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A Note from the Author




  
  
    The most important fact about autism, dyslexia, or neurodiversity in general, is that each person’s experience is different. No two autistic people (for example) are the same: we are different from each other for the same reason that non-autistic people are.

    In recent years we have seen much wider representation of disability and neurodiversity in works of fiction. Much of the time these works are criticised for not representing the entire community, and of course they don’t. It’s impossible to represent a whole population when it consists of individuals.

    Therefore, I encourage you to see the Underdogs as characters in their own right, rather than poster children for their conditions, disabilities or differences. Ewan does not represent every teenager with a PDA profile; he represents Ewan. Kate does not represent every autistic girl with severe anxiety; she represents Kate. Charlie does not represent every boy with ADHD; he represents Charlie.

    Humans are individuals in all corners of humanity. The Underdogs are no exception.

     

    – Chris Bonnello

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 1




  
  
    A reflective road sign with a thirty-miles-per-hour speed limit suggested that a village was close by. The crumpled frame of a Citroën lay wrapped around the sign’s pole. A year ago, some idiot had tried to escape in a car.

    The driver’s body had been left for nature to sort out, and nature had done a good job of it. The skeleton slumped over the steering wheel would remain in place for decades to come, and so would the bullet that had dropped to the leather seat as the skin around it had been eaten away.

    Ewan poked his rifle through the car’s remains. They had not been ambushed this far from New London for half a year, but he wasn’t known for taking stupid risks anymore. With nothing of interest inside the vehicle, he glanced up at the sign. There was still enough daylight to read the sentence beneath it.

    
      Sandridge welcomes careful drivers.
    

    ‘Repeat after me, Ewan,’ came Alex’s deep voice, booming out from ten steps behind him, ‘we are definitely stopping here tonight.’

    ‘What, your little legs are getting tired?’

    ‘Not tired. Bored. There’s a difference.’

    It was Alex in a nutshell. The old man of the strike team, nearly in his mid-twenties, he seemed to think his extra years gave him some kind of authority. That, and not having learning difficulties.

    Ewan understood. Alex must have felt humiliated, sent out with a bunch of special school teenagers and not even being the leader. Kids in special ed were supposed to be useless. Even the clever ones.

    Ewan left the Citroën, and led Alex and Charlie into Sandridge. The other half of the squad would be less than a mile behind.

    He glanced across at Charlie, and tried to decipher his best friend’s mood. Ewan would make the same decisions however Charlie felt about them, but it was better to guess his reaction in advance. Objections were always problematic when they came from a fifteen-year-old short lad with ADHD and intermittent anger issues.

    ‘I’ll give us half an hour,’ Ewan said. ‘No more. The more walking we get done tonight, the quicker we get to the Citadel tomorrow. And the less knackered we’ll be if any gunfire starts.’

    Ewan checked around for nodding heads. Alex and Charlie would not be happy, but they knew whatever Ewan said, he meant.

    At the start of the war, there had been more than thirty people in Dr Joseph McCormick’s band of Underdogs. Less than half of them were still alive, and Ewan’s leadership had grown more uncompromising with every death. There were twelve Underdogs left now, six of them on that night’s mission. Ewan was pretty sure that was half. Two sixes made twelve, after all.

    Common sense told him a war between twelve humans and Nicholas Grant’s million cloned soldiers was already hopeless, and the British people would be imprisoned in the Citadels forever. Especially since eight Underdogs were teenagers from Oakenfold Special School. But Ewan’s whole brain was built for defiance.

    Dad would have been so proud to see his son become a soldier too, Ewan thought.

    
      But they’d never have had me in the old army. Not with a diagnosis like PDA.
    

    PDA. Pathological Demand Avoidance. Because regular autism just wasn’t enough.

    Ewan looked around the street, in search of a suitable refuge building.

    ‘Number twenty-two,’ he said.

    ‘Can’t see the house numbers from here, mate.’

    ‘Alex, you’re showing your age. Green door, halfway down on the right. At least five exits including windows, and a nice view over the fields.’

    Charlie, recklessly impulsive like most of the other ADHD guys at Oakenfold had been, made sure he was first to run down the road and hop into the stone-walled garden.

    ‘Stay there,’ he called out to Ewan. ‘Check the rest of the road. I’ve got this.’

    Charlie kept moving as if nothing had happened. But a small fire was brewing in Ewan’s mind.

    That was all that it took. A simple command, even from someone he trusted as much as Charlie, placed enormous anxiety on his shoulders. Having PDA meant having the same need for day-to-day control that humans in general had, except basic demands pierced the heart of his comfort zone. The feeling of losing control resulted in extreme anxiety, and the extreme anxiety sometimes resulted in violence. PDA was the reason he had been excluded from half a dozen mainstream schools. The reason he couldn’t hear a request without feeling personally threatened. The reason people spent his childhood thinking he was some kind of monster rather than a terrified child.

    The fire in Ewan’s mind was put out quickly, as the silence of the evening air was ruptured. Somewhere at the far end of the road, something had fired a gunshot.

    
      Clone soldiers outside New London Citadel. I thought those days were over.
    

    The bullet had not been aimed at them. Even clones were too smart to fire from half a village away. Ewan, Alex and Charlie took their positions in the overgrown gardens.

    It was impossible, but it happened anyway. At the end of Newton Road, a young woman ran into the street.

    A human. She had to be. Eleven months had passed since Takeover Day – the single day when Nicholas Grant had marched out his cloned soldiers and imprisoned the British population in his giant walled Citadels – and in all that time, Ewan had never seen a female clone.

    Another gunshot spat up the tarmac next to her feet. She stumbled into a garden across the road, and took no chances on the front door being locked. Instead, she ran at top speed and leapt sideways into the front window.

    It didn’t smash like she had hoped. There was a faint ‘oof’ as her body slammed against the double-glazed window, and she fell to the grass with a clumsy thump.

    Ewan saw her pursuer, sheltered in a porchway further down the road. Just one soldier, and he did not move like a clone. His bodily movements seemed more flowing and athletic. He knew precisely where to position himself, conserved ammunition, and had the tacit boldness of an experienced killer. Clones were trained for combat from the moment they walked out of the factory, but you couldn’t manufacture instincts.

    ‘Gettin’ right tired of giving you chances! Next one’s going in your ankle!’

    That settled it. Clones were developed without vocal cords.

    Besides, his northern accent was too familiar.

    ‘Tell me that’s not who I think it is,’ said Alex.

    ‘It’s him.’

    Ewan prepared to shout the command, but Charlie beat him to it. His bullets rained across Sandridge into the distant porchway, and Nicholas Grant’s number two assassin leapt in surprise.

    Ewan had no idea what was happening, but it was important. Grant’s creeps never left the Citadels without good reason. Especially not Keith Tylor.

    His victim lay cowering in the garden. Her hands shielded her head and torso, as if they would help. She did not have long.

    Ewan opened fire towards the house’s front window. It shattered into a thousand glass shards, which fell like crystal rain onto the screaming figure beneath.

    
      She can thank me later.
    

    When the shards came to rest, the young woman scrambled to her feet and leapt through the empty remains of the window frame. Ewan heard a cry, and saw a knife fall from her hand. The glass must have cut her arm and forced her to drop her weapon. She was indoors, but far from safe.

    Tylor made a break across the road, showering bullets into the wall six inches from Charlie’s face. He sped to the opposite pavement, hurdled the garden fence and dived effortlessly through the empty window frame.

    Ewan led the sprint towards the house, struggling to believe how fast Tylor was. The man must have been pushing forty.

    Alex arrived first, but knew better than to follow Tylor inside. He signalled towards the side alley, and Ewan nodded.

    Before he ran, Ewan inspected the knife dropped by the window. It was coated with sticky blood, congealed like globs of jelly.

    ‘Clone blood,’ he muttered, ‘a few hours old. She’s had a busy night.’

    He ran down the alley with Charlie in tow, and paused at the end of the path. He could hear her already, grunting and rasping in the garden.

    Ewan retrieved the dental mirror from his pocket – standard equipment for Dr McCormick’s Underdogs – and poked it around the wall. Keith Tylor was between the overgrown bushes and the line of abandoned washing. The young woman was clutched in one of his arms, the muzzle of his assault rifle against her head.

    You didn’t need  a stand-off, Ewan thought towards Tylor. You could have abandoned her and leapt over the fence. Why are you keeping her with you? Who is she?

    ‘Mate,’ Ewan whispered, careful not to use Charlie’s name with an enemy nearby, ‘tell our friend the house is clear, then go with him to the back door. We need two angles on this guy.’

    ‘Got it.’

    Charlie turned and ran, at surprising speed for such a short lad. His energy more than made up for his physique.

    Ewan took gentle paces into the back garden, his assault rifle aimed towards the assassin.

    If there was any panic in Tylor’s mind, none showed in his eyes. Alex and Charlie brushed the back door open, outnumbering Tylor three to one, and yet he stood with an air of authority that made Ewan deeply uncomfortable.

    He caught a glimpse of the hostage’s dirtied face. It was so worn, he could barely decipher her age. She had looked like an adult from a distance, but on closer inspection she might only have been a year or two older than him.

    But what on Earth was her story? Ewan doubted she had come from New London. Escape must have been literally impossible.

    ‘You know the drill, kids,’ said Tylor. ‘Guns down.’

    ‘Yeah,’ said Ewan, ‘because we’re easier to shoot when we’re unarmed. Not happening, Keith.’

    ‘The girl will die.’

    ‘And you’ll lose your human shield,’ said Charlie. ‘Try it, see what happens.’

    Most people would have panicked. Not Tylor.

    Alex turned on his feet and walked back into the house.

    ‘Hey!’ Ewan barked. ‘Where the hell are you going?’

    ‘There’s nothing more depressing than two teenage lads arguing over a girl. I’m heading for the road to check for stragglers.’

    Ewan saw no reason to argue, but bit his lip as Alex left. Hopefully his teammate would have enough sense to call the other group and alert them.

    ‘Well, the smart un’s gone,’ said Tylor, tightening a forearm around his struggling hostage. ‘Guess I’m left with the retards.’

    It shouldn’t have angered Ewan, but it did. The R word had been thrown at him by his enemies even before Oakenfold. Never mind that he was in a ‘mild-to-moderate’ class. Never mind that he was smart as hell in the battlefield. He would always be ‘special’, and would wear it like a tattoo until the day he died.

    
      Tylor didn’t mean it personally. Bad guys use the R word all the time. He can’t possibly know what school we went to.
    

    ‘Two retards beat one any day!’ yelled Charlie, with emerging anger in his voice.

    
      No Charlie, please not now…
    

    ‘Yeah,’ said Tylor, ‘if you’re fine with killing humans. And I dun’ think you are. Sure, you’ve took out more clones than you can count. Maybe literally. But killing me would be different, right?’

    Tylor’s intense eyes looked straight into Ewan’s.

    ‘Right?’

    Ewan did not let his face move. Did not let an eye twitch. But he could sense Charlie’s reaction at his side, as if he were trying to look unnatural with a weapon.

    ‘You’ve never killed a real guy before, have you?’ Tylor asked him.

    ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’

    ‘That means no.’

    
      It means yes. Just once. But I was a different person back then, McCormick saved me…
    

    Ewan’s brain became a wildfire of thoughts.

    
      He’s in control and he knows it. Charlie’s getting angry, and the washing line must be distracting him too. He only needs to outwit me and…
    

    ‘You are not in charge,’ Tylor said, with the slow precision of an old-school headmaster. ‘I am in charge. And you will put the gun down.’

    Authority had always been Ewan’s weakness, and it was alarming how quick Tylor had worked it out. He was in control, he was making demands, he…

    ‘Nope, we’re alone,’ said Alex, reappearing at the back door with a cool grin. ‘Now Keith, my dear numpty, why’s she still alive?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘You could have killed her and got away. Instead you got yourself trapped with no chance of escape, just for her. Why?’

    ‘I’ve been in worse messes than this.’

    ‘Then you’re a crap assassin. Answer the question.’

    Keith Tylor, secondary assassin to the most powerful man on the planet, had lost his authority. But even then, his confident expression did not falter.

    ‘Who is she, Keith?’ Ewan asked.

    ‘You really have no idea, do you?’ Tylor answered with a small laugh.

    Ewan supressed a shudder. He had never been talented at reading people, but Tylor’s face was transparent enough. He still planned to get out with his hostage. Perhaps even kill a few Underdogs on the way. He was capable of it too.

    ‘Wakey wakey Keith,’ said Charlie.

    Tylor began to laugh.

    ‘A’right, I’m surprised she needs an introduction. Gentlemen, this lovely girl is Shannon Rose–’

    It was like the sound of her name woke her up.

    Shannon shrieked, and launched her fist towards Tylor’s face. Instead, she hit his neck.

    But it was enough to silence him, and for his jugular to gush blood. When she reached back, Ewan saw the shard of window glass in her hand. Tylor stumbled, tried to re-aim his weapon, but did not detect Shannon stealing the hunting knife from his belt until it was plunged into his stomach.

    Tylor screamed and fired wildly across the garden, unable to stop himself falling backwards onto the grass. There, Shannon held down his gun arm and began a frenzied attack with the knife.

    Ewan could only watch in shock and relief as Tylor’s knife was thrust in and out, in and out, in and out of his torso, pepper-potting his chest as his yells faded. Even when he fell silent she kept stabbing, like she was trying to find something inside his body that was still alive just so she could kill it.

    It continued for half a minute before Shannon’s screams turned to tears. She crawled away from Tylor’s lifeless body and began to quiver helplessly.

    
      That’s what it’s like. When you kill a human and you’re not cut out for it. I could have told you that.
    

    Nicholas Grant’s number two assassin lay dead from half a hundred stab wounds in somebody’s back garden. He had been killed by his hostage rather than fleeing to safety without her. It was time to see who she was.

    ‘Miss Rose,’ Ewan whispered, lowering his weapon. ‘You can trust us. We’re his enemies too.’

    She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Her breathing accelerated, her hands slammed themselves over her face and she made pained, groaning noises.

    ‘Sorry Shannon,’ started Alex, ‘allow me to introduce us. We can’t use our names in the battlefield, but he’s Leader Guy, he’s Angry Guy and I’m Black Guy. There’s a bunch more Guys at home.’

    ‘“Angry Guy”?’ snarled Charlie. ‘What the hell…’

    ‘Couldn’t call you Black Guy, could I?’ answered Alex with a finger pointed to his face. ‘Had to call you something, mate.’

    Charlie opened his mouth, but Ewan cut in just in time.

    ‘We can take you with us,’ he said to Shannon. ‘We’ll protect you.’

    She fainted.

    Ewan hadn’t seen it coming. Shannon Rose left the conversation and fell to the grass, as if someone had switched her off.

    The others got over their surprise quickly. Ewan’s last sentences had grabbed their attention.

    ‘…With us?’ asked Alex, biting his lip.

    ‘She’ll get killed in New London!’ said Charlie.

    ‘Not there, guys. I’m pausing the mission. We’re taking her home.’

    Ewan did not check their faces for reactions. He was fixed on Shannon, trying to calculate how long she would take to carry. It would be dark in less than an hour.

    ‘Did you talk to the others?’

    ‘They’re coming,’ said Alex.

    ‘Good. The six of us can take turns carrying her home.’

    ‘Look mate, I’m all for helping her find her home, but–’

    ‘Does she look like she wants to go back?’

    Alex shook his head in confusion.

    ‘I don’t get it, Ewan – it’s not like you to duck out of breaking and entering. You love ammo raids.’

    ‘This is a human life,’ came Ewan’s answer, or maybe McCormick’s words through his mouth. ‘Those are rare and precious these days.’

    He could not stop his gaze from drifting to the dead body of Keith Tylor.

    
      Rare and precious. Yeah, right.
    

    ‘Besides,’ he finished, ‘I need to know why Tylor wanted her so much. The ammunition will still be there tomorrow, but if we leave her now we lose her. We’re taking her to Spitfire’s Rise.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 2




  
  
    Kate’s brain was fighting itself again.

    The stronger part of her knew she needed to stay in the clinic, but the rest of her was distracted by the dozens of places she would rather have been. Her mattress and the downstairs sofa were the front-runners. Unfortunately, the right thing to do was remain at Shannon’s side in the makeshift clinic.

    Spitfire’s Rise was a comfortable enough place to live – certainly more comfortable than the prison at the centre of New London – but even comfortable places could be hotbeds of anxiety. Kate was in the safest place in Hertfordshire, the closest she had to a real home, and filled with dread anyway.

    Everything about the night had been overwhelming. Meeting up with Ewan’s half of the team, and being greeted by Keith Tylor’s body. The hours of carrying Shannon home. What they had found on Tylor’s smartphone.

    It hadn’t been a good night. But it had, because they’d discovered Shannon. In fact, it was a miracle.

    But wow, miracles were mentally exhausting. And she wouldn’t be able to recover her energy any time soon, stuck next to Lorraine as she performed her observation.

    ‘I think that’s as far as we’re getting tonight,’ Lorraine said in her typical matter-of-fact voice. ‘She’ll be alright, though. She’s a strong girl.’

    ‘How do you know?’

    ‘For starters, she ran across the wild Hertfordshire countryside in bare feet.’

    Kate looked at Shannon’s bandaged soles, and wondered how many hours she’d run for.

    ‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘I’ve been meaning to ask about that. Why would she–’

    ‘Ask the strike team if you want theories,’ answered Lorraine. ‘I’m just the nurse.’

    Lorraine removed her thin vinyl gloves and poked her glasses back in place, with fingers that had aged far too much for a woman in her fifties. She was not ‘just’ the group’s nurse – her role was far too important for the word ‘just’ – but she knew there was no place for her in combat. Nonetheless, she fitted her own roles perfectly: unofficial grandmother, unpaid nurse, and uncompromising matriarch of Spitfire’s Rise.

    Kate drew her attention back to the bed, and gave more thought to the mystery.

    ‘She’s not wearing anything warm,’ she said, ‘so whatever happened, she didn’t have time to prepare. And maybe Tylor took her shoes–’

    ‘All I know is that Shannon’s extremely brave,’ Lorraine interrupted. ‘She’ll recover, even if it takes time.’

    ‘You admire her, don’t you?’

    ‘She deserves it. Here, take a look at the notes I made.’

    Lorraine reached into one of her trays, and retrieved a blank whiteboard and a marker. A couple of silent scribbles later, she handed it to Kate.

    
      
        She’s awake.
      
    

    Kate froze, glanced at Shannon’s body, but saw no signs for herself. Lorraine must have detected her confusion, because she wiped the board clean and wrote two more sentences.

    
      
        Faints only last a few minutes. You carried her for hours.
      
    

    She’s been pretending all night, thought Kate. That must’ve taken some stamina.

    ‘So yes,’ Lorraine finished, ‘there’s a reason to be positive.’

    Lorraine looked right into Kate’s eyes, which made her twitch in discomfort, and then winked.

    The wink could have meant anything. Maybe something was wrong and she didn’t want Shannon to know. Or maybe it was a general hint to talk positively around her. Or both, or neither. Kate preferred people to be specific, but Lorraine must have had no choice around listening ears.

    ‘Well,’ Kate said, trying her very best to be subtle, ‘I hope she can help us when she wakes up. Ewan found something on Tylor’s phone and I wonder if she knows…’

    Lorraine raised a hand, and Kate’s voice stopped.

    
      Did I do something wrong?
    

    
      Lorraine
      wouldn’t have stopped me unless I’d made things worse.
    

    
      Oh crap, I really am making Shannon worse. I shouldn’t be here. I…
    

    Kate’s mind flew back to her list of places she wanted to be. The places she now needed to be. Her hands started to tingle, as if the blood had drained from them. Her head felt dizzy and the breath left her throat. She needed an escape from the snowballing list of everything to blame herself for, but knew she couldn’t get away with leaving the room.

    Lorraine tapped a hand against her arm.

    ‘Could you do me a favour and fetch McCormick please?’ she asked with a smile. ‘He must have finished the meeting by now.’

    Perhaps knowingly, Lorraine had blessed her with an escape route. Kate left the clinic without a word, and steadied herself on the landing next to the staircase.

    It was another ‘nothing’ that had shaken her. Just her own mind and its usual habit of inventing problems. Nothing she said could have affected Shannon half as much as Tylor did. Shannon had bigger fish to fry, if that was the right phrase.

    But that was the thing with anxiety disorders. They didn’t have to be rational.

    ‘Kate!’ came a shrill voice from the foot of the stairs.

    Before she could react, an excitable nine-year-old was running full-pelt up the staircase towards her, using his hands as well as his feet.

    ‘Hey Thomas,’ Kate said, hoping she sounded happy enough, as the boy’s arms gripped around her waist like the hug of a bear cub. Time with Thomas was always valuable, even if Kate’s energy reserves were unprepared for it.

    ‘You didn’t say hi!’ he said. ‘When you got back, I mean.’

    ‘I was kind of distracted. Has McCormick told you?’

    ‘Yeah,’ said Thomas, pulling away from Kate to reveal his cheery, excitable face. ‘So there’s thirteen of us now?’

    
      Oh, to be this boy. To only see the miracle, rather than all the questions it raises…
    

    ‘I guess so,’ she answered. ‘The meeting’s over now, right?’

    ‘Yep! It was interesting, you should’ve been there.’

    ‘I was helping Lorraine…’

    Another housemate approached the stairs, his footsteps slow and steady. Kate let go of Thomas altogether, her anxiety almost subsided.

    And there he was: the grand leader of the Underdogs. The commander of the United Kingdom’s final armed forces. A beacon of hope for the British people, in the form of a sixty-four-year-old man with glasses who fought a losing battle against hair loss. Dr Joseph McCormick strolled up the stairs as if he owned them, smiling like an old man who had kept his childhood with him.

    ‘How are you doing?’ he asked.

    ‘Fine,’ answered Kate.

    ‘That’s good. Thomas, it looks like your ears were switched off when I said the clinic was out of bounds. Downstairs please.’

    The child headed for the staircase and vanished in a string of loud stomps. Once he was out of earshot, McCormick turned back to Kate and offered a warm smile.

    ‘How are you actually doing?’

    He’s pretty perceptive for a maths lecturer, thought Kate. I guess you have to be when you lead an army of troubled teenagers.

    ‘Kate?’ he asked. ‘Are you alright?’

    Kate couldn’t put an answer together. She stared open-mouthed for a couple of seconds, then shook her head.

    ‘That’s understandable,’ said McCormick. ‘It’s hardly been your average night, has it?’

    Before Kate could answer, Lorraine opened the clinic door and started muttering to McCormick.

    ‘Since you’re spying on her, you might as well come in.’

    ‘So she’s ready?’ asked McCormick.

    ‘I think the last thing Shannon’s ready for is a chat with a complete stranger. Especially a man.’

    ‘I think he’ll do OK,’ Kate piped up. ‘He… has a good way with people.’

    Kate hoped she wouldn’t be asked to elaborate. It was not the right moment to talk about her own recovery, and how McCormick had helped.

    ‘Well he’d better prove it,’ said Lorraine. ‘Joseph, I’ll knock your block off if you make her any worse.’

    McCormick let out a discreet chuckle at Lorraine’s comment, as if she were joking.

    ‘I’ll be downstairs,’ Lorraine said as she walked, ‘keeping Thomas busy. Since he’s predictably interested.’

    ‘Thank you, Lorraine. I’ll take care of her.’

    McCormick opened the clinic door and walked to Shannon’s bedside. Kate stood in the doorway, just in case he needed protecting.

    Before the war, whoever had owned the house had used the clinic as a spare bedroom. That night, for the first time since the Underdogs moved in, it had begun to look like one again. The moment McCormick heard about Shannon he had sent a small group to decorate the clinic in preparation for her. There was a warm feel to the room now, with its walls covered in pictures and craftwork: a framed piece of artwork which read All You Need Is Love, a Keep Calm and Carry On poster from before the internet ruined it, and a homemade embroidered picture with the words Home Is Where The Family Is.

    Kate shuddered. Thomas’ mum had made that last one, about a month before she died.

    ‘Good evening, Shannon,’ said McCormick.

    No response. She was still pretending to be asleep.

    ‘It’s OK, you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. But I thought I’d give you some information, if you’d like to listen.’

    Kate kept her knees bent. Just in case.

    ‘My name’s Dr Joseph McCormick, and you must be wondering where you are. The truth is, you’re probably in the safest place in the whole country right now. We named this house “Spitfire’s Rise”, and it holds thirteen of us including you. We are the last of the free British people – our country’s remaining armed forces. Nobody in New London knows where we are, or even who we are. We’re an anonymous group of fighters hidden in the countryside, seeking to free the prisoners in the Citadels. And, more than anything else, we’re a close-knit family.’

    Kate noticed his smile widening. It didn’t seem to matter to him that Shannon wasn’t looking.

    ‘There’s nothing to fear in this house, Shannon. And we have a “no judgement” policy towards each other. Plenty of us have had difficult lives.’

    
      You’re damned right.
    

    ‘And we do an excellent job of looking after one another. Differences don’t divide people here. They’re the main thing we have in common. “United by our differences” is actually our motto. The Underdogs are a trustworthy bunch, and you may be surprised how well they can empathise with you.’

    Kate didn’t know how to react when Shannon opened her eyes and pointed them towards McCormick. It was difficult to tell whether her eye contact was a sign of trust, or whether she was sizing him up.

    
      Last time she looked at a man, she stabbed him to death.
    

    
      McCormick, why aren’t you afraid?
    

    Perhaps McCormick’s strategy was a good one. He must have been the least threatening sight Shannon had seen all evening. He was standing in such a non-threatening stance: the fingers of his wrinkled hands were interlocked in front of his waist, with his shoulders dropped and relaxed, and the smile on his face warm and welcoming.

    Besides, Kate thought, the sight of an ageing gentleman must have been a rare luxury. Men of McCormick’s age were at a natural disadvantage on Takeover Day. It was amazing that a man like him made it to Spitfire’s Rise, while the rest of his generation were herded into the giant prison at the centre of New London.

    ‘You must have a thousand questions you want answering,’ he continued, ‘and I know I won’t cover them all by rattling on. So here’s your chance to ask me anything you like, and I promise you’ll get a truthful answer.’

    It was only when McCormick stopped talking that Kate noticed how low and soft his voice had been. There was little difference between the sound of his speech and the silence that followed it.

    
      She won’t ask any questions. It would mean trusting a stranger with her words.
    

    ‘I see,’ said McCormick, unsurprised at the silence. He gestured to the door with an outstretched hand. ‘Then perhaps you’d prefer to just look around.’

    Shannon’s fingers clutched the mattress as tightly as her nails would let them. McCormick took two steps closer to her bedside, and knelt down.

    Kate prepared to jump into action. Shannon was within attacking distance of his face. But nonetheless, McCormick’s smile remained.

    ‘Shannon,’ he continued, ‘I’d like you to listen, because this is very important. I have no idea what you went through before we found you, but there are some things I am sure about. First, I know you’re safer now than you could ever be outside. I know that all twelve of us are so grateful to have a new friend, and we’ll do anything we can to make you comfortable. And I also know you’re curious about what lies outside that door. How we get our electricity, where our supplies come from, and how we’ve sheltered here for eleven months without detection.’

    At the end of the sentence, McCormick’s voice turned serious.

    ‘More than anything else, I know that the longer you lie on this bed, the harder it will be to get up. There’s so much out there to see, Shannon, and you can either lie here forever or you can learn a thing or two about where you are… and what kind of people have put their trust in you.’

    McCormick fell silent. Nothing happened for the first ten seconds. Or twenty, or thirty. But after what felt like a whole minute, Shannon started to move.

    How the hell does he do that? Kate asked herself.

    Shannon swung her legs off the side of the bed. She winced as the soles of her bandaged feet touched the floor, but McCormick produced a pair of slippers from somewhere. When she rose, a couple of paper sheets fell from her back pocket onto the bed. Kate had noticed them during the trek home, but nobody investigated when she pointed them out. Bigger things had been on their minds, and Shannon’s body had occupied their arms.

    ‘Wonderful,’ McCormick said, rising to his feet and guiding his new housemate towards the clinic door. ‘Shannon, welcome to Spitfire’s Rise.’

    Kate stepped away from the door as McCormick approached with a very slow Shannon behind him. Her hand was on his shoulder, although Kate was sure it was pain rather than affection that made her do it. In the corner of her eye she saw Ewan halfway up the stairs, hanging back to keep out of Shannon’s way. Once McCormick led her into one of the bedrooms, Ewan made his way to the landing.

    ‘Where can I get people skills like that?’ he asked.

    ‘He’d probably call it life experience. How’d the meeting go?’

    ‘There’s no denying it,’ Ewan answered. ‘It needs attacking.’

    Kate’s heart dashed to the top of her throat, then fell twice as far. She was no stranger to combat, but she had feared that conclusion ever since they had seen Tylor’s phone screen.

    ‘They don’t think it’ll be a suicide mission?’

    ‘Clearly they think it’s worth it.’

    ‘And what about you?’

    Ewan gave no answer. Kate closed her eyes, trying and failing to hide her frustration.

    ‘It was your suggestion, wasn’t it?’ she said. It was barely a question.

    ‘If there’s one thing worse than investigating this health centre, it’s doing nothing.’

    ‘Why not wait for Shannon to talk?’

    ‘You think we’ve got that long? Come on, we’re waiting for you in the kitchen.’

    Before Kate could answer, Ewan was halfway back down the stairs. She took a deep breath. To her left, McCormick led Shannon into the bathroom and said something about the water system not working, and cracked some joke about the room being useful for collecting rare species of dust.

    Kate removed her phone from her pocket, to check the photo one last time before Ewan’s meeting. It was a shot of Tylor’s screen – a photo of a photo. The best they could do was unlock Tylor’s phone with the print of his dead thumb, and take as many pictures of its screen as they could. If the phone were missing when someone found his body, it would cause a security overhaul like New London had never seen.

    But the photo gave her what she needed. A pinpoint on Tylor’s maps app, dropped at the site of an old NHS health centre just west of Hertford. It had been labelled Lt Lambourne HQ.

    Kate had never heard of Lieutenant Lambourne, nor did she know what went on at his headquarters. There were no clues about what would have awaited Shannon there, if Tylor had lived to complete his delivery.

    But something valuable was at those headquarters. Something Keith Tylor had lost his life for.

    She walked back into the clinic, where she could be alone with her thoughts. But there was no time to lose herself in her own mind.

    The bed was empty, apart from the pieces of paper from Shannon’s pocket. Kate ignored the moral question of whether to investigate: Shannon could take weeks to talk, but the paper would take seconds to read.

    What she found horrified her.

  

  	First name
 	Last name
 	Age
 	Notes
 

 	Kate
 	Arrowsmith
 	16
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnoses: Autism, Severe Anxiety.
 

 	Charlie
 	Coleman
 	15
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: ADHD.
 

 	Gracie
 	Freeman
 	15
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Global Development Delay.
 

 	Alex
 	Ginelli
 	22
 	Deputy store manager, Fixit hardware store, Bancroft Road, Brighton.
 

 	Mark
 	Gunnarsson
 	18
 	Post-16 student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: unclear.
 

 	Jack
 	Hopper
 	17
 	Post-16 student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Asperger Syndrome.
 

 	Joseph
 	McCormick
 	64
 	Lecturer in Mathematical Sciences, Greenwich University.
 

 	Thomas
 	Foster
 	9
 	Year 4 pupil, St David’s Primary School, St Alban’s.
 

 	Lorraine
 	Shepherd
 	52
 	Nurse, Queen’s Hospital stroke unit, Luton.
 

 	Raj
 	Singh
 	15
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Dyslexia.
 

 	Ewan
 	West
 	16
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Autism (PDA profile).
 

 	Simon
 	Young
 	14
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Down’s Syndrome.
 

 	Mike
 	Ambrose
 	28
 	DECEASED
 

 	Daniel
 	Amopoulos
 	17
 	DECEASED
 

 	Miles
 	Ashford
 	38
 	DECEASED
 

 	Sarah
 	Best
 	16
 	DECEASED
 

 	Tim
 	Carson
 	40
 	DECEASED
 

 	Ben
 	Christie
 	33
 	DECEASED
 

 	Elaine
 	Dean
 	49
 	DECEASED
 

 	Beth
 	Foster
 	38
 	DECEASED
 

 	Joe
 	Horn
 	15
 	DECEASED
 

 	Svetlana
 	Karpov
 	23
 	DECEASED
 

 	Chloe
 	Newham
 	16
 	DECEASED
 

 	David
 	Riley
 	45
 	DECEASED
 

 	Val
 	Riley
 	42
 	DECEASED
 

 	Sally
 	Sharpe
 	14
 	DECEASED
 

 	Arian
 	Shirazi
 	27
 	DECEASED
 

 	Teymour
 	Shirazi
 	25
 	DECEASED
 

 	Rosanne
 	Tate
 	73
 	DECEASED
 

 	Callum
 	Turner
 	13
 	DECEASED
 

 	Rachael
 	Watts
 	19
 	DECEASED
 

 	Roy
 	Wolff
 	51
 	DECEASED
 

 
 

  
    It was a fair assumption that there were no working printers outside of the Citadels. And the header labelled part of the date as ‘Year One’.

    There was no alternative. The database of Underdogs could only have come from a computer belonging to Nicholas Grant.

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 3




  
  
    ‘So you admit an attack would be stupid.’

    ‘Doing nothing’s even stupider,’ said Ewan.

    ‘Yeah, but at least it’d be safer.’

    Ewan’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the side of his mug. Charlie was a close enough friend, but debating him was exhausting.

    ‘Charlie, if you want to stay at home because it’s safe, what’s the point in fighting this war at all?’

    ‘If you want me to raid this health centre blind, I want a better reason than that.’

    Ewan huffed, unsure whether Charlie was objecting for sensible reasons or just to be argumentative. He was capable of both, but had spent most of his Oakenfold years doing the latter. Even when he had seriously good points, staff members had been less than willing to listen to the ideas of a short, argumentative teenager.

    Ewan glanced to the far side of the kitchen table, where Jack leant against the wall with his eyes to the ceiling. Jack had left the discussion minutes ago to twirl his fingers through his dishevelled, greasy hair, perhaps bored with the bickering. Or daydreaming again, even at seventeen.

    ‘Let me make things nice and clear for you, Charlie,’ Ewan began. ‘Tonight we saw a human – an actual, real life human – outside the walls of our nearest Citadel. We also got to see Keith Tylor’s phone, which gave away the exact location of the place he was taking her to. Do I need to tell you how big an opportunity this is?’

    ‘Alright, let me make things nice and clear for you,’ started Charlie, his voice wavering.

    Ewan bit his lip. He would need to tread carefully. Charlie’s anger and Ewan’s demand avoidance would be an explosive cocktail.

    ‘Ewan, you’re asking us to go to this place without knowing anything about it. We have no idea how many clones are there, no idea what they’re guarding, no idea whether it’s even important, and no idea who Lieutenant Lambourne even is. Screw that.’

    Ewan let out a sigh, and drummed his fingers on the dirty kitchen table. He was almost prepared to admit Charlie was right, but couldn’t bring himself to believe his own views were wrong.

    ‘Pardon me for pointing out the obvious,’ offered Jack, sweeping his dishevelled hair from his eyes, ‘but can’t we just wait for Shannon to start talking? Then we won’t have to trek all the way to Hertford to find anything out.’

    ‘Who says she’ll even talk?’ asked Ewan.

    ‘She’s been here for like two hours. Give her a moment. Besides, she’s in good hands. McCormick’s got warmth and kindness pouring from every part of his body.’

    ‘What, every part?’ asked Charlie with a grin.

    Kate barged into the kitchen, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. Wordless, she approached the table and shoved a crumpled piece of paper into Ewan’s hands.

    Ewan didn’t know how to react to the words on the page. Two facts were immediately obvious: the paper was an up-to-date list of the Underdogs, and it had been printed from a Citadel computer. But he struggled to combine those two facts. The universes of New London and Spitfire’s Rise did not slot together in his mind.

    
      Oh bloody hell… it mentions my PDA.
    

    ‘Ewan?’ asked Jack.

    Ewan turned the paper round for his friends to see, with a finger covering his diagnosis. His friends’ shock was predictable. McCormick’s Underdogs were no longer anonymous.

    ‘Where’d you get this?’ he asked.

    ‘Shannon’s pocket,’ Kate said with a hesitant gulp.

    Before Ewan could even process the information, Charlie was heading for the door.

    ‘Charlie, wait a second,’ said Kate.

    ‘Wait for what? Where the hell do you think that list came from?’

    ‘Er, Shannon’s pocket?’ said Jack.

    ‘Originally, you idiot. That’s got Nicholas Grant written all over it!’

    ‘It’s got our names written all over it.’

    ‘Jack, do you think this is a joke or something?’

    ‘I think you’re overreacting,’ said Jack. He started to flick his thumb across his fingers again, like he always did when he was thinking. He called it ‘stimming’: his way of stimulating his brain when he needed to think straight. ‘She’s blatantly not one of Grant’s agents. I mean, there’s at least two things you’re not thinking about.’

    Ewan checked the door. Jack had Charlie’s full attention.

    It was a famous ability of Jack’s: his brain had the capacity to think of ideas that never occurred to anyone else, at the cost of missing the really obvious stuff. He may have been the ultimate Asperger’s oddball with the worst hair on Planet Earth, but his ideas were always worth listening to.

    ‘First off,’ Jack started, ‘she killed Keith Tylor. Remember that?’

    Ewan cracked a smile. He was still forgetting that fact once every few minutes, and it felt good every time he was reminded.

    ‘She did it to gain our trust,’ spat Charlie.

    ‘It’d be a good strategy,’ said Jack, ‘but why sacrifice such a big guy for it? Why not just make her kill a bunch of clones, or look like she saved our lives somehow? I’m pretty sure the great Keith Tylor wouldn’t agree to a plan that’d cost him his life.’

    Ewan nodded. Charlie didn’t answer, which was probably a win for Jack.

    ‘And secondly,’ Jack continued, stopping his finger flicking to point at the paper, ‘she brought the list here with her. You’d be hard-pressed to find a bad guy stupid enough to do that. If she were an enemy, she would’ve got rid of that list the moment she saw you.’

    ‘She might have been a little distracted at the time,’ said Charlie.

    ‘Do you really think spies walk around with study notes in their pockets? If I’d been given a list like that, I’d have memorised it and destroyed it straight away.’

    ‘Not everyone has your epic memory, Jack.’

    ‘Whatever. There’s no good reason why an enemy would walk in here with our names in her pocket. We need an explanation for it, sure, but–’

    Kate let out a gasp. By the time Ewan had looked up, Charlie had stormed out of the kitchen.

    ‘Well that’s just great,’ muttered Ewan. He ran for the door, possibly spilling his drink on the way but not being bothered enough to check. He bolted through the house, hoping against the odds that he would find Shannon before Charlie did. He tried to predict where she had reached on McCormick’s grand tour of Spitfire’s Rise, but stopped when he realised something unnerving.

    They kept their armoury downstairs, down in the wine cellar next to the house’s hidden underground exit. As well as that exit there were two other tunnels; one leading to their farm, which occupied the bottom floor of next door’s house, and the other leading to their makeshift generator room. If McCormick had taken Shannon to either of them, she would be trapped once Charlie reached the armoury.

    Ewan ran down the cellar stairs, and glanced around. The bookshelves across the concrete floor were packed with combat weapons, set out like a firearms supermarket. Bladed weapons, handguns, assault rifles, helmets, handy non-combat tools such as binoculars, and a healthy supply of long-range radios. The remaining wine, of course, was kept away from the more dangerous items.

    Next to the Memorial Wall, Charlie stood with a pistol already in his hands.

    ‘Jack’s full of crap,’ Charlie said.

    
      He knows that’s not true. His impulses are getting the better of him.
    

    
      As evidenced by the gun in his hand, I guess.
    

    There was no faulting Charlie’s enthusiasm. There never had been. But his enthusiasm did not always point in the right directions.

    ‘Charlie, what exactly are you planning to do?’

    ‘Get some answers.’

    ‘By scaring a girl who’s already too terrified to speak?’

    Charlie opened his mouth, but he was cut off by an opening door. Alex emerged from the tunnel to the generator room, and froze in place at the sight of Charlie’s weapon.

    ‘Er… did I catch you at a bad time?’ he asked, his deep voice a few notes higher than usual.

    ‘Alex,’ said Ewan, ‘find McCormick. Tell him to–’

    But it was too late. McCormick wandered through the tunnel door after Alex, with a quivering Shannon in tow.

    Ewan had expected screams, but instead he found silence. Charlie raised his weapon. Shannon cowered. McCormick placed himself in front of her.

    Alex shuffled to one side, irritated at being on generator duty at just the wrong moment, and vanished back down the tunnel.

    ‘Charlie,’ said McCormick, ‘talk to me.’

    ‘She’s a bloody spy, we have proof!’

    Ewan checked Shannon’s face in an attempt to read her reactions, but doubted he’d do a good job of it. In front of her, McCormick looked concerned but not panicked.

    ‘And you think that gun will help matters?’ McCormick asked.

    ‘Shut up, you hypocrite – you lead an army! Ewan, show him what’s in your hand.’

    Ewan looked down. He had forgotten the list was still in his grip. With a sigh, he unfolded the paper and handed it to McCormick. The man’s expression grew even more concerned, but there was still no worry in his face.

    Shannon, however, had turned pure white. Like Kate during a panic attack.

    ‘It’s up to date,’ said Ewan. ‘It’s even got Daniel as being dead. What was that, three weeks ago?’

    We didn’t even know for sure he was dead, he thought. He just went missing on a raid. Nice way of having the news broken.

    ‘You try telling me that’s not from New London,’ shouted Charlie.

    McCormick gave the armoury a five-second silence, and turned around.

    ‘Are you OK, Shannon?’ he asked.

    Ewan had to stop his jaw from falling open. Charlie did not stop his own.

    Shannon gave no response, her eyes fixed on the gun held by an impulsive fifteen-year-old.

    ‘Charlie,’ said McCormick, ‘nothing good will come from you holding that. Stop and think.’

    ‘I am thinking! Far more than you!’

    ‘If you were thinking,’ said McCormick with a smile, ‘you’d have remembered the guns here are empty. The bullets are locked away.’

    The look on Charlie’s face would have been priceless, if so much weren’t at stake. He shook the pistol up and down, as if trying to gauge its weight, and then lobbed it across the armoury where it clattered against the shotguns.

    ‘Take a moment, mate,’ Ewan said. ‘He’s right. There’s a way of sorting this, but it has to be cleverer than that.’

    Charlie stared at his best friend, and offered no words. A scornful stare, but nothing unexpected. The tunnel door opened and Alex re-entered the cellar, apparently feeling safe to do so now the pistol was gone.

    ‘Ewan,’ he asked, as if his vanishing act never took place, ‘what happened to the good old days? Back when you guys were the Temper Twins? You and him, peas in a pod. Setting each other off, exploding together. Now you just calm him down all the time. Did you grow up and stop having fun or something?’

    ‘Not the time, Alex.’

    ‘You do realise Charlie just cancelled out a whole night of McCormick’s people-building magic?’ Alex asked, ignorant of Shannon’s position right next to him.

    ‘Alex, shut up,’ yelled Charlie, ‘or I’ll ram your teeth so far down your throat you’ll need a toothbrush for your–’

    ‘Take a walk, Charlie,’ barked Ewan.

    Charlie’s face shot back towards him with widening eyes.

    ‘Seriously,’ Ewan finished. ‘Now’s the time to walk away.’

    ‘Don’t you ever speak to me like a child…’

    ‘I’m giving you advice. Walk away and find a quiet room. This isn’t how we do things.’

    ‘I don’t care!’

    ‘That’s funny,’ said Alex. ‘You seem to be not caring very loudly.’

    Charlie vanished before Ewan could breathe another word. Stomping as loudly as he could across the cellar’s concrete floor, he marched to the stairs and slammed an open palm against the wall with as much noise as he could manage.

    ‘What’s his problem?’ asked Alex. ‘Oh yeah. Forgot for a second.’

    ‘Give him time,’ said McCormick. ‘We’ll get the real him back.’

    ‘You know, word for word that’s exactly what you say every time he does this.’

    ‘And I’m always right.’

    Ewan gave half a smile, and chose to ignore McCormick’s clumsy wording. Charlie’s difficulties were very much a part of the ‘real’ him, even if they weren’t a part of the calmer him. But Ewan appreciated what the old man was trying to mean.

    
      Most days I’d swap with Charlie, though. People spent years believing ADHD just meant bad behaviour. I wouldn’t mind being seen as badly behaved, rather than violent or just plain evil.
    

    ‘Shannon,’ McCormick repeated, ‘are you OK?’

    Shannon took a string of long breaths, tears filling her eyes. She gave no response. Ewan walked up to her with his softest footsteps, and did his best to sound sympathetic.

    ‘Charlie’s not a bad guy,’ he started, ‘he’s just worried. I don’t blame him, to be fair. We want to keep you safe, Shannon, but you have to let us know what that list is about.’

    Ewan looked to McCormick, as if for approval, but the man’s eyes were fixed on Shannon. One of his hands lay on her shoulder, although it didn’t seem to calm her down.

    Ewan turned around and headed for the stairs out of the cellar. His Temper Twin needed calming down, and sooner was better than later.

    ‘I can destroy the clones,’ Shannon said.

    The sentence was followed by a lingering silence, as Ewan turned around to find McCormick and even Alex speechless.

    ‘Every last one,’ she whispered, her eyes fixed to the ground. ‘Just hide me.’

    There was no intonation in her voice. Ewan couldn’t even make out an accent.

    ‘How?’ he asked.

    ‘Do we have a deal?’

    ‘Shannon… we need to know about that list. About whether we’re safe.’

    Shannon kept her face lowered. Her faint words didn’t even bother to echo off the cellar walls.

    ‘Every last clone. Dead. And you keep me a secret, no questions asked. That’s the deal.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 4




  
  
    
      A few hours ago she was cowering in the clinic with Lorraine and Kate. Now she’s leading a strike team meeting.
    

    
      Either she’s braver than anyone I’ve ever met, or she seriously wants something.
    

    Ewan cast an eye over the living room sofas. Seven people were present including Shannon, but it didn’t feel crowded. Back when Spitfire’s Rise held thirty-something freedom fighters, it had been much harder to find a spot on the sofa.

    McCormick sat next to Shannon, as expected. They were joined by most of the strike team from the evening’s aborted mission: Kate, Alex, Jack, and Silent Simon.

    Charlie was missing, still collecting himself somewhere.

    ‘Shannon,’ started McCormick, ‘we’re listening.’

    Shannon’s gaze had not lifted from her bandaged feet since they’d left the armoury, and her voice would not rise beyond a whisper.

    ‘All of New London’s clones will die, and you’ll keep me a secret. No questions asked. Deal?’

    ‘For the last time, deal,’ said Alex.

    When nobody else spoke, Shannon looked around. Ewan nodded in her direction, but she remained silent until everyone else had nodded too. She even looked at Silent Simon for his reaction, staring into his face until she got the eventual nod.

    That surprised Ewan. People tended to ignore Simon, or ask others for opinions on his behalf, thinking that those with Down’s Syndrome were incapable of self-advocacy. Ewan wanted to believe that Shannon was one of those rare people who understood special needs, but he knew deep down that she just wanted to be one hundred per cent sure of everyone’s compliance.

    ‘There’s a kill switch for the clone factory,’ Shannon began, ‘to shut it down, in case of emergencies. It’s somewhere on Floor F.’

    ‘Why would Grant ever shut down his own factories?’ asked Kate.

    ‘Everything needs a failsafe,’ said Jack, starting his finger-flicking stim again. ‘Even spaceships have self-destruct mechanisms. And Grant wouldn’t create an army of clones without giving himself the last word, in case they go haywire or something. Go on, Shannon.’

    ‘It’s like stopping the press on a newspaper,’ she whispered. ‘It halts clone production until someone flips the switch back. But I know how to stop it forever.’

    ‘How do you know all this?’ asked Ewan.

    ‘No questions asked.’

    Ewan bit his lip. He had never been good with leaps of faith. Trust was good, but knowledge was better.

    ‘Do we at least get to know how to do it?’ asked Alex.

    ‘Once you’ve flipped the kill switch, you use a tool that… that my friend made.’

    ‘What friend?’

    ‘No questions asked.’

    Ewan disguised an exasperated sigh. Alex didn’t bother. Jack tried to hide his frustration, but didn’t do it well. Simon followed his usual habit of gazing at everyone else’s faces for instructions on how to react.

    It had been easy to forget Simon was even in the room, and not just because of his silence. At every school Ewan had ever been sent to, in every class he had ever endured, there were kids who almost weren’t there. It took extra effort to remember their names, and their absence was rarely noticed when they fell ill. Silent Simon was only the exception because of his Down’s Syndrome, a condition that was almost literally written across his face. People looked at Simon and saw his condition before his personality. Most barely recognised he could even have a personality and a disability at the same time.

    His selective muteness didn’t help either. It left the door wide open for other people’s assumptions to define him.

    That’s what adults think of selective mutes. If you don’t talk, you must be stupid. Even without Down’s Syndrome, Simon never had a shot at mainstream to begin with.

    ‘So… we need the tool and we need to get to the kill switch,’ said Kate. ‘You’ve got the tool with you, right?’

    ‘It’s with… it’s with Keith.’

    Ewan leant backwards into the sofa and stared at the cracks in the ceiling. His first reaction was annoyance at the thought of walking all the way back to Sandridge just to raid Tylor’s body. His second was frustration: earlier that evening he had been metres from a tool that could destroy the clone factory, only to walk home without it.

    His third reaction was surprise, upon realising that Shannon had called Tylor by his first name.

    
      How well did you know each other before you stabbed the life out of him?
    

    ‘It’s in his backpack,’ she continued. ‘If he knew what it was, he’d have destroyed it. But once you have it, you go to Floor F. The sixth-highest storey.’

    ‘We know the alphabet,’ said Jack.

    ‘Most of them do, anyway,’ added Alex.

    ‘Then you use the failsafe and switch off the clone factory. While it’s down, you use the tool and kill it forever.’

    ‘What kind of tool is it?’ asked Jack. ‘Some kind of grenade, or–’

    ‘No questions asked,’ Shannon whispered. ‘I’ll tell you what it is when I know I’m safe.’

