but she opted to believe the latter.

      ‘I’m worthless,’ she said. ‘I was a whore for my brother, and my super-scientist sister doesn’t even want to know me. And the guy I like has another girlfriend.’

      ‘Fuck David Silverwood,’ Lindon growled.

      ‘I’d like to.’

      Lindon looked about to slap her. ‘Grow some self-respect. You’re fifteen, right?’

      ‘Fourteen.’

      ‘Jesus. Remember that the past is over. You can’t fix what’s done. All you can do is put the bad things to rest and move on.’

      Airie thought about Sebastian, and the way his hands had gone around her neck, and the way Lindon had saved her. He was a depraved, worthless shit, but he was still her brother.

      ‘What if you’re not sure if putting the bad things to rest is the right thing?’

      Lindon sighed, and she wondered if the conversation was getting too philosophical for him. Then he said, ‘The right decision might not always be the easiest one to make, but sometimes you have to take a risk.’ He looked down at his feet. ‘Sometimes it’s necessary to hurt someone to save someone else.’

      ‘Thanks,’ she said. She wondered whether she ought to shake his hand, but he just stood there in front of her like a statue carved out of living tissue. She reached up and kissed him lightly on the cheek, then ran off up the platform.

      She didn’t look back.
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* * *

      ‘Wake up.’

      There was only one way to be free to move on, and that way lay haphazardly at the back of the cell, wrapped in blankets.

      ‘I said, wake up.’ This time she pulled a piece of gravel from her pocket and tossed it through the bars. She got lucky. It hit the sleeping form square on the forehead, making him cry out and roll over.

      ‘Oh, dear brother….’

      ‘Who’s there?’

      The guard Lindon had reprimanded before was sleeping again, this time with his throat cut.

      ‘It’s me, Airie.’

      ‘You little whore—’

      ‘Shut up and listen. I have a key to your cage. Come here.’

      He scrambled to his feet, wincing in pain at the broken arm someone had wrapped in a makeshift sling, and made his way over to the bars. ‘If you’re lying to me—’

      ‘Hold the insults,’ she said, trying to make her voice sound sultry. It wasn’t easy. ‘I’ve been thinking about you a lot. I wanted to tell you how sorry I am. I should have trusted you.’

      ‘Damn right you should have.’

      ‘I understand that you only meant the best for both of us.’

      ‘See? Finally you’re getting it. You think I wanted to make you do all that? It hurt me, you know. Having to watch you.’

      Airie put a hand through the bars. She stroked her brother’s chest, then lowered her hand to his waist, stopping just short of his groin before reaching behind his back to pull him close.

      ‘Careful. Watch my fucking arm.’

      It felt weird making her voice low, like she was acting out an old erotic drama. ‘You liked watching me, admit it. You wanted me more than any of them.’ Her other arm snaked through the bars, encircling his waist so that her hands met behind him. They were pressed together through the bars now, and Airie could tell without doubt that Sebastian wanted her. Feeling his thing down there, hard, pressing against the front of her shirt, made bile rise into her throat.

      ‘Just tell me, Sebastian. You watched them all because you wanted it to be you.’

      ‘Airie, let me out of here and we can be together. You know it makes sense.’

      She let go of his waist and leaned back, feeling the rope she had tied around him go tight, pulling him forward. If he had time to think, his strength could get him free of her, but she had the surprise.

      ‘Airie? What are you doing? You—’

      ‘I hate you,’ she spat, pulling two knives from her belt. ‘I’ll never forgive you for what you did.’

      The knives plunged into his chest. From the cells around them Airie heard other prisoners shouting to call the alarm, unaware the guard was dead. She gave a wide maniacal grin as she plunged the knives through the bars like the teeth of some threshing machine, Sebastian’s blood spraying from a dozen wounds.

      Even after she was sure he was dead she carried on. Finally, when her shoulders were aching and her hands shook so much that one knife clanged against the bars and snapped, she took a deep breath and leaned her head against the bars in exhaustion. Then, when her heart had stopped hammering, she severed the rope with the other knife and let her brother’s body fall backwards into darkness.

      Sheathing her knife, she headed off to find her sister.
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* * *

      ‘I told you!’ Mika shouted. ‘I told you this was a stupid idea. They’re screwed. Dreggo’s got the place surrounded.’

      Tim Cold stared at her with that hard, thin-lipped expression that gave away a reluctance to admit to a mistake. Their plans had been based on archive data, but after a couple of hours of wrestling with the firewalls she had managed to crack into the government’s central computer and extract up-to-date information.

      And it wasn’t good.

      ‘Dreggo has a ring of snipers surrounding Sorel’s location,’ Mika said. ‘There isn’t information on their exact locations, but there are too many. If David and Raine aren’t warned, they’ll be cannon fodder. You have to radio them and tell them to pull out.’

      Tim gave her that same stoic expression. ‘They have no radios,’ he said. ‘I wanted no links to the Tank. They’re on their own.’

      ‘Then you’ve sent them on a suicide mission.’

      ‘It was their choice,’ Tim said.

      Mika flapped her hands at him, wanting him to leave. He started to say something, then headed for the door. As he reached it he paused and turned back. ‘I guess this is where we see what they’re made of,’ he said.

      Mika didn’t answer. She stared at the computer screen until she heard the door slam shut.

      She made herself breathe, trying to control her frustration. There had to be something she could do for David and Raine. To hell with Tim Cold’s distasteful attempt at morality.

      She opened up the government’s mainframe site and began to hack her way back inside. If only she could find some way to call off the snipers … perhaps they still had a chance.
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* * *

      They got off the train a stop past Hampsted. David figured that if any stations were watched it would be the ones leading in to London. Following a digital tracking map on David’s clawboard, they took a circuitous route back towards Hampsted, aiming to approach Bell Close from the rear, where an old park backed on to the cul-de-sac. He knew there would likely be DCA agents deployed to watch for them, but there would also be fewer street lights and buildings to hide would-be sentries.

      ‘That’s it,’ David said, as they crouched in front of a low stone wall that surrounded about an acre of overgrown waste ground. He pointed to the dark silhouette of a house lit up by a street light on its other side.

      A line of houses followed another street to their left. To their right was an old warehouse, the first of several industrial holdings on an old estate. David checked the time on the board. They had twenty minutes before Tim’s men would detonate a small bomb to draw attention away.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he said, reaching out to take Raine’s hand.
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* * *

      It was dull as shit water peering into the end of the sight. DCA agent Kelsey Morris hadn’t seen a thing in three hours, not since some cat had gone dashing through the grass in pursuit of a bird snagged on a bramble. Now that it was dark, every little rodent or passing bat, bird or flying turd showed up as a glowing red dot, and his eyes were starting to hurt. Behind him Dennis had bagged the view of the road, where at least there was stuff worth looking at it.

      He reached down for his coffee, scowling as always at the putrid taste, then leaned back to the infra-red sight of his sniper rifle.

      ‘Huh?’

      A man and a woman were walking into the grass, the heat sensor-images of their bodies showing they were holding hands.

      He ran the sight over the man, easing his finger on the trigger, looking for some sign that they were trouble. Then the woman leaned in and gave the man a long kiss, for a moment their images merging into one.

      ‘What the hell?’

      Behind him, Dennis looked up. ‘Shut up over there. You got something?’

      ‘Yeah, a couple of people going into the grass. Looks like they’re getting ready to get it on.’

      ‘You’ve got a couple of boners? Let me have a look.’

      ‘Fuck off, watch the road.’ Kelsey leaned back into the sight. They were still there, but they’d gone a bit further into the field. They were still wrapped around each other, pressed so tight he could no longer tell which was which. Then they dropped to the ground, the woman on the bottom, the man on top.

      ‘Woah….’

      ‘What?’

      ‘They’re getting down to it.’

      ‘You can see?’

      ‘Only the heat sensor, but you know … that’s a lot of heat.’

      Dennis cuffed him over the back of the head. ‘Pay attention, you damn fool.’

      Kelsey shrugged. ‘Ah, whatever.’ He swung the sight around, scouting over the fields, back along the road that led north towards the perimeter gates. Working for the DCA he knew he had it better than most, a cushy apartment in a gated building, mod-cons that few in London had, and a decent salary … but he couldn’t help wondering as he always had, what was outside London?

      With a sigh, he moved the gun back around, training the sight through the overgrown field where he had seen the two lovers. They had gone now, their tryst over. He shrugged. He hadn’t been able to see much anyway.
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      Mika didn’t even hear the door open, let alone feel the knife at her throat until it was too late. She froze, listening to the breathing behind her, smelling the stench of fresh blood.

      ‘I need to know where they went,’ Airie said. ‘I have to save him.’

      ‘Airie. Is this … is this really necessary?’

      The knife pressed harder, making Mika wince as its sharp blade drew blood. ‘You were no more of a sister to me than he was a brother,’ she said. ‘David is the only one who’s ever cared for me.’

      ‘That’s not true.’

      ‘Isn’t it? Give me a board.’

      ‘The last one’s not fully charged. They took the others.’

      ‘I don’t care. It’ll be enough.’

      ‘Airie—’

      ‘I killed Sebastian,’ Airie said. ‘And I’ll kill you too. Don’t doubt me. Please.’

      Mika sniffed, realising that the stench of the blood meant she would never see her brother again. ‘You’re making a mistake. I don’t want to see you get hurt—’

      ‘It’s my decision.’

      ‘The DCA have set a trap for David and Raine.’

      Airie gasped. ‘Then I have to go.’

      ‘No, you don’t. It’s too dangerous.’

      Airie grabbed Mika’s hair and jerked her head backwards until Mika was looking up into Airie’s hard, desperate eyes. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m not asking.’

      Mika pointed at the board lying on a desk underneath a bright spotlight she had set up to charge its solar cells. ‘It’s there. Please don’t use it unless you have no choice. The power could go at any time. They’ve gone to a house on Bell Close in Hampsted, three streets south of the Hampsted Underground station on the Northern Line.’

      Airie shoved Mika to the ground. Then she retrieved the board, slinging it over her shoulder by a strap. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘It’s a trap. Please don’t go!’

      Airie stared at Mika a moment longer, then shrugged. ‘Better than sitting around here,’ she said, and ran for the door.
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* * *

      Crouched at the back wall of the house on Bell Close, Raine and David shared a look. Raine thought about the way David had held her close as they lay in the field, pretending to be lovers sharing a moment, hoping that anyone who might be watching would be fooled into ignoring them. She remembered a time when she would have cherished the experience, but all she had felt as they lay close together was that, father of her child or not, he had left her for someone else in their own circle. Forgiveness—if it ever came—wouldn’t come easily.

      ‘Well, at least that didn’t get us killed,’ she said as David threatened to smile.

      ‘You might have suggested it yourself once.’

      ‘Once … maybe. It sounded dumb but it looks like it worked. Do you think they’re watching us now?’

      ‘I think we’d be dead if they were.’

      Almost on cue, a boom filled the air from somewhere to the south, and the sky above the old industrial estate lit up in a flickering display of orange and red. The ground shuddered, and Raine shot a look up at the overhang of the roof above them, afraid a cascade of loose tiles would come crashing down.

      ‘Give the DCA five minutes to look away, then we’ll go in,’ David said. ‘Are you good with the plan?’

      Raine looked down. ‘I’m changing it,’ she said.

      ‘What? You can’t.’

      ‘I have an idea.’

      ‘It had better be a good one.’

      ‘Trust me.’ When David started to reply, she added, ‘I’ve not let you down yet, have I?’

      ‘Okay. I’ll follow your lead.’

      ‘Don’t throw that thing unless the Huntsman comes at me.’

      David sighed and nodded. ‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘Tim’s explosion will have either done its job by now or it won’t have.’

      Raine insisted on leading as they crept around the edge of the house, the clawboards Mika had given them held low, both covered with a piece of sacking so as not to reflect in the street lights. As Bell Close came into view, everything looked perfectly suburban, some lights behind curtains in houses further along the street, a couple of parked cars that might actually still run. There was no sign of the DCA, but that didn’t mean they weren’t out there somewhere. The biggest hurdle, however, lay inside the house.

      The front door was broken off its hinges. The glass of one front window had been shattered, but the other was still intact. The shadow of a curtain was hung across.

      Raine stepped inside, feeling pieces of rotten wood and lumps of concrete crunch under her feet. Pulling the sacking off her board, she switched on the flashlight, turning the brightness down low, wishing at the same time that the scientist who had built these things had installed some kind of heat sensor or radar.

      ‘Wait by the entrance,’ she told David. ‘I go alone from here.’

      ‘It’s not safe.’

      She smiled. ‘This is London. Nowhere is.’

      He didn’t protest. She watched him drop down beside the entranceway, his board’s straps wrapped around his wrists, watching the street. I’ll try to forgive him, she thought. If we survive this, I’ll try.

      The bottom floor was mostly wrecked or burned out, apart from a kitchen and living room space to her right still identifiable by the bar and the cupboards on the walls. Raine swung her board slowly around, partly so as not to alarm the Huntsman she expected was waiting somewhere, partly to make sure she missed nothing.

      She reached the bottom of the stairs. Several steps were missing, the carpet worn through and the wood beneath rotten, but in the glow of the flashlight she saw clear indications that someone had been here. Her hands trembled at the sight of depressions that hadn’t been made by shoes but by something with protruding claws.

      She made herself take the stairs one at a time, leaning her weight on each, feeling for potential give, but what steps remained were solid. She reached the upper landing with her heart beating so loudly she thought it would give her away. To her left a doorless entrance led through into what had been a master bedroom, but was now a windowless, charred ruin. In front of her through a broken door was a toilet and shower, the porcelain cracked and broken, the spider-web remains of the shower curtain still swaying in some indistinguishable breeze.

      A lump in her throat made her breathing come in short gasps as she saw a third door, still intact, slightly ajar. She took a step towards it, then heard a sound that made her heart lurch.

      A baby’s giggle.

      She had expected screams or crying, but her baby sounded content, happy. Whatever creature was in there had not only kept Jake alive, but had cared for him.

      She swallowed, gathering her nerve. Then, with trembling lips, she called out, ‘Sally?’

      Something inside the room gave a low growl, and it was all Raine could do not to gasp with terror and flee down the stairs. The board Mika had given her contained small projectile explosives, and while firing one directly at the Huntsman might disable it, in such a small space as this she and Jake would likely perish too.

      ‘My words are my weapon,’ she breathed, wondering if the preacher’s mantra she remembered from one of Greg’s old Western movies would have any bearing at all.

      She reached out and pushed open the door. She let the light fall on to the floor, then stepped inside, lifting the board to illuminate the rest of the tiny bedroom.

      A crouching figure in a heavy cloak took up half of an old bed. On the other half, a pale little face shone out from a pile of blankets.

      Jake. Raine wanted to cry. Oh god, you’re alive.

      The creature on the bed shifted, leaning protectively towards the baby. Raine’s light caught the glint of something silvery held in its claws.

      ‘Sally,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘Thank you for caring for him. His name’s Jake.’

      ‘Jake….’

      The rasping voice made Raine shudder. The board and all its weapons felt useless in her hands.

      ‘You’re a mother, like me, aren’t you, Sally? That’s why you took him.’ Tears were streaming down her cheeks. ‘Because they took yours.’

      She would never forget what Mika had shown them. The scientist had discovered Sorel’s profile. Someone had tampered with it, trying to erase decades-old alterations aimed to hide the true nature of the young woman who went London-gone while still pregnant. Unfortunately for the computer engineer tasked with deleting the old changes, no one could manipulate the government’s computer systems better than Mika. Raine had cried as Mika displayed the original data from when the woman once known as Sally Winter had been taken into the program.

      ‘My baby….’

      ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened to him. I tried to find out.’ Raine sniffed. It wasn’t a lie. Mika had found no trace of what had happened to Sally’s unborn baby. ‘Let me help you. You don’t have to fight for them any longer. I have friends who can help you. Just give me my baby and let’s go.’

      Jake cooed. The Huntsman reached out a finger and rubbed his forehead, growling with affection. Raine swallowed down a sob. It was a hideous sight, yet at the same time strangely maternal. This creature had suffered more than Raine could imagine.

      ‘Please. Come with me and we can stop what happened to you from happening to anyone else ever again.’

      She truly believed it. She had thought David a crackpot with his talk of revolution, but now she wasn’t so sure.

      ‘Na….’

      The Huntsman lifted its head. Raine gasped at the sight of the human eyes behind the snarling dog’s snout. Wires, scars, and the trauma of years of captivity couldn’t disguise that they belonged to a woman, one who had once dreamed of becoming a mother.

      ‘Na….’

      Was the Huntsman saying no? Raine took a step forward as the creature pushed back her hood. The scraggly remains of greying hair tufted from between scar tissue and wires.

      ‘Name….’

      Raine nodded. ‘You are Sally. Sally Winter. My name is Raine Baxter. And my baby’s name is Jake. Come with me, Sally, please.’

      Sally stood up, towering over Raine, Jake cradled in her arms. The baby looked unharmed, and even seemed to be smiling. Sally, her eyes brimming with tears, held Jake out. Raine rested the clawboard on a cupboard by the door and reached out with both hands to take her baby.

      ‘Thank you. Oh God, thank you.’

      Nothing had ever felt better than to hold her son again. She was crying uncontrollably, tears streaming down her cheeks as she stroked the side of his face. He cooed at her, one chubby hand reaching up to hold on to her arm with a strength that was surprising.

      ‘Mummy’s here,’ she whispered. ‘Mummy won’t let go of you again—’

      Her words died in her throat as an arm snaked around her neck. Someone powerful pulled her back towards the door as the baby was dragged out of her hands. She screamed as she looked up into the single human eye of a woman with a metal plate across half her face, the rest of it a crisscross of scar tissue broken by a sneer. A computer eye flickered red, then Raine was falling across the room, her face smarting from the sting of a hand that was barely human.

      ‘Dreggo….’ Sally growled behind her.

      The side of Raine’s face struck the wall and she rolled over, dazed, her vision taking a moment to steady itself. The sight that greeted her was a hellish nativity with her baby in the middle. Beside the woman stood a creature so tall it had to stoop to fit into the room. It had one arm around David’s neck. Blood from a head wound dribbled down his face as he kicked and struggled, his lips working soundlessly as he fought for air.

      ‘How delightful to reunite with one’s family,’ Dreggo said. ‘I’m so sorry to break up the party, but it’s time you Tube Rider scum got what’s coming to you.’

      ‘They were … waiting for … us,’ David gasped, as the creature lifted him up and tossed him aside as though he weighed no more than paper. He struck the wall with a grunt, slumping to the ground, where he lay gasping for air. As he pushed himself up into a sitting position, for an instant Raine saw him smile as he slipped a hand into his pocket.

      ‘Such a pretty little thing,’ Dreggo said, stroking Jake’s face. ‘Such a shame that the spawn of a Tube Rider deserves to die in the gutter like a drowned rat.’

      She turned towards the door, lifting Jake up in one hand as she did so. Raine scrambled forward but it was Sally who moved first, claws flashing as she leapt at Dreggo’s back. The other Huntsman turned, but David whipped his hand around and the creature gave a jerking spasm as it fell to the ground. Limping, David jumped up, grabbing Raine’s clawboard as he reached the doorway just in front of her.

      The sound of something crashing down the stairs made Raine scream, then the shadow standing at the top turned, and she saw Sally, a deep gash on her face leaking blood down her neck, holding out Jake.

      ‘Leave,’ she growled. A clawed, furry hand that had two fingers twisted out of shape lifted to point down the landing. ‘Back stairs….’

      David steered Raine in front of him, pushing her clawboard under her arm. ‘Go,’ he said. ‘Back the way we came. I’ll catch you up.’

      ‘Where are you going?’

      He grimaced. ‘To finish this.’
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* * *

      The threat of the DCA had been the cover for the real trap. Crouched in the doorway, watching for signs of approaching enemies, David hadn’t even seen the tall Huntsman until it had grabbed him from behind. With no chance to fight, within seconds he was held by razor sharp claws which threatened to shred his body like old rags if he struggled.

      The metal-faced woman herself had appeared out of another room, and together they had gone upstairs.

      Now Sorel had disappeared. David didn’t wait to see if the larger one had recovered from the shock. He vaulted over the banister, landing halfway down the stairs, just as a dazed Dreggo came stumbling back up towards the landing, her silhouette illuminated by the streetlight outside.

      David didn’t hesitate. He threw himself towards her, letting her take the full brunt of their fall as they landed in the rubble beside the door. David scrambled to his fallen clawboard and swung it around as Dreggo’s hand closed over his ankle.

      Her grip was like a metal vise, but as the clawboard’s hard metal connected with her face, she groaned and let go.

      ‘You’ll never break our spirit,’ he snarled at her. ‘The Tube Riders will always fight for our country’s freedom.’

      ‘You don’t know how bad it can get for you,’ she hissed back, lunging forward again, as David twisted the board around and executed the electromagnet. The metal part of Dreggo’s face clanged against it, and David swung it hard, slamming her back into the wall.

      As she slumped sideways, unmoving, he climbed to his feet and staggered out of the front entrance.

      He had gone no than a few steps down an overgrown path when a strong hand reached up to drag him down behind a low wall at the front of the property. Jowls drew back to reveal teeth that glistened.

      ‘They come,’ Sorel growled. Something silvery glinted in her hands. A crossbow.

      He wasn’t dead, which meant Sorel was on his side. With a nod, he lifted his clawboard and activated the explosives, ready to do whatever was necessary to give Raine time to get away.

      Two black vans appeared at the far end of the street, cutting off the road exit. Doors opened and several men climbed out. Two ran forward and crouched in the road with guns raised, trained on the house.

      ‘What now?’ David said. ‘Back?’

      ‘Raine … baby … back,’ the Huntsman growled, shaking its head.

      David nodded. Their job now was to draw the fire from Raine. Even if it meant—

      The sound of moving masonry came from behind them. David turned as the tall Huntsman stepped out of the entrance, holding Dreggo against its side. David didn’t hesitate, releasing a grenade that missed them by inches, detonating against the wall above the door. Chunks of rock cascaded down, knocking them both to the ground.

      David pulled the board back around, adjusted the settings, and fired a second grenade in the direction of the DCA vans.

      An explosion struck the van to the left, blowing it onto its side. DCA men dived for cover. David pointed at an alley between two houses and screamed at the Huntsman to follow as he bolted out across the road.

      Gunfire rattled the tarmac around his feet as he ran. He held the board up in front of him like a shield, feeling it rattle as a bullet ricocheted off. Behind him the Huntsman howled as a bullet found a mark. David stopped and turned back as Sorel dropped into a crouch, her crossbow coming up, loosing off a bolt towards the DCA.

      ‘Come on!’ he shouted, as another bullet struck the Huntsman in the chest, making her stagger. Nearby, someone was screaming at the DCA to hold their fire. David dashed back towards the creature, his board by his side, no longer caring about the bullets hitting the road around him. Two more shots struck Sorel, and David felt sure he was being deliberately missed. The Huntsman, however, was fading.

      David crouched down at her side and lifted the board in front of Sorel’s face. The eyes of an old woman looked up at him over a bloodied dog’s snout.

      ‘Protect … baby,’ she muttered, then pushed the board away and staggered to her feet. David stared as Sorel raced towards the DCA marksmen, dropping and rolling, dancing from side to side even as a hail of bullets jerked her body. Someone behind him was still screaming for them to stop, but it was too late. The Huntsman howled one last time, then fell to the street and lay motionless.

      As the gunfire ceased, David realised it was Dreggo who was screaming. She stood uncertainly in the ruins of the house entrance, leaning on the tall Huntsman for support, her hands cupped around her mouth.

      Still standing in the middle of the road in front of the house, in full view of the DCA marksmen, David felt forgotten. Then, with a snarl that chilled his blood, the towering Huntsman that had stood as Dreggo’s guard dropped into a crouch and bounded forward.

      With his heart thundering, David raced for the alleyway, already feeling the razor sharp claws set to rip his body apart, piece by bloody piece.
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      The thrill of zipping through the tunnels stuck like a silver stain to the side of the Underground trains was greater even than Airie’s fear as black, oily walls came so close that at one point they shredded the light jacket she wore. When she reached Hampsted, she spun and fired the grapnel around a tall spotlight post before dismounting and executing a tired swing that left her panting and exhausted on the station edge. She felt as though she had already run the race of her life. Knowing that David was still out there and in danger drove her back to her feet, where she stood shakily with the clawboard hanging by her side.

      ‘What are you?’ one old commuter asked, clutching a tatty briefcase against his chest.

      Airie grinned. Covered in blood and dirt and with her clothes hanging off her in strips, she could only imagine what she looked like.

      ‘I’m a Tube Rider,’ she gasped, trying not to sound hysterical even though she felt it.

      Before the man or anyone else could reply, she jumped down to the tracks vacated by the departing train and climbed up on the other side by the exit. Slinging the board over her shoulder, she hurdled the turnstiles in front of a surprised ticket officer and ran out on to the street.

      She had gone no more than a few steps when someone hailed her, and she turned to see a gun coming up in the arms of a DCA agent standing by the only car in the parking area.

      In one swift motion, Airie pulled a knife from her belt and flung it in the man’s direction. The knife missed by some distance, but it was enough to make him duck for cover. Airie turned and sprinted down the main street, a fresh burst of adrenaline pushing her on.

      The street lights were intermittent, and while the roads were far clearer than those in central London, there were still piles of trash and the occasional abandoned vehicle to block her passage. Where the road was darkest, Airie resisted the urge to switch on her board’s flashlight. After ignoring Mika’s warning about the battery the power was now dangerously low. She picked her way carefully through the junk, thankful to have a chance to recover her breath.

      When she reached the end of the street, she crouched down behind a stand of bushes and pulled the board across her lap. She had played around with the functions while waiting for a train, and while much of it was too complicated, some parts she understood. One function simply said LOCATE. She had clicked on it, thinking it was a GPS map of the city, but two flashing green dots far to the north had revealed themselves as the other two clawboards, David and Raine. She had watched them for a while, then panicked when one blinked off, only to appear again a few minutes later. The system only worked when the boards were switched on, she realised.

      She had stopped during the journey to check, seeing the two dots gradually getting nearer. Now, she should be right on top of them.

      The screen flickered into life. Airie used the touch-screen to expand the map. One dot was a couple of streets away, sitting stationary, the other was moving rapidly in her direction. She looked up as a running figure hurried into view. The clawboard was tucked under the figure’s arm, the glow of its touch-screen just visible in the gloom. Airie started to stand just as the figure reached the orange circle cast by a streetlight.

      Airie ducked back down behind the bushes.

      Raine.

      They were separated. She watched Raine hurrying for the station. She was running awkwardly, something pressed against her chest. So, they had found the baby, but where was David?

      She looked back at her map. The other dot was moving quickly now, angling away. If she headed straight and was quick, she could cut it off.

      Slinging the board over her shoulder, she raced after David, praying that she wasn’t too late.
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* * *

      David knew from the start that he had no chance. With barely a hundred-metre start on the Huntsman, it would chase him down with ruthless efficiency. All he could possibly hope to do was lead it as far from Raine as possible. The suburbs around Bell Close were a warren of quaint houses encircling dead-ends, interconnected with dozens of winding alleyways. A short distance to the north rose a couple of apartment blocks, so David headed that way, hoping the close confines of the corridors might give him a chance to use the clawboard as a weapon.

      He had one grenade left.

      A stand of trees came up on his left, and he darted into it, desperately hoping that the scent of vegetation might throw the Huntsman off. The grass quickly thickened around his legs, but he had gone no more than a few yards before he heard the growl of his pursuer. Up ahead, the trees opened out onto the edge of a pond, thirty feet across. A path led around it to either side. David didn’t let himself think. He jabbed a finger at the clawboard control, pressed GRAPNEL, pointed it towards a tree across the pond, and fired.

      The wire raced out, the grappling hook catching over a branch. As heavy breathing came at his shoulder he pressed RETRACT and the wire whizzed, dragging him forward into the water. Something sharp scratched his ankle as he twisted the board sideways and used it to aquaplane across the pond’s surface. The far shore hit him hard, and he jabbed RELEASE on the grappling hook just before the retracting wire dragged his face across a cluster of ornamental rocks.

      He rolled over as the grapnel fell from the tree and fed back into the board. A dark shadow was already racing around the side of the pond, but he had given himself a few vital extra seconds. He shoved himself to his feet and ran for the dark apartment block on the other side of the trees.

      It was a government compound. A guardhouse stood dark and silent, but lights shone in several of the windows of the nine storeys as he sprinted across a courtyard towards the main entrance. He was within fifty feet of the doors when large sensor lights came on, illuminating the courtyard in a pallid glow. An amplified voice called out for him to halt but he paid it no heed, lifting the board in front of his face to protect himself against the expected gunfire.

      Two guards appeared as he reached the doors. David deployed the grapnel again and the wire hooked itself over a balcony two floors off the ground. A bullet pinged off the wall in a puff of dust as he retracted the wire and rose up the side of the building, squeezing his eyes shut against the sudden space beneath his feet.

      The guards’ shouts receded beneath him as he hauled himself over the balcony. The room inside was dark. David rammed the clawboard against the lock on the balcony door until the metal bent enough for him to slide it open. As he stepped into the apartment, he switched on the clawboard’s light. The place was empty, the rooms politely furnished with tables and chairs but with no signs of an occupant. He ran to the door and pulled back a heavy deadbolt, stepping out on to a thin, well-lit corridor. Closed doors lined the walls on either side. As he ran left, heading away from the main entrance, he saw name plates beside some, while others were blank.

      At the end of the corridor he found a bank of elevators. As he pressed the button for up, the doors on one slid open. David braced himself to run, then gasped as a familiar figure stepped out.

      ‘Airie? What the hell?’

      She ran over to him, and before he could stop her, she reached up and planted a kiss on his lips. ‘I thought you might need some help.’

      ‘How did you find me?’

      ‘The boards. Their signals are linked.’

      Despite everything, he found himself grinning. ‘It’s fucking sorcery,’ he said.

      Another elevator was rising. David dropped to his knees and readied the grenade, but the doors slid open on an empty space. He took Airie’s hand and pulled her inside.

      ‘The roof,’ he said, pressing the control.

      ‘David, wait!’

      Too late, the doors had closed. Airie reached out a hand and punched the emergency stop button. A siren blared as they jerked to a stop. David frowned at her, but Airie pointed to the ceiling and gasped, ‘David, look!’

      A square maintenance hatch was slightly ajar. David fumbled for a weapon function as Airie jammed her clawboard into the crack between the doors and twisted it, jerking them open.

      They had stopped halfway between floors. A wall of bare concrete rose to waist height. Above it was a dark corridor. Airie jumped up through the gap, then turned and reached out for David.

      The hatch in the ceiling lifted, and a huge black shape began to climb down into the elevator.

      ‘Quickly!’ Airie screamed, pulling David towards the gap.

      ‘The grenade,’ he shouted, twisting his board around. ‘It’s my last one.’

      ‘No! Get out!’

      She reached down and jerked the clawboard out of his hands. As the Huntsman, awkwardly trying to squeeze down through the small service hatch, reached out for him, he squeezed up through the small gap in the doors held open by Airie’s clawboard.

      ‘Run!’ Airie said, pushing David ahead of her, but as he climbed to his feet, the girl screamed. A wiry arm had stretched through the gap and caught her ankle. David grabbed her hands, but the Huntsman was too strong.

      Airie’s face was strangely calm as he felt her fingers going weak in his hands. ‘I love you, David,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t forget me.’

      Then, in a single fluid motion she let go of his hands, turned and pulled two knives free from her belt as the Huntsman pulled her back into the elevator. She shouted a war cry as David started to move forward, but the heavy jerk of movement made the elevator bounce. Airie’s clawboard twisted free. It landed on the lobby carpet at David’s feet as the elevator doors closed and the car began to move, taking Airie and the Huntsman away.

      ‘Airie,’ David gasped, slumping to his knees. ‘I’m sorry.’
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      Tim Cold’s presence was beginning to frustrate Mika. He had been pacing back and forth in her de facto laboratory for the last half an hour, as if a certain number of circuits around the room might work to turn back time and bring her sister back to life.

      ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I really need to finish this. Spacewell never tested these boards.’

      ‘Discovery could come at any time,’ he said, seemingly ignoring her. ‘Do we fight or do we wait until we’re discovered and die in our tunnels?’

      Raine’s baby was safe. If there was something good that could come of everything that had happened, it was that. Mika’s little sister, however, was gone, sacrificing herself to save David, who had been wallowing in a pit of misery ever since.

      ‘I need to fix these boards….’

      David had taken one of the clawboards, but he had left the others with her. Far from the shiny futuristic things they had once been, they were now battered to all ruin. Grapnels had been bent, grenades exhausted, internal motors burned out, the surfaces dented and scratched. She was a couple of long days away from having them in good condition again, but that was fine. It gave her a reason not to think about Airie.

      ‘They worked, didn’t they?’ Tim said. ‘The boards Spacewell made.’

      ‘I guess they did their job,’ she said.

      ‘How powerful can you make those grenades? What other functions can you add?’

      Mika sighed and shrugged. ‘The most important thing is weight. If they get too heavy, they are unable to perform what they were made for, which is tube riding.’

