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        NEW LEGISLATION FOR SOCIAL REFORM

      

      

      
        
          [image: The Society logo]
        

      

      
        
        13 Oct 2117 at 08:51

      

      

      
        
        THIS COMMUNICATION IS BEING SENT TO ALL SCREENS

      

      

      

      Attn. Citizen,

      To support and further the peace that the new government has achieved after the final suppression of the Great Unrest, the following policies will be implemented across The Society:

      

      I. HEALTH & WELFARE REQUIREMENTS: DN8, The Society’s own health and wellbeing pill, is to be taken by all citizens every day.

      

      During a series of medical trials in selected pockets of The Society, the introduction of DN8 has had a universally positive impact on citizens and their ability to contribute to the overall good of The Society.

      

      Due to these encouraging results, DN8 will now be prescribed to all citizens over the age of 11.

      

      Households will receive their first month’s supply within the next five days.

      

      II. THOUGHT REGULATION & RELIGIOUS RESTRICTION: Religion and anti-Society comments – written, spoken, or thought  – will not be tolerated.

      

      Thoughts will be monitored in public buildings and citizens are required to monitor one another and report all anti-Society activity.

      

      In addition, from 1st November, Cognitive Surveillance Officers (CSO’s) will be equipped with portable Cognitive Activity Surveillance Systems (CASS Monitors) for use in thought-monitoring on our streets.

      

      III. ASSEMBLY ATTENDANCE: All citizens must attend the Society Assembly on the last Saturday of every month.

      

      The event will be broadcast to all screens across The Society. For those who wish to attend in person, a limited number of tickets will also be made available to attend the Assembly live in Central Square.

      

      IV. SERVICE QUALIFICATIONS: All children will be given an 11+ examination to determine their ability to serve in The Society as Worker or Elite.

      

      Worker children will be barcoded and will begin employment.

      

      Elite children will remain in school until they are 16, when they will begin employment at The Telepathe.

      

      V. LAW OF CONTRIBUTION: Without exception, all citizens over the age of 11 must be in full time education or full time employment.

      

      It is imperative that all citizens familiarize themselves with the laws detailed above. Those who break the rules of The Society are considered enemies of The Society and will be arrested.

      

      All citizens must work together to ensure the safety and prosperity of The Society. The future of The Society and the pursuit of peace depend upon your cooperation.
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        Agent L. Sanford on behalf of The Society Party.
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      I’ve been lying in bed for half an hour, staring at the black mold on the ceiling, trying to motivate myself to get up. I can hear the TV downstairs. Mum has had it on all night. Between that and the sound of my sister Selena hacking and wheezing next to me, I’ve barely slept.

      Come on, Aura.

      I drag myself out of bed, get washed, and pull on my clothes – a brown dress, thick brown tights, and a brown cardigan. I am the height of workhouse chic.

      I brush my hair, tie the red mass up in a ponytail, and then dust some powder over my face to mimic the DN8-induced pallor I need to blend in as a Worker. The drug may have no effect on me whatsoever, but I need to look like it does.

      Downstairs, I see Mum is wrapped in a blanket on the couch, cradling a mug, her eyes fixed on the TV.

      It’s barely 6:00 a.m. The Announcement won’t come until lunchtime.

      “I didn’t hear you come to bed. Did you get any sleep?” I ask, trying to make my voice light.

      The room smells damp, mildewed, and decaying like the rest of the house. The place is a jumble of tatty furniture, threadbare carpets, and ceilings yellowed by years of nicotine abuse from former tenants.

      “Have you got a shift today?” she asks, ignoring my question.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      Even though I’m only sixteen years old, I’ve had semi-regular shifts in workhouses since my eleventh birthday, thanks to The Law of Contribution requiring employment for all citizens. It’s not paid work – or even consistent work – but we get a meal at lunchtime while we’re on shift and a parcel of food to bring home, so I take all the hours I can get.

      Somehow the corporations have managed to spin the whole ‘work-for-food-instead-of-money’ thing into a good PR story, “giving Workers a purpose instead of letting robots do all of the jobs.” They say it’s better than a free handout.

      “Well, maybe we'll both get one,” Mum says, turning up the volume on the TV.

      The presenters are discussing the executions scheduled for tonight's Assembly. According to their banter, there will be three. I don't know what Mum will do if Dad's name comes up this time.

      We've been waiting for it ever since they took him five years ago. It's the same every month: sick terror in the days leading up to the Announcement followed by sweet relief when he isn't named.

      Not that it means he's ever coming home.

      Sometimes I think it would be better to just get it over with. Then I feel disgusted at myself for thinking such a thing.

      I grab my coat from the back of the couch. “I’m going to the food bank. Shall I give Selena a shout?” I feel bad leaving Mum on her own.

      “No, let her sleep,” she says, tearing her attention away from the screen to look at me. Her eyes are red. “Tell Seb I said hi.”

      “I'll be back soon.” I kiss her on the cheek and go outside into the gray morning.

      We live on the outskirts of The Society, in the Old City. The place is falling to pieces and devoid of any of the high-tech advancements associated with the rest of The Society. It’s due to be demolished before the year is out.

      We’ve been in this particular house for three months now – a record for us – and the occasional nod or half-hearted hello is the only interaction we’ve had with our neighbors.

      I’m okay with that.

      It’s hard to tell how many families live on the block. People keep themselves well hidden. In The Society, you can’t trust anyone. The thought police are everywhere, and reporting anti-government thinking is a lucrative business.

      I walk quickly.

      Being out on the streets always makes me jittery, and Assembly Day is no different. Even with the extra noise and activity, I’m still on my guard. I don’t want to be noticed. I don’t want to be detained.

      Like every kid in The Society, I've heard the stories about the things that happen if you get detained. The worst ones are about the Chair: people with their skin burned off, their brains fried so badly they can no longer talk. I’m pretty sure the stories are made to frighten kids into submission, but I don’t want to find out the truth.

      The sky above me darkens as the big screen is flown in for tonight’s Assembly showing. The noise in the air is deafening.

      Up ahead, I can see that the line at the food bank is already out of the door. There are rich pickings here on Assembly Day, and everyone knows it – the Elite like to be seen giving something back when people are paying attention.

      When we were little, Dad would come home from the food bank on Assembly Day with all kinds of treats for Selena and me – biscuits, jam, salted peanuts – nothing you could make a proper meal with. If Mum were out, he'd let us have chocolate for breakfast, and she'd go mad at him when she got back.

      ‘It’s only once a month,’ he’d say.

      I miss him like crazy.

      One by one, people exit the dilapidated food bank building with their bags of food as the rest of us shuffle closer to the entrance, our stomachs growling.

      Three video drones circle overhead, showing the preamble for the Announcement to the waiting crowd.

      I’m almost across the threshold of the building when a black van pulls up. The silver emblem of The Society on the hood glints in the morning light.

      Cognitive Surveillance Officers. Cogs.

      The Society Rules require all public buildings and public modes of transport to have thought monitors installed, but we have CSOs to enforce the thought laws everywhere else.

      An army of man-machines, Cogs are built to inspire fear. They wear full body armor and helmets that obscure their faces, leaving only their mouths visible.

      People say that they're disfigured beneath their helmets, that their scars and self-inflicted wounds are like status symbols. I've never seen one of their faces before, and I hope I never do.

      The van driver kills the engine, and the line outside the food bank falls silent.

      In the quiet, I can hear everybody's thoughts in my head, people debating with themselves on whether to stick it out or go back home.

      I breathe and focus on my name.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      It sounds like hippy-dippy nonsense, but it works to bring me back to myself.

      Hearing people's thoughts is kind of like having tinnitus. Over the years, I’ve gotten good at blocking out the noise. Now it’s mostly like opening and closing my eyes, but when I’m in a crowd like this with so many thoughts racing, it can be exhausting.

      I was four years old when I realized that hearing other people’s thoughts wasn’t normal. When I told Mum about it, she told me to never, ever mention it again to anyone, unless I wanted to end up as one of Dr. Aldrich’s science experiments.

      The threat was enough to shut me up. Dr. Aldrich was the inventor of the Chair.

      Seven years later, Mum also had my 11+ exam results altered when it turned out I wasn't just Elite.

      “You’re Gifted, Aura,” Dad would whisper when no one else was around.

      The comments on the bottom of my exam paper, which went along the lines of, ‘Highly unusual… Further tests required,’ were erased and replaced with, ‘Worker,’ so that nobody would find out my secret.

      I don't know how Mum did it. We haven’t spoken about it since.

      The van door opens, and a black-clad figure steps out. The Cog's heavy boots crunch on the gravel as he makes his way toward us. A knot of dread forms in the pit of my stomach as the stink of his rotting flesh hits me.

      “Barcodes,” he barks at us, asserting authority just because he can.

      We snap into action – like obedient dogs – rolling up our sleeves and holding out our arms so that he can scan the black lines tattooed on our wrists.

      For the zillionth time, I'm thankful that my mind passes for being Elite because it means that my thoughts are hidden from The Society's surveillance.

      The CASS monitor on the Cog’s belt, always scanning for any illegal thought activity, stays silent for now.

      “They gave me a temporary card because of my wrist,” says an old woman at the end of the line. Her left arm is in a plaster cast. “But I – I can’t find it in my bag.” Her voice is shaking.

      “You’re telling me you’re out on the streets illegally?” the Cog sneers at her.

      “I had it when I left the house – I swear, Officer,” she chokes out. With her good arm, she rakes through her tiny bag as if the missing card will suddenly appear.

      I try to keep my eyes on the pavement. It's starting to drizzle. I watch the rivulets of rainwater making their way into the drain. A lone pigeon struts along the curb, picking at crumbs, oblivious to the situation unfolding nearby.

      “I just need to get some food. My name’s Rhoda Atkins, 101 Barrack Road. You can look me up –”

      He laughs, rattling phlegm in the back of his throat. “What makes you think I give a toss who you are or what hovel you live in?”

      She doesn’t budge. Instead, she croaks, “Please, Officer –”

      She should know better than to beg.