    ‘You are safe, Shannon,’ said McCormick unexpectedly. Ewan was pretty sure it was the man’s first sentence since the beginning. While everyone else had been interrupting and asking questions, a lifetime’s experience of guiding people had taught McCormick that listening was more useful than talking. It was an art that Ewan was trying for himself, but found surprisingly difficult.

    ‘Not to be pedantic,’ said Alex, ‘but the deal involved us killing every clone. Not just the factory.’

    ‘Clones only live for four months. By August, they’ll all be gone.’

    ‘By August they’ll have brought in reinforcements from New Reading.’

    ‘Take it or leave it.’

    Without warning, Shannon stood up and headed for the door. Before anyone could raise an eyebrow in surprise, her footsteps were sounding on the stairs.

    
      Wow, for a traumatised 
      girl
      she’s bloody uncompromising.
    

    ‘Ewan,’ said McCormick with a reserved expression, ‘you’re head soldier. What are you thinking?’

    Ewan was caught between the comfort of getting to call the shots, and the discomfort of being forced to call them. But once he had dealt with the conflict, the decision was easy. Wars were never won by staying at home.

    ‘Screw it,’ he said. ‘Let’s at least go back to Sandridge and see if the tool exists. If Shannon doesn’t feel like talking when we’re there, we’ll come home.’

    ‘Sounds sensible,’ said McCormick. ‘Same team?’

    ‘Yeah,’ answered Ewan, rising to his feet. ‘Let’s keep it simple.’

    Simple, he thought to himself as he left the room. Getting Charlie to do stuff is never simple.

    Ewan hopped up the stairs and was three feet from the boys’ bedroom when the door opened next to his face. Raj walked out with uncomfortable eyes, trying to hide his obvious feelings until the bedroom door closed behind him.

    Raj Singh, the lad who spent half his life talking about God (although the others still weren’t sure which religion he actually followed) and the other half showing off the positives of being dyslexic, was pretty clever for a guy who could barely read. But probably not as clever as he thought he was. In the last few minutes he had probably done his usual thing: poked his nose into someone’s business and tried to solve a problem beyond his capability.

    ‘He’s in there,’ said Raj, ‘and not keen on talking. Wish I hadn’t asked now.’

    ‘Give me a few minutes with him.’

    ‘Good luck with that, mate.’

    ‘It’s never luck. But thanks.’

    Raj forged a smile, and headed down the stairs as fast as he could manage. Drawing a deep breath, Ewan brushed the door open.

    Charlie was crying. Ewan sunk his eyes.

    
      Just like Oakenfold again. Even with a nice big staff team, it was usually me sorting him out.
    

    ‘This is my room too,’ Charlie said bluntly, ‘so get the hell out.’

    ‘Is that what you said to Raj? “Get the hell out”?’

    ‘No, he chose to leave! Doesn’t matter what I said!’

    Ewan took a seat next to Charlie’s sleeping bag. On any other day he’d have waited for calm, but tonight he didn’t have time. The strike team would be gone in fifteen minutes, and Charlie deserved an opportunity to change his mind.

    He looked at his friend on the floor, knees tucked up to his chest and trembling. Four days away from his sixteenth birthday, he still looked like a short problematic schoolchild.

    ‘Talk to me, Charlie.’

    ‘You don’t trust me!’ he yelled, his speech interspersed with hiccups and sniffs. ‘You tell me I’m useless!’

    ‘I’ve never said that in my life. And you know it.’

    ‘But you take McCormick’s side every time, you let Alex take the mick, but you send me to my room like a naughty little boy! Even Thomas gets treated more like a grown-up than I do, and I hate…’

    Charlie’s words trailed off, and he finished his sentence by thumping a clenched fist against the dusted carpet. Even then, he could not claim to hate his friends. He turned his head away from Ewan, either too angry or embarrassed to reveal his face.

    
      Did I used to look like this too? Back when we were the Temper Twins?
    

    A little part of Ewan didn’t hate the label anymore. It had a brotherly feel to it.

    ‘Charlie, you’re not going to believe what Shannon said after you left.’

    ‘Yeah, as if she spoke. She couldn’t beat Simon in a karaoke contest.’

    
      Humour. That’s a good step.
    

    Charlie had begun to steady his breathing. His mood was far from normal, but the physical side of his meltdown had faded. It was time for Ewan to make a decision.

    Was Charlie useful on the battleground? Without question. He had saved enough lives in the past.

    Did his behaviour affect the mood of the team? Sometimes.

    Did his outbursts put himself or others in danger? Not so far.

    With so few soldiers left, Ewan couldn’t afford to be selective. His friend was coming.

    ‘Mate, we’re going out again. What would you say if I invited you along?’

    ‘I’d tell you to leave me the hell alone.’

    ‘It’d be like these last few minutes never happened.’

    ‘And I’d still tell you to leave me the hell alone.’

    Years of experience told Ewan that his friend was only refusing in order to make a point – one he would regret the moment the squad left without him.

    
      This isn’t getting me anywhere. Time to put my magic to use.
    

    Ewan reached into his brain, and replaced friendship mode with manipulation mode.

    
      He stopped short of telling me he hates us. That’s the line he doesn’t want to cross. I’ll use that.
    

    ‘We’ll leave you the hell alone then. And when one of us is gunned down and you aren’t there to protect them, we’ll be sure to remember it’s all because you hate us.’

    Charlie spun his head back to Ewan, offence spread from one end of his face to the other.

    ‘No I don’t!’

    ‘You do. You’re just not admitting it.’

    ‘You guys are idiots at times, but I don’t hate you!’

    ‘Pity you won’t be able to tell us that while you’re stuck at home and the rest of us are getting shot for you. If any of us die, we’ll die believing you hate–’

    ‘Then screw you all! They can believe what they want!’

    
      He’s getting defiant. He can defy me too while he’s at it.
    

    ‘People always believe what they want, Charlie. Shame you won’t get a chance to prove them wrong, either. See you in a few days.’

    ‘Sod that. I’m coming too.’

    ‘You’re not, Charlie.’

    ‘Try and stop me.’

    Charlie leapt up to find the shoes he had kicked against the wall, and Ewan hid the smile that tried to emerge on his face. As Charlie readied himself for combat at a speed only he could manage, Ewan walked to the bedroom door and paused halfway out. Now that Charlie was determined to join the strike team again, no force on Earth could stop him. Ewan could afford to reach back into his brain and become Charlie’s friend again.

    ‘By the way,’ he said, ‘we all know about your anger problems–’

    ‘Our anger problems. But yeah. Thanks.’

    ‘No, listen to me. We all know about them, but that’s all we see them as. Anger problems, nothing more. Not part of your personality. Not even part of the ADHD. You remember the Oakenfold Code, right?’

    Charlie nodded. It had never been an official school rule, but the teenagers had all agreed to it.

    ‘The problems are not the person.’

    ‘Exactly. Kate’s got enormous anxiety on top of her autism, but none of us care. In a positive way, I mean. Raj’s dyslexia means he can barely read, but it doesn’t change how we feel about him. Same with you. Alex called you “Angry Guy” earlier because he’s an ignorant numpty who doesn’t know any better. But even Thomas trusts you, so you must be doing something right.’

    Charlie let out a smile, one that was reluctant but real.

    ‘Thanks,’ he replied. ‘Oh, and when you get downstairs, say sorry to Raj for me. He’ll know why.’

    ‘Say it yourself. It’ll mean more.’

    Ewan slipped through the door to the landing, to find the lower half of McCormick’s body descending a ladder. The ageing man did not see Ewan until his feet rested on the floor of the landing.

    ‘Just checking for rats,’ he said, lifting the mobile ladder until it slid back into the attic, and closing the trapdoor above him.

    ‘Checking for rats like you do every time you leave the house?’

    It was an unusual sight, seeing Dr Joseph McCormick vulnerable. He gave Ewan a nervous look, but said nothing.

    ‘Your secret’s safe with me,’ said Ewan, trying to imitate McCormick’s own smile and warmth.

    *

    Beside the Memorial Wall, Ewan performed a quick head count. Charlie, Alex, Jack, Silent Simon. Nearly everyone.

    ‘Kate?’ he asked.

    ‘Farm,’ answered Jack.

    Ewan headed for the left-hand tunnel and opened the wooden door, then walked along the underground path between Spitfire’s Rise and the neighbouring house. From the outside, Spitfire’s Rise looked like a typical wealthy person’s countryside cottage, with white-painted bricks, black-painted wooden beams and an elegant slate roof, as if some former owners had tried to imitate the old-fashioned Tudor look. There was no way an outside observer could see the carefully planned interior, and least of all the underground tunnels which connected Spitfire’s Rise with two other houses: one used for growing their food, the other for generating their electricity.

    A stepladder at the far end poked up through next door’s floorboards, revealing their makeshift farm spread across the ground floor. The beginnings of fresh vegetables were emerging on the soil surface, well-lit by the searing hot lights hung not far above them.

    Ewan climbed up into the farm. Kate, Raj and Thomas were stood on the plank pathways across the soil, poking their gloved fingers through the soil for edible plants.

    ‘Kate,’ said Ewan, ‘can we borrow you?’

    ‘You can keep her if you want!’ cried Thomas.

    ‘Raj, give him a slap for me,’ said Kate with a laugh.

    Raj hunched his shoulders and marched towards Thomas, but his friendly expression gave him away and Thomas didn’t budge. Instead Raj ruffled his hair and wandered away, leaving the boy to pick out the globs of soil from his head.

    ‘I’m sure he loves you really,’ said Raj.

    ‘Yeah,’ said Thomas, ‘love you too, Kate!’

    ‘Ah, shut it!’

    Ewan began to wonder who the real children were in this ragtag group of survivors. But it was always good to see Kate as her happier self.

    ‘Thomas, could you go with Ewan for a sec?’ she asked. ‘Just need a moment alone with Raj before I go.’

    Thomas leapt his way across the farm, and threw his arms around Kate’s waist.

    ‘You’re not escaping without one of these though,’ he said.

    ‘OK, fine,’ said Kate, planting a brief kiss on the top of his head. ‘Just stay out of trouble.’

    ‘Ha, yeah right!’

    Thomas released Kate, and leapt down the stepladder. Ewan followed, and let Thomas lead the way towards the armoury.

    ‘What’s she doing with Raj?’ the boy asked.

    ‘No idea,’ answered Ewan. ‘Hope she hurries up, though.’

    Every time he walked into the cellar, Ewan felt more grateful that they had stolen so much army equipment in the war’s early days. His father’s raid on the obliterated barracks had helped the family stand their ground on Takeover Day – not that it had worked – but Ewan’s return after the purges had ended had turned McCormick’s clan from survivors to soldiers.

    Unlike his other teammates in black and camouflage with matching helmets, Simon was wearing a hoodie and jeans. A clear sign he was uncomfortable with joining the strike team twice in one night. There’d be five of them going back to Sandridge, not six.

    Simon looked at Ewan and opened his mouth, but closed it again when he looked around and remembered others were in the room. He used his hands to communicate words in a type of sign language Ewan had never learned, but the meaning was clear. Simon felt guilty for letting the team down, and was trying to apologise.

    ‘It’s fine, Simon. Don’t worry. You’ll be just as useful with McCormick.’

    
      Silent Simon in the communications building. Not the most practical decision ever.
    

    But Simon would be in good company. McCormick could always be relied on to lead the comms unit, since his age and a cyst in his abdomen put him out of combat.

    ‘Right,’ said Charlie, bored of waiting. ‘Weapons.’

    ‘Telescopic handgun,’ Alex’s voice boomed, as he dashed his hand to the shelf he had stood himself next to. ‘First come first served, guys.’

    ‘Whatever,’ said Ewan. ‘If you need a telescope to help you hit a target, have it. Nothing beats the assault rifle.’

    Ewan chose the one with the discreet knife mark on the handle. He had put it there himself, to guarantee he had the same reliable weapon each time. Then he picked up the rucksack full of technological goodies, still full from their first outing, and slung it over his shoulder.

    ‘So where’s the old man?’ asked Jack, after sweeping his hair from his eyes to look for himself.

    ‘You’re only as old as you feel,’ came McCormick’s voice from the top of the cellar stairs, ‘which makes you the oldest and youngest here.’

    ‘I’m seventeen.’

    ‘Yes, with a childlike obsession with dinosaurs and old-school videogames, and a vocabulary even more advanced than mine. Jack, I’m amazed by your ability to be a child and an elderly man at the same time.’

    Ewan covered his mouth to hide a smirk. There was something about McCormick’s grandfatherly charm that allowed him to take the mick out of his soldiers without losing any of his warmth. He directed his team towards the giant slab of stone mounted to the wall, and took a meditative breath.

    ‘Let us begin.’

    ‘Do we have to?’ asked Charlie. ‘We did this a few hours ago. The first time we left.’

    ‘We’re not ignoring them, Charlie.’

    McCormick held out his arms. He, Ewan and their five friends grabbed one another’s wrists, and stood in a neatly formed semi-circle around the Memorial Wall.

    There were twenty names chiselled into the flat rock. From Sarah Best who had shared Ewan’s maths and science classes, caught by a band of clones in a supermarket food raid just days after the Takeover, to the trio who had died seizing the electricity generator with Jack. From Beth Foster, the late mother of Thomas, to Daniel Amopoulos, the stone still rough and unworn around his name.

    ‘To honour those who gave everything they had,’ McCormick said to the Memorial Wall, ‘we will give everything we have. To honour the dead we will free the living… united by our differences.’

    ‘United,’ came the crowd’s reply.

  

  





  
  







Chapter 5




  
  
    Kate had never pictured a post-apocalyptic Britain looking like this. In all the films she had seen, the world was filled with toxic wastelands, barren landscapes, grassless hills and stormy horizons. But the sky above the unlit country road showed more stars than ever, and nature had taken good care of the landscape while the humans had been away. The heart and soul of Great Britain had been well preserved, and in a way it made Kate’s personal losses a little easier to bear.

    Sandridge welcomes careful drivers, read the twisted road sign in the torchlight.

    Kate and her friends passed the Citroën attached to the sign and entered the village. They had stuck in one group this time. Clone platoons were a thousand times likelier to be around after the night’s events, and Kate had the feeling that all five of their weapons might be needed at once.

    ‘Repeat after me, Ewan,’ said Alex, ‘we are definitely–’

    ‘We’re not sleeping here Alex, even if your little legs are tired. Or whatever.’

    ‘You know,’ said Jack, flicking his fingers, ‘we could sleep at the house where Tylor died. It’s literally the last place anyone would think we’d hide.’

    ‘Unless one of them has Asperger’s too,’ said Charlie.

    Ewan lifted up a finger, and the group fell silent. Kate peered down Newton Road, and shuddered at the house with the smashed window. The sight itself was enough for her thoughts to start swirling.

    ‘I’ll lead the way,’ she said without hesitation.

    ‘Go for it.’

    There was a lot to be said for defiance. Kate had grown up believing it was unhealthy, but like most attitudes there was a place for it.

    The staff at her last mainstream school had been the opposite of Oakenfold. They did not appreciate her, they did not understand her, and they had not believed her. In the end she didn’t enter special ed because of her autism. She was just bullied out of mainstream, by both students and staff.

    The most important moment of her life had been a panic attack. Sometime during the eight-month wait for a new school placement, she had seen the old school bus out of her bedroom window. And then bang, her mind was gone.

    Later that afternoon, from underneath the covers of her overused bed, she had come to realise how much she hated her anxiety. Her anxiety, and not herself. It had been the moment she had decided to stop hating the person she truly was, rather than the tiny part of her which often took over the rest of her personality.

    From that day on, she had confronted her fears wherever she found them. The anxiety remained, but its grip wasn’t quite as tight. Thanks to her defiance in the face of mental health problems, it had been less difficult to start at Oakenfold.

    But even without the improvements to her life, she would have done it just for the satisfaction of kicking her anxiety in the balls.

    As they approached the front door, Ewan held up a fist. With everyone frozen behind him, he pointed to the shards of glass outside the smashed window.

    ‘The knife’s gone,’ he whispered. ‘The one with the clone blood on it.’

    ‘Not a good sign,’ said Charlie.

    Ewan headed for the side alley. By the time Kate had joined him at the far end, he was ranting under his breath and thumping a closed fist against the brick wall.

    ‘Let me guess,’ muttered Alex.

    Kate poked her head around the corner into the empty garden, and her heart vanished from inside her chest.

    Keith Tylor’s body was gone.

    His blood splatters remained across the grass, and nothing else.

    ‘They must have tracked his phone here when he didn’t check in,’ Ewan snarled. ‘He’ll be back in New London for some kind of autopsy. They took his backpack too.’

    ‘Shame,’ said Alex. ‘Now we’ll never know whether Stabby McStabface was telling the truth.’

    Kate took a close look at Ewan. As tricky as most people were to read, Ewan was transparent. Even to Kate, it was obvious he had no idea what to do. But he still wore his calculation face, mulling over his options with his forehead pressed against the wall.

    ‘For what it’s worth,’ said Jack, ‘if we start heading home now, we might be back by two. Most of you stay up that late anyway.’

    ‘Seriously?’ asked Charlie. ‘I don’t know how far it is from here, but I’ve done it three times tonight. You really want a fourth trip without a few hours’ sleep?’

    ‘You’d need a very good reason to sleep in the countryside tonight. See that empty spot on the grass? The bit where Tylor’s body used to be? Proof positive – clones have been around.’

    ‘Well we could go home tonight, but only if Ewan goes back on the “no cars” rule.’

    ‘Driving a vehicle towards our secret base, with the engine making the loudest noise in Hertfordshire. No Charlie, we’re not going back on the “no cars” rule.’

    Kate rolled her eyes at the boys, and then took a sharp intake of breath, anxious about being seen doing so. She threw out some words as a distraction.

    ‘We could have a vote,’ she offered. ‘Between sleeping here or going home. There are five of us, which is an odd number, so…’

    Ewan pulled himself away from the brick wall, and spoke in the softest voice he could manage in his angered state.

    ‘None of you are asking the big question,’ he said. ‘You’re talking about whether to go home tonight or go home tomorrow. There’s a third option.’

    Wait, Kate thought, is he seriously suggesting…

    ‘I’m not giving up on New London yet,’ he finished. ‘We’ve got equipment, we’ve got ammunition, and we’re halfway there already. Let’s find another village and see how we feel in the morning.’

    Kate opened her mouth, but no words came out. Ewan did not wait for others to express an opinion. Before any of them could form a sentence, Ewan was back on Newton Road and expecting to be followed.

    
      He’s headstrong and driven, that’s for sure. Even when he doesn’t know where he’s going.
    

    *

    Every time the Underdogs occupied a new shelter, Kate felt more like an intruder than a soldier. Once upon a time, the house in front of her had meant the world to someone. Perhaps they were still alive in New London.

    The last eleven months had taken their toll on the house. The ivy across the walls had penetrated the brick, the windows were dusty on the inside, and the paint on the front door no longer showed any particular colour. Any sign of a loved garden had vanished under the tall grass.

    ‘Good enough?’ she asked.

    ‘Good enough,’ answered Ewan. ‘Give McCormick a ring. Alex, Charlie, check inside. I’ll do the perimeter.’

    Kate retrieved her phone from one pocket and the battery from the other. Alex pushed open the front door, which had clearly not been locked on Takeover Day.

    ‘Jack, could you time me?’ Kate asked, as the phone screen lit up in front of her.

    Jack reached for his digital watch, and pressed the stopwatch button. Grant had the technology to track any phone signal near New London, but only if he could hold onto it for three minutes. There was no guarantee Kate’s phone would be picked up this far away – McCormick’s comms unit was well out of range – but it was better to be safe than sorry.

    It took less than two rings for McCormick to answer. A typical speed for a man in a disused attic with nothing but a phone, some maps, a spare laptop and Silent Simon for company.

    McCormick’s face appeared on the screen of Kate’s phone. Although video communication was rare in the battlefield, they used it away from combat whenever it was possible.

    ‘Hello Kate,’ he said with a smile.

    ‘We’re here, sir.’

    
      I guess this counts as the battlefield. He’ll want us to call him ‘sir’. Military discipline and everything.
    

    ‘Has Ewan calmed down?’

    ‘I guess,’ answered Kate. ‘The walk did him some good. We’re in Lemsford now.’

    ‘Lemsford… that’s a bit out of the way. Keeping a safe distance from Sandridge then?’

    ‘Yes sir.’

    Jack held up two fingers. Two minutes of safe time remaining.

    ‘That’s good,’ McCormick continued, adjusting his glasses. ‘And if you’ve not sheltered there before, there’ll be plenty for breakfast tomorrow.’

    ‘Dried pasta, maybe – I’m not optimistic.’

    ‘Optimistic or not, you need to keep your strength up.’

    Kate couldn’t help but smile.

    ‘I’m a big girl now. I won’t forget to eat.’

    ‘You’re a big girl in a houseful of boys. Look after them.’

    ‘Will do sir,’ Kate said with a laugh. ‘Good night, talk tomorrow.’

    After a goodbye from McCormick, Kate removed the battery from her phone and Jack stopped his watch. A moment later, Alex poked his head out of the front window.

    ‘Clear.’

    ‘Thanks Alex,’ she said. ‘Did you find any food while you were looking?’

    ‘Yeah, while I checked for clones in the cupboards.’

    Kate heard the mocking, but pushed it out of her brain before it could take root. She walked through the front door, experience telling her to hold her breath. The disturbed dust would take a while to settle. She was the first to find the sofa in the torchlight, and lay her weapons down to claim it for herself.

    Behind her, Alex tossed the rucksack through the air. It hit the comfy chair with a series of metallic clatters.

    ‘There’s stuff in there, Alex,’ muttered Ewan with disapproval.

    ‘Really? I was wondering what that extra weight was.’

    ‘That extra weight’s important. It’s the gadgets that make the difference between winning and losing.’

    ‘Whatever. Bet you can’t you even list them.’

    ‘10×50 military binoculars,’ started Jack from the doorway, ‘a GPS tracker for when you get lost, a door combination hacker, waterproof matches, smoke grenades and a small stick of dynamite. Seriously, Alex – you don’t throw it.’

    Alex gave a grunt of acceptance as he sat on the chair. Kate sighed, and made her way to the kitchen.

    The inside of the house had fared even worse than the outside. Unworn by the elements, it had formed its own stable ecosystem of insects. One smart spider had woven a web across the window, and caught a lifetime’s supply of flies that had flown to the sun each day.

    The dishwasher was ajar, full of foul-smelling plates that had been dirty when the clones came. The radio was switched on, but the National Grid was long dead. The breadbin lay open but Kate avoided its contents, and the unopened mail on the sideboard lay in yellowed envelopes addressed to Mr and Mrs Hunter.

    Kate held her breath and opened the cupboards. Dried pasta, tinned foods and sauces. It was enough.

    ‘Looks like two of us are sleeping on the floor,’ Jack said as Kate re-entered the living room.

    ‘Have it yourself,’ answered Alex. ‘I’ve got Matthew’s bed.’

    ‘Who?’

    ‘Nice big room upstairs. Says “Matthew’s room” on the door.’

    ‘You’re stealing a little boy’s bedroom?’ asked Charlie.

    ‘If I have to kip under dinosaur sheets, nobody’s going to care. Little Matthew won’t even know, unless I leave him a thank you card for after we’ve rescued him.’

    Kate kept an eye on Ewan, concerned that he might get worried and try to stamp his authority. Perhaps Alex wanted him to. Any excuse for a power struggle.

    
      Alex may look confident, but I wonder how he truly feels. He must know how bad it looks when a twenty-two-year-old man needs a power struggle against a special school teenager.
    

    The expression on Ewan’s face was difficult to look at. It wasn’t anger at Alex for disobeying him, but agitation. Like how Kate felt when more important people changed her plans without asking, and forced her to pick up the pieces inside her head.

    Despite his obvious feelings, Ewan had not survived eleven months as lead soldier without knowing how to pick his battles.

    ‘Whatever,’ he replied, setting out his blanket across the carpet. ‘Alex can sleep with the cuddly toys if he wants. Let’s grab some rest.’

    Alex shrugged and marched his way up the stairs, leaving the teenagers to tuck themselves under their cobwebbed blankets.

    ‘So who lives here?’ asked Charlie. ‘Besides little Matthew?’

    ‘A mum and dad, going by the mail,’ Kate answered. ‘Michael and Dawn Hunter.’

    Jack let out a humoured snort.

    ‘Was that her name or her job?’

    Confused, Kate turned her head in Jack’s direction.

    ‘Huh?’

    ‘She sounds like a vampire assassin or something… dawn hunter!’

    The group looked amongst themselves to check whether anybody else found it funny.

    ‘Jack,’ started Ewan, ‘has anyone ever told you you’re really weird?’

    ‘Only my psychiatrist.’

    ‘Give him a break, guys,’ said Charlie. ‘We’ve known for a long time that Jack’s not normal.’

    
      ‘Normal’… careful with that word, Charlie. I’m not even sure Jack’s at peace with his Asperger’s yet.
    

    ‘Well at least my name’s normal,’ Jack said. ‘Dawn Hunter clearly loved her husband if she married into that name!’

    Without her permission, Kate’s thoughts turned to Raj back home.

    ‘Wait, wait,’ interrupted Charlie. ‘Was that Jack claiming to know about love? The last time he kissed a woman he still called her “Mummy”!’

    Unable to stop themselves, the house exploded into laughter. It lasted far longer than it should have done, given the risk of patrolling clones.

    ‘Charlie,’ said Ewan with a laugh, ‘you’re such a numpty.’

    ‘Yeah, well I’m still your friend. You told me in the bedroom before we left!’

    ‘Wait, what?’ asked Kate.

    ‘You’re everyone’s friend,’ answered Ewan, ‘but you’re still a numpty.’

    Kate glanced across towards Jack, and found him in silence. He was far from shy, but something in Charlie’s words had upset him.

    ‘You OK, Jack?’ asked Charlie. ‘Really, I don’t mean it. You’ve still got Gracie back at home, if you ever get off your backside and actually–’

    ‘Guys,’ interrupted Kate, ‘it’s late, and we’ve done way too much walking. Let’s get some sleep now, yeah?’

    ‘I’ll take first watch,’ said Ewan. ‘And I’ll wake Alex in an hour.’

    As if the teenage soldier had put a spell on them all, the room fell silent. Kate breathed a sigh of relief. She had no idea what had hurt Jack, and Charlie would not know either, but there was no use dwelling on it.

    After enough minutes for Jack and Charlie to fall asleep, Kate crept out from under her sheets. She tiptoed upstairs and found Ewan, stood on the landing with a wide view of the street below the window. He heard her approach, but waited for her to speak first.

    ‘What do you think?’ she asked. ‘About tomorrow, I mean.’

    ‘I could do with a second opinion.’

    ‘The tool might be there, it might not be. Depends how lucky you feel.’

    Ewan huffed.

    ‘It’s never luck, Kate. Luck doesn’t exist.’

    Kate paused. She had heard Ewan make that point before, but had never understood it. Her confusion must have been obvious, as he gave an explanation.

    ‘Just because something’s beyond your control doesn’t mean it’s luck,’ he continued. ‘Even when you roll a dice, the result depends on how hard you rolled it, what surface it lands on, and a bunch of other things. Luck doesn’t exist, but people blame it all the time. I’ve seen a ton of people make crap choices then blame “luck” or “fate” or whatever. It’s their way of holding something else responsible when they make bad judgements and the universe answers them.’

    Kate nodded. It was, as one of her uncles used to phrase it, a ‘very autistic’ explanation, loaded with uncompromising logic and disconnected from how most people thought. That uncle had never recognised that not all autistic people shared the same super-logical mindset. There were huge differences between Ewan’s and Kate’s autism, with Kate more impacted by sensory issues, struggling with society’s social ‘rules’, and spending her life masking her true personality.

    Unsurprisingly, that side of her family had never believed in Kate’s autism. As if her neurology cared what they had believed.

    ‘So,’ Ewan finished, ‘leaving luck and fate out of it, should we go to New London or go home?’

    Kate held her breath for a moment, wondering whether she would one day regret her words.

    ‘I think we should go to New London. I think Shannon’s tool is waiting there.’

    ‘You don’t think they’ll have destroyed it?’

    ‘They don’t even know what it is. Shannon said so herself. They’ll have found it in Tylor’s backpack, and put it in an evidence locker or something for investigation.’

    Ewan took another glance over the distant fields, and took a deep breath.

    ‘And you believe her? You don’t think she’s some kind of spy like Charlie said?’

    ‘I know trauma, Ewan. I know how it changes people’s judgements. Shannon’s not evil. She’s scared.’

    ‘She’s hiding something.’

    ‘Of course she is. But would you spill your secrets after one night?’

    Ewan didn’t answer.

    ‘And if it makes this conversation easier,’ she continued, ‘I know you’ve already made up your mind.’

    Ewan took his eyes away from the window, and looked vaguely in Kate’s direction. Still no words.

    ‘You’re not the kind of person to sleep on any decision,’ she finished. ‘You decided to go all the way before we even got here. You just needed time to think of an excuse. So, is my second opinion good enough?’

    Ewan smiled.

    ‘I’ll phone McCormick in the morning,’ he said, ‘and ask him to check our maps for an evidence locker. Hopefully he’ll get something out of Shannon.’

    He turned to face the window again, and let out a sigh.

    ‘Whoever she is.’

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 6




  
  
    Raj could sense that his bedroom door had opened, but his tired brain tried to ignore it. It wasn’t until he heard the flick of the light switch – and the disappointed huff when no light emerged – that he realised he needed to wake up.

    ‘No lights,’ he muttered towards the figure at the door. ‘It’s the night of dead, remember? … Dead of night, I mean.’

    Raj opened his eyes so he could roll them. His word retrieval issue was a dyslexia trait that almost never appeared these days, after years of him fighting against it. Still, it resurfaced when he was exhausted.

    Thankfully, the only witness had been the least judgemental person in Spitfire’s Rise.

    ‘Raj?’ came a voice that must have belonged to Thomas.

    ‘Wh… T. Rex? Is that you?’

    As if he had been given permission to enter, the child walked right over to Raj’s bed, and sat himself down on the covers.

    ‘Er, you alright, kid?’ Raj asked, little more than halfway back to his senses.

    ‘Why aren’t the lights working?’

    ‘The generator goes off at ten, remember?’

    
      Well, eight tonight. Lazy Gracie abandoned the generator room the first moment she could. Jack only left her in charge because he likes her.
    

    Raj could not see the boy’s face, but he prided himself on his ability to read others through any one of his senses. It was just one advantage of being an extreme visual-spatial learner. And he detected worry in Thomas’s voice.

    ‘What is it, Thomas? What’s wrong?’

    ‘I told you! Bad dream.’

    ‘You didn’t… well, OK. Want to talk about it?’

    Thomas’ head hit the pillow inches from Raj’s nose. Raj pretended not to mind.

    It didn’t take him long to work out why Thomas had chosen him. With most of the Underdogs out in the countryside, the boy’s list of shoulders to cry on was reduced to four. And the other three were unsuitable.

    Lorraine would have been perfect, if she weren’t in the clinic with her patient.

    Gracie wouldn’t have much to offer in terms of advice. She had grown up as something of a chameleon, taking other people’s instructions on what kind of person she was supposed to be. Raj had never worked out whether it was due to peer pressure, the struggles of growing up as a girl with learning difficulties, or the voluntary laziness she had been famous for at Oakenfold. She didn’t have enough of an independent personality for even that to be decipherable, and hid her real self – whoever it was – behind an attractive physical appearance and habits adopted from other people.

    And Mark…

    Thomas probably didn’t know what Mark’s ‘year of hard time’ actually meant, but his mother had warned him sternly enough to be careful around Mark Gunnarsson.

    Besides, Raj and Thomas were spending more time together these days. Mainly because the boy never left Kate alone.

    ‘You know,’ Raj said, ‘I’ve had bad dreams too. But the human brain’s a weird and special thing. It comes up with some strange–’

    ‘I thought you guys hated the word “special”?’

    ‘Well–’

    ‘But you hate the word “normal” too. None of you like it when people want you to be normal, but you don’t like being called special either. It’s like you don’t know what you want.’

    ‘We want respect, basically.’

    Raj did his best to yawn himself awake. Being the only fifteen-year-old on Earth to lead weekly worship services, he could normally wield words like an edged weapon. But it wasn’t so easy in the dead of night – two in the morning, according to Thomas’ glow-in-the-dark watch. The hour digit was either a two or a five, anyway.

    ‘Tell me about it, kid. Might feel better when you get it out.’

    ‘Um, OK… it was about Mum.’

    Raj gritted his teeth. Beth was safely in Heaven with The Big Guy looking after her, but that wouldn’t bring much comfort to her orphaned son.

    ‘You don’t have to–’

    ‘We were being hunted again, like the day it happened… but this time she got shot in the forest, and we staggered on but she was screaming all the way, and I wanted to tell her to be quiet but I didn’t want to be rude, so she kept shouting and the clones found us…’

    Raj felt a tight grip on his shirt.

    ‘…and she died when they shot her in the s-stomach. I blamed myself because I kept quiet when I should have spoken up…’

    Raj shook his head. Thomas was by far the most charming member of the group. But on days when he cried in front of others, Raj could always sense the plummeting mood across Spitfire’s Rise. It was like the very spirit of the Underdogs depended on Thomas’ self-esteem.

    ‘I think I’m more afraid now than before,’ the boy muttered into the bedsheets.

    ‘Thomas,’ Raj began, drawing together his tired verbal skills, ‘I could go on all night about the things in that dream that are wrong. Your mum lived through Takeover Day, remember?’

    ‘Only to get shot three weeks after Christmas.’

    Raj sighed, and all words left him. Talking about Beth would do nothing to calm her grieving son.

    ‘Raj?’

    ‘Yep?’

    ‘Some of the clones were women.’

    ‘In your dream?’

    ‘Yeah. They’ve never been women before.’

    
      You’re trying to say something without saying it. Good lad, that’s what adults do.
    

    Raj paused. Kate always said she hated that about other people, how they dropped hints and expected her to magically interpret them the way they wanted. It was part of the autistic experience: being blamed for not interpreting other people correctly, instead of the other person being blamed for not saying what they meant.

    Apparently, the hint-dropping started at an early age. Even the nine-year-old next to Raj had learned it.

    ‘Raj?’

    ‘Shannon’s human, Thomas. No question of it.’

    ‘I know, and I really don’t want to sound mean, but…’

    ‘But you’re wondering who she really is.’

    ‘Mm-hm. I… I know she’s not a clone and I’m trying to be friendly, and I want her to feel safe and everything, but it’s weird having a new person here. I didn’t think there were any new people left.’

    Raj raised his eyes to the ceiling. Thomas was far from alone in his nerves. McCormick seemed to be the only one in the house who was comfortable around Shannon. Even her primary carer, the great Lorraine Shepherd, spoke about her with a cautious voice. There was love in that voice of course, but it was a careful kind of love.

    
      We’ve spent so long with no one to talk to but each other, and when we finally get a new friend we barely know how to cope. How are we going to manage if we ever bring down Grant and share the country with millions of strangers again?
    

    ‘We’ll find out about her,’ Raj whispered. ‘But when she’s ready.’

    ‘How long will that be?’

    That’s entirely up to her, Raj wanted to say, but he knew it wasn’t the answer Thomas wanted.

    Then again, did they really have to wait that long? There would surely be other ways to find out.

    Despite his academic learning difficulties, Raj had always been clever. In a previous world, his mother had called him ‘my little detective’ nearly as much as she had used his actual name. Raj’s proudest moment in primary school, as the one illiterate boy among a class of regular children, had been when his teacher had asked his class a riddle. ‘A hairdresser says she would rather cut the hair of ten Welsh men than one English woman. Why?’ The rest of his class had given very childlike answers, asking whether Welsh people had longer hair, or whether the hairdresser was sexist or even racist. Raj had wowed the whole room, by raising his hand and telling the class that the hairdresser would simply make ten times as much money. He got Star of the Week for that, but the answer was blatantly obvious when you removed the distractions and saw the problem in black and white.

    That was dyslexia to Raj. Not being clever enough at the ‘correct’ topics, but being brilliant when things were on his terms. And his deductive skills could come in useful when learning about Shannon.

    ‘You know what, T. Rex?’ he said. ‘You’ve inspired me. I’m going to investigate.’

    ‘How?’

    ‘However I can. Give me the rest of the night and I’ll come up with some ideas. You OK to go back to bed now?’

    ‘I think so.’

    ‘Great,’ said Raj, rolling out from the covers and heading for the bedroom door. In the darkness he heard Thomas’ sleepy footsteps close behind, following him into the hallway.

    Somewhere between the two bedroom doors, Raj was hit by a thought. It wasn’t one of those lightning-strike ideas which he saw as answers to prayers, but more like a rolling cloud of ideas that mixed together in his head.

    ‘Thomas, could you do something for me tomorrow?’

    ‘Sure?’

    ‘Tomorrow at breakfast, you, me, Lorraine and Shannon will all be together. Ask Lorraine how Nicholas Grant took over. I think it’s about time you knew.’

    ‘Mum kept telling you guys not to–’

    ‘Well you’re nine now. That must be old enough. Just make sure that Shannon’s in the room, OK? Trust me.’

    ‘Got it. Night, Raj.’

    ‘Night.’

    Raj listened to the door of Thomas’ room as it swung open and shut. Before he could turn and walk away, a second voice sounded from the foot of the stairs.

    ‘Why does Shannon have to be there?’ asked Mark in the darkness.

    Mark was intimidating enough with his face visible. But in the dark, his voice felt twice as menacing. Perhaps he’d learned a few tricks back in the Youth Offenders’ Institution.

    Everything about Mark Gunnarsson reminded Raj of a block of ice. Not just because he was cold and unpleasant, but also because of his solidity and resilience. He had the translucence of an ice cube, not exactly clear but hardly complicated. It would take a pick-axe or something to cause him any real damage, but he avoided other people’s warmth as if it would slowly kill him.

    Raj didn’t want to get any closer to Mark, but had to descend the stairs to avoid being heard in the clinic.

    ‘It’s just an idea I’ve got,’ he said. ‘We need to find out who Shannon is. And I’d rather not wait.’

    ‘So you’re gonna be a detective or something?’ asked Mark with a short, mocking laugh.

    
      I’m pretty good at thinking, thanks. They just put me in Oakenfold because I couldn’t get my thoughts down in writing. I’m only stupid on paper.
    

    ‘Well what do you think?’ Raj asked. ‘An impossible girl appears in the Hertfordshire countryside, carrying nothing but a knife covered in clone blood and a list of our names. She’s run for miles without shoes, Keith Tylor was obsessed with her, and all we know is her name. How do you find out who she really is?’

    Raj heard the ruffle of Mark’s clothes as he shrugged in the darkness.

    ‘You ask her.’

    
      And that’s why I’m the one playing detective.
    

    ‘Mark, I’ve had another idea. Want to help me?’

    ‘Not really.’

    ‘Well McCormick may have taken the notes in her pockets, but maybe he didn’t find everything. The investigation begins tomorrow.’

    *

    Green beans for breakfast. It wasn’t enough for a fifteen-year-old, but they were fresh from the farm that morning. And that was a luxury the New London prisoners couldn’t possibly have had.

    Raj glanced to his right. Thomas was sitting next to him, awaiting his cue.

    
      I told you to look natural. Lorraine can see right through you. Ask because you’re curious, not because I told you to.
    

    Raj looked around the kitchen and found everyone present. Gracie the lazy chameleon was munching her beans as if they were a disgusting flavoured chewing gum. Mark was slouched on a wooden chair, a typically frosty expression on his face, chugging his second mug of something. Lorraine was doing her dishes and Shannon was standing in the corner, refusing to sit down.

    
      In case she needs to run, I imagine.
    

    A night’s rest seemed to have done Shannon some good, although Raj doubted she had slept. Either way she looked healthier, and Lorraine had spared some water for a quick hair wash. She looked younger with a fresh face: perhaps seventeen, by Raj’s estimate.

    ‘So Gracie,’ Mark muttered, ‘what happened with the generator last night?’

    ‘What?’ she answered, after a few seconds of looking at other people in confusion.

    ‘We all had to go to bed early because you abandoned the generator and the lights went out. Want to explain?’

    An argument between Mark and Gracie was like a fight between a wolf and a rabbit. Mark was well-versed in putting together an argument and totally unafraid of being aggressive, while Gracie had neither the wits nor the courage to fight back. Nonetheless, she scrambled a sentence together.

    ‘Jack told me I could leave it early and no one would mind…’

    It was a lie. Raj could tell by the mismatch between her tone of voice and her facial expression.

    The seeds had been sown for an argument. Mark was preparing his response. Lorraine had turned her head away from the sink, ready to leap in and tell him to stop picking on Gracie. Mark’s reaction to that would be predictable. It was so obvious that even Thomas recognised it as a good time to change the subject.

    ‘Lorraine?’ Thomas asked, stretching out the last syllable like only a child could.

    ‘Yes?’

    ‘…How did they take over?’

    The dishes paused in Lorraine’s hands. Mark and Gracie looked in his direction, the brewing argument already dismissed.

    ‘Grant’s people?’

    ‘Yeah. I kept asking Mum but she never answered. But it’s like, one day everything was fine and suddenly this army of clones took over. They couldn’t have done it in one day, so what happened?’

    Raj bit his lip, and wondered whether Beth’s soul would be angry.

    
      I’m using him Beth, I know. But for the right reasons.
    

    Besides, he thought, Beth’s overprotectiveness had stopped Thomas from learning a crucial part of British history. If you didn’t put your trust in children, they wouldn’t grow up to be trustworthy.

    Raj’s glance shot over to Shannon. There was already a little hatred in her eyes.

    
      Hate more than fear. That’s interesting.
    

    ‘You’re sure you want to know?’ asked Lorraine.

    ‘Yeah…’

    Lorraine lay down her dishes, and took a deep breath.

    ‘They made it look like it happened in one day,’ she started, ‘but the clones must have existed long before Takeover Day. Grant was the head of a company called Marshall-Pearce Solutions.’

    ‘Marshall Pearce sounds like a person.’

    ‘It was named after the two men who started it. They’re probably living in luxury on Floor A right now. Anyway, Marshall-Pearce was a private defence contractor.’

    ‘A what?’

    ‘…Think of it as a private army.’

    ‘So they were mercenaries?’

    
      You know that word?
    

    ‘Well,’ answered Lorraine, her fingers clutched against the worktop in thinly disguised anger, ‘that’s what people thought of them. At first the government used them to send anti-riot squads to public protests. Before long they had them guarding the Houses of Parliament, helping the armed forces, taking on top-secret missions and so on.’

    Raj looked at Shannon. Her face did not move. But it was like she was trying not to move it.

    ‘Isn’t that what the army’s for?’ asked Thomas.

    ‘We were fighting two wars at the time. But with these handy people, it was easier for the government to get jobs done–’

    ‘Besides,’ Mark interrupted without apology, ‘the government always looked bad if British soldiers died in combat. But there’d be no headlines if Marshall-Pearce employees got killed.’

    Thomas looked confused by the idea of shifting blame. Gracie looked confused too, but only in her regular way.

    ‘Before long,’ Lorraine continued, ‘Marshall-Pearce were almost a division of the army. And that’s when Grant got clever.’

    ‘What did he do?’ Thomas asked. His voice was tinged with worried curiosity, as if he were lifting the lid from Pandora’s Box.

    ‘He asked the prime minister to fund his scientific research. He told them it would be passed on to the British Army for their use… and maybe they even believed it.’

    
      Shannon’s a human statue, but the hate in her eyes is alive and active. She can’t even hear his name without getting angry. 
    

    
      Grant’s done more to her than to us.
    

    ‘So Grant had government money coming out his ears,’ Lorraine continued, her concerns about oversharing long forgotten, ‘and nearly as many weapons as the actual army. We depended on them so much that we couldn’t afford to say no. When Grant asked for bigger labs, the prime minister agreed. When Grant asked for research centres that were miles wide–’

    ‘Those became the Citadels, right?’

    
      He’s interested for his own reasons. That’s good.
    

    ‘Yes,’ replied Lorraine. ‘We didn’t know it at the time, of course.’

    ‘The wimpy prime minister should have stood up to him.’

    Raj sighed. Even after the dreadful decisions the final prime minister had made, he missed the days of politicians. But deep down, he knew that the old parliament must have been executed on Takeover Day.

    ‘By that time it was too late for us to cope without Marshall-Pearce,’ said Lorraine. ‘Grant was a household name.’

    ‘Didn’t anyone complain when he started building in the countryside?’

    ‘Thousands. But the government kept telling them about this new Cerberus missile defence system that would make Britain invincible. Giving Grant some of our countryside felt like a small price to pay.’

    The expression on Shannon’s face twitched, just for the shortest of split-seconds, and Raj saw her eyes.

    
      Wait… was that guilt?
    

    ‘But Grant didn’t build Cerberus to block our enemies. He built it to block our allies. The Cerberus system went up at dawn on May 20th last year.’

    ‘Hey, that was Takeover Day!’

    Shannon left the room.

    Thomas did not notice, Lorraine did not mind, and neither Mark nor Gracie cared.

    Raj noticed, minded and cared. He stood up and started to walk.

    ‘Grant didn’t waste any time,’ said Lorraine’s fading voice behind him. ‘That morning, everyone discovered where all that funding had really gone. Clones, millions of them. They poured out of those ten-mile-wide research centres and raided our cities, towns and villages…’

    Raj could not see Shannon anywhere. She moved pretty fast when she wanted to. But the conversation had triggered a couple of theories in his mind.

    She was definitely one of Grant’s victims rather than one of his friends. But despite her silence, there was aggression. This girl wanted to fight back.

    But Raj was no closer to finding out where she had come from. He headed towards the bathroom where the washing had been hung out to dry.

    Shannon’s clothes stood out as the only unfamiliar ones. Raj recognised all the others from eleven months of sharing them, and watching them switch from Underdog to Underdog as their original owners died.

    Raj knelt down next to Shannon’s clothes and poked around. Her pockets may have been emptied, but the fabric could still tell a story.

    There was little difference between Shannon’s clothes and everyone else’s. They were dirty enough to have been worn for consecutive days.

    That popped one of Raj’s theories. If she had lived in New London’s luxurious residential quarters, she would have had fresh clothes every morning.

    It left two possibilities: she was either a countryside survivor, or an escapee from New London’s giant prison.

    Raj’s mind wandered further. Thomas and Lorraine’s conversation had shone a light on the question that had burned in his mind – in everyone’s minds – ever since Takeover Day.

    
      Why did Grant do it?
    

    There was no answer so far. Eleven months of sabotage missions and intelligence grabs had revealed no motive for Nicholas Grant. McCormick had always used the Josef Stalin comparison: that Grant might have had an obsessive thirst for power, driven by his own paranoia about others plotting against him. But as a spiritual young man who always looked for deeper reasons, that answer had never satisfied Raj. There had to be another answer, whether or not he lived long enough to find out.

    In the corner of his eye he saw the clinic door open. Shannon turned and saw him poking through her clothes, and screamed.

    ‘No, it’s–’

    Before Raj could think of an excuse, Shannon had leapt into action. For an instant, he saw the fear and anger that must have been in her eyes when she had killed Keith Tylor.

    Thankfully, she only knocked him out.

  

  





  
  







Chapter 7




  
  
    Seven in the morning, and Ewan was awake. A drowsy, just-five-more-minutes kind of awake.

    His brain told him to get to his feet, so his team would feel motivated to follow suit once they awoke.

    His body told his brain to get stuffed. Apparently, even his own demands were demands to be avoided.

    He decided to play his trump card. Reliving the memories of his worst day on Earth always woke him up.

    ‘Let’s do this…’

    Another couple of months of this strategy and he would hate the very thought of sleeping in. Ewan squeezed his eyes closed, and remembered.

    The morning he refused to go to Oakenfold because screw it.

    Dad bursting through the front door, home early from the barracks with a ton of weapons in the back of his car, yelling something about Marshall-Pearce Solutions. Ewan didn’t think to ask why nobody had stopped him taking the firearms.

    His aunt, uncle and little Alfie finding their way to the house, and barricading it for some kind of last stand. They had believed the soldiers were human back then, which made it harder to open fire.

    Escaping through the bathroom window with an assault rifle – the last survivor of the West family – and avoiding gunfire as he ripped through the garden hedge.

    Heading to Oakenfold with no better ideas, then finding his schoolmates in a field along the way. Just students, no staff.

    An argument about whether to protect the Block One group – the students with severe learning difficulties – as enemy soldiers approached from the edge of the field. Then Mark’s voice, the same Mark who lay comfortably in Spitfire’s Rise at that moment, ending the debate with the words, ‘Get bloody running, they’re not worth it!’

    Everyone obeying him, believing there was no other choice, and leaving the Block One students to be captured.

    Ewan scouting ahead of the pack, and a confrontation that ended in the death of a human.

    But why, why in the name of Hell did it have to be that human?

    And then McCormick.

    Ewan returned to his senses, all tiredness gone from his head. The story of Takeover Day ended there, or at least the story he retold himself, and he brought himself back to the Hunters’ house.

    The early sun was lighting up Lemsford, as far as Ewan could see through the grubby windows. The Hunters’ living room looked dull and dead, the decaying heart of a dusty corpse of a building.

    He rolled over to find Charlie’s sleeping body hanging off the sofa. Ewan may have been trapped in a frightening, unforgiving world, but at least he was in good company.

    Alex wandered down the stairs, letting out a casual belch.

    ‘Morning mate,’ he said. He was usually friendlier in the mornings for some reason. ‘So, are we going to New London today or what?’

    ‘Yep.’

    ‘Figured so. Do comms know yet?’

    ‘They’re about to.’

    The conversation had awoken Kate at the far end of the room. Jack made noises through the floorboards upstairs, his watch over. Just one person left.

    ‘Hey. Charlie.’

    Charlie stirred just a little.

    ‘It’s seven. We’re going now.’

    ‘Yeah, I’ll meet you there.’

    Charlie pulled the covers over his head, and didn’t see Ewan’s foot before it poked him in the ribs.