      ‘But what a weapon,’ Tim said. ‘Can you make more?’

      ‘Perhaps in time.’

      ‘I’ll see to it that you have all the materials you need,’ he said, and finally went out, leaving her in peace.

      As soon as the door closed, Mika began to cry.
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* * *

      ‘Lindon, can I talk to you a moment, please?’

      Tim put the radio down on his desk and took a deep breath. It was a risk, but hadn’t he taken enough already? How much damage could one more do?

      It was time to take Lindon into his confidence. He needed a second in command, and if an uprising happened in the coming days, he couldn’t risk his own death without someone in position to take over. The Underground Movement for Freedom couldn’t be allowed to die. London’s future depended on it.

      A knock came on the door and Lindon entered without being asked. As always, Lindon looked physically imposing, iron-hard muscles bulging out of a shirt that always seemed too small, but the edge that was usually in his eyes was gone, replaced with an otherworldly weariness that made Tim frown.

      ‘What’s happened to you?’

      Lindon shrugged. ‘It’s personal. Nothing that affects Tank business.’

      Tim found himself assuming his old role as Tank leader. ‘Make sure it stays that way.’ Then, forcing himself to strip off the steel veneer, he added, ‘I need to talk to you. It’s time I told you something important.’

      Lindon made no reaction. If Tim didn’t know Lindon better than most, he might have found it difficult to gauge the intelligence behind those eyes. Lindon came across as a street brawler and little else, but he ran deeper than most knew. He read situations better than anyone Tim had known, and his loyalty was absolute.

      ‘Follow me. This may come as a surprise to you, but I need you to understand that what you are about to learn is of paramount importance to the Tank’s survival.’

      Lindon nodded. ‘Lead the way.’

      Tim took Lindon downstairs. He stopped outside the door to his hidden command centre.

      ‘What’s inside this room, Lindon?’

      Lindon shrugged. ‘Stock. Guns? I don’t know. It’s not my business.’

      ‘It is now. Come on, I’ll show you.’

      He covered his hand over the lock, entered the combination and stepped into the dark room. As Lindon closed the door behind him, Tim switched on the light.

      Lindon stared at the posters on the walls, the banks of computers, the filing cabinets against each wall.

      ‘Please tell me this isn’t what it looks like….’

      ‘What does it look like, Lindon?’

      Lindon turned and pushed a hand against the door, but it was locked. He thumped against the steel but the door didn’t budge. Even the sound of his fist was muffled, the soundproofing something Tim had ensured years ago for this very such situation.

      ‘Let me out,’ Lindon said. ‘I want no part of this.’

      ‘Too late. You’re involved whether you like it or not. Come on, Lindon, you must have known what Spacewell’s business was.’

      ‘I thought he was a spy for the Tank.’

      ‘He was. And much more.’

      Lindon lunged forward, gripping Tim by the neck and slamming him back against the wall. He lifted a huge fist, then paused. He looked down at the gun Tim was pressing into his side.

      ‘Back down, Lindon. I’ve had to shoot others. And if you do kill me, there’s no way out. I alone know the combination.’

      Lindon let go of Tim and stepped back. He gripped his head with his hands, spinning on his heels as he stared openmouthed at the maps of Mega Britain and the blurry pictures of the Governor pinned to the wall.

      ‘I want no part of this. I work for the Tank.’

      ‘And who leads the Tank? By working for the Tank you work for me. I believed in you from the beginning, Lindon, from the day we first met. I recognised in you the kind of heart the movement needs.’

      Lindon pulled up a chair and sat down, his hands still over his ears. ‘Fuck you.’

      Tim leaned close. There is more than just the Tank to think about, Lindon. More even than London. This is about Mega Britain. Do you like living like a caged bird behind the perimeter walls? Do you like it that there are riots on every street corner, that the city is a violent, starving wasteland? Tell me, Lindon … do you like it?’

      ‘No!’

      ‘Then join me! I lead the Underground Movement for Freedom. It’s people like you that we need, people with hearts that are not only pure, but strong. You’re one of us, Lindon. You’ve always been one of us, since the day you were born.’

      Lindon looked up. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘Tell Frank I said hello.’

      ‘He’s on no one’s side but his own.’

      ‘Because he values his freedom. So do I. But the only way to get our freedom is to unite against the Governor.’

      Lindon stood up. ‘This is because of the Tube Riders, isn’t it? Since they showed up everything has changed.’

      ‘It’s time to make your choice.’ Tim pulled the gun from his pocket and laid it on the table in front of Lindon. Then he stepped back and folded his arms. ‘Choose. Take the gun, make it yours, or give it back to me and join us.’

      Lindon stood up. He stared at the gun for a long time, his hands at his sides, and Tim almost believed he had forgotten the question. Then he reached out and scooped the gun up. He turned it around in his hands, then tossed it towards Tim, who caught it with both hands.

      ‘The Underground Movement for Freedom,’ Lindon said. ‘That’s a stupid name.’

      Tim smiled. ‘I’m sure you’re not the first person to have said that.’

      ‘The Tank people are my people,’ Lindon said. ‘I will protect them with my last breath. I don’t care who I fight for, only that I fight against whoever threatens me and mine.’

      Tim nodded. ‘Then we share a common enemy. One day the Governor will lie dead at our feet, and we will walk safely on the streets again. Welcome to the UMF, Lindon.’

      Lindon nodded, but he didn’t seem bought by all the propaganda talk. He pointed at the door. ‘What is the combination?’

      ‘2034.’

      ‘That’s it? Why so simple?’

      ‘Twenty thirty-four is the year our freedom ended,’ Tim said. ‘The year the Governor took power, and the year the free country we called Great Britain died.’
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      ‘You can remove that smile yourself or I can have it removed for you.’ The scar-faced part-metal bitch who identified herself as Dreggo smirked at Airie as she sat behind the metal table, hands cuffed behind her back. ‘Never to return.’

      ‘My boyfriend will come for me. You’ll see.’

      Dreggo laughed. ‘The fool who left you for Heyna? I wouldn’t be too hopeful. You’re so lucky my friend had eaten. Orders or not, when a Huntsman is hungry….’

      ‘Go kill yourself.’

      ‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure. Unfortunately I’m under my own orders to stay alive. But to soften the misery of my own existence, I get to ruin yours.’ Dreggo leaned closer, their faces almost touching. Airie tried to match her gaze but failed.

      ‘I won’t tell you anything.’

      Dreggo sighed. ‘Look, I appreciate your defiance. That might have been me once. If I want you to talk, I’ll make you talk. Understand?’

      ‘No.’

      Dreggo rolled her eyes, the robotic one moving in unison with its human counterpart. ‘Let me make it clear to you the situation we have.’ She slammed a hand down on the tabletop, making Airie flinch. ‘I don’t care about you or this supposed boyfriend of yours, nor about this woman and her baby. You call yourselves Tube Riders, but whatever. You’re all going to die sooner or later.’ She grinned. ‘Most likely you’ll be first, but that depends. In the great scheme of things, what happens to you and your pretend Tube Rider friends doesn’t matter to me.’

      ‘Perhaps if you found something that mattered to you, you could stop being such a spiteful bitch.’

      Dreggo’s fingers closed over Airie’s cheeks, forcing her mouth open. With her other hand, Dreggo prodded Airie’s tongue. Her fingertip tasted like engine grease. Airie tried to spit but her jaw was held film.

      ‘Such a beautiful, free-flowing tongue. I’ll ask the Governor if I can take it for myself.’ She shoved Airie’s face away and then cuffed her across the cheek. Airie gasped, the blow snapping her teeth together, needles of pain exploding up the front of her face. ‘In the meantime, if you’ve finally exhausted your vocabulary, can I ask you the only question that really matters? Where is Marta Banks?’

      ‘I’m Marta Banks.’

      Dreggo punched her again, much harder. This time Airie’s eyes rolled, and she clung to consciousness like a shipwreck survivor to a raft as every nerve in her body seemed to ring out like a bell.

      ‘No, you’re not. You’re Airie Walker, you dumb fucking whore. You’re a worthless piece of street trash playing a very dangerous game. You’re unfortunate enough to be the sister of one Mika Ando, formerly a government scientist. I know you know where she is, because I can smell her on you, the same as I can smell your little boyfriend.’ At Airie’s surprised look, Dreggo added, ‘You see? I don’t need you to speak to answer my questions. Not all of them. Now, one last time, where is Marta Banks?’

      Airie tried to match her gaze, but what little resistance she had left was fading. She felt like she would tell this woman anything if she only asked. This question, however, was one she couldn’t answer.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said.

      Dreggo lifted a hand to strike Airie again, then paused, a strange look on her face. She looked back towards the door, the façade of authority dropping away. Airie began to hope as uncertainty came into Dreggo’s one human eye.

      The door opened. At first Airie thought someone had cut the lights, then she realised that the whole corridor was blocked by a huge man wearing a black cloak. He was so tall that he had to bow his head to enter, and even inside the room his cloaked head grazed the ceiling.

      ‘Dim the lights, Dreggo,’ he said, his voice so deep Airie wondered if she had been drugged. The world seemed to be slowing down around her.

      As the glaring spotlights were replaced by a dimmer glow, he reached up and pulled back his hood.

      Airie stared. His features were Afro-Caribbean, but his skin was milk-white, right down to the close-cropped hair. No hint of colour tinted cheeks that were smooth and ageless, and if it wasn’t for the blazing red eyes that glared into her soul he could have been carved out of marble.

      One massive hand gently caressed her forehead. Airie was too terrified to breathe, let alone struggle. She remembered her brief battle with the Huntsman in the falling elevator. It had pressed her face against the floor and leaned close, telling her in pieces of words to stay still. Despite the snarling, dripping maw and the wires barely hidden by tufts of fur, she had seen emotion in its human eyes. In the eyes of this man however, there were none.

      ‘My Lord….’ Dreggo stepped aside, but the man lifted a hand.

      ‘Wait, Dreggo. She will be yours again soon.’

      His voice was like the languid flow of a canal. Tell me where she is, she heard him say, not realising at first that his lips hadn’t moved, that his voice was inside her head. Tell me what you know of Marta Banks.

      She had never felt such a sense of invasion before. Her brother had sold her body but this was different. Something was in her mind, knocking about in there, looking for answers she couldn’t consciously control. She felt herself gagging, and then a rush of bile sprayed from her throat, splattering the tabletop. Airie coughed. Dreggo glared at her from the corner.

      The towering man gave a slow nod. ‘Hmm.’ He turned back to Dreggo. ‘She knows nothing of Marta Banks,’ he said. ‘Take her to the cells. She might still be of some use. Leave her unharmed. I want her defiance intact.’

      Then he was gone, stepping back through the door, which a nervous guard closed behind him. As he went out, Airie felt the fingers that seemed to be squeezing her mind first relax, then vanish altogether. She stared at Dreggo.

      ‘Who was he?’ she whispered.

      Dreggo stepped forward and reached for Airie’s bonds. When she spoke her voice carried a level of reverence Airie hadn’t heard before. ‘He is the man who gave you everything,’ she said. ‘He is Maxim Cale, the Lord Governor of Mega Britain.’
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* * *

      The cell was cold and dark. Straw matting beneath her feet was crusted with long-dried feces, but the guards had provided her with a metal pan, and every few hours someone came along and tossed a bucket of cold water over her in what she could only assume was a prison shower. Food was a plate of something mashed with a cup of cold soup. For an hour after the guards left the first tray she tried to let a hunger strike be her rebellion, but her stomach quit on her, and she wolfed down the food in a few desperate swallows. The days became a waiting game, with nothing to do but sit shivering in her wet clothes while she listened to cries for help coming from other cells further down the dim corridor.

      She hadn’t realised she had been dozing when she looked up to see Dreggo peering through the bars, Heyna standing at her shoulder.

      ‘Good news, Little Marta. A use has been found for you. Our Lord Governor has decided to call a public address with you as the guest of honour. In return for information regarding your boyfriend and the bitch with the kid, plus a little cooperation from the good people of this cesspit of a city, you’ll be pardoned.’

      Airie sat up. ‘I can leave?’

      Dreggo laughed. ‘No, no. I don’t think you understand the nature of the Governor’s pardons. His terms are rarely met, and as a result, you’ll be required to suffer for it. Expect to die in public this coming Saturday, four days from now.’
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      David didn’t like to stay in one place for too long. He moved from underground bar to gambling den to fighting pit and back again, spreading the word, telling the people. Sometimes he was a messenger, proclaiming his assertions in front of an audience, sometimes he was one of them, a mumbling drunk passing on a rumour he had heard from another man.

      Often they took his words as gospel, a sea of fists raised into the air to denounce the government, other times they didn’t care. He was laughed at, assaulted, thrown out onto the street.

      But with every seed he planted, he hoped that some flowers would grow.

      Government men had tried to slaughter an innocent baby. Tube Riders had saved him. Their leader, Marta Banks, was dead, sacrificing herself for the child.

      Sometimes they asked him for his own name, and he would shake his head, say it didn’t matter. Once he had hoped to lead them, but that time was done. Now all that mattered was that a single name slowly chiseled itself into a heart on the dead tree in the centre of London.

      From time to time, when he felt brave enough, he asked for donations. A little here, a little there, it all added up.

      And then he took it to Benny.

      ‘How much have you brought me this time?’ Benny asked as David wearily climbed down the steps into the cabin.

      ‘Three hundred,’ David said, sinking into a chair. ‘How much more do I need?’

      Benny squeezed his eyes shut as if about to deliver bad news. ‘My contact said a thousand each for you and the girl, fifteen hundred for the baby.’

      ‘I thought you said eight hundred each?’

      Benny sighed. ‘The more you run around telling the world about the Tube Riders, the tighter the security gets. My contact wants more because of the risk.’

      David flapped a hand. ‘I can’t get that kind of money.’

      ‘Look. I’ll talk to my man again. See if I can get him to swing you a deal.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘I don’t see why you can’t just let your new mates at the Tank help you out.’

      ‘They won’t. They’ve put Raine and Jake in a guarded safe house, but their leader tells me they’re no more deserving to leave than any of the thousands of other women and children in the Tank, and even more likely to be caught.’

      ‘Bastards. Always did serve their own interests. That’s the problem with this town. No one’s willing to do a favour.’

      David pushed himself back to his feet. He swayed a little and put a hand on the wall for support. ‘I have to go,’ he said.

      ‘Jesus, man, when did you last sleep?’

      ‘Two days ago. I can’t.’

      ‘Airie?’

      ‘Whenever I close my eyes I see her face, and when I sleep my screams threaten to betray me. All I can think about is that elevator disappearing with Airie inside.’

      ‘You don’t think she could still be alive?’

      ‘I don’t know. I waited among the trees outside for a few hours, but no one came back out. She could have been alive, she could have been dead.’

      ‘There’s a chance they kept her alive.’

      David winced. ‘She got caught in an elevator with a fucking Huntsman,’ he said, wiping tears from his eyes.

      ‘But you said the DCA gunmen deliberately missed you,’ he said.

      ‘They deliberately missed me. Airie wasn’t part of the rescue mission.’

      Benny nodded. ‘Just don’t give up hope. Too many in London already have.’
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* * *

      Raine was waiting for him by the footbridge where they usually met. A railway line stretched away underneath. She always arrived earlier than planned to stand and watch the trains for a while, remembering the feel of the board beneath her hands, the wind in her hair, the pungent scent of engine oil and the moist smell of the leaves that collected in the railings, fallen from the trees on the outer stretches of the line and washed into place by the rain.

      He came slinking out of the streets to the east. David, seemingly treading a fine line between revolutionary messenger and paranoia junkie, had spent the two weeks since they had rescued Jake on the move. He had taken it upon himself to spread the word of the Tube Riders’ return and the supposed death of Marta Banks, hoping it would rile the people. Tim Cold, whom Raine heard from only via occasional messages, had given him no official backing, but was secretly praying for his success.

      ‘How is he?’ David said by way of greeting as they broke into a walk side by side, continuing over the bridge and into the warren of streets on the far side.

      Raine shrugged. ‘Fine. Like a normal baby I guess. After what happened, I couldn’t have hoped for more.’

      ‘She didn’t hurt him, did she?’

      Raine thought of Sally a lot. David had seen the Huntsman die, but Raine had seen so much more. She had seen the humanity behind a visage of horror and death.

      ‘She treated him as if he were her own.’

      ‘The Huntsmen aren’t our true enemy. They’re just people who went London-gone. He’s the enemy. The Governor.’

      The tiredness in David’s anger was like a blanket wrapped around a snapping dog. ‘Why don’t you rest for a while?’ she said. ‘Ask Tim to find you a safe house. You look … terrible.’

      He shook his head. ‘I can’t. They have my trail. They could be tracking me now. Whenever I’m not on the move I’m at risk, and I put everyone around me at risk.’ His eyes flared. ‘Haven’t you figured that out by now?’

      No one she knew risked going London-gone more than David. He blamed himself for everything, from Jake’s capture to Airie’s likely death. She felt no safer than he did, but it had been two weeks and no one had come for them. Tim had stationed guards in a half-mile radius of her safe house, and the building itself—an old hospital—had a surprising level of security equipment, cameras and motion sensors and an alarm that would blare if anyone tried to force the doors.

      Yet no one had come. Whatever Dreggo and the government had planned, they were biding their time.

      ‘It will soon be over,’ David mumbled. ‘I have to go now. I have to keep spreading the word.’

      ‘She might not be dead,’ Raine said, putting a hand on his arm.

      He stopped and turned back towards her. His eyes were bloodshot and framed by heavy bags. He wouldn’t tell her where he slept. Probably wherever he was when his feet gave out.

      ‘It might be better if she is,’ he said.

      ‘David … stay with me a while. Please. I still need to talk to you.’

      He shook his head. ‘None of this would have happened to you if I hadn’t dragged you into it. The only reason I keep coming back here is because I can’t bear to know you’re not safe.’

      She reached up and ran a hand down the side of his face. ‘Part of me will always love you,’ she said. ‘Whatever you did, it doesn’t matter.’

      He cupped her hand with his. ‘If it’s the last thing I do I’ll see to it that you and Jake are safe.’

      Then he was gone, limping off into the streets, the clawboard bouncing on a strap over his shoulder. She felt an overwhelming urge to run after him, to seal their fates to each other, but Jake was waiting back at the safe house, cared for by two nannies Tim had provided.

      She walked back slowly, her mind churning with indecision. She hadn’t yet told David, even though Mika had guessed he was Jake’s father. Airie had known also, and Raine often wondered if she would have the nerve to tell him before the rest of London knew. Would it change him? Would it make him end his crusade?

      A high-rise tenement building to the west had stolen the afternoon’s sunlight, leaving the abandoned hospital building that acted as a Tank safe house shrouded in shadow. She had long since got used to the perennial grey skies of London GUA, but there were days when she even found herself praying for rain just to break the monotony. She thought of Jake to cheer herself up, and felt that pang of relief as a guard she recognised appeared from a doorway to welcome her.

      Today though, the guard wasn’t alone.

      Tim Cold stood at his shoulder, his face set into a blank expression that suggested neither hope nor despair.

      ‘Did you see him?’ Tim asked.

      ‘David? Yes. But he’s gone now.’

      Tim swore under his breath. ‘Goddamn it. I’ll have to wait for him to show up again.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘The Governor has made an official announcement. This is big, Raine. This isn’t through a spokesman, this has come from the Governor himself. Broadcast vans have been crawling the streets all morning.’

      Raine felt a lump in her throat. Part of her wished she could grab Jake and go with David. ‘What did he say?’

      ‘That he will make a public address in Parliament Tower Plaza one week from now. He will speak to the people regarding the ongoing unrest in the city, and in return for their cooperation he will offer a pardon for the captured Tube Rider, Marta Banks.’

      Raine gave a small shake of her head, thinking she had misheard. ‘What? How could he have captured Marta?’

      Tim shook his head. ‘It’s not Marta. They’ve got Airie.’

      ‘Then she’s not dead? Airie’s alive?’

      Tim nodded. He smiled, but it was mirthless. ‘She is for now,’ he said.
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      A light rain was falling as dusk settled over the city. Lindon stood beneath the porch of the abandoned townhouse across the street from Frank’s home, watching his grandfather’s upper floor windows. He crossed his arms against the biting cold that had come in from nowhere, waiting for the hint of light to appear behind the shutters.

      He barely dared to blink. All he wanted was to see that glow for a couple of seconds that would tell him Frank was in the top bedroom where Cah lay, which in turn would surely mean Cah was alive.

      A niggling frustration bit at Lindon’s insides. He should just go over there, knock on the door and ask to see her. Frank would let him in without a moment’s hesitation, because Frank wouldn’t understand what was wrong.

      Was it really a betrayal that his grandfather had known the Tank was infiltrated by revolutionaries, that their presence threatened the lives of thousands of people? Had Frank ever pretended to have anything other than an open hatred for the government?

      Frank had sent messengers to the Tank to find him, but Lindon had waved them away. Not right now. Tim’s words still shrieked in his ears like the scraping of crows’ talons across his eardrums.

      Betrayal betrayal betrayal.

      His anger tasted like salt. Bitter. Dry. He had thought all he cared about was Cah until Tim had told him about the UMF. Now he realised that his family wasn’t just the old man who lived in the fortified house across the street and the girl dying from a drug Lindon couldn’t understand, but the thousands of innocent men, women, and children who relied on the Tank for their safety.

      ‘Goddamn you, Tim,’ he muttered, spitting on to the paving stones at his feet.

      A light came on behind the shutters. Lindon let out a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding. She was alive. He watched for a few minutes as shadows fell across the lines glimmering through the metal shutter. Frank moving about, tending her.

      Almost without realising it, Lindon’s feet began to move, taking him out into the middle of the street until he stood open and revealed beneath his grandfather’s windows. Every fibre in his body ached to go to her, to hold her, to tell her everything would be all right. He lifted a hand, making a dumb wave at the unresponsive house, then forced himself to turn away.

      He couldn’t lie to her like so many people had lied to him. It wasn’t fair.

      Further down the street, Lindon watched a woman stooping over a shopping cart with one wheel missing, pushing it in short jerks across the street while a baby watched her from the cart’s child seat and another small child ran back and forth around her ankles. Halfway across the road the woman just stopped, slumping to her knees. The older child cried out, then began tugging on her arm until the woman forced herself back to her feet.

      Too many. The Tank couldn’t protect them all.

      Shaking his head, Lindon turned and walked away, wanting only to be alone.
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* * *

      It was dark when he reached his old apartment building. He still came back here often, mostly for the solitude, whenever he needed time to think.

      Tim Cold thought he knew everything, but there was more than one way to win a war. Sometimes it required a blaze of violence, other times simple patience. Waiting for the right time, waiting for things to work themselves out.

      As he stepped into the darkness of the flat, he immediately sensed the presence of someone else. The air felt wrong, less stale than usual, as though someone had opened a window or hung out the bedclothes. He knew the DCA had come here after Spacewell had helped the scientist escape, ransacking the place for incriminating evidence, but no one had been back since then. He returned almost every day, and nothing was ever disturbed any more than it had been the first time.

      The feeling came from the living room. Rather than fear, Lindon felt a deep sense of personal invasion; he found his fists clenching, turning into wrecking balls as he channeled his anger. It could be one of Cah’s dealers, those shady figures he had never seen, come to find out where she had gone.

      As he stepped through the door, a lithe figure sitting in the glow of a portable paraffin lamp crossed one leg over the other and sat up straight. Long fingers tossed a ragged paperback book to the floor.

      ‘You’re late,’ Dreggo said. ‘I’ve been waiting for you all afternoon. Look what you made me do? I actually had to read something.’

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      Dreggo propped one elbow up on her chair’s armrest and cupped her chin under her hand. ‘What do you think? I want to talk to you, but you took so fucking long to show up I was just about to leave.’ She smirked. ‘But that last chapter was kind of interesting.’

      ‘How did you know I would come back here?’

      Dreggo tapped the side of her nose. The DCA couldn’t detect their way out of a paper bag, but I have a dog.’

      Lindon spun, searching the shadows behind him, looking for something evil crouching, ready to pounce, but if she had brought a Huntsman with her it was keeping out of sight.

      Perhaps guessing his thoughts, she said, ‘You are not a threat to me.’

      Lindon stood watching her a few seconds longer. How much the government had modified her, he couldn’t fathom. Part of her face was covered in a metal plate, and the rest was a mess of scar tissue, but how deep did their modifications go? He had met no man who could match him in a fair fight.

      ‘Sit down, you look tired. I didn’t come here to kill you. If I did, you would already be dead.’

      Lindon took an old armchair, facing her. ‘What do you want?’

      Dreggo smiled. The robotic eye was dead machinery, but the human eye seemed to stare straight into his soul.

      ‘I won’t ask why your scent and that of Richard Spacewell are found in the same room. I won’t ask why a prominent member of the Tank shares a living space with a government traitor. All I want to ask you, Lindon—Cross Jumper to Cross Jumper—is where do your loyalties lie?’

      ‘They lie with those closest to me. To my family and friends. Those who look to me for protection.’

      ‘Said like a people’s champion. It should be you running around riling people up against the government, not these pseudo-Tube Riders.’

      ‘I don’t care about starting a war. I just want peace.’

      ‘That’s what the Governor wants too.’

      ‘You could have fooled me.’

      Dreggo sighed. ‘It’s rather difficult when everyone is fighting on different sides. Wouldn’t you say that was what the problem with this country is? Too many agendas.’

      ‘And what’s yours? Six months ago you were jumping in front of trains. Now you’ve got a junkyard for a face and you’re strong-arming people for the government.’

      Dreggo smiled as she stood up. There was something seductive in the way she came across the room towards him. Lindon looked away as she knelt in front of him. Her hand rested on his knee as if to steady herself. He wanted to knock her hand away and rip her head from her body, yet at the same time the sensation was closer to pleasant than any he had felt in some time.

      ‘Where is she?’ Dreggo said.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The girl. Your girl. The one who’s dying.’

      Lindon stared at her. ‘How could you know?’

      Again Dreggo tapped the side of her nose. ‘A scent is like a face, it can tell you many things. You would do anything I ask in order to save her, wouldn’t you?’

      Lindon stared at her, afraid to either nod or shake his head. If he was going to make a deal with the devil he wanted to know the terms first.

      ‘I was a lost girl too,’ Dreggo said. ‘If you think you’ve had life hard, you have no idea. I went London-gone like few others have. Then one day a man offered me a way to end my pain. All he wanted in return was my loyalty.’

      ‘The Governor.’

      Dreggo nodded. ‘The man few have even seen I consider a close friend. He took me under his wing, and more than anything else he gave me back the greatest thing London had taken away.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘My dignity.’

      Lindon watched her. One hand was stroking his knee. She was monstrous, but at the same time he recognised in her many of the same traits he saw in Cah: the weakness, the insecurity, the resentment towards life’s sparse handouts. Outwardly she might claim to be an agent of the Governor, but behind her eyes she was one of Lindon’s kind, a street girl fighting for a place in the world.

      ‘He made you human again.’

      ‘More than that, he brought me back to life.’

      ‘It doesn’t look like it.’

      Dreggo gave an ugly smirk. ‘I’m a work in progress.’ Her nails traced a line down the inside of his knee. ‘Are you willing to make a deal?’

      Lindon leaned forward, studying her face as the shadows cast by the lamp flickered across it. ‘What are the terms?’ he said.

      ‘I want you to be my little friend on the inside,’ Dreggo said. ‘The Tank has more power than the Governor is comfortable with, and my good friend Farrell Soars from the DCA is keen to snuff it out. All I want is information about the Tube Riders.’

      ‘I know nothing.’ The lie was out before he could help himself, and he immediately hated himself for it.

      ‘So you say. But let’s say you decide that you actually know something … then I would be most pleased to hear all about it.’

      ‘And in return?’

      Dreggo smiled. ‘You mean, other than your continued survival?’

      ‘You won’t kill me and you know it.’

      ‘It would be wise not to test me on that, but … yes. I have another incentive for you. This little girlfriend of yours … perhaps you would appreciate seeing her healed?’

      ‘How?’

      ‘The Governor has the power to heal anyone. Trust me on this. He can restore the dead, return the lost, mend the broken. Act as my informant and I’ll ensure her survival.’

      She started to stand up at the same time Lindon did. Her hand closed over his arm and squeezed the muscle tight. ‘Oh my,’ she breathed into his ear, a tongue that felt only part flesh tickling his skin. ‘You’re quite something, aren’t you? I can’t imagine why she would want to kill herself.’

      Lindon waited until she had gone before he let his rage take over. With her voice echoing in his ears, he flipped over whatever the DCA had already failed to overturn, and by the time his anger abated a few minutes later, the room looked like a hurricane had blown through it.

      As he crouched in the middle of his wrecked living room, breathing hard, he wondered if she was right.

      Could the Governor really heal Cah? And was the price he would have to pay worth it?
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      David stood on the rooftop of the old bank, watching the mob on the street below tearing the shutters off the entrance to the military recruitment agency. It seemed like years since he had watched a similar mob trying to derail a train with wire rope taken from a crane on the day when everything had begun, but by his estimation it was less than a month ago.

      How different he felt now. He remembered the confidence, the complete assurance that everything would work out, that the fall of the government was just a matter of time. All he could feel now was the approaching of a final deadly train, one that would carry him away to his own brutal end.

      With hands that shook from hunger, he twisted the straps around his wrists and pointed the grapnel at a taller building across the street. As the wire whizzed across and caught on a stone balustrade, he tugged it, making sure it was caught tight, then he dropped off the edge of the building, retracting the grapnel at the same time. As he landed in a crouch on the road a short distance back from the mob, his feet stinging from the impact, he remembered the fall that had left him limping these last few days. Pressing the release on the grapnel, he heard the pincer-shaped hook fall to the floor and he wound it in by hand, trying to conserve the board’s power. He was already out of explosives and the flashlight bulb was fading, but while the electromagnet still worked he could still ride, and while he could still ride he could still make a difference.

      He stowed the board behind a pile of trashcans and ran to catch up with the mob. ‘For Marta!’ he screamed as he piled in at the back end, tossing a rock at the shuttered upper windows. ‘You died for us and we’ll die for you!’

      Others took up the cry as the mob surged forward. With a roar of triumph, the shutters came loose and the glass doors behind burst inwards beneath the power of a dozen kicking boots. People surged into the recruitment building and David stood back, happy to watch others loot and destroy.

      ‘Glory to revolution,’ muttered an old man at his side.

      David turned and clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘Today their offices, tomorrow their walls,’ he said. ‘Freedom to London!’

      ‘You got that right,’ the man said. ‘Shame they’re going to kill that Banks girl, but when they do, you watch what happens. There’ll be civil fucking war.’

      David turned. ‘What do you mean? She’s already dead.’

      ‘Not on your life she is.’

      ‘Marta Banks is dead,’ he said again, hating himself at the same time for using Airie’s death as a banner for revolution. I watched her die, he nearly added, but caught himself at the last moment.

      ‘No, no,’ the old man said, shaking his shaggy head. ‘Didn’t you hear? They caught her freeing some family from a bunch of Huntsmen. This Saturday the Governor is going to show himself. He’s going to offer her a pardon if she calms us bastards down. Since that’s unlikely to happen, it looks like it’s off with her head. Isn’t that what they say?’

      ‘She’s alive?’ David grabbed the man’s arm, but the old timer was done. He pushed David away and stumbled forward, screaming with his fists raised as the upper floor windows burst open, showering glass down on to the street.

      Was Airie alive? He didn’t dare believe it.

      Leaving the mob to the destruction, he turned and sprinted back to where he had hidden the board.
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* * *

      ‘Back again so soon?’ Benny grinned. ‘I bet I get more visits than your mother.’

      ‘She’s alive.’ David staggered down the steps and slumped into a chair. The clawboard bounced off the floor beneath him as it slipped out of his hand. ‘Airie … she’s not dead.’

      ‘So you’ve heard? It’s pretty hard to get in touch with you these days.’ Benny reached down and picked up a bag at his feet, tossing it towards David. ‘Bread. Eat before I feel so guilty I start to lose weight.’

      ‘I can’t stop.’

      ‘Yeah, you can. By the look of it you have about five minutes of heroism left before you pass out, so get up top and set us adrift. I’ll drop you off by Westminster Bridge in the morning if you survive the night.’

      David nodded. He went up onto the deck and stepped across to the shore, peering out at the dark river with a growing sense of paranoia as he unwound the rope from the stone bollard Benny had used to moor the boat. As they drifted languidly out into the river, he let out a sigh of relief.

      Back inside, he chewed down the tough, tasteless bread rolls as Benny told him what he knew.

      ‘When?’

      ‘Saturday. In Parliament Tower Plaza. All citizens of London are invited to a public address by the Governor at four in the afternoon.’

      ‘Why so late?’

      ‘You’ve heard the rumours that he doesn’t enjoy the sunlight so much? I’d guess that’s why.’

      ‘I need to go to the Tank and gather support. That will be our time to strike.’

      ‘You think the Governor will be unguarded? I’ve heard he doesn’t really require a guard, but the place will be bristling with defenses. You won’t get near him.’

      David shook his head. ‘We don’t need to get near him. We take Parliament Tower.’