      “Are you hard of hearing, or am I just not speaking clearly?” He grins maniacally at the rest of us before turning back to the woman. “Go. Back. Home. And. Get. Your. I.D.,” he says, enunciating each word. “Otherwise,” he raises his weapon slowly. “I’ll put a bullet between your eyes right now and leave you to rot right here on this pavement.”

      I’m thinking of marching over to her myself and dragging her home when she finally comes to her senses and shuffles away, muttering apologies.

      The Cog moves up the line and enters the food bank, but before we can relax in his absence, the ugly, guttural tone of a CASS monitor blares out from the building’s open door.

      We all freeze.

      It's a noise I hear in my nightmares.

      What sounds like a scuffle breaks out inside the food bank. Seconds later, a body is flung out onto the wet pavement. It's a boy, not much older than I am. His face is covered in blood.

      He tries to scramble to his feet, but the Cog who started the beating is right behind him, kicking him down again, out into the crowd. The boy lets out a groan as his body skids along the pavement, stopping right in front of me.

      I catch his eye, and my heart stops.

      I know him. I used to go to school with him.

      Matty-something.

      He was a shy kid, super-bright, always by himself. I always thought he'd turn out to be Elite.

      His eyes lock onto mine. He recognizes me too. His thoughts crash like waves into my head.

      He’s going to kill me.

      Help me.

      Please.

      I don’t want to die.

      “I want a volunteer!” The Cog addresses us all. “And if I don't get a volunteer, I'm going to start shooting.” He paces up and down the line as if he's briefing a troop of soldiers. Matty looks down at the ground, shaking in fear. The Cog renews his threat. “I'll count to ten.”

      The Cog’s count is met with silence. Matty looks up.

      The Cog laughs.

      “If that’s what you want,” he says, raising his gun and pointing it at a young woman at the end of the line.

      “No! Wait! I’ll volunteer!” The man next to her puts his hand in the air.

      Satisfied, the Cog lowers his gun. He takes a few steps backward and leans against his truck.

      “This scab is an enemy of The Society, and we need to give him a suitable punishment,” he says, flexing a black-gloved hand. “Got it?”

      The volunteer nods and approaches Matty.

      At first, he dances around him, unsure of himself, of where – or how – to strike. Matty has curled himself up into a ball, protecting his head with his arms.

      The first blow lands, and he cries out. The volunteer, suddenly confident, begins to hit him without mercy.

      Someone help me.

      I can’t get him out of my head. I feel his terror as if it’s my own.

      I want to help him, but I’m powerless.

      I hate being powerless.

      People are pouring out of the food bank to watch. I let them push in front of me. Now I’m at the back of the crowd with a barrier of sweaty, dirty bodies between Matty and me.

      Events like this are a daily occurrence in The Society. I should be used to them by now, but I think if I get used to them, then the bad guys will have really won. Life shouldn’t be like this.

      Someone grabs my arm and pulls me back, into the food bank, away from the chaos.

      Seb.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I wipe the rain from my face and try to calm myself down.

      I've known Seb since we were kids. We're the same age. We were equals before the 11+ exam. Before the men in white coats inserted memory disks into our brains and categorized us.

      Like all Elites, Seb got to stay in school until he was sixteen, before starting work for the government at The Telepathe.

      He's a Clinical Research Agent – a medic – now, and he's the one person without a barcode that I talk to. I don't see him often, but we chat online, and he's here at the food bank every month, handing out parcels.

      “That was Matty,” I whisper, knowing that he knows Matty from school too.

      “I know,” he says, pulling out a chair. “Take a seat. They're going to be a while.”

      I sit, dripping rain onto the floor, and watch as he collects tins and packets of food to fill up a bag for me to take home.

      “He recognized me,” I say. “He looked right at me.”

      Seb runs a hand through his hair, “Me too.”

      He pulls up a chair opposite me and hands me the bag of food.

      “Thanks.”

      He opens his mouth as if he’s going to say something and then stops.

      “What is it?”

      He looks behind him, making sure that we’re still alone. “There’s a van leaving from The Creek tonight.”

      At first, I think I haven't heard him right.

      The Creek is the wasteland that separates the Old City from the border. It's so far from the bright lights of Central Square that unless the inhabitants cause trouble for The Society at large, they're left to get on with their misery.

      There's only one reason Seb would be telling me this.

      “Seb – ”

      “You could get out,” he says.

      My eyes dart around the food bank. The fresh blood smeared across the floor is like a warning. I can't believe Seb is saying this out loud. Defecting is as much an offense against The Society as anti-government thinking.

      Still, we were all going to go once. Before they took Dad. I used to hear him and Mum talking about a camp somewhere in the forest.

      I hold out my arm to Seb, and he scans my barcode in exchange for the food. "Wouldn't you miss me?" I ask, forcing a grin.

      “I’m being serious, Aura.”

      “Really? Because you sound completely nuts.”

      The crowd is still cheering outside. It’s an ugly sound. I can’t hear Matty’s pleas in my head anymore.

      “Do you know something?" I ask, searching his face for clues. "Are we in danger?”

      He chews his bottom lip. “I just know that you could get away from all of this.”

      Years ago, I promised myself that I wouldn't listen to my friends' or my family's thoughts, figuring that if I did, I'd be no different from the CASS monitors I despised. It would be a betrayal of trust, like reading a private journal. But sometimes, it sure is tempting.

      “Are you leaving too?”

      “I can’t.”

      Can't – or won't. Seb is Elite, so he has a comfortable life here.

      “Mum will never leave. Not with Dad still here.” I shut my eyes as I realize what my words really mean. Not until Dad is dead.

      I shake my head, trying to erase the thought.

      “You can persuade her.”

      “Even if I could, we don’t have the money.”

      He puts a hand in the inside pocket of his coat and pulls out a vial full of tiny iridescent blue pills. He hands it to me.

      “Seb?” I hiss. “What are you thinking?”

      I turn the vial over in my hand, and the little pills sparkle like jewels.

      DN8.

      “Where did you get these?”

      DN8 is the flagship product of Calvin Aldrich’s company, Edcal Pharmaceuticals. The drug is provided by the government as a “health and wellbeing pill” to stop us all from keeling over due to lack of nutrients – at least, that’s what the adverts say.

      Dad had other theories before they took him.

      He believed that DN8 regulates Workers' thought patterns, making them compliant with whatever the government wants.

      Everyone in The Society is supposed to take one pill each day, though the Elite often save theirs up to binge when they want to let their hair down.

      “That bottle is worth a ticket across the border twenty times over,” Seb says.

      Could we do it? Could I persuade Mum?

      I think of Reece. My best friend. He left for the border with his mum and his older brother over a year ago. I have no idea if he made it.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, snapping me out of my reverie.

      I check the screen and thud back into reality.

      It’s a job alert.

      “I’ve got a shift at Purity Healthcare.” I hand the vial back to Seb. “If I get caught with these, I’ll be shot.”

      He’s about to say something else when people begin to drift back into the building.

      He slips the bottle back into his inside pocket.

      “There's a van leaving at 10:00 p.m. You know how to reach me if you change your mind.” He stands up, signaling that it’s time for me to go.

      “I won’t – but thanks for looking out for me.”

      He looks disappointed. Worried. “Always.”

      I head back out into the rain.

      The Cog is tossing Matty's unconscious body into the van. The "volunteer" is dripping in sweat and looking around at the thinning crowd as if he's coming out of a trance. I'm not sure if he realizes yet what just happened.

      On my way to the bus stop, I pass Barrack Road. I leave the bag of food Seb gave me at Number 101 – my own little act of rebellion in a world gone mad.
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      The Work Alarm is ringing through the streets when I step into place at the shuttle stop with the other Workers.

      It’s 7:00 a.m. already.

      I'm just in time.

      The shuttle glides into view – a big sixty-seater – its sleek black façade out of place amongst the crumbling buildings on the block. The doors open with a hiss and we troop toward them, scanning our barcodes on the ID panel as we enter.

      As usual, the Elite seats at the front of the shuttle are empty, and the back of the shuttle is already full of Workers. There are no more seats available, so I stand, gripping the handrail. The doors snap shut.

      “For your security, your thoughts are being monitored,” the familiar message warns.

      We sweep through the Old City streets, passing derelict buildings and an occasional dead body left by the CSOs to decay in the elements as a warning to others about what happens when The Society gets crossed.

      The scenery improves as we leave the Old City behind.

      A so-called Smart City, The Society has been constructed in a series of concentric circles. This driverless shuttle travels all the way through it to get to the workhouses on the other side.

      Concrete and cement are replaced by swaths of shiny green plastic and colorful polyurethane flowers as we approach the Artificial Gardens. Here, a gargantuan portrait of President Robert Wolfe appears on the roadside, as if welcoming worthy strangers into his lands.

      Instead of entering the Gardens, we head into a tunnel, which takes us down below street level to continue our journey underground.

      Shuttles can travel over a mile in ten seconds on this section of the route, and the initial acceleration almost makes me lose my footing. I widen my stance and grip the handrail more tightly to steady myself.

      For a few moments, before the shuttle's digital windows come to life, we are cocooned in darkness, and then the video feed of the city above us begins to play.

      The Artificial Gardens whiz by in a blur of color before The Neighborhood flashes into view.

      President Wolfe’s Neighborhood project has already relocated the Workers who serve the Elite to this part of the city. The baristas, the personal shoppers, the Botox clinicians – they now live in sensor-enabled identikit houses with ‘modern surveillance and a phone app to optimize your living experience,' according to the ads.

      All of their activity is tracked and reported back to the analysts at The Telepathe. The app tells them when to eat, when to sleep, when to wake up, when to go to work. They don't need a Work Alarm here.

      Eventually, everyone left in the Old City will be moved into The Neighborhood. Once the Old City is demolished, there’ll be nowhere to hide.

      The shuttle pauses at the underground stop in The Neighborhood and more passengers join us. They wear neatly-pressed uniforms and an air of arrogance that comes from having paid jobs to go to.