    ‘We’re heading off, mate. Up you get.’

    No answer. Ewan looked at his friends and stuck a thumb towards the front door, and the rest of his team started to prepare themselves.

    ‘Authority can only work some of the time, right?’ whispered Kate. ‘Even for natural born leaders.’

    
      A natural born leader? Is that what Kate thinks of me?
    

    Ewan remembered the leader of some youth group he’d been kicked out of when he was twelve, who once told him that ‘True leaders are born, not made’. He had said it with such pride that Ewan could almost see his head swelling up like a hot air balloon.

    
      Shame he didn’t float away.
    

    If there were such a thing as a ‘natural born leader’, it was not Ewan West. He had been raised in the Dr Joseph McCormick School of Responsibility, and knew that true leadership skills came from being given opportunities and making the most of them. It wasn’t womb magic.

    Experience had also taught him that leadership was about relationships, not loud voices. Within ten minutes Charlie was up and dressed, and it wasn’t because Ewan had commanded him to. It was the result of several years’ friendship between them, and the respect that had come with it. When the time came to leave the Hunters’ house in peace, Charlie had joined the team like the dutiful lad he truly was.

    *

    The countryside had awoken around the Underdogs during their trek, but it was difficult to see any beauty in the spring morning. As much as Ewan liked quiet countryside, he could only take so many miles of overgrown crop fields, wet dewy grasslands and unmaintained tarmac roads.

    The journey had become less boring once they had passed St. Alban’s, as the Citadel’s walls began to dominate the horizon. The closer Ewan got, the less he could see either side of them, until nothing was visible to his east or west except reinforced concrete walls. The team had needed to venture dangerously close to detection range: close enough to see the fields of cracked mud in the distance. Grass had not grown in the shadows of the northern wall for a long time.

    The Citadel of New London – this gargantuan concrete fortress – stretched out in an eight-by-ten-mile rectangle, the Outer City walls twenty-six floors high and close to a mile thick. Dr McCormick, lecturer in mathematical sciences at two universities, had not taken long to work out the volume of the walls. The number he had used was something like 8.7 billion cubic metres. Ewan couldn’t make sense of the numbers, and only sort of knew what a cubic metre was. He just knew that 8.7 billion was big.

    And it didn’t even include the floor space of the Inner City prison. About two million people must have been forced in there on Takeover Day (another estimation from McCormick), although the number of prisoners must have dropped over the course of eleven cruel months.

    ‘Tell me that’s not what I think it is,’ said Jack out of nowhere.

    Ewan’s eyes lowered to the path ahead, and landed on the distant sight of three navy blue uniforms on the grass. He set off, his weapon held high just in case. Out of habit, he took a moment to check it was the rifle with the knife mark. His rifle.

    The clones were partway through decomposition. The hair had fallen from their rotten scalps, and the blood from their torso wounds had turned from globs to faint red powder. Just like their lives, their decay didn’t take much time.

    Jack had once described Grant’s soldiers as ‘the fast food version of life’, and he had a point. One of the many things Ewan hated about clones was their lifespan of four months. The ones that had slaughtered his family had aged themselves to pieces long ago, and he was powerless to claim his revenge. On them, at least.

    ‘Urgh,’ muttered Alex, ‘they smell like vomit left out in the sun. How long, do you think?’

    ‘Twelve hours,’ Ewan answered. ‘Maybe more. They were stabbed, all three of them.’

    ‘The new girl,’ muttered Charlie.

    ‘Shannon. She must have been here last night. Just a few minutes from New London.’

    Ewan glanced at the clones’ faces, and then wished that he hadn’t. Their white cheeks were covered in skin flakes that blew away in the gentle wind, and their tongues had started to go mushy. Their eyeballs were nearly-but-not-quite fixed in their sockets.

    ‘She ran from here to Sandridge?’ asked Kate.

    ‘It was either that or death by Keith Tylor,’ answered Ewan. ‘Let’s keep going. If we miss our chance, we’re stuffed.’

    Ewan set off at speed, leaving the clones to decompose in peace. Five minutes to nine.

    At the brow of a small hill, Ewan bent down to conceal himself. The Citadel of New London was in full view over the hill’s peak, its walls spread from one corner of his eyesight to the other.

    Ewan had never been allowed on school trips to see old castles or walled cities, but he had searched for them online in his own time. The love of learning had always been there, whether or not his schools could accommodate him. New London made a mockery of every castle Ewan had ever researched: larger than life, no medieval finery or renaissance architecture, and absolute hell inside its walls. The Citadels up and down the country were the Grant-era version of the fortresses of old. More technology, less beauty, and no mercy to be found within.

    The walls were guarded by innumerable snipers that made them impossible to approach. But the Underdogs knew better than to strike against reinforced concrete anyway. Because out to the side of the Citadel, in a countryside spot where a canal had been dug all the way to the River Thames, there lay a water treatment plant. Its entrance was guarded by few enough clone soldiers, and it was far enough from New London to be out of sniper range. Ewan and his team crouched where the wild grass met the dull-sanded beach, awaiting their opportunity.

    ‘What’s the time?’ asked Kate.

    ‘Time you got a watch,’ said Alex.

    ‘I’ve got one… we just need to go on a raid for batteries.’

    ‘It’s exactly nine o’clock on April twenty-fifth,’ said Jack, starting to stim with his fingers, ‘and the Land Rover’s coming.’

    Ewan struggled to get the image in his dental mirror, but the rumble of a motor vehicle was unmistakable.

    Even after eleven months of fighting the creatures, Ewan sometimes had trouble telling them apart from real humans. The factory-grown replicas shared every feature of their creators: facial expressions, fingerprints, moles, bad farts. They sweated when they exercised, cracked their knuckles when they got bored, and bit their tongues while eating. Other than their uniforms and silence, there was little to distinguish them.

    Except, of course, their anger. When they engaged in combat, an inbuilt aggression kicked in – one which put even Ewan and Charlie to shame – and an apparent thirst for violence for violence’s sake. It had been engineered into them, to provide a combat advantage.

    And wow, Ewan found it frightening to fight someone who truly wanted to kill him.

    The Land Rover glimmered in his mirror.

    ‘Shift change in one minute,’ he whispered. ‘Volunteer?’

    ‘Yeah,’ laughed Charlie, ‘which one of us is the most expendable?’

    ‘Nice one, Charlie. Now get ready to run.’

    ‘Is that a joke?’

    ‘Has to be one of us.’

    ‘But I’m not the most–’

    ‘Forget it,’ said Kate, ‘I’ll break in. I’ve done it before.’

    She pressed her body against the bank, ready to leap over at Ewan’s signal. From the corner of his eye he could see her facial features beginning to quiver. She was scared, but doing it anyway. As usual.

    Ewan thrust two fingers towards the entrance and Kate vanished, leaving a cloud of sand in her wake.

    ‘How’s it looking?’ asked Alex.

    ‘The Land Rover just arrived… the replacement soldiers are getting out… and… yep, the night guards are leaving to meet them. Here’s her chance.’

    As the three new clones leapt from the Land Rover, the three at the entrance walked over to meet them. Kate race-walked along the path between the settling tank and the tunnel entrance as the two shifts passed one another, each group barely acknowledging the other’s existence.

    ‘The changing of the guard,’ muttered Jack. ‘It seems to have lost its finesse in recent years.’

    ‘Shh.’

    They seemed peaceful enough, since enemies weren’t near. Their ‘peace’ and ‘war’ personas differed enormously, and at that moment they were far from the psychotic, anger-driven beings they became in combat.

    With Kate safely through the entrance, the replacement team stood in position, oblivious to the new intruder. The other team climbed into the Land Rover and reignited the engine.

    A soldier in each group fetched out a radio and started tapping. Despite their lack of vocal cords, the clones had communication methods designed for them. The most common one seemed like a simplified Morse code, communicated with the presses of a single black button. Although in more hostile situations, the red panic button was pressed first.

    The irony was not lost on Ewan. Grant may have viewed his clones as disposable weapons, but he did more to help them communicate than society had for people like Simon.

    ‘Kate’s inside,’ he said. ‘Fire exit, now.’

    Ewan led the strike team onto the untended grass, and they ran for the fire exit a few hundred metres along the access tunnel. Within moments of reaching the curved metal door, it flew open to reveal a panting Kate on the other side.

    ‘You know, back at Oakenfold the fire doors were alarmed,’ she said with a laugh.

    ‘So’s this one if you open it from the outside,’ answered Ewan. ‘Maybe one day they’ll make New London as secure as a special school.’

    ‘Let’s hope not,’ muttered Kate, letting her friends through the door and hauling it shut behind her. The five Underdogs were on a direct route to the Citadel walls, fiercely outnumbered but totally unnoticed.

    ‘Guys,’ said Alex, ‘one of us should probably call McCormick and–’

    ‘Yeah, well vol–’

    ‘–well volunteered,’ Alex finished, retrieving his mobile phone from his pocket. ‘I gathered.’

    *

    Up in the attic of the Boys’ Brigade hall, lit by the glow of a dozen battery-powered camping lights, McCormick warmed his hands against his fourth cup of tea.

    Simon was outside for a quick loo stop, and McCormick felt uneasy with him gone. Not just because a vulnerable boy was out in the open, or because they were supposed to have two people in the comms unit at all times during missions. After three years as a widower, it was still painful for McCormick to be alone.

    A noise came from the games room below. Simon had returned, and stumbled among the tangled mess of cobwebs, plastic hockey sticks and foam footballs.

    ‘Did you replace the manhole cover this time?’ McCormick asked as Simon climbed the ladder.

    The boy nodded.

    ‘Pardon?’

    ‘…Yes,’ came a whisper from Simon’s mouth.

    
      Good, I’ve got him talking. And all I needed to do was take him to a silent room, miles from any other living person.
    

    It wasn’t even a Down’s Syndrome issue. Like most others with selective mutism, it was related to anxiety more than learning difficulties.

    ‘I still can’t believe your Boys’ Brigade captain let you keep the games room like that,’ McCormick said, hoping it would start a conversation. ‘The 22nd Durham Company never stood for it in my day.’

    ‘I blame kids for that. They messy, and never have respect for things.’

    Simon’s grammar was like a foreigner learning English – that at least could be seen as Down’s Syndrome-related – but just hearing him talk was enough. Simon closed the hatch and took his seat next to McCormick.

    ‘But they were nice kids. They didn’t make fun of my face. Except Luke, but I said him to shut up. Because I’m old now.’

    ‘Haha, you’re far from being old, Simon.’

    
      We’ve had this conversation before. Most times when he comes here. And I have to admire his mother for taking the gamble she did. Not every youth group can take a boy like Simon and leave him better off for the experience.
    

    
      I just hope he was treated like a full member of the group, rather than just ‘the one everyone looks after’.
    

    
      Either way, I’m glad he went. We got a communications building out of it.
    

    McCormick tried to remember if he had ever thanked Simon for offering the Boys’ Brigade hall as a secondary base. He sighed when he realised the answer was probably not the one he wanted. He had been too preoccupied with security issues: escape options, the lack of soundproofing, whether the comms unit was enough villages away from Spitfire’s Rise, and the dangers of having a boy in his team who knew its location.

    Spitfire’s Rise itself was so far from Oakenfold that the students had only found it after getting lost, which had been helpful in the long run. Ewan, the first student to arrive at the house on Takeover Day, had been the only one to approach via a road and see the name of the village. Upon returning to the countryside to fetch the others, he had insisted they use the fields. And in the weeks that followed, McCormick had sent him far and wide to remove every sign that contained a village name, along with all the road signs on streets they were ever likely to use.

    But even then, risks remained. The location of Spitfire’s Rise was no secret to McCormick or Ewan, and Simon had spent half his childhood in the hall that had become their comms unit.

    ‘Did they call, while I was away?’ asked Simon.

    ‘Not just yet,’ said McCormick, flipping through a stolen copy of map references. ‘So, Ewan and Charlie will be heading to the forensic investigation room. To look for Tylor’s backpack. That’ll be on… page ten, square c6.’

    ‘Page ten,’ answered Simon, ‘what floor?’

    ‘Floor J. Looks like they’re keeping Tylor’s things up high.’

    Simon peered through the stack of maps on the side table, each printed on A1 paper and big enough to need both of his hands. He found the tenth sheet, removed it from the pile, and spread it out in front of McCormick until the far sides flopped off the edges of the desk.

    ‘How did we fighted without these?’

    ‘Not very well. That’s why we didn’t get much done in the early months. We didn’t know where things were.’

    
      And Ewan was too busy training us, with what little his dad had taught him.
    

    ‘Thankfully,’ McCormick continued, ‘Ben Christie only photocopied them, and put the originals back so nobody would know.’

    ‘Ben was a good man,’ muttered Simon.

    ‘He was, rest his soul. Ah, here we are.’

    McCormick’s finger landed on square c6, and found the forensic investigation room at the tip of his nail. He prepared a mental route to the nearest flight of stairs, since Ewan would not be stupid enough to use the lift or the monorail system.

    Once the route was memorised, McCormick stood up to stretch his legs. For the first time he saw the whole map at once, and the sheer sight of it forced him to take a deep breath. It was an architect’s dream and nightmare: twenty-six stories, all of them packed with offices, computer hubs, munitions factories, power generators, archives, missile silos, aircraft hangars, residential quarters, habitation and training facilities, and a hundred other types of purpose-built rooms.

    But the Inner City was the most striking part of the map. It was totally blank. Grant had shipped everybody into his overgrown factory floor, and just left them to it. There was no architecture, no planning, no indication of how these people would live.

    
      Simon’s parents are in there. In fact, most of us have relatives in that big blank rectangle. Except Ewan.
    

    
      And me. Maybe Barbara was lucky to die three years ago.
    

    ‘I’ve been thinking,’ muttered Simon.

    ‘Go on?’

    ‘What when we free New London? Do we go New Brighton, start again?’

    
      He’s thinking ahead. Impressive!
    

    ‘Hopefully not,’ McCormick replied. ‘This place is Grant’s throne. He controls everything from here. If we’re lucky, we’ll cut off the head and the body will die.’

    Simon looked confused by the analogy. McCormick planned to wait at least five seconds before explaining, just in case Simon could work it out for himself. Independent thinking skills meant everything. But then the phone on the desk vibrated. The old man’s hand seized it and accepted the call. Alex’s face appeared onscreen, surrounded by a curved metal tunnel.

    McCormick noticed that the rest of the strike team members were a hundred metres behind him. Alex was going into lone wolf mode early, again.

    ‘We’re inside, sir,’ Alex said. ‘Should reach the walls in ten minutes-ish.’

    ‘Any casualties at the treatment plant?’

    ‘Not a soul. And no clones either, come to think of it.’

    ‘Excellent,’ replied the old man with a grin. ‘Let’s bring down the factory.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 8




  
  
    Kate wondered whether the tunnel had been designed specifically to give her claustrophobia, but knew deep down that it had simply been the cheaper option to build. New London must have cost enough without the expense of making it look pretty.

    The tunnel ended at a concrete wall which separated the maze of Floor Z from the outside world. The strike team paused outside the door, Ewan taking his place at the front of the group.

    ‘Right,’ he began, ‘each of you needs to tell me what you’re doing. I want all of us certain from minute one.’

    Kate tried to arrange her own answer in her head, so she wouldn’t get it wrong and be looked down upon by the others.

    ‘Charlie, you first.’

    ‘Something about an evidence locker,’ Charlie replied, ‘on Floor J.’

    ‘The forensic investigation room,’ Ewan said with a huff. ‘Searching for Tylor’s backpack. Once we get it, we search for Shannon’s tool–’

    ‘While still having no idea what it is, or whether it even exists. And I still don’t believe it does, by the way.’

    ‘Not believing in something doesn’t stop it from existing,’ said Jack. ‘Now listen to Ewan.’

    Ewan continued, his face pointed towards Charlie as if to force the information into his friend’s brain. Kate had hated it when her old teachers had done that to her, as if she had either been unwilling to listen or just plain stupid. Perhaps the habit had rubbed off on Ewan during his own mainstream days.

    ‘We search for Shannon’s tool,’ Ewan said slowly, ‘then join Alex and Kate. What are you both doing?’

    ‘We’re–’

    ‘We’re heading to Floor F,’ Alex interrupted, ‘because going to the sixth-highest floor in New London isn’t in the least bit dangerous.’

    Kate felt annoyance and relief, both at once. Alex’s interruption had saved her the pressure of speaking, but removed the chance to prove she could do it.

    ‘Tell me what you’re doing there,’ said Ewan.

    ‘Taking a look at the clone factory,’ Alex answered, ‘figuring out a way in, and making sure there’s a clear path for you to join us.’

    ‘Good. Hope you’re OK with twenty-storey climbs.’

    ‘No sir,’ said Alex. ‘They scare me.’

    ‘Whatever. Jack?’

    And there it was. The opportunity for Kate to contribute to the conversation, gone and never coming back. She shrugged off the guilt as it approached, and reminded herself that Alex had done a good enough job by himself. Her contributions rarely added much anyway.

    Jack directed his glance towards the metal door next to them.

    ‘I’ll be guarding the exit. Standing here and looking pretty, like those red London guards they used to have. I’ll make sure I don’t smile, either.’

    ‘Right,’ Ewan finished, ‘looks like we’re good to go. Keep yourselves safe, and if you run into trouble, tell the rest of the team before phoning comms.’

    ‘Warn the other troops about the threat before it kills them too,’ sneered Charlie.

    ‘Well, yeah. Any questions?’

    Kate had nothing to ask, but knew better than to raise questions in front of a group anyway. Experience told her it was better to ask at the end when others had dispersed.

    ‘Just the one,’ Jack answered. ‘Why are you lot still here?’

    Ewan rolled his eyes, and readied his hands against the bar across the door.

    ‘United by our differences, guys,’ he said.

    ‘United,’ everyone replied.

    Kate took a deep breath, and Ewan pushed the door open to reveal the lions’ den on the other side.

    The Outer City held path after path of silver-walled corridors, featuring little more than light-bulb panels and painted numbers at each junction. Grant had wasted no effort on decorations. The corridors were dull, function-built, and void of any personality.

    But a walk through the Outer City was never boring. The very atmosphere – the invisible feel of the Citadel walls – forced Kate to imagine danger around every conceivable corner. It felt like the Citadel itself wanted her dead. She wondered whether it was the same for her friends too: whether they could no longer see a grey corridor without fearing death. It couldn’t have just been an anxiety thing.

    ‘Alex,’ said Ewan to her side, ‘I’ll take the gadgets. We’ll need them more.’

    Alex surrendered the rucksack without a fight. Ewan took off towards an arrowed sign and vanished into the nearest stairwell, Charlie giving chase.

    Kate ran McCormick’s directions through her head, two or three times to be sure, and began her walk through the corridors.

    ‘Have fun down here, Jack,’ said Alex as he started to follow.

    ‘Just in case that was sarcasm, I’ll be having far more fun than you!’

    Alex and Jack exchanged a few more words, none of which registered in Kate’s mind as she walked. Her concentration was fixed on getting the journey right.

    
      A ten-minute walk, then take Stairwell Forty-Two to Floor F. It’ll be the top exit, since Floors A to E need special clearance through one-floor-at-a-time stairwells.
    

    That was what their maps said anyway. None of the Underdogs had ever been that high.

    
      Out of the stairwell, then turn left. Then another five minutes to the clone factory. Easy, in theory.
    

    A ten-minute walk in the Outer City walls felt like an hour. Ten minutes with Alex felt even longer. But behind his irritating manner he was an ideal combat partner: marksman skills at long range, taekwondo skills at close range. Or so he said.

    But he had complained about being partnered from the moment Ewan had given the instructions on the journey over. Kate had spent hours in silence, believing Alex had wanted to avoid her specifically, and it had taken her far too long to realise it was nothing personal. In most missions, Alex seemed to find it easier when there was nobody else around him.

    Stairwell 42 was easy enough to find, marked with the stencil-painted letters ‘42Z’ on the door. Kate took a deep breath, knowing she and Alex were twenty floors away from the door that would read ‘42F’. She walked through the door, stopped in the middle of the stairwell’s bottom floor and looked up.

    ‘And you’re sure it’s unsafe to take the lift?’ asked Alex.

    ‘We’re sure,’ Kate answered, catching her breath at the sight alone. The concrete stairs were formed in a rectangle, leaving a hollow chamber in the middle: most likely for transporting objects too heavy to carry up the stairs. The ceiling of Floor F was high above, with some tiny objects attached that may have been a pulley system.

    ‘If you think it looks creepy now, wait ‘til you’re at the top!’

    ‘Let’s get this over with, Alex.’

    Kate led the way up to Floor Y, then Floor X. Some people, Jack for example, could recite the alphabet backwards without a problem. Some, like severely dyslexic Raj, could say it forwards but take a while to write it. Kate was academically somewhere in between, and found it easier to just count down from twenty as she passed the exits.

    She lost count on Floor T, when she heard footsteps that weren’t her own.

    Or Alex’s.

    She looked at him. He stared back, with an unusual look of concern on his face.

    The footsteps approached at a regular speed, neither fast enough to be running nor slow enough to be stalking. It was just a solo soldier, doing his rounds along the stairwell. Alex pointed to the exit door, and Kate nodded.

    When she opened the door, a second clone was standing ten metres away. There was a brief moment of eye contact, a shared moment of surprise, then Alex shot him dead. His body collapsed to the sound of the gunshot echoing up and down the stairwell.

    Kate gritted her teeth. Even by her standards, it was bad luck beyond belief.

    It’s never luck, Ewan’s voice sounded in Kate’s head, as the footsteps above her stopped.

    A shadow on the wall revealed the clone’s place on the floor above. Kate struck first.

    Kate had once been a gymnast – it had been the hobby during her worst days that had proved once a week that she wasn’t totally useless – and at sixteen, her skills remained. She jumped onto the railings beside her, and used them as a launchpad to reach the level above. She grabbed the concrete ground of Floor S with one hand, lifted her assault rifle in the other, and sprayed bullets ahead where she thought the clone’s legs would be.

    But she had misjudged the clone’s speed. He leapt into view onto the steps beside her, and reached out with his own rifle.

    It was the thin, blond clone. There were only about thirty different models, and Kate had come to know most of them.

    And he was angry. His artificial brain had slipped into war mode, and it was sure to come with an advantage in physical strength.

    Hanging precariously onto the concrete floor above, Kate thrust her rifle to the side where it clashed with the clone’s. A struggle of strength followed, like an arm-wrestle, as each combatant tried to push their weapon in front of their opponent’s body. The clone was staring into her face, with the most aggressive expression he could manage.

    
      Come on Alex! A telescopic handgun and you don’t have a clean shot?
    

    Her thoughts were answered by his gunfire below. There must have been even more clones in the corridor. Kate was on her own, and losing.

    Most arm-wrestles ended with cheating, so it didn’t surprise Kate when the clone used both hands on his rifle, an option she didn’t have.

    Kate dropped her rifle to free one hand, grabbed the head of the clone’s rifle and pushed it aside. Her enemy could not point his weapon in her direction, but her own was toppling down to Floor Z.

    But her other hand was tiring. She couldn’t hold onto the ledge forever.

    She jerked the rifle out of the clone’s two-handed grip, but couldn’t grasp it for herself before it fell down the stairwell. With no firearms between them, it was safe for Kate to swing towards the stairs again and land back in place.

    The clone, half a storey above her, drew out a hunting knife in one hand. He grinned widely, and reached for the radio attached to his belt.

    
      I’ve got about five seconds before he pulls it out and pushes the panic button. If I don’t kill him, he’ll alert the whole of New London.
    

    Alex continued his gunfight along the corridor, the stairwell out of his range. Kate put her hand against her own knife, by far her least favourite weapon, and ran up the stairs.

    
      I don’t know how much training he’s had with that knife, but he’ll be better than me.
    

    The clone, five steps up, leapt at her.

    Kate did not draw out her knife. She would not enter a bladed fight knowing she would lose. Her family had always advised her to know her strengths and play to them, and the same applied to combat. Although Kate was a medium-sized girl, years of gymnastics had given her some fantastic physical strength.

    Her left hand caught the clone’s wrist as he brought the knife down. Her right hand grabbed his leg just behind the knee, and lifted. The clone barely had time to register what was happening before Kate threw both arms over the railings, and released him.

    He’s not a real person, she thought as the clone hit the concrete six floors below. He’s a genetically programmed killing machine. Built specifically to murder people like you.

    
      Don’t let it get to you. Ignore it. Distract yourself with something.
    

    The right distraction came immediately. The gunfire had stopped on Floor T, and Alex was gone. Kate ran down the stairs and peered through the stairwell exit.

    Alex was standing over the first clone’s body, swearing to himself.

    ‘Alex?’

    He turned back to Kate, marched into the stairwell, and thrust the dead clone’s assault rifle into her hands.

    ‘Don’t bother going downstairs for your own. We don’t have time.’

    ‘How come?’

    ‘They know we’re here.’

    Kate stopped breathing.

    ‘The last one,’ finished Alex. ‘He got away.’

    ‘And you didn’t go after him?!’

    It was unlike Kate to get angry. But she had risked death by a hundred stab wounds to keep their presence a secret. Alex had been armed.

    ‘He was leading me down a blind corridor,’ Alex said. ‘If I’d gone after him, he’d have shot me dead and then pressed the panic button. Come on,’ he finished, launching himself up the stairs, ‘we either get this done quickly, or this day will get very bad.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 9




  
  
    High up in the safety of Floor B, news of trouble had unsettled some very important people. Inside his office, one of the men responsible for the Grant era rested his elbows on his mahogany desk, considering his options.

    As Marshall brooded over the threat downstairs, his gaze landed on the plaque at the edge of his desk.

    
      Iain H. Marshall, Head of Military Division.
    

    He had counted himself lucky to keep any position at Marshall-Pearce Solutions, following the one-day buyout from Nicholas Grant. It was almost unheard of, a man walking through a company’s front door with enough money to buy their whole business, but that was exactly what had happened. Grant had taken Marshall-Pearce in one day, and some years later he had taken Great Britain in the same amount of time.

    With an angered sigh, Marshall thought about what else his plaques could have read at various points in his life.

    
      Iain H. Marshall, war veteran and serviceman of twelve years (honourable discharge).
    

    
      Iain H. Marshall, international arms dealer of eight years.
    

    
      
        Iain H. Marshall, founder of the world’s greatest private security firm.
      
    

    
      Iain H. Marshall, Takeover Day strategic mastermind.
    

    And because he could not stop himself, he thought about his hated colleague who had once been a lifelong friend, a few doors away at that very moment.

    
      Nathaniel A. Pearce, pharmaceuticals genius.
    

    
      Nathaniel A. Pearce, bankrupted scrounger.
    

    
      Nathaniel A. Pearce, only at this desk because his mate gave him half the company.
    

    
      Nathaniel A. Pearce, creator of the clone soldier.
    

    Finally of course, it would have been rude to ignore the most dangerous man in British history. Soon to be world history, once his master plan paid off.

    
      Nicholas Grant, son of some wealthy oil tycoon.
    

    
      Nicholas Grant, unexpected CEO of Marshall-Pearce Solutions.
    

    
      Nicholas Grant, the man with the government in his pocket.
    

    
      Nicholas Grant, enslaver of Great Britain.
    

    
      Marshall scraped his fingernails along the desk, and rid himself of the distractions in his mind. Keith Tylor had been killed in action the night before – most likely by Shannon herself – and the sooner the invasion below was dealt with, the less distracted he would be.
    

    He seized the phone at his side, and dialled the number for Oliver Roth.

    The phone rang five times without an answer. Marshall checked his watch, and swore. Most professional assassins wouldn’t be asleep at half past nine in the morning.

    Then again, most assassins were older than fourteen.

    Marshall got to his feet and made for the door. It was the wrong day for his teenage deathbringer to sleep in.

    *

    ‘Oliver,’ barked Marshall, his fist thumping the door of Oliver Roth’s Floor A living quarters.

    No answer. Of course not.

    ‘Oliver.’

    
      Marshall didn’t have time to wait. He fetched out his all-access keycard, swiped it against Roth’s door, and let himself in.
    

    
      He was met with a sight that made him thankful he had young twin daughters, and not a teenage son. The room smelled like only a fourteen-year-old could make it smell. The assassin’s clothes lay dumped on the floor from the previous day, and a motionless character on the television screen suggested Roth had fallen asleep playing videogames. His blood-red wallpaper was part-covered by posters of death metal bands, and the mirror and washbasin in his bathroom seemed to be for decoration only.
    

    Roth’s muscular body lay sprawled out across his bed, barely covered by his duvet, and the videogame controller was loosely gripped in his fingers. Marshall looked for the boy’s face, hoping to find it beneath his shock of fiery red hair, and noticed his eyes were still closed.

    In the old world, Nicholas Grant’s master assassin had barely been old enough for a paper round. But Roth’s new job gave him all the special perks that the Inner City prisoners must have missed. Rich food, electricity, heating, recreation time, and the right to stay up as late as he wanted. And bloody hell, did he take advantage of it.

    Marshall reached to his right, and grasped the first object his fingers met. Ironically it was an alarm clock, which he launched in Oliver Roth’s direction. The clock bounced off the boy’s right arm, and his eyes flashed open.

    ‘Uh…’ he mumbled. ‘Hi Iain. Get out of my room. Now.’

    ‘Why did we bother buying you that thing?’ Marshall snarled, with a judgemental finger pointed at the alarm clock.

    ‘It’s not like you paid any money for it…’

    ‘You need to get up. We’ve got intru–’

    ‘And you need to get out of my room.’

    Marshall was not going to be seen obeying a fourteen-year-old subordinate. If he gave ground to Oliver Roth, he wouldn’t get it back.

    
      ‘We’ve got trouble,’ Marshall said. ‘Intruders. Last seen in Stairwell 42 around Floor T, but they may have gone upwards since then.’
    

    Marshall rose his eyebrows in surprise as Roth flung his duvet to one side and got to his feet, wearing nothing but his boxer shorts. He stretched each limb in turn until they cracked, and ran his fingers through his wiry red hair like an animal itching fleas. It was the closest he ever came to brushing.

    
      That’s some frightening confidence right there. Strutting around in his boxers, unafraid of his boss seeing him.
    

    
      Actually, it’s not just confidence. He’s doing this to make me uncomfortable.
    

    
      Or maybe it’s neither, and he truly just doesn’t care.
    

    ‘Another intrusion?’ Roth mumbled, rubbing his eyes with one hand and using the other to scratch his armpits. ‘Grant’s gonna have your head.’

    ‘He’s got bigger things on his mind.’

    ‘He’s been going on about tonight’s dinner for half a week. What could possibly bother him right now? Has his girl stood him up again?’

    ‘Keith’s dead.’

    Roth paused, and lifted his face towards Marshall’s. For the first time, he seemed to respect Marshall’s presence in the room.

    ‘That’s weird…’ he said.

    ‘Weird’s one word for it.’

    Roth sat back down on his bed, grabbed his controller and brought up the menu on his videogame.

    ‘Last I heard,’ he said, ‘Keith was heading out to Lambourne’s place with a bunch of guards. It shouldn’t have been too much for… hang on, wait a second.’

    
      Marshall stomped over to Roth, ripped the controller from his hands, and marched back to the door. With any other teenager he would have smashed it against the television screen, but somehow he didn’t feel comfortable doing that to Roth.
    

    The lad was right, though. The task shouldn’t have been too challenging for a number two assassin, superior to everyone in Grant’s army except Roth himself.

    ‘Feel like getting dressed yet?’ asked Marshall.

    ‘My room, my rules. So how did Keith die?’

    ‘Let me worry about that. We’ve got a ton to deal with on Floor B, and I do not want to be distracted by feral rats scurrying around inside the walls. Get up, get dressed, get out there, take your rifle and start killing rebels.’

    Roth started to move. Rather tellingly, he went to his weapons stash first. Even the bathroom didn’t take priority. Marshall walked back into the corridor, willing to give ground now that Roth had done the same.

    ‘Where did you say they were?’ asked Roth, choosing between two shotguns.

    
      Well at least he’s interested now.
    

    
      Of course he is. He’s got more rebels to go after.
    

    ‘They were seen in the north-west end of the Citadel, but that’s all we know right now. So the sooner you start, the–’

    Roth slammed the door in Marshall’s face.

    Marshall rolled his eyes, and tried to remember the charming adventurous twelve-year-old that Oliver Roth had been in their early days of working together. There was no denying the teenager was skilled at his job, but even by assassin standards he had become difficult to work with.

    *

    Ewan gave the nod. Two handguns flew around the corners of the T-junction, and the guards didn’t even have time to raise their eyebrows. The gunshots were close enough to sound like a single blast, and the bullets struck at the exact same moment. Ewan and Charlie lowered their guns and strolled towards the forensic investigation room as the dead clones collapsed to the floor.

    ‘I’d give them an eight for synchronised diving,’ said Charlie with a grin.

    Ewan took a moment to laugh before checking the bodies for keycards. It didn’t take long.

    ‘Gotcha.’

    He jumped back to his feet, and reached for the slot next to the door. The entrance opened without any fuss, and Ewan grabbed one of the dead clones by its shoulders.

    ‘Charlie, clones inside.’

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Hiding the bodies. Duh.’

    ‘Yeah, but why inside? We could just stand them up against the walls.’

    ‘…Are you having a laugh?’

    ‘No, really,’ said Charlie with another grin, ‘if someone walks past and sees blood on the walls and the guards missing, they’ll know something’s up. If they see the two bodies placed upright then at least there’s a chance they’d not think to look closer. There might be chairs inside if you want to sit them on those.’

    Ewan paused, his head gently nodding.

    
      Only guys like us could come up with something like that. So bizarre and unexpected that it might actually work.
    

    ‘You know what?’ he said. ‘Let’s do it.’

    ‘Cool,’ answered Charlie, rushing into the forensic investigation room and returning with a steel chair in each hand. Propped upright like macabre shop window dummies, the clones looked semi-convincing once the blood had been wiped away.

    ‘Hey, you know what else we can do?’ Charlie continued. ‘We could push them together so it looks like they’re making out. Then noone would look closer!’

    ‘Charlie, you’re such a kid. Now get inside.’

    Charlie gave a snarl, like a threatened cat. Ewan wasn’t sure what he had done, but decided it was best to shut up and focus on the mission. The two friends made their way through the door, and sealed it shut behind them.

    The forensic investigation room was huge. Two side walls of uninterrupted filing cabinets stretched from one end of the room to the other, with mobile ladders positioned at each end. The chamber seemed almost as tall as its own length, and its arrays of cabinets and storage boxes looked down imposingly on the invaders.

    ‘Sorry about that…’ came a faint whisper from Charlie.

    ‘Hm?’

    ‘Remember yesterday when I told you never to speak to me like a child?’

    ‘You said a lot of things yesterday,’ answered Ewan. His busy eyes scanned each horizontal surface for an index.

    ‘I just… hated being a kid. Not just the school bits, either. In my parents’ eyes, I was just kind of tacked on to the side of the family. So things at primary school got messed up and they barely gave a–’

    ‘Found it,’ announced Ewan, as he grabbed the printed manual and started to browse. ‘Sorry Charlie, your parents didn’t care much?’

    ‘You know, if it’s not bloody convenient we can talk back at home.’

    
      Charlie, as much as I care about you, your childhood trauma’s hardly time-sensitive. I’d rather not get caught here. Sorry mate.
    

    ‘But no,’ said Charlie, ‘they didn’t care much. Especially when the other kids got me into trouble. Did they ever do that with you? Try and get you to explode? The primary kids found it hilarious when I couldn’t control myself, so they made it happen.’

    ‘And let me guess,’ replied Ewan, as he tucked the index folder under his arm and headed for the nearest ladder. ‘The teachers blamed you because you were doing all the shouting.’

    ‘Yep. Got the same advice every time – “Rise above it, ignore them, don’t let them bother you.” Like it was simple. Did the kids laugh at you too?’

    Ewan lay a hand on the ladder and hid a snarl.

    ‘Not after I smashed up the classroom a few times. They learned quickly. But then of course I’d get expelled and have to teach the kids at my next school not to laugh, and it just kept going from there.’

    Ewan checked the index again for the number he was after. Experience at school and in the battlefield told him to always, always double-check his answers.

    He caught a glance of Charlie, staring at him in confusion and with a hint of hurt.

    ‘What?’ asked Ewan.

    ‘It’s just… we were the Temper Twins at Oakenfold. Even at Spitfire’s Rise for a while. So how come you grew out of it and I didn’t?’

    Ewan stopped in his tracks. That last sentence was enough to distract him from the ladder, and send him walking back to Charlie.

    ‘Mate, you’re fifteen,’ he began, in a friendship voice which sounded poles apart from his leadership voice, ‘and you’re acting like all your growing up’s over and done with. I’m sorry you were treated like crap at school. We both deserved better. And I don’t want to sound harsh, but you’re letting your past control your future and you need to bloody stop it.’

    The shock in Charlie’s eyes became the most distinctive feature of his face. Ewan spoke again before his friend could form a response.

    ‘I didn’t “grow out” of being angry. I just focused on making the right choices. Whenever I was able to choose, I mean. It was hundreds of little decisions, really – none of them easy, but I made the right ones whenever I could. People love to blame others for their faults – parents, teachers, kids, the government, even luck. But in my opinion, we become the people we choose to be.’

    Ewan left a deliberate pause. Charlie wouldn’t think of an answer quickly, and Ewan wanted his last sentence to sink in. After that moment, he continued.

    ‘McCormick became a lecturer – a guy who cared about his maths and his students, because that’s who he chose to be. No one made him that way. And yeah, some things are out of our control. Your ADHD, my thing, everyone’s things. But whenever we get to call the shots, that’s different. Whenever we’re in control, we’re responsible for who we are.’

    Ewan took a step back, and saw the whole of Charlie’s face. There was confusion, as if the thoughts in his brain had been planted there for the first time.

    ‘You’re a good guy, Charlie. You chose that. But those kids who ganged up on you are gone. They don’t have a right to be part of your future.’

    Ewan headed for the ladder once again. He knew it wasn’t that simple: that mental scars remained long after hurtful people were gone. His own brain was filled with dozens, maybe hundreds of names and faces from people in his past who had hurt his future.

    But the words needed to be said. And he wondered how different Charlie’s life might have been if he’d taken responsibility for some of his choices a few years earlier.

    
      I could have done with that lesson too.
    

    
      If I’d had McCormick’s words back in the old days, she’d still be alive.
    

    ‘So what is your thing?’ Charlie called after him.

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Back at Oakenfold, you once told Callum you were autistic. But you aren’t like Kate or Jack or anyone. Is it actually true?’

    ‘Technically, yeah. But it’s not the thing that affects me.’

    Charlie paused, as if expecting more. But there was no way Ewan was going to open up about his PDA.

    ‘I’ll tell you at home,’ Ewan finished, hoping Charlie would forget about it before they reached Spitfire’s Rise. He clamped his hands around the sides of the ladder to begin his climb. It was time to get back to work.

    ‘Right,’ said Charlie, clapping his hands together in fake enthusiasm, ‘so where do we start, and how long until we give up and move on?’

    ‘We don’t,’ answered Ewan, reverting back to his leadership voice. ‘The backpack’s in this room and I’m finding it.’

    ‘And if it’s empty?’

    ‘It won’t be. Grant won’t tamper with evidence before it gets inspected. He’s not that stupid. Now wait a second – I’ve found the “Priority One” drawer.’

    Ewan reached the top of the ladder, opened the drawer and paused in disbelief. He hadn’t expected to actually be right, but Tylor’s backpack was in the first place he looked. There was much to be said for a good filing system.

    Ewan recognised the backpack instantly. He had seen it on Tylor the previous night: a minor detail he had barely committed to memory, but the black and metallic grey colour scheme was distinctive enough once he saw it. He undid the zip and dipped a hand inside.

    ‘What’s the time?’ he asked.

    ‘Does it matter?’

    ‘I want to know how long the dead clones have been outside.’

    ‘It’s… 9:37,’ answered Charlie. ‘In the morning. And believe it or not, it’s still April twenty-fifth. Three days to my sixteenth, if you can scavenge a present from somewhere.’

    ‘Charlie, get on the radio.’

    Charlie sighed, loud enough for his breath to echo off the filing cabinet walls. He took the radio out of his pocket, and raised it to his mouth. When he pressed the button, he was met with silence rather than the usual static.

    ‘…I think we forgot to turn the volume back up.’

    Ewan huffed. They had turned their radios down just before launching their surprise attack. But single-mindedness had always been a problem of Ewan’s, and the sight of the forensic investigation room had made him forget his radio even existed.

    ‘Guys,’ said Charlie after turning the volume up, ‘we–’

    ‘Where the hell have you been?’ came Alex’s yells in the speaker. ‘We’ve been trying to reach you for ages!’

    ‘Yeah, we’re fine thanks,’ said Ewan. ‘Talk to me, what’s up?’

    ‘They know we’re here.’

    The blood drained from Ewan’s face. He looked down at Charlie, who had frozen at the foot of the ladder.

    ‘Already?’

    ‘A clone got away. A while ago now.’

    Ewan’s hand dug deeper into Tylor’s backpack, but didn’t stay there for long.

    ‘Whatever you’re up to,’ continued Alex, ‘finish it fast.’

    ‘I wouldn’t worry about us,’ said Ewan. ‘We’re done here.’

    He held his prize down towards Charlie. In the palm of his hand lay a USB stick, with the words Better Days written with a thick marker pen.

    ‘What the hell’s that?’ Charlie whispered.

    ‘Shannon’s tool.’

    ‘And you know that because…?’

    ‘Do you really think Keith Tylor would carry precious memories around with him? It’s the one thing in the backpack that’s definitely not his.’

    Ewan looked at the USB stick and smiled. Better days were definitely coming, if Shannon could be trusted.

    ‘Keep the route clear for us, Alex. We’re coming up.’

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 10




  
  
    Jack didn’t mind that the job of phoning comms had fallen to him. It gave him a nice break from endlessly looking left and right along the corridor connected to their exit, like a small child trying to cross the road. He slouched against the door to the tunnel, his fingers scraping along the greying paint.

    To most other people, the corridors would have looked dull and boring. Jack understood why, but he refused to accept it for himself. There was genius in every conceivable object if you knew where to look. That was one great advantage to being a daydreamer with Asperger’s: while the rest of the population busied themselves with gossip, and wasted time moaning about what Sheila said to Tony or whatever, Jack’s brain was solving theoretical problems. It was trying to work out how a planet would orbit a binary star system, or what kind of weaponry would be needed to bring down a charging triceratops.

    As he had guarded the exit, Jack Hopper had been studying the architectural requirements of the ceiling. A lot of effort must have gone into its design, and it would be a shame for it to go unrecognised. But duty called, so it was time to give McCormick a call.

    He started the timer on his watch the moment he inserted the battery into his phone. He dialled the number for comms, but decided against a video call. Voices would be enough for this conversation, and he needed to save his eyes for the corridor.

    But once the phone was answered, no voice emerged. Just a shy cough.

    ‘Hey Simon,’ Jack began. ‘Is McCormick there?’

    No answer.

    ‘I guess not then. Loo break?’

    A little grunt.

    ‘Didn’t think he’d go so early in the mission. Is his cyst acting up?’

    An identical grunt.

    Everyone communicates. Even people who don’t talk. Back at Oakenfold…

    Jack shook his head, to silence his last memories of the profoundly disabled students. It had been Mark who had shouted across that field, ‘Get bloody running, they’re not worth it!’, but Jack and everyone else had obeyed – largely through fear of saying no to a man like Mark. Few people had spoken about the incident in the eleven months since, but he could tell the group felt varying degrees of remorse. And Jack, despite his logical brain telling him there had been no other choice but to run, had crystal-clear opinions about right and wrong. As a result, his conscience was still swamped with inconsolable guilt.

    He brought himself back to reality, and spoke.

    ‘Simon, there’s something important I need to tell McCormick. Our presence has been detected.’

    Simon fell into a short silence that Jack could not interpret. Perhaps shorter words were needed. Simon deserved better than just being known as ‘the Down’s kid’, and Jack made sure to treat him better, but his learning difficulties still needed to be respected.

    ‘I mean, Grant knows we’re here. Anyway… while we’re waiting for the old man, I’ve been meaning to chat with you for a while.’

    Silence.

    ‘Hope you don’t mind, but I need to ask. Why are you so nervous all the time?’

    A little cough, and a huff of protest.

    ‘Well, most of the time. I know most people are nervous these days, but you pretty much curl up like a hedgehog when people are around. Even at the dinner table.’

    Jack wasn’t sure how Simon felt, but everything must have been fine. He had asked with his friendliest voice, after all.

    ‘I’ll put it to you this way, mate. Thomas lost his mum back in January. He deserves to be nervous, but he’s not. Ewan’s family were annihilated on Takeover Day, but somehow he’s turned that into something positive. He’s driven by getting justice for them.’

    
      Then there’s Shannon. Hell knows what happened to her.
    

    ‘You deserve far more confidence than you have, you know? You’re an Underdog of Spitfire’s Rise, and one of the last guys who can save this country. You need to have as much faith in yourself as Ewan and McCormick do.’

    Simon grunted. Somehow, even Jack could tell it was a ‘Yeah, right’.

    ‘No, I’m serious. Confidence might even get you a girlfriend one day.’

    Simon gave a short laugh.

    ‘And yeah, I know what you’re thinking. Same for me. Romance isn’t my thing, Simon. You must know it.’

    Simon laughed again.

    ‘And not with Gracie. Seriously, why does everyone keep saying that? Just because we’re vaguely friends doesn’t mean I suddenly want her as my wife.’

    A third snort of laughter.

    ‘OK, I guess she’s hot. But… hot in a “first to die in a horror film” kind of way. You love horror films, right? You seem like that kind of guy. Bet you love a good slasher.’

    Even more laughter, this time with Simon’s actual voice. Jack was reminded of the happy, laughing teenager that Simon Young had once been, back at Oakenfold where everyone had loved him. His sense of humour had been magnificent back then, delivered nonverbally to perfection. And despite most of the general public ignoring his humour, he had been valued for it in his special school.

    Suddenly, Jack’s brain woke up and he was in the grey corridor again. The conversation had soaked up his attention span. He checked his watch, and found one minute of safe time remaining.

    ‘Is McCormick back yet?’

    Simon gave the kind of grunt that meant ‘no’.

    ‘Better let you go then. If Grant’s locked on to my phone, I’ll be traceable in less than a minute. Talk soon, Simon.’

    Jack removed the battery from the phone, put them both in separate pockets, and sighed. He felt safe from attackers while talking on the phone. It seemed against common sense – the type of thinking that made his teachers describe his brain as ‘the good kind of different’ – but he knew nobody would kill him with a witness listening on the other end.

    In a rare moment of people-reading excellence, Jack had been right. With the phone disconnected, Oliver Roth seized his chance.

    ‘What the hell?’ shrieked Jack, as New London’s most prolific assassin sprung from the corner with his trademark grin plastered across his spotted face. Today, he had chosen the shotgun.

    ‘Surprise, retard!’ he bellowed with a sadistic laugh.

    By the time the first blast had left the shotgun, Jack had wrenched the exit door in front of him. Little dimples emerged in front of Jack’s eyes as the pellets rattled into the metal.

    The breath froze in his lungs. Those would have gone through his face.

    The gunshot echoes faded, and the sound of marching footsteps grew.

    ‘Toby, don’t worry about me!’ Jack screamed. ‘Just get to Floor Y! I’ll meet you there!’

    With seconds draining away, Jack was sure he could see the blood pulsing through his own hands. His invention of ‘Toby’ was desperate, but all he had. The promise of a rebel on the floor above would sound irresistible to Oliver Roth.

    
      Wait – Shannon’s list came from New London. He knows none of us are called Toby!
    

    Jack fumbled his pistol to his fingers. If he could avoid the second blast, he could strike back before his aggressor could reload. But the idea was short-lived. There was no chance of Roth using his final cartridge without good reason. And if Jack threw a hand around the door to shoot blindly, his enemy was more than good enough to blow it straight off.

    ‘Come out, come out, wherever you are…’ sneered Oliver Roth, with the kind of voice a bullying brother would use to make younger siblings cry.

    There were no other options. Jack shuffled back into the open tunnel exit and slammed the door closed.

    Alone in a claustrophobic passage, Jack held his pistol towards the doorframe with a terrible shaking in his hands. If he fired two shots a split-second apart, there would be at least a foot between the bullet holes.

    Oliver Roth could have been five seconds away from opening the door. Or maybe twenty minutes. Or maybe he would open it at that moment, while Jack was distracted by wondering when the moment could be.

    Jack’s gasps trembled as they left his tightening throat. SAS soldiers and Special Forces had the ability to freeze in position for minutes, hours, and sometimes days before taking one vital shot. But not Jack Hopper, an untrained seventeen-year-old who spent half his life daydreaming.

    The worst part was not knowing. Was Roth half a mile away chasing ‘Toby’? Was he two metres away with a palm resting on the door handle? Was he waiting for Jack to make the first move?

    
      Maybe I should move first anyway? He might not be there… should I take a leap of faith and step back into the corridor?
    

    
      Or should I just run home? I’d live that way…
    

    *

    ‘You know what’d be great to do,’ asked Charlie, ‘just while we’re here?’

    ‘Go upstairs, destroy the clone factory, and get out before we’re caught?’

    Ewan slid down the ladder, with Better Days zipped up in his pocket. Charlie was an ambitious guy, which was no bad thing. But a dose of realism might have helped once in a while.

    ‘No Ewan, this is a good one. Aren’t you curious about where Shannon got that list? McCormick once told me about an officers’ sector on Floor S. You know, one of those humans-only places.’

    ‘Yeah, and I’d love to see it. But not today.’

    ‘It might tell us what else Shannon knows. And a little about her, too. Seriously, we even brought a door combination hacker–’

    ‘Not today, Charlie.’

    Ewan marched towards the door, his mind running through McCormick’s directions to Floor F. Hopefully Alex and Kate had left the path clear.

    Then something flickered at the bottom of his field of vision. A shadow interrupted the carpet of light under the door.

    ‘Charlie,’ he whispered, ‘someone’s outside.’

    Charlie brought his assault rifle up to his waist.