      ‘Are you crazy? You won’t get within a mile of it.’

      ‘Whatever firepower the Governor has in London will be guarding him. While he’s out, we burn down his house.’

      Benny started to laugh. ‘I’ve known some crazy people in my time, but you’re up there, man. You’re right up there.’

      ‘Think it’ll work?’

      Benny shrugged his huge shoulders. ‘I don’t think you have a chance. None. But you never know unless you try.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tim was pestering her again, but Mika found that despite the irony of his name she was warming to the Tank’s leader. And now, knowing that Airie was alive, she was no longer burdened by a solo grief, but by an unstoppable fear of what was about to happen.

      ‘What is it?’ he said.

      Mika lifted the circular object up on to the table and switched it on. It made no sound or movement, but when she pulled a transistor radio out of a drawer and began to twist the controls, all they could hear was static.

      ‘It jams radio waves,’ she said. ‘It was in Rick’s bag with the boards. According to my calculations, it will work within a two mile radius, though I haven’t tested it over a distance yet.’

      Tim rubbed his chin. ‘What frequencies can it jam?’

      Mika shrugged. ‘It’s pretty primitive. It’s designed to jam everything short and medium wave, the kind of frequencies used in man-to-man CB radio. Like the ones the DCA use to communicate.’

      ‘So we could block them from communicating with each other?’

      ‘Yes. You could—’

      The door burst open and a bedraggled figure staggered into the room. Mika stared. It had only been a few days since she had last seen David, but he looked like he had gone off to war and only part of him had returned. His once-lustrous hair was greasy and lank as it framed a face stained with dirt and blood.

      ‘Saturday,’ he gasped, leaning on a desk to support himself, nearly upending it as one leg gave way. Tim moved to grab his other arm and pulled him forward on to a chair. ‘They’ll kill her Saturday. We have to stand up and fight.’

      Tim exchanged a glance with Mika. She noticed his eyes linger for a moment on the radio transmission jammer.

      ‘It’s too soon,’ Tim said, his voice lacking conviction, as if he wanted David to persuade him. ‘We don’t have enough time to arm and prepare the men.’

      ‘Too soon or never,’ David said. ‘London is in turmoil. The people will rise for Marta Banks. When they do, you cut out his heart from the inside.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘We take Parliament Tower.’

      Tim began to laugh. ‘You’re a madman.’

      Mika stood up. ‘If those inside the tower can’t communicate with those on the outside, no one will know until it’s too late.’

      ‘And once we’re inside the tower, we can take control of the city. The people will follow us. The Governor’s forces will be routed.’

      ‘He’ll release the Huntsmen.’

      David turned to Mika. ‘You worked for them. How can we stop them?’

      Mika took a deep breath. ‘The Huntsmen are a law onto themselves. The Department of Civil Affairs has little control over them. They obey the rule of one person only.’

      ‘Then we find a way to capture or disable that person. Who is it?’

      The name felt like poison on Mika’s tongue, and she wondered how many people would die as a result of her suggestion. But like a derailed train, it was too late.

      ‘Dreggo.’
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      It always entertained Dreggo to see Farrell Soars angry, but today he had a look on his face that could have sent thunderclouds scurrying away in fear. He walked to one end of the messy office, lifted his hands as if imploring some unseen deity, then dropped them and walked back to the opposite wall, where he carried out the same ritual again.

      ‘I need three hundred men.’ He scowled as he strode past her for the fourth or fifth time. ‘Or two hundred with better weapons. Or thirty Huntsmen.’

      Dreggo sat up. ‘The blood of too many of my Huntsmen is already on your hands,’ she snarled at him. ‘Sorel didn’t need to die.’

      ‘That machine was put out of its misery,’ Soars shot back. ‘It obstructed the capture of two Tube Riders. I would have shot it myself had I been there.’

      ‘It’s lucky for you that you weren’t.’

      ‘The Tube Riders should be in custody. Your incompetence let them escape.’

      Dreggo rose to her feet. The Governor trusted Farrell Soars; otherwise she would have arranged for a knife to find its way into his throat.

      ‘I thought you didn’t care about the Tube Riders.’

      ‘I care about the Governor’s orders. And if he wants them dead, so do I. It’s a shame he’s surrounded himself with idiots who can’t control their charges.’

      ‘I would suggest you watch your words around me.’

      Soars matched her gaze. ‘I’ll stay out of Huntsman affairs if you stay away from the DCA. I don’t care about your rank. You’re as incompetent as the creatures you lead.’

      ‘I could have you killed….’

      ‘And then you’d never catch the Tube Riders.’ He slammed a fist against a filing cabinet. ‘Get me three hundred armed men and I’ll have that place cleaned out by nightfall tomorrow.’

      Dreggo gave up. It was an argument they had repeated a dozen times. ‘The Governor will never let you raze the Tank,’ she said. ‘It keeps order better than your worthless police force.’

      ‘The Governor will understand that sometimes a purge is the only way. You know the Tank is behind these mob riots as well as I. There have been five major incidents since that girl was captured. You want to tell me the two aren’t related?’

      She knew he was right, but simply eradicating the Tank had little strategic gain. Instead of organised crime, the city would be flooded with chaos. Then there was the possibility that the Tank had weapons. The Governor had taught her a lot in the short time she had stood by his side. Armies were just pawns, he said. Wars were fought by a few individuals with power. The will of one powerful voice could dictate the will of thousands of others.

      Tim Cold controlled the Tank, and they would fight on his command. If the Tank was armed, it made more sense for its people to be fighting for the government than against it.

      ‘We harness it,’ she said quietly.

      ‘What?’

      ‘The Tank. Destroying it serves no purpose. Having it on our side, however … is of much greater use.’

      Soars glared at her. ‘Eventually you’ll come around,’ he said, then stalked out of the room, his footsteps echoing in his wake.

      Dreggo rubbed her chin. She knew little of Tim Cold. His name had floated around Cross Jumper circles from time to time, but no one knew much beyond that he led the Tank. It would be difficult to control him.

      Lindon, on the other hand, was like a muscular statue made from soft clay, waiting for manipulation.

      She licked her lips. Yes, manipulating Lindon would be easy.
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* * *

      The ship was almost ready. The Governor stood by the railing of the viewing platform high above the hanger where the craft was being assembled, watching the events with an air of dissatisfaction. How many was it now? Ten? Twenty?

      It didn’t help that his best scientists kept either dying or disappearing, but the materials they had to work with were poor, and the technology for building Earth-orbiting craft was near-obsolete. The biggest problem, of course, with oil stocks so low and nuclear power unpredictable, was the lack of a viable fuel source.

      It would only take one, he knew. One ship to reach orbit, to use the coding signal to find the old Russian satellite that had long ago been set adrift, to lock on to it and to bring its priceless cargo home.

      It would only take one, but how many more years would he have to wait?

      Dissatisfaction was beginning to rule the people again. He had to be careful; his frustrations were getting the better of him. The people were beginning to stir. Ruling with a bloodstained iron hand had never been his intention, but sometimes there was only one way to exert control.

      With raw, brutal power.

      He gave a slow nod. It would be so nice to demonstrate his power on Marta Banks and subdue the people for good, but she was gone, hiding in a tunnel like the rat she was. The other girl—what was her name?—would be a useful replacement.

      Dreggo was convinced her prisoner knew more than she let on. Dreggo was ruled by anger and hatred, but her conviction had been worth checking. His instinct had been right though. The girl had known nothing.

      Not about Marta Banks at least. Her mind had been interesting, a turmoil of confusion and emotions that he had found himself picking through like old toys thrown haphazardly into a box. He had tried to probe her, and like many people she had subconsciously thrown up an image of something valuable, something special to her, in order to block him out.

      A peach.

      Where would a girl like that have seen such a thing?

      The Governor looked back at the craft being assembled below him. Soon, perhaps, Dreggo would get what she wanted.

      Saturday. On Saturday he would remind the people of their place, and restore peace to London.
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* * *

      Frank rubbed cream into Cah’s forehead. It had been several hours since she had fallen asleep, and he had little hope for her to wake again. Even when she had been conscious, her eyes had watched him with a dull disappointment, as if the only thing she wanted in the whole world was to replace his with another face.

      ‘Lindon….’

      Frank started, at first thinking he was hearing things. Then he saw her lips move slightly and she whispered the name again.

      ‘He’s coming soon,’ Frank muttered. ‘Hang on, girl.’

      She gave a slow nod and relaxed into the pillows, her head lolling to the side. She had a day or two left at most.

      Where was that damn boy?

      Frank had sent half a dozen messages into the Tank, asking for Lindon to come. Cah was dying, and there was nothing Frank could do about it. Lindon had nothing left except a chance to say goodbye, but if he waited much longer he wouldn’t even have that.

      ‘Stay here, girl,’ he muttered. ‘I’ll find that fool myself.’

      He patted her on the cheek, then went out, closing the door. Dusk had fallen, bringing with it all the usual sirens and distant explosions. Frank hadn’t been outside after nightfall in years, because no one respected the aged anymore, and he was a mugging waiting to happen.

      He pulled on a jacket and slid a couple of small weapons into the pockets, a knife and a little electrical stunner that would knock someone out for a couple of minutes. He had his gun of course, with its two bullets, but he decided to leave that in the house.

      The air was chilly but surprisingly fresh as he laboured his way in a generally southeast direction, weighing up the options for travel plans as he stumped one slow step at a time. Bus, taxi, or Underground? God, what a choice. He remembered the days when he could have used any in relative safety. Get on, get off. What was the world coming to when you couldn’t trust a bus that came trundling towards you, and there weren’t even any taxis left?

      Up ahead, where the street angled downhill towards the Underground station, a group of people had gathered outside a boarded-up betting shop.

      Frank smelt the pungent scent of illegal homebrew long before he reached the group. They were strangely quiet for the beginnings of a mob; he had expected stirring speeches of defiance and revolution, but the men were talking quietly, sipping whatever piss they were drinking from recycled plastic cups.

      ‘A good evening to one and all,’ Frank growled, limping up to the back of the group. ‘A fine night for a festival, wouldn’t you say?’

      The nearest man turned towards him. ‘What do you want, old man?’

      Frank grinned. ‘A cup of ye’s finest ale wouldn’t go amiss, friend,’ he said, holding out a bony hand. ‘What’s the toast?’

      ‘To Saturday,’ the man said, passing Frank a cup.

      Frank took a tentative sip, then wrinkled his nose. It was best to leave the rest of it in the cup. ‘What’s going down on Saturday? Are the bastards finally going to open the gates and let a little fresh air into this pisshole?’

      ‘It’s time for revolution,’ the first man said, bringing grunts of agreement from the others. ‘On Saturday we rise up against the government.’

      ‘Who’s we?’

      ‘Everyone.’

      Frank laughed. ‘Last week I watched three punks like you unable to agree on the best way to haul a car out of the middle of the road. And you think you’re going to stand up to the Governor? Excuse me while I don’t laugh. It gives my stomach jip.’

      ‘Word is he’s going to execute the Tube Rider on the steps of Parliament Tower.’

      ‘What Tube Rider?’

      ‘Marta Banks.’

      Frank stared. ‘I’ve heard her name. A little famous, is she?’

      The men looked from one to the other. ‘She spat in his eye,’ one said.

      ‘So now you need to spit in his other one.’

      ‘Something like that.’

      Frank nodded. ‘You wouldn’t happen to know what this girl looks like, would you? Just so an old man can build up a mental picture?’

      One man pulled a sheet of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it. ‘People been passing out these prints,’ he said, holding out a copy of a detailed line drawing of a teenage girl with a thin face and short hair tied back into a ponytail. It was artistic, designed to be stirring, with the girl in a crouch, a piece of wood at her feet, looking up towards an oncoming train.

      Frank handed the sheet of paper back. ‘She’s a princess,’ he said. ‘Worth fighting for. Good luck on Saturday.’

      As the men went through a series of high-fives and hails, Frank turned and headed back the way he had come, his appetite for a night trek down to the Tank gone. It was probably time to get to fixing up his shutters, perhaps to put another lock on the front door.

      He wished the men luck on Saturday, he really did. It had crossed his mind to point out that, having actually met Marta Banks, the girl in the picture was not even a close likeness, but whatever. If they had decided that the time was right to die on the end of the Governor’s sword, then so be it.

      For his part, he was staying well away.
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      Parliament Tower itself was surrounded by a fifty-foot wall enclosing a huge area of exotic parks and gardens, but beyond it was a wide courtyard nearly a mile long which was unofficially known as Parliament Tower Plaza. Once containing other towers and office buildings, everything had been razed to leave what many people in London considered a wide killing ground, even though signs of any military presence were few.

      As David stared at Tim Cold’s map, he wondered just how easy it would be to breach those walls. The plan, of course, was to cut off the Governor’s retreat. A dotted line passing under the thicker line that marked the garden’s perimeter wall showed what Tim claimed was an unmarked Underground line.

      ‘There are two stations,’ the leader of the Tank said. ‘Here, just in front of the wall is one. We know it’s used for freight, which is taken into Parliament Tower through a gate at the far right of the wall which leads into an underground parking area beneath the gardens. But we also believe there’s another underneath Parliament Tower itself. It appears on historical maps but hasn’t been used publicly for thirty years. The official word is that it was shut down and filled in. That will be our entry point.’

      David looked around him at the cluster of men. Alongside Tim Cold were five others, each nodding in agreement with everything Tim was saying. David hadn’t been told their names. A sixth man stood back by the door, his arms folded. Lindon. Supposedly Tim’s second, David couldn’t help but feel nervous around him. Mika said that Lindon was also a Cross Jumper. Whether or not the old rivalry still stood he didn’t know, but there was a definite coldness about Lindon that made him keep his distance.

      Mika, the other person in the room, was peering at a computer screen. ‘I don’t have access to that part of the system,’ she said. ‘I’ve been trying to hack it, but my guess is that there is no official documentation pertaining to its existence.’

      ‘How can we know it exists?’

      ‘Some decades ago the Internet was almost destroyed by hacker wars,’ Mika said. ‘Nothing was safe, nothing could be trusted. It was impossible to use the Internet as a reliable source of information. Nothing on a computer system with net access was safe from attack and manipulation. The Governor countered by banning the use of the Internet and stripping everything back. Everything that can be is isolated, and anything that can be left off the net for its protection, is.’

      ‘Which means?’

      ‘That if the station exists, the only people who know about it have either seen it themselves or been told about it by someone who has.’

      The man standing nearest to Tim gave a short nod. ‘This is a risk, Tim. It’s your call.’

      Tim laid a hand on the map. ‘Parliament Square was intentionally designed with no surrounding buildings, and we have no sniper rifles good enough to cover a greater distance. The chance to strike at the Governor himself will be slight unless the crowd revolts.’ He looked up at David. ‘We will plant small groups in the crowd to incite and encourage an uprising, but our main force will enter the Underground tunnels and move by foot towards the phantom station, aiming to use the blocked radio signals to our advantage. Once inside the tower, we will need to be ruthless.’ He took a deep breath. ‘No government man who offers resistance can be left alive.’

      David looked up at the men surrounding the table. All looked grim, but all nodded or muttered words of agreement.

      All except one.

      Lindon.
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* * *

      ‘Lindon!’

      He turned back at the sound of Tim Cold’s voice. ‘What?’

      ‘I need your help. This is more important than anything.’

      Lindon suppressed a sigh as he followed Tim into a small office. ‘I can’t do this,’ he said, before Tim had even closed the door. ‘I can’t stand by and watch all these people be put at risk.’

      Tim stared at him. ‘It’s too late for that.’

      ‘No, it’s not. You’ve followed these Tube Riders and their crazy plans, and you’ve put the lives of everyone here in danger. The government is not the enemy.’

      ‘As the leader of the Tank I could order your death for your disobedience,’ Tim said, his words hollow, the way Lindon had always known, and if he was honest, preferred. ‘But as the leader of the Underground Movement for Freedom, it would go against my humanity.’

      ‘Killing me for disagreeing makes you no better than those you fight against.’

      Tim smiled. ‘Exactly. Which is why I need your help. We can win this, Lindon. We have a chance. These Tube Riders have stirred up the people and the Governor has played into our hands. Are you on my side?’

      ‘I’m on the Tank’s side.’

      ‘And I lead the Tank.’

      ‘Yes.’

      Tim’s eyes had gone blank as he stared off into space. ‘We can win this, Lindon,’ he repeated. ‘We can free London.’

      Lindon resisted the urge to disagree. ‘What do you want from me?’

      ‘Dreggo.’

      Lindon shifted. His thoughts had been drifting to the girl more often than he liked of late. ‘What do you want of her?’

      ‘She controls the Huntsmen. I need her dead.’ He paused. ‘You knew her in the Cross Jumpers. You can gain her trust. I need you to arrange a meeting with her for Friday. Any sooner and the government might know our plans.’

      Lindon said nothing for a long time. Finally he said, ‘How?’

      Tim reached into his pocket and withdrew a tiny metal ball that nestled neatly in the palm of his hand. ‘This will disable her long enough to do the rest. Throw it at close range and don’t miss. Can you find her?’

      Lindon stared at the metal ball for a long time. Finally he went over to the desk, reached out and plucked it from Tim’s palm, then slid it into his own pocket, giving a short nod as he did so.

      Tim Cold stood up. He came around the desk and clapped Lindon on the shoulder. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘We can do this, Lindon. All you have to do is believe.’

      As Tim went out, Lindon stared at the closing door.

      If I kill her, Cah dies.
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* * *

      Tim didn’t look back as he headed towards his own offices on a lower level. He was beginning to regret trusting Lindon. The unflinching loyalty he had always known was wavering. Outwardly, Lindon offered the kind of disagreeing statements that could be expected of a man with skepticism, but Tim had seen something more in his eyes. The risk that Lindon would betray them was too great.

      No matter. The tiny device would do the trick. On his instruction, Mika had adjusted it slightly from the prototype Tim had given to David. No longer simply containing a disabling electric shock, now it contained an incendiary device that would destroy everything in a three-metre radius.

      Two invasive birds, one little metal stone. All Lindon had to do was find Dreggo, and he would unknowingly clear the path for Saturday’s plans.

      Tim gave a small nod. Whatever feelings of regret he had felt when he handed the deadly weapon over to Lindon were easy to shrug off.

      Sometimes people had to be sacrificed for the greater good.
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      Benny gave a slow nod. ‘Okay. It’s on.’

      David let out a slow breath and dropped to his knees. ‘Thank you.’

      Benny lifted a hand. ‘Get up, fool. None of this kneeling business.’

      ‘But I don’t have the money—’

      Benny shrugged. For a moment he frowned, about to say something else, then he shook his head. ‘It’s a favour for a friend. Two adults, one kid. That’s it though. I can’t guarantee the safety of a bigger group.’

      ‘It’s perfect.’

      ‘My contact works through the Watford perimeter gate. I need you to meet me there at four p.m. on Saturday afternoon.’ He took a pencil from a box and scrawled an address on a scrap of paper. Handing it to David, he said, ‘Memorise it, then throw it in the Thames. This is the exact location. I need you here, and I need you to not be late. When the shit kicks off at Tower Plaza, all eyes will be turned away. We’ll never have a better chance.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Stop saying that. If this works out, people will be thanking you.’

      David nodded. Tim Cold’s plans were moving into place. All he could do was carry out his part and hope nothing went wrong. But if it did … he wanted Raine and Jake as far away as possible.

      ‘Will you be able to get them to come?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘And you? You’re the third person, right?’

      ‘I hope so.’

      ‘What about this girl? Airie?’

      David shook his head. ‘I don’t know. If the Tank men move quickly enough, we might be able to save her. If not—’

      ‘If the Huntsmen tear the whole crowd to shreds…?’

      David shivered. ‘Just in case, I want Raine and Jake away. I owe them that after all the trouble I’ve caused them.’

      ‘Well, good luck.’
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* * *

      Raine was on the bridge, waiting for him. She hugged him as he arrived, and this time he allowed himself to hug her back.

      ‘I can get you out,’ he said. ‘You and Jake. It’s all arranged.’ He explained the details Benny had told him. ‘Trust no one. Be at that address by four. I’ll meet you there, but if I don’t make it, take Jake and go with Benny. Don’t wait a single minute longer.’

      Raine lifted a hand and stroked the side of his face. ‘David … I know what’s been said and done, what’s passed between us … but for this, thank you.’

      ‘It’s the least I could do.’

      ‘There’s something I need to tell you.’

      David pulled away and shook his head. ‘Can it wait until Saturday?’

      ‘I guess, but—’

      Then it can wait. I have to go.’ He smiled. ‘You can tell me on the way.’

      ‘David—’

      He pulled her hand to his mouth and gave it a light kiss. ‘For everything … I’m sorry. I hope one day you’ll forgive me.’

      She opened her mouth to answer, but he didn’t wait to hear what she wanted to say. He turned and ran from the bridge, quickly putting as much distance between them as he could.

      It was amazing, really, how quickly their last meeting had passed. David wished there could be another way, but getting Raine and Jake out of London was all that mattered. He would miss her, of course, but their paths had separated now. Hers led away from danger, outside the city where Benny had assured him Raine could hide. His led into the heart of danger.

      He had no choice but to face it. Whether he would survive or not, he would have to wait until Saturday to find out.
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* * *

      ‘Lindon….’

      ‘He’s not here, girl,’ Frank said, stroking the back of Cah’s hand. ‘He had to go out for a bit, but he’s been beside you the whole time.’ He scowled inwardly. Lying would send him to hell unless he could get whatever God had bestowed this hellhole of a life on them all to blame Lindon. If the boy wouldn’t come home, there was nothing he could do except try to ease Cah’s passing as best he could.

      ‘Lindon, I miss you….’

      ‘He was saying just the same earlier,’ Frank said. ‘Can I tell you something, um, Cah? About Lindon? I don’t know if he ever told you or not.’

      The girl mumbled a reply Frank couldn’t catch, but her fingers closed over his, holding them with more strength than he had felt from her in days. Without hearing her say it, he knew she wanted to hear. It was strange for him too, though. To say anything about the past was like opening up a floodgate. He had kept his memories as tightly secured as his house, and he feared that delving into them might bring some hint of optimism that he didn’t need.

      ‘His dad, my son, he was a good man. Him and his lovely wife, they lived right here with me in this house. Going back twenty years now, I’d packed it in with the government and was working for myself, sewing people up, sorting out people who’d got themselves in trouble, the kind of thing I should have been doing in a government hospital but wasn’t. My boy, he was running a shelter for homeless, taking in street kids. Never put a foot wrong, but every now and then the DCA would run a fucking purge—excuse my fucking French—where they’d show up somewhere and demand a confession. They’d bully people on the street, sometimes go knock on doors. If no one confessed, they’d kill you anyway.’

      He sighed, wondering if he ought to go on. The girl hadn’t responded, but every few words her eyelids would flutter as if on some deep level she was paying attention.

      ‘The bastards showed up at my son’s workplace, demanding a confession from someone. Obviously no one was interested, so they picked on some poor kid and threatened to kill him. This kid had no family, nothing. He was fifteen years old, or thereabouts, and the DCA were going to drag him out on to the street and cut his throat, for no other reason than because they could.’

      Frank paused. His chest was starting to heave, tears filling his eyes. He had blocked this memory for so long. Cah didn’t need to hear this, but now he had started, he was unable to stop.

      ‘My son, he stepped up and told them to back off. Told them to leave the kid alone. They told him to confess, and he told them to go fuck themselves.’ Frank rubbed his eyes, wiping tears away. ‘I didn’t find out what he said until later, but man, if that didn’t give me the greatest pride. Shame things didn’t work out better.

      ‘They brought my son back here. His wife answered the door, and before she knew what was going on they were inside. I was upstairs with Lindon, who was just a baby. I did what I had to do. I grabbed a roll of surgical tape and trussed him up like a bag of apples, hiding him in a cupboard, hoping we’d all get out of it alive somehow. Then I went and faced those bastards head on, looked them in the eye and poured my heart out to try to save my son and his wife. I confessed to every kind of crime under the sun and they laughed in my face.’ He sniffed.

      ‘I didn’t save my son.’

      Cah’s fingers tightened over Frank’s hand. She had heard him.

      ‘I survived, and Lindon survived, but my son and his lovely wife died there in front of me. I remember the guy with the knife. I’ll never forget him. His name is Soars. He was a young kid then, some punk trying to make a name for himself. Now he’s up there at the top of the tree of turds, telling all the other turds what to do. I’ve got a bullet for him, by god, and one day I’ll use it to put a hole in his evil head.’

      He paused, waiting for his heart to stop racing. ‘I brought Lindon up as my own son. I loved him, goddamn it, I loved him, and I did the best for him that I could. I know what he does. He’s no angel. He’s a bruiser and a thug but he’s got his dad in him, and his mum. He’s got the heart I wanted him to have, and no matter what he does, he’s made me proud and he will always make me proud. He’s made mistakes—more than I can count—but who hasn’t? We do what we can. We do what we have to do to get through this and hope we live to see the lights come back on. And I know one thing, girl. He loves you. He loves you more than anything. And whatever he might have done or yet do, it’s not because he’s an asshole or a vindictive prick, it’s because he thinks it’s right. That’s all I can say.’

      Cah stirred. Her eyelids fluttered and for a moment her eyes opened. A soft smile spread across her face and she drew in a long breath. Frank’s throat seemed to tighten, as his years of experience as a doctor told him what was about to happen.

      ‘Thank you … Lindon … I … love you.’

      ‘Oh, girl….’

      Cah relaxed back into the sheets with a sigh, a smile on her face as her eyes closed. Frank held on to her hand, trying not to cry as her pulse became fainter and fainter, slowly fading away until he could no longer feel it at all.
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      The tiny device weighed no more than a few grams, but in Lindon’s pocket it felt like a cannon ball. He tried to put it out of his mind as he wandered the streets, breathing in the degradation and decay, listening to the screams and the sirens, smelling the smoke fumes and the pungent stench of heaped garbage. He tried to convince himself that Tim Cold was right, that they had a chance, that thousands of innocent lives wouldn’t be lost on Saturday, that he could both save Cah and protect the people of the Tank from slaughter, but all he could see was blood and death.

      Frank’s upstairs bedroom light was on. Lindon stood in the shadows across the street, watching for a long time. No shadows moved behind the shutters, but the glow emanated out. Frank was in there tending to her, administering medication, keeping her alive. Everything would be all right. All Lindon had to do was keep his end of the bargain with Dreggo.

      His apartment was empty when he arrived. There was no way to tell when Dreggo might show, but without a way to contact her, all he could do was wait. As he sat in a chair by the window, looking out over the grim grey highrise apartment blocks of London’s decaying suburbs, he wondered how it had been a thing of beauty. The old splendour was lost beneath a cloud of smoke, but unless he did what needed to be done, thousands more innocent people would choke and die.

      It was dark when he opened his eyes to the certainty that someone else was in the room.

      ‘Hello, Lindon.’

      ‘Dreggo.’

      She was a silhouette that glimmered in places where the weak moonlight found the metal parts of her body. She took a chair across from him and crossed one leg over another.

      ‘I knew you’d come back.’

      ‘I had no choice.’

      ‘There is always a choice, Lindon.’

      He shook his head. ‘Not this time. This is the only way.’

      She said nothing. In the darkness one eye shone red, but the human side of her face was in shadow.

      ‘He runs the Underground Movement for Freedom out of the Tank. He confided in me.’

      ‘Tim Cold?’

      ‘Yes. They have a command centre in the basement of the old Houses of Parliament. No one knows besides Tim Cold and a handful of others. The rest of the people in the Tank are innocent. They’ve done nothing wrong. Tim Cold controls everything.’

      ‘And he sent you here to kill me.’

      Lindon lifted up the tiny silver ball so that the moonlight caught it like a Christmas light. He turned it around in his fingers. ‘They know you control the Huntsmen,’ he said. ‘The Tank can stand against the DCA and even the military, but the Huntsmen … are something else.’

      Dreggo nodded. ‘You have a wisdom Tim Cold lacks, Lindon.’ She pulled off her cloak and dropped it on a chair. ‘They don’t deserve you. Join me. I’ll make you powerful in the government.’

      Lindon shook his head. ‘I want only the safety of the Tank.’

      Dreggo stood up. She walked across the room until she was standing in front of him. He could hurl the ball at her at point blank range, ending her, but he didn’t. He let her reach down and take it from his fingers.

      ‘Danger indeed,’ she said. She lifted it to her face and something flickered in her computerised eye. She gave a slow nod, then held it out for him to take back. ‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Use it. Where would you like me to stand? Over by the far wall? Would that be far enough? Go on, Lindon. Use it.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because I cannot trust him.’

      Dreggo gave a soft laugh. She squatted down in front of him and put her hands on his knees. ‘You were right. This little ball of terror packs quite an explosive. It’ll destroy everything in this room, including you and me. Is that what he told you?’

      Lindon stared at the tiny object in his hand. ‘No.’

      ‘I didn’t think so. You know what you need to do, don’t you?’ Her finger was stroking the inside of his thigh. She was nothing beyond a shadow, a glowing red orb, but there was something about her that was stirring something in him. He despised her with every part of his being, but at the same time he felt a connection to her that he felt with no one else, not even Cah.

      She lifted herself up until she was leaning over him, her body pressed against his stomach. He wanted to throw her away, toss her through the window and watch her tumble over and over as she fell, but he couldn’t move, and his body was starting to make its own decisions. Dreggo plucked the tiny bomb from his fingers and held it up between them.

      ‘I could have you hung from the perimeter walls by a noose,’ she whispered. ‘I could have you left hanging until the elements have stripped the flesh from your bones. But I like you, Lindon, and you’ve done well. I haven’t forgotten what I promised. All you have to do is something for me. There was a time, Lindon, when I used to be a woman. I’m sure you remember. I certainly haven’t forgotten you.’

      She slipped the ball into her mouth, then leaned forward and kissed him. He felt metal, both warm and cold, and flesh, a woman’s tongue. She lifted her legs over him, and he knew that control as he had once considered it no longer belonged to him. He was Dreggo’s toy, a plaything, and he would only return to himself when she was done.

      He let her hands guide him. He was glad that he couldn’t see her, but in many ways they were no different. They were both broken, beyond repair. The city could be revived one day perhaps, but its inhabitants were too far London-gone. Life would only begin again with a new generation. All Lindon could do was try to minimise the damage. As Dreggo slid her clothes from her body he tried to move his mind elsewhere, to forget everything, to force the betrayal from his mind. As he paid for Dreggo’s forgiveness with the yielding of his body to pleasure hers, he tried to be somewhere else, anywhere.

      ‘It’s been so long since I enjoyed a man,’ she whispered when it was over, her breath coming in tired gasps as she held the ball again in her fingers, one hand stroking the muscles of his chest between the folds of his unbuttoned shirt. ‘You were something special.’

      Lindon said nothing. He had done what she wanted on autopilot, muscle memory. She repulsed him, but if it saved Cah and safeguarded the people of the Tank, it was worth it.

      Dreggo stood up and pulled on her clothes. ‘Thanks for the memories, Lindon. I’ll treasure them, you can be sure of that. And I’ll see you again, won’t I? After the dust settles on Saturday. You won’t forget what you promised, will you?’

      ‘I’ll keep my end of the bargain if you keep yours.’

      ‘Of course.’ Dreggo lifted a hand in a salute. ‘I’m a girl of honour.’

      He watched her leave. As soon as he was sure she was gone, he went to the bathroom where they had always kept a few bottles of water filled from a nearby rain culvert.

      There, with water that was almost as stale as his clothes, he did his best to wash away Dreggo’s memory.

      He didn’t know what time it was, but in a few short hours the grey sun would begin to rise over the shattered wasteland of London. Lindon headed straight out, heading across the city on foot. It took him more than an hour to reach the abandoned station of Charing Cross East, but in its bowels he found a handful of people gathered around an electric fire tapped off the local wiring.

      They knew him as their leader and they welcomed him as a friend. If Cah was in his soul, then the rest of the Cross Jumpers were his brothers and sisters, and the Tank was his family.

      ‘Tomorrow I need you more than I’ve ever needed you,’ he said. ‘This is dangerous, but it’s important.’

      A man named Wade clapped him on the shoulder. ‘We’ve got your back, man. You lead, we follow. That’s the rule.’

      ‘Rules no longer matter,’ Lindon said. ‘What matters is trust.’

      Another man, Phelps, said, ‘We’re with you as Cross Jumpers and friends. What’s going down?’

      Lindon took a deep breath. ‘Tomorrow we take over the Tank.’
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      ‘I want you to listen, but I know you won’t.’

      Tim Cold shook his head. ‘It’s too late for that. This is our moment.’

      Mika sighed. ‘My sister isn’t Marta Banks,’ she said. ‘The Governor is more intelligent that you can understand. He took power with words and he’ll end this uprising with words. He’ll expose Airie as a fake.’

      ‘All we need is the time to hamstring him. Then London will be ours.’

      Mika shook her head. ‘It won’t work. The people are too negative. They won’t respond, not in great enough numbers.’

      ‘There will be enough.’

      ‘Rick Spacewell knew,’ she said quietly. Tim had told her what he knew of the original Tube Riders, that three of them survived—Marta Banks, the one they called Switch, and a boy called Carl Weston. ‘Those boards … they weren’t for us. They were intended for Marta and the others.’