      I roll my eyes at their attitude. I’m sure the time will come when they’re competing with Artificial Intelligence for their jobs like the rest of us.

      After The Neighborhood stop, the shuttle races along beneath the Golden Belt, which is home to exclusive boutiques, high-end eateries, private schools and hospitals, the state-run TV station, and the sprawling gated community known as the Inner Sanctum.

      This is where the Elite and their families reside.

      The Inner Sanctum has always been a source of wonder to me. Seb doesn’t brag about his new home, but I’ve seen the pictures online. It’s hard to believe that real people live in such unparalleled luxury.

      The Elite want for nothing, and in return, they live to serve The Society and further its agenda. I guess for them, luxury is a reasonable trade-off for freedom.

      It could have been my life, if not for Mum’s interference with my 11+.

      I cast the thought aside. My life as a Worker may be pretty bleak, but at least I’m not aiding and abetting The Society.

      The shuttle stops again. There’s a line of Workers from the night shift waiting to board.

      “Alight here for the Golden Belt. Please take all of your belongings with you.”

      The doors open, letting in a gust of air, and the passengers from The Neighborhood get out. I watch as they march off into the underground station.

      The shuttle pulls away again.

      The next stop will be Central Square – the heart of The Society and home of The Telepathe.

      The pixels in the digital windows glitter as the crystal and chrome exterior of The Telepathe rushes into view. Central Square looks deserted now, but by this evening, it will be transformed, teeming with the lucky thousands who have managed to get tickets for the Assembly while everyone else is watching at the big screens or at home on TV. The screenings are compulsory; no one misses an Assembly.

      The shuttle pushes on for another ten minutes or so before starting to decelerate.

      When we resurface onto street level, the bright lights of The Society are behind us. Soon the road turns into a dirt track.

      “Alight here for Purity Healthcare Systems. Please take all of your belongings with you.”

      Most of the workhouses are owned by corporations: Cellectra, Purity Healthcare, Clinic Inc., and Beautopia, to name a few. There are hundreds scattered around this part of the Old City, far from the Inner Sanctum and Central Square. Out of sight, out of mind, so to speak.

      The Purity Healthcare workhouse, a windowless room about half the size of a basketball court, isn’t particularly big.

      Three ceiling fans covered with layers of dirt hum quietly above two dozen sewing machines in the filthy room. Two cutting machines sit in a corner gathering dust. I think “Purity” must have been having a laugh when they came up with their name.

      The sewing machines at each workstation have little benches for the operators, with piles of white fabric set by the side.

      We scan in with our barcodes, toss our phones into a big plastic box, and find a workstation, wary of the two Cogs standing guard at each end of the room.

      Our job is to make bed sheets, pillowcases, and uniforms, cutting and stitching from the moment we arrive to the moment we leave.

      During the workday, we’re allotted a two-minute bathroom break and a ten-minute lunch break. Lunch is served at our workstations, usually a hunk of bread and a mug of soup.

      Today our schedule will be different because of the Announcement. We'll be given a hot meal in the kitchen while we watch the broadcast.

      By the time we file into the kitchen at lunchtime, my fingers are numb, and my back aches.

      Each of us grabs a bowl from a stack at the beginning of the line and fills it with a ladle full of stew from the big stainless steel urn at the end of the counter. We carry our meals to a long wooden table while the supervisor, Mrs. Proctor, wheels a TV into the middle of the room. It splutters to life, and we all fall silent.

      It’s time.

      The Society logo appears onscreen, and the music starts to play.

      I think of Mum, and wonder where she’s watching. I hope she’s at home with Selena.

      The presenter's face fills the screen, all white teeth and red lipstick. She touches her ear, listening to a message from the producer, nodding somberly, drawing out the tension. They like the Announcements to have a touch of drama.

      Dad said once that when he was a kid, the talent shows used to announce their winners like this.

      The executions are our entertainment now.

      The first mug shot appears onscreen. It’s an old man – older than Dad. I take a breath.

      “Christopher Martin, 69, has been found guilty of loitering after curfew and resisting arrest,” says the presenter.

      The kitchen remains silent. I wonder if any of the Workers here are like me, waiting to hear the fate of a loved one.

      The second mug shot is of a boy who looks to be about my age. It’s rare that a young person is executed. They’re more valuable as research subjects.

      “Adam Reeves, 17, has been found guilty of possessing Liceptopan with the intent to supply.”

      The presenter explains the charges for the benefit of her viewers: “Liceptopan, an illegal substance also known as ‘Ice,’ can cause damage to the brain and central nervous system and has been linked to Alzheimer’s Disease and stroke.”

      There’s a longer dramatic pause before the final photograph is revealed.

      I hold my breath.

      My knuckles are white, where they grip the edge of the table.

      The third picture appears onscreen, and there's a moan from the corner of the room, followed by a clang as a spoon drops onto the tiled floor.

      The Cogs raise their guns, and everyone turns to the source of the sound – a dark-haired girl whose eyes are fixed firmly on her shaking hands.

      “Maria Emery, 43, has been found guilty of possessing and circulating religious texts.”

      The slow sludge of the girl’s thoughts is almost audible.

      She knows the woman in the photo.

      I’ve seen about 40 public Announcements in my life, and this is the first time I’ve been in the same room as someone who has had a loved one in the execution lineup.

      Yet all I can think is ‘it’s not him.’

      For another month, Mum and Selena and I have hope.

      “Do we have a problem?” Mrs. Proctor asks the girl. The girl shakes her head, trying to cover her shock.

      Mrs. Proctor signals to the Cogs to remove the girl from the room. An outburst like that can't be ignored. They'll punish her when the workday ends.

      We finish our meal, and Mrs. Proctor turns off the TV, signaling that the break is over.

      “You and you.” She points to me and the blond-haired boy sitting next to me. "Clean up in here. The rest of you get back to work."

      I fill the sink with lukewarm water while Blonde Boy collects the bowls. I can’t wait to get home now. Mum will be in a good mood. We can have a game of cards and stay up late listening to stories about when she and Dad met.

      While I'm daydreaming over the dishwater, I notice the Cogs outside sucking on e-cigarettes. The window is open slightly, and I can hear snippets of their conversation. My ears prick up when I hear them mention the Old City.

      "… Jax," one of them says. When I hear my last name, I turn to the window, assuming they're talking to me – but they're not even looking my way.

      Blonde Boy piles the bowls into the water with a big slosh, and I miss what's being said.

      I glare at him.

      “… Alice… No harm to come to her visibly…” one of the Cogs is saying. There’s laughter and the sound of something being dropped into the trash.

      I put the clean bowls on the draining board for Blonde Boy to dry and put away. He seems to make a point of banging them down onto the shelves. The clatter drowns out the Cog’s conversation.

      I’m down to the last bowl.

      “…9 o’clock… Six of us…”

      My heart is pounding now.

      There’s going to be a raid.

      At our house.

      That’s why Seb was trying to get me to leave.

      I need to get out of here. I need to warn Mum.

      I consider finding a pair of scissors and gouging my arms, getting taken to a Clinic Inc. – but there’s no certainty that they wouldn’t just let me bleed out here.

      The red fire alarm in the corner of the kitchen catches my eye.

      Blonde Boy holds his hand out for the last bowl, and I fold the tea towels, my mind racing. I can't set it off in here. He would know it was me.

      The Cogs come back into the kitchen. “Back to work,” one of them grunts.

      We shuffle back into the sewing room, and I do a quick scan of the area on the way to my workstation.

      There are four fire alarms in here, one set into the wall between the lockers and the toilet cubicle. Can I trigger it without anyone seeing me?

      “There’s more cloth in the storeroom,” Mrs. Proctor calls out, noticing that I’m not working.

      “Yes, Mrs. Proctor.”

      I make my way to the storeroom and flip on the light. There's another girl here.

      She turns, startled, and drops something.

      It’s the girl who dropped the spoon. I can see from the way her eyes are dilated that she’s high on Ice.

      “What are you doing here in the dark?” I ask.

      Then I notice the matches she’s dropped.

      If I thought my plan was half-baked, hers is worse.

      “There are Cogs out there! Are you insane?”

      Suddenly she grabs me, putting a knife to my neck. It’s just a rusty little thing, the type of knife you’d use to peel carrots or potatoes, but it’s enough to end me.

      “You breathe a word of this, and I swear I'll gut you,” she slurs, her breath hot on my ear.

      “What are you going to do if someone comes in here before the fire alarm goes off?” I ask through gritted teeth. I can feel the blunt edge of the blade digging into my throat.

      “That was my mum on the screen. I need to get home for my dad,” she mumbles, struggling to get the words out.

      “Then let me help you.”

      Her grip on me loosens. She steps back.

      “How?”

      I rub my neck where the blade was. "I have a toilet break in an hour, and there's a fire alarm right outside of the cubicle. If you can get Mrs. Proctor to the opposite side of the room, I'll make sure that alarm goes off."

      She wipes her bloodshot eyes with her sleeve. “Why would you help me?”

      “Because I need to get out of here too.” I pick up a pile of cloth and turn to go.

      “Wait,” she says, grabbing for my arm, missing by a mile. “How are you not tripping every CASS monitor in here?”

      I swallow. I can’t exactly say ‘because I’m not really a Worker,’ now can I?

      “Look, do you want my help or not?” I ask, instead.

      She searches my face for clues, then seems to think better of it. “I’m Tia. Tia Emery.”

      “Aura Jax.”

      We return to work. For the next hour, I can feel Tia staring at me, watching every move I make.

      The two Cogs are in the room with us again – one stationed by the door leading to the kitchen, and the other by the exit. Every half hour, Mrs. Proctor does a circuit of the room to inspect our work before going back to her desk and tapping away on her laptop.

      At 3:30 p.m., I put down my cloth and slip my scissors into the pocket of my cardigan. Nobody but Tia gives me a second glance as I cross the room to go to the restroom. I hold my wrist over the barcode scanner at the door, and it slides open. Once I'm inside, I count to 100 before flushing, running the taps, and using the hand dryer.

      My heart is thumping in my chest.