    ‘Looks like the trick with the bodies didn’t work,’ he whispered back, tiptoeing to the door and resting his fingers on the handle. Ewan stood one step behind him, the muzzle of his own rifle pointed towards the doorframe.

    ‘Open door, shoot, close door. Nothing else, Charlie.’

    Charlie nodded. He opened the door, and Ewan almost leapt out of his skin.

    There were at least twenty clones in the corridor.

    Ewan’s heart made a solitary beat before twenty fingers pulled back on twenty triggers.

    ‘Watch it!’ he shrieked, firing off the few rounds he could without endangering his friend. Charlie emptied his chamber into the crowd, and Ewan counted three falling bodies before Charlie leapt back behind the door and kicked it shut.

    Ewan got to work on the filing cabinets, pulling a whole column of drawers outwards to provide cover. On the opposite side of the archive, Charlie began to mimic him.

    ‘Pretty sure these aren’t bulletproof!’ he shouted.

    ‘What else have we got? There’s literally nothing else in the room!’

    Ewan opened the final cabinet in front of his face as the remaining soldiers surged through the door. Charlie was the first to open fire. He shut the cabinet at the bottom of his column, and sprayed a hail of bullets that turned five clones into falling bodies. When the survivors took aim towards Charlie, Ewan slammed a drawer shut from the top of his ladder and attacked from a second angle. He fired enough bullets to distract the crowd, and by the time Charlie resurfaced at the ceiling they had narrowed the death squad down to five.

    The angriest soldier at the front – the short model with the long black hair – began a final charge to the other side of the room, hoping an attack from the other side of the cabinets would be less futile. When his bravery was rewarded with a hail of bullets to both sides of his body, the last four clones fled through the entrance into the safety of the corridor. Not out of fear, but from cold strategy.

    ‘Clear?’ asked Charlie.

    ‘For now. Still think we have time for that officers’ sector?’

    Charlie didn’t answer. Ewan slid down the side of his ladder, and landed two-footed on the ground with his eyes fixed on the closed entrance.

    ‘Why were they waiting for backup?’ asked Charlie. ‘There was already a ton of them!’

    ‘Obviously they didn’t think twenty was enough,’ Ewan answered.

    ‘Well, to be fair…’ said Charlie with a laugh, waving his assault rifle towards the corpses on the archive floor.

    ‘Don’t relax just yet, Charlie.’

    Ewan reached into his rucksack of gadgets and took out a smoke grenade. He pulled the pin, counted to three, jerked the door open and threw the grenade as it started to smoke. He slammed the door a moment before a string of bullets rattled into the metal, and by the time he had counted to five and opened it again, the room was filled with thick, unnavigable smog. Charlie opened fire alongside him, and they escaped through the cloud to the sound of all four bodies hitting the floor.

    ‘Was it left or right at the T-junction?’ asked Charlie.

    ‘Left. Back the way we came until we reach–’

    Ewan was interrupted by a discreet, high-pitched whine from the end of the corridor, like the wheels on his late cousin’s remote-controlled car.

    ‘Speed mine…’

    Ewan poked his head around the left side of the T-junction. A crudely shaped metal package on wheels scuttled along the metallic floor, faster than a running man and bumping against the walls as it charged.

    Ewan’s first bullet penetrated the metal casing and broke the mobility circuit, and the mine’s response was instant. The explosion spilled balls of erupting fire through the corridor, wobbled the walls and ceiling panels in a violent Mexican wave, and threw the shattered body of the mine into the air like a tossed pancake.

    ‘I think their backup just arrived!’ cried Charlie, bolting down the right-hand path.

    Ewan followed, running backwards to guard their rear against a second approaching speed mine. Ewan fired a second bullet, answered by a second explosion.

    Through the dying flames, the mines’ controller appeared from around the next corner alongside a group of his squadmates. He held a third speed mine under his arm, his remote control occupying both hands. It was the short clone with the long black hair again, grown from the same model as the one who had charged between the filing cabinets. This one had the exact same expression of controlled anger on his face.

    ‘It’s just not your day, is it?’ muttered Ewan, as he aimed his rifle with millimetre precision and shot. The bullet popped through the metal casing of the speed mine under the clone’s arm. The walls shook again with a welcome boom as the mine’s explosion tore the clone to pieces, and engulfed his friends in a searing wave of fire.

    ‘How do we get to Floor F now?’ yelled Charlie.

    Ewan bit his lip in disgust before shouting his answer.

    ‘We don’t! We tell the others to get the hell out of New London!’

    ‘What about the clone factory?’

    ‘We’ve got Shannon’s weapon, and we’re still alive. That’s enough.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 11




  
  
    Kate’s legs complained, but she ran anyway. The five-minute walk from the summit of Stairwell 42 had turned into a two-minute jog, with at least seven dead clones along the way. They wouldn’t have long until their victims failed to check in, and swarms of others would head to their last known location.

    ‘Well that’s an anticlimax,’ Alex gasped in front of her.

    They slowed to a halt at a door that read New London Clone Factory – Alpha Control Room. It was a regular, nondescript door, far from the grandeur Kate would have expected from such an important cog in Grant’s machinery.

    Alex opened the door using a dead clone’s keycard. The door was half-open by the time Ewan’s screams came through the radio.

    ‘Guys, abort mission! Get back to the Floor Z exit now!’

    ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Kate.

    ‘We were found. We got out safe, but there’s no way in Hell we can finish this today. If we’re getting out alive, it has to be now.’

    Alex shrugged, and jogged through the door. Kate jammed her foot in the entrance before it closed and locked itself.

    
      Is he doing this to undermine Ewan, or just because he likes doing things alone?
    

    
      Or maybe it’s to get away from me. Probably all three.
    

    ‘Did you find anything down there?’ she asked.

    ‘Yeah,’ said Ewan, ‘I’ll explain on the way home. Now get Alex – he hasn’t answered so I assume he’s ignoring me. I’d say good luck, but–’

    ‘–it’s never luck.’

    ‘You got it.’

    The radio fell silent, and three gunshots sounded on the other side of the door. Kate rushed inside.

    Alex was standing at the front of the Alpha Control Room, with three dead clones on the floor behind him. His eyes avoided the enormous desks and complicated panels before him, and stared out of the front window. Kate ran up to him, had a look for herself, and gasped.

    The clone factory was below them, spread across what must have been the size of eight football fields. Not one square metre of the floor went to waste: rows and columns of vertical pods stood upright like airport security scanners, all connected by long cylindrical pipes which fed them whatever chemicals Nathaniel Pearce had designed to be the stuff of life. Each pod was accompanied by its own computer station, all operated by cloned soldiers. Clones, growing more clones.

    Fresh troops were staggering out of the pods, their leg muscles acclimatising to sudden new life – if it could truly be called life. A load of them, perhaps sixty, were seated in a monorail carriage ready to depart. Kate guessed the track would head straight for the training rooms. Four months was not a long time to live, and they would need readying for active duty within days.

    The view from the control room was spectacular, in the most horrible way.

    
      The clones that took Oakenfold were grown here.
    

    
      The clones that captured my family… they walked out of those machines.
    

    ‘Alex,’ she said to interrupt her own thoughts, ‘it’s time to go. Ewan’s orders.’

    ‘What’s he going to do if we disobey him?’

    ‘Plan our funerals. Alex, go.’

    
      Alex jogged to the exit, dental mirror in hand, and opened the door inwards. Kate did not see what happened as Alex inspected the corridors, but there were gunshots, and he jumped.
    

    ‘Bloody hell, they’re good,’ he gasped. ‘Do I get the seven years’ bad luck, or do they?’

    ‘What? How many are there?’

    ‘Enough to hit the mirror.’

    Alex launched his telescopic handgun around the doorframe and fired indiscriminately. Beyond the door, Kate saw the beautiful sight of an empty corridor in the other direction, and worked out why the platoon had been so quick to open fire. The control room was not yet surrounded, and they were not yet pinned down.

    ‘Kate, go first. I’ll cover you.’

    ‘What about you?’

    ‘I’ll cover myself, duh. Ready on three!’

    Kate took nervous steps towards the entrance, and took deep breaths while she was still able to.

    ‘One-two-three!’ Alex yelled. In the next instant he was half inside the corridor pumping out bullets, not to hit specific targets but to force the clones into hiding. Kate seized her chance, tore through the exit and sheltered herself behind the wall of the vacant corridor.

    
      She turned around just in time to see a bullet burrow through Alex’s shoulder, and pop a bloody exit wound out of his back.
    

    Alex flinched and let out a squeal – Kate had never heard him squeal before – and his handgun dropped to the floor. The bullet must have torn through the nerves in his shoulder like a water cannon through a bunch of daffodils. There was no time to reach for his weapon before the next wave of bullets scared him back behind the door.

    Alex locked himself inside the control room. It was a dead end, other than a three-storey fall to the factory floor, but Kate knew he had had no other choice.

    
      The clones were approaching: a horde of them against Kate’s single assault rifle. She could imagine Alex on the other side of the door grasping a sticky shoulder wound, scanning around for any kind of second exit. Air vents, secret passages, stairways to Heaven, anything at all. Except the drop from those windows, which would be even more certain to kill him than the bullets.
    

    Kate fired until her ammunition ran out, reached for her next clip, and then remembered the weapon was not her own. She was carrying that rifle from the first clone’s dead body, and her own ammunition was incompatible. She was as good as unarmed.

    Come on Alex! She yelled in her mind. Your dad forced you through so many taekwondo lessons that you don’t know what giving up feels like! If you were the type of person to give up you’d have died in this war a hundred times!

    But Kate knew Alex’s martial arts skills and strength of mind would not last long against automatic weapons. The clones were advancing with confidence, and there was only one thing she could do to avoid dying along with Alex.

    Kate, with tears in her eyes, turned and ran for the stairwell.

    *

    Jack’s single-mindedness was as much an advantage as a disadvantage. It allowed him to focus relentlessly on any problem, as if the rest of the universe were placed on pause. But while he was hyperfocused on one particular task, someone could almost perform surgery on the back of his head without him noticing. This meant that Ewan’s screams through the radio had not registered in his mind as he had kept his focus on the entrance door.

    He had been pointing his handgun towards the doorframe for somewhere between five minutes and one hour. Oliver Roth was somewhere between five miles and two feet away from him.

    Jack’s thoughts buzzed through his head like torturous little lightning bolts. His helmet pressed down on his brain a little harder each minute. He couldn’t satisfy his fingers’ need to flick each other. In front of him, the entrance to Floor Z stood in silence. Every survival instinct told him that retreat was the best option, but his loyalty got in the way.

    By the time his thoughts were exhausted, the mechanical mind of Jack Hopper found only three options.

    Number one: open the door, run into the Citadel, and be trapped in the same chaos as the rest of the group. If he found them.

    Number two: open the door, get shot by Oliver Roth and die.

    Number three: turn around and run home. Escape was unlikely for the others anyway. Maybe if he fled, the mission’s death count would be four rather than five.

    Jack made his decision.

    After eleven months in Spitfire’s Rise, he had built a reputation for himself. When people thought of the word ‘Jack’, their first thought was of the geeky young man with the dinosaur obsession, bizarre sense of humour and permanently bad hair. But there was more to him than that. Jack was honest: brutally honest, even when it made him unpopular. And he was loyal: underneath the teenager who understood machines better than people, there was a young man who stood by his principles far better than most others.

    For all his issues, Jack was a good guy. And good guys didn’t run when four of their friends needed help.

    He lowered his aching arms, and felt the warmth of blood flowing back to the veins in his hands. His fingers touched the door’s entrance bar, and leapt off as if from an electric shock. Within ten seconds, he might be dead. If he had made the wrong decision, his existence in the universe would be over. Jack could not bear the thought. He did not fear the inevitability of death: it was stupid to fear something that happened to everyone. But the thought of empty nothingness, an eternity without awareness or consciousness… the thought of no longer existing…

    It had been all he had wanted during his worst days. But with the bullies gone forever, he had come to realise how horrifying it was.

    Jack gritted his teeth, and pushed against the bar.

    The door swung half-open to reveal Floor Z in all its ominous glory, neither humans nor clones in sight. It was the emptiness Jack had hoped for. His muscles lowered their guard, and he shook his arms and legs to recirculate his blood.

    But then the door stopped moving. It went from its two-inches-per-second glide to an instantaneous stop.

    
      Well this doesn’t take a physicist…
    

    Jack threw himself against the door like a cannonball, and sent it flying into the blockage behind it.

    ‘Gah, you twat!’ it screamed.

    Jack’s throat twisted itself in knots as the killer teenager fell into view, shotgun and all, and collapsed to the ground.

    Without a moment to waste on thought, Jack turned on his heels and bolted.

    Jack had suffered countless dreams of running away from people, and in every dream his legs had turned to jelly and forgotten how to run. He had always been caught in his dreams. Every time.

    Real life was different, but the terror was the same. A hidden reserve of adrenalin propelled Jack towards the next corner, and he reached the junction as a colossal bang sounded from the emergency exit. A hundred little shotgun pellets pummelled into the wall a metre to his left. Admiring his good fortune, Jack leapt around the corner and out of range.

    As soon as Jack believed himself to be safe, rational thought returned to him and he realised that he would never, ever outrun Oliver Roth. Jack Hopper, who had feigned illness through most of his PE lessons and spent his adolescence avoiding exercise like a child avoiding vegetables, would make nothing of his three-year age advantage. All he could do was hide.

    Jack dashed around a second corner, slowed to a halt and grabbed the first door handle he saw. He opened the door with a quiet tug, slipped through and pushed the door back in place with an almost-silent click.

    Jack perked an eyebrow at the sight before him. He had neither known nor cared what lay on the other side of the door, but the truth surprised him.

    He was standing in a communal changing room, like those in the gyms he never went to. A row of showers stretched around the corner, open lockers lined the edge of the room, and a single change of clothes had been draped over the sodden bench in the middle. It was a room for clones, of course. Jack imagined a nearby arena for hand-to-hand combat training, treadmills for fitness and endurance, and perhaps weightlifting equipment.

    Jack’s thoughts changed lanes without signalling, and he was hit with a painful realisation.

    
      Why did I run?
    

    
      I had Oliver Roth on the floor, with his shotgun out of his grip, I had a gun in my hand, and I legged it! Why the hell did I run?
    

    
      He even fired his second shotgun cartridge at me while I was running! I could have turned around and shot him before he reloaded! Why did I…
    

    Fear. Such a simple, irritating answer. Oliver Roth was so terrifying that retreat always felt like the best option. Even at a rare moment when victory was certain, Jack had not noticed it was possible.

    Outside the changing room, somebody swore.

    Jack froze every part of himself, right down to his lungs.

    After a long moment of silence, Jack heard the assassin’s voice.

    ‘Iain? It’s me.’

    
      OK, good, he’s concentrating on his phone. That’s Iain Marshall, right?
    

    ‘I flushed their guy away from the exit,’ the voice continued behind the door. ‘They’re trapped in the Citadel now… no, he’s still alive. Tell me where the others are.’

    Even when I’m safely hidden, you still scare me, Jack thought towards Oliver Roth. Why?

    ‘Got it. I’ll go up there and meet them.’

    
      Because you killed Beth Foster… you orphaned Thomas by shooting his mum to death. You got Ben Christie with a sniper rifle, and for weeks we didn’t even know it was you. Miles Ashford, Tim Carson, Joe Horn…
    

    ‘What do you mean, “not going alone”? I’m not having some test tube creatures take my scalps! I’ve wiped out seven of this crew already, and today I might get double figures.’

    
      David and Val Riley… our only married couple. You cornered them when they’d run out of bullets. You threw them a knife and promised you’d make it quick if one of them killed the other. I heard you snorting over David’s radio, as he handed her the knife and asked her… and you laughed as Val apologised and stabbed her husband of ten years…
    

    
      How did a boy like you become Grant’s head assassin? What the hell will you be like as an adult?
    

    ‘Fine,’ finished Oliver Roth as he started to run, his voice fading as he went. ‘I’ll lead a bloody team. Get thirty of them to meet me…’

    Jack breathed a long sigh of relief, and glanced around the empty changing room. The owner of the spare change of clothes would return soon, so time was against him on both sides of the door.

    He took his radio from his belt. The others had to be warned.

  

  





  
  







Chapter 12




  
  
    McCormick took another erratic sip of his tea as it rippled through the shaking cup. Simon had frozen on his left, his hands clenched as if in prayer, and a distinct expression that McCormick knew all too well.

    Simon was scared. And not just because the team’s presence had been uncovered. The day’s troubles had been an extra layer of worry smoothed over a lifetime of other worries.

    
      I never met a youngster with Down’s Syndrome before Takeover Day. Even now, I’m no expert. But I’ve seen those eyes in a hundred troubled teenagers.
    

    McCormick began to ponder. When he looked back on his life and searched for the good bits, plenty enough of them had been in his years as a mathematics lecturer. He had helped young adults leap into the job market with good degrees under their belts. He had guided some through their doctorates. But by far the brightest moments in his life had been outside of his work.

    He and Barbara had supported so many disaffected youngsters that their friends had jokingly called them foster parents. Barbara had taken the news of her infertility as well as anyone would expect, but in true Barbara style she had turned it into a positive. Their parental love, reserved for a baby McCormick who never came to be, had been spread over the decades on a hundred other young people they had loved.

    
      How on Earth would she see me now – the leader of teenage rebels with enormous personal issues? Would she congratulate me for adopting them, or scold me for turning them into an army?
    

    
      Would she forgive me for how I spent the two years after her death? Would she thank Polly for bringing me back?
    

    
      Or would she be distracted by the fact that…
    

    McCormick shook his head to wake himself up. He knew the truth already. Barbara McCormick would feel as devastated as Joseph McCormick felt daily.

    Because out of all the young people they had built together, every last one of them would now be imprisoned or dead.

    On Takeover Day, Nicholas Grant had undone a lifetime of Dr McCormick’s efforts. Now there was only Thomas and the teenagers. His impact on them would be the sum total of his life’s work.

    The phone rang. A regular call, not a video call. When he answered, Kate was wailing.

    ‘Sir, things got bad! Very bad!’

    ‘What happened?’

    ‘They found us quicker than we thought,’ Kate gasped, clearly running as she yelled. ‘Ewan got what we were after but it’s too late to use it… we’re trying to get out but it doesn’t look good… and Alex…’

    McCormick and Simon stared at each other, like two deer in headlights.

    ‘Kate, talk to me.’

    ‘I think… I think Alex is dead. I don’t know. He’s trapped. Unarmed, shot in the shoulder. Either dead or captured…’

    McCormick closed his eyes, and the corners of his lips twitched.

    
      That’s twenty-one. Twenty-one dead friends since Takeover Day.
    

    
      Twenty-two including Polly. She would have made a fine Underdog.
    

    ‘Kate… what about the others?’

    ‘I think Ewan and Charlie are OK. They’re running downstairs to meet Jack. I’m in the stairwell…’

    ‘Do you need directions?’

    ‘No. There’s something more important.’

    McCormick’s brow ruffled. Nothing in the world could have been more important than his four young friends escaping New London. Nonetheless, Kate continued.

    ‘I never really knew my grandads. I have two grannies, but my grandads died before I could remember them.’

    ‘I’m sorry, Kate.’

    ‘You know what this means about you, right?’

    There was a warbling in Kate’s voice, as if she were unintentionally singing a song.

    ‘I wish so much that we’d known each other back in the old days. You didn’t think less of me for my autism… my anxiety… you didn’t mind about the horrible stuff that happened in mainstream…’

    McCormick could have counted the pulse in his wrist without touching it. The words were lovely, but Kate would only have said them if she believed there wouldn’t be another chance. The pace and timing of her words suggested she’d been planning this speech for a while.

    ‘I came to Spitfire’s Rise thinking it was the end of everything. That we’d hide in somebody else’s bedrooms for as long as we could, until they found us and killed us. The thought of fighting back never occurred to me. But you turned us into fighters. And somehow, you didn’t do it for revenge. This war has always been about other people. Thousands of people we’ve never met. You did that. You made us face our fears and…’

    McCormick’s eyes felt heavy. Tears were coming and there was nothing he could do to stop them.

    ‘…You’re the closest man I’ve ever had to a grandad. If I don’t get out of here, you had to know before the end. Thank you.’

    ‘It… it was my pleasure, Kate.’

    ‘Don’t ever forget me. And tell Ra–’

    McCormick lurched at the sudden burst of gunfire. Kate gasped and hung up her phone. When McCormick looked down, his blurred eyes were met with the sight of his own tears, staining the crusted map of Floor J. His aged fingernails clawed against his temples, as if trying to attack the hurt inside his head.

    ‘Sir,’ whispered Simon at his side.

    ‘Yes, Simon?’

    ‘I think same thing.’

    *

    Ewan had not bothered to count the floors from J downwards. At least the downward trip was faster, even if their frantic pace made it dangerous.

    ‘Jack’s waiting for us, right?’ Charlie puffed.

    ‘I’m down here,’ came a voice from Floor Z. Jack emerged from under the steps as Ewan reached the bottom floor.

    ‘Good to see you, mate,’ Ewan said, giving Jack a well-deserved handclasp for being in the right place at the right time.

    ‘Likewise. Did you hear about Kate and…’

    Ewan dropped his eyes to the floor, more angry than upset.

    ‘Yeah. We have to assume he’s dead.’

    Ewan had enough experience of awkward conversations to know that silence was about to take over. Then Jack would say something positive as if trying to help. Charlie would shout something angry and impulsive. Ewan would feel the weight of expectation upon him to solve the conflict, and probably blurt out something leader-like in order to cover up his own hurt. At that moment, Ewan just couldn’t be bothered to deal with it. The probable death of Alex Ginelli was enough. Without waiting, he opened the door into the Floor Z corridor and peeked through.

    ‘Our exit’s somewhere around Stairwell Eight,’ he said. ‘Just count down numbers as we go.’

    ‘Ewan,’ came Kate’s voice from his belt, with the voice she often used when fighting a panic attack. ‘Stairwell 63. Can you wait for me? If not, I don’t mind…’

    Her sentence was interrupted by a loud bang, as Charlie fired a bullet that zipped past Ewan’s face, flew down the corridor and hit an inquisitive clone in the neck. They did not stay to watch it fall and choke on its artificial blood. An alert had been raised, evidenced by the sound of charging footsteps not far away. The team stumbled towards the opposite end of the corridor, slowed by their own exhaustion.

    ‘We’re heading towards you anyway,’ Ewan gasped into the radio.

    ‘…But you’re further north than I am.’

    ‘North’s blocked. We’ll regroup where you are and make a plan from there.’

    The run to Stairwell 63 was shorter than Ewan had predicted. Or maybe time passed quicker when he was being hunted.

    Kate appeared a hundred metres from the stairwell. When they met, she threw her arms around Ewan and then Jack and Charlie in turn. Ewan allowed it, as uncomfortable as it was. She was drenched in tears, and her mission partner was dead. Kate threw her stolen rifle to one side, declaring in silence that it was empty. Jack removed a spare pistol and handed it to her.

    ‘West,’ Ewan commanded. ‘Then back up from there.’

    ‘Ewan,’ said Jack, ‘Oliver Roth chased me from the exit. They’ll have it guarded.’

    ‘What, are we out of bullets or something?’

    Before anybody could reply, the sound of footsteps had returned.

    ‘They’ve caught up,’ said Charlie redundantly.

    ‘Head west. Now.’

    The platoon’s front clone fired a couple of unsuccessful shots before the team escaped down the next corridor.

    
      He didn’t need to hit us. The sound of his gunshots will be heard everywhere.
    

    Ewan normally loved being proven right. But he swore under his breath after the next right turn, where a second platoon of clone soldiers had gathered followed by a third behind them.

    His last shred of confidence was extinguished by the sight of Oliver Roth.

    ‘Surprise, retards!’ he yelled, flanked on both sides by a fourth platoon. Charlie opened fire towards him only for his bullets to be blocked by clone soldiers, who jumped in front of the assassin like bodyguards under helpless command. Roth grinned, and raised his shotgun.

    Pinned at a four-way junction by the north, east and west sides, Ewan tried to calculate their chances. Could they break through one platoon before the others caught up? How much ammunition would remain if they did?

    The first platoon released a speed mine.

    ‘South!’ Ewan shouted. ‘It’s bad, but we’ll live longer!’

    Kate and Jack wasted no time in obeying, but Charlie shot him a disappointed glare.

    ‘Would you rather die now or in a few minutes?’ Ewan asked, before firing a bullet into the speed mine and fleeing with his team.

    The explosion blocked out the next of Ewan’s curses. His team was running into a T-junction. When they arrived, they were met by a platoon approaching from the left, another from the right, and the previous swarm of enemies approaching from behind.

    It was like those zombie movies Ewan used to watch. When a character was cornered, with literally no chance of survival, they would keep firing bullets until they were eaten alive. Ewan understood fighting spirit, but had always assumed those bullets to be a final act of defiance towards the enemy. Now in the same position himself, he knew what it truly meant. It was simple desperation to stay alive for just ten more seconds.

    ‘Take cover!’ Kate shouted. ‘Concentrate on one direction and we might clear an exit! Jack, get behind that pillar!’

    Up to that moment, Ewan hadn’t noticed the metal pillars at the side of the wall. There was one every five metres, lining the length of the corridor as far as he could see. Ewan did not know what they were for and did not care. They were perfect cover for an average-sized human, and would ensure their survival for a little longer.

    ‘Oh, bloody hell!’ shouted Charlie. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

    Ewan dared to lean back far enough to peek down the central chamber. The platoon had pushed themselves against the walls to make way for the enormous laser cannon, which trundled down the path with a rumble like a growling tank. It stood almost as tall as the ceiling, its calibre at least four feet wide, and it emitted a constant high-pitched whine like an electric shock to the ears.

    Four angry figures pushed it along the corridor, one of which was Oliver Roth himself.

    ‘It’s a laser cannon!’ shrieked Ewan. ‘They’re actually real!’

    ‘Not believing in something doesn’t stop it from existing, Ewan!’ yelled Jack from a distance.

    The appearance of the laser cannon wiped out any hope that Grant wanted them alive. Kate leant out from the pillar with her borrowed handgun. She managed three bullets and one kill before the remainder of the platoon, in a chorus of automatic weapons, showered their ammunition straight back into the metal pillars.

    ‘Grant was nice, building these random shelters for us,’ said Charlie with a morbid laugh.

    Ewan could sense a figurative light bulb flickering on above his head.

    ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘These must have some kind of purpose.’

    ‘Who gives a crap?’

    ‘Me. And these are structural supports… Charlie, I know where we are!’

    Charlie was facing the oncoming horde, so it was Kate who screamed first.

    ‘Ewan! What the hell are you doing?’

    It was a stupid risk and he knew it, but inaction would have been fatal. Ewan gritted his teeth and charged across to the neighbouring pillar, passing the firing line of the laser cannon. As he leapt across the T-junction like a pouncing cat, there came a yell from Oliver Roth and an almighty electric boom. A four-foot circle of light flew down the corridor and smacked against the wall, where it produced a near deafening crackle – and a concave crater in the area it had struck. Chunks of reinforced concrete spilled out into the corridor.

    ‘Ewan, seriously,’ yelled Kate from beside him, ‘what the hell are you up to?’

    ‘Roth wants to kill us even if it means trashing the place,’ Ewan answered, leaping behind the nearest pillar. ‘Let’s give him the chance.’

    His friends spent ineffective bullets on the platoons closest to them. Ewan joined in, but only long enough to hear the electric whine of the laser cannon again.

    ‘Half a minute to recharge. That should be enough…’

    ‘Enough for what?’

    ‘An escape.’

    Ewan played the same trick twice, and Roth was angry enough to fall for it again. On Ewan’s second leap the laser circle missed him by less than a foot, and the explosion against the far wall threw him into the firing line of the approaching platoons. Ewan ignored the dizziness and sudden pain in his ears, and as Charlie dragged him by the shoulder behind the safety of the pillar, he turned his head to observe his work.

    Natural sunlight poured into the corridors of Floor Z.

    Ewan laughed aloud. He had been proven right again, but for the first time that day it felt good. They had run so far through the Outer City walls that the world’s largest prison lay just a few feet away. The fresh hole in the wall revealed the Inner City, the incarcerated population of London, and a fighting chance at survival.

    ‘Guys!’ Ewan shouted. ‘We’ve got less than half a minute! Let’s bail!’

    Charlie was the first to scramble for the giant hole. Jack followed and shrieked halfway through, his hands touching the laser-heated metal.

    
      Note to self: don’t use bare hands to escape.
    

    Charlie and Jack took the plunge and fell out of view. A moment later, Kate started to yell. Jack’s handgun was already empty.

    A familiar whining buzz emanated from the south corridor.

    ‘Go, Kate.’

    Kate did not need telling twice. The control panel of the laser cannon displayed the all-important green LED, but Oliver Roth was too late to fire a third shot. Ewan and Kate tumbled through the hole together, and leapt headfirst into uncharted territory.

  

  





  
  







Chapter 13




  
  
    Sunlight. So rarely seen during combat. It came over the southern wall and blasted Ewan’s eyes, but he caught glimpses of the world’s largest prison as he fell.

    His squinting eyes were met with a sea of corrugated iron roofs, half-rotted wooden beams and pillars of ugly concrete, like a favela but less habitable. Makeshift houses lined the approximate paths. Whole families must have been hosted in the doorless improvised shelters, so fragile that a strong enough wind could collapse them. But maybe wind didn’t exist inside the Citadel walls, given the unholy stench of decaying wood and stale urine.

    Ewan’s body smacked the smoothed-out concrete of the Citadel floor, and he was vaguely aware of Jack and Charlie helping him to his feet.

    ‘Could have warned me about the drop,’ he muttered, choking through his words on the thickness of the air. ‘I thought Floor Z would be at ground lev–’

    ‘Ewan, go!’ yelled Charlie. ‘We’re nowhere near safe yet!’

    There were people around him.

    Other humans.

    Real humans.

    Everything about them, from their faces to the clothes on their back, looked in even worse condition than the Underdogs, having had zero chances in eleven months to wash themselves. They were retreating under their improvised roofs, shouting to their children with panicked Cockney accents. Ewan had almost forgotten what a Cockney accent sounded like.

    ‘Stay together!’ shouted Jack. ‘If we split up we’ll never find each other again!’

    The Underdogs surged into the dense Inner City jungle. Ewan led the charge down a path between two shacks, leaping over clusters of concrete and metal along the ground, and cutting his hand on a roll of barbed wire spread across somebody’s wall. He glanced back at the hole his team had scrambled through. It looked to be about five metres off the ground. A band of clones had gathered behind it and raised their automatic weapons.

    ‘Oi,’ came a shout from an excitable woman to his left, ‘where the hell did you get those guns–’

    She fell silent on either the first or second gunshot. Ewan could not tell which, but the bullets had been aimed at him. The last of the remaining onlookers screamed, and scattered like small fish from a predator.

    Ewan joined his team behind the strongest-looking construction, and dived to the ground as the clones rattled bullets towards them. The wooden front of the shelter was ripped to shreds, and the screams inside quickly stopped.

    ‘This is horrible!’ screamed Kate.

    ‘We’ve got to fire back,’ snarled Charlie. ‘At least give it a try.’

    ‘Charlie, don’t you–’

    He was too late. Charlie had thrown his head and pistol around the side of the house’s remains. But Charlie did not fire, and nobody fired back.

    When Ewan checked why, he saw Oliver Roth and a band of clones gathered at the hole. They were tipping the laser cannon into a downward angle, pointing its gigantic barrel towards the shelter.

    ‘Laser cannon!’ he screamed.

    All four Underdogs left the blast radius moments before a circular wall of light roared through the Inner City and shattered the remains of the shelter. Dust and wooden splinters filled the air, along with the screams of a thousand civilians who had no idea why they were being fired upon.

    ‘Can we run out of range in half a minute?’ asked Charlie.

    ‘The other end of New London won’t be out of range!’ shouted Ewan. ‘We have to get out of sight!’

    Ewan accelerated again, questioning how much energy remained in his tiring body. The conflicting sensations of the Inner City made him sick: the prison was expansive beyond imagination, but every square metre was cramped. It gave him claustrophobia and agoraphobia at the same time.

    He checked over his shoulder. The hole in the Outer City wall was out of sight, hidden behind the walls and ceilings of the makeshift houses.

    
      Roth wouldn’t hesitate to fire blindly on the prisoners, just on the off-chance of getting us.
    

    
      But they’re all safe. Roth won’t have the patience to wait half a minute for each shot.
    

    ‘Guys, inside!’ he heard Kate squealing from the front, with her arm stretched towards the nearest collection of wood and iron. Ewan refused to think of it as a building. One of the walls had been a fence in its former life. Grant must have harvested materials from dead towns to drop to his subjects, then just left them to it.

    Ewan stood guard until Jack and Charlie made it inside, and only then did he notice the home’s owner. He was storming in their direction with some kind of pointed object in his grip.

    ‘Get away from here!’ he screamed, thrusting his arm towards the nearest invader. The fork in his hand missed Charlie’s face by half an inch. Saggy-skinned with baggy clothes, as if he had once been obese, this man had no better weapon to defend himself. Ewan barged forwards, readying himself for combat against a man he had entered this war to save.

    Somewhere outside, the air was humming. The laser cannon must have been close to firing.

    ‘I watched you break in – I’ve heard people die!’ the man screamed. ‘Whatever you’re doing here, you brought war with you!’

    Ewan raised his assault rifle. It was enough to silence him.

    ‘Guys,’ said Jack from a hole in the wall, ‘the laser cannon’s gone.’

    Ewan did not check for himself. His eyes stayed on the man with the fork.

    ‘Seriously? They’ve given up already?’

    ‘It’s just clones now. Shooting people as they climb for the hole.’

    Ewan closed his eyes in disgust, but sprung them open again in case the man tried to attack. Those despairing prisoners must have known the futility of trying to escape. They were willing to face death for a one-in-a-million chance of success. Normal Londoners, who once had homes and careers and livelihoods, were ending their time on Earth by firing squad.

    ‘The clones won’t have given up on us,’ Ewan muttered. ‘They’ll have chosen something else to hunt with.’

    Once he stopped talking, Ewan noticed the hum still in the air. It had not been the laser cannon after all.

    Seconds later, the hum had changed to a whirr. When the whirr changed to a chop-chop-chop audible through the roof, Ewan swore again.

    ‘Podcopters…’ whispered Kate.

    Back when Ewan had wanted to follow his father into the army, he had seen countless videos of M134 Miniguns spraying bullets. The sound could not be mistaken as the podcopter opened fire through the roof.

    The walls and ceiling exploded into shards. Ewan could only slam his hands over his ears, dive for a corner and trust his friends to do the same. The podcopter randomised its fire like a toddler scribbling over paper. Ewan pressed his face to the concrete ground: the only stable part of a world that shook as if mid-earthquake.

    When the gunfire paused, Ewan gazed back to the middle of the room. The dead body of the homeowner lay in a growing puddle of his own blood, large chunks of his flesh separated from the rest of his corpse.

    ‘We’re dead if we stay here!’ shouted Kate, above the sound of a wooden beam collapsing from the roof. Charlie shouted something in return, but nobody heard his words. Ewan peeked upwards and saw the podcopter: egg-shaped, dark green, big enough for a pilot and controls but nothing else, and twice as close as he had predicted. He couldn’t see through the tinted window glass – fitted in the shape of frowning, intimidating eyes – but the pilot inside was redirecting the miniguns towards Ewan’s face. Ewan sprung to one side, and the podcopter let loose a second round of bullets that sent the rear wall tumbling onto him.

    Ewan’s last sight before darkness was Charlie springing to his feet and charging through the exit away from the team. Ewan couldn’t tell whether it was selfishness or heroism. It was probably the latter. Charlie must have known the gunfire would follow him.

    ‘Kate? Jack!’

    ‘I’m OK,’ Kate’s voice shouted, dulled by the debris. ‘Where are the others?’

    ‘Charlie legged it. The copter’s firing at him. I don’t know about Jack…’

    ‘Digging you out,’ Jack grunted. ‘You’re welcome.’

    Once Jack had lightened the pile of wood and concrete, Ewan forced his way out like a dusty zombie from its grave. Jack turned in the direction of Kate’s voice, revealing blood all over the back of his head. It must have been the debris.

    The podcopter was only two or three metres above, retraining its guns towards Charlie’s new shelter. It was too high to jump up and grab, and its hull too strong for petty rifle bullets.

    There was another way, but it would be a massive risk. Then again, Ewan’s last massive risk had saved four lives in that corridor.

    ‘I can do this,’ he muttered to himself with his face to the sky.

    
      Charlie is three days from his sixteenth. He should live to see it.
    

    By the time the podcopter released its first wave of bullets into Charlie’s shelter, Ewan had hauled himself onto the low roof of a neighbouring house. He scrambled to his feet, took a careful glance at the corrugated metal beneath him, and began his run.

    The pilot was facing the other way, and could not see Ewan as he charged along the rooftop and leapt from the edge. He thumped into the cold, hard back of the podcopter, his head just half a metre below the spinning blades. His left foot was balanced precariously on a joint between the titanium shell and one of its miniguns.

    Three thousand bullets per minute. Blades spinning rapidly enough to press his helmet deep into his scalp. The most agile and manoeuvrable helicopter ever devised. Everything about the machine screamed ‘fast’, and Ewan was faced with a massive sensory overload. He clung on for dear life as the podcopter swung from the unexpected weight, its miniguns still blazing but its aim less accurate.

    Ewan gritted his teeth, lifted his left foot and stamped it down, dislodging what appeared to be a safety guard on the casing of the left-hand minigun – a guard which prevented the bullets being aimed too high. He then pushed with all his bodyweight against its back end, and the muzzle of the weapon flew upwards. Fifty bullets per second screamed up into the sky, and shattered the rotating blades above them.

    The air was filled with shrapnel. One of the giant shards zipped downwards and slashed its way down Ewan’s left arm. With his brain paralysed by noise, vertigo and searing pain, Ewan’s hands released their grip and he tumbled to the ground.

    The podcopter fell like a boulder, landing on the concrete with a piercing clang. Ewan, too dizzy to stand, bent his weary head towards his shrapnel wound. The metal had glided through his skin with zero difficulty. Lorraine would have a hell of a lot of stitches to perform, if he ever made it home.

    A door on the podcopter fell open against the concrete to reveal an angered shaking hand. Ewan had landed in front of Charlie’s shelter, and a thump against the collapsed roof revealed that his friend was still alive.

    The pilot stumbled out of the capsized cockpit, fumbling a pistol into his hands. Disoriented, confused and consumed by his own fury, he was unprepared for the girl approaching from behind. Kate, unarmed since entering the Inner City, marched over the rubble with the dead man’s fork clutched in her hand. When the clone turned in surprise, she planted it firmly into his neck. Her other hand grabbed the pistol from the clone’s loosening fingers, tugged it free and shot him dead.

    Charlie emerged from the ruins of his shelter, coughing the debris dust from his lungs.

    ‘You OK, mate?’ he asked, pointing to Ewan’s blood-soaked arm.

    ‘Me? What about you after your suicide charge?’

    ‘Kate?’ Charlie asked, distracted again.

    Ewan turned around. The colour was gone from her face, and the pistol in her hands dropped to the ground.

    
      We don’t get to choose when anxiety strikes, or why. But stabbing a clone in the neck with a fork is a pretty good reason.
    

    Behind her, Jack leaned against the podcopter and applied all his strength to one of its miniguns.

    ‘Guys,’ he said, ‘help me break this off. The other’s destroyed, but we can still take this one.’

    Charlie ran for the destroyed podcopter. Kate didn’t move. Ewan ran to her and returned the clone’s pistol to her hand, keeping a close eye on the locals. At that moment, he barely trusted the prisoners more than the clones.

    Overhead, something else started to hum.

    ‘Oh, bloody hell,’ he snarled. ‘Guys, we need to hide. Now.’

    Ewan gazed at the slash on his arm that was painting his hand red. There would be no chance of repeating his trick with another podcopter.

    ‘You lot!’ came a distant shout. ‘Here!’

    Ewan turned towards the voice. It came from a short, thin man in an ageing shirt and the remains of a pair of jeans, outside a shack that lay within sprinting distance. One of his hands pointed towards his own entrance.

    There was nothing to lose. Ewan called his friends and ran for safety.

    He ran to escape more than the gunfire. He ran to escape the mental images of his last five minutes: images that would never, ever fade once they had solidified in his head. The woman next to the wall who had asked about their guns. The screams that had fallen silent in that first house. The prisoners who had tried climbing the ladder. The man with the fork.

    
      If we’d died in the corridor, all those people would still be alive.
    

    
      Well, for a while at least.
    

    
      We’d better end up winning this war. It’s the only way to make this worth it.
    

    ‘Thank you,’ Ewan gasped on arrival, as the gentleman ushered him inside with a hurried pat on the back.

    ‘Your friends had better hurry.’

    As Charlie, Kate and Jack passed through the front door, a detached minigun shared between their arms, Ewan tried to phrase the question in his head. Thankfully, the man already knew what he was thinking.

    ‘Because Grant’s people are after you,’ he answered. ‘I really can’t think of a better reason to trust someone.’

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 14




  
  
    Raj could read chessboards far better than books, but he was still losing. The moves just weren’t coming to him.

    Normally, his brain could see straight through to the root of any problem. Amongst all the famous disadvantages of dyslexia, he had been blessed with the ability to see past all the frilly, unnecessary bits of a dilemma and see problems for what they really were. Not all dyslexic people were chess wizards, but problem-solving, pattern-spotting and thinking in shapes came naturally to Raj.

    Except, he was up against Mark. The icy eighteen-year-old giant in front of him had a few advantages of his own: a three-year age bonus, an aggressive approach to basically everything, and a cool, calculating brain.

    
      No learning difficulties. No diagnosable conditions. How exactly did he get into Oakenfold?
    

    Raj stared at the board with a hand rested on his jaw, nursing the lump that Shannon had given him that morning. Wow, she could throw a punch.

    And wow, Lorraine could yell.

    Raj thought nurses were supposed to be gentle and caring, but Lorraine had hardly been sympathetic when he had woken up. Her voice had given him a bigger headache than Shannon’s fist. The moral of the story was probably not to look through a girl’s clothes, even for valid investigation reasons.

    Raj returned his attention to the game. He had run out of attacking options, and Mark’s extra pawn was in danger of reaching the end of the board.

    ‘Would you like a draw?’ asked Raj.

    ‘Would you like to shut your pie-hole?’

    Thomas gave a high-pitched laugh from the sofa. Clearly the boy thought Mark was joking. Mark made his closed fists visible at the edge of the table, and Raj knew what that meant. It wasn’t to threaten him with physical violence – Mark wouldn’t see it as worth his time or energy – but simply to remind him where the power lay. Raj placed his bishop on the long diagonal, to guard the queening square.

    ‘Cheers,’ said Mark, sending his rook straight to the end of the board and taking out Raj’s last remaining knight.

    
      Argh, I forgot about that. He made me nervous, and it completely slipped my mind.
    

    Raj couldn’t help but respect that about Mark. He knew the value of winning battles by removing the opponent’s confidence.

    Before Raj could assess his options, loud footsteps came from the cellar stairs. He stared towards the door with an eyebrow perked. It couldn’t have been Gracie, who was upstairs sleeping off a bout of laziness. Or Lorraine from the farm, who was too slow for the speed of the footsteps. It might have been Shannon, but only if Lorraine had let her out of her sight.

    When Silent Simon burst through the living room door, Raj knew it was time to forget about the chess game.

    Simon stood at the side of the board with a sheet of paper quivering in his hands, mouthing a word that was probably ‘Lorraine’.

    ‘Gimme that,’ said Mark coldly, reaching for the paper. Simon mouthed ‘Lorraine’ again, but surrendered the paper as commanded.

    When Mark read the note, he frowned. Even more than his default expression.

    ‘Thomas,’ he said, ‘get out.’

    The child didn’t try to negotiate like he did with everyone else. He knew Mark better than that. Raj watched him leave the room, passing Shannon on the way out. She must have followed the loud footsteps to see if anything was wrong.

    When Thomas was gone, Mark read the note aloud.

    ‘Dear Lorraine, I’m sorry to report this bad news with paper, but you deserve to know quickly. Contact has been lost with all five of our friends. They had to go into New London to find Tylor’s belongings, and Ewan found a USB stick in his backpack. But Kate’s last call told me that Alex is most likely dead, and the other four are trapped in the corridors with almost zero chance of escape.’

    
      Oh bloody hell, God… please not them! Not the best fighters we have. And not Kate…
    

    
      The war’s pretty much over if they’re dead.
    

    ‘I’d like you to break the news very gently to the others,’ Mark finished. ‘And don’t tell Shannon. She needs to feel safe.’

    Mark threw the paper back to Simon, and turned to the young woman at the door.

    ‘So yeah, sorry about that.’

    Shannon turned and ran, her face streaming with tears. Raj did not have the motivation to follow, until he heard a child’s voice shouting ‘Shannon, wait!’ and rapid footsteps following her into the cellar.

    
      Suppose I’d better watch over him. For all the good it’ll do.
    

    Raj left the chessboard, and Mark took the time to push his opponent’s king over before following.

    By the time Raj was halfway down the steps, Thomas had placed himself firmly between Shannon and the exit to Spitfire’s Rise, his arms and legs spread across the improvised door. Shannon reacted like a caged animal, with a supermarket of weapons within arm’s reach. She ignored the unloaded guns and seized the nearest hunting knife.

    Unbelievably, Thomas didn’t move. The blade, pointed in his direction, quivered in Shannon’s hand as if it had already been thrown.

    
      She’s killed a human before, Thomas…
    

    Raj’s breath held itself in his throat. He and Mark were only partway down the cellar steps: easy for Shannon to spot if she turned around, even in the cellar’s natural darkness. But Raj wasn’t worried about whether Shannon would come for them. He had spent enough time around single-minded people to know how committed they could be when they only had single objectives.

    And only one thing stood in the way of Shannon’s.

    ‘Please,’ came the boy’s voice, bleating like a sheep, ‘please just listen.’

    
      If Thomas gets stabbed, Lorraine won’t be able to save him. I can’t just stand here. He’s not ready for Heaven yet.
    

    ‘Don’t even think about it,’ Mark whispered from the step behind him, as much as he was capable of whispering. ‘If she gets pinned on two sides, she’ll panic and stab her way out.’

    Raj closed his eyes. He was not ready to accept his own helplessness any more than he could accept the deaths of Kate and the others. But Mark was right and he knew it. Everything Raj knew about combat strategy, hand-to-hand fighting and people in general, told him there was nothing he could do. The last free child in Great Britain stood at knifepoint, threatened by an adolescent girl who could kill him in the belief that she was defending herself.

    ‘I don’t know what’s worrying you,’ Thomas said, ‘but everyone cares for you here. Outside there’s nothing! Here you have everything you could want!’

    Shannon’s unarmed hand swiped out and anchored itself onto the side of Thomas’ head. Before the child could react he had been thrown aside, and he yelped as his spine rammed against the Memorial Wall. Raj winced as Thomas’ eyes squeezed closed, and his mouth locked open in pain. The boy spent a helpless moment regathering his senses before a metal blade rested against his throat.

    
      Give up, Thomas. Let her go. And for once in your life, shut up!
    

    ‘Can I… I please say one thing before you leave?’ Thomas asked, the larynx of his throat rising and falling over the blade.

    Raj gritted his teeth.

    Shannon secured her grip on the knife. Up to that moment, she had begun to relax her fingers and concentrate on the exit. She made eye contact with Thomas – penetrative, frightening eye contact – and waited.

    ‘Just give us a little more time,’ said Thomas. ‘If you stay and don’t like it, you can always leave later. But if you leave now you’ll never know what you missed out on!’

    Shannon froze in place, her hand fixed around the door handle. The knife remained next to Thomas’ throat, but at least it wasn’t moving.

    ‘Shannon…’ the boy asked, ‘what are you afraid of?’

    There was a flash of anger in her eyes, and she moved her face to within an inch of Thomas’s nose. Then she spoke.

    ‘I’ll tell you what I’m afraid of, sunshine,’ she snarled. ‘Nicholas bloody Grant. A million cloned soldiers, grown in factories by Nathaniel Pearce, trained for battle by Iain Marshall. And a fourteen-year-old psychopath creeping through the walls and slaughtering your friends.’

    Raj could feel Mark’s angered breath on the back of his neck. The hatred in Mark’s heart seemed to beat in time with Shannon’s, but hers was even more powerful.

    ‘And then last night… being marched by Keith to the last place on Earth I’d volunteer to go… killing his clones before they could fire a shot. Killing him in that garden. Even the countryside isn’t safe…’

    Shannon’s words ended, although Raj couldn’t tell whether she had finished her sentence or just run out of words.

    ‘…And you want to leave anyway?’ asked Thomas.

    Shannon paused. Her grip on the door lost its tightness.

    ‘Look at this,’ finished Thomas, tapping the stone slab behind him. ‘That’s our Memorial Wall. Most of our friends died outside.’

    Nice work, thought Raj, saying the word ‘most’ as quietly as possible. She doesn’t need to know about Roy’s cancer, or Mike’s suicide. Or thirteen-year-old Callum, running out of insulin a week after we got here.

    Shannon paused again. Raj was unsure how long the pause was, but if his heartbeats were anything to go by it must have been half a minute. Then she took a step backwards, and stabbed the hunting knife into the door.

    She threw a fist at one of the shelves, toppling it over and spilling handguns across the floor. She marched across the cellar, her evacuation plan cancelled, and burst through the tunnel towards the farm. When she had vanished from sight, Thomas looked straight towards Raj and gave him a toothy grin.

    Bright eyes. Nice words. Best intentions. Succeeding anyway. Thomas Foster might have been the most incredible child Raj had ever met.

    ‘That settles it,’ said Mark. ‘We’re going.’

    ‘Huh?’ asked Raj, as Mark pushed past him into the armoury and reached for the shotgun. ‘Going where?’

    ‘Lambourne’s health centre. Right now. Simon, unlock the ammo cupboard, bring a load of bullets and wake up Gracie. Then give your little note to Lorraine and meet us back here.’

    Raj had not even noticed Simon standing behind him. On Mark’s command, he turned and ran.