      ‘They’ve served their purpose.’

      Mika shook her head again. She stared down at the map on the tabletop so that Tim Cold wouldn’t see the frustration in her eyes. They couldn’t save Airie, but they could save the thousands who were set to die in a few hours’ time.

      Someone knocked hard on the door. Tim turned towards it, frowning. ‘Who is it?’

      ‘Lindon.’

      Mika felt a sudden uncontrollable panic as Tim went to open the door. Lindon’s voice was wrong, more urgent than it should have been. Dealing with the Huntsmen on a daily basis she had grown used to judging emotion from sounds. She started to tell Tim to wait, but it was too late, he had activated the code to open the door.

      Lindon was barely inside before Tim was staggering backwards, a knife sticking out of his chest. Lindon stepped forward and punched Tim with staggering force, then turned towards Mika as she darted for the door.

      His hand came up, holding a gun. Mika stared at her death, then thought of her sister’s face and dived under the nearest table, kicking a chair towards him. He knocked it easily aside, but Tim’s hands closed over his ankles, pulling him off balance. The gun went off, the bullet slamming into a tabletop above her head. Mika kicked out, using a filing cabinet for leverage, propelling herself through the door.

      She didn’t give herself time to think about what might or might not happen next. She dragged herself up to her feet and raced for her laboratories.

      She had to cling to what she had left or she was already dead.

      Her sister.

      Airie.

      [image: ]
* * *

      David stared at the aerial photograph of Parliament Tower Plaza. Taken some years before via satellite, various areas had been drawn over in black marker to show where parts had been removed or rebuilt.

      It looked too open. There was nowhere to hide, no cover. They were facing a pitched battle, and the only thing the men of the Tank had on their side was the element of surprise. They weren’t expected to win, David knew. All they had to do was hold the Governor’s forces out in the open while a second group flanked him.

      ‘We’ll have gunmen in as many buildings as we can,’ one man was telling him, his words drifting over the top of David’s thoughts like a boat floating on a pond. ‘Unfortunately, so will they. What we do have is a few dozen stolen DCA uniforms which will give us an advantage—’

      The door to the meeting room burst open and a group of men came rushing in. David reached for a knife at his belt but the butt of a gun slammed into his forehead, stunning him. He dropped to his knees as shots rang out, holding on to the tabletop for support. Two of the other men were already dead. He stared as one of the attackers held a gun to the head of a fallen man and pulled the trigger. Another tried to run for the door and was shot in the back.

      In less than thirty seconds he was the only one left alive. He waited for them to kill him, but the men sheathed their weapons and dragged him up. He tried to struggle but one man punched him in the stomach, winding him.

      ‘Nice one,’ a man said to his left. ‘Clean as a whistle. Let’s go.’
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* * *

      He had hoped Tim Cold would be alone, but no matter, the scientist could wait. She was mistrusted in the Tank and it would only take a word to start a witch hunt to flush her out. As Tim Cold lay gasping on the floor below him, Lindon pulled the explosive device out of his pocket.

      ‘You risked them all,’ he said. ‘And you betrayed them. The Tank people are my people. You are not one of them. I will not allow you to send them to slaughter.’

      ‘Lindon, no … this is our chance.’

      ‘Liar.’

      He kicked Tim Cold in the face. As the man groaned, Lindon went to the door and stepped outside. He lifted the explosive, then reached inside and pressed the door release. As the door slid shut, he threw the explosive into the room and then ducked back against the wall as a deafening explosion shook the corridor.

      The door clicked shut, sealing off the gutted room. Lindon nodded. He alone knew the combination to open the door. Tim Cold’s pit of conspiracy and machinations was now his tomb.

      Lindon headed for the upper levels. If all had gone to plan, the purge should now be complete.
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* * *

      David quickly gave up trying to struggle as the armed men marched him through the corridors, past several bewildered inhabitants who shrank away at the sight of their guns. They went up several flights of stairs, finally reaching a large antechamber with raised stepped seats on either side of a long central table, an old parliament debating room.

      ‘You’re making a mistake,’ David said, as the men dragged him down a set of stairs and pushed him into a seat.

      The door opened and another group of men entered. ‘What’s going on here?’ one man said. ‘Wade? What’s all this about?’

      ‘Tim Cold betrayed us,’ came a voice David recognised. The newest group parted to reveal Lindon standing in the doorway, muscles bulging under a shirt flecked with blood and dust.

      ‘Lindon?’

      ‘His lies threatened everyone who belongs to the Tank. He has been replaced as leader.’

      ‘Who…?’

      Lindon didn’t need to answer. He walked down the steps to the second group of men, looking at each in turn as if daring them to challenge him. The man who had spoken held his gaze a few seconds, then stepped back and nodded. The others did the same.

      Lindon turned towards David.

      ‘The Tube Rider will be handed over to the DCA,’ he said. ‘But I want a word with him first.’

      ‘You fucking turncoat,’ David spat.

      Lindon’s face was like thunder. ‘Get him up and release him. Push those tables aside.’

      The men did as they were asked. David didn’t need to know what was coming; he could see it in Lindon’s eyes. Violence emanated from him like an aura. As Lindon snarled and came forward, fists raised, David glanced behind him, looking for somewhere to run, but there were only tables and spaces where chairs had been. Nothing he could use as a weapon.

      He turned back, lifting his fists. If Lindon wanted to fight, he would fight.
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* * *

      The only people Mika saw were running in the opposite direction, back towards the explosions and the gunshots. She kept her head down as if shielding herself from attack and no one paid her any attention. She heard men hollering war cries, women screaming, children crying. They feared the worst, that the DCA or even the Huntsmen had come to flush them out. It was chaos, but it worked to her advantage as she reached the rooms Tim Cold had allocated her.

      Lindon had been thorough. A man was waiting outside. He pulled a gun on her as she approached.

      ‘Lindon sent me,’ she called, trying to double bluff him. ‘He said to tell you to help me bring some stuff to the meeting room upstairs.’

      The man shook his head, looking confused. She pushed past him without a pause into the room, ripping the first laptop she reached off its wires and around into his face as he moved to follow. As he groaned she kicked him between the legs, then slammed the laptop down over the back of his head. She tied his hands and feet with the wires as he lay stunned.

      ‘I had to deal with Huntsmen,’ she muttered, half talking to herself as she gathered up the things she needed. ‘Street punks like you aren’t really a problem. Do yourself a favour though, won’t you? It doesn’t matter whose side you fight on. The enemy is the same.’

      Slinging a rucksack over her shoulder, she slipped past the man and back out into the corridor. As she raced for the meeting rooms where she had last seen David, she prayed she wasn’t too late.
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* * *

      You didn’t survive in London for long without being able to fight, but Lindon was a hardened cage fighter, and David was already weak from undernourishment. His only chance was to stay out of range as long as possible, but it was quickly apparent that Lindon would get the blood he wanted no matter how long it took.

      David tried to weave around the old stalls, climbing over them as Lindon lumbered in pursuit, but the other men were keen to see the contest over quickly and began to close in. Eventually he had nowhere to go but forward, so he ducked in sharply, trying to get inside Lindon and give himself more time.

      Lindon, though, had seen it all. He dropped quickly, and suddenly the punches were coming, hammer blows that rained down on David’s head and body. He ducked, curling his head towards his stomach, but Lindon shoved him backwards and then a blow landed that felt like the end wall of a platform on a failed tube ride. David hit the ground, his vision blurring, the taste of blood in his mouth. He tried to crawl away, but hands were pulling him up, pushing him back into range.

      ‘Come on, Lindon, that’s enough,’ he heard someone say, then he was falling again, the blow so hard it barely registered as pain. A laminate wooden tabletop met his stomach and he rolled over onto the aisle behind, gaining a couple of seconds of time. He tried to crawl away, then his ears filled with a strange high-pitched squeal that came out of nowhere.

      He thought Lindon must have hit him hard enough to burst his eardrums, but when he turned he saw the other man lying a few feet away, writhing on the ground.

      David tried to crawl forward but the sound was mind-numbing, like something was burrowing into his spine and dissecting him from the inside out. He shut his eyes—or tried to—and pulled his hands over his head.

      Then fingers were touching him, dragging him forward. He looked up into the face of a girl he was sure he knew, but now her face was framed by smoke, almost disembodied, floating in front of him. Lips moved, but no sounds came over the spine-tingling squeal.

      His legs worked, though. He staggered through the smoke after the girl, saw the spectre of a man appear in front of them, and saw the girl mow him down with the swing of something hard and metallic.

      Then a door was between them and the others, and the smoke had stopped and the squealing was dying down.

      ‘My god, he made a mess of you.’

      The voice sounded a thousand miles away. When he opened his mouth to respond, a searing pain raced up the side of his face.

      Mika. It was Mika. He remembered her now. She led him down the corridor and into a grand old ballroom with a towering, ornate ceiling.

      She lifted a hand to tell him to stop. ‘Hold on,’ she said, pulling a clawboard up in front of her and pointing it up at the ceiling. ‘Don’t let go of me.’

      She released the grapnel and the wire fired out, catching on the edge of a skylight far above. Mika glanced at David, then pressed the retract button. They rose up quickly just as people rushed into the hall below.

      David stared at the electromagnetic head of the magnet sticking to the corner frame of the skylight. It was just a magnet that was holding them up; they could plummet at any moment. He hung on as Mika pushed open the skylight and told him to climb up onto the roof.

      People had spotted them now. David’s ears were still ringing from the strange sound, and his whole face ached. He didn’t dare to answer, he just reached up and pulled himself through, then lowered an arm to help Mika climb out. She switched off the electromagnet and the grapnel fell loose. As shouting began below, David pushed the skylight shut.

      The ornate roof of the old Houses of Parliament stretched out around them like the top of a decaying wedding cake, all spires and pirouettes and balustrades. In places it had been damaged, and they carefully stepped around gaping holes as they hurried in a westwards direction counter to the languid flow of the Thames stretching away in front of them.

      David massaged his jaw as they moved, running his fingers along the bone, wincing at the pain. It didn’t seem to be broken, but it felt like it. One of his eyes was closing, and his upper lip was caked with blood.

      ‘We should have seen that coming,’ Mika said. ‘I could tell that Lindon wasn’t into Tim’s plans. I never thought he’d kill him though.’

      David forced his jaw to work. ‘Tim’s dead?’

      Mika nodded. ‘I got away, but barely. I’d guess the revolution is on hold.’

      ‘What happened back there?’

      Mika held up her clawboard. ‘Smokescreen. One of Rick’s features. The other was a sonic inhibitor.’ She grinned. ‘I added that.’

      They reached the end of the roof. Mika attached the grapnel electromagnet to the metal frame of an old radio aerial. ‘You take it,’ she told David. ‘You’re stronger than me.’

      ‘Not sure I’d believe that,’ he said, wrapping his hands through the rubber straps. ‘But let’s see.’

      They abseiled down the sloping ornamental roof to a promenade that ran along the side of the Thames.

      ‘We have to hurry. They’re coming.’

      Men were running towards them from both directions. David retracted the grapnel while Mika ran over to the edge of the promenade and peered down at the water.

      ‘We’re trapped,’ she said.

      ‘No, we’re not. I just hope this thing doesn’t weigh us down. Come on.’

      He pulled her towards the edge of the river. A walkway led down to the water’s edge. A handful of rotting rowboats bobbed in the water, but none looked seaworthy.

      ‘What do we do now?’

      ‘We’re going in,’ David said.

      They held hands as they jumped into the water. As the current began to pull them away from the side, David grabbed hold of an old rowboat and pulled it after them. It broke from its rotten mooring with a dull crack. David turned it around in front of them to shield them from the men on the promenade.

      ‘Hold on to me.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘We’ll worry about that if we make it.’

      Surrounded by the lapping waters, with the pungent scent of rotting wood filling his senses, David concentrated on Mika’s hand looped over his and keeping the remains of the boat between them and the riverside.

      ‘Kick,’ he said. ‘We need to get out into the current.’

      ‘Can they see us?’

      ‘I’m guessing not. They have guns, right?’

      The current was getting stronger. David tried to peer around the edge of the rowboat, but he risked letting go. Instead he pulled it closer, the wood leaning over their heads like a shelter against the world.

      A couple of minutes later the river carried them beneath Westminster Bridge. As they floated along in the middle, the river felt so vast. David stared at the buildings that rose up on either side.

      ‘I imagine it used to be so beautiful,’ he said.

      Mika didn’t answer.

      It felt like they were in the water forever, but finally they drifted close enough to the far bank for David to fire the grapnel around an old mooring post. The board reeled them in to the shore with a tired whir.

      As they stood shivering on an old launching platform, David turned the board over in his hands. ‘Waterproof?’

      ‘Seems like it. We’d better get it cleaned up though. What happened to yours?’

      ‘I stashed it.’

      ‘Good. We’ll need it.’

      ‘What do we do now? The Tank’s no longer with us I gather.’

      Mika stared out at the river. ‘This is over, David. There’s no more revolution.’ Her voice hung with defeat. ‘If we stay in London we’ll be hunted. We have to get out, and we have to take these boards. Rick Spacewell knew about the Tube Riders, but he didn’t build them for you, or Raine, or anyone else in London. He built them for Marta Banks. We have to take them to her.’

      ‘Did he say where she is?’

      Mika shook her head. ‘No, but I have an idea.’

      ‘I know a man who can get us out of the city. I’ve arranged for him to take Raine and Jake. They’re leaving at four p.m. tomorrow, just as everything kicks off. While the guards are distracted.’

      ‘Just Raine and Jake?’

      David looked down. ‘They think I’m going with them.’

      ‘But you’re not?’

      ‘I was planning to send Airie. If I can free her. I owe her, Mika. This is my fault. All of it. Right from the start.’

      She put a hand on his arm. ‘You’re wrong,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t matter what you did. There’s only one person who deserves any blame for everything, and he’s sitting up in his ivory tower looking down at us with a look of contempt on his face.’

      ‘How do we stop him?’

      ‘We can’t. But we can stop a whole lot of people from dying.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘We jailbreak my sister. There can’t be an execution without someone to execute.’

      ‘We have no idea where she is, and even if we did, there’s no way we could get to her.’

      Mika gave him a grim smile. ‘There, you’re wrong again. At least I hope you are. You’ve forgotten that I spent six years as the Governor’s head jailor. I know how those hellholes work. I managed to get out of one, and I’m pretty sure it would be a whole lot easier to get back in.’
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      ‘Tell her to wait. I have other things to deal with first.’

      Wade nodded and went out. Lindon sighed. The dust had barely settled before Dreggo had come slinking around wanting a progress report. She was the last person he wanted to see, especially after the Tube Rider and the scientist had escaped. She wanted the blood of someone on her hands, but his bargaining tools were gone. Still, the Tank was secure again, the dirty stench of the UMF driven out.

      The people were already hailing him as leader. He had gangs out searching the riverbank for David and Mika, but here inside the old parliament buildings his rule was absolute.

      It felt good, but hollow at the same time.

      ‘It’s your turn now, Dreggo,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘I kept my side of the bargain, now you keep yours.’

      He called a handful of his most trusted men together and asked them to keep order while he was gone. Then he headed to Frank’s house. Now he was back in control, he could forgive his grandfather enough to see Cah. All he needed was a few minutes to tell her everything would be all right.

      The street was dark when he arrived, and unusually quiet. He had passed the glowing entrances to several drinking dens and gambling pits on the way, heard the rumble of incendiary laughter and the boom of stirring voices. He had done what he could to stem the bloodshed, but he could do nothing for those people doomed to march on Parliament Tower tomorrow.

      No matter. With the Tank safe, only one person mattered.

      Bringing his hand up to knock felt like lifting an iron ball. Even at the last moment his inclination was to run away, to leave Cah and his grandfather alone. Too many dark thoughts circulated in his head, not least of what he had done to secure Cah’s ticket back to life. Dreggo’s taint was like a tattoo on his body, a snakeskin he could never shed.

      The heavy knocker seemed to send a shockwave echoing through the streets.

      ‘It’s me. Lindon. Open the door.’

      There was no response for so long he began to believe his grandfather had gone out, rare though that was. He was just turning away when he heard the familiar screech of Frank’s deadbolts being drawn back.

      As the door swung open he waited for the usual barrage of insults, but Frank stood there in a dressing gown, so drawn he could have been an animated corpse. He gave a slight shake of his head.

      ‘Cah…?’

      ‘You were gone too long, boy. I’m sorry.’

      Lindon pushed past him, bounding up the stairs three at a time. He crashed through the door into Cah’s bedroom and switched on the light.

      ‘No….’

      His knees hit the floor as the strength fled from his body. He scratched at the side of his face at the sight of her, lying on her back, her eyes closed, a sheet pulled up to her chest. There was no colour left in her. Her cheeks were so sunken and her lips so thin it was as if she had begun to fade away.

      ‘When?’ he croaked.

      He heard the door open behind him and Frank stump into the room. ‘Yesterday,’ he said. ‘I tried to find you. Sent people. You hid yourself well, boy.’

      Lindon stood up. He ran a hand down Cah’s face, gasping at how cold she felt. ‘I have to get her to Dreggo,’ he said, leaning down to lift her up.

      The wooden cane that thwacked across his back stung like a whip. He turned to see Frank’s eyes blazing.

      ‘Don’t ever speak that name in my house, boy. I don’t know what you’ve done or where you’ve been, but I didn’t raise you to be one of them.’

      ‘I can save her.’

      Frank threw the cane aside and put a hand on Lindon’s arm. ‘Not even the Governor can save her now, boy. She’s gone, and she ain’t coming back.’

      ‘Where’s the box? What did this?’

      Frank laughed. ‘Oh, that. You really need to see it? You sure?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Frank bent down by a chest of drawers and slid the bottom one open. Blood pounded in Lindon’s brain as his grandfather took out the little metal tin. His ancient hands held it up to Lindon.

      ‘What was she taking?’ he muttered as he snatched the tin and pulled off the lid.

      ‘The same as the rest of us. Nothing but good clean London air.’

      Lindon unfolded the picture. He stared at it, his heart beating in his mouth. One hand ran over his scalp.

      ‘You should have been here,’ Frank said. ‘That wasn’t the only thing she lost. You should have been here. She talked to me but she should have talked to you.’

      ‘You betrayed me. You knew the UMF had control of the Tank.’

      Frank sighed. ‘An old man like me knows a lot of things, boy. Doesn’t mean I can make a difference. That’s up to the youngsters, like you. I brought you up to be strong, but I also brought you up to be wise. Use your head, Lindon. It’s never too late.’

      Lindon threw the metal box away. He held the photo so tight in his hands that the picture began to peel away from the film. Soon there would be nothing left, no record that Cah or the family they could have had together had ever existed.

      ‘There’s one thing you can do, boy,’ Frank said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Avenge her. Some way, somehow … make a difference.’
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* * *

      His arms were aching by the time the grave was deep enough. Frank stood beside him in the pattering rain, an old umbrella over his shoulder, the glowing paraffin lamp shielded from the view of others by his feet. Lindon leaned back on the spade and looked around at the churchyard, its stone lintels just shadows in the darkness. It was a good place, a quiet place.

      ‘It’s ready,’ he said.

      Cah was wrapped in a blanket on the ground between them. It was an unfair way to treat a girl he considered the first and only love of his life, but her body was safer in the ground than out. His chest heaved with each thrust of the shovel, but she was gone and no amount of misery or grief would bring her back.

      ‘Do you want me to help?’ Frank said.

      Lindon shook his head. ‘I appreciate the gesture, but I think I can manage. Can you give me a couple of minutes?’

      Frank shrugged. ‘Sure.’

      Lindon waited until his grandfather had vanished into the shadows by the back wall of the church. Then he knelt down beside Cah’s body. He tried to think of something profound to say, something that would send her off in the right way, but no words would come. Despite the rain, this wasn’t some romantic bullshit out of a fairy story. Cah was dead, and it was too late to say whatever had needed to be said.

      He slid his arms under her and lifted her up. Then, climbing down into the pit, he bent to lay her down.

      He was on one knee when he paused. He pulled the stiff body close to him, and finally the tears came.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.
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      At the sight of the unwieldy figure stumping up the slope of the bridge towards her, Raine stared. The man looked too fat to move, great rolls of body swaying beneath loose-fitting clothes as he huffed his way up the gentle incline. David was late, and for anyone else she would have made a subtle retreat, but this man looked too harmless to bother. She turned and looked out towards the river, waiting for him to pass.

      ‘Raine?’

      She started at the sound of her name, freezing in place. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘I’m your ticket out of here. Benny Maxwell, friend of David’s. He not mention me?’

      Realisation dawned on her. ‘I remember. You’re not … what I expected.’

      Benny laughed. ‘Ain’t that the truth and some.’

      ‘And I was expecting to come to you.’

      ‘Change of plan. Where’s the kid? We have to go. Now.’

      ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Do I not look like I got here as quick as I can? We don’t have much time.’

      His face was soaked with the kind of grimy, salty sweat it was hard to work up beneath London’s chilly skies. ‘Follow me,’ she said.

      Benny, despite huffing like an old steam locomotive, moved quickly for a man of his size. When they came in sight of the compound, Benny waved her forward. ‘Bring the kid and any weapons you have. I’ll wait here. Be quick now.’

      Something in his tone told her there was no time even for a reply. She gave a quick nod, then ran off, trying not to let her panic show.
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* * *

      ‘She could be armed. Stay alert.’

      The group of men standing around Wade nodded, then quickly spread out as they headed into the compound. The guards had disabled the automatic locking system on all the doors on Lindon’s command, but the place was eerily silent as they crept through the dim concrete corridors.

      Up ahead, the corridor filled with muzzle flashes and a roar of sound as one of the men opened fire through an open doorway. As the dust died down, Wade ran to catch up, and found two of them standing over a bloodied corpse.

      ‘He tried to attack us.’

      ‘You fucking idiot. We’re looking for a woman.’

      The man stared up at him with eyes full of fear. ‘I didn’t—’

      ‘A woman and a child,’ he said. ‘We’re looking for a woman and a child.’

      The man’s nostrils flared like a frightened horse. Wade gave him a pat on the shoulder and waved him forward.

      Raine’s rooms were empty. Wade swore as he stood in the doorway while his men searched every nook and cranny.

      One of them held up what looked like a piece of rag. He held it out in front of him and wrinkled his nose. ‘It fucking stinks,’ he said. ‘But it’s still fresh.’

      ‘Let’s go,’ Wade said. ‘She can’t have gone far. Fan out, cover every corridor then get out into the streets. She’s carrying a baby. How fast can she run?’

      The walls rattled with the sound of distant gunfire. Wade turned to stare at his men, who looked back at him with expressions of fear and dismay.

      Fast enough, he thought.
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* * *

      ‘Keep your head down,’ Benny said. ‘I’ll do the looking. They’re not after me.’

      Raine looked down at the gun lying at Benny’s feet, then remembered the dead guards by the entrance. They had always been nice to her, and she found it difficult to believe that they had become the enemy so fast.

      ‘There they are.’

      Raine peered out of the window before Benny could scold her again. Their hideout was an abandoned apartment building a few hundred feet up the street.

      Five men had emerged from the entrance to the safe house, guns visible in their arms.

      ‘Is that all?’

      ‘They’ll be more. The whole Tank will be looking for you. David came to me with a woman called Mika, some scientist. The Tank’s no longer under UMF control.’

      Benny told her what he knew. Tim Cold was dead. Lindon had assumed control and was hunting them.

      ‘He’ll turn you over,’ Benny said. ‘If he’s made a pact with the government, he’ll want to clean house, and that means blowing out the Tube Rider cobwebs. The Tank’s network stretches right across the city. They have better connections than the government. Nowhere’s safe for you.’

      ‘What about David?’

      ‘Trust him to look after himself.’

      Jake cooed in her arms. Raine stroked his head and hugged him closer. Benny was right. Whatever David planned to do, she had to trust him. She had to get Jake to safety.

      ‘What do we do now?’ she said.

      ‘We go to the meeting place and we wait. And if he doesn’t come, we leave him behind.’

      Raine let out a slow breath, then she turned to Benny and nodded. ‘Let’s go,’ she said.
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* * *

      ‘In here.’

      Mika stood back as David jammed the end of the clawboard against the door handle then jerked it sharply. The lock broke with a sharp crack.

      A set of stairs led down into darkness.

      ‘Back door,’ Mika said.

      Using the flashlight from David’s clawboard, they headed down. The air turned damp and cold as they descended deeper and deeper. The light closed in and David began to feel the press of earth around him, as though the city only had to sigh and the walls would come together to seal them in. Their world became only the handful of steps in front of them and the damp stone of the walls.

      Finally the stairs ended at a tunnel that stretched off into darkness in either direction.

      ‘What is this place?’

      ‘It’s an unused London Underground tunnel. It was dug a hundred years ago when a high speed link was planned, but the surveyors found too many instabilities in the bedrock and abandoned it. Staircases like the one we just came down marked the locations of potential stations. Now they’re lost to most maps, but once upon a time it was quite the curio. It runs west to east across the city for about fifteen miles, but to the east it’s flooded and to the west the entrance where the tunneling machines entered has caved in.’ She smiled. ‘If you know the way, it’s a good way to cross the city undetected.’

      ‘Which way now?’

      ‘East. Towards Parliament Tower. There’s a holding facility not far from Parliament Tower Plaza where I think they’ll be keeping Airie. I couldn’t find any record when I hacked their computers, but it would make sense to have her there.’

      ‘How will we get in?’

      ‘The lowest levels of the facility were once planned to be an Underground station. I studied the plans and I think I can get us inside. We might have to do a little digging though.’

      ‘What then?’

      ‘I’ll tell you on the way.’

      They turned the board’s flashlight down low and hurried eastwards along the damp tunnel. In places, puddles of ancient standing water glittered silver, and David wondered how long it had been since they had seen light. The walls of the tunnel were smooth, made by some machine, but the floor was laid with gravel that crunched under their feet and stole the energy from their legs. David was gasping for air when Mika finally came to a breathless halt.

      ‘Shine the light along the walls. We’re looking for an entrance that’s been bricked over. It should be here somewhere.’

      David took one board and went forward, while Mika took the other and went back the way they had come. The walls were just uniform concrete, made by some great boring machine that had laid the cement as it moved—

      He stopped. A doorway-sized patch of bricks broke up the seamless concrete. ‘Here!’

      She hurried over. ‘This is it. That’s our way in. We have to get through that wall.’

      David banged his fists against it. ‘It’s solid brick. It would take days to break through without proper tools.’

      Mika held up the board she carried. ‘This was Airie’s. There are a couple of explosive charges left.’

      ‘Won’t they hear us?’

      ‘The lowest levels in the facilities are often just used for storage. Hopefully we’re too deep to be heard.’

      David used a sharp piece of rock to chip a hole in a corner of one of the blocks, big enough to nestle the explosive, and they pushed the tiny metal ball carefully into the space, then jammed a little triangle of rock into the gap to keep it from blasting straight out.

      ‘We can remote detonate it using a control on the board,’ Mika said. ‘I hope this works. It’s a long walk back to the surface.’

      They retreated a safe distance, ducking down behind a heap of debris that had fallen from a loose section of the wall. David looked up at Mika’s face illuminated in the glow of the clawboard’s screen and nodded. ‘Ladies first,’ he said.

      Mika smiled and pressed the detonate button. A thundering roar filled the tunnel, making the ceiling shake, pieces of debris cascading down around them. David pulled her close, holding his clawboard over their heads to protect them until the tunnel went quiet again.

      The bricked-up entrance was now a heap of broken concrete. The entrance had burst open, spewing a cascade of rocks and soil down on to the tunnel floor.

      Mika sighed. ‘Thank God. I was afraid they’d filled in the other side with concrete. Now all we have to do is dig.’

      Using flat pieces of masonry as makeshift shovels, they began to dig their way through the soil, rocks, and other debris that had been piled up on the inside of the bricked-up entrance. Soon David’s back and shoulders were aching. With each scoop of soil he moved away, more fell down to take its place, and occasionally they came up against rocks the size of David’s chest that they had to dig around and then maneuvre out of the way.

      Finally, more than an hour after they had started, the soil and rocks gave way to other kinds of rubble: old tiles and bent pieces of piping, lumps of rotten wood and metal.

      ‘They used this whole staircase as a dump,’ Mika said, wiping her face. ‘There could be entire levels of this.’

      ‘Let’s hope there’s not,’ David said. ‘The clawboard’s light is starting to fade.’

      They renewed their efforts. A few minutes later, David pulled aside a rotting table and a glow appeared some way above them. Mika retrieved the clawboards and her bag and they crept up the steps, stepping over debris and junk that had been tossed down.

      The light was coming through a postcard-sized window in a door at the top.

      ‘We’re on the basement level,’ Mika said quietly. ‘Whatever you do, don’t draw attention to us. Don’t cry out, whatever you see. There could be anything down here at all.’

      ‘What are we looking for?’

      ‘An office or an archive room, anywhere that might have a computer terminal. If anyone gets in front of us … don’t hesitate. They won’t.’

      ‘Huntsmen?’

      ‘They’re not held down here. The main holding facility for the Huntsmen is a few miles north. There could be other things though.’

      The door wasn’t locked. Mika went first, slipping out into a corridor hewn out of rock, David following behind. They pulled out the clawboards, holding them out in front by one hand like a shield, the other hovering over the control panel. David readied the smokescreen as Mika had instructed him, while she set up Airie’s last explosive charge in case they came across a group of guards.

      Doors led off the corridor, set into the rock. They looked like dungeon doors, with heavy locks and metal bars across small windows at face height. He heard moaning coming from behind a couple, but when he leaned forward to look in one, Mika gave a sharp shake of her head.

      ‘Best if you don’t see,’ she whispered.

      They approached a door at the end of the corridor. A camera hanging from the ceiling swung to follow them as they moved.

      Mika turned to David. ‘I have an idea,’ she said, then quickly explained her plan. David nodded, squatting down to slide the board under his clothes. Mika pushed him in front of her as they reached the door.

      ‘Hey!’ she called, waving a hand in front of the camera. ‘Where’s the cell I was allocated for the prisoner? They’re all full. I was told Level Seven B. That’s here, right? Hurry up, it’s freezing.’

      The door opened to reveal a uniformed guard. David leapt forward, slamming into the man before he could reach for a gun in a holster at his waist. As the guard tried to sit up, David punched him in the face and twisted him around, pressing his arms behind his back.

      ‘Kill him,’ Mika said.

      David reached for his knife, then stopped. ‘I can’t.’

      ‘It’s us or them.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘What do you want?’ the man gasped.

      ‘Airie Walker,’ David said. ‘Where is she?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The Tube Rider girl.’ David pressed the knife against the man’s throat. ‘I have nothing to gain by keeping you alive,’ he said, shifting the blade a little so that it broke the skin.

      As a line of blood ran down the guard’s neck, he said, ‘I don’t know. No one does.’

      ‘Then tell me what you’ve overheard.’

      ‘Level Four.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      As David relaxed his grip, the man shifted, twisting around and bringing a knee up into David’s stomach. He grunted, his eyes closed by a sudden elbow to the face. He heard a clipping sound as a gun holster was unlatched, then the man cried out and went still.

      David looked up to see Mika standing over him, the clawboard in her hands, a red welt on the metal where it had struck the man’s forehead.

      ‘Working down here desensitizes you to the value of human life,’ she said. ‘You need to remember that.’

      David let Mika help him to his feet. ‘Thanks,’ he said, looking down at the dead guard.

      There were several other desks but no other guards. As Mika logged on to a single working computer she explained to David that the government’s manpower was stretched to breaking point.

      ‘You don’t want to know what might be in those cells,’ she said. ‘There should be half a dozen guards down here but that man was alone.’

      ‘Was he right about Level Four?’

      Mika shook her head. ‘Level Four is research laboratories. Experimental cells but no prisoners. That’s how I knew he was lying.’

      ‘How will we find her?’

      Mika’s fingers flew across the keyboard. ‘Come here.’

      He pulled up a chair and sat down beside her. ‘She’s on Level Six, which is two floors above us, Holding Cell Three.’

      ‘How do you know?’

      Mika pointed at the screen. ‘I checked the assignment manifests of the operational Huntsmen. I figured they’d have her well guarded, and they have. Three Huntsmen have been assigned to guard that room.’ She turned to look at him. ‘Tell me who else they might deem important enough to guard with three Huntsmen? She might as well be Marta Banks herself.’

      David nodded. ‘So, all we’ve got to do is get past them, right?’

      Mika gave him a grim smile. ‘Something like that.’
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      ‘Put on that guard’s uniform. It might buy us a few minutes.’

      David nodded, and began to strip off the guard’s uniform while Mika continued to work at the computer. The man was a few inches shorter so the trousers and jacket were a poor fit, but with the cap pulled over his head he felt slightly less conspicuous than before.

      Mika hit one final button with a hard tap and turned back to him. ‘That’s it. Let’s go. I’ve activated the radio transmission jammer that Rick made. The guards have no radio communication, and in eight minutes the power will temporarily black out. That’s our cue.’ She looked up at him, her eyes solemn. ‘We’ve got one chance at this. If we fail now, we’ll never get near her again.’