      I leave the bathroom and quickly scan the room. The Cogs haven't moved. Mrs. Proctor is over at the far side of the room, inspecting Tia's work. I catch Tia's eye, and she gives me a slight nod.

      As I walk past the alarm, I press my index finger into the middle of the glass.

      There’s a satisfying little crunch as the seal breaks.

      A pause.

      Then the piercing shriek of the alarm.
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      Scissors and pins scatter across the workroom floor, and the Cogs spring into action, shouting at us to put our hands on our heads where they can see them.

      “Stop what you’re doing!” Mrs. Proctor bellows over the cacophony. “Make your way outside!”

      Everyone, including Proctor and the Cogs, is covering their ears, trying to block out the hellish noise. I hang back, moving toward the storeroom, letting the other workers push past me.

      When the second Cog is out of the door, I back into the storeroom and pull the door closed behind me. No one sees.

      My accomplice is already here.

      “How exactly do we get out?” she shouts over the racket.

      “Follow my lead.”

      I grab my scissors and stab at the thin glass of the storeroom window. The sound of the alarm drowns out the noise of its shattering. I climb onto a stool beneath the window and pull myself up and out, landing with a soft thump on the muddy ground outside.

      Dusk is falling. The cold air is a welcome change from the hot, stuffy workhouse. I fill my lungs, trying to clear my head. My ears are ringing from the alarm.

      Tia drops down next to me and follows me as I crawl to the edge of the building.

      “I don’t feel so good,” she grumbles.

      The alarm has stopped ringing, and I can see that Mrs. Proctor is in deep discussion with one of the Cogs. There must be 100 workers in neat rows waiting to go back inside.

      It's dark enough that if we stay low and stick to the perimeter, we can get out through the workhouse gates without being seen, but right now, there's a black Society truck parked between us and the gates, being loaded up with boxes.

      Tia groans.

      She’s doubled over, a pool of vomit beside her.

      “How much did you take?” I ask.

      “Enough,” she says, wiping her mouth.

      Ice doesn't regulate thoughts like DN8 – it just slows the processes down so much that CASS monitors can't pick them up. The after-effects are like the symptoms of a bad hangover – headaches, nausea, dehydration, dizziness, tiredness – Tia looks terrible. The Ice must be wearing off.

      I turn my attention back to the truck. Box after box is being piled into the back. I wish they would hurry up.

      “We got tickets for the live Assembly in Central Square yesterday morning,” Tia says. “Dad was convinced it was because Mum was going to be executed.” Her voice cracks. “I told him it’s just a lottery, but once he said it, I couldn’t get it out of my head. And then when I got the shift here today… I didn’t think I’d be safe around the Cogs unless I made myself brain-dead with a load of Ice. It still didn’t work.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What about you?” she asks. “Why do you need to get out of here?”

      “There’s going to be a raid at my house tonight,” I tell her. “I heard the Cogs talking.”

      The workmen loading the boxes close the doors of the truck and walk back to the workhouse toward Proctor and the Cogs.

      “About time,” I say under my breath.

      “Now?” Tia says.

      I’m about to give her the nod when I see a light flicker on inside of the truck.

      The driver is still in there.

      “Wait –”

      Before I can stop her, she darts past me, a dark shape making a run toward the fence.

      Tia, no!

      She's almost even with the truck when it starts up. The headlights come on, spotlighting her for everyone to see. Mrs. Proctor shouts something, and everyone turns.

      Tia doesn’t stop running. One of the Cogs raises his weapon.

      A shot rings out.

      He misses.

      Tia turns for a second, then moves faster, momentarily disappearing behind the truck.

      There’s a strange electricity in the air. We’re willing her on, all of us brown-clad workers, pinning our hopes for our lives on this terrified young girl running for her own life.

      When she reappears, I see that she’s almost through the gates. I’m starting to believe that she’ll get away.

      I clench my fists.

      If she can get to the trees, she might make it. The Cog aims again, and a second shot rings out.

      No.

      This one is on target.

      Tia is down.

      It’s over.

      “I think we have our perp,” the Cog shouts, his voice echoing across the forecourt. “Get the rest of them inside and put them back to work.”
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      They don't bother to move Tia's body. The truck drives around her, and the Workers file back inside to business as usual. It makes me sick, but there's no time to get sentimental. I have to get out of here.

      When I’m sure that the coast is clear, I make my move. On unsteady legs, I tear across the courtyard Tia crossed, through the gates, and along the dirt road, not slowing down until I reach the shuttle stop.

      In my mind, all I can see is Tia, face down in the dirt, and Matty, beaten to within an inch of his life.

      Somehow I make it home.

      From the outside, the house looks exactly as I left it this morning. The curtains are closed tight. The living room light is on, and the front door – a mess of peeling paint and bird poop – is intact.

      Suddenly, an image of the house, ransacked, flits into my mind’s eye: I see a flash – almost like a memory – of upturned furniture, broken glass, our stuff strewn across the floor.

      Just as quickly as the image comes, it’s gone, and I unlock the door, shaken.

      The normality of the scene inside makes me do a double-take. The front room has been tidied; the blanket is gone from the couch; the bowls are laid out for supper. There's a casserole dish in the middle of the table and half a loaf of bread.

      Selena is seated at the table, and Mum is brushing her hair.

      It almost looks homey.

      I watch them for a moment, wishing that I didn’t have to turn the world upside down again with my news.

      My sister Selena is twelve years old and skinny as a rake, with long auburn hair that runs down her back like a waterfall. Her birth was never registered because Mum and Dad were terrified that she’d turn out like me, so as far as the government is aware, she doesn’t exist.

      I often think of the life we could have had if I were a normal Elite girl rather than a freak of nature. Selena would have had the best healthcare, the best food, designer clothes, and a warm, comfortable home. Instead, she has a prison sentence.

      “Aura, you’re early!” Mum looks up, smiling. “We were going to wait for you.”

      She’s beautiful, my mum. She has blonde hair and green eyes that light up when she smiles, which doesn’t happen often enough. Even when Dad was around, she seemed to have a black cloud hanging over her, as if she was always expecting the worst.

      Mum lifts the lid from the casserole dish, and a savory aroma spills out.

      “You can thank Cellectra for the spread. I got a two-hour shift at the last minute," she says, filling the first bowl with stew. "I hope you're hungry."

      “Where are your food parcels?” Selena asks, looking expectantly at my empty hands.

      “Aura?” Mum asks, setting the bowl on the table.

      “We need to leave,” I say, sitting down opposite them. “Before 9 o’clock.”

      Mum stops what she’s doing. “What? Why?”

      Because the worst is going to happen.

      “There’s a raid tonight. They’re coming for you, Mum.”

      My words hang in the air, terrifying and unreal.

      “What do you mean?” she asks. “How do you know?”

      “I heard the Cogs talking when I was in the kitchen at the workhouse. I got home as fast as I could.”

      The color drains from Mum’s face.

      “I saw Seb this morning. He said there’s a van leaving from The Creek tonight. I think he knew – I think he was trying to warn me.” I sound breathless, hysterical.

      “We’ll pack some things, find somewhere to bed down,” Mum says, pacing around the room.

      “Somewhere to bed down?” I snap. “Didn’t you hear what I said? We’ve got about two hours. We could get out of The Society altogether tonight!”

      “Do you have any idea how much it costs to get across the border?”

      “Seb can help us,” I say, remembering the DN8.

      “And what then? Where do we go once we get out?” she says, stopping in front of me. “And what about your sister? She’s not well. On this side of the border, we have food, a roof over our heads, the Internet, the TV…”

      This makes me snort. “So that’s why you don’t want to go? You want to watch Dad die on TV?” The cruel words tumble out before I can stop them.

      She slaps me, and I recoil.

      “Pack some things,” she says. “Hide the laptop.”

      I storm up the stairs with Selena following close behind.

      “What was all that about? Did you have to be so mean to her?” Selena asks, pulling our rucksacks out of the wardrobe. She starts stuffing clothes into hers. She knows the drill. Since Dad's arrest, we've moved around a lot.

      My cheek is still stinging. “Shut up, Selena.”

      My voice is drowned out by the sound of a vehicle roaring into the street.

      We freeze.

      I hear muffled male voices and the sound of an engine outside.

      It can’t be.

      I look at the time. 7:05 p.m. It’s too soon.

      “Girls! You need to hurry,” Mum shouts up the stairs. Her voice sounds strangled.

      I open the bedroom curtain a fraction. Tendrils of fear curl up in my stomach at the silver Society emblem on the hood of the black government truck.

      The side door slides open. A team of six heavily-armed Cogs jumps out of the truck, their black boots, guns, and helmets glittering beneath the streetlights.

      “What is it? What’s happening?” Selena asks, trying to peer past me.

      “They’re here.” I grab the laptop off the bed and shove it into my rucksack. Everything else can wait. “Let’s go.”

      We tear down the stairs to see Mum hovering in the shadows by the front window. She’s turned off the main lights. The only light left downstairs is coming from a small table lamp.

      She doesn’t have a bag packed yet.

      “I've got the laptop,” I tell her. “We can head out back and come back later for our things.”

      She doesn’t budge. She looks at Selena and me as if she’s trying to memorize our faces.

      Something isn’t right.

      “Mum? Come on, let’s go!” I move toward the back door with Selena.

      “I can’t come with you,” she says, walking toward us.

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “What?”

      “It’s me they’re here for. If they don’t find me, they’ll come after us all.”

      “No,” Selena says, beside me.

      “I love you, beautiful girl,” Mum says, kissing her on the forehead.

      “Don’t do this,” Selena sobs. "Stay with us."

      “We’re not leaving without you,” I tell Mum.

      “Take this,” Mum says, ignoring me and handing Selena a small silver tablet. Liceptopan. Ice. “Swallow it down.”

      Once she’s satisfied that Selena has taken the pill, she turns back to me. “I need you to look after this for me,” she says, pressing a silver locket into my hand.

      “What is it?” I open the clasp to find a tiny gold memory disk inside.

      My skin starts to crawl.