    ‘Mark, I don’t think–’

    ‘Thomas,’ Mark continued as if Raj hadn’t spoken, ‘run to comms. Tell McCormick we’re raiding Lieutenant Lambourne’s headquarters. The place Tylor was taking Shannon.’

    Thomas’ smile dropped, and he looked to the floor, puzzled. Raj recognised the boy’s expression: it came from the panic that all children felt when a teacher told them to do one thing, but the school bully told them to do another.

    ‘But I’m not allowed to go outside…’

    ‘You can in emergencies. And this is one. You’re a big lad now, and McCormick needs to know we’re heading out. Besides, he’s got big news to tell you about the strike team. Go.’

    The boy vanished through the makeshift door, and began a journey he had never made before. He knew the route to the Boys’ Brigade hall in case of emergencies, but had never followed the directions himself. And certainly not alone.

    
      McCormick’s going to have Mark’s head.
    

    ‘You alright, Raj?’ Mark asked, with a voice that dared him to complain.

    ‘Why the health centre?’

    ‘Because you just heard Shannon calling it “the last place on Earth she’d volunteer to go”. I want to know what’s there.’

    Simon returned down the stairs with a big sack of ammunition, with Gracie three steps behind.

    ‘What’s going on?’ she asked with a yawn, approximately dressed. Raj found it weird, seeing her tired enough to not yet be in chameleon mode. She hadn’t been awake long enough to put the mask of her additional personalities on.

    In the corner of Raj’s eye, he saw Simon making his way through the door to the farm, note in hand.

    ‘I’ll explain on the way,’ said Mark. ‘But we’re raiding that health centre. Now.’

    This is wrong, thought Raj as he reached for his weapons. Not without McCormick’s blessing. Not without Ewan…

    
      I guess Mark’s the closest person we have left to a leader now.
    

    
      Wait – is Mark already staking a claim to leadership, now Ewan’s out of his way?
    

    Raj shuddered. He didn’t know for sure that his friends were dead, but he had already begun to accept it. After years of having faith in the unseen, his instincts drifted towards bitter life experience: that all too often, people simply walked out that door and never came home. To his left, Gracie vanished into the generator room with a set of combat clothes to change into.

    ‘But why now?’ asked Raj. ‘Why not wait and do it properly later?’

    ‘The war’s lost, Raj,’ Mark said, stuffing his pockets with shotgun shells.

    Raj could not find an answer. Mark continued.

    ‘You didn’t think it’d happen someday? This war was only ever about waiting. But I’m going to slit Lambourne’s throat before it ends. Whoever he is, whatever he’s done, he caused this. Him and Tylor. If it weren’t for them, Shannon wouldn’t have sweet-talked the guys into heading to their deaths.’

    Raj bent to the floor and picked up two of the handguns, then rummaged through the ammo sack for the right kind of bullets.

    ‘What about Shannon?’ he whispered.

    ‘Why do you care? She knocked you out for perving through her clothes.’

    ‘…Is she safe?’

    ‘What, from me? If she needs a bullet, I’ll do it when we get back. For now, she might still be a good guy.’

    Gracie reappeared, dressed for combat and adjusting her helmet to keep her hair neat. Even chameleons cared about their appearance.

    ‘You’ve got lots of weapons, Mark,’ she said, her voice still in just-got-out-of-bed mode.

    ‘I’m carrying Simon’s too. I get the feeling he won’t have much prep time.’

    Sure enough, when Simon walked back into the cellar he was followed by Lorraine. She was about as unhinged as Raj had expected, having just read the note for herself.

    ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ she barked.

    ‘Going to the health centre,’ answered Mark. ‘Thomas has gone to tell McCormick.’

    ‘You sent Thomas to comms by himself?’

    ‘Simon, come.’

    ‘Mark, you will bloody well answer me!’

    ‘Be grateful,’ Mark said. ‘It was either that or leave him alone with you and Shannon. She threatened him with a knife, you know. While you left her unsupervised.’

    Lorraine Shepherd, the matriarch of Spitfire’s Rise, had no words.

    
      He knows she’s feeling weak, so he’s kicking her while she’s down. The more helpless she feels, the less she can object to us leaving.
    

    Eleven months earlier, Mark had used his brutal but natural authority to command the Oakenfold students to abandon their most vulnerable schoolmates. He was performing the same trick again: making a decision on everyone’s behalf, and making them feel they weren’t allowed to disagree.

    Mark opened the door. Gracie went through without question, and Raj followed with as much reluctance in his face as he could manage. The tunnel to the outside world was darker and damper than he remembered. It had been a while since he had left Spitfire’s Rise.

    ‘Simon, now.’

    
      This isn’t right. We should stand in front of the Memorial Wall before we go. We have to say ‘united by our differences’ and everything else.
    

    Simon ran into the tunnel, and Mark closed the exit before Lorraine could regain her composure and protest.

    
      It’s not right to abandon Lorraine with Shannon. Or send Thomas to comms by himself. It’s not right that Kate and the others are probably dead…
    

    
      None of this is right.
    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 15




  
  
    Helplessness. It was the emotion Ewan resented above all others. Not anger, or despair, or bereavement. The inability to control situations, or the people in them, was the one feeling that made him feel subhuman.

    He had felt it a lot throughout the war, especially when people died. He had not been able to save Rachael Watts from that car crash two months earlier, when fleeing by vehicle had been their only option. Or Daniel Amopoulos three weeks ago, when he went missing partway through that raid.

    Or Alex.

    Now he was in New London’s Inner City, and he had never felt so helpless in his whole life.

    
      I’m going to spend a lot of time in here fighting against my own brain.
    

    He flinched as Charlie’s hand landed on his shoulder.

    ‘Mate,’ Charlie said, ‘it’s been half an hour. If they were going to send something else they’d have done it by now. Come and sit down.’

    Ewan tore his eyes from the shelter’s entrance. He had avoided human contact by pretending he was afraid of another podcopter strike, and had ignored Kate’s every word as she had dressed his wound with a bandage from the rucksack.

    He couldn’t think of a worse moment to socialise with new people, and had no idea how Kate, Jack and Charlie had managed to hold a conversation behind him. Just like Ewan, they had all grown up being told they weren’t good with people.

    ‘Mate–’

    ‘Yeah, Charlie. Fine.’

    Ewan took a deep breath, and left his post. As he turned, he was surprised at how much floorspace a short gentleman in his fifties had managed to claim for himself. The concrete ground within the shack must have stretched four metres long and six metres wide, hosting separate piles of clothes that must have represented beds, and a raised wooden beam that served as a table. The other Underdogs were sat around it, next to three extra faces which explained why the house was so large.

    ‘Sorry…’ Ewan said to the family with his face to the floor. ‘I must have looked really rude–’

    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ the gentleman interrupted, stretching out a wrinkled hand. ‘Patrick Rowland.’

    Handshakes were another part of life that Ewan had forgotten. His last handshake must have been with his dad, at the end of his first day at Oakenfold. He approached slowly, like a wild animal tempted to eat from a human’s fingers.

    ‘Ewan. Ewan West.’

    He decided to trust Patrick with physical contact, and unclenched his fist. The two shook hands and made their way to the wooden beam, where the home’s occupants were sat across the concrete floor. Among the strangers were a grey-haired lady, and two adult sons with matching physiques and bold dark hair.

    ‘My wife Ruth,’ said Patrick, ‘and my lads, Aidan and Benjamin.’

    ‘Hi guys… er, Jack Hopper, Kate Arrowsmith–’

    ‘We’ve done that bit already,’ said Jack with a smile.

    ‘Oh…’

    Ewan’s friends must have reached the same conclusion: that Nicholas Grant already knew their names and details, so there was little point keeping secrets from their protectors.

    ‘So… who are you?’ Ewan began. ‘Other than your names, I mean? What did you do back in…?’

    
      Bloody hell, talking to regular people is difficult. Must be out of practice.
    

    ‘Us? We ran a bed and breakfast in Croydon,’ began Patrick with a nostalgic smile, ‘and Benjamin became a lawyer in Twickenham. Aidan, our eldest here, got his architecture degree in Bristol and stayed there.’

    Aidan cracked a conflicted smile.

    ‘I was visiting for Dad’s birthday when the soldiers came,’ he said. ‘Maybe I was fortunate. Grant had one of these places near Bristol – used to drive past it on the way to work, wondering what it was. I guess I would’ve been kept in there.’

    Ewan was surprised to see the Rowlands smiling. Despite their endless chances to be split up, both outside and inside New London, they had remained a surviving close-knit family. Patrick, Ruth, Aidan and Benjamin. Perfect examples of bold British resilience.

    ‘But the dream was to move up north,’ said Ruth, ‘to Yorkshire somewhere. The weather’s awful but the people are so friendly. I wanted to open a fish and chip shop in Whitby.’

    ‘Yeah,’ said Aidan with a laugh, ‘somewhere between the other hundred!’

    ‘The other hundred did just fine, and we would have done as well. But either way, it looks like the boys did better than us. An architect and a lawyer… just fancy that.’

    She glanced across at each of her sons with a warm smile. Ewan hated boasters, but was willing to tolerate Ruth’s pride. There couldn’t have been much to show off about inside the Inner City.

    ‘In retrospect, though,’ said Benjamin, ‘I wish I’d done something that involved practical skills. Fat lot of good lawyers are to anyone now! Anyway… I think we’ve been polite long enough.’

    Benjamin rested both of his elbows on the wooden beam and leaned forwards, perhaps trying to look imposing.

    
      Ha, good luck with that, you overeducated smart-arse. I’m the one with kills to my name.
    

    ‘If you’re staying here,’ Benjamin continued, ‘we need to know where you’ve come from, and what kind of risk you pose to us.’

    The youngest son received disapproving looks from his family, but Ewan understood. He was actually surprised that the Rowlands had gone for so long without asking.

    ‘Alright Benjamin, let’s not be rude.’

    ‘I’m twenty-six, Mum. You can call me Ben. They come here armed to the teeth, a load of people die along the way, and Charlie says they’ve fought a guerrilla-style war against Grant. From outside. There’s a story here, and I want to know it.’

    His command made Ewan uncomfortable, as all commands did, but he hid it well. And he could empathise with Benjamin’s wariness. The man was just protecting his own family, like Ewan had once tried to do.

    ‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘It started on Takeover Day, obviously. More than thirty of us ended up in the same building, and now it’s the last place on Earth we can call home. A load of us came from the same school – us four and a bunch of others.’

    ‘Which school was that?’ asked Patrick.

    ‘Oakenfold. Over in Harpenden.’

    ‘Ah, that’s rather far from Croydon. Private school or comprehensive?’

    A short silence.

    
      Who’s going to say it first?
    

    ‘A special school,’ said Charlie. ‘And it was awesome.’

    ‘Oh. That’s interesting.’

    Ewan watched the Rowlands’ faces. Even in New London the reactions were identical to the old days, and Ewan had not missed them one bit. Expressions of silent concern. Attempts to look at each other, for ideas on the most apologetic way to respond. Sympathetic smiles of pity.

    Ewan had a hundred sarcastic answers to choose from, but kept silent. This family had let them into their home, after all.

    ‘You were telling us your story?’ asked Benjamin.

    ‘Yeah,’ Ewan continued, ‘we’re the Underdogs. The Underdogs of Spitfire’s Rise.’

    Ewan detailed the history of Dr McCormick and his band of countryside rebels, to an audience who had not imagined a resistance one hour earlier. He had to leave out everything Nicholas Grant didn’t already know: the location of Spitfire’s Rise, any details about their route to New London, how much his father had stolen from the barracks – not least the thermal blackout technology that had kept their location hidden for so long. But he surprised himself with the mood and atmosphere he could produce with so many missing pieces.

    With harsh detail but warm affection, he told the story of the thirty-two free men, women and children (thirty-three including Shannon, but he kept her secret too), who survived the macabre horror of Takeover Day, sheltered under one roof and decided to become more than survivors.

    He told the Rowlands how the original plan was to strike a couple of blows at Grant, and give the world’s most invulnerable dictator a nice middle finger before they were found and slaughtered. But they had evolved from runaways to survivors, from survivors to Underdogs, and vowed one day to become liberators.

    The more Ewan told the story, the more he enjoyed it. He realised how much he loved the idea of a load of special ed teens forming a miniature army that might one day set a nation free. Before the end he found Charlie and Jack hanging on his every word. Kate, however, had stood herself in the doorway, visibly upset and fiddling her nerves away with the rucksack straps.

    It surprised him how little the Rowlands knew about their own captivity. They told him the rumours that had been rampant in the weeks after Takeover Day. That Britain’s own armed forces had got tired of both wars and taken the public hostage. Or there was a disease sprouting in the countryside and the population had to be quarantined. Or the Americans had marched in and taken control before Grant made the country too powerful. And so on.

    They had never heard of Oliver Roth, and gave no reaction when Ewan told them Keith Tylor was dead. They hadn’t even known the uniformed soldiers weren’t human. Clone technology was still nothing more than science-fiction to them.

    When he finished, Ewan gave the family a moment to collect themselves. It must have been a hell of a lot to learn all at once.

    ‘Anyway,’ he said after the silence had lingered long enough, ‘I’m guessing your architect’s looked at the walls?’

    ‘It was the first thing I did,’ said Aidan with a sigh. ‘Well, after the first week was over and the crowds had stopped flooding against them. They seemed to think if they pushed hard enough they’d fall over or something. But it’s concrete. I’m guessing reinforced. Which begs the other obvious question…’

    ‘How we got in?’ asked Jack.

    ‘Yeah. How on Earth did you manage that?’

    ‘It wasn’t a bloody achievement,’ said Charlie.

    ‘A laser cannon,’ Ewan answered. ‘One of Grant’s big ugly weapons. But even if you had one down here, you’d still have to climb. We were on the lowest floor when we got in here and we still dropped down. This place is like a basement without stairs.’

    Aidan hit his fist against their floor, and Benjamin snarled in frustration. Their older and more pragmatic parents nodded their heads in acceptance.

    ‘But trust me,’ said Ewan, ‘we didn’t break in here just to grow old and die.’

    ‘I like your optimism,’ answered Patrick, ‘but I wouldn’t waste too much energy on hope. We’ve had about two years to search for an exit and found nothing. If–’

    ‘Eleven months,’ interrupted Charlie. ‘Not two years.’

    Patrick’s eyes widened, as did his wife and children’s, as if their guests had just granted them an extra year of life. But their expressions were confused rather than happy.

    ‘Are you serious?’ asked Ruth. ‘Only eleven months?’

    ‘Yeah, it’s April twenty-fifth,’ said Charlie. ‘Three days from my birthday if anyone cares. And I like our optimism too, especially since it’s backed up with weapons. So don’t write us off just yet.’

    ‘Speaking of which,’ said Benjamin, ‘I should warn you. A lot of people will be interested in that big gun. Either keep it close or keep it hidden. I mean it.’

    Ewan’s eyes shot towards the far corner of the house. The minigun they had wrenched from the podcopter would be the most powerful authority tool in the Inner City. It lay in plain sight in an unsecured building, and Ewan’s experience with unreasonable people told him that anyone who really, really wanted something could find a way to get it.

    He glanced at the entrance, expecting to see Kate on guard. When his eyesight landed at the empty doorway, he let out a gasp.

    Just like that, Kate was missing.

  

  





  
  







Chapter 16




  
  
    McCormick had lost soldiers before. Over twenty of them. But the pain never dulled. He wouldn’t let it dull, because each of their lives was worth mourning. It would be a huge betrayal of the deceased if he ever acclimatised to the pain of losing someone.

    That made it all the more painful to lose five at once.

    The Boys’ Brigade attic felt isolating at the best of times, even when he had company. The hall may have had a long history of hosting joyful children – not least Simon Young – but that history was far away.

    Simon had not returned from Spitfire’s Rise. The logical McCormick knew the lad hadn’t had time to get there and back, but the human McCormick – the McCormick who had just lost people he loved – was afraid that something awful had happened to Simon too.

    The phone rang.

    It had been all McCormick had wanted, but the last thing he had expected. At least one of the strike team was still alive.

    
      Wait, that’s the number ending in 202.
      The same phone that called me right after they broke in.
    

    
      Is that really…
    

    McCormick answered the phone. After a few moments of brief, flicking images, the video focused. It showed a man’s feet, staggering around on a carpeted floor.

    ‘Hello?’ McCormick asked, to no response.

    The phone was dumped onto a kitchen worktop, fixing the camera’s view to the ceiling. The light fixtures revealed that Alex was in somebody’s house, far away from the Citadel.

    ‘Bandages,’ came his deep, distinct groan. ‘Come on, come on!’

    ‘Alex!’ McCormick barked.

    Clatters sounded across the kitchen floor, from objects thrown around in frustration.

    They won’t have bandages, McCormick thought. They’ll have two-inch plasters and a cute pair of miniature scissors. Good for a five-year-old’s grazed knees, but not for gunshot wounds.

    ‘Alex, are you OK? Kate said you were shot in the shoul–’

    ‘Not beaten yet,’ Alex yelled to his surroundings. ‘You must have had clothes…’

    The image went blurry again as Alex grabbed the phone and dashed up the stairs. It stabilised again moments later, as he took a moment to balance it vertically on a bedside table.

    McCormick finally saw his friend onscreen, staggering to a wardrobe at the back of the room. There was a hole in the back of his combat gear and a large pool of blood coagulating around his back. The force of his arm almost ripped the cupboard door from its hinges, but only on the third time he reached for it. His coordination must have dripped away with his blood.

    McCormick was overcome with a sense of powerlessness. Alex was visible, audible, but unreachable. He could die onscreen with McCormick miles away in a dark attic.

    Alex sat down on the bed with an armful of clothes, finally facing the phone, and removed his shirt. He winced in obvious pain as it slid over both sides of the bullet wound, and started to wrap a long-sleeved shirt around his neck and armpit.

    ‘Hi sir,’ his voice gasped through the phone speakers.

    ‘Are you OK?’ McCormick asked, his voice wobbling. ‘Talk to me.’

    ‘I’m alive,’ said Alex. ‘Somehow. Got out and hiding in the next village. I’ve lost some bl… quite a lot…’

    ‘Slow down, Alex. Nice, relaxed breaths. Now–’

    ‘You take nice relaxed breaths, you old fart. I’m the one who needs blood… it’s the one thing you can’t scavenge in the countryside…’

    Even through a phone screen, McCormick could tell the knot in the makeshift bandage was an ugly one. But it held. Alex reached for shirt number two and repeated the process, clenching his teeth as he compacted his wound tighter. McCormick felt a weight in his stomach, feeling the pain of his friend from miles away.

    ‘You sound surprised to hear from me…’ Alex moaned.

    ‘Yes. Kate told me you were cornered and unarmed.’

    ‘I was trapped in the clone factory control room. Thankfully I’d already killed three clones on my way in. Their leftover weapons held more than enough bullets. I killed a few guards at the Floor Z exit, a few more at the water… argh…’

    He seemed to struggle with the second knot far more than the first.

    ‘Alex?’

    ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

    ‘Alex,’ McCormick boomed, loud enough to worry about being heard outside the comms unit. ‘I need you to be honest. No comic exaggeration now. How are you really holding out?’

    ‘Weaker than strawberry wine… but I’ll be OK if I stay awake. I’ve got water… these guys have some bottled stuff left in the fridge. So what happened to the others?’

    McCormick couldn’t find the words. His silence was enough of an answer.

    ‘Ah, crap.’

    ‘I haven’t heard from them in an hour,’ McCormick said with a sigh. ‘They were trying to reach the exit.’

    ‘So they could be alive, right?’

    ‘Let’s talk about getting you home.’

    ‘Well that’s a pretty bloody clear answer. And that must be more than three minutes already. Call you back.’

    The screen went blank, and McCormick was alone in the world again.

    Silence took over.

    Simon had still not returned, and all the worst possibilities were creeping into McCormick’s mind.

    
      Keep the tears away. Alex says he’s calling back.
    

    It took several lonely minutes, but Alex did call again. When he did, he was lying down on the bed.

    ‘Get up, Alex,’ said McCormick. ‘If you fall asleep you’re not waking up again.’

    ‘By all rights I should be dead already,’ the figure on the bed mumbled. ‘I only got out because the others were pinned down. Five bullets left now… what’s the point in a telescopic handgun if you’ve only got five bullets?’

    
      Alex, for once in your life just bloody listen to me. Get up.
    

    ‘I think there are arteries in our shoulders,’ Alex continued slowly, as if drunk. ‘But the bullet must have missed them. Ewan says there’s no such thing as luck… Raj says the Big Guy answers his prayers… and I’ve gone through my life thinking that sometimes crap just happens. I don’t know which one of us is right anymore.’

    ‘We’ll talk about it at home,’ said McCormick. ‘Don’t give up. You made it this far.’

    Alex laughed his way into a cough.

    ‘Me give up? You never met my dad. Well, my trainer… I was never allowed to call him Dad in the dojang. I can hear his bloody voice now, barking the same stuff about fighting through the pain. I was raised on a diet of martial arts and shouting. There’s a massive black guy probably ruling the roost in New Brighton right now, but in a way he’s still here with me. Wherever I go, the moral of every story is still “don’t lose”. Dean Ginelli… my father, but mainly my taekwondo coach.’

    
      Are you talking about him to keep yourself awake, or is this your vulnerability finally coming out?
    

    The vulnerability in Alex had always been there, and McCormick had always recognised it. The man had disguised it well: he had talked about his childhood years as ‘the only black kid my side of Brighton’ like it was a badge of honour rather than a source of isolation, and claimed that his lone wolf approach to missions was due to his own skill rather than any difficulty with teamwork. He expressed pride in being one of the last surviving ‘normal’ Underdogs – knowing how much it irritated the Oakenfold teens – but McCormick knew it was just to disguise how isolated he felt. It must have been a taste of what the students had felt in the old days, but in reverse.

    But even without them, Alex would have disguised his vulnerabilities all the same. McCormick could see their root cause clear as daylight: an upbringing of not being allowed to show weakness.

    ‘Dad used to tell me that people who give up don’t have souls,’ Alex finished. ‘So I’ve never given up. Do you believe in souls?’

    ‘I believe in people,’ answered McCormick, evasively. ‘Especially you. Now let’s get you home.’

    ‘Stuff that,’ said Alex, dragging himself up from the bed and out of view of the phone’s camera. He seemed to be heading for a window. ‘If they get within half a mile of the exit I’ll be in radio range. I’m staying put, and keeping an ear out.’

    McCormick saw no reason to argue. Alex’s strategy was unlikely to work, but there was no point trying to convince him.

    ‘Well, either way,’ McCormick answered, ‘make yourself secure there. I’ll send Simon and Gracie with food and medical supplies. You’ll be home in two days.’

    ‘Silent Simon and Lazy Gracie? Oh, my two bestest friends? Have you run out of cool kids back home?’

    Wrong joke, wrong moment. Going by Alex’s sudden silence, McCormick knew he instantly regretted his words. Alex walked back into camera shot and returned to the bed, patting a hand against the sticky, dampening clothes around his shoulder.

    ‘You don’t need to send anyone,’ he finished. ‘There’s enough here to keep me going. Just don’t expect me to come home.’

    ‘You’ll live, Alex. Make yourself believe it.’

    ‘Oh, you got that bit right,’ said Alex with his hand approaching the phone, his second set of three minutes almost over. ‘I’m definitely going to live. But I’m not coming home. Not without the kids.’

    *

    Tears from Kate were rare, but plentiful when they came. As far back as she could remember, she had internalised her frustration rather than let it show and be bullied for it. Most of the time it had worked, at a cost to herself.

    That day, it was different. Kate Arrowsmith, who had gunned down innumerable clone soldiers and slaughtered a podcopter pilot with a fork, wandered through the concrete shanty town crying her eyes out.

    McCormick had no idea they were alive. The survivors at home would go for days before giving up on missing friends, just as they had for Daniel, but hope in the impossible did not last forever. Kate and her friends were alone in New London: alone in a million-strong sea of other prisoners.

    Kate had seen at least twenty faces she thought she recognised, but every last one belonged to a stranger. She noticed that none of the women were pregnant. This was neither a place to raise a baby, nor a world to bring one into. Her faint wish to find her grannies withered, when she noticed there were no elderly people either.

    On top of the horrifying sights, the Inner City was a sensory nightmare. The sound of crowds, shouts and crying children. The scrape of concrete beneath her boots. The smell of decay, urine and body odour. The taste of them all in the back of her throat. None of her senses were left unscathed.

    She was marching alongside a mass toilet. Grant’s architects had installed unisex trenches – cubed concrete buildings – at one mile intervals. Kate tried to imagine a world where she’d have to walk a mile every time she needed the loo. But even with that world surrounding her, it was still unimaginable.

    ‘Kate!’ came a scream from close by.

    
      Oh no, not now…
    

    There was no point in running. She could not afford the attention it would draw to her. Ewan’s hand gripped her shoulder as if she were a naughty child running around in a supermarket.

    ‘Don’t make yourself a target,’ he whispered. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, we’re not popular with the locals.’

    The locals. The people they had fought for since the beginning. The faceless crowds in Kate’s imagination every night before she slept, who now hated her. With good reason too.

    ‘Kate, we need to get back–’

    ‘Get the hell off my shoulder!’ she yelled, spinning around and batting Ewan’s arm to one side. Ewan staggered and clenched his teeth: she had hit his wounded arm. She made her face visible, allowed him to see the state she was in, and awaited his stunned reaction.

    She knew he had never seen her cry before. Dumbfounded, he took a tiny step forward and then back again, as if he wanted to offer a hug but didn’t know how. Kate pretended not to notice.

    ‘I’m looking for him,’ she muttered.

    ‘Who? Alex?’

    ‘James! Remember him?!’

    ‘James? Your brother from Block One?’

    A nod.

    ‘He’s my favourite person…’ she gasped. ‘…And I owe him.’

    ‘I’m sorry Kate,’ Ewan continued, ‘but going after him’s a stupid idea. Needle in a haystack doesn’t even cover it.’

    ‘You wouldn’t understand,’ she cried. ‘You’ve got nobody in here! Everyone I ever loved is in New London. So are Charlie and Jack’s families. And Raj’s, Simon’s, Gracie’s, everyone’s except yours! You’ve said it before, Ewan. There’s no one you love in here, so don’t pretend you get it.’

    It must have hurt him. He didn’t say anything for a few moments. Kate was caught between her desperation to apologise and her need to stand firm.

    ‘No,’ said Ewan, ‘but there’s three people I like. I don’t want you running off and making it two.’

    ‘Since when did you have a problem with running off?’ she yelled, ignorant of the prisoners now paying close attention. ‘You abandoned the Block One group on Takeover Day just like the others! Mark screamed, “Get bloody running, they’re not worth it” and you left James along with everyone else!’

    ‘And you stayed with him for… how long? Another two minutes, maybe?’

    Kate slapped him. It was an enormous slap, filled with a year’s supply of repressed rage and delivered with strength that only a gymnast could manage. Ewan almost tumbled off his feet, and both hands clutched his reddening face.

    ‘I guess I deserved that,’ he gasped.

    ‘Normal people apologise around now.’

    ‘I’m not normal, Kate. You may have gathered. I’m sorry I said that, but I’m not sorry we left the Block One guys. If we hadn’t, the Underdogs wouldn’t exist. Sometimes you have to run so you can fight another day.’

    ‘Yeah,’ Kate finished, ‘and this is another day.’

    Ewan let out a huge sigh – a deliberately loud one – but said nothing.

    ‘He’s really, really at the disabled end,’ Kate continued. ‘His whole world is different from ours. Everything new or unplanned is automatically scary. Everything bright is too bright, everything loud is too loud. And I’ve heard loads of people say, “Oh, that must be great to see the world differently!”, but you and I both know that’s a load of crap.’

    ‘Sometimes it is, Kate. But sometimes it’s awesome.’

    Kate didn’t want to give any sign that Ewan had influenced her, but after hearing his words she found herself wondering how James would answer her last sentence if he could talk.

    He had never been able to respond to her verbally, but she had always talked to him, always believed him to have understood her, and never talked about him like he wasn’t in the room. It didn’t stop him from being disabled, but he had more dignity that way.

    Kate looked back on her childhood – a type of childhood not shared by anyone else she knew – and remembered her co-dependence with James. The roles they played in each other’s lives, the routines, challenges and triumphs of growing up together, the crying and the laughter shared between two people who saw the universe so differently. They’d had a sibling bond that couldn’t be severed, however profound the learning difficulties, however aggressive the meltdowns, however terrifying the epileptic seizures…

    Her life was better because her brother was in it. The world was better because James was in it.

    But this world…

    ‘For James,’ she continued, ‘autism means he’ll never show any independence. He’s the best person on Earth, but he’s not cut out for a place like this. He deserves so much more than what he gets… he’s always deserved more… I’ve spent every day and night for the last year wondering if he’s even still alive, and you’re telling me to just not bother with him!’

    Kate stopped yelling, but only to catch her breath. Ewan seized his chance.

    ‘Kate,’ he said in a calm voice, ‘someone will have helped him. Can you imagine what Lorraine would do in here? She’d have built a hospital with her bare hands. There’ll be loads of Lorraine Shepherds in here. James will be somewhere, and he’ll be safe.’

    ‘How can you be so sure?’

    Ewan gestured at the wasteland around them.

    ‘He’s got nothing anyone would want.’

    Kate swallowed the lump in her throat, and the lip skin she had bitten off by accident. The squalor around her spelled danger for her brother, but in a way Ewan was right.

    ‘It’s like this, Kate,’ Ewan continued. ‘We all get our motivation from somewhere. McCormick gets his from a general love of humans. I get mine from wanting revenge for my family. Sounds like James is the reason you’re fighting this war, and it’s done you a ton of good as a soldier.’

    
      I don’t care. I’d sacrifice every good thing about myself to get James out of here.
    

    ‘But you’ll never find him like this,’ Ewan finished. ‘Not in a hundred years. And even if you find him, you can’t free him. You can only do that from outside. Don’t let guilt control you, Kate. Don’t let it make your decisions.’

    Kate nodded, as common sense took over and she saw the truth in all its sensible ugliness. James wouldn’t be found by taking random paths through the Inner City. But all the same, Ewan’s advice was too late. Guilt had already made her decisions. It had turned her into a fighter. It had kept her alive as her friends had died around her. The others had been surviving for the sake of surviving, but Kate had lived because of unfinished business.

    ‘OK. Fine.’

    She was not fine. Nothing was fine. She was just coping.

    Then again, most of her life had followed that pattern. In an odd way, she was still in her comfort zone.

    She wiped the tears from her cheeks, and found them replaced with more.

    
      I’m still crying? What the hell!
    

    Ewan was wearing a sympathetic face, and just for a second, his leadership side seemed to fade. So did the control freak from a few minutes earlier, committed to telling her she was wrong. He became the likeable Ewan West again. The one who smiled.

    In fact, he was planning more than a smile.

    As he came in for a hug, Kate found Ewan’s cheek pressed against hers. That was unusual enough.

    
      This place must do crazy things to people… that, and everything we’ve gone through today. He’s not thinking straight.
    

    ‘Nobody’s watching now, Kate,’ Ewan whispered. ‘We’re just in the background.’

    He repositioned his head, and Kate saw the shape of his lips. There was only one right thing to do.

    ‘I’m going out with Raj!’ she gasped.

    Ewan froze in place, as did Kate. To an outsider, the scene must have looked like a game of musical statues where the music had stopped at an embarrassing moment.

    ‘You didn’t know either, then?’ she asked.

    Ewan aborted the hug and stepped back, then checked his surroundings with nervous eyes. Apparently, he wasn’t so sure that nobody was watching. But despite the tightly packed houses and dense population, the prisoners took no notice.

    His face looked uncomfortable, as it always did when people denied him something he wanted. His breathing deepened, and Kate saw the warning signs of one of his Oakenfold-era meltdowns. But then Ewan seemed to collect himself, and after half a minute of wandering around with his hands on the sides of his head, he turned and rejoined the conversation. He looked at Kate’s face, calmed down, and spoke normally. It was like he had won a fight against himself.

    ‘I… had no idea,’ he said. ‘How long?’

    ‘Two months,’ Kate answered. ‘We don’t want to spread the news, but some people have worked it out. Lorraine for definite. Maybe a few others.’

    ‘I, er… I guess I’m just not very perceptive.’

    ‘Half of Spitfire’s Rise aren’t very perceptive.’

    Ewan smiled, and lowered his arms.

    Kate found herself happy with Ewan. Her mainstream years had been filled with random boys not taking ‘no’ for an answer, acting like she wasn’t allowed to refuse, or making her feel guilty for not doing what they wanted. Despite his own neurological disadvantages, Ewan had heard ‘no’ and stopped. It was a rare act of chivalry, and Kate appreciated it.

    
      But wait… should I really be happy with him for doing what boys should just do anyway? Shouldn’t Ewan’s way be the normal way, and not some kind of exception?
    

    Whatever his faults and whatever his challenges, Ewan was trustworthy. But so was Raj, and Raj’s influence was so much more calming. He had the soft humour and positive manner that made Spitfire’s Rise bearable for Kate, plus a constant (but not intrusive) interest in how her mind worked, in order to learn how to accommodate her in both her best and worst moments. Raj could see her anxiety coming long before any other young person in the house, and was always open as a source of comfort. The thought of him alone was calming.

    Kate could never have those kinds of feelings for Ewan, but she valued him all the same. Ewan was a troubled but trustworthy young man, who was accessing the world in the best way he knew how.

    ‘Ewan,’ she said, ‘don’t take it personally. You’re probably my best friend. And it’s not like I say that to many people.’

    She scratched the back of her neck out of nervousness, and her fingers brushed against the rucksack. She had fled the Rowlands’ shelter without realising it was on her back. Just another little fact lost in the chaos.

    ‘Best friend except Thomas, of course,’ she finished.

    ‘What?’ asked Ewan in pretend shock. ‘I’ve been sidelined by a nine-year-old boy?’

    ‘He’s cute, he’s funny, and he makes me happy!’

    ‘Well he’d be more than welcome here right now…’

    Ewan’s sentence trailed off. He must have seen the state of New London’s children. Anxious to avoid a miserable silence, Kate threw out some words.

    ‘Sorry if I embarrassed you, Ewan. I just…’

    ‘No, you didn’t. Raj’s a lucky guy. And I hope you know–’

    ‘Forget it. It’s fine.’

    Kate and Ewan propped themselves up against the toilet block, trying in vain to ignore the stench emanating from the vent holes.

    ‘That reminds me,’ started Kate, changing the subject as fast as she could, ‘what upset Jack last night?’

    ‘Hm?’

    ‘Back in Lemsford, when we were staying at the Hunters’ house. We were mid-banter and then he fell silent.’

    
      Wow, was that really last night? Not half a week ago?
    

    ‘You’re gonna have to remind me,’ said Ewan.

    ‘Charlie said something about him and Gracie. And “the last time he kissed a woman he called her Mummy”.’

    ‘Well his mum’s dead, for starters,’ said Ewan. ‘Cancer, when he was twelve.’

    The words physically hurt Kate’s ears. Her worst nightmare throughout her childhood years had been suffered in real life by a close friend, and she had not even known.

    Then again, Jack kept a lot of things inside his brain.

    ‘And Gracie?’ Ewan continued. ‘Let’s just say romance doesn’t cross his mind much. He explained it to me once, after David and Val were murdered.’

    Kate remembered that night. Ewan and Jack had been the sole survivors of the war’s most traumatic mission, when Oliver Roth had made a wife kill her husband in exchange for a quick death. Back home, Ewan and Jack had found the previous homeowners’ stash of wine, and drank until they could barely function.

    McCormick hadn’t even punished them. They’d been through enough that day.

    ‘He spent most of the night talking about retro videogames,’ Ewan continued, ‘from the good old days before any of us were born. Or dinosaur skeletons he’d seen in the Natural History Museum. The amount of times he mentioned that bloody ankylosaurus… he needed escapism, I guess. But he talked about romance too – he was pretty drunk but I understood him. Every time he looks into a girl’s eyes, he never sees the same kind of beauty most people see. He sees beauty in the complex design of the human eyeball, and how all the bits of the body slot together to make the ultimate machine. Or something like that, anyway. He probably sees that as more beautiful than anything romantic he could see in them.’

    Kate felt conflicted. She couldn’t tell whether that was sad or amazing. But it was amazing to Jack, and that’s what counted.

    She glanced up and around for landmarks, double-checking that she still remembered the route to the Rowlands’. One wrong turn could get her and Ewan lost for days. She noticed her tears were gone too, as was her motivation to search for James. She had grown to accept that she was more useful to him outside the Citadel.

    ‘So what’s your thing?’ she asked.

    ‘What?’

    ‘I’m autistic, Charlie has ADHD, Raj is dyslexic… what about you?’

    ‘I’m autistic too.’

    ‘But isn’t there something else?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    Kate paused, but Ewan didn’t elaborate.

    ‘Remember Stuart?’ she continued. ‘The old guy who did geography at Oakenfold? We talked about you once. He told me there was another diagnosis and… he wasn’t very nice about it.’

    ‘Stuart should have been fired long before Takeover Day. I wasn’t the only student he hated.’

    ‘He said it… made you manipulative. And afraid of being told to do things.’

    ‘He was right,’ said Ewan. ‘Anyway, ready to head back?’

    Kate, for once, took a hint. She led the way back to the Rowlands, through the maze of improvised houses and squalor, abandoning her faint hopes of a family reunion.

    Mark had been wrong on Takeover Day. James was worth everything, even if Kate was the only one who knew it. Her brother – her amazing, vulnerable older brother… it was worth surrendering every strength she had to find that bond with him again.

    
      Not today, James. But one day. I swear it.
    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 17




  
  
    Hidden inside the Rowlands’ shelter, Jack peeked out between two planks of wood. Bloody hell, the Inner City was ugly. They could at least have sorted the houses into rows and columns, and turned the twisted pathways into actual streets. They could have set up marketplace-style squares for events or town meetings, or reserved a big patch for a clinic or a school. If Jack had been trapped in here with the rest of them, he could have been a masterly town planner.

    Except, of course, that would have involved people listening to him. The Rowlands had baulked the moment they had heard the words ‘special school’. In here, just like back in the old days, people tried to brainwash him into thinking his Asperger’s made him inferior. Some kind of genius, according to the stereotype, but somehow still inferior.

    ‘Mark would have fitted in perfectly here,’ Charlie said to him, ‘if he’d been in that youth offendey place on Takeover Day. Once they brought him here he’d have set out and conquered the whole city.’

    ‘Nah,’ Jack answered, ‘I’m willing to bet the prisoners were shot inside their cells. Herding a nation into the Citadels would be tricky enough without the risky prisoners. Come to think of it, they might not even have wasted the bullets. They probably just left them to starve.’

    Charlie snorted.

    ‘You’re the life of the party Jack, you know that?’

    Jack stopped stimming his fingers, to squeeze them against the casing of the podcopter gun in his lap. An hour in this prison would have been draining enough even without Charlie for company. It was imprisonment without routine – probably worse than the kind Mark had endured. Walls were fine as long as your life had structure. This place was like watching an infinite hourglass.

    ‘Speaking of death,’ Charlie said to Patrick, ‘what happens to bodies here? I mean, there must have been loads of people dying in the early days, right?’

    Jack raised an eyebrow: not at Charlie’s blunt question, but the lack of reaction from their hosts. Neither Ruth nor the younger men seemed bothered, and Patrick gave his answer without his expression changing.

    ‘Mobile incineration unit,’ he said.

    ‘…Seriously?’

    ‘Yep. Can’t bury them under concrete.’

    ‘They can’t possibly get vehicles along these roads,’ said Jack.

    ‘No, they can’t,’ answered Aidan. ‘These things fly. They scout over the houses every few days, usually at night.’

    ‘There are stories going round,’ started Patrick, ‘that in the early days, people woke up one morning and saw that the dead bodies outside had vanished. No idea how. But then they put two and two together, worked out that Grant was clearing them, and then started to kill their neighbours.’

    Charlie looked shocked. Jack did not.

    ‘Let me guess,’ he muttered. ‘They were waiting for a collection truck to pick up the bodies, and hoping to ride it out.’

    ‘You’ve got it,’ Patrick continued. ‘You can imagine their reaction when the mobile incinerator flew in, towed up the bodies with hooks and ropes, and cremated them there and then. Those people had killed their friends for no benefit. Probably stung a bit.’

    Patrick, Ruth, Aidan and Benjamin had indifference in their eyes, which Jack understood but hated. His friends back home had real and honest love for each other (although none of them would have dared use the word ‘love’). To them, it was inconceivable that people could turn against their friends so easily. The good doctor had united them far too well.

    ‘Sorry guys,’ said Benjamin, ‘but that’s just the way life is here. The courts won’t stick up for you anymore, the police don’t exist and money means nothing. Whoever has the resources makes the rules. You’ll learn the ropes as you go along, I’m sure.’

    ‘We’re not planning on staying that long,’ Charlie grunted. ‘Thanks though.’

    Jack noticed the grin shared between Aidan and Benjamin, which he had seen in the faces of a hundred other people who hadn’t taken him seriously in his old life. He hid his annoyance, and let his mind wander.

    Naturally, it landed on the mystery he hadn’t yet solved.

    
      How the hell did Shannon get out of here?
    

    She had stabbed those clones outside the Citadel, so she had been around here at some point. Jack had assumed she’d lived in the Outer City, since Keith Tylor had kept boasting about how important she was. Then again, what kind of Floor-A-pampered lady would have torn clothes and bare feet?

    There were three possibilities, all of them ridiculous. Number one, Shannon had lived in the Inner City, then been plucked out and transported to Lieutenant Lambourne’s place for some reason. Number two, she had lived a scruffy lifestyle in the Outer City, despite its luxuries. Number three, she had never lived in the Citadel at all, and just happened to be outside its walls by coincidence.

    ‘So… New London?’ said Aidan.

    ‘Hm?’

    ‘You called this place “New London” a while ago. Is that an official name for it, or…’

    ‘Yep. “New London Citadel and Habitation Complex”. We saw it on some stolen paperwork. So we–’

    Jack was interrupted by a bang which he recognised all too well, and the zip of a bullet that flew past his nose and punctured the rusting walls. As he and Charlie spun around and snatched at their holsters, their eyes were met with the sight of well-built raggedy men with pistols. There were five of them at the front entrance, the head of the pack aiming two weapons at once.

    Jack found his hand stopping at his side, and Charlie did the same. Surrender had never been an option against clones: either you fought back or you died. Humans, however, could be bargained with. They had fired a warning shot, after all.

    ‘Dun’ even think ’bout moving,’ snarled the figure at the front. ‘Hands on table, now.’

    The rebels obeyed, with gritted teeth and hatred in their faces. The Rowlands obeyed too, with the casual attitude of passengers going through airport security.

    Like the head bully at every school, the lead man’s stature and body language told the Underdogs all they needed to know. He strutted around with a sense of comfort, his jaw hanging on one side as if smoking a cigar. The two deep scars on each side of his face looked self-inflicted: perhaps he had given himself a makeover to induce fear in his enemies. But the scariest part of him was his eyes. His cool blue eyeballs, that showed vicious malice and self-control at the same time. Almost like an older and less humorous Oliver Roth.

    ‘That copter gun,’ he barked. ‘All your small arms. Anything what shoots bullets. They’re mine now.’

    Jack kept his hands motionless, as the scarred man’s cronies marched into the shack and rummaged through his pockets. They did the same to Charlie, who twitched with discomfort and growing anger.

    
      To be fair to him, he’s doing well here.
    

    ‘Never seen you ’fore,’ the scar-faced man said with vague interest. ‘My name’s The Lord. I run this place. I run this house, and the houses around it, and the houses around them. Don’t do nothing stupid. Potts. Dave. Minigun first. Now.’

    Jack couldn’t tell which was Potts and which was Dave. Under normal circumstances he wouldn’t care, but he wanted to learn about these thieves. Know your enemy and all that.

    ‘Gareth, watch the geek’s ’ands. Shawn, check the short kid’s pockets too.’

    Charlie’s eyebrows deepened. He did not like being called ‘the short kid’.

    
      Charlie, don’t you dare have one of your moments now…
    

    Potts and Dave carried the minigun to the bulky arms of its new owner. The Lord held it in his arms like an overgrown newborn, his face lighting up like a new father.

    
      And you… ‘The Lord’? You’re really calling yourself that?
    

    ‘He’s clean now,’ said Gareth with disappointment in his voice, having taken nothing more from Jack than an assault rifle.

    It surprised Jack how naked he felt without his weapons. With bare hands, what else could distinguish them from the other millions of prisoners? What right would they have to call themselves Britain’s last line of defence?

    After the house was stripped bare of any possible revenge weapons, The Lord and his clan vanished as quickly as they had arrived. No goodbye message, not even a threat. None had been necessary.

    Half a minute passed before Patrick Rowland broke the silence.

    ‘I’m so sorry…’

    ‘Never mind sorry,’ barked Charlie, unleashing his build-up of contained anger, ‘who the bloody hell was that?’

    ‘We’re supposed to call him The Lord.’

    ‘The Lord? Puh, screw him! Scar-faced bloody…’

    ‘Charlie,’ muttered Jack, ‘get some fresh air. Give yourself ten minutes.’

    Charlie turned his infuriated face back to Jack, half a second from releasing a tirade of abuse, and then something amazing happened. Jack watched in surprise and delight as Charlie Coleman, trapped in a bad mood for a good reason, decided to shut up, storm outside and take a few deep breaths. Ewan and McCormick would have been proud of him.

    Once Charlie was gone, Jack came to realise how nervous he felt. His hands and fingers were in full throttle, shaking themselves around to bring him just a little physical comfort. Patrick was diplomatic enough to not mention it.

    ‘According to the legends,’ Patrick said, ‘his name was once Paul Green. He used to be a painter-decorator. I bet he never saw his life taking this kind of turn. Being the prison top dog and all.’

    Jack spat a disgusted laugh. The Lord knew his way around posturing, but his authority was fake. He was just as vulnerable to Grant’s forces as the rest of New London, whether or not he believed it. Just like the bullies had held no genuine power over him at school, even though they had driven him to…

    ‘Where did they get those weapons?’ he asked. ‘And how much of the Citadel does he think he controls?’

    ‘Only the places they go to,’ answered Benjamin. ‘Probably a mile’s radius. As for their weapons, we don’t know for sure. Someone must have smuggled them in on Takeover Day. Someone smart enough to save them for the inside. But the guns aren’t the real currency here. The bullets are. They’ve got no supplier, so your ammo probably doubled their stash.’

    Jack clawed a hand against the underside of the table. The robbery had not only put his friends at a disadvantage. It would keep The Lord on his little throne for even longer.

    Aidan rose to his feet and darted for the entrance. As he ran into the open, Jack heard the noises too. Familiar voices in a land of strangers. He made his way outside to see Ewan and Kate returning, their words growing louder as they approached.

    ‘Really?’ asked Kate. ‘You never think about things like that? Every day I dream about going home and flopping onto my old bed.’

    ‘I’m staying the hell away from my old house, thanks. I’d rather avoid Mum and Dad’s corpses. And my aunt’s, uncle’s, and little Alfie’s.’

    ‘Oh… yeah. Sorry. But where would you go? If we win this war and society gets back to normal, where would you call home?’

    ‘I’d probably occupy Oakenfold,’ Ewan said with a shrug. ‘Make it my own little empire. The one place that makes sense in a world where…’

    Ewan’s words ended as he saw Jack’s face. The colour went out of his cheeks, and the humour vanished from his voice.

    ‘Talk to me, Jack,’ he said. ‘What’s wrong?’

    Jack took a deep breath, and spoke with a mourning tone.

    ‘Do you and Kate still have your handguns? And the rucksack?’

    ‘Course. Why?’

    Jack opened his mouth, but Ewan didn’t wait for an answer. Once he heard Charlie’s furious yells in the background, he ran into the Rowlands’ home and looked despondently around the emptied floor.

    ‘Protect those guns like your children,’ Jack said. ‘They’re the only weapons we have left.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 18




  
  
    McCormick sat alone in the silent attic of the Boys’ Brigade hall, surrounded by soft camping lights and phones that refused to ring. He had not felt so alone since the days following Barbara’s death.

    But back then, at least Polly had been there to pick up the pieces.

    McCormick let his thoughts wander to Polly, mainly to distract himself from the day’s events. Polly – Barbara’s best friend up to her death – had spent two years rebuilding the bereaved Joseph McCormick, and brought the real him back into the world for no visible reward. Without Polly Jones, there would have been no Underdogs.

    Her help had come to an abrupt end on Takeover Day. Perhaps the memory of her falling corpse was the reason McCormick spent so little time thinking about her.

    McCormick felt guilty. Polly deserved better than that.

    The front door creaked open. But the footsteps were not Simon’s. They were fast and light.

    All the worst possibilities ran through McCormick’s head. The probability of being discovered was almost zero, but even mathematics lecturers had illogical fears. He held his breath, and reached for the pistol he kept hidden in a side drawer.

    He exhaled with relief as the intruder made loud noises against the ladder. No assassin was that clumsy. But the gasps sounded like they came from a child, and that would mean…

    ‘Thomas?’

    ‘Hi!’ the boy whispered with a grin, pushing his head through the trapdoor as if playing peek-a-boo.

    ‘What are you doing here?’

    ‘Nice to see you too!’

    ‘Thomas, you’re not supposed to leave the house. Why did Lorraine let you come here?’

    ‘I don’t think she knows. Unless Mark told her. He sent me here.’

    McCormick had no idea how to react. Confusion and anxiety fought for his attention. Thomas slipped through the trapdoor, with smooth movements that must have been perfected over years of sneaking downstairs past his bedtime.

    ‘Why did Mark send you here?’ McCormick asked, both needing and fearing the answer.

    ‘To tell you about his mission. They’ve probably gone already.’

    McCormick felt his oesophagus close, as if his anxieties had become a physical hand that clenched around his throat. A tremor shook its way down his ageing spine.

    ‘What mission?’ he gasped. Thomas started to look nervous, but answered honestly as always.

    ‘The attack on Dr Lambourne’s health centre. Or whoever he was. The place Shannon was going to.’

    
      An assault we decided would be marching into a slaughter. Everyone but Ewan, rest his soul.
    