      They took the guard’s keys and headed through a door into another corridor. A few turns later they came to a set of stairs leading up, blocked by a metal cage door. Two guards sat in a small office room off to the left.

      ‘Start getting into character,’ Mika hissed, dropping to her knees. David nodded, then pushed her arms behind her back and shoved her face down.

      ‘Help me, would you?’ he shouted. ‘Bitch jumped me. Don’t know where she came from.’ Mika made a play of biting his leg and he cried out, then swung an airy backhand in her direction as the two guards came running out of the office.

      ‘Jackson, what the hell…?’

      ‘That’s not Jackson!’

      Mika leapt forward, swinging up the clawboard hidden under her clothes to ram it into the first guard’s stomach. David swung his into the other man’s face, then Mika had her hands on the gun holster at the first guard’s waist. Two deafening booms later and both men lay face down.

      ‘Remember, no mercy,’ Mika said, breathing hard as David stared at the bodies. ‘Take the guns.’

      They disarmed the men quickly, David adding the second guard’s gun to the belt he had taken from the guard downstairs. Mika rushed into the guard station and a few seconds later the cage door buzzed and swung open.

      ‘If this is what the government calls maximum security, it’s pretty easy to bust,’ David said.

      Mika raised an eyebrow. ‘This is a research facility, not a prison.’

      ‘Doesn’t look like there’s much difference.’

      ‘There isn’t. Come on, we don’t have much time.’

      The floor above looked like a hospital, with sterile white corridors punctuated by dozens of closed doors. At the sound of approaching footsteps Mika opened the nearest door and pulled David inside. They crouched down behind a jumble of shelves as the sound of irate voices passed by.

      ‘They’re pissed at their radios being out,’ Mika said. ‘Let’s move.’

      They headed down the corridor. As they reached the stairs at the end, a voice came over an intercom, commenting on the radio outage, telling people to stay where they were and await further instructions.

      ‘This is our chance,’ Mika said.

      They reached an elevator. David pulled a gun, emptied the bullets into his pocket to be safe, then held it against Mika’s head as she crouched at his feet, her hands behind her neck. When the doors opened at the next level and two guards entered, he growled at her to shut it or she wouldn’t make it to the cells. One of the guards chuckled. The other just looked at his feet.

      When the doors opened at Level Six, David planted a foot on Mika’s back and shoved her out into the corridor. He gave the other guard a wink as the elevator doors closed.

      ‘Careful,’ she muttered. ‘That hurt.’

      ‘On your feet, bitch,’ he snarled at her, dragging her up by the neck and pushing her forward towards a guard office that stood to the left of a pair of heavy steel doors. Under his breath he whispered, ‘Sorry.’

      A guard came out of the office and lifted a gun. ‘What are you doing here with her? Where’s your ID?’

      ‘Mark Jackson, up from Level Eight,’ David said, praying the guard wasn’t familiar with the man whose identity he had stolen. ‘Found this woman wandering about. Got told to bring her up, throw her in with the other one in Holding Cell Three. You got the communication, right? They said you’d be waiting for me.’

      The guard shook his head. ‘Didn’t you hear? The radio’s down.’

      ‘You don’t check the fax? What the fuck do you do up here all day?’

      The guard glared at him. ‘Do you know what they’ve got in there? I got told to open for no one.’

      ‘Well, go tell my boss that.’

      The man started to turn back towards the guard office, then he frowned, his eyes falling to David’s shirt. David looked down, and saw the ID card for Mark Jackson still pinned to his uniform’s front pocket.

      The resemblance wasn’t exactly striking.

      The guard went for his gun, but Mika was quicker, drawing her stolen gun and putting two bullets through the guard’s chest. As he slumped back against the doors, she darted forward, into the guard office.

      ‘Quick, David!’

      To his left he heard running feet. Three guards closed in on him. He swung the clawboard up, pressing the sonic inhibitor as Mika had instructed. The men screamed and fell back. David winced, the hideous shrieking not quite blocked by the swabs of wet tissue he had stuffed into his ears.

      Then there came a massive groan that emanated from the walls themselves. David threw himself to the ground, fearing the building’s collapse.

      The lights blinked out, plunging them into darkness.

      Men were screaming over the squeal of the sonic inhibitor. Emergency lights blinked on, occasional blocks of orange at intervals along the ceiling, casting everything in a deathly hue of amber.

      Mika came rushing out of the guard office. Behind her the steel doors stood open.

      ‘Eight minutes, David!’ she screamed, and he leapt up, all too aware of what that meant. As he passed the steel doors he saw the magnetic locking systems in the ceiling, and knew that when the power came back on they would swing shut to seal their tomb.

      Mika was up ahead, the clawboard held in front of her, one hand holding a gun against the metal edge. David copied, her, bringing up his clawboard’s screen and setting it to grapnel. The sonic inhibitor had faded, and he was out of explosives. That he knew of, Mika still had one left.

      Two guards appeared through a door to the right. David took one out with a swing of the board, and Mika shot the other in the shoulder. He kicked the man back through the door and saw him stagger away. To their left, a heavy metal cage door stood open, inky blackness inside.

      ‘Not that one!’ Mika screamed. ‘Three! Three!’

      A ONE sign was fixed to the wall above it. David glanced inside, saw something moving in the shadows, and looked quickly away.

      Mika pushed through another set of doors. A guard lay dead on the ground, his chest torn open. David didn’t stop to look as he hurried after Mika.

      Another set of doors stood in front of them. Mika pressed something on her board, then kicked at the door, at the same time screaming, ‘Down, Airie!’

      A far larger explosion than David had been expecting rippled through the corridor. The heavy door banged back against the wall behind, and both David and Mika were thrown to the ground. As the shockwave settled, David was the first up, pulling Mika back to her feet. He pushed through a door and saw a cloaked figure lying twisted near the far wall.

      ‘Where are the others?’

      A black chasm yawned through a blown-open doorway to the right. ‘Airie!’ Mika screamed as David pulled up his board and activated the flashlight.

      Airie stood there, looking gaunt and tired, her clothes ragged and dirty, her hair clumped and matted. Something stood behind her, tall and imposing, its arms wrapped around her chest.

      She staggered forward, the Huntsman moving with her. She looked up at David and Mika with a stunned look of surprise. Mika pulled a gun and pointed it towards the Huntsman, her hand shaking, but Airie shook her head.

      ‘He shielded me,’ she whispered.

      The Huntsman’s arms slipped free of her shoulders and the creature slumped to one knee. Its cloak and back were ragged and bloody from taking the brunt of the explosion. Mika turned and lifted the gun to its head, but eyes appeared beneath the cowl and in a quiet growl it muttered two barely audible words:

      ‘For … Sorel….’

      Mika and David exchanged a glance. David took a step forward to help the creature up, but Mika shook her head. ‘Eight minutes. Let’s go.’

      David took Airie’s hand and pulled the girl along behind him. She was so stunned she could barely walk, and kept looking back at the fallen Huntsman. As they passed through the next set of doors, David remembered something.

      ‘You said there were three? Where’s the third?’

      A growl rose from the open doorway of Holding Cell One. David lifted the flashlight and shone it inside, the beam illuminating a thickset, hunched creature squatting over a fallen guard. It appeared to be eating, tearing lumps of flesh out of the man’s chest.

      ‘A Tracker-Killer,’ Mika gasped, her voice hollow with terror. ‘Move or we’re dead!’

      Dragging Airie like a reluctant child, David rushed after Mika, back through the magnetic sealing doors just as the lights came on above them. Mika dashed straight for the elevator, punching the button and pushing David and Airie inside as the doors slid open. Behind them, the steel door began to swing shut.

      Something huge and dark burst out of the holding cell and slammed into the steel doors, knocking them open just before the magnetic sealing system could take effect. Teeth bared, it forced its way through and rushed towards them like the bastard offspring of a demon and a rabid bear.

      ‘Close!’ Mika begged the doors as David hugged Airie’s sagging body to him. The Tracker-Killer stretched for them, but the outer doors slid shut and the elevator began to descend. Above them came a thud as the creature struck the closed doors.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ David gasped.

      ‘A Tracker-Killer. A type of Huntsman. Less human, more animal. Built for speed, tracking and killing.’

      ‘How do we stop it?’

      ‘We can’t. We have to hope it loses our scent long enough for us to get away. Otherwise we’re dead.’

      Airie lifted her head from David’s shoulder and gave a tired grin. ‘I knew you’d come. I never gave up hope.’ She looked at Mika. ‘Sister … the knife … I’m sorry.’

      Mika rubbed her shoulder. ‘I’m sorry too. For everything.’

      The elevator came to a halt. ‘Cover your ears, Airie,’ David said, pressing the sonic inhibitor control. Airie winced and clapped her hands over her ears as the doors slid open on to a corridor filled with chaos. Guards ran back and forth amongst a stream of nightmarish creatures.

      ‘They got out,’ Mika said.

      In the maelstrom of charging bodies it was impossible to tell who was chasing whom, or indeed if the chaos was the result of dozens of disorientated bodies unsure where to go. Mika went first, pushing her way through the crowd. David, in his guard uniform, was able to shield the others from assault, but with creatures that looked like unfinished Huntsmen lumbering about in confusion, he was happy when Mika dragged them through a door into a stairwell.

      ‘Down,’ she said. ‘Before that Tracker-Killer shows up. If we can get to the tunnels we might have a chance.’

      ‘Give me a gun,’ Airie said, pulling away from David who was still shielding her. David pulled one from his belt and held it out as Mika pushed through the door at the bottom of the stairwell, and they found themselves back on Level Nine.

      The dead guard Jackson still lay where they had left him. Mika passed David her clawboard and ran behind the desk. She began frantically tapping on the computer terminal while Airie drifted over towards the open doors of the cells.

      ‘Come on,’ Mika muttered. ‘If I can just get those upper level doors to lock I can buy us some time—’

      Airie screamed as a hand snaked out of the darkness and grabbed her around the neck. Dreggo stepped out of the holding cell, pushing Airie in front of her. David swung Mika’s clawboard over his shoulder and pulled his own in front of him, one finger scrolling through the commands as he stared at Dreggo’s hideous metallic face.

      ‘And there I was thinking I could smell Tube Rider, with a dash of government traitor thrown in.’

      ‘No!’ Mika shouted, running out of the office. ‘Let her go!’

      ‘Enough of second chances,’ Dreggo said, pulling a knife from her belt as Airie struggled in her arms.

      ‘You’ve got that right,’ David said, lifting his clawboard. ‘I should have killed you last time we met.’

      He jabbed the grapnel release control. The electromagnet slammed into the metal part of Dreggo’s face and stuck tight. He pressed the retract control and Dreggo jerked forward, her head slamming into the clawboard’s casing.

      Airie twisted, pushing the knife around and stabbing Dreggo in the thigh. David released the electromagnet, then smashed Dreggo across the head as she fell away. The metal part of her face looked crumpled and dented, and black oil oozed down her face as she fell to her knees.

      ‘Run!’ David shouted at Airie, pushing her ahead of him. ‘The third door on the left! Go!’

      He kicked the kneeling Dreggo in the head, then lifted his board to slam it down over her face, just as a roar came from further up the corridor.

      ‘The Tracker-Killer!’ Mika screamed. ‘There’s no time!’

      David raced after Airie, who had reached the door and was peering down the stairs into the dark. ‘Go!’ David shouted. He turned to look for Mika, who should have been behind him—

      Mika was facing away from them, a gun in one hand, a knife in the other. Dreggo had climbed back to her feet, and as she leapt forward, Mika got off a shot, but not before clawed hands closed around her ankles, pulling her down. The gun fell from Mika’s grasp. She slashed out with her knife but Dreggo dragged her close.

      ‘Get my sister away!’ Mika screamed as Dreggo knocked the knife out of Mika’s hand.

      ‘Mika!’

      ‘Traitor,’ Dreggo growled, raking her fingers across Mika’s throat, blood soaking her fingers.

      ‘No!’

      David turned away as Mika let out a last gasp and went still. There was nothing he could do. He turned and dashed after Airie.

      The girl was waiting for him in the stairwell. He tossed one clawboard down to her, then slammed the door shut.

      ‘Where’s my sister?’

      David shook his head. ‘She didn’t make it.’

      ‘We have to go back!’

      ‘It’s too late!’

      David lifted a rock and smashed off the door handle. Dreggo would have to force the door from the other side, which might buy them a few precious seconds.

      Below him, Airie had switched on one of the clawboard’s lights, and in the glow her face was pale, her expression hopeless.

      ‘We left her….’

      ‘She gave us a chance,’ David said. ‘Down to the tunnel. Turn right. Then run like you’ve never run before.’
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      Lindon lifted the radio to his mouth. ‘Wade, are you there? This is Lindon.’

      ‘Hey, Wade here.’

      ‘Did you find her?’

      Wade sighed. ‘No. She got away.’

      Lindon gave a slow nod. It was to be expected. Underestimating the resourcefulness of these Tube Riders was a mistake, but it was what it was. ‘Keep looking for her. And keep an eye out for the others. Share the descriptions I gave you among the men. I want someone watching every Underground station in Central London. They’ll go by train, I know it. And as soon as they’re spotted, I need to know. You got all that?’

      ‘Loud and clear. We’ll find them.’

      ‘Make sure you do. This is important. I’m trusting you, Wade.’

      ‘Thank you, boss.’

      Lindon smiled. ‘Get to it. Lindon out.’

      He put the radio back on his belt and turned to stare out of the upper windows of the old Houses of Parliament towards the slow, languid flow of the Thames beneath Westminster Bridge.

      The Tube Riders had run, but it wasn’t over yet.
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* * *

      ‘Come on!’ David shouted into Airie’s face, hauling her along behind him as the walls of the tunnel slid past far too slowly in the dim glow from the clawboard’s weakening flashlight. There was no sound of pursuit, but when the Tracker-Killer got through the locked door it would catch up all too fast, and they had no chance at all if they ran out of light before they reached the stairs. Airie, though, was half starved from her days in captivity, and while her resolve was still strong, her body was on the verge of shutting down.

      ‘David! There, to the left. Is that it?’

      In his haste he had almost run right past the alcove where the light revealed the steps leading up. He gave her a hug, then pushed her in front of him, his hands on her back to give her momentum for an upwards climb.

      ‘We’re nearly there,’ he gasped, trying not to sound as out of breath as he was. ‘It’s not far.’

      ‘You’re a fucking liar,’ she replied, laughing hysterically. ‘I can tell how far underground we are from the bloody cold. But thanks anyway.’

      David switched off the light to conserve the last remaining battery, and they climbed in darkness, the oppression of the enclosing walls giving them greater urgency. They said nothing, just listened to their footfalls and the hoarseness of their own breathing.

      A glimmer of light had just appeared some distance above them when David told her to stop. They stood stock still, both trying to hold their breath as the sound of something rattling on the stairs far below echoed up the walls.

      ‘It’s coming,’ David gasped. ‘Go.’

      They staggered up the last few stairs. David could almost hear the creature’s breathing as it bounded after them.

      ‘There are no explosives left and the power’s nearly gone,’ David said as the glimmer of light became a crack under the door Mika had pulled closed. He held out one of the clawboards. ‘Put it over your back. There’s an Underground station a couple of streets away. If we’re lucky, there’ll be sun enough to give it some charge.’

      ‘If we make it that far,’ Airie gasped.

      David grinned. ‘I didn’t take on three Huntsmen for nothing,’ he said, then at the thought of Mika’s eyes, his smile faded. ‘And your sister didn’t die for nothing either. Let’s go.’

      He pushed through the door out onto the street and stopped in his tracks.

      ‘What the hell…?’

      Mika and he had entered on a quiet side street leading in the direction of Parliament Tower Plaza, but now the street was crammed with people, chanting and singing as they moved towards the site of the Governor’s promised appearance.

      David grabbed Airie’s hand and pushed forward into the crowd. People shouted and shoved at him as he elbowed his way through the throng in the opposite direction to the rest of the crowd. For a moment he had the insane idea to lift Airie’s hand and announce her as Marta Banks, but the girl could barely stand, let alone lead a revolution.

      ‘It’s over,’ he muttered.

      ‘What is?’

      He gave a short laugh. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

      ‘It’s not over until you say it is,’ she said, giving him a smile that was supposed to be reassuring.

      A gravelly roar rose from behind them. Back by the door they had come out of, people began to scream.

      ‘The Tracker-Killer,’ David gasped. ‘Now it’s over.’

      ‘Not yet,’ Airie said. ‘There’s the Underground sign.’

      Redoubling his efforts, David squeezed through the crowd to reach the steps at the top of the station entrance. Airie rushed past him without hesitation, and he followed her down to the concourse below.

      People were still streaming up, hoping to join in a revolution, or even just to watch an execution. Some, maybe, just wanted to get a look at the secretive man who had led their country longer than many people could remember.

      ‘I saw him,’ Airie said, as if reading David’s thoughts. ‘He was like something not of this world. When he looked at me, his eyes passed right through me as if I was nothing.’

      ‘He ignored you?’

      Airie shook her head as she climbed over the ticket turnstiles. ‘He took me apart, piece by piece. It was like … being invaded.’

      David didn’t know what to say. Instead, he pointed to the escalator leading down to the Hammersmith and City Line, northbound platform. ‘We go that way,’ he said. ‘Quick, I can hear a train.’

      They reached the platform just as the train, having disgorged its passengers, began to pull away. David hefted his board, wrapping the straps around his wrists. ‘Can you remember how to ride?’

      Airie gave him a wild smile. ‘It’s about all I remember,’ she said. ‘That and your eyes.’

      Someone behind them screamed. David glanced back as the Tracker-Killer bounded down on to the platform. ‘Go!’ he shouted.

      Airie dropped and ran, catching the train in a moment, the carriage quickly whisking her away. It’ll catch us, David thought as he ran, heading straight up the platform towards the far end, even as the train began to stretch past him. It mustn’t know what we’re doing.

      The train was almost gone. The Tracker-Killer was just a few metres behind him, the platform wall right ahead.

      With a scream that contained both terror and rage, David leapt out, clawboard stretching for the back corner of the train. With a jolt, he caught against the bumpers, his feet dangling dangerously close to the rushing tracks before he was able to catch a foothold on a wheel brace. Something sharp ripped off his trousers from the knee down. He risked a look back and saw the Tracker-Killer rolling across the tracks as the train raced away.

      As he climbed up onto the back of the train and began looking for a way to get up onto the side and get to Airie, he wondered how it was possible to get so close to death and yet get away.
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* * *

      The man leaning against the wall beside the ticket gates lifted his radio to his ear. ‘Wade? Get my message to Lindon. I’ve got them. Hammersmith and City from Aldgate East, heading north. I got a man on the train who’s trailing them, but it’s not gonna be easy. He said they’re hanging off the outside.’
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* * *

      Airie was struggling. As the train slowed into the next station, David climbed around the side and helped her climb down onto the platform. She sagged in his arms, the clawboard clattering to the tiles.

      ‘Did we make it? Are we still alive?’

      ‘We are, but we haven’t made it yet. Quick, get on the train.’

      David took her board as Airie stumbled through the doors, eyed warily by the handful of other passengers. They took a seat in the back corner so that David could look out through the rear window. Airie leaned against him, one arm around his waist, her face pressed against his chest.

      ‘I want this train to go on forever,’ she said, as they began to move. ‘How fast can that thing run?’

      ‘Not fast enough to catch us as long as we keep moving,’ David answered. ‘But we can’t stop even for a few minutes.’

      Airie shivered, and he pulled her closer. Her clothes were barely more than rags, her body skin and bones.

      ‘Jesus, I’m so sorry for what happened to you. You saved my life, Airie.’

      ‘Then we’re even. I always knew you’d come for me. I dreamed of it every night.’

      ‘You’re safe now.’

      ‘Am I?’

      ‘We’re getting out of London. Me, you, Raine and Jake.’ He didn’t mention that Benny had only offered passage for three people. He hadn’t expected to be one of them, but if it came down to it, he would stay behind. As the train slowed into another station, he gave a wry smile as he imagined a future where he lived on one of the Circle Line trains, endlessly looping around inner London while a group of Huntsmen chased him through the tunnels like robotic, unstoppable greyhounds.

      ‘How?’

      ‘Benny. He knows a way out.’

      ‘You trust him? He seemed a bit weird to me.’

      ‘I have to. He hates the government more than anyone. He’s our last chance.’

      They changed trains at Baker Street, heading for the northbound Metropolitan Line, stumbling through the concourse like two drunken halves of a single crutch, supporting each other, their clawboards slung over their backs. Other travelers backed away from them, whispering behind their hands. David caught a view of them in a dirty wall mirror, and found two hollowed-out wraiths watching back.

      ‘Did we lose?’ Airie whispered, as they climbed on to another train. ‘We lost, didn’t we?’

      ‘London wasn’t ready,’ David replied. ‘Not enough of it. But one day it will be.’

      ‘I hope I get to see it,’ Airie said. ‘You didn’t see him, David. The Governor. I saw him. He shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be allowed to exist.’

      ‘One day he won’t.’

      ‘I hope so. When I felt him looking inside my head I felt like he had lived forever.’

      David fell silent. He didn’t like to think about the blood red eyes he had seen in the picture. He could only imagine where they had been and what cruelty they had dealt out.
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* * *

      Dreggo howled as she slammed back against the wall of the Governor’s makeshift office in the tall former bank that overlooked Parliament Tower Plaza. She slumped to the floor and rolled over onto her front, trying to get back to her knees in order that she could plead for mercy. Beyond the door, she felt Heyna reaching out for her, and she silently begged the Huntsman to stay calm. Even against the might of the Governor his claws ached to defend her.

      ‘I will have every one of them destroyed unless you get them under your control,’ the Governor said, turning away towards the window, where tinted shades protected him from the afternoon light. ‘You control them, not the Department of Civil Affairs. It is with you that I placed the trust of their command.’

      ‘I did what you asked,’ Dreggo hissed. ‘I shut down the revolt from within the Tank. The Underground Movement for Freedom no longer exists within London’s perimeter walls.’

      ‘Yet you couldn’t prevent the escape of a single girl.’

      ‘We were ambushed. The research facility runs at less than half strength—’

      A force she couldn’t see jerked her up to her feet. It pulled her forward, her feet and hands pressed against her sides, only releasing her when she was within arm’s length of the Governor.

      He gave a long, slow sigh. A huge pale hand reached out to caress the scarred side of her face, wiping away blood and oil.

      ‘You did well,’ he said. ‘I am sorry for the way I treat you. You are a flawed creature, like I am myself. The girl is of no consequence. Whatever the people might think, she is not Marta Banks.’

      ‘Peetur, the Tracker-Killer, is still following them.’

      ‘It is of no consequence. Luckily for you, I have other dogs. Farrell Soars has, for once, proved his worth.’

      Dreggo didn’t want to ask what the Governor meant. Under her breath she muttered, ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘They matter little now,’ the Governor said. ‘Their back is already broken. This pathetic uprising is over.’

      From the corner of her good eye Dreggo could see the crowds massing in the plaza outside the window. Packed in front of an empty stage, the drone of their chanting could be heard even through bulletproof glass.

      ‘What do we do about them?’

      The Governor smiled. ‘We let London take care of them.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Watch with me. It will take time, but eventually you will see why in the absence of a figurehead to guide them, my control is absolute.’

      The Governor fell silent. Dreggo let her breathing slow, trying to ignore the feeling of broken bones in her back. As it had done so many times before, her body would knit itself back together, but the pain of healing was often greater than the pain of the damage. She forced any negative thoughts out of her mind. With the Governor so close he might already be listening, so she focused her attention on the crowd, waiting to see what would happen.
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* * *

      ‘They’re not coming,’ Raine said, patting Jake’s back as the baby slept softly against her chest. ‘You said they would be here by four. It’s nearly five.’

      Benny wiped sweat off his brow and peered out of the window of the abandoned house watching the Underground station across the street. ‘Ten more minutes. They’ll be here.’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out a radio. ‘I need to go speak to my contact. You stay here.’

      He stumped off out of the room and down the stairs. Raine stared at the station, willing David to appear as commuters came and went as if today were a normal day. Had it not been for the towering perimeter wall blocking the sky to the north, she might have not felt so uneasy. As it was, they were hunted from all sides, and the net was closing.

      ‘There! Benny! They’ve made it!’

      Two figures came stumbling out of the train station. The taller one was supporting the other, who was limping. She patted the top of Jake’s head in his baby sling as she turned to find Benny.

      The big man was standing by the doorless entrance, nodding as he spoke into his radio. He frowned as he turned towards her, then looked to where she was pointing and gave a short nod.

      Raine couldn’t stop herself from running out into the street and waving her arms over her head. David looked up and gave a tired wave back. As the two stumbling figures reached her, Raine stared. They were barely recognisable, both battered and bloodied. David was wearing a dirty guard uniform, and Airie’s clothes were little more than rags.

      Benny waved his radio back over his shoulder. ‘Glad to see you made it. My contact is coming. Hold on.’

      As Raine hugged David to her, she noticed a man leaning back against the wall outside of the train station. He was also talking into a radio, and while he was looking from left to right in an attempt to appear innocuous, his gaze kept falling on them and pausing for longer than was safe.

      ‘We’ve been seen,’ Raine said. ‘Quick, Benny.’

      ‘It’s all good. Follow me.’

      Benny led them around the back of the building into a car park. A battered truck was idling with a man sitting in the driver’s seat.

      ‘Get in the back,’ Benny said, pulling the doors open.

      David climbed up, helping Raine and Airie up behind him. Benny sealed the doors and then climbed into the front. The back of the truck smelled damp and old. Raine ran a hand over Jake’s back and stared at David sitting opposite her in the dark.

      ‘I hope this works out.’

      ‘Yeah, me too.’

      The truck began to move. The windscreen seemed intentionally dirty so the streets appeared through a grey, smeared haze. Jake cooed a little in Raine’s arms. Airie was silent and still. David kept leaning forward to get a better view.

      ‘Where are they taking us?’

      ‘I don’t know. We have to trust Benny. He’ll get us out.’

      The truck turned left on to a side street that wound through abandoned buildings up towards the foot of the perimeter wall. Raine, despite living in its shadow for several years, had never been this close. There was something imposing about the walls that made people stay away. In some areas the ground had been cleared, while in others dozens of perfectly serviceable buildings stood dusty and unused, untouched even by vandals, as if they contained the ghosts of London’s long lost freedom.

      The truck stopped.

      ‘Time for a change of transportation,’ Benny said. ‘You wait there.’

      ‘Something’s wrong,’ Airie whispered. She started to get up, but Benny shook his head.

      ‘No, best if you stay there.’ With a long, resigned sigh, he pulled a gun from under his shirt and pointed it between the seats towards them. ‘Sorry about this, it’s not personal. It’s just that looking after your interests didn’t fit with mine.’

      Raine couldn’t see David’s eyes in the gloom, but she was glad. His voice alone told her how he felt. ‘I trusted you!’

      ‘Didn’t I tell you, boy? Trust no one. We don’t give out trust like flowers here in London. Haven’t you learned that by now? For what it’s worth, I believed in you until they found me.’ He shrugged. ‘Someone grassed. One of my contacts, maybe. The DCA showed up at my boat, and unfortunately it was your neck or mine.’

      Before David could reply, the doors swung open. A group of Department of Civil Affairs agents leveled guns into the back of the truck.

      ‘Get out,’ said the nearest, a man wearing the uniform of a rank lieutenant. ‘Slowly. We have orders to take you alive, but if you make any sudden moves we’ll take our chances with you dead.’

      A DCA truck was idling across the street, a sliding side door open. With thick bars over the windows and a wire cage on the inside, it offered no escape.

      ‘Disarm them, Captain,’ the DCA lieutenant said. ‘If they struggle, kill the kid first.’

      Raine clutched Jake to her as a DCA agent pulled her out of the back and pushed her after the others towards the DCA truck. As she passed Benny, standing off to the side, she turned to spit in his direction, just as another DCA agent lifted his gun and pointed.

      ‘And you, fatso. Get in there too.’

      Benny rounded on him. ‘What? I kept my side of the bargain! You said I’d go free!’

      A gun barrel jabbed him in the stomach. ‘Once a turncoat, always a turncoat. There’ll be an extra spike over the west gates for you, I’m sure.’

      The DCA took away their weapons and herded them into the truck, where they were restrained with cuffs over their wrists. Raine sat beside David, with Airie on his other side. Benny and his driver sat opposite. Three DCA men got into the front, with two men in the back, taking seats facing the prisoners, guns on their knees. The other DCA agents climbed into two cars parked further along the street.

      ‘Where are we being taken?’ Raine said, as the truck began to move. ‘Benny? You must know. You sold us out after all.’

      Benny shook his head. ‘There’s a garrison barracks near the Watford gate. Could be there—’

      The truck came to a stop. The two guards in the back peered out of the front. A bus lay on its side across the road up ahead. A group of men were standing around it, one or two looking into the undercarriage. One of them, a man wearing a bus driver’s uniform, turned and waved his arms over his head as if asking for help.

      ‘What the fuck is this?’ the DCA agent driving the truck said. ‘We’ll have to go around—’

      The windscreen lit up with cracks. His body jerked and blood sprayed across the passenger window. The bang of gunfire came again and the other two in the front were dead just as quickly, their bodies jerking as bullets found their marks. The guards in the back turned towards the prisoners, but David and Airie rushed them, slamming them against the cage wall, knocking their guns free. As an explosion sounded outside, the truck’s back doors swung open and a group of casually-dressed but heavily-armed men pulled the DCA agents out onto the street and shot them where they lay.

      ‘Get out,’ the nearest said. ‘There’s not much time.’

      Raine followed the others out as another man snapped their bonds with a pair of wire cutters. One of the following cars had been blown onto its side. All around them the men were shooting DCA agents, then dragging their bodies into a pile in the centre of the road. In seconds, the firefight was over.

      ‘Who are you people?’ David said. ‘What is this about?’

      Boots crunched through broken glass on the road behind them. ‘I guess you could consider this an apology,’ came a voice David recognised.
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      David stared at Lindon. The muscular man shrugged. ‘We’re even now, Tube Rider. This ends here. But if you or your associates ever come around the Tank again, you’ll see no mercy.’

      ‘We had a chance,’ David said. ‘We missed it.’

      Lindon shook his head. ‘No. There was no chance. People are dying now by Parliament Tower, but you don’t have to. Go. Eyes are turned away. Use those grapple hook things of yours to get over the perimeter wall. My men will give you twenty minutes of cover. After that you’re on your own. Go now. I won’t offer again.’

      David turned to Raine and Airie. They both nodded. ‘What about him?’ He pointed to Benny. Benny’s driver had been shot in the crossfire, his body now among those being set alight in the middle of the street, but Benny was cowering on his knees, his hands clenched in front of his face.

      Lindon pulled a gun from his belt and held it out. ‘He’s yours. Finish him.’

      David took the gun and walked over to Benny. He leaned down and pushed it against Benny’s temple. ‘I trusted you, Benny.’

      Benny shrugged and shook his head, his jowls flopping around his chin. ‘No, boy. You trusted London. That was your mistake.’

      David closed his eyes and tightened his finger on the trigger.

      ‘No.’ He stood up and handed the gun back to Lindon. ‘Let him go.’

      Lindon shook his head. ‘Perhaps one day you’ll understand, Tube Rider. If you ever want to beat them, you have to play their game. Your honour is admirable, but pointless.’

      He lifted the gun and shot Benny in the temple. As the big man’s body slumped to the ground, Lindon turned back to David. ‘Your twenty minutes started five minutes ago.’

      David looked around at Raine and Airie. Jake wriggled in Raine’s arms. David hefted the clawboard the Tank men had returned to him over his shoulder. ‘Come on,’ he said.
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* * *

      Lindon watched them go as they headed into the streets that wound up to the base of the perimeter wall. Part of him was pleased to see the back of them, and part of him felt a sense of regret, that a chance had been missed. If they were really the ones who would free London, they would be back. If not, at least his people would be safe.

      ‘Burn everything,’ he said, turning back to his men. ‘I want no trace of them left, or that we were ever here.’
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* * *

      Benny had done them one service. The perimeter wall around the Watford gate was lower than in most other parts of London. At around fifty metres high it was still imposing, but up close it was slightly sloped due to the nature of its construction.

      ‘I’ve never seen one this close,’ Airie said. ‘I had no idea.’

      ‘I heard there are no roads outside the city,’ David said. ‘They tore them all up to build these walls.’

      Chunks of protruding masonry, metal wires, steel lintels, and even lengths of wood, all draped with a layer of concrete, rose high above them. Twilight was falling, the cloud cover turning dark with the threat of rain.

      ‘Let’s move,’ David said. ‘No flashlights. There might be guards up there.’

      David went first, using the grapnel to get most of the way up, then climbing hand over hand the remainder of the way. He ducked down into a hollow between two lumps of concrete just below the top of the wall, where concrete had been flattened into a rough walkway. Further along were crude watchtowers, some made from corrugated iron, with machine gun emplacements and the occasional stuttering floodlight.

      Raine came next, using the grapnel retractor to abseil her way up, carefully moving from rock to rock with Jake secured in his harness against her chest. When she reached David’s hollow, David took Jake for a while to let Raine rest. Below them, Airie came climbing up, hand over hand, the board strung over her back. Raine climbed down to meet her, and brought her huffing and gasping up to the hiding place.