      It can’t be.

      Memory disks are inserted into our brains during the 11+ exam so that our memories can be used as evidence against us if we commit a thought crime. The disks are not supposed to come back out.

      “Whose is this?”

      “It’s mine –”

      “You had yourself hacked?” I hiss.

      “I don’t want anyone else to see them. Promise me, Aura.”

      I snap the locket shut. “Why?”

      “They’re things I needed to get out of my head,” she says, glancing towards the front door. “You need to go.”

      “Mum –”

      Her eyes are glassy with unshed tears. “We don’t have time to argue. I can’t let them get to you. I won’t.” She hands me a pillbox. “For Selena.”

      The dull thud of the Cogs kicking against the front door echoes through the house.

      I wrap my arms around Mum, not wanting to let go.

      “You’re stronger than you know, Aura. Remember, you’re a Jax,” she whispers. “Now go. Keep your sister safe. Promise me.”

      The wooden door starts to splinter, and she pulls away from me.

      We can’t wait any longer.

      “I promise.”

      In a daze, I take Selena's hand, and we run through the tiny kitchen and out into the alleyway, locking the door behind us.

      “I don’t want to leave her,” Selena says, leaning against the overflowing dumpster at the back of the house. Her voice is already starting to slur.

      “Neither do I.”

      Out in the darkness, we can see through the gap in the kitchen curtains into the house. Mum is seated at the table, illuminated in the lamplight.

      I know we should run, get as far away from here as possible, and come back when they’ve gone, but I can’t tear myself away.

      My hesitation is a mistake.

      I hear heavy boots, low voices, and the crackle of a CASS monitor heading our way.

      They’re coming to check on the back of the house.

      And now there’s no time to run.

      I grab Selena and pull her down behind the dumpster, squeezing in between the hard plastic and the brick wall.

      The footsteps get closer.

      A pair of flashlight beams search the area, and a startled rat darts out across the alleyway into a hole in the wall.

      The footsteps stop.

      The smell of garbage mingles with the smell of rotting meat, and Selena squeezes my hand tight, her eyes wide with fear.

      There are two Cogs right alongside us at the back door.

      If they shine their flashlights behind the dumpster...

      I shut my eyes and pray.

      There’s a crack as the Cogs at the front of the house breach the door. Then, impossibly close, a thud and a bang, as the back door is kicked in too.

      They haven’t seen us.

      I let myself breathe as the two Cogs barrel into the kitchen, but I daren’t move from the cover of the dumpster.

      I adjust my position and crouch beneath the kitchen window to see what is happening.

      The Cogs at the front of the house are moving in, over the rubble.

      Inside, the main lights come on, and I see that there’s someone else with the Cogs, a tall, thin man in an expensive-looking gray suit.

      His voice carries out of the house on the night air. “Alice Jax,” he says to Mum, walking over to the table and pulling out a chair. “Or should I say, ‘Rosalie’?”

      Rosalie? What is he talking about?

      “My name is Alice,” she says.

      He lets out a soft laugh, ignoring her statement. “We’ve been searching for you for a long time.”

      He sits down, facing her. The Cogs stand in a line against the back wall, guns raised.

      “I’m sorry; have we interrupted your dinner?” The man in the suit sticks his finger into the bowl of stew Mum had set down earlier, brings his finger back to his mouth, licks it.

      “Too salty,” he says. “Did you make it yourself?”

      He pauses as if he's waiting for Mum to answer.

      She doesn’t.

      “The thing about salt is that when you use too much of it, you develop a taste for it, and eventually you can't taste the beauty of the food you're eating.”

      He tears off some bread, dips it into the stew, puts it into his mouth, and chews. Mum glances around the room.

      “My paperwork says that ‘Alice Jax’ has a daughter,” he says, swallowing. “Aurora. Sixteen… Where is she?”

      My stomach lurches.

      Mum still doesn’t answer.

      The man pulls out a handkerchief and dabs at his mouth. “I asked you a question.”

      She doesn’t say a word. One of the Cogs marches over and grabs her by the hair, moving to slam her head into the table.

      “Enough, Officer,” says the man in the suit. “There’s no need for any of that.”

      “I hate them,” Selena murmurs beside me.

      The Cog lets go, and the man leans back in his chair. Mum slumps a little in her seat.

      “Where is your daughter, Rosalie?” he asks again, inspecting his nails.

      Selena squeezes my hand.

      I’ve bitten down on my lip so hard that I’ve broken the skin. I taste blood.

      “Aurora is still at work,” Mum finally says. Her voice is bitter, defiant.

      He takes a phone from the inside of his coat and puts it down on the table. He taps on it with one finger, picking his teeth with his other hand.

      “It appears that her barcode was scanned nearly an hour ago on a shuttle heading away from her shift assignment.” He looks up, eyes flickering around the room. “Maybe she'll be back before we leave.”

      Mum doesn’t respond. The man stands up, towering over her. “Search the place,” he orders the Cogs. “We're looking for laptops, phones, tablets – and a piece of clothing from the daughter. We'll need her scent in case I need to send in a Tek pack.”

      Mum clenches her hands into fists.

      Teks are electronic dogs used for tracking. They record video with their eyes and sound with their ears, and their inbuilt CASS monitors record atypical thought. We need to be out of here before they arrive.

      The man leans against the wall, inspecting his phone as the Cogs tear the house apart, tipping furniture and smashing dishes onto the floor until it looks just like my earlier vision. He's a picture of eerie calm amid the chaos.

      There’s a crash above us as one of the upstairs rooms is ransacked.

      Then it's all over.

      The Cogs troop back down the stairs.

      They're done.

      The man walks back to the table and clears his throat. “Rosalie Cohen, aka, ‘Alice Jax,’ we are here to arrest you for crimes against The Society,” he says. “You are to be taken to a holding facility where you will be questioned and processed.”

      Selena and I can only watch from our hiding place as Mum stands up and holds her hands out in front of her, waiting to be handcuffed.

      She doesn’t struggle.

      They place a black hood over her head and lead her out of the house into the night. A sob escapes from my throat.

      The wind blows into the empty house through the shattered front door, and the truck speeds away, taking her with it.
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      I’m numb. I want to wake up and discover that this is just a nightmare, but Selena’s sobbing body next to me reminds me that I need to be strong.

      I stand, pushing the dumpster away, and we creep back into the house, shutting the smashed back door behind us. I’ve been crouched in the same position so long that pins and needles run through my legs.

      In the front room, the broken door bangs against its frame. The floor is strewn with papers, smashed dishes, and shards of glass.

      I pick my way across the debris and push the door closed. Through the cracks in the broken wood, I can see that the street outside is empty.

      Selena sits on the couch, hugging herself. Her eyes are a little clearer now. The small dose of Ice is starting to wear off.

      “Here,” I say, handing her the pillbox. “You need to take another one before we go.”

      She studies it, turning it over in her hand. “Why did that man call her ‘Rosalie?’”

      I wondered the same thing. “I don’t know.”

      “Will she be executed?”

      I can’t bring myself to lie to her and give her any hope. “I don’t know.”

      Once Mum is processed, her crimes will be detailed on The Telepathe website for everybody to see, but by then, Selena and I will be gone.

      We can't stay where we are for long if we want to avoid the Teks. The last thing we need is a pack of dogs on our trail who can capture our escape on camera.

      I pull the laptop out of my rucksack and fire it up.

      “I’m scared, Aura,” Selena says.

      I swallow, fighting down my panic. "I'm going to contact Seb. He can help us."

      I carry the laptop to the sofa and sit down beside her. “Why don’t you go and get changed? We need to look like we’re going to watch the Assembly,” I say. “There’s a lace dress in my closet that should fit you.”

      She wipes her eyes. “Okay.”

      She heads upstairs, and I open up Labyrinth to log onto ChatDust, hoping that Seb will appear.

      The government believes that everything their citizens think, and say, and do, is accessible to them – and mostly, they're right – but if you're desperate, there are ways around their all-seeing eye.

      Before his Vocation Party last year, Seb installed Labyrinth on my laptop so that we could communicate online if we ever really needed to.

      The anonymous browser bounces our connection through a series of volunteer nodes before exiting to the Internet, bypassing the government's filters and masking the connection.

      It isn’t perfect, but at the moment, The Telepathe can only decrypt random unlucky users rather than specific users on demand. I’m pretty sure that won’t be the case for long.

      Every so often, Seb and I abandon our old chat accounts and create new ones, trading usernames, chat servers, and digital fingerprints at the food bank so we can find each other online.

      It's still a huge risk, but right now, I'm out of options.

      A notification appears in my ChatDust window.

      
        
        D3888AGXX-A is online.

      

      

      It’s Seb.

      
        
        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: YOU OKAY?

        >Saturna1ia7: YOUR OFFER. AM I TOO LATE?

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: GIVE ME A SEC.

      

      

      If Seb can't help us, our options are limited. The border is a no-go without payment. My mind spins with the need for a backup plan. We'll have to hide out at The Creek. We'll have to find somewhere to bed down. We'll have to beg for what we need to survive.

      I can’t put Selena through that.

      
        
        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: WITH YOU IN 5.

      

      

      I let out a long sigh of relief.

      
        
        >Saturna1ia7: THANK YOU.

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: CALEB. THE CREEK. 10 PM.

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: STAY SAFE.

        >Saturna1ia7: I WILL.

        D3888AGXX-A has left the conversation.

      

      

      There’s nothing to do now but wait – and hope that Seb gets here before the Tek pack does.

      I delete the conversation and use another ID to log onto the SpyMe forum.

      People use SpyMe to swap dirt on their neighbors. If they come up with anything juicy that they can report to the government, it can lead to a cash reward.

      I never post anything on it – I’m not crazy – but I want to see if there’s any information on Mum.

      An earlier thread from today catches my eye, and I go cold.

      
        
        NEW TARGET: ALICE JAX (F).

      

      

      I click on the link and scroll down the page. The latest comments are from minutes ago.