    McCormick’s hands gripped one another, as if in prayer. He could not bear the thought of losing Ewan, Kate, Charlie and Jack, followed by Mark and everyone he had manipulated, all in the same day. It would be the end of the war in every practical sense.

    He closed his eyes, and tried to pretend he hadn’t always believed the war would end this way. With most of his friends dead, and Nicholas Grant unopposed.

    ‘Did I do something wrong?’

    ‘No Thomas. Not you.’

    ‘Mark wants you to ring him…’

    ‘Ring his phone or wring his neck?’ McCormick grumbled as he picked up the phone, and hoped that a call from Alex wouldn’t come in the next few minutes while the phone was engaged.

    Five rings before an answer. It was almost like Mark wanted him to feel powerless. His behaviour must have followed years of choosing not to engage with lessons: not to avoid learning, but to demonstrate that he had the power to ignore the staff whenever he wished.

    ‘Yep,’ came the eventual answer. McCormick noticed that the phone’s camera showed only Mark’s ear. The young man had accepted the phone call, but wasn’t willing to endure a video conversation.

    ‘Mark,’ McCormick started, with the authority gone from his voice, ‘turn around and head home. There’s too much at stake.’

    ‘No can do, old man. I’m not waiting around to die in Spitfire’s Rise like a good boy. If Ewan and the guys are dead, we both know it’s over. Might as well smack ’em in the face before we go down.’

    ‘Who’s with you?’

    ‘Raj, Gracie and Simon. I left Lorraine to look after the girl. Figured it was the safer option.’

    Mark spoke with the tone of an officer in command. As if the tragedy on the battlefront had left a vacancy just for him. Ewan’s body hadn’t yet gone cold, and Mark Gunnarsson had already stepped into his shoes.

    ‘It’s not up to you to decide what’s safe,’ said McCormick.

    ‘Shannon pulled a knife on Thomas, you know. That’s why I sent him to you – away from this girl you keep coddling, despite all the evidence of her being a complete psychopath. We’re not as united by our differences as you think we are.’

    McCormick looked at Thomas. There was concern in his eyes, but no trauma. It was impossible to tell whether Mark was being truthful.

    ‘We’ll be at Lambourne’s front door by early evening, and I’ll let you know what we find. If I don’t, just add us to the Memorial Wall.’

    ‘Mark, please don’t throw your life away like this. At least let the others go home.’

    ‘You think they don’t want to be with me?’ scoffed Mark. ‘The war’s lost and you’re the only numpty who doesn’t know it.’

    
      Or do I?
    

    ‘Mark,’ McCormick said, ‘there’s a chain of command. Without it we’d never have lasted–’

    ‘Don’t you have some tragic news to break to a small child? Thomas was pretty attached to Kate, if you hadn’t noticed. In case I don’t call back, it’s been an honour serving with you. Or whatever.’

    The line went dead, and McCormick lost another four friends.

    
      Me. Thomas. Lorraine. Alex. Shannon.
    

    
      We’re the only Underdogs left.
    

    A numbness overcame McCormick’s brain, and spread through his body as if following his bloodstream. Just like the moment Barbara finally passed away at his side, when all those months of fear and panic suddenly had nowhere to go.

    The exact opposite had happened when Polly died. Then again, there had been no time to mourn her as the gun had been turned towards him…

    ‘Are you OK?’ Thomas asked.

    McCormick shook his head.

    ‘How are Kate and the others doing?’ Thomas asked. ‘I’ve been worried about them.’

    
      Do I tell him the truth and completely destroy him?
    

    
      Do I lie to him and possibly destroy his trust in me?
    

    
      Do I avoid the question, and run the risk of him noticing?
    

    
      Should I save the news for when Mark and the others die, and break all the horrible news in one go?
    

    This was not a mathematical equation that could be solved with an objectively correct answer. This dilemma involved human emotions, a world where numbers had no power.

    In the end, McCormick gave the only answer that came to his mind. He reached over to Thomas, wrapped him up in one arm, and held him close.

    The boy did not seem to mind. And with the only witness looking over his shoulder, the first tears could fall from McCormick’s eyes unseen.

    *

    Raj had been looking forward to watching the sun set. It would have been nice to see it one last time. Instead, Mark had taken them through a town on the outskirts of Hertford, and the sunset was blocked by the row of shops at his side.

    
      Well, at least this won’t be the worst thing that happens today.
    

    Of course, worse things had already happened. The more Raj tried to keep Kate out of his head, the more space she took up. He had spent years boasting about his dyslexic ability to see the whole picture in any situation, but that made it impossible to avoid the more horrible details.

    Mark strode along the tarmac at the head of the group, with confidence in his step as if nothing had happened at all. He seemed perfectly suited to his self-appointed role as head soldier, but maybe he was just enjoying the job while it lasted.

    Gracie was a couple of steps behind, window shopping in the department stores they walked past, perhaps not aware of how dangerous their mission was. But Simon was under no illusions. Each time Raj glanced behind him, it became more obvious that Simon only kept up to avoid getting lost.

    ‘How much further?’ asked Gracie, clearly bored.

    ‘Half a mile,’ answered Mark. ‘Better slow down.’

    Raj closed his eyes and his stomach dropped a little further. Half a mile, then one of two things would happen.

    The most likely option was death. But there was an alternative, unlikely as it was. The four of them could break into the health centre with guns blazing, wipe out every single clone, put Lieutenant Lambourne on his knees and wait for Mark to extract the information he wanted. And after that, the war would still be a lost cause.

    Raj jogged to the front of the group, and whispered towards Mark.

    ‘Mate,’ he started, ‘have you thought about what happens if we don’t die?’

    ‘Yeah, there’s a basic plan,’ Mark grunted. ‘Find out what’s so important about the place, tell our old man, grab the spare ammo and head home.’

    An ice-cold logical answer from an ice-cold man. Raj was not satisfied. He looked backwards at Gracie, and held out a straightened hand that instructed her to slow down. She did as she was told, and lined up with Simon out of earshot.

    ‘Mark… why are we really here? The one-last-slap-in-the-face explanation doesn’t work for me.’

    At first, Mark did not answer. He held up the map – a page he had torn from the road atlas back home – and calculated which way to go at the fork ahead. He marched off, gave Raj just enough time to think he was being ignored, and then whispered.

    ‘Truth matters, Raj.’

    ‘Pardon?’

    ‘Humans are obsessed with reasons. With finding out why. It’s the reason our species has advanced beyond all the others.’

    Mark double-checked the distance between them and their teammates, and whispered.

    ‘My dad was an abusive piece of crap. When I was six, he whacked me round the face with the head of a hose pipe ’cos I got in the way while he was washing his car. For years I thought I was the reason, but no way. People don’t do things like that just because kids are annoying.’

    Raj did not speak. There was no obvious way to react. Compassion wouldn’t be what Mark was after.

    ‘He put a cigarette out on me a few months later. I looked for a reason, but there wasn’t any. And the third time he did something bad, he didn’t even seem bothered.’

    ‘Was he on drugs? Alcohol?’

    ‘Nope. Neither.’

    
      There’s no way Mark would be telling me this if he planned to survive the night.
    

    ‘It went on as I grew up. Mum did bugger all. He was probably doing stuff to her too. Didn’t stop for a decade, until I went into the Youth Offender Institution. I never told you how I got in, did I?’

    ‘You never told anyone. Was it some terrible secret, or did you just think the mystery made you more fearsome?’

    ‘I stabbed him.’

    Raj didn’t answer. The wind rang through the alleys between the shops, but the rest of Hertford was silent.

    ‘In the thigh. Missed his femoral artery by millimetres. And in the interview, the police asked me why. How bloody dare they.’

    ‘Was it self-defence or revenge?’

    ‘Justice.’

    ‘…Really though?’

    ‘Revenge. Told them it was defence though. But I committed one crime with a valid reason and went down for it. He committed loads of them for years, with no obvious reason, and all he got was a knife in the leg for a few seconds.’

    ‘He’ll have had some reason, Mark. A stupid reason, but a reason. And whatever it was, it’s his fault and not yours. Nobody’s to blame for their own abuse.’

    ‘Yeah,’ said Mark, halting in his tracks. ‘But I’ll never know why he did it, and there’s nothing in life that haunts me more.’

    He looked straight into Raj’s eyeballs, and finished his confession.

    ‘Go ahead and spend all the time you want searching for God, whichever one you actually worship – you’ll never meet anyone who values universal truth more than me. ’Cos if you can’t find the truth in the one place that matters, you look for it everywhere else. That’s why we’re here. When we rescued Shannon, she thanked us by sending five of us to die in New London, all for some clone-killing tool that might not even exist. We might find the truth in Lambourne’s headquarters, and I’m willing to die searching for it.’

    ‘Mark, suicide strikes don’t win wars.’

    ‘I’m not aiming to win the war, Raj. I just need to know why we lost.’

    Raj looked towards the approaching Simon and Gracie. Mark reverted back to his usual self the moment they arrived, as if his outpouring had never happened.

    ‘How long until we can go home?’ Gracie asked.

    ‘Gracie, you follow me,’ Mark answered. ‘The health centre’s round the next corner. If they have any sense there’ll be a guard on each entrance. Raj, Simon, run to the other side of the road. Once you get there, give us covering fire.’

    ‘So we’re running first,’ muttered Raj.

    ‘Why not? If the first thing they see is Simon’s face, they’ll underestimate us. Besides, once they’re distracted they’ll take longer to aim at me and Gracie while we approach.’

    ‘Then what?’ asked Gracie. ‘What happens when we get inside?’

    
      She said when, not if. She has no idea what danger she’s in.
    

    ‘Stay away from the windows, keep your back to the wall, and focus your fire down the biggest corridor you see. Raj and Simon will run to the entrance, picking off anyone approaching us from behind.’

    ‘And then it’s just a hop, skip and a jump to killing all the clones and taking Lambourne,’ Raj groaned.

    ‘You got it. Ready?’

    
      No. But you’re not really asking, are you?
    

    ‘Let’s go,’ Raj said with a sigh.

    The team headed for the newsagent on the corner. The shop had glass windows on both exterior walls, at an angle that allowed Raj to see through both. Through the dusted glass and along the final street, he could make out the shape of a one-storey building and a blue NHS sign. Nothing else.

    Amazingly, he found the time to say a short prayer before Mark shouted, ‘Go!’

    Raj raised his rifle and leapt into the street, Simon a few moments behind. He spotted the porchway of a jeweller’s that would offer cover, and ran to reach it before somebody could open fire and shoot him to death.

    It wasn’t until he arrived that he looked at the health centre, and found nobody on guard outside. Back at the cornershop, Mark crept along the road like a stalking cat, his shotgun pointed at the entrance and Gracie hidden behind his back.

    ‘No guards,’ he whispered to Simon. ‘Maybe they don’t want to draw attention to the place.’

    Raj was surprised it hadn’t occurred to him before. Putting clones outside would make it the most visibly active building in Hertfordshire.

    He left his cover and jogged over to Mark and Gracie. Mark didn’t complain. He must have reached the same conclusion.

    When Raj was close enough to see through the windows, he found nobody on the other side. He and his friends walked through the entrance without a shot fired.

    ‘You realise,’ Raj whispered, ‘this is the most obvious trap in the history of traps.’

    Behind him, Simon shuddered. Gracie’s eyes looked back to the street and her jaw hung open, as if about to ask whether she could change her mind.

    ‘Whatever,’ said Mark. ‘I wasn’t expecting to survive this anyway.’

    ‘What?’ asked Gracie, her voice far louder than a whisper. ‘You knew this was dangerous?’

    ‘No such thing as a safe mission, Gracie. Now man up and get ready.’

    She ran.

    Raj didn’t call her back. He couldn’t afford the volume. When he prepared to run after her, Mark’s hand landed on his shoulder.

    ‘Don’t. They’ll only shoot you too.’

    Gracie Freeman ran back up the road in plain sight, as fast as her tired feet could manage. Raj tensed his ears for the inevitable gunshot that would kill his old classmate, and readied himself for the hail of bullets that would fly at him moments later.

    But the bullet never came. Gracie vanished, alive and well, back to the safety of the cornershop.

    Raj looked back at his remaining friends, and found Simon waving a hand in front of his nose. Mark poked his own nostrils inside the health centre, and scrunched up his face.

    ‘You’re right, Simon,’ he said. ‘It stinks in there.’

    ‘What do you think they’ve been doing? Something with chemicals?’

    ‘Not that kind of smell, Raj.’

    Mark leapt into the corridor, his rifle pointed high. Raj followed, coughing his way through the stench. The further into the health centre he ventured, the more recognisable the smell became.

    He reached reception, and found three dead bodies in the waiting room.

    Raj gazed at the bodies, and froze in confusion. It would have been a perfect moment for a clone to pop up and shoot him dead, if the building had been populated. The dead bodies wore no uniform, and their hands were empty of weapons. Gunshot wounds painted their chests, and a single bullet had been fired into each of their heads at close range. Their killer had hung around to make sure they were dead.

    ‘Found another two in here,’ said Mark from behind the reception desk. ‘They’re not soldiers either. Just regular people.’

    ‘Clinic staff?’

    ‘Do they look like year-old skeletons? These people died a few days ago.’

    Raj saw Simon waving from one of the consultation rooms. He jogged over, and shielded his eyes when he saw what lay inside.

    Spread across the floor of what had once been a doctor’s office, a man with a cut throat lay dead in a pool of his own blood.

    ‘No bullet wounds,’ Raj whispered.

    Simon gestured towards the man’s hands and feet. The circular bruises were still in place around his wrists and ankles; bruises that could only have come from handcuffs fastened too tight.

    ‘Mark,’ Raj called across the health centre, ‘we found Lieutenant Lambourne.’

    ‘What, is he wearing ID or something?’

    ‘No. But someone went to an effort with him.’

    Mark made his way over. When he arrived, he was holding a blood-covered pillow in one hand.

    ‘Bloody hell,’ he said upon seeing the body. ‘They really wanted him to suffer.’

    ‘Yeah,’ said Raj. ‘They cuffed him, cut his throat and let him bleed. And they took their time, which meant he must have watched everyone else die first. Lambourne must have felt very lonely at the end.’

    Simon pointed to the pillow, and shrugged his shoulders.

    ‘Some of the offices had been turned into bedrooms,’ said Mark. ‘People lived here before Tylor and his clones came along. You saw those bullets in the head, right? That was Tylor’s work.’

    Raj wiped his brow. He knew what this meant.

    ‘Shannon wasn’t being taken here,’ he said. ‘She was being taken from here.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 19




  
  
    Iain Marshall approached the door, an impatient march in his step left over from his army days. It was a time for actions rather than meetings, but nonetheless a meeting had been called. And it made no sense for the architect to meet him as low down as Floor G.

    Nearly forty-eight hours had passed since the rebels had broken into the Inner City, and the hole in the wall had not yet been fixed. It may have been guarded day and night with biorifle soldiers, but Marshall had more faith in reinforced concrete.

    He walked through the door to find Nathaniel Pearce on the other side. That alone made his bad day worse. Grant’s Head of Military stood less than a metre from his Chief of Scientific Research, and the tension between them could be sensed like the push of two repelling magnets.

    Marshall noticed the window to his left, and realised why he was on Floor G: the level that held the interrogation chambers. He was on the comfortable side of the two-way mirror, away from the clinically tiled floors and polished tables of tools and blades. Through the glass, Oliver Roth danced a knife between his fingers in front of a suitably terrified man.

    ‘Who the hell is that?’ asked Marshall.

    ‘Your fourteen-year-old assassin,’ replied Pearce.

    ‘The man next to him, you simpleton.’

    ‘Adnan Shah.’

    ‘And who the hell is Adnan Shah?’

    ‘The architectural consultant for the northern wall,’ said Pearce. ‘Two days have passed without a full repair, so I thought a little professional encouragement was needed.’

    A scream came from the other side of the mirror. Marshall grunted to himself.

    ‘Nat,’ he started, ‘I know military strategy isn’t your strong point, so let me give you some friendly advice. There’s no point in tormenting someone without a crystal-clear objective. Before you go diving in with knives, you have to know what you want first.’

    ‘Maybe you should give your boy the same advice.’

    Marshall glanced at Oliver Roth, who seemed to be enjoying himself. There was no denying Pearce’s point.

    ‘So what’s your objective?’ Marshall asked. ‘To make Shah snap his fingers and instantly fix the wall? We’re not talking about those clones you grow in a couple of hours. Materials take time to gather. Walls take time to reconstruct. Wet concrete takes time to set.’

    ‘Yes,’ said Pearce, ‘he tried telling us that.’

    Marshall frowned from one corner of his mouth. It was dumbfounding to think that once upon a time, Nathaniel Pearce had been his best friend.

    ‘Marshall Contractors’ – later ‘Marshall-Pearce Solutions’ – had been the perfect recovery from twelve years in the armed forces, followed by a bloody dangerous career as an arms dealer. Positive relationships meant everything in that profession, and when the warlords started to grow weary of Marshall, running a safe business at home seemed like the way to go. Better to quit while you’re still alive.

    He had pulled Pearce from the teeth of bankruptcy, a move that seemed like a good idea at the time. Iain and Nat made a fortune together until a well-mannered, eccentric character by the name of Nicholas Grant walked in, bought the company, and walked out again.

    Neither Marshall nor Pearce could get their heads around it. The son of Francis Grant – oil tycoon billionaire – had cashed out and switched professions. Most people in the dying fossil fuel industry had jumped ship to the rise of renewable energy, but Nicholas Grant just bought a security company. It was inexplicable.

    Another yell from behind the glass returned Marshall to his senses.

    ‘We don’t have time for this,’ he said.

    ‘Don’t wet yourself,’ said Pearce. ‘He’s made of flesh, and flesh has nerve cells. He’ll give in.’

    ‘And do what?’

    ‘Admit his incompetence. We can’t shoot him just because concrete takes too long to dry. It’d be unfair dismissal.’

    Marshall shot Pearce a disgusted glare.

    ‘That’s your objective? Get him to incriminate himself then replace him with someone else?’

    ‘He’s had two days, Iain.’

    Marshall looked through the mirror at a man who pleaded for a chance to do his job, tormented by the same teenage boy who had fired the laser cannon through his wall in the first place.

    Marshall truly missed the Oliver Roth he had first come to know: the handsome twelve-year-old with a brilliant intellect and a taste for adventure. Plucking him out of Marshall-Pearce’s youth training programme had been a brave but foolhardy move (a long story, and one which Nicholas Grant could never find out about). But that cheeky, daring boy was gone, replaced by the teenager behind the glass. Like child stars who grew up in the limelight and became drug addicts, Oliver Roth had neither the wisdom nor the role models to know how to handle his newfound power.

    I never thought I’d miss Keith Tylor, Marshall thought to himself. The man may have been impossible to get on with, but he had been far more professional in carrying out his business.

    The thought of Tylor triggered a separate issue in his head. Half a week had passed since the incident, and it was time to stop avoiding the issue.

    ‘We need to talk about Shannon,’ he said.

    Pearce gave him eye contact for the first time in weeks, the surprise visible in his face.

    ‘What about her?’

    ‘It’s about time we admitted she might be a problem.’

    ‘A dead problem, Iain.’

    ‘Have you seen her body?’

    Pearce gave no answer, and turned his head back to the horror show.

    ‘Here are the facts,’ Marshall continued regardless. ‘First, Keith called me from Hertford, telling me he’d killed everyone except her.’

    ‘Including Little Lambo. I remember.’

    Marshall nodded, with a discreet frown. As professional as Tylor had been, Marshall dreaded to think what he had done to Anthony Lambourne in the end.

    ‘Then later that evening,’ he continued, ‘he called half a mile from New London, asking for access through the security gate. He hung up in a rush, saying something about Shannon killing his clones. She grabbed a knife and killed them while he was distracted by the phone.’

    ‘Maybe Lambo taught her some of his fancypants knife stuff.’

    ‘Or maybe the clones were under orders not to hurt her. Anyway, that was the last I ever heard from him. A few hours later he stopped checking in, and my scouting team found his body later that night. A hundred-ish stab wounds. Shannon killed him single-handed, so I’m willing to bet she’s still alone out there.’

    ‘Even Nick isn’t asking us to search for her. If the great Nicholas Grant says she’s not a problem, she’s not a problem.’

    ‘Nick was always tricky when it came to Shannon,’ muttered Marshall. ‘Maybe he does and doesn’t want her dead.’

    ‘Well she is dead, Iain,’ said Pearce. ‘She had one chance at survival, and she stabbed it to death.’

    ‘She’s more resourceful than you think.’

    ‘Lambo was the resourceful one. Shannon was a jumped-up bystander. And now she’s a dead bystander, who probably died of thirst in a field somewhere.’

    ‘She’s not dead until I see her body.’

    ‘Then send your boy,’ Pearce finished with his trademark smarmy grin. ‘If he gets stabbed to death too, we’ll know you’re right.’

    Marshall had spent a whole military career keeping his impulses under control, and eight years as an arms dealer being patient with monstrous people. At that moment he did neither. Instead, he raised a clenched fist and smashed it into Nathaniel Pearce’s nose.

    Pearce barely remained on his feet, and clutched his face as two nostrils’ worth of blood began to dribble. The look in his face was one of surprise rather than shock or horror.

    ‘You apathetic, feeble-minded moron,’ yelled Marshall as his former best friend steadied himself. ‘You imprison and torture the best man for fixing the wall – the most useful guy on our payroll right now, including you. You use one of my staff to do your dirty work, then joke about him dying like Keith. You make assumptions about Shannon based on nothing more than wishful thinking. You have literally no idea how to solve anything unless you can throw clones at it. Now listen to me, ’cos I’m telling you what’s going to happen with the wall.’

    Pearce took his hand away from his wreck of a nose, and listened as if the punch had never happened.

    ‘First off,’ said Marshall, ‘Oliver’s going to let Shah go, and pretend the whole thing was just a warning. Then you let him get back to work. We keep the biorifle soldiers in place at the hole, right up until Shah tells us the concrete is set. In the meantime Grant wants the new prisoners dead right now, and I’ve got a plan. The daily food drop’s in half an hour, and we’re going to disappoint them.’

    There came another scream, blunted by the double-glazed window. Then an inaudible sentence from Roth, punctuated with laughter. Marshall bit his lip.

    ‘Worried about him?’ Pearce asked with a grin.

    Marshall sneered.

    ‘It’s times like this I’m glad I spent my life in the violence business,’ he said, ‘rather than shutting myself away in a lab somewhere. Bet this freaks you out.’

    ‘Honestly it doesn’t,’ Pearce replied, with very little emotion to show for his words. ‘I’ve spent my life in biological science, and my clone research was so secret that I didn’t even look for ethics approval. So I’ve dissected apes for anatomical research. I’ve poisoned dogs alongside clones just to compare how their bodies reacted to ricin gas. I’ve performed autopsies on clones that I’ve personally put to death. Or just close to death, in some cases.’

    Marshall gave no response beyond a blank expression, as Pearce withdrew a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and wiped the blood from his face.

    ‘Truthfully,’ Pearce said, ‘when I look in there, all I see is meat. And meat doesn’t scare me.’

    *

    Ewan checked his watch again, as discreetly as he could. It was one of his last remaining possessions.

    Eleven o’clock, April twenty-seventh. Feeding time.

    Bloody hell, we’ve been in this walled pressure cooker for nearly two days.

    He had joined Charlie and Kate in a mass gathering for the daily food drop, accompanied by Patrick and Ruth. They had left Jack and the sons in the shelter to guard the rucksack of gadgets. Besides the binoculars, door combination hacker and the other non-combat tools, it contained two more smoke grenades and a small stick of dynamite. They’d be a fat lot of good inside the Inner City, but were still worth guarding.

    Ewan found himself among a growing crowd of emaciated faces, who had been forced on an eleven-month diet of just enough food but little more. Grant may have ensured there was enough for all, but some had managed to seize more than others.

    ‘I wonder if they’ll send some birthday cake tomorrow?’ Charlie joked at his side. ‘They’d do that for me, won’t they? For my sweet sixteenth?’

    
      Oh great, he’s making jokes about imprisonment. The first step towards accepting it.
    

    ‘Pretty sure it’ll be the same as yesterday,’ Patrick answered. ‘Bread, processed biscuit, bottled water and mass-farmed veg. Sorry Charlie.’

    ‘What’s the time?’ asked Ruth.

    ‘Exactly eleven,’ answered Ewan. ‘They’re later than yesterday. Can’t even see them in the distance.’

    His eyes wandered to his podcopter wound. It didn’t look good. He had taken the bandage off a few hours ago to find that his forearm had changed colour. It was infected, not a shadow of a doubt, and the surface of his skin looked like it was crying out for help.

    He had hidden the wound from his friends as much as possible, as well as his terrified reaction. Another week without Lorraine’s medicines and the infection would do Grant’s job for him.

    Ewan looked among the crowd, and saw a thousand faces as worried as his.

    ‘What’s up?’ he whispered.

    ‘This is the first time the food’s ever been late,’ whispered Patrick, ‘after nearly a year. Literally, the first time.’

    Ewan glanced around, and caught three separate people looking at him. Even after two days, the stares from the locals were still frequent. Ewan and his friends had spent most of their lives being stared at, but this time it was different. They were four combat-suited teenagers in a world without soldiers, known only for their sudden appearance from nowhere. People were curious, but afraid to ask.

    Ewan turned and tapped his friends on the shoulders.

    ‘We should leave,’ he whispered.

    ‘What?’ asked Kate. ‘You’re not hungry?’

    ‘The food’s not coming. And the reason doesn’t even matter. When a crowd gets scared, they blame the odd ones out.’

    Kate and Charlie wasted no time in following him, as the crowd’s whispers grew in the air like the build-up of static electricity. In the five minutes it took to get to the Rowlands’ house, Ewan was astonished at the deafening volume a thousand whispers could reach.

    Jack rose from his seat in surprise.

    ‘What happened? Food fairy didn’t come?’

    ‘Yeah, something like that.’

    Aidan and Benjamin looked at one another, sharing the same anxious faces as the crowd outside. Ewan beckoned the Underdogs together, and they huddled in the middle of the room like a sports team before a tense match.

    ‘Things need to change,’ he began, with droplets of sweat emerging on his forehead, ‘and fast. McCormick must think we’re dead, Grant’s up to something with the food, and before long the locals will turn on us. And we’re putting the Rowlands in danger by sheltering under their roof.’

    ‘Then there’s your arm,’ said Jack. ‘You need antibiotics or you’ll be dead in a week.’

    Ewan stared at him, wide eyed.

    ‘You didn’t think we’d notice?’ asked Kate. ‘We’ve got to break out. For your sake, even if nothing else.’

    It wasn’t a subject Ewan wanted to talk about. But he smiled on the inside. It was good to have friends looking out for him.

    ‘That hole we made to the Outer City,’ he said. ‘It’s the only way out.’

    ‘Now why on Earth didn’t we think of that before?’ asked Charlie with exaggerated sarcasm.

    ‘Because an hour after we broke in, we lost our weapons. There’s a right way to get through that hole, but it’s not by copying the locals. The clones covered the hole with wood so they can rebuild it from the inside, which means they won’t see us approaching. But time’s running out.’

    Jack took the group’s last two pistols from his belt, and held one lightly in each hand.

    ‘I’m up for it if you are,’ he said, ‘but the probability of success is pretty much zero.’

    ‘Not if we get the minigun back,’ said Ewan. ‘I’m going to find The Lord. It’s time to negotiate.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 20




  
  
    Half of the crowd had dispersed by the time Ewan made his journey. The other half had probably worked out that their owners didn’t plan to feed them that day, but their desperation was powerful enough to keep them in place.

    Ewan stood a hundred metres from The Lord’s current shelter, his hands fidgeting beyond his control.

    ‘You don’t have to do this,’ said Charlie at his side. ‘You’re betting your life on it working.’

    ‘We’ll never break out with two handguns. And besides,’ Ewan said, showing his arm with its pus-filled sacs lining the podcopter wound, ‘I’d rather die today if I’m dying here at all.’

    Ewan had already said his goodbyes to Kate, Jack and the Rowlands, pretending not to believe they were final. Kate had demanded he go unarmed, claiming that The Lord would see any weapon as a sign of aggression rather than protection. Her insistence had only triggered Ewan’s PDA, and guaranteed he would be defiant enough to take one.

    He wondered how much of his defiance had been because of her relationship with Raj. Over the last couple of days he had come to realise that his warm feelings for Kate were of friendship rather than romance, but she had still turned him down. That was OK, she had every right to, and in her position Ewan would have done the same. But he wasn’t going to lie to himself and pretend it didn’t hurt.

    But he had taken the news better than he had predicted, largely because he cared about Kate and her right to make her own decisions. Ewan may have had a great myriad of problems, but misogyny was not one of them. His parents had left him under no illusion about the importance of respecting women.

    
      Maybe Mum and Dad were lucky. If Major George West and his wife were going to die anywhere, at least they died without seeing this place.
    

    ‘How are you feeling?’ asked Charlie. ‘I mean… stupid question I know, but it’s fine to be scared.’

    Ewan closed his eyes, and tried his best to put his thoughts into words.

    ‘I know that death should scare me,’ he started, ‘but it doesn’t. There’s something scarier, and I’ve seen it in here.’

    ‘What’s that?’

    It was a topic he didn’t feel comfortable discussing, but somehow it seemed OK to tell his Temper Twin.

    ‘Death’s bad enough,’ Ewan said, ‘but surviving and losing your humanity? Tiptoeing around death long enough to lose yourself as a person? It’s happened to people we’ve met here. It happened to The Lord and his guys. And if you stay here, it’ll happen to you. That’s my biggest fear. Including death.’

    Charlie placed a hand on Ewan’s shoulder. Affection was rare from Charlie. He neither gave hugs in his best moods nor received them in his worst.

    ‘Before Oakenfold,’ Charlie said, ‘the teachers spent years trying to make us act like everyone else. We couldn’t do it back then, and we won’t do it now.’

    Ewan couldn’t help but smile. His friend had a point.

    ‘Charlie,’ he said, ‘there’s something I need to give you.’

    ‘I don’t do kisses, mate.’

    ‘Yeah, as if you’re my type. Here, take this.’

    Shannon’s USB stick had been zipped inside Ewan’s left pocket for two days, his hand patting it once an hour to double, triple and quadruple-check it was still there. He fetched it out, the words Better Days worn and smudged, and handed it to Charlie.

    ‘I don’t have a clue what to do with this. If this meeting goes wrong but you guys escape anyway, work out what to do.’

    Charlie bit his lip, but took the device from his friend regardless.

    ‘This doesn’t give you permission to die,’ he said.

    ‘It’s not your permission to give. Anyway, you’ve still got your phone, right?’

    ‘Yeah?’

    ‘Take photos of this place. The others need to see what the prisoners are going through. Then go to the toilet block… and guard Kate while she phones McCormick.’

    Charlie took a confused step backward. The constant threat of tracking technology had kept their phones in their pockets for two days straight. In Grant’s position, Ewan would have been scanning the whole Citadel non-stop, waiting for the Underdogs to give their location away by phoning home.

    ‘You sure?’ Charlie asked. ‘One frequency scan and we’re caught.’

    ‘It’s been two days. They might have given up scanning for us. But knowing McCormick, he’ll have kept the comms unit guarded since the beginning. He deserves to know we’re alive.’

    ‘Why don’t you make the call before you leave? You know, just in case…’

    ‘Because I’m leaving now. Besides, it might be Raj who answers.’

    ‘Yeah, so?’

    ‘I… kind of made a move on his girlfriend a few days ago. He doesn’t know, but I’d feel awkward. Just do this for me, mate.’

    Ewan took advantage of Charlie’s confused pause, and started his jog.

    According to the Rowlands, The Lord and his henchmen didn’t have a home. The last gang in power had made that mistake. Don Maggio and his mafia-style ‘family’ might as well have drawn a giant target on the door of their shelter, and were helpless when The Lord, Dave, Shawn, Gareth and Potts struck in the early hours. The Lord had learned from Don Maggio’s mistake, and commanded his empire under the roof of a different prisoner each night. It kept him safe from planned attacks, and his subordinates were forced to see their self-proclaimed master face-to-face while personally catering for his needs.

    But Ewan didn’t take long to find him. He had never seen the bodyguards’ faces, but he recognised superiority complex when he saw it. The guards were stood on the thin streets as if they owned them.

    He had no idea which henchman he met eyes with, but it did not matter. The four couldn’t have shared a full personality between them.

    
      If you spend enough time pretending to be someone you’re not, eventually your real personality fades away. It’s happened to these guys, and now their tough-guy disguises are the only part of them left. Sad, really.
    

    Stood before a tall, shaven-headed bringer of death, he did his best to remember that he was the great Ewan West: the leader of countless charges against the greatest foe Britain had ever known. Oh, and the young man who had destroyed a podcopter with his bare hands.

    ‘I would like to speak to The Lord,’ he breathed, in a voice that balanced respect and confidence in the best way he knew how. It was difficult, given that he didn’t respect them and didn’t feel confident either.

    His polite gesture was met with a predictable flurry of hands searching his body, and he was pinned against the wall by the muzzles of half a dozen firearms. He recognised three of the guns from the armoury back at Spitfire’s Rise, one of which had the knife mark he had placed there himself. He supressed his bubbling anger as well as he could. That had been his weapon, even among his peers.

    The Lord poked an interested pair of eyes around the entrance, saw Ewan’s combat gear and grinned.

    ‘Parasite’s armed,’ a henchman snarled. Ewan felt a sharp jerk from the back of his trousers as his handgun was ripped from its holster, and he heard the cocking of several firearms before The Lord raised a firm hand.

    ‘You dun’ touch ’im, Potts,’ he said. ‘That’s their leader. If he wants a chat he can ’ave one. Disarm ’im and let ’im in.’

    After a search for bladed weapons, Ewan was permitted inside the house under armed guard from Potts and one of the others. The Lord sat in the centre of the one-roomed shelter, at a table that had once been somebody’s back door. The original homeowner sat trembling at his side.

    ‘So you come here to kill me,’ The Lord said without aggression or alarm.

    ‘That’s not the way I do things.’

    ‘Then what are you doin’ here, whatever ya name is?’

    ‘West. Private West.’

    Ewan hoped that faking a military background would earn a little respect. He knew enough from his father to blag his way through most questions.

    ‘Bit young, ain’t you?’

    ‘I’ve come with peaceful intentions on behalf of my squaddies,’ Ewan continued, ‘to ask for our minigun back. You have my word, it will never be used against you or your interests.’

    The Lord spat out a laugh, so loud and so sudden that the other two henchmen ran to the door.

    ‘Y’know, there was summink wrong with every sentence there! You came in peace carrying a gun! You asked for your minigun when it fell from the sky! You say you won’t act against our interests, while asking for our biggest weapon!’

    ‘Does this mean you won’t negotiate?’

    The Lord gave a loose glance to the ceiling, considering the question. He then pointed a thumb towards their frightened host, who sat deep in his seat as if magnetised to it, and spoke to one of his men.

    ‘Dave, get rid of him.’

    His command was followed by a single bullet, fired from the gun that had once belonged to Charlie. With no time for a reaction before he died, the homeowner fell from his chair with the same scared expression on his face.

    ‘You idiot!’ The Lord shouted, rising from his stool. ‘I meant get him out the house, not get rid of him!’

    ‘Oh…’ answered Dave. ‘Sorry bruv, you just said–’

    ‘I just what?’

    ‘…Nothing, mate. Sorry.’

    ‘Put him outside. Shawn, help him.’

    Dave tucked Charlie’s weapon back in his belt, and nudged for Shawn to help him with the body. The Lord returned his glance to Ewan, the dead host forever gone from his mind.

    In the short silence that followed, Ewan realised he had been no more shocked by the man’s death than The Lord had been. The Inner City was eating his humanity, and the fear he had confessed to Charlie had taken gentle steps closer to reality. He had to get his team out of here.

    
      I spent my whole life thinking I was less human than other people, thanks to everyone telling me my brain was faulty. Today, I’m fighting to remain one of the most human people in New London.
    

    ‘So you came to negotiate,’ continued The Lord, ‘but there’s nothin’ to say. You’ve nothin’ to offer me–’

    ‘There’s a way out of the Citadel,’ said Ewan, his heart leaping up his chest when he realised he had interrupted The Lord. ‘But not without weapons. You have my word as an honourable British soldier – if you return our weapons, we will fight our way out and you will never see us again.’

    The Lord’s expression changed, his lips pressing together and his eyebrows deepening. Ewan tried to read his scarred face, but it was difficult to interpret. Did he think Ewan was lying? Insane? Did he see this as a pathetic attempt at deceit?

    ‘Tell me the way out, private,’ he commanded.

    ‘You must have seen that hole in the Outer City wall,’ answered Ewan.

    ‘The one that’s been boarded up, about to be concreted, with scum soldiers guarding every square inch of it?’

    Ewan noticed that The Lord had lost his grunting, lazy tone. He sounded like an actual person, with a hint of a Welsh accent.

    ‘Every day there’s a nice pile of bodies building up beneath it,’ The Lord continued. ‘They all had the same idea as you.’

    ‘They weren’t armed.’

    ‘You won’t be either,’ answered The Lord as he slouched back and put his feet up on the dead man’s chair, ‘because there’s no way in Hell you’re taking our weapons. Why would you want to escape anyway? There’s nothing out there anymore. Here we’ve got free food, no taxes, no morning rush hour, no parking tickets and no reality TV! Living the dream.’

    
      Living your dream. Nobody else’s.
    

    ‘Our friends are on the outside,’ Ewan answered, ‘and we have to get back to them.’

    ‘Then why’d you come here in the first place?’

    ‘Unhappy accident. Look mate, you say there’s nothing I can offer, but there is. You’d get to have a front row seat in watching loads of enemy soldiers getting slaughtered. You and your friends can watch in glee as those prison guards get what’s coming to them. Tell me honestly, can you really resist that?’

    The early stages of a smile broke across The Lord’s face. His bodyguards at the entrance had full grins. Ewan had walked into the wolves’ lair just hoping to walk out in one piece, but found himself on the winning side of a negotiation.

    His optimism was shot down by The Lord’s response.

    ‘It’s like this, private. That would be nice to watch. But only today. Tomorrow the guards will be replaced, we’ll be left without our biggest weapon, and the Fatherless are just dying for a chance to jump us and take power. We’re keeping our guns, mate, and there’s not a damned thing on Earth you can say to make me change my mind.’

    The Lord stood up from his chair and headed for the entrance door, bringing the moment Ewan had feared most: his attempt to leave.

    ‘But the thing is,’ The Lord finished, ‘I respect you. You’re not actually a bad guy. You ain’t getting your weapons, but I’ll let you live. Have fun in town, Private West.’

    Ewan dared to smile as he stood up.

    The Lord has blessed me with the gift of life, he thought with a grin. I wonder if Raj would find that funny?

    He had taken three steps towards the doorframe when a voice boomed out from loudspeakers across the Citadel. It must have echoed from one end of the Inner City to the other.

    The Lord and his henchmen leapt in shock. Such announcements must have been rare.

    ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the Citadel, this is Nicholas Grant.’

    Nicholas bloody Grant!

    Up to that moment, Ewan had only known the tyrant as a name and a reputation. Suddenly he had a real voice, and it violated his ears with deafening power and clarity.

    You’ve starved your people for half a day, Ewan thought. What have you been building up to?

    ‘Today’s delivery of food and water has been cancelled,’ continued the voice of Nicholas Grant, ‘and all future deliveries have been suspended. Now, those of you in the northern region may have noticed the sudden presence of four strangers. These teenagers are dangerous… to my soldiers and to all of you.’

    Ewan’s feet anchored themselves to the ground in fright, and his stomach started to weaken. Grant’s voice oozed confidence and authority, in a way that The Lord and even McCormick never managed.

    ‘These strangers are named as follows,’ said Grant. ‘Charlie Coleman, a troublesome boy with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and uncontrolled anger issues. Kate Arrowsmith, an autistic school dropout with a severe anxiety disorder. Jack Hopper, a teenager with Asperger Syndrome who has failed in two suicide attempts so far. And their leader is Ewan West, a sixteen-year-old problem child with autism and pathological demand avoidance, who was permanently expelled from six different schools.’

    
      Making us sound as worthless as possible. I know where you’re going with this.
    

    Ewan checked the walls for other exits, but found none.

    The Lord was standing at the entrance, his expression morphing from respect to hostility. A pistol lay gripped in his hand.

    They both knew Grant’s final sentences before they were spoken.

    ‘These four are your enemies,’ Grant finished, as The Lord raised his handgun to the height of Ewan’s forehead, ‘and you will put these parasites to death. There will be no more food or water drops, anywhere across New London, until I have recovered all four of their dead bodies.’

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 21




  
  
    Kate was undecided about the existence of miracles, but there was no other way to describe the timing. She had made it to the toilet block moments before Nicholas Grant’s voice had boomed across the Citadel, and the others had secured the entrance as he had finished his death threat. She switched on her mobile phone, although her quivering thumb needed several attempts to hit the right button.

    
      The worst dictator in British history just mentioned me by name.
    

    
      Then he shared my biggest weakness with millions of people.
    

    
      And after that, he told them to kill me.
    

    She was OK for now. The toilet block had only one entrance for Charlie to guard. Which was fortunate, since he held the team’s last remaining handgun. And there must have been a hundred people in the growing crowd outside, ready to charge the block.

    Even then, Kate still felt the temptation to peek outside. Just in case James was one of them.

    Then a gunshot sounded.

    Kate dropped the phone in fright, and brought her hands to her mouth. The gunshot hadn’t come from Charlie. It had been somewhere in the distance, perhaps a mile away.

    The only armed people within a mile of the block were Ewan and The Lord’s gang. And they were probably stood next to each other.

    
      Oh no, if The Lord shot first…
    

    Every negative possibility ran through Kate’s mind. The positive ones politely stayed at the back of the queue and let her anxiety do the talking. Ewan’s weapon had been found, and he had been murdered as punishment. Or he had shot himself, to avoid a prolonged death. Or he had fired a warning shot and was trying to sneak his way free. Or – most likely of all – The Lord had simply heard Grant’s threat and shot Ewan dead.

    ‘Kate,’ whispered Jack, ‘I’m sorry, but your three minutes have started.’

    Kate looked to the floor. Her phone was powered up. She had never been less ready to talk in her life, but out of habit she leapt out of her comfort zone anyway.

    As she picked up her phone, her thoughts turned to Jack: that wonderful friend who Grant had presented to New London in a dreadful light. Jack’s brain had always been a complex and interesting place, complex enough to have masked a hurtful history she could never have known. Kate could hardly turn to him and say ‘Jack, I’m so sorry you tried to kill yourself twice’, but she wanted to express some kind of sympathy.

    Don’t see him any differently, she told herself. Grant wants it, and Jack doesn’t deserve it.

    She shook her head, and rechecked the row of toilet holes for a fourth time. They were still alone, and the block still stank to holy hell. It had a thickness to its air, a dreadful darkness, and enough fumes to give her coughing fits. The block’s single exit served as its only ventilation and light source. The sensory onslaught had reduced her brain to a foggy mush, and combined with her survival anxiety, she could barely function as a human.

    But it was the best place to be. If Charlie hadn’t run back in time with Ewan’s message, the locals could have mown through the Rowlands’ home and physically ripped them to shreds.

    Kate dialled the number for comms, and ducked at the sound of another gunshot. This one had been close: Charlie had spent a bullet to frighten the crowd backwards, and it had been enough. For another few minutes, at least.

    
      Why are they holding back at all? They must know our bullets will run out if they just storm the place.
    

    
      Maybe they’re all waiting for another person to go first…
    

    ‘Hello?’ came a frantic voice in the earpiece.

    It wasn’t McCormick. The comms team must have swapped over during the two days. Instead, it was a voice Kate had missed almost as much.

    ‘Raj?’ she cried.

    She put the phone in front of her face, but saw the screen was blank. In the midst of anxiety and sensory overload, she had forgotten to make it a video call, and missed the chance to see her boyfriend’s face again.

    ‘Kate? You’re alive?’

    ‘Yeah, for now. There’s a crowd of people after us. I mean, actual people. Prisoners.’

    Raj’s happy voice died a quick death.

    ‘You’re not…’

    ‘Put it on speaker,’ came Lorraine’s whisper in the background. Another voice that felt like soft music in Kate’s ears.

    ‘You’re in the Inner City?’ asked Raj. ‘How on Earth did that happen?’

    ‘Ewan tricked a laser cannon into blasting a hole in the wall. It was our only escape.’

    We may have been better off dying in the corridor though, Kate thought as somebody entered a screaming match against Charlie. He was only silenced when the teenager threatened him with the handgun, and yelled something about not wanting to miss his birthday party.

    ‘Who’s with you?’ asked Lorraine. It was a kind euphemism for asking who was still alive, and even Kate could see through it.

    ‘Ewan, Charlie and Jack,’ she replied, blocking the thought of Ewan and that faraway gunshot. ‘But Alex… I don’t think…’

    Her voice trailed off, and her heart started to punch the front of her chest. She was dealing with too many emotional topics at once.

    ‘Kate,’ said Raj with delight in his voice, ‘Alex got out! He’s spent the last two days in a nearby village, recovering from a shoulder wound. He’s waiting to see if you guys made it!’

    And that was enough. The tears started to flow. Not through sadness, but through the intense cocktail of good and bad emotions. The wonder of Alex’s survival against the unknown fate of Ewan. The joy of hearing Raj against the fright of hearing Grant. Her confusion about Alex’s selfless loyalty to his doomed team, against her guilt for ever thinking negative thoughts about him.

    ‘Kate?’ asked Raj.

    ‘I don’t have much time,’ she began, ‘so–’

    ‘Two minutes,’ whispered Jack, who couldn’t tell it was the wrong moment to hurry her.

    ‘OK, um… it’s even worse than we thought in here. Everyone’s built their houses from wood and metal and stuff that’s been thrown down to them. It’s miles and miles of crowded floorspace. People die here all the time but the place is still crowded. It’s like…’

    Kate dipped her gaze to the sticky floor, and realised she had neither the time nor the skill to come up with a decent analogy. New London could not be compared to anything she had ever experienced.

    ‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘we made some enemies. And a few minutes ago Grant offered a reward for our deaths, so now the whole city’s trying to kill us.’

    ‘What kind of reward?’ asked Lorraine. ‘Is it something people would kill for?’

    ‘Their food supply.’

    The silence after her words was dreadful. Kate shuddered, and filled up the silence with more words.

    ‘We’re planning to break out,’ she said, ‘hopefully the same way we got in. We just need to get our weapons back…’

    Outside, a lady pushed her two malnourished daughters in front of her. After saying their names, she begged Charlie for the chance to kill him.

    ‘And if we survive the night,’ Kate continued, ‘we’ll strike at dawn. As long as the streets aren’t crowded.’

    ‘Good luck,’ said Raj. ‘I’ll be praying for you all.’

    ‘One minute left,’ said Jack.

    ‘I think we’ll need more than faith, Raj.’

    ‘I’m sorry to say this, Kate, but faith is one thing you’ve never been good at.’

    Kate wasn’t sure whether to feel surprised or hurt. Her brain chose both.

    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

    ‘Kate, I know you’ve been through a ton of horrible stuff in your life. But religious or not, have faith in something. Maybe you should have some faith in yourself.’

    The phone trembled in Kate’s hand. She could have sworn she heard Lorraine in the background, whispering something like, ‘About time someone said it.’

    And worst of all, they weren’t wrong. Right back to her childhood years, there had been very little for Kate to love about herself. Her gymnastics expertise may have stopped her from completely drowning in self-esteem issues, but once the gym chalk left her hands there had been nothing else to help her.

    Maybe in a world full of autistic people she’d have been appreciated. But the real world had never seen her as worthy of respect, so neither had she.

    This wasn’t the time to talk about her faults. Especially the incurable ones. Faith in herself was impossible when she didn’t even like herself. She dodged the point as well as she could.

    ‘I’d rather have bullets than belief,’ she said.

    ‘I’m not arguing against having weapons,’ said Raj. ‘I’m saying never underestimate faith, or having a positive opinion about yourself. Faith can turn a person’s life around with just thoughts. Think about it, that’s amazing! The only thing bullets can do is kill people.’

    There was a rumble from outside, like the sound of unorganised mass footsteps.

    ‘Yeah. They seem to be pretty good at that–’

    It happened too fast for Kate to see it. She heard a grunt from Charlie and half a yell from Jack before they fell silent, and by the time she turned her head they lay unconscious on the dark concrete. Charlie’s pistol had vanished from his hand, held in some henchman’s fierce grip. He was followed by another two of The Lord’s men, assault rifles in their arms and grins on their faces.

    That’s why the crowd never stormed the building, Kate thought. They were waiting for the professionals to do it for them.

    ‘I’m sorry,’ she yelled to Raj and Lorraine, ‘we’re dead. I love you guys. Goodbye.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 22




  
  
    McCormick was in his bed. Or on it, at least. He had been too lethargic to pull the covers over himself.

    It must have been early afternoon. He hadn’t wasted a whole morning in bed for nearly two years, but it was a frighteningly comfortable addiction.

    You can’t get into this habit, Polly’s voice sounded in his head, echoing lines from years gone by. You’ll lose everything you are.

    Those words had helped, back when he had only lost his wife. They were less comforting after he had lost a war.

    McCormick checked his watch, and sighed. Any longer and he would have to pretend he was ill. The expectations of his surviving housemates forced him to the edge of his bed, and he slid his feet into the nearest pair of shoes. He mopped his brow with a limp hand, and tried to put his leader face back on.

    His first stop was the clinic. Shannon made no reaction as he brushed open the door. She was sitting alone on her bed, staring at the ceiling as if counting cracks. She seemed to do little else with her days, content to keep herself isolated and inactive. Perhaps being alive was enough.

    ‘Shannon…’ McCormick said, to no response.

    Just days ago, he had thought of her silence as a sign of vulnerability. But his friends were missing while she was safe. Vulnerable or not, the girl on the bed had lost the right to remain silent.

    ‘You must know about our mission to Hertford,’ he said. ‘I’ve given you a few days before asking about Lieutenant Lambourne, but we need to get to the bottom of it.’