      A couple of hundred metres to the east, a searchlight was swinging back and forth, its cone of light flickering over the tightly twisting streets in the shadow of the wall.

      ‘Come on,’ David said. ‘Over the other side.’ Both girls looked at each other, then back at him. ‘What is it?’

      Airie looked terrified. ‘What if there’s nothing there? What if it’s as they said, that London’s all that there is?’

      ‘Are we really going to be safer outside these walls, David?’

      ‘We’ve come this far. I guess if you really want, you can go back, but do you want to? Don’t you want to know what’s out there?’ He passed Jake back to Raine and lifted his clawboard. ‘I’m going to take a look. You can wait here if you want.’

      Neither girl wanted to wait. Together, keeping low, they crept across the open walkway and climbed quickly down into a hollow on the other side. The wall was slightly steeper on the outward side, as if designed to keep out armies of marauders.

      The sun had fallen below the line of the wall. Soon full dark would be upon them. A slab of granite blocked their view of the world outside London. They were a couple of feet from discovering the truth with their own eyes, yet they sat in a tight circle, watching each other as if all three of them were afraid that their greatest fears would prove true.

      ‘We’ve only got a few minutes of light left,’ David said. ‘On the count of three….’

      He got as far as two before Airie stood up, followed by Raine. David opened his eyes to the view a moment after Airie gasped and Raine let out a teary sniff.

      ‘Oh my…..’

      Far to the west, the clouds had cleared to reveal purple and crimson fans of light as the sun dipped below a horizon of rolling hills, fields, and trees. What looked like roads lifted and fell, but there wasn’t a house to be seen.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ Airie whispered.

      ‘And it’s ours if we get moving,’ David said. ‘Come on.’

      Descending the wall took just a few minutes. Raine, holding Jake against her, went first, then Airie, and finally David, after a last look behind him to make sure there were no guards watching them from the walkway. At the foot of the wall he found Airie rolling over in the grass that rose up to her knees as if she had never seen it before. Raine was sitting with Jake on her lap, giving him some food out of a plastic container. Far to the west, a single languid searchlight was sweeping back and forth across an open field of grass, slowly moving in their direction. At its furthest point away from the wall, it illuminated a line of trees.

      ‘There,’ David said. ‘That’s safety.’

      Both Airie and Raine were exhausted, but just being outside of the perimeter walls had given David a new burst of energy. He could barely keep the smile off his face as he led them in a gentle trot across the field, easily avoiding the searchlight. Less than a minute later they were safely under the boughs of the nearest trees, out of sight of the perimeter wall.

      The gloom beneath the leafy canopy left them in shadow, but David didn’t dare turn on the flashlights just yet. ‘Let’s move as far as we can from the wall while there’s still a bit of sunlight,’ he said. ‘Stay quiet and keep an eye out for lights in case there are any patrols. The further we can get the better. When it gets too dark to see, we’ll use the boards to try to find some shelter for the night.’

      ‘What do we do now?’ Raine said.

      ‘Benny said there were communities,’ David said. ‘There could be other walled cities too, but it might be best to stay away from them. Mika said Tim Cold thought that the other Tube Riders were in Cornwall. Remember, the boards have satellite maps. It should be easy to find our way.’

      ‘I can’t believe we made it out,’ Airie said. ‘This is better than I could have imagined.’

      David smiled. ‘We made it. We’re—’ The word safe died on his lips as a spine-tickling howl broke the stillness of the night.

      ‘What the fucking hell was that?’ Raine said.

      David glanced towards Airie, but he was glad her face was hidden in shadow. He wouldn’t have liked to see the same hopelessness in her eyes that he was sure was reflected in his own.

      ‘The Tracker-Killer,’ he whispered.
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      Dreggo stared out at the crowd as the sky began to darken. She could see it now, the pockets of fighting where frustrated citizens had begun to take out their anger on each other.

      ‘Is it not as I told you it would be?’ the Governor said with a hint of amusement in his voice. ‘They are like pack animals fighting over the bones of a corpse. They have no organisation, no unity. My soldiers have not fired a single shot. The problem takes care of itself.’

      Nearest to them, hopeful people who had shown up to see what change was in the air had begun to wander away, their shoulders slumped with disillusionment. The stage had stood empty all afternoon as people bayed for the Governor, but in his absence infighting had blown up into violent riots, and now the crowd was dispersing itself as a handful of hidden snipers looked on.

      A knock came on the door. The Governor called for the person to enter, and a meek secretary stepped in and held up a radio.

      ‘My Lord, it’s the Commander in Chief of the Department of Civil Affairs, Farrell Soars,’ she said, not looking up from the floor at her feet. ‘He says it’s urgent.’

      The Governor nodded. He took the radio out of the woman’s shaking hand and bade her to leave. As the door closed, he pushed the radio against his ear.

      ‘Yes?’

      Dreggo watched as the Governor’s frown deepened. His jaw tightened, then his lips began to curl back. In one sudden motion he threw the radio across the room.

      ‘Our last chance has gone,’ he said. ‘My little cleanup operation has failed. The DCA squad who rounded up the Tube Riders you failed to catch has disappeared, taking the Tube Riders with them.’

      ‘Disappeared?’

      ‘They never appeared at the handover point. Other squads are hunting for them now. There have been rumours of a disturbance by the Watford gate, but small riots have broken out right across London, and the DCA were too short of manpower to investigate. I fear the Tube Riders have escaped us once again.’

      ‘Peetur,’ Dreggo said.

      ‘What of him?’

      ‘He is a Tracker-Killer. He will follow them until either he or they are dead.’

      ‘Do you have communications with him?’

      Dreggo hesitated. She started to speak when the Governor’s voice appeared in her mind. It isn’t wise to lie to me. ‘He wasn’t ready for active service,’ she said. ‘His communications systems weren’t operational. He was deployed to guard Airie Walker. It wasn’t expected that she would escape.’

      The Governor was still for a moment, and Dreggo could sense his displeasure. Then he nodded. ‘It is no consequence. Dead or alive, they will not return. I fear, however, that for the time being we will have to exert greater powers of control over the people of this city, in order to ensure that such a situation doesn’t happen again.’

      He turned away from her and walked to the window. Beyond the glass, street lights had begun to blink on, illuminating patches of the empty plaza, the crowds now all but gone.
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* * *

      There was nowhere to run and they all knew it. Using one flashlight to illuminate their path through the forest, Raine and Airie were up ahead as David came to a stop. With his heart heavy in his mouth, he hooked the clawboard’s straps around his wrists and turned back towards the rustle of undergrowth that signaled the rapid approach of the Tracker-Killer.

      ‘David!’

      ‘Go!’ he shouted. ‘I’ll hold it off as long as I can.’

      ‘No! You don’t have a chance!’

      ‘We can’t run forever. I make my stand here. Try to find water, something to cover your scent, just in case it makes it past me.’

      He was forcing heroism into his voice, trying to give them the strength to keep moving, but Raine was right. He had no chance. The Tracker-Killer would rip him to pieces. All he could do was slow it enough for Raine, Airie, and Jake to get away.

      He closed his eyes, concentrating on the sound as it grew closer. He tried to imagine he was preparing for a ride, and that the Tracker-Killer was no more than a train rising up back in the tunnel, an unstoppable tube of steel that would obliterate anything in its way.

      ‘I tamed them,’ he whispered. ‘I can tame this monster too.’

      The Tracker-Killer broke from the trees faster than he expected. He opened his eyes and activated the flashlight a second before it slammed into him, knocking him to the ground as it rolled over and came bounding up. He twisted and turned the light, dazzling it. It was squat and thick, built like a bull, with huge, muscular arms. Its clawed hands and feet were bloody, ripped open perhaps by the rough climb up and over the perimeter wall.

      Snarling, it crouched like a dog and leapt forward. David fired the grapnel into its face, the metal hooks burying into its cheek. At the last moment he twisted sideways, rolling behind a tree and pressing the retract function. Blood and oil sprayed him as the Tracker-Killer howled.

      ‘Goddamn it, haven’t we run far enough?’ David shouted. ‘Let us go!’

      Something slammed into his shoulder, knocking him backwards. The gnarly trunk of a tree struck his back, winding him. As he gasped for air, he saw a crossbow bolt protruding from his torn shirt.

      The pain was agonizing. David rolled sideways, keeping the tree to his back as the creature rushed him. Claws scrapped the skin off his arms but he avoided a killing blow. His strength quickly fading, he staggered forward a few steps, then fell to his knees and brought the clawboard up in front of him. It sagged on one side, where his injured shoulder didn’t have the strength to hold it up.

      The Tracker-Killer snarled as it approached, its eyes now adjusted to the light. Blood streamed from an ugly gash in its cheek, but otherwise it looked unharmed. It circled him cautiously, like an animal waiting to see if its prey was done fighting.

      ‘You have human eyes,’ David gasped. ‘Once they looked on beautiful things, didn’t they? You saw the world as it should be, not as it is. I’m sorry for what they did to you, but if it’s you or me—’

      The Tracker-Killer rushed him. David waited waited … waited … then swung the board up, the hard end pointing straight at the creature’s face. Claws rushed past the board and found soft flesh to rip and tear, but the metal of the board smashed the creature’s nose, then slammed into its eyes, taking pieces of bone and metal with it. Blinded, the creature began to thrash out wildly, and trapped beneath it, David had nowhere to escape. He closed his eyes, waiting for it to be over.

      ‘Get off him!’

      Airie’s scream brought him enough strength to open his eyes, and he saw them both there, their boards swinging like clubs, battering the creature, breaking it up piece by monstrous piece, until finally it rolled off him, and with a last, drawn out gasp, it expired and lay still.

      He somehow found the strength to push himself up against the trunk of a tree, but he knew he didn’t have long. He didn’t need to see the blood pumping from gashes on his thighs, feel the hot burn of the crossbow bolt in his shoulder, or the way one arm felt detached from his body, as if it wasn’t really there at all. He really felt the need to sleep, but every time his head dropped he concentrated all his efforts to keep his eyes open for a few seconds more.

      Airie was crying, and he so wanted to hold her, to tell her everything would be all right. She kept trying to touch him, but Raine told her to mind his injuries, taking the words off the tip of his tongue. He tried to smile his thanks to her, but wasn’t sure if words came or not over the roar of blood rushing in his ears. He knew he was alive, but for how long he couldn’t tell.

      ‘You saved us,’ Airie gasped, tears streaming down her face. The glow from the clawboard flashlight that was illuminating their faces was slowly fading, the batteries winding down to mirror his own increasing need to sleep. He wanted to talk to them, but found words like a jumble in front of his face. He smiled at them, trying to pick them out of the air and put them into a line.

      Raine’s fingers closed over his hand. Jake still hung from a harness around her neck, the baby looking remarkably well considering the battle he had just lived through. He even had a cute grin on his face as he stared at David.

      ‘I want you to touch him,’ Raine said. ‘I want you to touch him, knowing who he is. I wanted to tell you … there just wasn’t a good time.’

      He smiled, managing to grasp a couple of the floating words and make them leave through his lips. ‘Tell … me?’

      ‘One day I’ll tell him his daddy was a hero. I’ll make sure he knows you, David. He’ll know who you were.’

      ‘My … boy?’

      The revelation kept sleep away for a few seconds more. David smiled again, concentrating on the feel of Jake’s warm, soft back under fingers that no longer felt like his own. ‘Tell him … tell him … one day he’ll be big and strong … tell him his Daddy would be … so … so … proud.’

      Tears were streaming down Raine’s face. ‘I never stopped loving you, David. Not really. Despite what I said. Despite everything.’

      Airie was crying too. David wanted to hold them all, but his hand had gone limp. He watched it slump to the grass like a dead, useless thing.

      ‘Whatever happens … never … ever give up,’ he felt himself say. ‘Always fight. Always … hold on … and if you find the others … tell them … tell them to rise for us.’

      It was time to sleep. He held their gaze a moment longer as the light faded, wanting to remember them forever. Then he let the unbearable weariness have its way with him, and closed his eyes.
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      He heard the sound of her enter the room, but for a long time she stood and waited as he stared out at the grey highrises of London from his armchair by the window. He hoped she would leave, but when she didn’t he finally turned to face her.

      In the shadows that never seemed to disperse she looked little different, although the metal part of her face seemed slightly more crooked than before. She smiled and came over to him, kneeling beside his chair, pushing the hood back from her head with a flourish like the reanimated corpse of some long-dead actress.

      ‘I told the Governor that the Tank had nothing to do with the attack that freed the Tube Riders.’

      ‘It didn’t.’

      ‘Can you prove it?’

      ‘Can you prove it did?’

      Dreggo shook her head. ‘I wanted to see you, Lindon. I … missed you.’

      She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. He could tell from the timbre of her breathing that she wasn’t lying, that from a casual meeting of interests she had grown a real bond, that he had come to mean a lot to her.

      He was almost sad as he lifted the knife to her neck and held it there against the single pulsing vein of her scarred jugular.

      ‘It’s over, Dreggo. Our deal, our liaison, whatever. This place belongs to me. If you come here again I will kill you or die trying.’

      Their eyes met. Dreggo almost managed to hide a small sigh. She said nothing for several seconds, then gave a short nod. ‘If it’s what you want. Remember, Lindon, I could give you everything.’

      ‘You could only give me more of the nothing I already have. I have made my decision. I won’t change it.’

      Dreggo stared at him a moment longer, then stood up and left, closing the door quietly behind her. Lindon sighed, then reached down and picked up the metal tin by his feet.

      With a click, the lid came off.

      He stared down at the single lock of blond hair that he had placed on a piece of felt inside, wishing that things could have turned out different.
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* * *

      Raine and Airie buried David near a river, beneath a weeping willow tree the like of which neither had ever seen outside of a book. It was a quiet, peaceful place. Both wanted to say something, but when it came to it, neither wanted to share their thoughts with the other, so they stood in silence for a few moments, then took up their clawboards and headed on their way.

      For several days they headed west together. They saw small villages at a distance, and talked often about entering one and trying to seek refuge. While using the grapnels on the clawboards to catch wild game and fish had proven remarkably easy, Raine wanted better care for Jake, while Airie wanted to avoid other people as long as possible.

      In the end, it was easy to go their separate ways. Raine gave Airie her clawboard, which she added to the backpack with David’s and her own, then they had a brief hug and a goodbye before parting. Raine headed north, her eye on a couple of quiet villages they had passed, where she hoped she could find someone who might help her, while Airie chose to continue southwest in the hope that Mika and Spacewell had been right.

      Neither mentioned David. There was nothing that needed to be said that they hadn’t said to themselves a thousand times already, and neither looked back.
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* * *

      Airie waited until Raine was out of sight before she pulled off her shirt to inspect the wound in her side. The Tracker-Killer’s claws had gone deep; blood had soaked the strip of toweling she had wrapped around her waist to keep it from oozing too much. Hiding the wound from Raine had been something she hadn’t at first planned, but as time went on and their tears over David’s death lessened, she wanted the other girl to feel positive about life again. Jake was a ray of sunshine, always laughing, always smiling. Raine had so much to live for. Airie felt certain that Raine would find someone who would take them in, look after them without asking too many questions, and in time she could become part of a community and start a new life.

      Airie, on the other hand, had one last thing she needed to do.
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* * *

      The fence, with its scattering of metallic-gleaming bodies lying in the grass beyond, felt like the end of the world. Her strength was almost gone. The berries and wild vegetables she had managed to scavenge could no longer sustain her or keep the strange hallucinations brought on by the blood infection at bay. Using one clawboard to support her as she walked, she found a section of the fence that had frayed and dug her way under it, stopping to rest every few minutes and wipe away the blood from the wound that had broken open again.

      Beyond the fence, she carried on walking southwest, occasionally seeing the glitter of an ocean she had never seen before in the distance. Nights fell and days returned, and she began to live in a half-world of strange visions of wild, half-human, half-machine creatures that stumbled past her in the dark. Howling shook the night, reminding her so much of the Tracker-Killer that she found herself crying into her hands, David’s face everywhere.

      He was her only solace as the darkness began to descend each night. She told him over and over how much she loved him, how thankful she was that he gave her a life beyond the hell she had experienced with her brother, and that though he might be dead he would never really be dead, he would exist in her heart forever—

      ‘Get her on the stretcher. I think she’s alive.’

      It took her a few seconds to force her eyes open. Two men were standing over her, dressed in what she could only describe as forest wear, caps made seemingly of leaves adorning their heads like a craft store attempt at camouflage.

      ‘I’m looking for the Tube Riders,’ she managed to gasp. ‘Are you them?’

      ‘Let’s get her back to the village,’ one of them said. ‘We might be able to save her.’

      She dozed through the journey as the men carried her through the forest. She listened to their idle talk but could never remember more than a couple of sentences behind, as if her memory was erasing itself as life played out.

      When she came to again she found herself in a white-walled little room with a handful of people standing around her bed.

      ‘Man, what the hell are these things she’s brought?’ said one scrawny little man, and Airie saw him turning over a clawboard in his hands. Airie smiled, wondering if he would figure it out, or whether she would have to tell him.

      ‘We tried to fight them,’ she said, letting the moments of heroism obscure the sadness and death. We stood up and we tried to start a revolution. I came to find the Tube Riders. I came to find Marta Banks.’

      ‘Just try to sleep now,’ a man near her said as he wiped at her brow with a cloth, but Airie wasn’t listening. At the sound of the name, a girl standing by the door with her arms folded had turned to look at her. That she was clearly pregnant was only one thing that Airie noticed. The other was the brightness of her piercing blue eyes, shining out of a radiant, defiant face.

      You’re her, aren’t you? You’re Marta Banks. Airie smiled, letting her head relax into the pillow, closing her eyes. It was an honour to play you, if only for a short time.

      

      
        END

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Tube Riders short stories

        

        Notes on the Included

      

    
    
      Tube Riders (2002)

      

      I honestly don’t remember much about how the story that started everything came about. Back in 2002 I wrote some of my best short stories, but I was single, poor, and a lot more adventurous than I am now. I would regularly approach the blank screen and see what came out of nothing, whereas these days the idea is usually in my head before I start writing it down. Tube Riders began as the story of a group of misfits in a more downtrodden London, up against another group with different ideals. In order to escape their rivals, they are forced to ride off into the unknown.

      

      Several years later, I wanted to write a sci-fi action novel, and I trawled through my short stories looking for ideas. Tube Riders, and its related shorts Fallen from the Train and Going Underground stood out. I found a couple of sheets of A3 from somewhere and started brainstorming. An hour later Mega Britain and the Huntsmen were born.

      

      Tube Riders was originally published in the small press print magazine Not One of Us back in 2007.

      

      Fallen From the Train (2007)

      

      To some authors, short stories are how sketches are to an artist, and this sketch would later become the beginning of the second part of the first novel. Fallen from the Train was the second Tube Riders short story to be written, and follows on directly from the original short story. However, fans of the novel will notice one or two differences. Jess is a lot different, in background, looks and attitude. In this story she is a hardened Tube Rider, unlike in the novel, and of course, missing from the scene are the sinister and deadly Huntsmen, who at the time this story was written had yet to be conceived. Simon and Carl, however, are almost identical to how they appear in the novel, and I think this story is of most interest as it comes from Carl’s viewpoint, giving deeper insights into life in the Greater Forest Areas. Of course, in the novel, Carl also ends up on the train, and his life changes forever…

      

      Going Underground (2007)

      

      Going Underground is the biggest departure from the Tube Riders world, as it’s only a vague representation, and was written while I was still sketching out ideas for the novel which I would eventually start in 2009. In this version of the world, the poor are stuck outside the city centre, and the Underground has been bricked up and abandoned. Rob is a disillusioned young man dreaming of more illustrious past. If you look closely I did give him a very brief cameo in the first novel, but it’s a blink and you miss it thing.

      

      Going Underground was originally published in the small press ezine Noctober in 2007.

      

      How Jessica Met Simon (2013)

      

      This short “romantic” vignette was written late in 2013 for inclusion in a multi-author anthology entitled The Kiss, which is currently available for free on various online retail sites. This was the first time I had really gone back before the start of the first novel, and it was attempt to show a little more of the sensitive side of the tragic love between Jessica and Simon. I’ve heard that it has made people cry…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Tube Riders

        

        The short story on which the novel series was based

      

    
    
      ‘Okay, Jess, here it comes. You got the board? Hands looped? Don’t screw up.’

      ‘I won’t…’

      ‘I mean it!’

      From the tunnel behind them came the roll of thunder. The hairs rose on Jess’s neck. The buzz. The fucking buzz, oh Jesus—

      She gripped the clawboard with both hands. It looked like a skateboard with no wheels, with a thin metal bar sunk into the wood, curved over like a piece of drainpipe. On the other side, that was. This side, two thick leather loops, wrapped in her fingers. Not too tight; if she got caught and couldn’t let go—

      She’d seen it happen, God. Yet, still, the buzz—

      ‘Ready?’ Simon murmured. Then, almost to himself: ‘Please, please don’t screw up…’

      Probably didn’t want to see his girlfriend decapitated by the wall where the platform ended. Understandable, she supposed.

      Eyes remained fixed on the tunnel left. Glanced briefly right, saw the others spaced out along the platform, watching. Marta, Switch, Paul, with that gleam in their eyes. Hunger, lust. She understood. She’d felt it the first time she came down here with Simon and the others. The first time she saw someone ride.

      Twin headlights in the tunnel, growing rapidly larger. She could almost feel Simon behind her, twitching, agitated, and she felt a sudden apathy towards him burn in her throat. Fuck him, loser. The tubes were a better ride than he’d ever been.

      The roar of the train filled her mind, rapid, dulling her senses like a sedative until only that awesome, wavelike rumble remained.

      She glanced up, one second. The aquamarine strip lighting made her feel underwater; like a diver caught on a subterranean ledge, the tube train’s lights like the eyes of a submersible come to her rescue.

      Or to smash her, destroy—

      Jess tensed, pressed forward on to the pads of her feet. Run, now…

      She sensed Simon take a step back, the others too. Etiquette; you didn’t interfere with a ride.

      She pushed off, started to run, as though sprinting away from the beast as it hurtled out of the tunnel, a giant, segmented yellow worm, twin eyes and a tail that shat black fumes. And the voice of a thousand jumpers, dead and yet to die.

      It hit the station. Fast. As it surged along the moat between platforms—no stop here, St. Cannerwells London Underground Station had closed down in 1996—she lifted her arms and the board out towards it, angled it parallel, leveled it with the upper roof rail that runs along the top corner of most tube carriages, especially the older ones, and closed her eyes.

      Jess felt the whoosh of air as the driver’s carriage passed her. Counted, as she’d been taught, one—two—three—

      ‘FOUR!’

      And hooked.

      Jess cried out as the clawboard caught the railing and stuck, yanking her arms savagely and pulling her off the ground. For a second she thought to let go of the leather straps, end this ride that could be Heaven or Hell, or a shattered, mangled limb concoction of both. Then her legs came up, she felt her feet press against the warm, humming metal of the tube’s side, and she opened her eyes to a tumult of wind.

      She’d hooked near to a door, and Jess had a moment to glance in through the glass, see a couple of stunned faces staring back at her; a mohawked punk with eyes lamb-wide for the first time in his life; a couple of weary late night clubbers clutching each other and shaking their heads, and a young girl, sixteen, seventeen, probably a runaway, who watched her nonchalantly as though she saw people hanging from the side of a tube train every day.

      Only seconds, three, four max, then Jess braced herself on the ridge below the door and kicked up and back. The clawboard came loose and Jess fell away from the train, spinning rapidly in the air like a sycamore seed falling towards the ground. The tube hammered on, distancing itself with each fraction from the girl who, for a few brief seconds, had tamed it.

      She’d done it for real several times, and practiced it hundreds, but even so, as Jess struck the pile of old blankets and mattresses she twisted awkwardly and the wind was knocked out of her. She tossed the clawboard aside and lay wheezing on the musty breakfall mat as the others came running up behind her.

      Dizziness made her directionless, but from somewhere around her she heard the retreating roar of the tube train as it hammered on down the tunnel.

      ‘Hey, bitch, nice hang time!’ Switch yelled, in his affable street dialect. ‘You was squealin’ there!’

      ‘Thanks,’ Jess muttered, dazed, stars in her eyes and still the image of faces, so many faces, their incredulous expressions fixed on her.

      ‘Good ride, Jess,’ congratulated Marta, whose older brother Leo had stared this, some four years back, here in this very station.

      And Simon, beyond her, nodded. ‘You did good, Jess.’ He helped her to her feet.

      Paul stood near the platform edge. He bent down and drew a mark on the dusty concrete with a piece of chalk.

      ‘What’d I score?’

      Paul looked up. ‘I make it twenty-four. Not bad, Jess.’

      ‘Twenty-four? You’re kidding me! Is that it?’ She planted hands on hips and pouted. ‘Damn it. I thought I had eighteen or nineteen for sure.’

      Paul looked around the group. ‘Anyone else disagree with twenty-four feet?’

      There were a couple of shrugs, one or two head shakes.

      ‘That’s good hang time.’ Switch nodded sagely. ‘For a beginner.’

      Twenty-four feet back from the platform’s end and the start of the tunnel. What they called dismount length. Above forty was novice, twenty to thirty good, under twenty made you a class-A jumper.

      No one had done under ten and lived.

      Paul leaned down and wrote the date and Jess’s name by the mark. He was scorer for the group. He’d been a jumper once too, but he’d come off at seventeen feet at the wrong angle and shattered his left hip. He’d still jump if he were able, but he didn’t have the sprint speed for the mount. Still, only Switch of the current group had done better—fifteen—and he’d struck the wall too. Two days in a coma and partial brain trauma had left him with a nervous twitch of the right eye. Steve’s Twitch, over time, had become Switch.

      At least he could still jump, though. Paul would take a coma any day for the thrill of riding the tubes just one last time. Even after what had happened to Leo.

      Jess scowled. ‘Next time. I’ll bust you all. In years to come I’ll be a legend’

      The group started to walk back up the platform. Simon draped a hand around Jess’s shoulders. Paul glanced back at the mark as though to check it were still there, while Switch bounded off ahead to retrieve his clawboard from the bench where he’d left it, halfway along the platform. His turn next.

      Marta glanced at Jess once, then looked away. Stupid girl. Jess thought she had it in her to be a great jumper, a legend. Marta scoffed. Jess could hardly spell it. Leo, her brother, and chance inventor of tube riding, was a legend. But Leo was dead. And of the living jumpers, only Craig Bolton had any right to call himself a legend. Six jumps of twelve to fourteen feet, without even a scratch. Marta knew Craig could have done ten feet if he’d really tried, but he had defected. He now ran with the Cross Jumpers. If you switched codes, you had no right to be seen as anything.

      That was the rule.
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* * *

      They claimed cross jumping was more dangerous. And as far as death count went it was, ten to four over the four years since Leo’s first inaugural jump, but cross jumping was easier, took far less nerve or skill and involved no actual contact with the tube itself. What it said on the packet—you picked your moment and leapt out in front of the oncoming train. Timing was everything, and the skill was in the lateness of the jump. But that was it. Miss the platform edge and you were dead, no margin for error. Otherwise, any monkey could do it. The Tube Riders scoffed at their diluted cousins.

      For that was what the Cross Jumpers were. Pathetic losers who couldn’t handle the skill of a ride or the timing of the dismount. Cross jumping had no record system; you made it or you didn’t. Nothing to aim for, no records to beat. And the thought of a maiming in a failed dismount scared them too much.

      But they had to do it. And like pussy baseheads too goose to handle E’s, they invented cross jumping to rival tube riding. And made it out like it was some kind of alternate championship, which, at best, was plain insulting.

      ‘We’ll meet, one day,’ Switch would say as the others toked a joint on St Cannerwell’s Common. ‘And we’ll have ‘em. We’ll fucking have ‘em. The whole lot’ll go under the trains.’

      And while the others might not agree with the harshness of the punishment, they understood the ethics of the crime.
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* * *

      Craig Bolton had been Marta’s boyfriend before he defected. Too goose to go for ten feet, he’d come too close to the wall to carry on. Without a scratch, he nevertheless suffered from a lack of genuine pain blindness that held the likes of Switch and Jess. He didn’t want to get hurt. And as he saw that wall rushing up at seventy miles per hour, all he could see was Craig-coloured paint splashing against the oily walls.

      Defection must have been hard; leaving your friends behind in order to find a safer rush, but by all accounts he was sleeping with Silvia from the Jumpers, which must be easing his pain. Marta didn’t see him around much anymore, except at a distance, from her seventh floor window, across the plaza down by the Beckford Shopping Complex. Which was good; he had baled out on them all, making fools of herself and the rest of the gang. He had been the best, and he had turned his back on them.

      Taking the joint from Switch and drawing a long toke, Marta thought of Leo. He’d never have defected. Her legendry stoner brother had invented Tube Riding during a bad trip in which he’d found himself alone in the disused St. Cannerwell’s Underground Station, lost and disorientated. He had slipped and fallen toward the track at the precise moment a tube had thundered past. His jacket had caught up on a loose metal railing, and he’d been lifted and carried almost the length of the platform before his jacket had torn loose.

      He’d wandered out into the dawn miraculously without a scratch, muttering about enlightenment.

      In the weeks afterwards, Leo quit the weed and went hardcore, searching, he said for a way to have, as he saw it, “the ultimate rush”, again. Soon, others wanted a piece of the fun.

      It became religion. But, more than that, it became an identity for the teenagers of St Cannerwell’s, gave their stumbling lives a purpose, in the same way that the surf lent a purpose to the idle kids of coastal towns. It didn’t change you, didn’t make you a millionaire, but gave you a reason to get up in the morning, a justification for your existence that television or video games didn’t have. It gave you something to think about as you stood in line to collect your unemployment benefit, gave you something to spend your money on other than cheap cider and no-brand cigarettes.

      Leo would have been a hero if he’d died straight away. Hell, they’d have built a statue of him. If he’d not spent four days in a coma, his skull cracked in four places and his face and upper torso torn to mulch, he’d be legendary as a great jumper as well as their founder. But none of those who were there that day—Marta, Paul and Switch, as well as some others who had disappeared from their ranks for good straight after—would ever forget his bloodied and crumpled body as it writhed spastically on the break-fall mattresses. He’d struck the wall side on, breaking his right shoulder and shattering his arm. His face had been a mess of shattered bone and mashed tissue. If she’d not known it was her brother...

      Paul said the dismount had cost Leo, that he’d tried to twist at the wrong time when he should have ducked his head and let the gravity take him down. Paul, whose inability to jump anymore suddenly made him an expert on safety. Marta had scoffed. It had taken time before any of them had wanted to go back. In the end, the purposelessness of their lives had drawn them, made them face Leo’s thundering nemesis square in the face. Marta wondered how long it would be before they all lay upon the platform in a writhing mass of pulp. All they were good for. The world didn’t care. They’d blamed Leo’s injuries on a hit and run, and the apathetic police had swallowed every bite of the lie without question. It wasn’t that they didn’t know their jobs, it was that the death of another unemployed and troublesome St Cannerwell’s teenager wasn’t that important in the great scheme of things.
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* * *

      Switch wailed as he climbed up from the mass of break mats. ‘Woo hoo, you see that! Fuckin’ A!’ He held his hands aloft and grinned.

      ‘Eighteen feet,’ Paul said. ‘Good.’

      ‘Bastard,’ Jess scowled.

      Marta nodded. ‘Good one. Still some way short of any sort of record, but not bad for a retard.’

      Switch gave her an extravagant bow. ‘Thanks. Your entertainment is my utmost pleasure.’

      ‘You got lucky,’ Jess muttered, giving him a half-smile.

      ‘Still six feet up on your best, sweetheart.’

      ‘Sod.’ She patted him on the back. ‘But well done anyway.’

      ‘Let’s go back to mine, grab a drink,’ Marta said. The others nodded. It was midnight. The tubes would stop running soon. Switch, Marta and Jess had all jumped tonight. Everyone had their own personal clawboard, but it wasn’t safe to jump twice in a night. You had to check your board, make sure it was clear of abrasions, anything that might cause it to slip, or to snag, or to break.

      Simon hadn’t shown up tonight. Marta had asked but Jess had just scoffed and told them she felt he’d lost interest. He’d had potential, once. Meeting Jess had mellowed him a little, and when he introduced her to jumping his own interest had waned as his fear for her safety had increased. He felt responsible for putting Jess’s life at risk. He loved her, which was the problem. But now Jess loved tube riding more.

      ‘He’s chicken,’ she said. ‘He can’t stand to see me doing better than him. Marta just smiled. She’d seen Simon break twenty feet on too many occasions to remember. Now Jess was part of their group he barely broke thirty anymore. Something better to live for, Marta thought.

      Shame Jess didn’t see it.
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* * *

      The deaths came along intermittently, like a surprise jubilee. Marta had seen three of the four, including her own brother’s. Aidie, a friend of Leo’s, had caught his arm in the clawboard grips. He’d tried to swing away and had struck the wall, ripping his arm off. It had disappeared into the tunnel with the train. Somewhere it must have dislodged, for it never made the newspapers.