      
        
        >Iceman: HEARD THERE’S A DAUGHTER STILL OUT THERE

        >Iceman: ANYONE KNOW WHERE SHE’S HIDING?

        >Iceman: MIGHT BE A NICE PAYDAY

        >PhatKid: ANY PICS?

        >DNHate: WHAT’S HER NAME?

        >Iceman: AURORA. 16. WORKER.

        >MsFsh: WILL SEE WHAT I CAN FIND.

        >Shadow101: I MIGHT KNOW SOMETHING.

        >Iceman: PRIVATE WINDOW?

      

      

      The conversation ends there.

      I stand up, heart racing.

      Why didn’t I listen to Seb this morning? We could have been long gone by now. With Mum.

      I close the browser, restore the laptop to factory settings to remove any trace of me, and snap it shut. Then I carry it into the kitchen, drop it in the sink, and cover it with water for good measure.

      “What are you doing?”

      I look around to see Selena wearing my old dress. It’s a bit too big for her, but nobody will be looking that closely.

      “Making sure we don’t leave a footprint,” I say, turning off the tap.

      “What did Seb say?”

      “He’s going to help us. We just need to wait –”

      I hear a noise from the other side of the kitchen door. I stop short at the sound of boots crunching over gravel.

      I grab a knife from the counter, signaling to Selena to be quiet. It doesn’t sound like a Tek pack, but it could be an opportunist who’s already tracked me down.

      The noise stops. I press my face to the window, but I can’t see a thing.

      I push the door open an inch, ready to slash at whoever’s on the other side.

      “Be careful,” Selena breathes.

      I can’t see or hear anyone.

      I open the door further and scan the dark alleyway.

      It’s empty.

      Whoever or whatever it was has disappeared into the shadows.

      “What’s that?” Selena whispers.

      I look down to see a small white package propped up against the doorframe. I scoop it up and dart back inside, closing the door behind me.

      I tear open the package to reveal a vial of tiny, iridescent blue pills.

      Seb, you hero.

      “Aura?”

      “This is our ticket across the border.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      As a little kid, I loved Assembly night. A few times, we got tickets to attend in Central Square, and I couldn't understand why Mum and Dad weren't as excited as I was.

      One of them – usually Mum – would stay home with Selena, and I’d tell them all about it when we got back.

      I would wear a special Assembly dress – my favorite was a pale blue one with a pattern of red and pink roses – and we would catch the shuttle to Central Square and sit on any seat we wanted. It was like a carnival, with all the food and music and fireworks. You could lose yourself in the noise and the crowd, thousands of people crammed in together, and you alone in the middle of it all. I thought that was what freedom must feel like.

      I didn't know about the executions then. A lot of parents made their kids watch, but Mum and Dad always arranged it so that we went to the bathroom or the snack stand during that part of the Assembly. Later, after Reece told me about the executions, I realized there was a reason Mum spent so long touching up her hair and make-up, and Dad could never decide what he wanted to eat.

      When Reece told me, I was embarrassed that he knew something I didn't. I hated feeling naïve. I hated that Mum and Dad had hidden it from me.

      At the next Assembly we attended, I refused to move from our spot. I wanted to see the executions with my own eyes. I thought if Reece had seen it, I should too.

      But nothing had prepared me for the explosion of blood followed by the lifeless body crumpling to the ground – I couldn't get it out of my head for weeks.

      At exactly 8:00 p.m., the TV, which is programmed to begin the Assembly broadcast automatically, blares to life, interrupting my trip down memory lane.

      It’s time to go.

      I've changed into a red dress and flat boots. Smart enough for the Assembly, but practical enough for running, if I need to run.

      I throw the soaking laptop in the trash, stuff the knife in my bag, and cast one last look around the place.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      Selena picks up her rucksack. “Ready.”

      I open the back door, and the night air rushes into the kitchen. I can hear the throng of excited voices and the clip-clop of high heels in the distance as people head to the Assembly.

      I take a breath.

      Are we really going to do this?

      We have to get to The Creek with a stolen bottle of DN8, which will get me shot if I'm caught with it.

      We have to find this ‘Caleb’ that Seb mentioned to take us to the border.

      Then we have to make it across the border and find a camp that might not even exist.

      We’re really going to do this.

      We don’t have a choice.

      We make our way along the alley behind the house, heading toward the bright lights on the main road. The Creek is just over an hour’s walk if we go by way of the big screens. It’s a longer route, but it means I don't have to take Selena through the ghetto, and we’ll have less chance of being noticed if we keep with the crowd.

      We walk toward the sound of the revelers. Soon I can see the first of the four big screens between our house and The Creek rising above the rooftops.

      “Wait,” Selena groans behind me. I turn to see her bending over, clutching her stomach. “I need a minute.” Her words ooze slowly, like treacle. She's already sick with the new dose of Ice coursing through her body.

      “We need to keep moving.”

      I know I’m pushing the pace for her, but I also know that loitering out here is asking for trouble.

      She retches, spitting up bile on the pavement. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “I’m not going without you.”

      She shakes her head, takes a deep breath, and starts coughing, phlegm rattling in her chest.

      “Come on.” I take her hand. “I’ve got you.”

      Our pace is excruciatingly slow, but we keep on. Once we turn the corner onto the main road, we meet the crowd.

      I pause to scan the area, relieved we’ve gotten this far. Selena leans against a railing to get her breath.

      I hardly recognize the place I passed just a few hours ago. The roads are closed off for the Assembly. Hundreds of people swarm the tarmac, dressed up in their finest clothes. The streets have been transformed for the evening; the crumbling houses lit up with fairy lights. The litter that was here this morning is now nonexistent, and the dirt has been swept away.

      A giant screen planted in the middle of the road counts down the minutes until show time, juxtaposing footage of the Great Unrest with stills of The Society today – we might be having fun now, but we can't forget what we've all been "saved" from.

      Some people are already taking up positions in front of the screen while others move on, making their way to the next one.

      “You okay?” I check Selena.

      She nods bravely, her eyes glazed.

      I steady her as she steps away from the railing, and we fall in again with the stream of people.

      We see barbecues and jugglers, performing monkeys, and merchandise stalls. We keep walking, passing the second and third screens.

      Half an hour into our slow journey, at screen number four, we hit a bottleneck. The people in front of us come to a dead stop.

      Frustrated, I grab Selena's hand, and we push our way through the tightly-packed bodies until we see the reason for the holdup.

      Three giant silver bears move on a glittering dance floor in front of the big screen, surrounded by an awe-struck crowd—their hulking forms shimmer and sparkle in the lights around the floor.

      According to the neon signs, you can buy gemstones with your spare change to throw at their feet and make them dance. I watch as a vendor scoops out twinkling stones and pours them into little bags for his customers.

      “Those poor bears,” Selena murmurs.

      “Don’t let anyone hear you say that,” I warn her.

      “It’s so cruel. I’d let them loose.”

      I give her a look to shut her up.

      The screen is counting down. Five minutes until show time.

      "Aurora!" I hear my name, and I tear my eyes away from the bears. "Aurora! Is that you?" A tall woman in a pink dress and matching hat pushes through the crowd, making a beeline for me.

      When she gets closer, I recognize her as one of my old teachers. Mrs. Jackson. Society History.

      Great.

      “It is you,” she smiles as she approaches. “I never forget a face.” Her eyes have an amber hue, a telltale sign that there’s too much DN8 in her system. She’s been binging.

      “How are you?” she asks, but before I can answer, she rushes on with her drug-induced prattle. “I’ve got my relocation date for the Neighborhood – I’m leaving the Old City in a week!” She looks over my shoulder. “Is your mother here? I’d love to celebrate with her!”

      I blink, not expecting the question. “Mum is watching at home tonight.”

      “At home? It’s much more fun to watch on the big screen if you don’t have a ticket for Central Square! Especially with three executions.” She nudges me and winks. “One of the prisoners is actually quite handsome!”

      I have to force myself not to react. She has no idea how absurd she sounds.

      Onscreen, President Wolfe is hovering in the wings, ready to walk out to the podium. To his left, I spot Dr. Calvin Aldrich, the President’s right hand.

      I shudder. The sight of Aldrich gives me the creeps – I can’t help but remember Mum’s warning that I might end up as one of his science experiments.

      One minute to go.

      “The President is about to make his address,” I say, trying to shut Mrs. Jackson up.

      “Ooh, I’m going to try to get closer. Give my love to your mother.” She blows me a kiss and moves toward the screen.

      The bears are led away, and people spill onto the dance floor to get a better view of the screen.

      The lights go down, and a hush falls over the crowd. Onscreen, a stray amateur firework explodes into golden tendrils, then disappears into a black sky. The camera pans across the expanse of expectant, smiling faces watching the Assembly live in Central Square.

      The President says something to Aldrich, and then, flanked by two Cogs, he steps out on stage to thunderous applause.

      People jostle past Selena and me to get closer, crushing us up against the flimsy barrier in front of the screen.

      I keep one eye on our exit route. After the executions, we can go. It’ll just look like we’re attendees heading home to The Creek.

      From our vantage point, I can see behind the screen where the bears are being poked and prodded into a makeshift pen.

      Once they’re inside, their keeper – a gaunt man in a shabby purple suit – removes their leashes and locks them in. He grabs a big plastic bucket and tips it over the top of the gate, dumping a pile of food at the bears’ feet. They wait for his command, then eat hungrily.

      “I don't feel so good,” Selena mumbles.

      I look at her. Her skin is waxy, and she's struggling to keep her eyes open. “Just hang in there a little longer.”

      “Thank you. Such a warm welcome!” Onscreen, President Wolfe is waving his hand for silence. “We begin this evening by once again cleansing The Society of enemies found in our midst.”

      The camera zooms out, and I see the silhouettes of three prisoners lined up at the side of the stage.

      There's a roar of applause, both on-screen and off.

      The spotlights come on, illuminating the prisoners as they’re led into the center of the stage.

      Wolfe pauses for effect.

      “Cast your stones.”

      This ritual happens before every execution, and the crowd at Central Square doesn't need to be told twice.