    No answer.

    ‘We found the people you lived with. Including him. And I’m sorry.’

    No answer.

    McCormick’s tone was unusually impatient, and he knew why. He could no longer deny that Shannon was the reason his friends were missing. She may not have pulled any triggers, but perhaps the world might have been better off if Tylor had completed his mission.

    It was an uncharacteristic thought, and McCormick hated it.

    ‘When you’re comfortable talking,’ he said, ‘I need to know how you came to live in that health centre, and why one of Grant’s lieutenants was living with you.’

    
      And how you were found.
    

    
      Because if it can happen there, it could happen here…
    

    ‘No questions asked,’ Shannon said. ‘That was the deal.’

    McCormick sighed. He had almost forgotten that catchphrase.

    ‘Could you at least tell me what my friends are supposed to do with Better Days?’

    Shannon turned her head away from the ceiling above her, eyebrows raised.

    ‘You think they’re alive,’ she said, amused.

    ‘I hope they’re alive. And if they are, they need to know what to do once they’re in the clone factory. To keep up your part of the deal–’

    ‘What do you think?’ asked Shannon. ‘Find a computer and plug in the memory stick.’

    ‘And then?’

    ‘Then you activate the kill switch on the wall. A red lever, somewhere at the back.’

    McCormick said nothing. He wanted the silence to feel like encouragement for her to continue, but instead it just felt cold.

    ‘Lambourne and I wrote a software code that would override the factory’s safeguards,’ she said. ‘Those settings that stop the wrong liquids going down the wrong pipes, or the cubicle doors from opening before soldiers are fully grown. After that, it reverses as many processes as it can, to make the machines choke on their own backwash. So run the software, throw the switch back on, and watch the fun. Throw a grenade down there for good measure if you want. Some of the spilt liquids will be flammable.’

    
      Of course, all this information is useless if the strike team are dead.
    

    
      I’m tired of not knowing. And Lorraine has been at comms with Raj for more than twenty-four hours. I think it’s time for a swap.
    

    ‘Thank you Shannon,’ McCormick said out of courtesy and little more. ‘Lorraine will be back with you soon.’

    Shannon reverted back to silent mode, and McCormick was happy to leave her alone to stare at the clinic ceiling. But before he could leave Spitfire’s Rise, there was one more conversation that needed to happen.

    Conveniently, Mark’s bedroom was next door.

    ‘Took you long enough,’ he muttered when McCormick entered.

    ‘Excuse me?’

    ‘The police got to me in six minutes last time I broke the rules. When I lead a mission outside of your authority, it takes you two days to show up.’

    ‘I was hoping you would use the time to reflect,’ McCormick replied. It was partly true.

    Mark shrugged his bulky shoulders, and went back to reading his book.

    ‘Mark, I don’t have long.’

    ‘Then let me go through the main points you’re about to mention. Yes, I disobeyed your greater wisdom. No, I don’t regret it. Yes, we learned a ton from it. The only thing left to discuss is what the hell you can do about it.’

    He waited until the end of his little speech before looking in McCormick’s direction, pressuring him to give an answer.

    ‘So you don’t already know that too?’ asked McCormick, resisting the urge to add ‘since you’re clearly the cleverest person in the building’. Sinking to Mark’s level would do him no favours.

    ‘Some months ago,’ Mark answered, ‘Miles and Tim did a similar thing. You kept them at home for a month as punishment. And they weren’t eighteen like me. They were proper adults, so that was a ballsy move. But you won’t do that now.’

    ‘And why not?’

    ‘Partly because the next time you let them out, Oliver Roth killed Miles with a shotgun blast to the face. Maybe it was a month’s lack of practice, or maybe just coincidence. I guess we’ll never know. But the main reason’s because you can’t afford to keep me at home. Who else is left to lead the charge? Gracie? Silent Simon?’

    Mark was right, and McCormick knew it. Thankfully he had known for a long time, so the words did not shock him.

    ‘Mark,’ he began, ‘I know you’ve spent most of your teenage years with crime and punishment at the front of your mind. But there’s more to the Underdogs than that. I don’t expect you to follow our rules because you fear the consequences. I expect you to follow them because it’s the right thing to do.’

    Mark turned back to his book.

    ‘You’re right,’ McCormick continued, ‘there’s very little I can do. And even if I dish out a punishment, it won’t be enough to stop you making the wrong choices. The only person who can do that is you.’

    ‘About a hundred teachers gave me the same talk about making the right–’

    ‘This is about so much more than following rules, Mark. If the worst has happened – if you and Alex really are the last soldiers capable of leadership – then you’ve got an even bigger question to ask. What kind of head soldier do you want to be? And if the war really is lost, you’ve got the biggest question of all. What kind of man do you want to die as? Leadership changes people, Mark. That in itself is a responsibility. You need to let yourself be changed in the right direction.’

    Mark turned the page of his book. It was better than a sarcastic comeback, at least.

    
      Mark and Shannon both giving me the silent treatment. Maybe this is what parenting would have been like.
    

    He left the bedroom and took a deep breath. He would make the journey to comms alone after saying goodbye to the others. But first things first.

    Stood on the landing, making one final check for passers-by, he reached into the nearest empty bedroom to borrow a chair. He opened the trapdoor on the ceiling and pulled down the ladder.

    In the past, he had lied to his team by saying he had to check the attic for rats. Ewan had even called him out on it before the mission began. In reality he had given up the fight against rodents a long time ago, but there was a tradition that had to be kept every time he left Spitfire’s Rise. McCormick closed the trapdoor and concealed himself inside the attic – the only part of the house where he could truly be alone – then crawled to the ageing cardboard box next to the boiler.

    Nobody else knew whose house the Underdogs had taken over, with the sole exception of Ewan. What they did not know, they could not give away through interrogation. It was a safe assumption that Daniel Amopoulos, the last one to be captured, had given away everyone’s names before he died. Thankfully he could not give away the location of Spitfire’s Rise. By twisted fortune, Grant had captured the one Underdog with such severe directional dyslexia that he wouldn’t even have been able to describe the route.

    McCormick could never tell his soldiers that each day they walked on his carpets, slept in his beds and ate from his cupboards. Last year, letting a dozen people into his home would have been a Christmas party. Now it was his life, twenty-four seven.

    His honeymoon photo was the first object out of the memory box. Forty-one years and eight months after being taken, the photo still portrayed Barbara with the natural elegance he always remembered about her; that moment in Anglesey sealed for eternity in a flawless glass frame. With a gentle brush to wipe the dust from her face, he gave her a kiss as always.

    Barbara McCormick, now three years dead, had made Joseph McCormick the man he was. She could never have known the responsibility the future would place on her husband, but somehow she had prepared him for it. With Britain in ruins and its people all but conquered, Joseph owed it to her memory to be the man she had built him up to be.

    He owed it to her to keep others safe. Even if it meant hiding them in his own home.

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 23




  
  
    ‘Ewan,’ came a whisper, accompanied by a hand patting his shoulder.

    ‘Hmph.’

    ‘It’s four. Daylight’s not far away.’

    Ewan opened his eyes, which came into focus on Patrick Rowland’s smile.

    I’d never say it out loud, thought Ewan’s sleepy brain, but I’m going to miss you, Patrick.

    The sun usually peeked over the Citadel walls around nine, but the sky brightened several hours earlier. Daybreak was coming, and their assault on the Outer City would be imminent.

    Ewan looked around to see Aidan and Benjamin waking up his friends. The Lord’s armed henchmen stood at the entrance, unwilling to involve themselves. Perhaps they were unhappy with their master’s orders: to rescue his friends from certain death, and protect them all night against threats from the public.

    Ewan didn’t know where his idea had come from, but it had saved their lives.

    There were stomping, confident footsteps approaching the entrance. The Lord must have thought there was enough light to attack. Or more likely, he had run out of patience.

    ‘Time to go,’ he barked. ‘Looking forward to what you promised, “Private” West.’

    Ewan’s lie about his military background had been exposed by Nicholas Grant’s announcement, but The Lord had not seemed to mind. He had bigger priorities, and bigger opportunities. A moment later he was gone, taking his henchmen with him.

    ‘Ewan?’ asked Kate while rubbing her eyes. ‘What did you promise him?’

    ‘The chance to kill Grant’s men,’ Ewan answered as he got to his feet.

    It had been the first idea Ewan could spit out in the moment. In those short seconds between The Lord raising his pistol and almost pulling the trigger, Ewan had worked out what his would-be murderer truly wanted: the chance to watch enemy soldiers die, while still having their weapons at the end of it. Ewan had only needed one sentence: ‘What if you do the killing, we escape and you keep the weapons anyway?’ The Lord had dipped his weapon, and negotiations began.

    Ewan grinned, unable to believe his suggestion had worked. Being manipulative was one thing, but being quick-witted and manipulative had been a literal lifesaver.

    ‘There’s a logical side to The Lord,’ he continued. ‘He knows if we escape, New London gets its food back whether we die or not. Grant wouldn’t gain anything from starving his people to death. He wants control, not extermination. Then I told him where you guys could be found, and he sent his mates to rescue you.’

    ‘Didn’t feel like a rescue,’ mumbled Charlie, pointing to the bruise on his jaw. ‘And did you have to give them all the weapons?’

    ‘It’s not like I had much say in the matter, Charlie.’

    Ewan had tried, but his one request had resulted in a gunshot being fired past him. A bullet missing his ear by inches had been stressful enough, but The Lord had followed it with a speech that triggered his pathological demand avoidance enormously. ‘That bullet would have killed you if I’d chosen it to,’ The Lord had said. ‘From this moment, the only reason you’re breathing is because I gave you permission to live. You will go through the hole unarmed. And if you don’t like it, remember who your life belongs to now.’

    After that, Ewan’s brain had been in too much of a mess to negotiate.

    ‘Even if we get inside,’ Charlie continued, ‘we’re dead the moment we meet our first patrol.’

    ‘We’ll be fine,’ answered Jack. ‘Once we’re up there, we’ll take the rifles from the dead clones’ bodies.’

    ‘And what if there aren’t any clones guarding the hole?’

    Ewan snorted, and gave no answer. Charlie was asking negative questions just for the sake of asking.

    ‘So, how are we feeling?’ asked Ruth from the front door.

    ‘Fan-bloody-tastic,’ answered Ewan.

    ‘Did you guys sleep OK?’ asked Kate.

    ‘With your big day in the morning?’ said Aidan. ‘Not a chance.’

    Ewan felt just a twinge of love: something he had not felt much of in recent days. Against their own safety and against common sense the Rowlands had given the Underdogs everything they could offer, from the moment they had landed in prison. They had even pleaded their way into spending the night alongside them, out of nothing but loyalty.

    ‘You don’t have to put yourselves out like this, you know.’

    ‘Why not?’ asked Benjamin. ‘We may not be part of your army, but we’re in this together. United by our differences, right?’

    ‘…United,’ answered Ewan, trying to hide his confusion.

    Aidan walked to the far wall, beckoning for his brother to follow. Benjamin smiled at the team before leaving them alone, and Ewan took his chance to whisper.

    ‘Someone taught them our motto?’

    ‘I did,’ answered Jack. ‘No point in saying “united by our differences” unless we share it with people different from us.’

    There was no denying Jack’s logic. And once his possessive thoughts subsided, Ewan realised how little he minded. He looked over to the Rowlands, who would have been miles away from the battleground if they’d had any common sense. Most other people would have been.

    You’d have been welcome in McCormick’s army, he thought towards the family.

    *

    When The Lord wanted something, there was no denying his efficiency. Ewan’s team had been given perfect accommodation, right next to the hole. After the original slaughter, the survivors had spent minutes mourning their dead neighbours, then hours harvesting the remains of their shelters. The Lord had found the shack with the biggest extension, and scared its owners away for the night.

    Ewan stood next to the shelter’s exit, and tried to judge the distance to the wall. At the first sound of gunfire, the sleeping locals would awake to see his team making a break with the ladder: a thick wooden board with crude footholds, broken off the Rowlands’ roof. Unless Ewan and his friends were quick, the hunt would be short and painful.

    Outside, The Lord and his four henchmen were positioned atop their roofs, weapons in hands and grins on faces. It would not be long.

    ‘Charlie,’ Ewan said, ‘happy birthday mate. One year closer to death and all that.’

    ‘Cheers,’ his friend answered with a well-humoured grin. ‘You know what’s weird? I’m finally old enough to join the army now!’

    Ewan smiled, and walked over to Kate at the far window. Her stare seemed unfocused. Someone was on her mind, and he didn’t think it was Raj.

    ‘Just concentrate on yourself,’ Ewan whispered. ‘Trust me.’

    Kate looked across at him, almost offended by the suggestion.

    ‘I never realised how many people look like him,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve seen his face a dozen times in the crowd, but every one of them ended up being a stranger. And now I’m abandoning my brother again. Just to keep myself safe.’

    ‘You’ll do more good for him out there than in here.’

    ‘Hardly makes it easier, does it?’

    Ewan took a step towards Kate, who allowed him to give her a hug. He made it as brief and non-emotive as he could. She would need her wits about her.

    Jack was at the rear of the house, waiting for Ewan to approach.

    ‘Don’t ask me how I am,’ he whispered once Ewan was next to him. ‘Tell me how you are.’

    Jack was trustworthy enough. Ewan checked around him for listeners, and found none.

    ‘I’m probably the most scared of all of us,’ he whispered. ‘I set up this deal. If it goes wrong, your blood’s on my hands.’

    ‘Not Grant’s, then?’

    He could always rely on Jack to be blunt and logical. In fact, sometimes that Asperger’s-style bluntness was just what he needed.

    ‘We could have died in that corridor three days ago,’ said Ewan. ‘Instead we lived, and prisoners died. If we get killed this morning, our extra three days on Earth will have cost dozens of lives for no reason.’

    ‘Best not die then. Chin up, mate.’

    ‘Hey,’ interrupted a gruff voice at the door, ‘y’ready for this?’

    The Lord stood with the podcopter minigun under one arm, grinning like a child about to meet Santa.

    ‘Ready when you are,’ answered Ewan.

    ‘Better make this worth it. ’Parently the murder rate exploded last night. Everyone’s killing their neighbours and dressin’ ’em in black to look like you guys. Getting hungry, I guess.’

    ‘They’ll get their food back. Just get us through that wall.’

    ‘With pleasure…’

    The Lord leapt for the roof, and lifted himself up with a single arm. When the footsteps on the ceiling above stopped, Ewan took a long sigh.

    ‘Everyone line up,’ he said. His friends formed a queue at the shelter’s exit, Ewan at the back. Usually leadership meant being first in line. But sometimes it meant putting your friends first.

    ‘Guys,’ said Aidan as he exited the shack, ‘all the best.’

    ‘Aidan, you OK there?’ came Benjamin’s voice beside him.

    ‘…Yeah.’

    Ewan felt a sudden stillness in the atmosphere. Aidan’s foul-mooded response had not gone unnoticed, nor had the tone of Benjamin’s words. Even Ewan West, the worst people-reader in New London, had detected it.

    The brothers knew something.

    ‘Give ’em fiery hell!!’ screamed The Lord from the rooftop above.

    The wooden boards on the wall crumbled against the spray of the minigun. The Lord’s barrage of bullets chopped them to a thousand splinters, and sent a flood of wet concrete spilling out onto the ground below. A second layer of wood was chipped away to reveal the grey corridors of the Outer City. As a troop of surprised clones rushed to the newly opened window, The Lord’s henchmen joined the chaos and opened fire with their assault rifles. There was anger and laughter in their screams: they had dreamt for eleven months about a meaningful protest against their oppressors, and now had enough weapons to make their point.

    One of the angrier clones, leaning too far out of the hole as the bullet passed through his head, fell to the floor of the Inner City like an unstringed puppet. The weapon that replaced his right forearm was dark green, and the LED on its side flickered off. Ewan’s heart almost stopped.

    ‘Oh no,’ muttered Charlie.

    ‘Biorifles,’ snarled Ewan. ‘We are so screwed.’

    ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Patrick.

    ‘Marshall invented weapons, Pearce did genetic engineering. The biorifle’s the one thing they made together. The guns are wired into their owners. When the clone dies, the weapon dies.’

    Another body fell to the ground, with a similar green forearm and a blank LED.

    ‘Grant’s planned for this,’ finished Ewan. ‘He knew our ammo wouldn’t last in here. Those bioguns cost a ton of resources so there’s not many of them, but he’s chosen the perfect time to bring them out.’

    There would be no weapons available on the other side. But it was better to be unarmed in the walls than unarmed in the prison. Ewan let out a rallying cry, picked up his end of the makeshift ladder, and his friends charged into the breaking light. They steadied the ladder next to the fallen clones, and secured its top rung against the hole in the wall. Aidan Rowland, architect extraordinaire, had calculated the ladder’s length to perfection.

    The last of the clones fell silent and Kate began to climb. Around them, the locals stirred.

    ‘Goodbye, Inner New London,’ Ewan snarled as he gripped the sides of the ladder. ‘Screw you and everything you did to us.’

    Ewan followed his friends upward and through the laser cannon hole, ignorant of the cuts on his hands from the chipped wood and the stains of wet concrete, and fell into the warmth of the Outer City corridors. The inside of the Citadel walls had never felt so welcoming.

    The relief faded when he looked at the dozen dead clones, and saw not one usable firearm among them.

    Ewan had only one idea: to poke his head back into the Inner City prison, and plead with The Lord for just one weapon. Just a handgun. Something.

    He looked back through the hole just in time to see it happen.

    Benjamin leapt up and grabbed the side of the nearest roof with one hand. Then with the other, he brought out a sharpened length of corrugated iron and slashed Gareth’s calf. When the screaming henchman fell to his back, Benjamin aimed the tip with millimetre precision and stabbed him through the neck.

    
      Benjamin, what the hell are you doing…
    

    Gareth’s body fell to the concrete without complaint, and Benjamin leapt onto the roof. Aidan held up his hands as his brother tossed one of Gareth’s rifles down to him, and then vanished behind the walls. Ewan suspected he was running to the other end of the battleground, to open up a second front.

    Potts opened fire towards Benjamin, his aim enraged and approximate.

    Ruth was screaming, asking her sons why.

    Aidan shouted something about getting weapons for the Underdogs.

    Ewan struggled with the conflicting thoughts in his mind: wanting the Rowlands to be safe, yet urgently needing firearms. He watched Patrick and Ruth’s horrified faces as Benjamin Rowland, a harmless young lawyer in the old days, killed a second human being. He grabbed Gareth’s second assault rifle and used it to shoot Dave.

    None of them had seen The Lord as he turned around with the minigun, and opened fire into Benjamin’s chest.

    Ewan felt a hollowness in his own torso as Benjamin’s back started to spit blood. The vengeful young man turned into a falling corpse, which toppled out of view somewhere onto the concrete ground.

    ‘Benjamin!’ Patrick screamed. He ran out of sight, Aidan’s gunfire distracting Shawn and Potts from taking aim. Ewan watched in fearful amazement as Patrick defied his age and climbed onto the rooftop behind The Lord. There, the bed and breakfast owner from Croydon engaged in combat against a murderous gangster with an M134 Minigun.

    Ewan admired Patrick’s bravery, but it was clear he had no plan beyond wrapping his arms around The Lord’s neck. Ewan’s screams could not be heard as Potts, unwilling to fire a bullet in the direction of his master, leapt across the gap between the rooftops and plunged a knife into Patrick’s spine.

    ‘No!’ Ewan yelled, supressing the need to vomit.

    ‘What’s going on?’ asked Kate.

    Ewan didn’t answer. He gazed over to Aidan, who staggered over Shawn’s dead body with blood pouring from his neck. Ewan had not seen how Shawn had died, nor why Aidan was wounded, but the details made no difference. Aidan used his last moments of life to empty his bullets across New London, some of which found their way into Potts. Both bodies fell, and The Lord ran out of henchmen.

    Ruth appeared at the corner of the shelter, unarmed, just in time to watch The Lord finish off her husband. The minigun bullets ripped through Patrick’s chest at point blank range, and his body collapsed onto the corrugated roof.

    Ewan’s vision turned blurry as tears formed in his eyes. He wiped them away and saw Ruth cowering in the street, set to be The Lord’s final target. She didn’t seem to care. Her whole family was gone. It was not the terror of a deer in headlights that kept Ruth in place, but the acceptance of a lamb led to the slaughter.

    In the corner of Ewan’s eyesight, something grabbed Jack’s foot.

    Ewan leapt in fright – he had almost forgotten his own corridor even existed – and he looked down at the almost-dead body of a clone soldier. One of the patrol was still alive, and determined to murder at least one of Grant’s enemies before the end.

    ‘Guys, help!’ Jack yelled, his hands wrestling against the biorifle that was loosely aimed towards his face.

    A good man named Joseph McCormick had spent eleven months teaching Ewan to take control of his anger issues. But at that moment, anger was the only response he knew how to give. Anger at the slaughter of decent people. Anger at his role in the Rowlands’ deaths. Anger that, even now, some crappy clone soldier was trying to murder his friend. Ewan’s Temper Twin instincts resurfaced, and he leapt with a year of supressed rage at the surviving clone. He wrapped his hands around the biorifle, jerked it away from Jack’s head, and dragged the clone towards the hole.

    As angry as Ewan was, he knew what he was doing. It was a skill he had never learned back at Oakenfold: the ability to feel angry but remain capable of thought.

    He forced the clone’s arm in the direction he wanted to aim, and pinched his fingers against one of the bullet wounds. The clone flinched, the biorifle fired, and a glob of blood left The Lord’s throat.

    The Lord’s aim fell away from Ruth, and he twisted his wobbling head towards the hole in the wall. Ewan pinched again, and another bullet punctured The Lord’s stomach.

    The third pinch had no impact. The LED on the biorifle had gone out, and the clone was dead. But the first two bullets were enough.

    Ewan’s eyes met The Lord’s in a shared moment of hatred. Then Paul Green, former painter-decorator turned mass murderer, fell to the rooftop and ceased to breathe.

    
      That makes two. Two humans dead through my actions.
    

    
      He was a monster though. He shouldn’t count as human like she did.
    

    
      But that’s how it begins, Ewan. When you stop seeing people as human, you let anything happen to them.
    

    Ewan glanced around the prison. The gunfire had stopped, and heads started to poke out from doors and windows. Hungry prisoners were a short run from the firearms that littered the battleground, and the ladder into the city walls.

    ‘Ruth,’ Ewan yelled, in the closest voice he could manage to sympathy, ‘we don’t have much time.’

    The shell of a woman that was once Ruth Rowland started to move, slowly. The heads in the doorways became whole bodies.

    
      Come on Ruth… if you don’t give us something, your family died for nothing!
    

    She reached up to the low roof, and plucked the minigun from The Lord’s dead hand. She was the first prisoner to the ladder, and was four rungs up when the next prisoner began to follow. A steady stream of armed escapees formed a queue behind her, yelping in excitement.

    Ruth came within arm’s reach and held up the minigun. Ewan seized it before Patrick’s blood could drip off its barrel onto her weakening hands.

    ‘I’m so sorry…’

    ‘I don’t want your apologies,’ Ruth gasped. Ewan thought those were her words, anyway. It was difficult to tell through the trauma in her voice. ‘Come back here one day, and tear this place apart. Make this–’

    ‘Hurry up, you old hag!’ came a yell from an impatient prisoner a few rungs below.

    Ewan stopped breathing. These prisoners had never seen the Outer City before, and couldn’t have known it would be even more dangerous than the prison. The chop-chop-chop of approaching podcopters sounded in the distance. There was only one option.

    ‘Thank you, Ruth,’ said Ewan, as kindly as he could. ‘Now hold on tight.’

    Ruth obeyed, and with gritted teeth Ewan pushed the ladder until it toppled. He watched as Ruth and the rest of the prisoners fell to the concrete below, and the ladder hit the nearest roof and snapped in half. Insults were hurled at Ewan like rotten fruit, from prisoners who honestly believed they could have escaped and lived. He switched off any sorrow that crept into his head, turned his back on the hole and sprinted down the corridor, minigun in hand.

    ‘Straight for the exit?’ yelled Charlie as he tried to catch up.

    ‘No!’ Ewan screamed back. ‘Not yet!’

    ‘Not yet? Why the hell not?’

    Ewan slowed down to wait for Kate and Jack, who were equally confused.

    ‘We just spent three days in Hell,’ said Ewan, ‘and a load of people died because of it. If we don’t complete our mission, it was all for nothing.’

    There were no objections on his friends’ faces. They worked out what his next sentence would be, and they all agreed.

    ‘Let’s burn that clone factory to the ground.’

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 24




  
  
    They did not take long to find the first platoon, and one spray from the podcopter’s weapon ripped them to pieces. Ewan ran to their remains and plucked the assault rifles from the mess. Four of the six weapons had avoided damage. He picked them up and threw them out to his team like sweets at a pantomime.

    ‘OK, we’re armed,’ he said. ‘Not much left in the minigun though. Definitely not worth carrying, with my arm the way it is.’

    He checked his forearm again, and swore under his breath. The weight of the gun had split the wound, and a build-up of runny pus had spilled over his skin.

    ‘Cover your ears, guys,’ he said. ‘I’m emptying it into the ground so it can’t be used against us.’

    ‘No way,’ said Jack. ‘Three quarters of the Rowlands died for us to have those bullets. If you won’t take it, I will.’

    Ewan pushed away the realisation that he was being commanded, and held the weapon out towards his friend. Jack slung his rifle over one shoulder, and tried to work out how best to carry a two-handed minigun. A moment later, voices cried out from the clones’ radios.

    One of the voices must have been Iain Marshall. Ewan could tell by the authority in his voice: authority which relied on volume and anger. Like so many bad teachers from his mainstream days.

    ‘No, I don’t care how many of you are feeling cranky. This morning, shift hours don’t matter! I need one of you to send a team to keep the prisoners contained, and the rest of you to rally some troops and send them rebel-hunting. We don’t have long before they escape.’

    Another voice entered the fray. A weasel-like tone, that sounded like someone who’d never stepped outside the evil lab they were born in.

    ‘You think they’ll just flee? There’s plenty they could do to us at four in the morning, if your men are as unprepared as you say. You told Nick yet?’

    ‘You can bloody tell him.’

    Ewan looked up, and found a sight he had not witnessed since their sleepover in Lemsford. All of his friends were smiling. It was always fun listening to enemies as they snapped at each other in panic.

    ‘Keep Floor Z well-guarded just in case,’ said the voice that was probably Nathaniel Pearce. ‘In the meantime, everyone keep close to your radios. The moment someone reports activity, Marshall will send in his biggest weapon.’

    ‘Don’t give me commands, Nat. Don’t you dare.’

    The conversation descended into bickering. It was no longer worth Ewan’s time.

    ‘Right,’ he said, ‘teams of two. Charlie, you stay with me.’

    ‘Splitting up?’ asked Jack. ‘Really?’

    ‘Yeah. You and Kate hit the factory, Charlie and I will cause a distraction. We’ll find the nearest officers’ sector and go hunting for info.’

    ‘Info on what?’ asked Kate.

    ‘Does it matter? We’ll get there before you get to Floor F. Once they detect us, all eyes will be on us instead of you.’

    ‘Info on what?’ repeated Kate, demanding eye contact as strongly as she could bear. ‘If you’re attracting Marshall’s “biggest weapon”, it had better be for something good.’

    ‘Info on Shannon, for starters,’ answered Ewan. ‘Who she is, where she came from, how she knows so much. Then there’s the list she was carrying. I want to know what else they’ve found out about us. Jack, pass me the combination hacker. The officers’ sector will have a code. You can keep everything else.’

    Jack reached into the rucksack, found the combination hacker and passed it over.

    ‘Have fun, guys,’ finished Ewan. ‘Charlie, pass them the memory stick.’

    Charlie reached into his left-hand pocket. After a few moments of spreading his fingers around, he started to dig deeper.

    A look of abject horror spread across his face as he pulled his empty hand back out.

    ‘It’s not in my pocket…’

    Ewan’s body lost all its feeling, and his jaw fell open.

    ‘…It’s in my other pocket,’ Charlie said with a grin, reaching into his right-hand pocket and waving Shannon’s memory stick between his fingers.

    ‘Charlie, don’t be an arse,’ said Ewan, snatching it from his hand and passing it over to Kate.

    ‘It was pretty funny, to be fair,’ laughed Jack.

    ‘Whatever. You guys had better get going. It’s a long way to Floor F.’

    Jack handed the rucksack to Kate. The minigun alone must have been heavy enough.

    ‘Good luck, both of you,’ said Kate.

    ‘It’s never luck,’ said Ewan. ‘Enjoy the destruction.’

    He couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy as Kate and Jack set off. The death of the clone factory would be a joy to behold, but he would serve the mission better as the live target. It had worked with the laser cannon, after all.

    Ewan brought out his phone and switched it on as he started to run.

    ‘Charlie, time me.’

    ‘Sure. But why don’t we take one of those clone radios? We could listen in!’

    ‘They’re GPS tracked. We want to give them clues about where we are, not tell them.’

    Ewan found the stairwell entrance by the time the phone had powered up. Charlie checked the second hand on his watch.

    ‘Three minutes. Go.’

    
      Three minutes to tell comms we’re alive, deal with the emotions of talking to them again, ask for directions and memorise them. Easy.
    

    The phone rang. Barely a moment passed before a voice answered, with a joyous tone like a dead man raised back to life.

    ‘Hello?’ asked McCormick, his face appearing onscreen a moment later.

    For a moment, Ewan choked on his own breath. He had not gone for three days without McCormick since Takeover Day. A whole world ago.

    ‘S-sir?’

    ‘Ewan…’

    There was a short, magical moment where neither Ewan nor McCormick could string a sentence together, and were content to watch each other’s faces and listen to each other’s silence. Then Charlie pointed at his watch, and Ewan tried to force the conversation forward.

    ‘Sir, I’ve got so much to tell you, but it’ll have to wait until we’re back home.’

    ‘Raj told me you’d probably died…’

    
      ‘Nah, we’re in the walls now. All four of us. And we need help.’
    

    ‘Tell me where you are and I’ll direct you to the exit. Alex is still close by, so I’ll get him to help from the outside.’

    ‘No, not yet. Give me the nearest officers’ sector to Stairwell 59.’

    There was a moment’s silence as McCormick’s off-camera companion rustled through the collection of maps. It must have been Gracie, going by the passive tone of her voice. Charlie opened the door to the stairwell, and Ewan followed him inside.

    ‘So what’s the plan?’ asked McCormick. ‘By the sounds of it, you’re not doing the sensible thing and escaping.’

    ‘Just heard Marshall and Pearce on the radio. They’re expecting a break-in, so me and Charlie are giving them one. And while they’re looking for us, Jack and Kate…’

    He looked up and around the stairwell. They were probably alone, but the risk wasn’t worth it.

    ‘…They’re preparing for better days.’

    ‘I understand,’ said McCormick.

    It was another part of Ewan that made him feel like a walking contradiction. Despite struggling with everybody else’s hints, he was adept at dropping his own.

    Gracie leaned into the camera’s field of vision and whispered to McCormick. Her voice was too quiet to decipher, as if she didn’t think herself worthy of giving instructions to the team.

    
      She was the kind of girl who waited for the adults to get her equipment out of her pencil case each lesson. And they did it, too. But now the adult support has gone, independence is hardly her thing.
    

    
      ‘Floor S,’ said McCormick. ‘Not far at all. Now listen carefully.’
    

    *

    Ewan took the third right as instructed. If McCormick and Gracie were correct, there would be one more corner then a two-hundred metre sprint to the security door. Ewan had often wondered what the insides of an officers’ sector looked like. Those fabled humans-only areas must have held a luxury or two.

    ‘Kate,’ he whispered into his radio, ‘updates?’

    ‘Not even halfway up the stairwell,’ she answered.

    ‘Seriously?’

    ‘Hey,’ gasped Jack, ‘have you ever tried lugging a minigun up twenty flights of stairs?’

    Charlie dashed around the corner and fired a shot for each clone on guard. Not long after their bodies had fallen, he and Ewan had reached the security door.

    ‘Keep us posted, guys,’ Ewan said, raising the door combination hacker and slapping it over the dialling pad before him. A press of the power button revealed eight blank spaces on its miniature screen, and a jumble of changing numbers flashed in front of his eyes.

    ‘You know, I’d love to know the science behind those things,’ said Charlie behind him.

    ‘Dad wasn’t a technician,’ answered Ewan. ‘He just swiped it from the barracks with the thermal blocker and a bunch of other things. All I know is that when the numbers freeze, it’s good.’

    Ewan stared at the screen before him, and let out an impatient huff. All the spy movies of his youth had told him that secure gateways could be hacked and unlocked in just one camera shot, but his own experience had never matched that.

    ‘You got a minute to talk?’ asked Charlie.

    ‘Could have between five and ten. Better watch those corridors, mate. We passed at least two cameras on the way here.’

    ‘Yeah… anyway, I was just wondering something.’

    The fifth digit along froze on ‘3’. The other digits kept going.

    ‘So it was PDA, after all that?’ asked Charlie.

    ‘What?’

    ‘All that secrecy for so long, then Grant just announced it to New London. Can’t remember what words he used, but I know he meant PDA. What does it stand for again?’

    Ewan focused his face against the hacker, in an effort to hide the anger on his face. There was no longer a way to avoid the conversation he had put off for years.

    ‘Pathological demand avoidance,’ he snarled. ‘Means I can’t take instructions well. Other people’s orders make me anxious.’

    ‘Ha, so that’s why McCormick made you head soldier!’

    ‘It’s not that I like leadership, Charlie,’ Ewan said with a sigh, ‘it’s just how I avoid feeling threatened. I can’t even handle orders I give to myself… “Get up”, “Get dressed”, and so on. Teachers told me to do things at primary school, and I got so nervous I threw chairs and tables. Older kids told me I wasn’t allowed on the muddy field and I kicked the crap out of them. Keith Tylor… he almost made me lose it when he was holding Shannon. He told me he was in charge and…’

    
      He must have known my weakness all along.
    

    ‘But you’re fine with McCormick ordering you about?’ asked Charlie.

    ‘That’s what trust does. My trust in him… and his trust in me. And just the way he acts and talks. He commands without commanding, if that makes sense.’

    Ewan paused, as he started to understand exactly what McCormick had done to him. Ewan had never considered himself a leader, but was not capable of following either. By all rights, teamwork should have been beyond him. Instead…

    If he ever met his younger self, he might have recognised the Ewan West from Takeover Day but only in the literal sense. The two had little in common beyond appearance.

    ‘Nobody ever trusted me like McCormick did,’ Ewan continued. ‘He actually gave me chances to show what I could do. Before him, people weren’t interested in that. If they kept me from exploding, their job was done. Oakenfold wasn’t bad, but the six schools before it? They saw my PDA as a problem, not a personality trait.’

    ‘Well, let’s be honest,’ said Charlie with a daring laugh. Ewan ignored him, and continued.

    ‘Even the name screams “problem”. Pathological demand avoidance. Pathology means disease, you know. It’s like they’re telling me my brain is diseased, and then they criticise me for not acting like normal people, or for getting anxious when they order me around. I’m not a control freak or anything… I just feel helpless when other people make my decisions for me. They don’t realise it feels like my free will is under attack, or…’

    Ewan halted his sentence before he sounded too vulnerable. The point had been made, and he had confessed enough. He looked again at the miniature screen, and found three of the eight digits in place.

    ‘Has to be said, though,’ he continued in an attempt to change the subject, ‘getting over this mission is going to take some time. After eleven months of living with just you guys, I’d forgotten how crap the general public really are.’

    Four digits.

    ‘Because of the whole “trying to kill us” thing?’ asked Charlie. ‘You can’t hold that against them.’

    ‘It’s hard to have faith in normal people when most of them wanted us dead.’

    Five. Then six, a moment later.

    ‘Yeah right,’ answered Charlie. ‘You think they ganged up on us just because they missed lunch? There were still kids left in there. Some people would have been parents. They were trying to kill us for the ones they love. I know it’s difficult to understand when we’re the victims, but… well, it’s not like we’ve never been hated before, is it?’

    
      What on Earth’s happening to you, Charlie? How are you suddenly getting all compassionate and understanding?
    

    ‘You’re right,’ Ewan said, ‘but it’ll be a few days before I believe it. If you know what I mean.’

    Seven digits down, one to go. Ewan checked his watch in surprise. His equipment had chosen the perfect day to act fast.

    ‘Right,’ he said, ‘we’re about to venture where no clone has ever been. Deal with the bodies, mate. And don’t prop them up on bloody chairs this time.’

    Ewan lowered his gaze to the dead clones, and found two expanding red pools growing from underneath them. His mind was invaded by the image of a similar blood pool seeping across the Inner City, fed at that moment by the leaking bodies of the Rowlands and The Lord’s men.

    ‘We can’t hide them inside,’ said Charlie. ‘Anyone passing will see the blood. Give me a sec.’

    Ewan heard the sound of running footsteps, looked up and found Charlie halfway down the corridor.

    ‘Charlie?’

    Charlie turned around, checked the soles of his shoes and jogged back. At Ewan’s side, an LED lit up next to the completed eight-digit code. Ewan removed the hacker from its position as Charlie arrived back, only to charge off again in a completely different direction.

    ‘Mate, what the hell are you doing?’

    ‘Look at the ground, you numpty.’

    Ewan did so and saw two convincing trails of blood-prints, each running away from the scene of the crime. He smiled.

    ‘If we can’t hide the bodies, might as well use them!’ said Charlie. ‘They’ll think we finished here and ran off already.’

    ‘That might work. OK, prepare yourself.’

    Ewan dialled in the numbers, and was rewarded with a buzz. A smirk crept into the corners of his lips as the door swung open, and he peered into a world that nobody beyond Grant’s inner circle was supposed to see.

  

  





  
  







Chapter 25




  
  
    The comms unit was as dark as always. But somehow, it felt full of life.

    McCormick was holding back tears of joy. It was ludicrous that Ewan, Kate, Charlie and Jack could all be alive, let alone on their way to destroying the clone factory, but it was happening nonetheless.

    To his side, Gracie was smiling too. It was unusual for her to display positivity so openly. She normally needed permission from her peers before looking too happy.

    ‘How long until Alex calls back?’ she asked.

    ‘Not long.’

    To his credit, Alex had acted fast for a man with a gunshot wound.

    McCormick had called him the moment Ewan had hung up. According to Raj, Kate had said the escape would happen at dawn, so Alex had been instructed to switch his phone on and off every fifteen minutes from four in the morning. It had given decent communication chances without the risk of being tracked.

    He was running to New London at that moment, armed with no more than a telescopic handgun with five bullets, a bread knife that he’d need to use wrong-handed thanks to his shoulder, and a bag of stolen supplies from the house. Very little edible food remained, but lighters and batteries were always useful.

    And with those supplies, he was tasked with creating an escape route for his friends.

    The phone rang. Gracie, with unusual enthusiasm, seized the phone first. The smartphone screen showed grass beneath Alex’s boots, before he switched the camera to show his squinting face.

    
      I can barely imagine how he feels, with sunlight above his eyes and soil beneath his feet for the first time in half a week.
    

    ‘Hello?’ Gracie said.

    ‘Gracie,’ said Alex, ‘I still don’t believe you. Are you sure it wasn’t all a pretty little dream?’

    ‘No, I heard it right from Ewan! They’re on their way out!’

    ‘They spend three days in the Inner City prison, find an exit that nobody else can use, and now they’re frolicking towards the exit like the whole thing never happened. Try again, dear.’

    ‘Don’t call me dear!’

    ‘Sorry dear. But you have to admit–’

    ‘Alex, you chauvinistic bloody know-it-all,’ McCormick barked, leaning his face in front of the phone’s camera. ‘Stop belittling Gracie and do something useful. Where are you right now?’

    ‘About ten minutes from the water place, and I still don’t think it’s a good idea. Can’t you find them a different exit?’

    ‘No. And if the water treatment centre’s guarded, you’ll be needed there even more.’

    ‘It will be guarded, sir,’ Alex said, miserably. ‘I shot my way out through the same route. I’m the reason the odds will be against the others.’

    It was unlike Alex to blame himself for anything. McCormick could not afford for him to wallow in misery when his position was so important, so he changed the subject.

    ‘Alex, your camera’s not moving around. Why are you stood still?’

    ‘Because of these.’

    Alex switched the camera to the floor again. McCormick and Gracie were met with the disgusting sight of decomposed clone bodies on the grass. There was nothing recognisable left of them: just bone dust inside three empty uniforms.

    ‘Shannon killed these guys the night we found her. Hopefully one had the same size clothes as me. But first, give me a second. I just need to prove that I’m right…’

    McCormick couldn’t quite see what Alex did next. He knew he was heading to the peak of the grass bank, and had lain himself down to the ground. But the phone saw only sky.

    ‘Yeah,’ Alex whispered into the phone. ‘There are dozens of snipers on top of the Citadel walls. Their barrels are pointed at the water treatment tunnel.’

    ‘How can you–’

    ‘Telescopic handgun, remember? They’ll be covering the emergency exits. In case the water treatment centre troops flush them out.’

    McCormick lay his head in his hands. To his left, Gracie’s smile had vanished.

    ‘What are you going to do?’ she asked.

    ‘My father taught me a ton of lessons about fighting,’ Alex said. ‘The moral of the story is don’t lose, people who give up don’t have souls–’

    ‘You’ve said all this before,’ said McCormick, hoping it would hurry him.

    ‘Really?’

    ‘Yes. But you were bleeding out at the time.’

    ‘Oh. Fine. Dad may have been an authoritative tyrant, but some of his lessons were useful. And right now his voice is in my head, telling me what kind of fights to avoid. The water place is one of them. There’s no win here.’

    Alex picked up the phone, shuffled down the grass bank, stood up and started to walk.

    ‘You’re abandoning them?’ gasped McCormick.

    ‘Not a chance. I’m just doing this my way.’

    McCormick gave a reserved smile. The Underdogs’ self-appointed lone wolf was isolated, vastly outnumbered, and the only one in a position to come up with a workable plan. But on the plus side, that was how Alex operated best.

    Alex’s hand entered the camera’s field of vision, bent down to one of the dead clones and ripped the radio from its pocket.

    ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to shake the dust out of these uniforms and try them on. I’ll try not to think about the little clouds of clone powder I’ll be breathing in. See you soon.’

    ‘Stay safe, Alex.’

    ‘Safe?’ asked Alex, in preparation for hanging up the phone. ‘Do you want the others rescued or not?’

    *

    Ewan knew it was just a reception – an interim room before the proper officers’ sector – but he had still expected more. The computer desk and telephone on his left, even the A4 watercolour painting on the opposite wall, were quite an anticlimax.

    But still, that painting was the first hint of culture he had ever seen inside the Citadel walls.

    ‘An unmanned reception?’ asked Charlie. ‘Looks like today’s on our side.’

    ‘Yeah,’ muttered Ewan. ‘We should invade at four in the morning more often.’

    He jogged to the second security door, and dialled in the same eight-digit code. Ewan and Charlie barged their way through the unlocked door, and found themselves surrounded by pure magic.

    There was friendly wallpaper spread across the walls, and sky blue paint on the ceiling as if to imitate the outside world. There were no corridors: just rooms like in a normal house. They were separated by wooden doors, the contours from their original trees still visible. The entrance room had two leather sofas, a widescreen television with a vast DVD and videogame collection, and an electric guitar in the corner.

    ‘I’m absolutely taking that guitar home,’ declared Charlie.

    ‘Mate, keep your eyes on the door,’ Ewan commanded. ‘I need to run.’

    ‘Maybe I should watch a movie while I’m waiting. I’ve missed those.’

    ‘You’ll get us killed if your attention span lets you down. Ignore the rest of the room, as awesome as it is.’

    Ewan turned to run, as Charlie picked up a sofa by one end and turned it to face the entrance.

    ‘Charlie,’ Ewan shouted behind him, ‘stand near the first security door, not the second. You don’t want to give away the reception area for free.’

    ‘Come on, Ewan. It’s a good sofa!’

    ‘Not got time to argue, Charlie. Just do it.’

    Ewan made a point of not looking back as he left the room.

    The officers’ sector may have been important, but it wasn’t big. It took Ewan less than two minutes to find the most promising room: the only office with a light switched on. The person inside had probably worked all night.

    Ewan burst through the door and planted three bullets in the man at the desk, who fell forwards without resistance. Ewan pushed his chair into the far corner, trying his best not to look at the man’s name badge.

    He failed. The human he had killed was called Steven Elcott.

    
      Three humans now.
    

    
      The first was a Takeover Day screw-up. The second was to defend Ruth Rowland. This was my first kill that felt quick and emotionless.
    

    
      Bloody hell, the Inner City must have scraped away my humanity after all.
    

    As Ewan always did with thoughts he didn’t like, he pushed it to the back of his mind and pretended it didn’t exist. He looked at the computer, still logged on with a wealth of humans-only information at his fingertips. His first stop was the CCTV cameras. Elcott must have been the highest-ranked man in the area, since he had video access to everywhere in the officers’ sector. Ewan found Charlie sat in reception as commanded, fidgeting in the swivel chair behind the desk.

    Ewan bit his lip. That meant Elcott might have seen them coming and called for help. It was impossible to tell.

    ‘OK,’ he said to himself, switching the screen away from the cameras and navigating to the personnel database. ‘Let’s go.’

    It didn’t take long to find the search option. First name ‘Shannon’, last name ‘Rose’, click search.

    There were plenty of results, none of them useful. Some were about random people called Shannon, and others were about people with the surname Rose. Some had Rose as their first name or Shannon as their last, their names ordered wrong in the database. There were over a hundred profiles, and reading through two per minute would take half an hour, maybe. Ewan didn’t have time to do the maths.

    ‘Screw it,’ he said, and returned to the search box to try something else.

    First name ‘Ewan’, last name ‘West’, click search.

    That did the trick. The top result was clearly him.

    Ewan did not have time to read, but trembled at what he saw. His school history was there. His father’s military background was there. The death of his eight-year-old cousin Alfie was there.

    His time with ‘Terrorist Faction 001’ was also there. That obviously meant the Underdogs, because one click led him to everybody else’s names too.

    A further search returned no results for any Terrorist Faction 002. Ewan felt a moment of despondent loneliness, upon realising how isolated he and his friends truly were. But that feeling was such familiar territory that he was able to move on from it quickly.

    The list of names was identical to the one Shannon had brought to Spitfire’s Rise. And a click on the ‘Additional notes’ tab confirmed what Ewan had feared.

    The information really had come from a reliable source. Daniel Amopoulos, his friend and former Oakenfold student, really had been the one who gave Nicholas Grant their names. Daniel had always been a headstrong guy, so the torture he would have endured before his death must have been unspeakable.

    Over the course of five minutes, Ewan spammed the printer with a long queue of demands. The Underdogs’ page, his own page, each of his housemates’ pages. And all the while he tried to answer the three-day-old question in his mind.

    
      Why aren’t we dead?
    

    
      Daniel was taken almost a month ago. He didn’t know our location, but he knew everyone’s names. Our old houses would be the most obvious place for Grant to check. Why didn’t they send an army to McCormick’s listed address and annihilate us?
    

    
      In fact, what’s stopping them from doing it tomorrow?
    

    There would be plenty of time to panic back at Spitfire’s Rise. In the meantime, he had the opportunity to print off some plans. The really useful ones would be classified, but Elcott probably had access to some interesting hints.

    With yet more documents sent to the printer, Ewan tried to think of more topics to research. Last time he had checked, there was still a health centre in Hertford that needed searching.

    A thought struck Ewan like a flash of lightning. There may have been no results for Shannon, but…

    First name blank, last name ‘Lambourne’, click search.

    Six results, but only one was a lieutenant.

    And the report about him was damning.

    
      Lieutenant Lambourne was a traitor?
    

    
      More than that, he was a code-writing genius. Probably explains where Better Days came from.
    

    
      And for unknown reasons, he fled New London with his girlfriend. His girlfriend being… oh bloody hell.
    

    Just like that, Ewan had stumbled across a link to Shannon. Without hesitation, he clicked and read. The report was completely censored except for the essentials – name, gender, date of birth, nationality – but that information alone was enough.

    
      I guess this explains why my first search didn’t work.
    

    
      It also explains why she killed Keith Tylor. And why she killed him mid-sentence. ‘This lovely lady is Shannon Rose ack-ack-uuuurgh’, as I think he phrased it.
    

    Ewan took a deep breath. This was bound to change things.

    He reached for his phone. McCormick needed to know this at the first opportunity. But before he could switch it on, Charlie’s voice sounded in his radio.

    ‘Ewan, problem.’

    Ewan grabbed his radio with one hand, and used the other to switch back to the CCTV cameras. Charlie was at the back of the reception, his assault rifle pointed at the closed entrance.

    ‘Talk to me, Charlie.’

    ‘Footsteps outside. Sounds like they’re dragging the bodies somewhere.’

    ‘Any idea how many?’

    ‘No. But more than one.’

    Ewan flipped between the CCTV channels to find that, unforgivably, there were no cameras outside the officers’ sector entrance.

    ‘Ewan,’ came a faint whisper, ‘they’re using the dialpad.’

    When he flipped back to the reception camera, Charlie was next to the entrance door and shielding himself against the wall.

    ‘Charlie… you know the door will open straight into you, right?’

    ‘Yep.’

    Ewan checked the printer. It was almost done. By the time he ran to Charlie, helped him then ran back, his papers would be ready.

    But time had already run out. The security door opened before Ewan could take his first step, and six clone soldiers flooded into the reception.

    Thankfully, each of them was facing the wrong direction. Charlie leaned out from behind the entrance door and opened fire into their backs. Four went down straight away, and the other two staggered for a few more seconds before Charlie finished them off.

    ‘Clever move,’ Ewan said into his radio.

    Charlie did not answer, and started to push the door closed. It wouldn’t budge at first, thanks to the legs of a dead clone blocking its path.

    Ewan collected the centimetre-thick pile that the printer had finished during the fight. Since Kate had the rucksack, he stuffed the paper inside his combat clothes, his belt holding it against his body.