      Hitting the wall at seventy miles per hour had shattered his spine. He died on the platform edge. Again, the nonchalant police had been too eager to believe in a car crash.

      Dull Bobbie, a loon on day release who’d terrified them all, had suffered even worse. Completely careless with his clawboard, he’d slipped just after mounting and fallen down the gap between platform edge and train. For several horrifying seconds he’d been dragged along the platform before slipping down the gap. They’d not even recognised the remains, and it shamed them to say that they’d left him there, for the rats and the next twenty trains to wipe away.

      She wondered why she still did it. Nothing else to do, she supposed. A quest for recognition? They had become an urban legend. All those late night travelers who’d looked up to see someone clinging to the outside of their train had slowly filtered the Tube Riders into the imagination of the public. They had become a myth.

      Did that please her? Marta remembered all the broken bodies, all the pain. And then the incendiary rush of clinging to the side of a train, risking your life for a few seconds of unimaginable adrenalin. The rush brought them back, made them crawl back down to the deserted platforms of St Cannerwell’s for one more try, their broken bodies sometimes still bandaged.

      Just once more. Once… more.
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* * *

      They knew when they found him that something was wrong.

      Simon lay on the verge of the grassy park across the street from St Cannerwell’s Underground Station. Beneath the streetlights they could make out sweat on his face. Closer, it became blood. Swollen eyes, cut cheeks, split lips, and he clutched his stomach as though holding something precious.

      Switch and Paul helped him back to where Marta squatted, a small flat on the seventh floor of Beacon Tower. Sometimes they all crashed there; only Switch had a proper home but his mother was an alcoholic and his father beat him senseless daily. Simon and Jess had a flat, in the grip of repossession proceedings that they couldn’t afford to fight. Paul’s home was Bakersfield Market, where he worked a cut-price clothing stall during the day and slept under its canvas at night.

      Marta at least had running water, and the gas lamps added ambiance.

      Jess, for the first time in a while looking as though she cared for something other than the ride, wiped his face with a wet cloth while Marta boiled water on a camping stove for tea. Simon, speaking through swollen, bruised lips, related what had happened.

      ‘It was them. I looked Craig right in the eye and he looked away. Bastard.’ He slammed a fist into a hand, then winced at the pain. He’d got a couple of punches in himself; which was why they’d beaten him so bad. It had only meant to have been a warning.

      ‘Also, Shane Murphy was there, at the back.’

      Switch scowled. Shane had once run with them. They’d been friends, but Shane’s arrogance had pushed them apart. What was it about cross jumping that so appealed? Switch had tried it—alone, of course, and he’d never openly admit it to the others - but the rush was nothing compared to a good ride. Like having a wank when you could fuck a porn star. No comparison. Yeah, you got off, but the experiences weren’t even close.

      ‘There was quite a few of them. Seems we’re a dying breed.’

      ‘So what?’ Paul said, storming back and forth across the flat. ‘Fuckers. I say we bust them. One by one. Bastards.’

      Simon sighed, shook his head. ‘They don’t want to fight.’

      ‘Ha! You’re taking the piss, right? Because it sure looks like it!’

      ‘They want a showdown. A cross-code competition. We cross jump, they ride. Independent adjudication.’

      ‘By who?’ Jess asked.

      ‘One of ours, one of theirs. Whichever group wins owns the turf.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘The other group leaves St Cannerwell’s for good.’

      Marta exhaled a deep breath. ‘And if we don’t? This is what happens? They jump one of ours? We jump one of theirs? Until we’re all lined up in the same hospital ward?’ She shook her head. This wasn’t what Leo wanted. It’s about the rush, not a goddamn turf war.

      Paul slapped a hand on the wall. ‘I still say we take them out, one by one.’

      Jess looked up, a smile on her face. ‘You, Switch and Si here? Vigilantes? Don’t make me laugh!’

      ‘Piss off.’

      Marta poured out tea. ‘I say we do it. We grab our clawboards and we take them out. Prove once and for all that cross jumping ain’t got nothing on a decent ride. We’ll ride for our lives, send them packing. Gang that loses, leaves. That’s the deal? Well, I tell you, in my brother’s honour I’m gonna send those bastards home.’

      Paul smiled. ‘Well said.’

      ‘Woo hoo! Let’s fly!’ Switch punched the air enthusiastically, his twitching eye flicking like mad. ‘We’ll take those monkey’s down!’
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* * *

      Marta met the representative of the Cross Jumpers up on St Cannerwell’s Common to set a date. It was a cold October day.

      Craig Bolton watched her from under the trees as she approached, hands in pockets against the cold and hair whipping about her face as pieces of litter dashed across her path and crushed cans rolled like smashed cars back and forth across the grass.

      ‘Marta.’ Craig said with a small nod, his voice low, unemotional.

      She just stared at him, face hard, eyes cold as the October wind.

      ‘No words for me?’ He said, one eyebrow rising. ‘Once, you had so much more.’

      ‘Why are you doing this?’

      He shrugged. ‘Same reason you are, I suppose. Purpose. We jump out in front of a bunch of trains and it makes us feel special. The same reason you cling to the side of them, like a tick or a leech.’

      She just shrugged.

      ‘Saturday, Marta. Be there, or Simon won’t be alone.’

      She scoffed. ‘Your answer to everything, eh? You fucking loser.’

      Marc rolled his eyes. He started to walk away. ‘Saturday,’ he said over his shoulder.

      ‘And why are you doing this?’ She shouted after him. ‘Why this showdown?’

      He stopped a few yards down the hill, and turned to face her. ‘The same reason your pathetic little gang’ll be there on Saturday.’ He spread his arms. ‘Victory!’

      ‘It’s so stupid!’ She shouted after him, but if he did hear her, he pretended not to. So pointless. This wasn’t gangland, this was two groups of kids amusing themselves. And the injuries? The deaths? A little voice whispered in the back of her head. This is more than just kid’s games. This is life for them.

      Come Saturday, they’d be there.
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* * *

      Simon’s wounds had all healed, besides his pride. Together, the Tube Riders stood in the deserted depths of St Cannerwell’s and waited. As a tube rattled past, Paul waved his clawboard at it and yelled, ‘Yeah!’ in mock anticipation of a ride. No matter that he didn’t ride anymore, the clawboard had been dusted off in a show of identity. He would be the adjudicator for the Tube Riders.

      ‘There they are,’ Jess muttered, pointing up the platform. The others followed her gaze to where six people stood near the broken escalator leading up to the bricked up entrance. The other way, where they came in, had been barred by a padlocked gate, long since broken in, but always pulled back across in a pretense of disuse.

      Marta stared. Switch, beside her, hopped from foot to foot. ‘No way, this ain’t playing fair,’ he whined, staring at the baseball bats two of the men carried.

      ‘What the fuck is going on?’ Simon muttered.

      The Cross Jumpers ambled down the platform towards them.

      Paul grunted. ‘Let’s get out of here. Someone isn’t sticking to the rules.’

      As a group they turned and started off in the other direction, only to find it blocked by another group of men.

      ‘Well, well,’ Paul muttered.

      ‘Hey!’ Marta shouted. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’

      Craig Bolton was at the front.‘We’re changing the rules,’ he shouted.

      The Tube Riders stopped. Looking back over her shoulder, Jess watched the first group approach. More people had appeared from the shadows and she counted sixteen in all. Cross Jumping had taken off.

      ‘They’re gonna kill us,’ Switch said. ‘Throw us on to the rails. No one’ll ever work out who we were. Pieces won’t fit.’

      ‘Notoriety,’ Marta said. ‘That’s what they want. Bastards. This started as so much more. It’s become just another turf war.’

      ‘What the fuck are we gonna do?’ Switch looked nervous. His eye twitched like a rabbit caught in a trap.

      Behind them, a rumble came from one of the tunnels.

      Marta laughed.

      ‘What’s so fucking funny?’

      ‘It’s so simple,’ she said. ‘You guys wanna be real legends?’

      ‘What?’

      She turned to Paul. ‘Fancy one last ride? In Leo’s honour? Think your leg can take it?’

      He gave a mock salute. ‘Come on! I like what I’m hearing!’

      Behind and in front of them, the Cross Jumpers and their weapons drew closer.

      ‘The ride to end all rides. Into the unknown.’

      Jess frowned. ‘I don’t... oh my God! Are you serious?’

      ‘Won’t we hit the wall?’

      Marta shook her head. ‘There’s two feet of space. Just keep your head tucked in.’

      Behind them, the rumble grew louder as the tube burst into the station.

      ‘NOW!’

      As one, the Tube Riders sprinted, hands twisting round the leather loops of their clawboards, careful to twist tightly this time; there would be no letting go. As the first carriages rushed past, they lifted their clawboards up and across.
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* * *

      Craig Bolton and his Cross Jumpers scowled as the Tube Riders raced past, turning quickly to run back towards the entrance stairwell, where they would inevitably dismount and make a run for it.

      Then, Marta, Jess, Paul, Simon and Switch vanished.

      Craig stared for a moment. As the noise died down and the lights of the tube faded into the tunnel, the Cross Jumpers rushed forward to the platform edge to look for the bodies of the Tube Riders.

      Nothing.

      They’d taken the ultimate ride, into the unknown. They all knew how dangerous that was: the tubes never stopped.

      The Cross Jumpers stood flabbergasted. Little did they know that somewhere in the imagination of people everywhere, who would eventually hear the story as it passed through the dirty pubs and the wet streets and the derelict market places, another urban legend was about to be born.

      

      
        END

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Fallen from the Train

        

      

    
    
      I found the boy lying near the train tracks that run through the forest that backs on to our house grounds.  The tall mesh fence that enclosed the tracks was a little lower where I found him, and I thought maybe he’d fallen from a high window. He was dressed in shabby clothes, ripped and torn and soiled, though maybe the fall from the train had had something to do with that. There was dried blood splattered across his face, and when I first rolled him over my instinct told me he was dead. Leaning close to his face to check for breathing, though, I heard a groan deep in his throat, and then he murmured and stirred, his upper body twisting slightly before falling still.

      I waited a few seconds, wondering if he had the strength to move again. When he didn’t, I turned and ran hard back through the forest along one of the overgrown trails that had probably once been a road. At the house I fetched Father and one of the house servants. I told them I’d found a boy who looked like he’d fallen from the train. Their frowns were disbelieving, after all the trains didn’t stop anymore and the fences meant there was no way for anyone to get off, even by accident. But I was desperate, and they had no choice but to follow me. Together we rushed back to the train tracks, the house servant carrying two pieces of wood and a sheet with which to create a makeshift stretcher if the boy’s back or neck looked broken.

      ‘Over here,’ I shouted, some way in the lead as they lagged back behind, not as deft as me through the forest where I often played amongst the trees and the ruins of the old houses.

      The boy was still there, of course, though he’d shifted again. As I arrived at his side, he lifted his arm, clutching at the air. He was muttering something over and over, and I leaned close, straining to hear. It sounded like, ‘Je… jeh…. jess…’

      ‘Stay back,’ Father said sharply as he came up behind me. ‘We don’t know who he is. He could be anyone. He might be a spy!’

      ‘From whom?’ I said, frustrated with my father’s paranoia. After all, no one bothered us out here in the country, far from the cities. That was the whole point. That was why the trains didn’t stop.

      Father seemed to relax a little when he accepted that the boy was genuinely hurt. ‘Okay,’ he said to the house servant, make up a stretcher and let’s lift him up slow. ‘If he really did fall from the train, he’s sure to have some injuries.’

      Together, they levered the boy on to the stretcher. He had stopped muttering for now, and appeared to have fallen asleep. Faced with this stranger from another place, I found myself willing him to stay alive, if for no other reason than because I wanted to talk to him, to find out where he was from. We didn’t see strangers anymore.

      We had several spare bedrooms back at our large Edwardian house. Father insisted on putting him to bed and calling out a doctor instead of ringing for an ambulance. I think he was still worried about the boy being a spy. Either that or he thought the boy’s injuries were superficial.

      A doctor arrived within the hour, spent some time examining the boy, and announced that he had concussion, a fractured fibula and a handful of broken ribs. He was also sick from exposure, because, although it was still summer, it seemed he’d fallen from the train some time ago, maybe a couple of days. He had serious dehydration and a high fever, and would take almost as long to recover from them as from his bodily injuries. On my father’s insistence, the doctor set his broken bones and administered some antibiotics which he said would see the boy right within a few days. The doctor thought a hospital was a better option, but I knew my father wanted to keep the boy where he could watch him.

      After the doctor had gone, Father pulled me aside in the kitchen.

      ‘I’ve told you about going near the rail tracks, haven’t I?’ he said, his voice laden with threat. ‘I want you to stay away from them. They are nothing to do with us and something you should forget about.’ Then he struck me round the head with the inside of his fist. It didn’t hurt much, but was enough to make a point. I wanted to tell him that the boy might be dead if not for my finding him, but I knew better than to answer back. I had a small scar beneath my right eye from a time I’d answered back before.

      He stalked off, leaving me alone in the kitchen.

      After the doctor had gone, I sat next to the boy’s bed, watching him sleep. They said all sorts of things about the people in the cities, but he looked a lot like me, and didn’t seem threatening at all. Everyone knew the cities were dangerous places where people were stabbed and murdered and raped, but I couldn’t imagine this boy doing any of these things. I was just mulling over what things I imagined he had done, when I realised his eyes were open and he was watching me.

      ‘Who . . . are you?’ he said, voice weak.

      ‘Oh, you’re awake! How are you feeling?’ I felt an overwhelming joy, as though he were my very own Frankenstein’s monster coming to life for the first time. Then, remembering his question, I said, ‘My name’s Carl. Carl Weston. I found you in the forest, near the train tracks. You’re in my house now.’

      ‘Where are we?’

      ‘In my—oh, you mean the place? This is Reading Greater Forest Area. We’re just outside London.’

      ‘London?’

      ‘Yes, though we can’t go in there. Did you come out of London?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Wow! What’s it like in there?’

      ‘Like a city.’

      ‘I’ve never been to a city! We have shops and everything, but—‘

      ‘Jess?’

      The word he’d tried to say during his delirium. I was certain it was a name. ‘Who’s Jess?’

      ‘My girlfriend. Where … is she?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Jess . . .’ Simon started to get up, twisting sideways in the bed, before he grimaced suddenly and slumped back down. He lay still, breathing hard for a few moments, sweat beading on his forehead. As I watched him, his eyes closed and his breathing became shallower. A minute later he was sleeping again.

      I thought about the girl he had mentioned. Jess. Could it really be possible that there was another one out there?

      I hurried down the stairs towards the back porch. I wanted to get out and scour the forest near the train tracks while there was still some light left. If there was another—well, Simon had been barely alive. Luck would probably not shine twice, and if it did, not for long. Despite Simon’s injuries and the possibility of similar or worse for this Jess, I couldn’t help but smile with excitement. Life in Reading GFA was quiet at best, and sometimes I just longed for adventure.

      ‘I don’t know what to do with him.’

      Halfway down the stairs, I heard my father’s voice, on the telephone. There was a cloakroom beneath the stairs, and I slipped inside and pulled the door almost shut.

      I don’t know, but I don’t think he’s from round here. My boy found him by the train tracks, looked like some kind of drunk or drug addict, which means—uh huh, yeah, right - he probably came from in there. How he got off the train I don’t know.’

      What followed was a series of grunts of agreement.

      ‘Stowaway? One city’s as bad as another is what I heard, unless you have enemies. Yeah, well, if they did throw him off it’s a bloody miracle he survived at all.’

      I wondered who my father was talking to, and whether Simon was safe in our house. My father wouldn’t hurt him, but he knew people that might.

      ‘He’s hurt at the moment—yeah, bad enough to keep him put—but that won’t be for long, and I don’t want him getting into any mischief. He doesn’t look it but he could be dangerous. Ok, I’ll try and talk with him in the morning. If not, I’ll do that. Cheers, yeah. Bye.’

      My father replaced the phone on its cradle. I pulled the cloakroom door in tight, just before he stomped out of the porch and up the stairs above me, his footfalls creaking on the boards just above my head.

      I wondered what that was. It hadn’t sounded good for Simon. I gave my father a few minutes to get out of hearing range, and then sneaked out of the cloakroom and through the back door.

      It was easy to get down across the garden, over the fence and into the forest without being seen. Our garden covered more than five acres, but the area was made up of a series of lawns and flower gardens all separated from each other by tall hedgerows. It was a garden for imagination, adventure, but I’d outgrown it before I reached middle school. The forest was just the next step.

      It sloped gently down into a valley, and along part of the opposite upwards slope the railway line ran, protected by a wire fence easily scaled and covered with warning signs easily ignored. There were no active stations—that I knew of—between London and the Bristol-Swindon Urban Area. There weren’t any, or so Father said, outside of the UAs at all. The trains were purely for transporting people or cargo from one city to another. People from the GFAs didn’t use trains. We were entirely self-sufficient in the GFAs, so I learned at school, and if we went to a city—which was so rare that no one I knew of had gone—we went by road.

      It wasn’t really that far to London, perhaps ten miles, but if you went there all you came to was the tall perimeter wall. It took permits and applications to get into London—I knew because I’d heard my father talking about it—but the trains, they went in a different way. They went in through a tunnel. I knew, because I’d seen it.

      A couple of years ago, during summer vacation, I took my mountain bike down into the forest and hauled it up over the fence and on to the train tracks. I’d had the intention of cycling right into London, purely because I’d seen Big Ben on TV and wanted to visit it, and my parents had refused. London was too dangerous, they said. That’s why they put the wall up in the first place and set up all the decent folk in the GFAs.

      The sleeper bed between the rails had made a surprisingly easy ride. It was a little bumpy from all the gravel, but flat and straight. I reached the perimeter wall in no time at all.

      The tunnel sloped down into the darkness like a pit into Hell itself. Putrid, rank air practically coloured the foliage all around it, and as I took a couple of steps into the darkness the eyes of the Devil himself lit up far down in the dark ahead of me, accompanied by a growing roar that froze me to the spot. Only at the last second had I found the freedom to leap aside as the train rushed out of the tunnel, engulfing me with suffocating fumes from its engines.

      It smashed my bike to pieces. Afterwards, I left the remains on the opposite tracks to be dragged on down by the next incoming train.

      The walk was long and I got home about nightfall. My parents were angry, and were even angrier a few days later when I made up a story that my bike had been stolen. Just that had caused enough problems, because in the GFAs nothing was stolen. Of course, no one was ever caught and I don’t think they ever really believed me.

      Now, with the train tracks coming up ahead of me, I felt that familiar sense of excitement and trepidation. Like many kids out in the GFAs I wondered to the point of obsession what happened in the cities, and with a train line practically in my back garden I wondered more than most.

      I reached the spot where I had found Simon. The fence was tight against the rails here; a dangerous place to cycle, but one from where he could have jumped off and cleared the fence quite easily. From Simon’s injuries I could understand Father’s conclusions, but I didn’t think so. I’d watched a hundred trains roll past; they looked sealed tight. There were no doors.

      I was pretty sure Simon hadn’t been inside that train at all. He’d been on top of it or something, and he hadn’t fallen. He’d jumped.

      I was near the fence when something caught my foot, a root maybe, but it had too much give. I looked down to see a strange piece of wood lying in the grass.

      I bent down and picked it up. It was rectangular in length, about fifty centimetres long and twenty wide. On one side there was a long, curved piece of metal, shaped like a claw, imbedded into the wooden board, and on the other, two straps made from leather. Here I had my answer, I knew. I just didn’t know what it was yet.

      I barely heard the thud and rustle as someone dropped from the trees to land behind me and with impossible speed push something cold and metallic to my throat. I froze as a girl’s voice hissed, ‘Where is he?’

      My fear almost got me killed. I was trembling so much I could barely say the word, but somehow I stuttered it out. ‘J . . . J . . . Jess?’

      I felt the grip relax. ‘He’s alive?’

      ‘S . . . Simon, yes. I helped him.’

      The knife dropped and the girl stepped around to face me. ‘Where is he now?

      ‘In my house. About a mile that way.’ I pointed into the forest.

      ‘Is he all right?’

      ‘Maybe, I don’t know. He’s quite seriously hurt.’

      The girl stared at me. She was striking, a big mop of curls framing a thin face with deep blue eyes. ‘Take me to him.’

      ‘I don’t think it’s safe. My father is suspicious of him. We don’t get strangers around here.’

      ‘Can you get him out?’

      ‘Not until he can walk.’

      Jess stared at me. ‘Well, if you can’t get Simon, can you at least get me some food then? I’m starving.’
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* * *

      Simon awoke again that night. I was sitting by his bed, having sneaked out of my own bedroom after my parents had retired, both a little drunk after an evening playing bridge over at a neighbour’s house. Father had earlier forbidden me to speak to Simon and locked his room. I, of course, had long ago located our house’s master key.

      He was still too weak to talk for long, but when I told him about Jess his eyes lit up with relief. ‘Where is she hiding?’ he asked.

      ‘There is an old shed at the bottom of our garden that no one uses. She’s sleeping in there. I took her some food.’

      Simon smiled. ‘Thank you, Carl.’ He shook his head. ‘She always was better at surviving than me.’

      ‘You didn’t fall, did you?’ I asked, knowing the answer. ‘You jumped.’

      ‘I tried to clear the fence,’ he said, and I noticed a little smile. ‘Thought it might be electrified. I must have caught the top of it.’

      ‘You were lucky.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Why did you jump?’ I asked, though thought I knew the answer.

      ‘I went after Jess,’ he said. ‘She fell, about a mile back down the line. The train hit a loose rail and bucked. The fence was close to the line there as the train crossed an embankment. Jess cleared it but I had to wait for another spot to go after her. I should have known she’d be fine. She always was a better dismounter than me.’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘Shh! I hear someone outside.’

      I ducked down under Simon’s bed as someone crossed the landing outside, floorboards creaking. I heard a groan and then the bathroom door opening.

      ‘I’d better get back to bed before someone catches me,’ I whispered, grinning conspiratorially, and slipped out, leaving Simon alone again.

      Back in bed, I wondered about Simon and Jess. Where had they come from, and why? It was obvious they hadn’t intended to end up here, but here they were nonetheless. What were they going to do now?

      They hadn’t been in the train; that was certain. Quite how they’d been riding it was a mystery, but I was sure it had something to do with the strange wooden thing I’d found in the woods. Jess had taken it off me, but I knew it was important to them, and I wanted to find out why.
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* * *

      Over the next few days Simon’s recovery continued well. The doctor visited again and said that his ribs were almost healed, but his leg would still take some time. My father seemed frustrated; I sensed that he wanted Simon gone. Having a stranger in the house, and one from the city, made him uneasy. He’d managed to keep word about it quiet, but in the GFAs, with nothing much to do but gossip and spread rumours, news spread quickly. It was only a matter of time.
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* * *

      ‘I don’t want you to talk to him,’ Father said over dinner a few days later. ‘I know you’ve been in his room, and I want you to stay out. No,’—he lifted a hand as I started to protest—‘don’t bother denying it. Just keep away from him. City folk are trouble. As soon as he’s able to walk, I’ve decided to hand him over to the mayor.’

      I glanced across the table at Mother, who said nothing.

      ‘Will they send him back to the city?’

      ‘Maybe, I don’t know. He could be a wanted criminal. It’s only because the lad can’t walk that I’ve not involved the police.’

      ‘If they don’t send him back, what will they do?’

      ‘That’s not for you to worry about. We have our ways of dealing with unwanted outsiders.’

      I fell silent. I’d heard rumours at school about what happened to what we called ‘trespassers’, people who somehow got out of the cities and caused mischief out in the GFAs. We built those rumours up, of course, in the way kids do, into gruesome public executions that none of us had ever seen, because until you met a ‘trespasser’ you didn’t really see them as like you, but purely an outsider, a non-entity. That’s what the perimeter walls did.

      Simon and Jess were a little older, their eyes a little more hardened, but they were people just like me. I’d grown protectively fond of them. I didn’t want them to leave, but I didn’t want them hurt, either.
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* * *

      ‘Can Simon run?’ Jess sat at the base of a tree, looking up at me.

      ‘Run? I’m not sure if he can walk.’

      ‘Shit. Walking’s no good. He can’t get on the train that way.’

      ‘Won’t they just let you back in if you go to the London perimeter checkpoint?’

      Jess laughed. ‘What the hell do they teach you out here in the country? We’re no more wanted in there than we are out here.’

      ‘You weren’t on the train, were you?’

      She pouted. ‘You’re clever,’ she said.

      ‘I know they don’t stop outside the perimeters. The doors don’t open.’

      She watched me. ‘No, we weren’t supposed to be on the train.’

      ‘It has something to do with that wooden thing, doesn’t it?’

      ‘Something, yeah.’

      ‘I might be able to help you if you tell me.’

      Jess threw her head back and groaned. ‘Really?’

      ‘I helped Simon.’

      Something in her face changed. Her features softened a moment, and I could tell she’d let in something she wasn’t familiar with. Faith? Trust?

      ‘Yeah, I suppose you did,’ she said. Suddenly she hefted the wooden thing in her hands and tossed it to me. I caught it against my chest, the curved part hooked over my hands. I looked down at it, studying it.

      ‘It’s called a clawboard,’ she said. ‘We weren’t on that train at all. We were hanging from the side of it. Using that.’

      ‘Wow…’ I could barely imagine.

      ‘The curved part catches over a rim just above the windows. We wrap our hands through the straps and use our feet to balance ourselves against the side of the train.’

      ‘Isn’t it dangerous?’

      ‘Yes, of course. If the train’s going too fast, you can be killed. I’ve seen it happen.’

      ‘Why do you do it then?’

      She shrugged. ‘Why not? For fun.’ She grinned. ‘There aren’t any golf courses in the city.’

      ‘It sounds amazing.’

      ‘It is. It messes people up too, but in the cities there are lots of things that do that.’

      What are you doing out here?’

      ‘We had some trouble with another gang. We had to escape, so instead of jumping off at the end of the platform which we usually do, we stayed on. Of course, after a while your hands start to ache. When the train bucked, I slipped.’

      ‘Are there more of you?’

      ‘Three others. I hope they made it.’

      ‘I’m sure they did.’

      ‘Maybe. They were all better than me.’ She laughed. ‘Simon was the weakest.’

      I said nothing, just gazed off into the forest, day-dreaming about what kind of life they must lead. It sounded all adventure, all action.

      ‘To get on the train you have to run,’ Jess said. ‘Run hard. And there are no platforms out here, so it’s going to be even more difficult.’

      ‘Er, there are.’

      She stared at me. ‘What do you mean?’
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* * *

      We hiked up out of the forest until the old station came into view. A couple of miles from my house, it was barely noticeable, buried beneath the forest. There was little left of it now besides the platform; the old station master’s house and a footbridge that I’d seen in photographs were long gone. There was, however, a rusted sign at one end of the platform, left behind, perhaps, for some reason of sentimentality. Reading West, it said in barely legible letters.

      The fence was broken in one place, partly due to rust and partly due to my adventures a couple of years before. Jess and me slipped under it and up onto the old platform.

      ‘Oh yes,’ she said, looking up and down. ‘This will do nicely. If Simon can’t run, though, we might still have a problem.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Maybe I have an idea.’

      ‘Full of them, aren’t you?’
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* * *

      Simon was awake when I got back to the house, lying in bed, staring into space. I wasn’t even sure he’d seen me at first, as I crept around his bed to the chair near the window.

      ‘I miss her,’ he said, suddenly turning to me.

      ‘You’ll be together again soon.’

      ‘Maybe. But wherever we go, I’ll lose her again.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Jess and me . . . I don’t know. Jess and me, we’re . . . different.’ He lifted his shoulders in a shrug. ‘Life in the cities, it’s hard. If you have a stable family, it can be ok, but there’s so much bad stuff. No one’s safe. Jess grew up alone, on the streets. I had a family. I left them by choice.’

      ‘Why?’

      That shrug again. ‘Various reasons. We didn’t get along, I guess.’

      I said nothing. I didn’t get along with my family sometimes, but I couldn’t leave them. Where would I go?

      ‘Jess and me, we’re together now, but it can’t last.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘We want different things. I want what I gave away. Peace, a safe life. A country life. Jess wants action and adventure. Excitement. It was only time before we left each other. Running from London kept us together, but it’s just delaying the inevitable.’

      ‘Maybe, I—’ A faint growling sound came from somewhere outside. I got to my feet, rushed out on to the landing, to the window that overlooked the front driveway. A large car bumped up the gravel lane to our house at speed, swerved and came to a stop by our front door. All of its doors opened and four men got out. I recognised one of them as my father.

      Urgency took a moment to register, but then I was racing back to the bedroom, hauling Simon out of bed, pulling him down the corridor to the back stairs that led out into the garden. I heard doors opening and rapid footsteps coming from the front of the house.

      ‘They’ve come for you,’ I hissed, silencing the worst of his groans, his leg still too weak to put weight on. I don’t know what they’ll do, but I have to get you out, get you to Jess.’ I pushed the door wide and we stumbled out in to the garden.

      Darkness had fallen; shadows stretched everywhere. I pulled Simon out across the lawn, in open view should anyone be looking for us. He was weak and hurt, but also slow; we had no time as it was, but if we hid I knew they would find us.

      I could feel Simon’s body shaking as we moved; pain enveloped him, but he kept going, putting as much weight on his injured leg as he could. We got across the lawn and out of sight of the house, the shed where Jess was hiding coming up ahead.

      ‘Jess!’ I hissed. ‘Jess!’

      Her body detached from the bushes behind us, and I felt her take Simon’s other arm, supporting his weight.

      ‘They’re coming,’ I said. ‘You have to get away.’

      ‘I heard the car,’ she said. Then, to Simon: ‘I missed you.’

      Simon’s voice was strained. ‘You too.’

      We reached the bottom of the garden. I stopped. ‘Get down to the old station,’ I said to Jess. ‘Can you find it in the dark?’

      ‘Of course. Will a train come soon?’

      ‘There’s usually one an hour or so after nightfall. You should be in time.’

      ‘Simon can’t ride like this. We have to stop the train somehow, create a diversion, and sneak on.’

      ‘The trains never stop! But don’t worry, I have a plan.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Just get Simon to the station. I’ll meet you there.’

      Without waiting for a response, I hurried off back towards the house, Jess’s protests and Simon’s grunts of pain lost in the dark behind me.
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* * *

      The men were searching the house. I could hear Father shouting my name, but there was no empathy in it, just anger. I feared what would happen when he found me, but first I had to help Jess and Simon get away.

      I didn’t go into the house. Instead, I went down an outside staircase and into one of our three basements. This one was the least used; over time it had become piled high with boxes of junk.

      A single bulb overhead illuminated me as I pushed through the boxes towards the back wall. There, my fingers felt for a loose brick and pulled it away. I slipped my arms into the gap. The rough stone grazed me as I felt around inside. My prize was pushed well to the back. I strained, reaching deeper, my fingers closing over its edge.

      There it was, thin, made of wood, about three feet long. A board of my own.

      I dragged it out of the hole, put the brick back in place and made my way back outside.

      I glanced up at the house, and saw lights on in the windows above me. I grimaced; this patch of garden had little cover. I braced myself. Then, taking a deep breath, I raced out across the lawn.

      I almost made it. A few feet from the bushes at the far end I heard a muffled holler: ‘There’s one! Out there!’

      They were on my trail. I could only hope that Simon and Jess made it on to the train, and that no one recognised the runner as me. My punishment might be the same.

      I dashed into the trees, the last of the dusk and a new moon lending me just enough light to see by. Voices rose back by the house, and flashlights struck the first of the trees. They’d be slower than me, but not much.

      I caught up with Simon and Jess just short of the station, and we helped carry Simon up the steps to the platform together. Jess had their clawboards under one arm, and I had my board under mine. Simon sagged between us, his strength gone.

      ‘How long until the train?’ Jess asked.

      ‘I don’t know. Can you even get on it? Is it slow enough for you to catch?’

      ‘I think so. It wasn’t going so fast before. It’s easy for me, but what about Simon? He has no chance.’

      I held up the board I had brought. ‘We can use this.’

      Jess reached for it in the darkness, felt it with her hands. ‘A skateboard? Where did you get this?’

      ‘Is that what you call it? We don’t have them out in the GFAs. The roads are almost all gravel. I used to ride it in the house when my parents went out.’

      Jess scoffed. ‘Huh. Erase all signs of the city, eh. Roads, technology . . . poor people.’

      ‘I found it in the forest. Near here, actually. It was pretty well buried, but it must have been really good once, as it works. I had to clean it up and fix the wheels, though.’

      ‘How are we going to use it?’

      Before I could answer, I heard a rumbling in the distance. We stood up, walked to the edge of the platform, saw twin points of light in the distance. Still two or three kilometres distant, it rolled towards us like a mythical beast out of the darkness.

      And shouts came from the woods. ‘I heard something! That way!’ Flashlights danced. They were still some way off, but closing.

      ‘Get him up!’ I said.

      We hauled Simon to his feet. Jess gave him a clawboard and he hugged it to him like a child’s teddy bear.

      ‘Listen to me!’ she hissed into his face, one hand gripping his forearm. ‘Your leg is hurt, but your arms are fine! Your arms are strong, Simon! And they’re going to get you out of this. Be strong, Simon. Be strong for me!’