      The people around me cheer as the camera zooms in on the prisoners and the gemstones raining down on them, thrown by the enthusiastic crowd in Central Square. The gems arc and shimmer beneath the lights, some of them hitting their targets, some just scattering onto the stage.

      The woman, Tia’s mum, jerks up in shock as a tiny jewel embeds itself in her forehead.

      Angry tears well up in my eyes.

      Is this how it’s going to end for my parents?

      I hear the rumble of an engine behind me, and I glance around to see a Society truck pulling up the main road, coming to a stop at the edge of the crowd.

      The sight of it makes me uneasy.

      Onscreen, Tia's mum is read her crimes.

      Her eyes are closed. The lights are shining on the jewel embedded in her forehead, creating a kind of halo.

      Another jewel hits her in the cheek, and there's a ripple of laughter from the crowd.

      “How do you plead?”

      There's a pause, and it looks for a moment as if she isn't going to answer, but then she opens her eyes. “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.”

      The crowd around me boos and hisses at the screen, as her words break The Society’s ‘no religion’ rule one last time.

      The bear keeper has been craning his neck over the barrier, not wanting to miss any of the action. At this unexpected bit of drama, he unhooks a section and comes out front.

      Over the noise of the crowd, I hear barking, and doors slamming. I look back to see a large group of Cogs unloading Teks from the truck and guiding them into the crowd.

      “Aura – ” Selena starts.

      “I see them.”

      Four of the Cogs take up positions along the width of the road, blocking our planned exit. The others disperse among the crowd.

      Onscreen, the marksman has raised his gun, aiming it at Tia’s mum.

      Aurora Jax.

      Instinctively, I turn, but then I realize that my name wasn't spoken out loud.

      They’re here for me.

      Aurora Jax.

      We’re looking for Aurora Jax.

      Have you seen this girl?

      Have you seen Aurora Jax?

      The Cogs’ thoughts rush into my head, the different frequencies overlapping, getting louder and louder.

      My mind races as I try not to panic.

      If we run, we'll draw attention to ourselves.

      If we stay where we are, we'll be caught.

      That can’t happen.

      Bang.

      The sound of the gunshot brings me back to myself.

      Everybody cheers and stamps their feet as Tia’s mum sinks lifeless to the ground onscreen.

      Behind the screen, the bears shuffle in their pen, making strange mewling sounds. One of them backs up against the screen, and it sways slightly. The keeper barks something in their direction.

      I have an idea.

      I promised I’d keep Selena safe. One way or another, we’re getting out of here.

      “Follow me,” I tell her.

      Slowly, we weave our way through the crowd until we’re standing next to the barrier that the keeper has left ajar in front of the bear pen.

      Selena looks at me in disbelief.

      “Trust me,” I tell her. “I'm getting us out of here.”

      Nobody is looking our way.

      We slip through the opening in the barrier and disappear behind the screen.

      “What are you going to do?” she slurs. The bears look at us with big, sad eyes through the slats of the pen. I’m so close I can feel the heat emanating from their bodies.

      “I'm going to set them free like you said.”

      She looks at me as if I’ve gone mad. “Right.” She gulps and nods her head.

      The gate is fastened with a single sliding bolt and a rusty padlock.

      I pull a clip out of my hair and jam it into the lock.

      I’m an old hand at this.

      When Reece and I were younger, breaking into abandoned storerooms was our favorite pastime. Though the buildings were usually dilapidated and mostly empty, the thrill of finding a left-behind stash of sugary treats like Dinkies or crispy snacks like Waffos outweighed the risk of getting caught.

      At least in our nine-year-old minds.

      We’d sit in the dark and the damp, a tiny flashlight between us, stuffing our faces before heading home.

      That was before we learned to be afraid of Cogs and executions.

      The padlock springs open. I toss it onto the ground and slide the bolt, pulling the gate towards me a fraction.

      The bears look at me in confusion.

      Bang.

      One bear lets out a startled roar as the second gunshot booms through the speakers. The cheering and stomping in the street grow louder.

      Two of the bears start pacing in the pen, butting up against the back of the screen again.

      Still lost in the action onscreen, the keeper absently barks an order at them, but the bears are distracted, and his command is lost in the noise.

      The third bear ambles toward me, tilting his head, curious. A jolt of alarm runs through me. The animal could crush me with just one of his giant paws.

      I back out of his way as he nudges at the gate.

      The opening widens, and he pauses, considering his options.

      Bang!

      With the final gunshot, the animal behind him rears up on its hind legs, and the bear nearest me squeezes out of the gate to get out of the way.

      As he brushes past me, his thick fur leaves a glittering silver mark across my front. I brush it off and see that it's paint.

      The bears are fakes, made to look like magical creatures from the Golden Belt.

      Sensing freedom, the other bears begin to follow the first.

      This has to work.

      The animals take their time with their escape, sniffing the air and stretching their limbs. Slowly, they amble into view of the crowd.

      “What the – hey! The bears are loose!” comes a confused shout.

      Mayhem ensues.

      Screams erupt from the crowd at the sight of the three sparkling giants unleashed and outside of their pen.

      The flimsy barrier is trampled as the Assembly descends into chaos.

      Selena and I creep to the edge of the screen as the emergency lights go up. The animals panic, moving into the crowd, knocking people over as they go. The screen begins to topple, pulled forward by the mangled barrier. Everybody is running for cover.

      “You did it,” Selena breathes.

      “It was your idea,” I tell her. “Now let’s get out of here.”
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      We clamber over the twisted barrier and weave through the melee on the other side, dodging fleeing attendees. The air rings with the sound of gunshots as the Cogs struggle to bring the bears down and restore order to the crowd. We slip past the empty Society truck and press on toward The Creek.

      We’re back in familiar territory now, navigating the narrow streets leading out of the Old City. Selena moves a little faster as the Ice wears off, and soon we’ve reached our destination.

      The trouble is, now that we’re here, I’m not sure how to find Caleb.

      The tiny shacks all look empty from the street. The windows are boarded. No lights come from inside. After the chaos we left behind at the Assembly, it’s eerily quiet here.

      Dull yellow streetlights illuminate pools of stagnant water on the pavement. There are heaps of garbage everywhere. The smell makes my eyes water.

      It’s no wonder the authorities don’t set foot here often. This place makes the Old City look like the Golden Belt.

      “Which house is it?” Selena asks.

      “Good question,” I say, moving toward a house. “Let’s go round the back –”

      I hear the low growl of the Tek before I see it.

      There’s no time to hide.

      I freeze as the huge silhouette of an electronic dog appears from behind a heap of garbage, its wolverine form steaming in the cold night air.

      We’ll never outrun it.

      “Get behind me,” I tell Selena.

      Careful not to make any sudden movements, I shrug the rucksack off my back and slowly unzip it, feeling for the knife I packed, keeping my eyes on the Tek.

      I’m not fast enough.

      It bounds toward me, and I cry out as its razor-sharp claws connect with my flesh. The dog pins me to the ground with its hot, drooling, half-ton weight.

      “Selena, go,” I croak out.

      I can hear the Tek’s simple thought pattern in my head. It wants to extract information from my memory disk to take back to The Telepathe, but it can’t work out who I am.

      My vision starts to blur. All I can see are the Tek's eyes flashing red above me. Selena is screaming somewhere.

      I can’t move.

      It’s slowly crushing me.

      It’s agony.

      Just as I think that this is the end for me, the red lights stop flashing. The Tek's eyes go dark. It takes a step backward, off my chest.

      I gulp and cough, trying to fill my lungs with air as the pressure lifts.

      It looks me over one more time, then bounds back the way it came.

      Selena is by my side. “What just happened?”

      “I don’t know,” I choke.

      “I thought it was going to kill you.”

      My breath is coming in ragged gasps, and I'm soaked in sweat and Tek drool.

      “I’m fine.”

      I lie.

      Everything hurts.

      “Can you stand?”

      All I want to do is huddle here in the dirt, but I know the van for the border will be leaving soon, with or without us. I haul myself up, limbs and lungs aching, and force myself to keep going.

      “Let’s find the van.”

      There are no vehicles in front of the houses, so we stagger around to the back alley. Finally, as we round the corner at the end of the street, I hear an engine splutter.

      Parked up the street, fifty feet away, we see a battered white rust-bucket of a moving van with blacked-out windows. A figure is disappearing into the house across the street.

      We move closer to the van. I see that the driver's seat is empty. I look at the house opposite. The back gate is half-open, and the yard is full of junk – broken pots, a rubbish bin tipped on its side, a threadbare sun lounger.

      Selena and I warily cross the street and pick our way through the yard. Before I can bang on the door, it screeches open to reveal an overweight man wearing a gold chain and a t-shirt two sizes too small.

      I'm no fashionista, but even I know it's not a good look on him.

      “Who are you?” His bloodshot eyes dart from me, to Selena, and back to me again. His thoughts are muddied by a large dose of Ice.

      “Are you Caleb?”

      “Who wants to know?”

      I’m running purely on adrenalin now. For all I know, I have this all wrong. I hope I’m not dooming us both.

      “The van outside. It’s leaving here tonight, isn't it? We can pay to get in it.”

      He picks something out of his nose before standing aside. “Come on in.”

      We follow him inside. The place stinks of body odor and cigarettes.

      “Ca-leb!”

      The “house” is little more than a cobweb-filled room. Aside from a sofa, the only furnishings are a coffee table overflowing with beer cans and cigarette butts, and a filthy mattress in the corner.

      The man stands in front of us, arms folded. “He’s on the john.”

      As if on cue, a toilet flushes behind a closed door to the left. It slides open to let another man out. This man looks as if he hasn't slept for days. He has thick, matted hair and dark rings around his eyes. He studies us, wiping his wet hands on his jeans.

      Caleb.

      We’re in the right place.

      “They’re looking for you,” the first man says, by way of introduction.

      “You get beat up on the way here?” Caleb says, pulling out a cigarette and putting it between his lips. He's looking at my dress, sweaty and stained from the Tek attack.

      I ignore his comment. “We need to get across the border. We heard you were taking a van. We can pay.” My words tumble over each other.