    That was the moment a thought occurred to Ewan: an important one that had not yet occurred to Charlie. The attack in reception had involved six clone soldiers, but only humans could open doors to officers’ sectors. Which meant…

    ‘Charlie–’

    Ewan watched as the security door crashed into his friend’s body, throwing him against the wall. Charlie could only stumble around in dizziness and pain before Oliver Roth leapt into the reception, pointed his handgun at Charlie’s abdomen, and fired twice.

    Ewan’s lungs lost all their air and his stomach caved in, as if he had been the one Roth had shot. He found himself hopelessly rooted to the floor as the red-haired assassin grabbed Charlie’s assault rifle, tore it from his grip and smashed the butt of it into his face.

    
      They said Marshall would send his ‘biggest weapon’… how could it have been anyone else?
    

    Somehow it was worse to watch the events in silence. The CCTV was video only, and Charlie’s radio was silent. The shots, the yells and the rifle smash had not made a sound, and the inability to hear them made Ewan feel even more helpless.

    Charlie managed to scramble to the other side of the reception desk before falling. For a reason Ewan couldn’t understand, Roth did not stop him. Maybe he saw no point in worrying over a wounded, unarmed enemy with a mangled face. Instead, he marched for the second security door.

    For as long as Ewan had known Charlie, his ADHD-related impulses had been categorised as bad behaviour. They had only ever been the reasons behind his dreadful judgements, his behavioural problems, and everything else that made people see him as the ‘wrong kind of person’. But once in a while, his impulses served him well.

    Against all the screams that must have come from his nervous system, Charlie jumped to his feet, ripped the phone from its cord and threw it straight at Roth’s head. While the assassin shielded himself, Charlie ran for the second security door with the desk lamp in his hand, and smashed its heavy base against the dialpad until there was nothing left of it. Roth would have no access to the officers’ sector, and no access to Ewan.

    A third bullet to Charlie’s side dropped him to the floor.

    Ewan threw up in his mouth, but swallowed it. Charlie fell out of shot against the wall, under the CCTV camera. Roth leant down next to him, then came back into view with Charlie’s radio in his hand.

    ‘Ewan, I assume?’ asked Oliver Roth.

    Ewan did not answer.

    ‘I know it’s you. It’s your name he’s screaming.’

    Roth strolled through the room with the overconfident body language of a school bully, like the boy he must have been a year or two earlier. After moving the dead clone’s leg and pushing the security door shut, he turned back to Charlie and spoke to Ewan over the radio.

    ‘Let’s play a game of “Where are the bullets”! Are they buried in his muscles? Have they drilled through his intestines? Has one of them touched a kidney?’

    Roth’s taunts were touching the pressure points in Ewan’s brain. Regardless, he gave no response.

    ‘I take it Steven Elcott’s dead? Poor guy. His family will have to be thrown into the Inner City now. Got any tips for them?’

    Ewan broke his silence, for no reason other than anger.

    ‘So Grant didn’t kill you after you fell for my laser cannon trick…’

    ‘Nope, sorry. And nice work with the blood footprints, by the way. They kept me guessing for almost ten seconds.’

    Roth stepped backwards and looked up at the camera, tilting his helmet back so Ewan could see his whole face.

    ‘Those bullets won’t kill him, you know. If I wanted him dead I’d have done it. Still, got to admire him for taking that third bullet to stop me getting to you. Now he’s smashed the dialpad, it has to be you who comes to me.’

    ‘And why the hell would I do that?’

    ‘Partly because it’s your only way out. And partly because every sixty seconds, your friend gets an extra bullet. I’ll see you in a minute, Ewan.’

    Roth switched off the radio, leaned back against the reception desk, and checked his watch. At the lowest part of the screen, Charlie’s feet could be seen trembling.

    Ewan checked the ammunition in his assault rifle. He had only used five bullets that morning, so there were plenty left. But his infected arm remained in bad shape, so any hand-to-hand combat would not go well.

    Ewan bolted from Steven Elcott’s office with his rifle held high, wondering how many seconds remained before bullet number four. He ran through the neat rooms of the officers’ sector, which somehow didn’t seem so beautiful anymore.

    Before long he was back in the entrance hall, catching his breath between the leather sofa and the electric guitar. It was time to take on Oliver Roth single-handed, and do whatever he could to save his Temper Twin.

    Ewan turned the handle, threw the door open, and aimed his weapon around the side of the door. He saw Charlie a few metres away, bloody, wide-eyed and taking panicked breaths. But nothing of Roth was visible except for a hand that poked around the side of the desk, holding Charlie’s assault rifle.

    At the sight of Ewan it fired, spraying a flurry of bullets into Charlie’s chest.

  

  





  
  







Chapter 26




  
  
    ‘Surprise, retard!’

    Ewan took his eyes from his best friend’s dead body and saw Oliver Roth jumping to his feet, his pistol in one hand and Charlie’s assault rifle in the other.

    As Roth opened fire, Ewan ran from the entrance door, scrambled over the leather cushions and sheltered behind the sofa. His rifle shook in his grip. There was no way he could aim accurately in his panicked state.

    A barrage of aggressive, echoing bangs kept him in place. Bullets punctured their way through the sofa and smashed the flatscreen television on the back wall. Ewan pressed himself to the carpet, Roth’s bullets zipping inches above his body.

    At the sound of the first click, he threw his hands over the ruined sofa and opened fire, only to find that Roth had hidden himself behind the door. Anger forced Ewan to keep firing – uncontrollable anger just like the old days – and he swore at the top of his voice once his chamber was empty. He had wasted the only clip he had.

    
      I fought for years to be less impulsive… Roth has brought out the worst in me.
    

    When Ewan inhaled, he noticed he was crying. In the background, he heard a clip of bullets sliding into Roth’s handgun. Something large hit the floor, possibly Charlie’s empty assault rifle.

    ‘Hiding behind the sofa, mate? Seriously? This is war, not an episode of Doctor bloody Who!’

    Ewan heard the click-clack of the pistol’s topside, followed by a high-pitched laugh. It was difficult to remember that Oliver Roth was fourteen, except when his voice did that. Ewan sneaked out from behind the sofa, and stood at the side of the door.

    ‘You’ve lost, mate,’ Roth snarled as he walked through the doorframe. ‘Might as well come out and face–’

    Ewan answered with the electric guitar in his grip, which he swung by its neck straight into Roth’s face. The shock was enough for Roth to drop the pistol, but not enough to knock him unconscious. Another swing of the guitar struck him at the side of the neck, and Roth couldn’t react before Ewan reached under his helmet, grabbed a fistful of his red hair and dragged him inside the room. His clumsiness sent them into the sofa, which toppled backwards and threw them to the carpet. Before he could find his bearings, Ewan found himself pinned to the ground. When he looked up, Roth reached for the knife in his belt.

    As his hand snatched at the assassin’s wrist, the podcopter wound tore itself even wider. Ewan let out a scream, but kept his grip firm. The knife inched closer anyway.

    Ewan noticed his assault rifle next to the sofa. He thrust out his spare arm, his fingers touching the muzzle tip and stroking it closer, millimetres at a time.

    Roth’s twitching blade was so close to Ewan’s face that two blurred knives appeared in his vision, held by two blurred hands. But his rifle had been brought close enough.

    ‘It’s empty, you idiot,’ Roth said, with the voice of a 1950s schoolteacher to a dunce student, ‘guns don’t tend to harm people when they don’t have any bullets.’

    Ewan wrapped his fingers around the butt of the rifle, thrust it into Roth’s face and broke his nose.

    As the screaming assassin tended to the cartilage in several pieces inside his face, Ewan drew back his feet and kicked Roth into the air. Before his enemy could steady himself, Ewan leapt over the sofa, dashed into the reception and snatched the nearest dead clone’s assault rifle. He span around, his thirst for revenge filling the friend-shaped hole in his heart, and aimed at the rising figure with the blooded nose. Ewan West and Oliver Roth made eye contact, but it did not last long.

    Ewan pulled the trigger.

    The bullet may have travelled at hundreds of miles per hour, but he had fired too late. By the time it had left the chamber Roth had delivered the jumping kick of his life, sailed over the sofa, and knocked the security door shut. The bullet ricocheted off the door and settled somewhere on the ground.

    Ewan glanced at the destroyed dialpad, then yelled to the ceiling and sent an angry kick against the reception desk. When it didn’t move, he lifted its edges and hauled it onto its side, scattering its contents across the floor. Charlie’s murderer was sealed inside the officers’ sector, and the duel was over. Oliver Roth would live to fight another day.

    The trail of Charlie’s blood touched the tip of Ewan’s boots. Ewan looked at his friend, and wiped the mixture of tears and sweat from his face. He wouldn’t be able to close Charlie’s eyes like heroes did in war movies: his eyelids were already squeezed shut, his final expression stuck to his face.

    Ewan racked his brains for something to say, to pay his final respects to his friend and Temper Twin. But it would mean nothing and he knew it. He picked up Charlie’s radio from the floor – Roth had dropped it in favour of holding two weapons – then reached into Charlie’s pocket and retrieved his mobile phone. It contained photos the survivors at home needed to see: New London’s Inner City, the prison that Charlie Coleman had entered and left with barely a scratch, only to wind up dead an hour after his escape.

    There were no words. Ewan simply turned away from his friend, opened the first security door and fled into the depths of Floor S.

    *

    Kate was in panic mode. She had run to the top of the stairwell, Jack following with the minigun, and they had been collapsed together on Floor F when Oliver Roth’s voice had come through Charlie’s radio. Their friend was wounded, and Ewan had been given sixty seconds. That was the last they had heard.

    McCormick had not taken it well. She had broken the news while phoning for instructions on using the memory stick, leaving him in no fit state to give guidance, and her in no fit state to listen. Thankfully, the instructions weren’t complicated.

    ‘You’re sure there wasn’t a thinner stairwell?’ Kate asked, pointing down through the hollow chamber in the middle that allowed large objects to be transported.

    ‘It’ll be ten times quicker on the way down,’ replied Jack between gasps, ‘trust me.’

    He rose to his feet, and picked up the minigun in two tired hands.

    ‘Time to go, Kate. The others have been enough of a distraction.’

    Kate stood up, wondering how much their friends had sacrificed to give them an undetected run to the clone factory. She opened the door and allowed Jack into the corridor first, the huge barrel of the minigun leading the way.

    Five minutes passed without incident, an incredible luxury for a floor so high. Kate reached the door that she and Alex had broken through several days earlier, back in the innocent times before she had known the Inner City.

    New London Clone Factory – Alpha Control Room, its sign read.

    Kate scanned her keycard over the pad, but was greeted with a red LED. Perhaps Grant had learned from his mistakes, and locked down the factory as soon as they had escaped the Inner City.

    ‘Out the way, Kate,’ said Jack.

    ‘Are you going to–’

    ‘Yep. Cover your ears.’

    Kate stepped out of the minigun’s path, and did as Jack advised.

    Jack squeezed the trigger and emptied the last of its ammunition into a door that couldn’t possibly have been built to resist it. Through squinted eyes, Kate noticed that Jack was concentrating his fire around the edges of the lock. The strategy worked: a hand-sized chunk of door remained attached to the electromagnetic lock, but the rest of the door broke free and swung open.

    The sights, the sounds, and the smell of burned metal were overwhelming. Kate’s brain felt like it was under attack, as if the clones inside had thrown some kind of sensory grenade into her face.

    No matter, she thought in an almost drunken stupor. I’m doing this anyway.

    Kate staggered through the door as Jack dropped the minigun behind her, which released a sudden clang on the floor that almost tipped her over the edge. She aimed her assault rifle at the surprised clones in the control room and opened fire, killing two of them instantly.

    As she tried to steady her balance, the third clone shot her.

    Kate fell to the floor as if the bullet had killed her instantly. As far as she could tell she was still alive, and her bloody hands crawled around her to seek out the wound. But her brain would not let her feel where it was. It was too busy dealing with a traffic jam of overwhelming sensations.

    
      This is why James never felt pain during a meltdown… why he never knew he was injuring himself…
    

    
      James… I left you again…
    

    
      I still love you. More than anyone.
    

    Before a second bullet could strike, Jack leapt in and finished off the final clone. The sound of the gunshot, loud and uncomfortable as it was, signalled the end of the sensory assault. She tried to ground herself, lay her hands on the cold floor, and focused on the air as it whistled through her throat.

    As she did so, a throbbing pain emerged from the right side of her waist.

    ‘It’s a flesh wound, Kate,’ said Jack as he knelt down beside her. ‘Not deadly. Just a pain in the neck. Well, a pain in your side, actually.’

    Kate found the wound with her right hand. It felt like Jack was right. He certainly didn’t seem panicked, as far as she could tell.

    ‘Overload?’ he asked with an outstretched hand.

    ‘Yeah…’

    In Kate’s chaotic head, it helped to know that Jack understood. Not many others would have done. She grabbed his wrist, and winced as he pulled her to her feet.

    Kate found herself wobbling to the computer chair, where she sat down and retrieved Shannon’s memory stick.

    
      Better Days… I guess that’s what Shannon was hoping for.
    

    She inserted it into the computer, correctly on the third attempt.

    ‘Jack,’ she mumbled, ‘throw the kill switch.’

    ‘Look out the window when I do. You’ll want to see this.’

    Kate lifted her head. The view to the factory floor below was as incredible and horrifying as it had been the first time: the uncountable pipes and tubes that kept the system in order, the glowing lights of the pods, the fitness of the two-minute-old clones that strolled out of them.

    There was a creaking noise behind her as Jack pulled the red lever. One moment later, everything stopped on the factory floor. The humming noises fell silent. The lights on the pods went out. The clones themselves, whether guards or freshly grown recruits, began to wander around the dead factory in confusion.

    ‘We’ve not got long before they come for us, Kate.’

    Kate nodded, and opened the computer’s database. The file on the memory drive was easy enough to find.

    
      BetterDays.exe. 
      Hardly imaginative, but it doesn’t need to be.
    

    She ran the software that had sparked their half-week mission, expecting some kind of onscreen victory display. Instead she got a normal and boring progress bar, which ended with a simple message.

    
      Updates installed. Please restart clone factory hardware.
    

    It was hardly a fanfare. It just seemed like a regular run-of-the-mill update. Then again, that must have been deliberate.

    ‘Jack… it’s time.’

    She turned around to see Jack twitching in either excitement or nervousness. He took a deep breath, and pushed the lever back into its original position.

    Before Kate could turn around, there was a dreadful metallic groan from the factory floor. She looked down, and grinned.

    The confused clones were backing towards the emergency exit. Pipes were splitting and flooding the factory floor with different-coloured liquids. Awkward whirrs and rupture sounds came from inside the clone pods. Some of them tremored in place until their glass sides shattered, spreading soups of thickened slush and half-grown bodies across the floor. Electrical equipment on the ground began to short-circuit.

    ‘You’ve got a lighter in there, right?’ asked Kate, pointing to the rucksack.

    ‘Waterproof matches.’

    ‘And we’ve still got the dynamite?’

    ‘Let me guess what you’re thinking.’

    Jack lifted his assault rifle and shattered the front window as Kate rose to her feet. Somehow, her flesh wound had stopped bothering her. She reached into the rucksack, then plucked out the matches and the small stick of dynamite. It didn’t need to be big to do its job.

    Kate tossed the lit dynamite through the window, and awaited the fireworks. They did not disappoint. The flames rippled outwards, lighting up the entire factory in a blaze of orange and blue, stretching as far as Kate’s eyes could see. Pods exploded across the factory floor like popcorn in a pan, streaks of white-hot fire lit up along the rows of burning pipes, and the sight of the flaming sea was underscored by beautiful crackles and roars.

    ‘Woah,’ said Jack in amazement, his fingers stimming like never before, ‘that is the coolest thing I have ever seen.’

    Kate grinned.

    ‘Didn’t you once see an ankylosaurus at the Natural History Museum?’

    Jack laughed, and corrected himself.

    ‘Ok, fine. That is the second-coolest thing I have ever seen.’

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 27




  
  
    Ewan launched himself down the stairwell without checking behind corners, not even trying to stem the blood that flowed from his opened arm wound. His intellect told him there was still more to lose, but the rest of his mind disagreed.

    He found Stairwell 42, burst through the door, and was greeted with the sound of a rattling chain echoing from the chamber above.

    ‘Told you it’d be faster on the way down!’ came a voice he recognised as Jack’s.

    
      Jack’s alive, and he must be talking to Kate. Only one Underdog will be added to the Memorial Wall. For now at least.
    

    Ewan shielded himself against the wall as the metal pulley ground to a halt above Floor Y. His friends swung the pulley to and fro until they could grab the side railings. Kate winced as she climbed over, her torso clearly in pain. Within half a minute, the three surviving Underdogs were reunited at the bottom of the stairwell, although Ewan refused to be happy.

    ‘What happened with the factory?’ he asked, his voice dull and apathetic.

    ‘Gone,’ answered Jack. ‘Shannon’s trick worked, and now it’s burning. Seriously mate, it was–’

    ‘Didn’t feel like telling me, then?’

    ‘We didn’t want to use the radio,’ said Kate, ‘just in case Roth…’

    She fell silent.

    Ewan held up his and Charlie’s radios in the same hand. Nobody in the stairwell was fluent with hints, but Ewan could see in their misery that they understood.

    ‘Ewan,’ gasped Kate, ‘I’m so sorry.’

    Ewan’s body flinched as her arm landed on his shoulder, and he rejected the oncoming hug.

    ‘He was our friend too–’

    ‘Look… just don’t. Seriously, let’s get the hell home.’

    Kate nodded, her eyes to the floor. Ewan turned and left the stairwell, and as he led the way he found himself beginning to stop to look round corners again. It was as if his friends reminded him of his responsibilities, like those boy racers who drove sensibly when their parents were in the car.

    ‘They must know we’re using the same exit,’ said Jack as he ran.

    ‘What choice have we got?’

    The closer they got to the exit tunnel, the denser the clone patrols became. Thankfully the Underdogs had more than enough stolen rifles between them, and their ammunition was replenished with every soldier they killed. Within fifteen minutes they had arrived at the exit, with even more bullets than they had started with.

    Ewan hauled the door backwards, ignoring the pain of his podcopter wound, and unveiled the exit tunnel like a game show prize. Wordless, the trio began their final run.

    When his chest started to ache, Ewan reached into his combat clothes and retrieved the stack of papers from the officers’ sector. He clenched the papers in his fist, hiding his hatred for them, wishing he could run upstairs again and shove them into the printer in exchange for his friend back.

    ‘Jack,’ he muttered, ‘put these in the rucksack.’

    ‘What did you find?’ asked Jack as he took the papers and packed them away.

    ‘I know who Shannon is. Her whole story. I found the reports written about us too, and a few of Grant’s plans.’

    ‘Woah, nice.’

    Ewan wondered whether to shout at Jack for his optimism, but was distracted when their radios made garbled noises. He raced further down the tunnel until the interference turned into human words.

    ‘Calling teenagers,’ came the voice. ‘Teenagers, come in.’

    ‘Alex?’ asked Jack. ‘Where have you been?’

    ‘Not far away,’ Alex answered. ‘Spent the last three days getting bored in someone’s house, but it sounds like I got the better deal. Are there still four of you?’

    ‘Three,’ snarled Ewan.

    The radio fell silent. Even Alex was lost for words.

    ‘It was Charlie. Leave the shock for later,’ Ewan continued as the group accelerated. ‘Can you tell us anything useful?’

    ‘Marshall and Pearce know where you’re going.’

    ‘Tough crap, they’re too late. They should’ve run faster.’

    ‘Yeah, well Pearce was just mouthing off over the radio – he’s sent a “specialist unit” up the tunnel. And trust me mate, it’s pretty ugly. On top of that, there’s a hundred soldiers back at the water treatment plant in case you get that far.’

    A low rumble, unlike any sound Ewan had heard before, emanated from not far away. There was a warm glow up ahead, where the semi-cylindrical tunnel bent to the left. Whatever was glowing, it was about to come into view.

    ‘Alex,’ said Ewan, raising his assault rifle, ‘what kind of specialist–’

    ‘Shut up a second. I can get you out of there, but you have to do absolutely what I say. Understand?’

    
      Shut up a second?!
    

    Ewan hesitated, and the rumble ahead dominated the silence. Every instinct in his brain told him to disobey. Alex had never seen New London. Alex hadn’t watched Charlie die. Alex had no right to boss him around. Nobody told Ewan what to do…

    ‘Understand?’ Alex repeated.

    It had been Ewan’s whole life. Adults who couldn’t empathise with him, believing they could tell him how to live anyway. Teachers ignoring all of his anxiety to suit their own purposes, and pretending it was for his benefit. Making decisions for him without getting it.

    He pressed the talk button on his radio, the words ‘You shut up, Alex’ forming on his lips.

    At the last moment, he changed his mind. For all Alex’s faults, for all his lack of understanding, he was doing what he could. He was offering to help, even if his wording was bad.

    Just for once, Ewan told himself, stop letting the PDA make your decisions. You can fight harder than this.

    His mind went back to the conversation with Charlie in the bedroom back at Spitfire’s Rise, and the Oakenfold Code.

    
      The problems are not the person.
    

    
      You have this problem, but you are not this problem. And if this kind of demand could still beat you, you’d have died back in the Inner City. You’ve earned your way out.
    

    ‘Ewan?’

    ‘…Fine, let’s hear it,’ he gasped.

    ‘You’re about to come up against something nasty. The “specialist unit” will try to force you out through an emergency exit at the side. The snipers are waiting for you.’

    Ewan closed his eyes. With the thought of snipers planted in his mind, he could almost feel their gun barrels aimed at the roof above, two feet from his head.

    ‘All you need to do,’ Alex finished, ‘is tell me when you reach an emergency exit, wait there, and burst out when I tell you it’s safe. Can I trust you to do that?’

    Ewan breathed an agreement, knowing he had little choice in the matter. The tunnel had grown warmer, and the low rumbles were followed by uncomfortable blasts of hot air.

    He had predicted flamethrowers, and he was right.

    Around the curve in the shortening corridor, the specialist unit were dressed in a uniform Ewan had never seen. Clad in fireproof red suits with both oxygen and propane tanks clamped around their backs, the twenty-ish clones pointed their flamethrower nozzles towards their unprotected victims.

    The clones were not just angry. They were happy. Delighted grins adorned the faces of the flamethrower unit, as if they felt pride in the upcoming murder of their enemies.

    Their onward march began. They were less than fifty metres away, and Ewan was scared. Nerves and anxiety were an everyday feeling for him and his friends, but being scared…

    Kate lifted her rifle, but Jack’s hand batted it down.

    ‘Don’t!’ he shouted. ‘You’ll hit the canisters. The explosion would burn up all the oxygen for a mile!’

    The front clone released a yellow belch of fire, that flew like dragon’s breath down the confines of the tunnel and snapped its flaming tongues just metres from Ewan’s body. Sweat from his forehead trickled into his eyes, but he could still see the emergency exit halfway between him and the flamethrowers.

    ‘Fine,’ snarled Kate at his side, ‘no canisters.’

    Kate gritted her teeth and squeezed her trigger finger. She sprayed every gram of ammunition from her weapon, covered every square inch from one side of the corridor to the other, and rained bullets into the clones on the front rank. But her sights had been aimed an inch lower than usual, away from the explosive equipment.

    With thighs, knees and shins shredded by Kate’s bullets, the front half of Grant’s flamethrower unit blocked the path of the others behind them. There were no screams, but their expressions of agony were clear enough.

    Their grins gone, the back rank knelt down to shelter their own legs, using their convulsing allies as shields. With the time they gave him, Ewan ran forward and leapt sideways into the emergency exit, his hip smashing into the bar. The exit flew open, its heavy door a perfect shelter from sniper fire, and his foot landed on soil for the first time in half a week. The young blue of a morning sky poured into the tunnel, along with an infinite supply of fresh oxygen.

    ‘Alex, now!’ Ewan screamed, as Jack railed his bullets into the propane tanks.

    Ewan could never have predicted the intensity of so many pressurised canisters exploding in such a confined space.

    The next few moments did not register in his head. An enormous blast threw him off his feet. He landed somewhere, on something. His eyes opened just in time to see metallic ripples running the length of the tunnel, roaring alongside a distant vehicle checkpoint like a train passing through a station.

    I am such a numpty, was the only thought that could pass through his dizzy head. The ringing began to fade in his ears, and he heard Kate screaming inside the tunnel. The phrase ‘sensory overload’ would not go nearly far enough to describe how she must have felt. Jack was back there too, apologising to her.

    There were uniformed clones running around at the vehicle checkpoint. One of them was tall and black. He approached another figure who instantly fell to the ground as he passed, as if from a stab wound.

    
      Alex…
    

    ‘Ewan?’ yelled Jack. ‘Ewan, come back!’

    Ewan prepared to leap to his feet, as fast as his disoriented brain would let him, but changed his mind when he saw his surroundings. He had landed at least five metres from the safety of the exit door, with nothing around him but dried mud.

    
      The snipers could have fired a hundred bullets into me, but they didn’t. They must think I died in the explosion, since I’ve not moved.
    

    
      I won’t give them a reason to change their mind. 
    

    He tried to breathe as shallowly as possible. Through telescopic sight, maybe the snipers would see him breathing. Jack was starting to panic inside the tunnel, beginning to believe his bullets had killed his strike team leader. But Ewan couldn’t afford to call out to him, or even stick up a thumb.

    At the distant checkpoint, Alex had seized an assault rifle from one of half a dozen dead clones. There was one more enemy standing, who had just thrown his stabbed colleague into the passenger side of a transport van. Alex did not shoot the last clone, instead letting him clamber into the driver’s seat and speed off towards the Citadel.

    ‘You guys alright in there?’ came his voice in the radio.

    ‘Just get us the hell out of here!!’ yelled Kate.

    ‘Not yet. The snipers haven’t forgotten you. Give me a second, and meet me at the brow of the hill when I shout. You’ll want to listen to this.’

    Ewan moved his eyes – the only part of him he dared to move – and found the van hurtling down the tarmacked road to the vehicle entrance. It was going at fifty, at least. Then a faint voice came from the radio. It was swamped in static, as if Alex were holding a clone’s radio to his own so the whole team could listen.

    ‘Soldier,’ came a nervous mutter, ‘this is Arnold Salter, deployment director for Vehicle Port Three. Your intent is unknown, please clarify.’

    ‘Good morning, Mr Salter!’ Alex began, in full performance mode. ‘On behalf of the British populace, may I present you with a token of our appreciation for your boss’s hospitality!’

    The distant van was pointed towards the vehicle port, accelerating towards its maximum speed. Ewan could only admire the driver’s determination to save his wounded colleague, futile as it was.

    Then again, it was unlikely to be compassion. It must have been a tactical retreat.

    ‘Thanks for the explosives in the Floor X armoury,’ Alex’s voice continued. ‘There were enough in there to fill the van I’m driving! There might even be enough for the explosion to reach the Inner City and set the prisoners free, if I judged the run-up right.’

    Ewan turned his eyes back to the vehicle checkpoint, and saw Alex’s face poking out from behind the wall. Alex seemed to be a good liar, and Ewan hoped Arnold Salter would be stupid enough to believe him. Either way, Grant’s employees couldn’t afford to take risks.

    Somewhere close to the vehicle port, the van started to swerve. Perhaps the driver was reaching for his partner’s radio, to tip-tap his simplified Morse code and claim his innocence. He would not manage it.

    ‘This is for all my friends who sacrificed themselves in that tunnel explosion to distract you!’ Alex screamed. The quick-witted creativity made Ewan smile. ‘For those who died before them, for my family inside New London, and for every dead body you and your bosses are responsible for! Good morning and good night, Mr Salter – I hope your death is more fiery than all the clones combined. At least they didn’t choose their jobs!’

    Ewan was expecting sniper bullets to rattle through the van as if from a machinegun. He had not predicted that a dozen rockets would soar from the battlements to the road, from launchers that must have been stationed there for large targets. The first wave of rockets formed craters in the ground where the speeding van had been moments earlier.

    ‘Ewan, go!’ Alex screamed into the radio. ‘Now!’

    Clones were not stupid, but they were hopelessly robotic in their obedience. Messages had been relayed. Snipers had reassessed their main targets. Each one had calculated the van of fictional explosives to be the bigger priority, and had each made the same choice to withdraw their focus from the tunnel.

    Ewan leapt to his feet, and nobody shot him. He called back to a surprised Jack and an exhausted Kate, yelling for them to follow him outside.

    A second wave of rockets was fired towards the distant van as the Underdogs made a break for freedom, and Ewan glanced to his right as one rocket hit the van straight on its bumper. At five o’clock in the morning on day four, the Underdogs’ longest and most arduous mission of all time ended with one final explosion. Within half a minute, Ewan, Kate and Jack had reached the safe side of the hill without a shot fired towards them.

  

  





  
  







Chapter 28




  
  
    Raj’s chess skills had evaporated since Kate had said goodbye. He was still destroying Simon, but it was no consolation. Next to the game, Thomas rested the tip of his nose against the coffee table, crossing his eyes in boredom.

    Simon had never been a chess expert, although to his credit he had learned how most of the pieces moved. But that morning, he had stopped trying to win from move one. He had not been the same since he had returned from the health centre, and finally accepted that his friends were probably dead.

    Thomas had sulked too, but over the following days he seemed to have changed for the better. He had started to smile and had stopped crying, although neither seemed genuine.

    
      Perhaps he’s remembered that losing his mum was tougher. And so was Takeover Day.
    

    
      Or perhaps he’s just being him, and trying to cheer everyone else up.
    

    Raj was three moves from checkmate when Simon resigned. His friend did not knock over his king: he just started to pack away his pieces. The life had drained from Simon in recent days, and Raj racked his brains for words of encouragement.

    ‘About ten minutes longer than usual, that was.’

    Simon didn’t even nod. Raj opened his mouth for another try, but Thomas leapt up and started to make shrill noises.

    Raj had not even noticed the opening door, but McCormick had entered the living room with Gracie hiding behind him. That meant the comms unit was empty, so for better or worse, the mission was over.

    ‘McCormick!’ Thomas shrieked. At the mention of his name Lorraine ran in from the kitchen, and Mark followed with vague interest. There was a silence of anticipation as their leader stood before them, worn and exhausted but somehow looking rejuvenated.

    
      Please God, let him be smiling for a real reason. Please don’t let him be faking it for us like Thomas…
    

    ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ McCormick announced, ‘I have some good news and some bad news. The bad news first, of course.’

    Raj took a deep breath that mirrored McCormick’s.

    ‘It is my sad duty to confirm the loss of one of our friends,’ McCormick started, with a voice which balanced his leadership tone with his personal grief. ‘I have to report the death of Charlie, who gave his very best to the mission at the expense of his own life.’

    Raj gritted his teeth. It was never easy when McCormick announced a death, but the worst part was the guilt. Because every time a casualty was mentioned by name, Raj felt terrible for his relief that the name wasn’t Kate’s.

    
      But… why is he only confirming one death?
    

    ‘We had the pleasure of Charlie’s company for eleven months,’ McCormick continued, ‘and we came to know his colourful character very deeply. And I know this group well enough to believe we’ll remember his enthusiasm, determination and diligence, before we remember the challenges he arrived here with. More than anything else, we can remember him in the knowledge that he died protecting a friend. Ewan promises me it was the very last thing he did.’

    ‘You spoke to Ewan?’ asked Lorraine.

    ‘Yes, which leads me to the good news. Don’t be afraid of the sudden mood change, my friends. Charlie would have wanted it.’

    McCormick’s fist rapped against the door and, on cue, the handle turned.

    The room sprung into rapturous cheering and applause as the impossible happened. Ewan, Kate, Jack and Alex entered the living room, arms held high and victory grins plastered from ear to ear. The dead had returned to life, the war was no longer lost, and Raj laid eyes on Kate for the first time in half a week.

    Amidst the cheering, whooping, hugs of reunion and the joy that could only come from close friends being reunited against the odds, Jack raised his hand in an attempt to quell the atmosphere.

    ‘Guys,’ he began, as Raj shed a happy tear, ‘that’s not even the good bit. The clone factory has been destroyed!’

    Raj had been to FA Cup finals that did not match the passion and ecstasy in his friends’ roars. He leapt to his feet, made his way across the room and wrapped his arms around the best girlfriend in the world. Kate surprised him with a kiss, appearing to no longer care who knew about their relationship. Thomas was laughing for real again. The smile had returned to Simon’s face. Lorraine could be seen in the kitchen gathering glasses for a celebratory toast. Even Mark was shaking hands with his colleagues: the Underdogs who had dived into Hell and come back smiling.

    Except Ewan, he noticed. The strike team leader leant himself against the doorframe with his arms folded, wearing a fake smile on his lips that didn’t match the rest of his face. He drank the contents of the glass as soon as it was given to him, then skulked out of the room, tapping McCormick’s shoulder on the way.

    Raj knew better than to follow.

    *

    Ewan reached the Memorial Wall half a minute before McCormick, and went through the major points in his head one last time. The Underdogs’ leader followed him into the cellar, with a predictable smile of sympathy on his face.

    ‘I’ve asked Lorraine to set up the clinic,’ he started. ‘If you don’t get that arm seen quickly you might lose it–’

    ‘I need to know whether we’re safe.’ Ewan said.

    ‘Pardon?’

    ‘Grant’s known our names for almost a month. It’s only a matter of time before he searches our old houses and finds us in yours. If we’re in danger, the others deserve to know.’

    McCormick lifted his eyes, and checked every corner of the room. With nobody listening, he spoke softly.

    ‘This may be my home, Ewan,’ he started, ‘but it’s not my house. Not technically, anyway.’

    Ewan was not in the mood for a coded, non-literal conversation. He needed a clear and specific answer, and he needed it right then.

    ‘Where are we really?’ he asked.

    ‘Polly Jones’ house.’

    
      Polly…
    

    Ewan’s eyes drifted to the top of the Memorial Wall. Maybe her name should have–

    ‘After Barbara died,’ McCormick continued, ‘I almost lost everything. Up here, I mean.’ He pointed to the side of his head with a delicate finger. ‘I was alone up in Durham, I quit my university post for mental health reasons, and withdrew a little further from civilisation each day. And then came Polly.’

    ‘She… knew you when you were kids, right?’

    ‘She knew Barbara, yes. She called me a few months after the funeral, to see how I was coping.’

    There were little ripples in the tone of McCormick’s voice, and Ewan was unsure how to react. He wasn’t used to real adults trusting him with emotionally charged information.

    ‘I emptied everything during that phone call. All my sadness, my frustration, my anger towards the world and everything in it… and she took me in. She invited me down to London, transported my things and let me live with her. Barbara may have been the woman who turned me into a man, but Polly was the reason I survived after she was gone.’

    ‘So… this was her house all along?’ asked Ewan, his heartbeat steadying. ‘Not yours?’

    ‘Legally, yes. I lived here, but officially I was just a guest staying for a very long time. And in that time she found me a therapist, helped me get a job at Greenwich University, and pushed my life back in the right direction. But on Takeover Day–’

    ‘Yeah,’ interrupted Ewan in a bitter voice. ‘I know.’

    He shook his head, emptying his brain of its thoughts like a mental sieve.

    ‘As sad as it sounds,’ McCormick continued, ‘there’s no written evidence Polly and I were ever friends. But on the plus side, that’s why we’ll never be found here.’

    ‘That and the thermal blocker keeping our body heat off their scans.’

    ‘Yes, I thank your father’s soul for that every day. But we’re safe here, Ewan, and that’s the end of it. If Grant knew about my connection to Polly, he’d have flattened this place long ago.’

    The answer satisfied Ewan, but he didn’t budge.

    ‘What else is there, Ewan?’

    ‘…Charlie.’

    ‘You don’t have to talk about this now,’ said McCormick. ‘Give yourself time if you need it. I’m not going anywhere.’

    Ewan clawed a hand against the Memorial Wall, and his breaths quickened. He had done his hero duty for the day, and his vulnerable side crept back into his head.

    ‘He died too early,’ he gasped. ‘It’s not right… we weren’t done with him yet!’

    ‘I think I see what you mean–’

    ‘We were shaping him into the person he’d always wanted to be. He was overcoming new things every day… another few months and he’d have been everything he wanted! But even after everything we did, he still ended up dead… it’s like all our efforts were for nothing! And, and I can’t help but feel… what about the others? There’s only eleven of us left – well, twelve including Shannon… are we wasting our time with them too? Is it really worth helping people if they don’t even live to–’

    Ewan coughed as the cellar’s dust lodged in the back of his throat. He abandoned the rest of his sentence, and let McCormick respond.

    ‘It is absolutely worth helping them, Ewan, whether they live or not. Barbara and I donated every month to the Waking Dreams Foundation, for children with terminal illnesses. Was their work “worth it”, do you think?’

    ‘Yeah… honourable, anyway.’

    ‘Polly volunteered at a hospice that looked after the elderly in their final days. You’d never have convinced her it was all for “nothing”.’

    Ewan found the old man’s hand resting on his shoulder, and he allowed it to stay.

    ‘Ewan, if you think of life advice as something that leads to an ultimate result, you’ll never know when you get there. When someone dies, you won’t be able to see how much you helped them. You’ll just be left bitter about not doing enough. But it’s not the finishing point that matters.’

    ‘Then what does?’

    ‘Making the right differences at the right time. Simon’s been a project of mine ever since we met. We helped Thomas recover after Beth died. And earlier this week we were blessed with another person to build up. Even if we never completed our work with Charlie, we transformed him from the boy he used to be. More importantly, what we did for him stuck in his heart. He spent his final days as the best person he had ever been. And that mattered.’

    Ewan opened his mouth, closed it again, half-opened, and then spoke.

    ‘Thank you…’

    ‘Feeling better?’

    ‘Maybe one day.’

    Ewan turned, and McCormick’s hand left his shoulder. He caught sight of the Memorial Wall, and pictured the name of Charlie Coleman chiselled into the rock. It would only be a matter of time.

    ‘You’re the perfect example of a changed man, Ewan,’ said McCormick. ‘When I compare that vicious boy who came here on Take–’

    ‘Could you please stop mentioning Takeover Day?’ gasped Ewan. ‘I know what kind of guy I was… and I know what I did.’

    ‘And none of it matters,’ McCormick answered, ‘because that Ewan West no longer exists. You came out the other side, and you should be proud of it.’

    Ewan wiped the first tears from his eyes. McCormick was right, as always. And just as Ewan had once said to Charlie, it was time to stop letting his past control his future.

    ‘Come on, my friend,’ said McCormick with his warmest smile. ‘Let’s get you to the clinic.’

    *

    ‘You’re a lucky sod, Ewan,’ said Lorraine as they walked up the stairs together.

    ‘It’s never luck,’ he snarled.

    ‘Just so you know how serious this is, we’ve got Kate and Alex with gunshot wounds and I’m still treating you first. You’re looking at septicaemia if we leave that wound much longer.’

    ‘Have you got the medicine or not?’

    ‘Yes, and enough to heal you if you do exactly what I say. None of your defiant attitude, OK?’

    
      It’s called pathological demand avoidance. But nobody here knows except Kate and Jack.
    

    
      And it’s staying that way. I escaped with personnel files for each of us, but what a pity mine just happened to get destroyed on the way home.
    

    ‘I’ve left the correct dosage on the bedside table,’ Lorraine finished. ‘Take it, then meet me in the kitchen. That wound needs washing, and I’m boiling some water clean. I could have done it before you’d arrived, if anyone had let me know you were coming.’

    Ewan smirked. He had barely been home half an hour, and Lorraine’s delight had already turned to uncompromising bossiness. It was the Lorraine he knew and appreciated.

    
      She let him into the clinic and headed back downstairs. Ewan looked at the bedside table and found the mug with his pills.
    

    On the bed, Shannon looked surprised to see him.

    ‘Yeah, I’m alive,’ Ewan muttered. ‘Great to see you too.’

    Shannon maintained her stare, but showed no emotion. Given what he had learned about her, Ewan didn’t mind. She had probably spent her whole life internalising her feelings.

    ‘Your memory stick worked.’

    For that moment at least, the internalising stopped. Shannon’s eyes lit up, and she grinned.

    ‘I didn’t see it myself,’ Ewan continued, ‘so I can’t tell you how good it looked.’

    Shannon rolled her eyes, and gave no further response. Ewan swallowed the pills, and sat himself at the other end of the bed. Lorraine could wait.

    ‘I know you’ve kept your end of the deal,’ he said, ‘and we’ll keep ours. But don’t think your work’s done. I’ve got an army down there who think the war’s already won. That all we need to do is wait a few months for the last clones to age themselves to death. But there are other Citadels and they all have clone factories, and they’ve got loads of transport vehicles too. We’ve slowed them down, not stopped them.’

    Again, Shannon didn’t answer.

    ‘Fine,’ Ewan snarled, ‘be silent if you bloody want. My best friend died this morning because you wouldn’t talk.’

    She looked up at him, with an expression which might have meant sympathy.

    ‘Wait,’ Ewan said with a shake of his head. ‘I’m sorry. That’s not fair. I’d have taken him to the officers’ sector anyway, even if we hadn’t needed to research you.’

    
      Suddenly, Shannon grew concerned. Her eyes widened, her jaw dropped open, and Ewan could hear her quickening breaths.
    

    ‘And yes,’ he said, ‘you were easy enough to find. Your file was pretty much blank, but I saw what I needed to. I thought Rose was your last name, not your middle name. You did well to silence Keith Tylor before he could finish his sentence.’

    Shannon’s hand moved towards her pocket, and Ewan noticed.

    
      ‘Whatever sharp object you’re hiding, don’t bother. I’ve done enough fighting today and I just can’t be arsed. I’m telling you this because I want you to know that nothing’s going to change.’
    

    The colour in Shannon’s face lightened. Ewan spoke softly.

    ‘You can’t help being the daughter of Nicholas Grant. And you won’t be judged for it. We’re the guys who invented the Oakenfold Code. We know it’s our choices that make us who we are, not just how we’re born. And you chose to escape your father, get out of New London with Anthony Lambourne, and help bring him down from the outside.’

    Shannon Rose Grant buried her head in her hands, then broke her silence.

    ‘I didn’t choose to escape,’ she whispered. ‘We were forced to flee.’

    There was a five-second pause before Shannon’s head lifted from her hands, and stared at Ewan with watery eyes.

    ‘My father knew who you were, thanks to your friend Daniel,’ she continued. ‘Before we left, Anthony used thermal imaging to look for you. We found active bodies in a disused health centre, and just assumed it was you. I even printed out the list of your names to show McCormick you were in danger. But when we got there, we found a completely different group who had no interest in fighting. They realised they were detectable, and planned to pack up their things and evacuate up north. But my father found them the same way we did. Maybe a few days from now, he’ll find you too.’

    ‘He won’t,’ answered Ewan, ‘not if he’s relying on thermal vision. Trust me.’

    Shannon lifted her head, her face full of tears.

    ‘So what happens now?’ she asked as Ewan rose to his feet.

    ‘Right now,’ he said, walking to the door, ‘I’m going to clean my arm, then have a drink for my dead friend. When everything calms down, I’ll tell the others about you.’

    ‘…And then?’

    ‘Then they’ll realise how useful you are. My rucksack’s full of your father’s plans, and you could be the key to stopping all of them. You’ve already struck a nice blow against him, Shannon. Might as well finish him off.’

    Ewan opened the door to the hallway, and was halfway out before her voice stopped him.

    ‘You’re a good man, Ewan.’

    He turned around, puzzled.

    ‘What?’

    ‘I see the same look in your face as the one I grew up with,’ Shannon continued with the hint of a smile. ‘The look people have when they believe they’re defective or useless. When they’re taught to believe it.’

    It was Ewan’s turn to be silent.

    ‘You have every reason to hate me. Your friend’s dead and I’m the daughter of the guy who made it happen. But instead, you sat next to me and told me nothing would change. It takes a special kind of strength to do that.’

    The daughter of Nicholas Grant lay down on the bed, relaxed and at home in Spitfire’s Rise.

    ‘You’re not defective, Ewan,’ she continued. ‘You’re not broken. You’re not the wrong kind of person. And don’t let anyone in this world tell you otherwise. You and your friends are exactly who they’re meant to be.’

    Ewan could not bring himself to smile, but he took the time to reply.

    ‘The world’s about to see who we really are,’ he finished, before closing the clinic door and heading downstairs to celebrate Charlie’s birthday.
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Prologue




  
  With a swipe of his keycard and a green LED, Iain Marshall was granted access to the Experiment Chamber. Inside, he found that his allies had beaten him to it. New London’s Head of Military had arrived third, behind its Chief of Scientific Research and a fourteen-year-old assassin.

  ‘Evening, Iain,’ said Nathaniel Pearce with shallow sarcasm. It was not evening at all – barely seven in the morning – but Pearce took every opportunity to point out his colleague’s faults, including lateness. Oliver Roth smirked, his menacing visage blending with the tiredness in his eyes.

  ‘Is the subject ready?’ Marshall asked, spotting the figure behind the glass.

  ‘He doesn’t look it,’ replied Pearce. ‘Not that it matters.’

  Marshall took a closer look at the clone inside the chamber. He may have been a manufactured collection of factory-grown flesh and organs, but the emotions on his face seemed very real. He showed signs of nervousness and suspicion, clueless as to why he was armed to the teeth with an assault rifle, holstered handguns, grenades and a belt full of hunting knives. Especially since the Experiment Chamber around him was almost empty, hosting little more than a pair of stone pillars that stretched to the ceiling, positioned a metre apart in the centre of the room.

  Marshall glanced to his left. Oliver Roth was impatient, his back leant against the wall and his foot tapping an erratic beat on the metal floor. Nathaniel Pearce wore his usual creepy smile, perhaps a little too entertained by his own work.

  Marshall hid a scowl. As brutal as he knew himself to be, he was no sadist. Complex work was better performed without personal emotions getting in the way, and Pearce’s enthusiasm was more likely to blunt his effectiveness than add to it.

  ‘Are we nearly there yet?’ asked Roth.

  ‘We’re four months ahead of schedule,’ Pearce replied. ‘You can wait another minute.’

  Don’t say that like you’re proud of it, Marshall thought towards him. If it weren’t for Ewan West stealing our plans from that officers’ sector, Nick wouldn’t have ordered you to speed up the AME research. Dr McCormick and his special needs kids have had three weeks to plan their next move.

  Special needs kids. It may have been true, but Marshall used the phrase to insult his enemies rather than underestimate them. After all, they had lasted almost a year outside the Citadel without detection, and three weeks earlier they had burned New London’s clone factory to the ground. Thanks to them the ageing clone population was in decline, propped up only by imported soldiers from other Citadels.

  The phone rang at the side of the desk. Before Pearce could pick up the handset, Marshall pushed the speakerphone button to allow himself and Roth into the discussion too.

  ‘Experiment Chamber,’ he said.

  ‘Iain,’ came a lively voice through the speaker.

  It was the voice of Nicholas Grant.

  ‘Morning, sir.’

  ‘Looks to me like you’re ready. Commence the experiment, gentlemen.’

  ‘You’re not coming down here?’

  ‘Floor F’s too low for me. The view on my screen is perfect.’

  Oliver Roth leaned over the desk and laughed into the microphone.

  ‘Hey Nick,’ he said, ‘I bet you wish Shannon were here for this!’

  ‘My daughter made her decisions,’ Grant answered. ‘Now she can live with them.’

  Marshall looked to his side. Pearce had an amused grin which he could not interpret.

  ‘Now, if you please,’ Grant finished.

  Marshall glared at Pearce, who nodded and pushed a button. The CCTV cameras around them began to record the proceedings.

  ‘Eight minutes past seven,’ announced Pearce, ‘May sixteenth, Year One. Final phase of practical experimentation underway. Atmospheric Metallurgic Excitation, research trial twenty-six. Commencing.’

  Marshall retrieved the radio from his belt, and spoke to the clone behind the glass.

  ‘Soldier,’ he began, ‘move to the other end of the room. At jogging speed, passing between the pillars.’

  The clone stared towards the shielded humans, perhaps trying to ask his superiors why. When none of them gave any reaction, he turned his head forward again, knowing that his only option was obedience. He ran for about ten metres, weighed down by his excessive weaponry, before passing between the two stone pillars.

  He didn’t live long enough to notice what happened next.

  The slow-motion replay would later show the air rippling around him, as if he had run through a vertical surface of water. The previously blank space between the pillars turned crimson and wavy when touched. The clone’s head, the first part of him through, was unaffected by the waves. But his fate was sealed as his metal equipment followed.

  The space between the stone pillars burst into action with tiny lightning shards, which attacked the metal in the clone’s grasp: his assault rifle and handguns, his grenades, the belt buckle and hunting knives, and the fronts of his steel-capped boots.

  At regular viewing speed the dozens of explosions seemed instantaneous, as every metallic item around the clone’s body was detonated by the red barrier. The shrapnel from his firearms and blades ripped through his limbs, sending his extremities across the room and his artificial blood splattering across the chamber floor. His right hand slapped the bullet-resistant glass in front of Marshall, causing a hysterical laugh from Oliver Roth. As the clone’s torn remains fell to the ground, no more than a collection of carved meat, the rippling red curtain faded back into invisibility as if nothing had happened.

  Bloody hell, thought Marshall, grudgingly impressed. As much as he despised Nathaniel Pearce, his colleague had surpassed himself this time. AME had once been a crackpot idea from the depths of Nicholas Grant’s imagination, but somehow Nathaniel Pearce had brought it into the realm of reality: an invisible wall of energised air that destroyed anything forged from metal.

  ‘Sir,’ Marshall asked into the microphone, ‘are you happy?’

  Nicholas Grant’s discreet laughter answered the question for him. To Marshall’s side, Pearce was grinning twice as wide as before, and Oliver Roth was bouncing on his toes with an excited smile.

  ‘Happy is one word for it, certainly,’ replied Grant. ‘Can you confirm that AME can be reproduced on a much larger scale?’

  ‘Everything we understand about the laws of physics tells me it should be. If it works for a square metre, it’ll work for a square mile. And if it works for a square mile–’

  ‘And are we still on target to achieve this within four days?’

  Grant’s attachment to May twentieth continues to make his decisions for him, Marshall thought to himself.

  ‘Yes,’ finished Pearce. ‘It’ll be done within four days, rendering us invincible forever. Happy anniversary, sir.’
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