      ‘Get on this,’ I said, pointing at the skateboard. I’d oiled the wheels good. I was certain my plan would work.

      The train rolled closer. It wasn’t speeding, but it was moving quickly enough. I didn’t fancy their chances.

      I saw shadows moving in the trees as the train bore down on us.

      ‘Go!’ I shouted. ‘You pull, I’ll push him!’

      I leaned into Simon’s waist and began to push him forward. He cried out in pain, but we were picking up speed. I feared hitting a divot or a crack in the platform, but it stayed true. The train rose up behind us, impossibly huge in the darkness. I looked back, and its lights illuminated a group of men climbing up on to the platform.

      ‘Faster!’ Jess screamed over the roar of the engine and I shut my eyes and ran.

      ‘When I say, lift!’ I shouted. ‘Simon, you have to try to jump!’

      I could barely hear over the roar of the train. It was at the station now, closing fast. The men, one of which was my father, shouted things I couldn’t hear clearly but I kept my eyes shut anyway and didn’t think of them.

      ‘Now!’ Jess shouted. ‘Jump! For the love of God, jump!’

      I screamed as I pushed up and across towards the train. I felt Simon’s arms lifting up, heard a metallic clank as he reached out for the train with his clawboard. Jess was just in front of me, but already gone, already lost. I felt Simon catch and then the train jerked him away from me. The skateboard, now devoid of a passenger, caught under my feet and I slipped forward, sending it over the platform edge, where a thud and then a splintering crunch ended its use forever beneath the train’s thundering wheels. I hit the platform, the wind knocked out of me. As I rolled, I looked up and along the platform, saw the shadows of what might have been two people, hanging off the side of the train. I thought one of them might have waved, but it could have just been a shadow. And then they were gone, the train disappearing into the forest, a roar of noise and the stench of old metal and new smoke trailing in its wake.

      As the train faded into the distance, I rolled over on to my back. My head rested on the dirty concrete of the platform, and I thought about Simon and Jess. For a few brief days they’d been in my life, breaking open everything I thought I’d known about the world. Suddenly the comfortable life I’d always known seemed different; malicious, threatening. The weight of understanding pushed my eyes shut and I let my breathing lengthen.

      A second later someone was shaking me. ‘Carl! Carl? Are you all right?’

      I opened my eyes to a blinding flashlight.

      ‘Oh my, you’re bleeding! Did they hurt you? Those bastards tried to kidnap you, by God. How did you manage to get away?’

      I just shook my head, not confirming or denying anything. As my father dabbed at a cut on my forehead with a tissue, I wondered where Simon and Jess were now. I hoped they made it to wherever they were going, but it wasn’t important anymore. In my mind, sheltered and protected by the comfortable life of the GFAs, they would live on forever.
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      The sound came again from inside, a rushing, roaring noise like a strong wind in a tunnel. Rob kicked at the red bricks again, and then hit them with the piece of wood he’d taken from a nearby demolition site. He thrust the piece of wood into the gap he’d made, hooked the bent nail that stuck out of the end over the bricks, and pulled.

      One more fell away, and a couple more were loosened. Perhaps ten more and there would a space big enough for him to climb though.

      The roaring had died away. Maybe fifteen minutes would pass before it would come again. He couldn’t wait any longer; he had to see it this time.

      ‘Hey! What are you doing? Stop that!’

      Rob turned, the piece of wood coming up automatically like a weapon. People didn’t shout much anymore without violence to back it up.

      An old man stood maybe five metres away, bent over a walking stick. Grey cardigan and dirty slacks hung off his bony frame, dirty slippers covered his feet.

      ‘Put that damn thing down, fool. Battering an old man won’t send you to heaven.’

      ‘What do you want?’ Rob said, looking around. The man must have seen him from one of the old houses on the street that ran alongside the scrubland.

      ‘What I want, boy, is to know what you’re doing breaking in somewhere that you don’t belong. You don’t know what’s down there, do you?’

      Rob looked back at the redbrick wall, partially collapsed from his efforts. It was part of what looked like a small building jutting out of the ground, a few metres square. The rest of the walls looked more solid. This one was weaker, because the bricks had been added later to cover an old entrance.

      Above what used to be the door, the residue of removed lettering outlined the words:

      
        St Cannerwells

        London Underground Station

      

      ‘I know what’s down there,’ Rob said, still on the defensive, though he dropped the piece of wood to his side. The old man didn’t pose a physical threat. ‘That’s the old London Underground down there. I read about it before they banned the internet last year.’

      ‘Ah, know all about it, don’t you.’ The man grinned. ‘Mind if I sit down?’

      Rob said nothing, but the man took his silence for permission. He shuffled over to what looked like a mound of brambles and fearlessly brushed them away with one bare hand to reveal the remains of an old metal park bench. He slumped down, as weary as the damned. The stick clattered to the floor.

      ‘What makes you want to go down there? Poking about in an old underground station?’ the man said when he was comfortable. ‘You know it’s been closed nigh on twenty years?’ He pulled a small hip flask from a pocket and unscrewed the lid. ‘Want some?’

      Rob snorted. ‘Ain’t that the cliché,’ he muttered. ‘What are you, a bum?’

      ‘It’s espresso, boy,’ the man said. ‘Takes a bit of caffeine to wake up the old bones most mornings. You want some or not?’

      Rob smiled. He felt a strange liking for the man, something he didn’t feel for many people. The man wasn’t afraid of him. He wasn’t hiding indoors, away from the streets and the anarchic youth, like most old people did.

      ‘Thanks.’ Rob sat down beside the old man and took the offered flask. The espresso was hot and bitter but the taste was revitalizing.

      ‘So, I say again. What’s a young lad like you doing trying to break into an old Underground station? The London Underground’s been closed more than twenty years.’

      ‘If that’s the case then why are the trains still running?’

      The old man leaned his grey head back and laughed. ‘So. You’ve heard that story, have you? What fool told you that?’

      ‘A friend.’ A lie because Rob didn’t have any, none that wouldn’t steal his shirt while he was sleeping. It had been some drunk in a bar who’d stirred his interest.

      ‘A friend,’ the old man scoffed. ‘And who did your friend hear it from, might I ask?’

      ‘Another friend.’

      The old man nodded. ‘And so it goes.’

      ‘What’s it to you, anyway?’

      ‘I know—knew—a bit about trains, is all.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Boy, don’t be a fool. I was riding those trains to work back in the day, long before they closed down the system, and before you were a cherry in your mamma’s eye.’

      ‘Why did they close the system?’

      The old man laughed. ‘Government didn’t like the legacy, is all. Too much history, too much… past. Built the monorail instead. You ever ridden on that, boy?’

      Rob knew the London Monorail. Its elevated tracks twisted everywhere throughout the city, leaving poor suburbs like his in perpetual shade. He’d never ridden on it, didn’t have the money, couldn’t meet the dress code. The only people who did were the upper classes, who lived in new towns outside the city or in the huge, multi-storey apartment complexes that had grown up around each Monorail station. Like little worlds in themselves, they were only accessible from the ground in certain areas, through tall gates and heavily guarded ticket barriers.

      ‘You ever seen Big Ben, boy?’ the old man asked.

      ‘Yeah, course.’

      ‘In real life?’

      Rob almost said yes, but could see from the man’s eyes that lying was pointless. The man was wiser than Rob wanted to give him credit for. He’d obviously seen things Rob couldn’t imagine.

      ‘Only on TV.’

      ‘Yeah, thought so. There was a time I used to get off at Westminster Bridge station, walk along the side of the Thames, drinking a Starbucks and watching the ducks and the barges in the river as I made my way to work each day. But that was a while ago now...’

      ‘I almost went in once,’ Rob said.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Wore my best clothes and everything. Guards at the Monorail station said my shoes weren’t new enough.’

      ‘Huh. Figures. Was it true?’

      ‘Maybe. I got them off—’

      ‘A friend?’

      Rob shrugged. ‘Something like that.’

      He’d stolen them off a guy he’d beat in a street fight. The ones he wore now, old, threadbare sneakers, he’d come by in the same way.

      The old man sighed. He took a swig on the flask, and handed it across to Rob.

      ‘And now you’re trying to find another way in?’

      ‘You can hear them.’

      ‘What can you hear, boy?’

      ‘The trains. They’re still down there, in the tunnels.’

      ‘Hear the trains, can you? Have you ever heard a train, boy? What makes you think it ain’t the wind?’

      ‘Come with me over to the entrance. You can hear them down there. They come by maybe every fifteen minutes.’

      ‘Huh.’ The old man laughed wryly. ‘Sounds like they cut the service back. It was every two back in my day.’

      ‘I’m not joking. You can hear them.’

      ‘My ears can barely hear you, boy, let alone some rush of wind you’re mistaking for a train.’

      ‘It’s true!’

      The old man looked uncomfortable. He shifted on his seat and shaped to get up. ‘And you think that one of these damn ghost trains your ears are hearing is gonna take you back in there, take you right back into London, make you forget all about them bastards shutting out the poor, make you something you’re not...’ He trailed off. Rob stared uncomfortably at the old man.

      ‘I didn’t say anything about ghost trains. I think those trains are real. I think someone’s using them, and I want to know who.’

      ‘Well, good luck, boy,’ the old man said, pushing himself up off the seat. He wobbled uncertainly and then found his balance just as Rob thought he would topple over. It didn’t cross Rob’s mind to help the old man. You didn’t do those kinds of things these days; the old were just as likely to put a knife in your back as the young were.

      Rob watched the man stumble away. He thought the old-timer might catch his feet in some of the potholes or on some of the protruding shrub roots, but he made it back to the road intact. Rob waited until he’d turned out of sight down a small alley, the kind old people should leave well alone, then he turned back to his work.

      The station and the trains were waiting.
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* * *

      One hour later, with the sun’s heat lost behind the crumbling high-rises to the west, Rob had made the hole large enough to climb through. He’d found some of the masonry rather tough to shift, and his back was damp with sweat. His hands were calloused, his throat dry. He longed for a drink, even a swig of the old man’s espresso.

      He piled the loose bricks by the hole, climbed inside and then partly bricked it up again, enough to conceal the entrance. He didn’t want anyone else to find it; dead ends were a bad place to be caught at night.

      Steps led into the darkness. The lingering daylight guided him halfway down. After that he felt his way. While his decision to break into the derelict station hadn’t been on a whim like most things in his life, Rob had come unprepared. He had no torch, no matches. All he had was faith, and that wasn’t much to go on.

      At the bottom of the stairs, a corridor rolled away into darkness. The air was dank and muggy around him. Drops of condensation splashed his face. Rob put his arms out in front of him and walked blindly forward into the darkness, trusting his luck that nothing would have fallen to block his way. He could feel a draft coming from somewhere ahead; he wasn’t likely to meet any more walls he couldn’t skirt around.

      He reached a section where the passage turned left; he knew because a glow had appeared in the darkness ahead, the luminescence of emergency strip lighting that really should have gone out long ago.

      Yet they were still there, glowing away potently, lighting the way down a long, tiled corridor, five metres wide, dusty, but still intact. About halfway along a row of metal contraptions blocked the way, and he paused to examine them before climbing over and continuing.

      They were old ticket machines, still waiting around for the commuters to return.

      At the end of the wide corridor Rob found himself at the top of a pair of what he would describe as electric stairways. He stepped on to the one indicated for down. He didn’t expect it to move, but surprisingly it did, rumbling into life as his body tripped a motion sensor. Clouds of dust bloomed up into the air, cogs whined and squealed, and rusted up joints grated as the waking metallic dinosaur carried him down into the earth.

      He was close, he knew it. To whatever it was he needed to see, whatever it was that was rushing through the dark. He hadn’t told the old man why he had been breaking into the bricked up tube station, but the old man hadn’t been far wrong. The truth was that Rob had nothing in his life worth holding on to. His family were all dead, his only friends would kill him for a pound, and he slept in burnt out buildings at night. People beat him, and he beat up other people for money to buy food and clothes. On another day he might have hit the old man with the stick, pushed his body into the hole he’d made, and bricked it back up.

      Rob wasn’t a bad person. He just lived in a bad, bad world, and there wasn’t room to be good outside of the monorail gates and the walls around central London. The world these days wasn’t kind to people like him, whose shoes weren’t new enough to be let in. You made your own laws and your own luck, or you ended up like his father, beaten to death outside the employment office when Rob was still in primary school, or like his sister, caught on the way home from school by a gang and abused so many times that the idiots that passed for police hadn’t known if her attackers had numbered five or ten.

      This legend, this myth, that in the London Underground trains still ran, was something to hold on to, something to clutch while he tried to sleep at night, wrapped up in a couple of dirty blankets in some derelict building, hoping no one would find him, hoping he wouldn’t need to use the broken bottle that lay by his makeshift bed. It was a dream, and in a world where dreams didn’t exist anymore the idea of ancient trains rumbling beneath the city long after the last station had been boarded over or bricked up was more like magic than reality.

      He stepped off the moving stairway, into another corridor with strip lighting down its centre. It was brighter here, no longer emergency lighting, but regular, working hour light. The floor, as best it could be was clean, spotted with gum and stained but polished nevertheless, as though someone had come through recently with a mop. Rob felt more certain than ever that a revelation was just moments away.

      The strip lighting ended at an archway. Rob’s heart was racing as he stepped through it and out on to the platform. Wall lights gave it a yellow glow, illuminating a large sign saying ‘Northbound’, and various posters along the opposite wall, advertising movies, perfumes, shoes, clothes, hotels, none of which Rob had ever heard of. In the light they looked new; they could have been posted yesterday.

      Rob looked down over the platform’s edge. The rails gleamed. They seemed to vibrate in anticipation.

      He looked up and down the platform. Unsurprisingly, there were no other people waiting. An overhead sign a few metres away suddenly flashed up the words TRAIN APPROACHING in red letters. An electronic gong sounded. Rob stepped back, afraid; after all, the station was supposed to be derelict. He looked up again at the sign. The Bound for: section was blank.

      A roaring, which had begun as a low hum back in the dark tunnel to his left was getting louder. He felt warm air on his face. He shut his eyes, and when he opened them again twin eyes of yellow light watched him out of the darkness. As he stared them down, the sound grew louder, the metal face of a train appeared, and then suddenly it was upon him, roaring into the station.

      Rob wasn’t surprised when it slowed down and came to a stop in front of him. He looked up through the windows at the rows of empty seats inside. This was his ride, his chance. It had come here and stopped for him, he knew. It had come to take him away.

      The doors swung open. Rob took one look up and down the empty platform, then up at the empty carriage. History blew out at him, the breath of a million commuters long dead. He closed his eyes, and with a smile he stepped on board.

      The doors slid closed behind him.
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* * *

      Later, after night had fallen, the old man hobbled back out to the scrubland and to the black silhouette of the abandoned St Cannerwell’s Underground Station entrance. He knew there were kids out here, kids with sticks and knives, but he didn’t worry. He’d been around a while, and it took skill and guile to live to his age these days. He’d made it with cunning and the potency of the weapons in his own pocket, a switch knife, an electric stunner, and a small pistol. The last had been a nightmare to procure on the black market, and he had less than ten bullets for it.

      He’d used just one, long ago, and a kid was dead because of it. Now, no one who knew him bothered him.

      As he reached the partially broken in entrance he set down the wheelbarrow he was pushing. His back ached with the strain, but the old man wasn’t nearly as weak as he looked. The stoop and the stick, the signs of weakness, were more deterrent.

      It took him about twenty minutes to mix up the cement with a small trowel, stirring it into a thick, sludgy texture that should hold the bricks back in place.

      He remembered the trains, the days when a few thousand people passed through St Cannerwell’s every day. Maybe the boy was right, maybe the trains still ran. The old man figured the boy probably knew by now. But in the meantime, this was a tomb, a tomb for a past age when the world was free and there weren’t restrictions on where you could go or what you could watch on TV. When gangs of jobless kids didn’t roam the streets like feral beasts feasting on whatever they could find.

      You should never open up a tomb. If you did, you had to be brave enough to face whatever you found inside, and lucky you if it turned out to be some sort of revelation. But you had to understand that once you were inside, there was no turning back.

      ‘Goodbye, boy, and good luck,’ the old man muttered, as he slapped down the first trowel load of cement, and put the first brick back in place.

      

      
        END

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          How Jessica met Simon

        

        A Tube Riders Origins Story

      

    
    
      
        Jessica

      

      It was a risk to go looking for the boy again, especially after the pitiful smudge of hazy sunlight had dropped behind the high rises to the west, leaving only the few working streetlights and the trash fires to illuminate London’s streets. Camden Market, once a buzzing hive of subculture, wasn’t the place her father said it had been forty years ago, before the Governor took power. It was as dangerous at night as anywhere else, but there had been something in the boy’s look, those bright eyes, that was tugging on her like a fishhook embedded in her heart. The boy had cast his line and now was reeling her back in.

      With a defiant sigh, Jessica put down the book and stood up. She switched off her reading lamp and went to the window, drawing back her curtains to reveal the quiet Richmond street outside.

      The streetlight at the front of their house had gone out again. Jessica frowned. The loss of power was never a good sign, but it did mean it would be easier to get out without her parents noticing.

      She took her jacket from the hook behind her door and slipped down the stairs. In the living room, her father was snoring on the sofa, his head resting on his shoulder. Her mother was watching the TV with the sound turned down low, a blanket over her knees. Jessica slipped back into the shadows, pressed the temporary deactivation button for their security system and slipped out.

      The street was dark, the night thankfully quiet. She zipped up her jacket and pulled the hood over her face, even though it was neither raining nor especially cold. In a pocket in the inner lining something heavy jostled—the knife she never left home without. Her parents might consider it bad form for the daughter of a respectable family to carry a street urchin’s weapon, but if they knew they would understand.

      They lived in London Greater Urban Area too.

      A hollow whump sounded from a few hundred metres away and a glow appeared above the line of houses to her right. Jessica sighed, pulled the hood lower over her face, and hurried for the tube.

      There was some kind of commotion going on by the entrance, but she ignored it, easing her way through the crowd and down into the station. She had just passed through the turnstiles when a gunshot rang out from above. Several security guards appeared from nowhere and hauled huge sliding riot doors across, blocking off the exits behind her.

      ‘Get on the next, lass,’ the nearest guard said. ‘All further trains tonight will be diverted until that mob clears out.’

      She wanted to ask what was going on, but one glance at the three security guards halted her tongue. Between the escalator down to the platform and the riot doors were just her, a pretty posh girl, and three disillusioned men. She had nothing to gain and everything to lose. She nodded and hurried down to the platform.

      No one got off the next eastbound train as it pulled in, the notification of the station’s temporary closure obviously having been announced. She climbed up into the sticky warmth blasting from a broken air conditioner, took a seat in the corner and folded her arms over her chest.

      The train rumbled off into the tunnel. Gazing out at the blurred advertising hoardings rushing past, Jessica wondered whether she would even be able to find the boy again.

      ‘Excuse me, I’m sorry to bother you … but do you have the time?’

      His words had been so mundane, so throwback, so antiquated. Jessica had stared into the piercing blue of his eyes, the words bouncing around in her head like fragments of a long forgotten song.

      And she had felt something she had only ever read about before, something which terrified and excited her at the same time.

      
        Simon

      

      He slammed a fist against the wall as tears welled in his eyes. The door to his flat hung loose on one hinge, swaying back and forth. A huge puncture in the centre showed where the Department of Civil Affairs had broken it open.

      He listened for a few moments but only silence came from inside. He crept in through the open doorway and looked around. Their things were strewn everywhere. Everything that could be smashed had been, and all their cupboards and drawers had been upended, their contents strewn across the floor like flotsam on a beach after a powerful storm.

      Only one thing seemed to be missing.

      His father.

      ‘I told you, I told you…’

      They won’t find out, his father had said, over and over, crouched in front of the computer and its illegal internet connection. How could they? Stop worrying, Simon.

      They had. The computer was in pieces and his father taken by the government’s henchmen, dragged away into whatever hellhole of interrogation now awaited him.

      Simon turned at the sound of footsteps beating out a heavy rhythm on the stairs below. Simon looked up, frowned, and hurried inside, grabbing what he could, stuffing a few clothes and some personal items into a hold-all. He made it back out on to the landing as the first of the looters—maybe alerted to the arrest by the DCA cars in the street—appeared on the landing below.

      He had just scrambled up to the higher landing and ducked down behind the metal railing before they barged into his flat and began to ransack it, taking everything they could, pushing each other aside to grab handfuls of food cans, clothing, pieces of furniture. Simon grimaced as a fight broke out, wincing as heavy fists landed with hollow thuds. While the men were distracted he took his cue, hurrying down the stairs and out into the cool autumn air, his bag of belongings wedged under his arm.

      He ducked into the nearest alleyway and leaned back against the cold concrete of the building he no longer lived in, sucking in a couple of deep breaths.

      Everything he knew had turned on its head. His father would never return, and he would never be able to find him. When the DCA took you, you were gone for good. His father had demanded a modicum of respect in the community, but now the gangs would move in, take over his flat, and steal or sell everything he and his father had called theirs. Simon felt strangely empty; not angry, not disappointed. Relieved, even. While his father had ploughed the digital airwaves looking for some shred of news that Europe gave a crap about life in London GUA, Simon had felt the watching eyes of the DCA hovering at his shoulder.

      It could have been worse, he supposed. They could have sent the Huntsmen, and half the building’s tenants would now be dead.

      He glanced up at the thin sliver of grey sky peering down at him from between two grimy walls of concrete. It would be dark soon. He had to find cover before then.

      St Cannerwells London Underground station, where the Tube Riders hung out, would do. With a bit of luck Marta, Switch, or Paul would be there, and while he couldn’t rely on any of them for somewhere to stay, they could at least help him out with some gear until he found a new place. London was filled with abandoned buildings, so it wasn’t difficult to find a roof. The hard part was finding a safe one. Wraiths that had once been respectable people haunted the dark corridors of derelict apartment blocks and factories, preying on anyone not resourceful enough to put a lock between them and the outside.

      It was only a handful of tube stops to Hopewell, the nearest operating station to St Cannerwells. He could jump the tube and be with his friends in half an hour.

      He headed out on to the street, threading himself through the piles of rubbish and abandoned cars, the stench of rotting food and decaying flesh so familiar it barely registered. At the end of the street he turned left, dodged out of the way of the rusty, lumbering hulk of a government-run bio-bus, and hurried across the street to the nearest Underground entrance.

      At the top of the steps he paused, his heart sinking. A notice taped to the metal shutter doors at a crooked angle flapped in the breeze.

      
        STATION CLOSED

        NO FURTHER TRAINS TODAY

      

      Simon ran a hand through his hair. It was a long way across London to St Cannerwells on foot, and he didn’t dare risk a government bus once twilight set in. There were too many shark operations that would sell you a ticket and then cut your throat.

      The market where he worked during the day was halfway there. Perhaps he could find somewhere nearby to sleep. It was worth a try.

      Feeling a leaden weight hanging about his heart, he hurried off into the gloom. Around him, the fires and the lights of London crackled into life.

      
        Jessica

      

      She hung back in the shadows, the hood pulled down over her face. The market was dark, most of the streetlights broken, only a couple of trashcan fires further down and a tired, indistinct moon illuminating the closed market stalls, the awnings pulled down over them and tied up.

      The boy who had asked her for the time had been working on one of these little stalls. She immediately felt foolish for coming back here—after all what had she expected, the market to still be bustling with people and the boy to be standing there warming his hands over a paper cup of steaming coffee? She knew London. Nothing savoury happened after dark.

      ‘I’m a stupid little girl,’ she muttered. ‘Dad’s going to kill me.’

      A clattering dustbin lid somewhere behind her brought more immediate danger to mind. She glanced around, looking for somewhere to hide. Several pairs of running feet were approaching, but she was too far out in the open to make it to an alleyway before whoever was coming reached her.

      ‘Shit,’ she muttered, spinning around, assessing her options. A friend of hers had been raped and murdered just a few streets from her house. London was so dangerous that even in her up-market part of town the schools had armed guards. At nineteen she was unemployed, but hopeful of getting a lower office position in her father’s government office so she could ride the same armoured transport to work and avoid the dangerous streets.

      She heard the crash of breaking glass, and the whump of a fire igniting. It was another rampant mob, protesting their frustration at the government in the only way they knew how: by causing wholesale destruction.

      The only options were to run or to hide. She started to walk through the closed up market stalls, only to hear shuffling footsteps coming from up ahead. Perhaps this was an organized gang fight, two groups meeting in the closed up market to settle old scores, or simply to take their anger out on other people. Father always condemned them, but the cause of all the unrest depended on who you listened to. Father blamed the people of course, while the people blamed the government.

      As the footsteps were joined by others, she darted to the nearest market stall, dropped to the ground and crawled under the tight awning into the dark space beneath. If they searched for her they would find her, or if they torched the waxed canvas awnings that covered the closed stalls she would burn with it, but she had no other choice.

      In the near pitch darkness she lay there, heart pounding, tears running down her cheeks, as the sounds of a riot filled the air around her.

      As she heard the whump of a stall igniting not far away, she put a hand over her mouth to stifle a sob. She was such a stupid, stupid girl. She should never have left the house. Running off to find a boy was the most ridiculously hair-brained reason to go out on to London’s dangerous streets at night, but of course she knew that now.

      ‘It was a dream,’ she whispered, wishing now she could through all the stupid romance books in her bedroom into one of these riot fires. As a whistling sound came from beside her, she wondered if it wouldn’t be quicker to just step out from under the awning, put herself at the mercy of the mob, close her eyes and give up.

      ‘Shhh…’

      Jessica jerked her head around as the sound came again. Someone was lying in the dark a few feet away. She tried to shuffle backwards but found only the wooden side of the market stall at her back.

      ‘They’ll hear you. Then we’ll both be dead. Just stay quiet and they’ll pass.’

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘I’m Simon.’

      She stared at him, but it was too dark to make out anything other than a silhouette.

      ‘What are you doing under here?’ she whispered.

      He made a sound that could have been a wry laugh. I think I live here now.’ He pushed something towards her. ‘Here.’

      It was a sweatshirt, folded up into a ball like a pillow. She put it under her head and lay facing him, the cold tarmac of Camden High Street beneath her. ‘You’re him, aren’t you?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The boy who asked me for the time.’

      ‘Yesterday?’

      ‘Yes.’

      She thought she saw the silhouette nod. ‘Yes.’

      Jessica’s heart seemed to swell out of her chest. ‘You’re him.’

      ‘You just said that.’

      ‘I know.’ Her lips worked, searching for words. This was what she had wanted, wasn’t it? To find him. Yet here she was, in the most unlikely of situations, unable to think of anything to say.

      ‘You didn’t know,’ he whispered.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You didn’t know the time. You didn’t have a watch.’ He chuckled. ‘I had to guess.’

      ‘Why didn’t you ask someone else?’

      ‘I didn’t want to.’

      Her cheeks flushed. ‘Why did you need to know? Like anyone ever cares what time it is anymore.’

      ‘I just wondered. I wondered what you’d say. Whether you’d look me in the eyes, whether you’d smile. I just … wondered.’

      ‘Why did you wonder?’ she whispered back, feeling weird and awkward, but at the same time almost euphoric.

      ‘Because … in your eyes … there was something that I haven’t seen for a long time.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Hope.’

      ‘Hope?’

      ‘I wanted to talk to a girl who had hope, and I wanted to know why she had hope in her eyes.’

      ‘Because things can always get better, right?’

      ‘Right.’ Simon moved a little closer. ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Oh. Um, Jessica. Jessica Woods. But you can call me Jess.’

      ‘It’s nice to meet you, Jess.’

      ‘And you too. Why are you really under here, Simon?’

      He sighed. ‘My father got arrested, and then a gang took over my flat. The usual kind of thing. Not like it doesn’t happen every day, does it?’

      Jessica swallowed. She shuffled a little closer and tentatively reached out a hand. ‘I’m sorry, Simon. That must be awful.’

      ‘These things happen. You have to make do, don’t you?’

      Jessica reached up and felt first Simon’s arm, then his shoulder, and finally the cool, soft skin of his face. She stroked his cheek, the tiny button of a tear bursting over her fingers.

      ‘I don’t think I can make it better, Simon. I wish I could, but—’

      Simon’s fingers closed over hers. ‘You already have,’ he said.

      Jessica closed her eyes. When his lips touched hers, all the infinite troubles of the world seemed to melt away.

      The kiss seemed to last forever. Jessica never wanted it to end, but like everything, eventually it did, and she stared at Simon in the dark, his face just inches from her own.

      ‘Listen,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing. There’s nothing to hear. They’ve gone. The mob’s gone.’

      ‘I told you, didn’t I? Things always get better.’

      Simon smiled. ‘They do,’ he said.

      

      
        End

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          An interview with the Author

        

      

    
    
      (warning—if you haven’t read the books yet, don’t read this section. Spoilers, spoilers, spoilers…)

      

      (did I mention SPOILERS?)

      

      Have you ever “tube rode”?

      

      Haha, no chance! I’m completely anti-risk, which is why I write books about exciting stuff. I’m completely boring in real life. I have travelled a lot, however, and I’ve been on some interesting train rides. The very first time I caught a train on my own, from Bristol to Exeter, I got on the wrong train and ended up in Wales. That was an interesting time for sure.

      I’ve also been on a couple of really interesting rail trips overseas. A few years ago I was living in Italy and a mate came out to travel with me. We visited a place called the Cinque Terra, a set of five quaint villages along the coast near Genoa, and on the way back we were queuing to get a ticket when the ticket officer spotted us scruffy foreigners and decided to shut fifteen minutes early. There were no ticket machines, so we had no choice but to just jump on the train. After a couple of minutes we saw the ticket collector coming, and got ready to make our excuses and try not to get fined or kicked off the train. Just as he was about to enter our carriage though, he spotted someone he knew and sat down for a chat. For the rest of the forty minute journey we sat there in absolute terror with the ticket inspector chatting away to his friend a couple of seats behind us. We got away with it, though.

      Another time I was travelling in China, and bought a reserved ticket from Beijing to Nanjing. When I got on the train though, I found it literally rammed. My seat was the middle in a set of three facing another three. There had to be four people on each set of seats with another four crouched in the gap in the middle. I pointed to my seat and they happily shifted across a couple of inches to let me squeeze. I’ve never been a sardine in a tin before, but I imagine that would have to be how it felt. I sat that way, crammed in amongst a dozen Chinese, for the entire four hour journey. None of them spoke English, but I had a dictionary, so we made a stab at a bit of conversation.

      

      Who would you like to see play the Tube Riders characters in a movie?

      

      To be honest, I think unknowns would be best. I’m uncomfortable with the idea of some well-known Hollywood starlet being Marta, and of course they all have to have British accents. However, for the chance for it to be made into a movie, I’d pretty much be happy with anyone. I’m not going to get all artistic and start trying to interfere. As long as they did a good job of it. And if they didn’t, I would probably just take some of the money and buy a few beers to drown my sorrows. Seriously, though, the idea of chomping on some popcorn while my book plays as a movie on a big screen is the stuff of dreams. But you never know…

      

      Why did Owen suffer so much?

      

      Hmm … I’ve taken a bit of stick because of Owen. I wanted the series to be almost believable in its intensity, and from quite early on Owen became a symbol of Mega Britain’s evil. He definitely suffered more than most, but I felt like he redeemed himself a bit at the end. He died well.

      

      What about your writing process? How much of the series was plotted?

      

      For all the books, I generally planned four or five chapters ahead. My plans would literally be three or four lines of the main events in each chapter, with no more detail than that. Sometimes things would go off course and unexpected events would happen. Some stuff was pre-ordained, though. Because each book was kind of a three-act structure, I wanted a major event to happen at the end of each part. In Exile—by far the hardest of the three to write—I wanted to send them into the Paris Catacombs to meet some kind of gang, but it wasn’t until they’d almost got there that I came up with Blythe. No idea why I came up with that name. It just stuck—and I think there’s something so much more horrific about a brutal killer having a little-old-lady-next door name.

      I also liberally employed the Stephen King “bomb in a closet” method when things got too easy. At one point, Marta’s group were moving quite easily towards Paris, so I threw Ystapha in there and smashed them all up a bit. I’d been struggling up to that point, but that livened up the writing process no end.

      

      What’s your favourite fight scene?

      

      Haha, I’m a big fan of one on ones in my books. I think Switch versus Dreggo on the roof of the train in the tunnel (or indeed the French express train) is the classic one that would probably look best on film, but for me I always kind of liked Heyna versus the Governor. He had no chance, but he took on the top guy in order to give Dreggo a chance to escape, and he bloodied the Governor up a bit too. If I had to choose…

      

      Which book is your favourite?

      

      I’d have to say Revenge, mostly because it was the easiest to write. I like the first book, but there are a few places which I think could have been better. Exile was a real pain to write, mostly because I was unfamiliar with the location and had to do a fair amount of research. Revenge, on the other hand, just came out so smoothly. I’m a big fan of dramatic speeches and calls-to-arms, and Revenge has an abundance of them.

      

      Which character is most like you?

      

      Probably Frank. I’m a grouchy old man, haha.
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