      “Oh really?” he says, lighting the cigarette.

      I open my bag and take out the bottle of DN8. “Here,” I say, handing it over. “This should be enough.” My voice sounds shrill, scared, not like my own.

      Caleb blows out a mouthful of smoke and grabs the bottle, cigarette in hand. He gives the bottle a little shake, flicking cigarette ash onto the floor with the movement.

      “Where’d you get these?”

      “Does it matter?”

      He opens the bottle and takes a pill out to inspect.

      “I suppose not,” he smiles. “Davy, my man, check this is worth what they say, won'tcha?” He passes the pill over, and Davy disappears into the bathroom with it.

      In the awkward silence that follows, I hear Caleb’s thoughts in my head.

      Know her from somewhere.

      Looks familiar…

      My heart starts to pound.

      Has my face has been broadcast from the Assembly already? Has an image been posted online?

      “Do I know you from somewhere?” he asks.

      Keep it together, Aura.

      I frown and shake my head. “The food bank, maybe?” I shrug. “I must just have one of those faces.”

      “What’s your name?”

      I swallow. “Tia Emery.”

      Caleb is about to say something else when Davy waddles back into the room.

      “It’s DN8, Boss. Quality stuff, too.”

      I breathe a quiet sigh of relief, silently thanking Seb. The DN8 will be worth far more to Caleb than a runaway Worker girl. “So you’ll take us?”

      “Divvy the pills up; we’ll keep half here,” he orders Davy, tossing him the bottle. “Ladies, I’ll meet you out back. Your chariot awaits.”

      We go outside the same way we came in, and hover in the yard until Caleb reappears in a cloud of cigarette smoke to lead us to the van. He opens the back door of the van, which is already packed with people: men and women, young and old.

      They look at us warily.

      “Don’t be shy – jump in,” Caleb says, slapping me on the back.

      People shuffle out of our way and we climb in, squeezing ourselves into the cramped space. He slams the door behind us.

      The van roars to life and suddenly we're moving, swaying in the vehicle over an uneven road.

      “You okay?” I whisper to Selena.

      “Yeah, you?”

      I nod and lean my head against hers, wishing Mum were with us.

      “I can't stop thinking about Mum,” Selena says.

      “Me either.”

      “I hope she's okay.”

      I squeeze her hand. “Me too.”

      Who am I kidding? How can Mum possibly be okay?

      We're one step closer to freedom, and she's a prisoner.

      Across from us, there’s a couple in their thirties having a hushed conversation. I hear them mention a ‘camp’ – maybe it's the same one Seb mentioned earlier. Maybe Reece will be there. Maybe we won't have to figure this all out alone.

      It's a glimmer of hope. I hold onto it tight.

      We travel in silence for the better part of an hour on rough-graveled back roads before Caleb turns off the headlights. Twenty minutes later, the van begins to slow down.

      “Here we are,” Caleb mutters from the driver's seat. He pauses. “Wait, somethin' ain't right.”

      He puts the van into reverse, backs into a space in the trees at the side of the road, and kills the engine.

      I move to the front of the van to see what's going on.

      The security lights surrounding the area move constantly, illuminating different sections of the barren expanse before us.

      Caleb is watching a camera crew film a cluster of huge derelict warehouses up ahead.

      I frown. Why are they filming a bunch of old warehouses?

      To the right of the warehouses, two Society vans and a long black limousine are parked up. Just beyond the vehicles, I can see the silver mesh of the border fence that separates The Society from the wilderness.

      We're so close...

      BOOM!

      There's a sudden shock of sound and light as an explosion rocks the vehicle.

      “Jesus!” Caleb shouts in surprise and I jerk back, my ears ringing.

      Seconds later, the warehouse closest to us – all 25,000 square feet of it – crumbles to the ground, a heap of flaming rubble and ash.

      The woman next to me starts screaming.

      “For the love of – will you shut up?” Caleb shouts.

      As the dust starts to settle, I notice an open back door on one of the Society vans.  Two men in black overcoats carry a body out and throw it down on top of the debris. They stand back, surveying the scene before one returns and rolls the body into a different position. He steps back again.

      “What’s going on?” the guy in the passenger seat whispers.

      “If I was a betting man, I’d say it’s the Terror Bureau,” Caleb says.

      I’ve heard that term before. It's what Dad used to call the PR team at The Telepathe – the people who create the propaganda for The Society.

      “Who?” the man asks.

      “The people who control us,” Caleb mutters, as if it's obvious.

      Outside, a cameraman is gesticulating. One of the men who carried the body partially covers it with rubble. The cameraman moves in for a close-up.

      “I’m turning back,” Caleb announces. He's panicking. “If anyone wants to get out here and risk getting caught, that’s up to you.”

      “What?"

      “No!”

      “We paid you to get us across!”

      Everybody starts protesting.

      Caleb shakes his head. “I usually only have to deal with one of the bastards on these runs. Whatever this is, it’s too many bad guys, and I'm not getting involved!”

      “We can’t go back,” I say, desperate.

      “Sorry, love. Not what I signed up for.”

      He's about to turn the key in the ignition when the man in the passenger seat pulls a gun from somewhere and pushes it into Caleb’s temple. “I’m with the girl,” he says. “We wait until they’re finished.”

      Caleb holds up his hands. “Fine,” he says through gritted teeth, cursing under his breath. “But get that gun out of my face.”

      Passenger Seat Man does as he’s told, resting the weapon on his lap.

      “Cut!” We hear someone from the film crew shout. There’s a smattering of applause and some hand-shaking, and then they start to move out, moving the body back into the truck and packing camera equipment away. Finally, they all shake hands with the Cog-on-duty before getting into their respective vehicles and driving out of view by way of the main road.

      What have we just seen?

      “You’re up,” says Passenger Seat Man, raising his gun again.

      Caleb sighs and rubs a hand over his face. “You lot wait here.”

      Passenger Seat Man rolls his window down, and we watch in silence as Caleb walks toward the border fence, hands in the air.

      “I've got payment,” he shouts, and the Cog walks toward him, gun raised.

      Caleb says something else, and I see the Cog lower his weapon.

      Caleb hands him an envelope. The Cog inspects whatever’s inside, nods, and tucks it into a pocket in his uniform. Then Caleb hands him what I think is the bottle of DN8. They briefly exchange words that we can't hear, and the Cog starts walking toward the van.

      Passenger Seat Man puts his gun back in his jacket and I sink back into the shadows, out of sight.

      The Cog peers in through the open window for a good look at us.

      “Are we good?” Caleb asks.

      “We’re good, we’re good,” the Cog nods. “I’ve got a quota to meet, that’s all.”

      “What?” asks Caleb.

      The Cog raises his gun and looks at Caleb. “I’d get out of here if I were you.”

      The atmosphere in the back of the van changes. Something is very wrong.

      “Everybody out,” the Cog barks. “Now!”

      Nobody wants to move.

      “I said, out!”

      The little boy next to me screams as the Cog pulls the trigger and shoots Passenger Seat Man in the head. The body falls forward into the dashboard like a sack of potatoes.

      Bile rises in my throat.

      This is it.

      We’re going to die.

      “I’ll give you all a ten-second head start,” the Cog smirks.

      Everything happens at once.

      Caleb slams back into the truck. The back doors open and the rest of us pour out, running for the fence.

      “Whatever happens, don’t stop until we’re through that fence,” I tell Selena.

      We're running at the back of the group, but I'm banking on the fact that the Cog can't shoot everyone at once.

      “Michael!” one of the women screams as someone fires a gun at the Cog. It’s a terrible shot. The bullet ricochets off his armor.

      The van starts up behind us, the tires squealing as Caleb reverses, hurrying to get away.

      Selena's hand slips out of mine, but we keep running. The Cog fires back at Michael – one, two shots. The bullets hit him in the chest and wound another one of the group.

      My ears are full of the passengers’ wails and the Cog's continued gunshots, but my own heart is still pumping in my chest and my lungs are still sucking in air, so I keep running.

      I’m at the fence when I realize that Selena isn’t behind me.
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      “Tonight must be my lucky night,” the Cog sneers as I turn around, clearly enjoying the look of shock on my face.

      He's behind Selena; one arm clamped around her so that she can't move. She has a gash in her knee and there's a trickle of blood running down her leg into her shoe. Her dress is torn and muddied.

      “Get away from her!” I choke through my horror.

      He lifts his gun to her temple and whispers something into her ear.

      Selena gets down on her hands and knees and leans back into a sitting position. The lifeless bodies of the other passengers lie at odd angles around her.

      “There are other ways to pay your way across the border.” The Cog holsters his gun, takes off his helmet, and throws it down.

      My stomach drops.

      His scarlet eyes look me over like a predator eyeing prey – and his face…

      His face is like something from a nightmare.

      The pale skin on the right side is almost translucent; the left side is an open wound.

      As he approaches, I see maggots crawling in the rancid flesh where his cheek should be.

      He grabs me by the shoulders and pushes me into the border fence with such force it knocks the wind out of me.

      “Don’t fight me, and I won’t kill you or your sister.” His face is so close to mine, I can feel his breath on my skin, in my nose, in my mouth. I see the maggots wriggling and squirming. I try to move, to kick out with my legs, but he’s too big and too strong.

      I can hear him in my head. His thoughts buzz through my mind like flies over a garbage heap. I can’t think straight.

      I turn my face away as he tries to kiss me. He laughs, sending a line of his saliva running down my cheek. “Play nice now. I wouldn't want to have to hand you over to the authorities,” he says, wiping my face with his hand. “You are beautiful.”

      He grunts and reaches to undo his belt, so lost in the moment that he loosens his grip on me. One hand is on the fence and the other is fighting with his belt. I react like a coiled spring.

      I turn my head to the hand on the fence and bite down on his wrist as hard as I can until I taste his blood. He howls and staggers backward. I dive away from him, grabbing handfuls of dirt from the ground.

      He’s coming at me again. He shoves me back against the fence. “You little WITCH!” he spits. I fling the dirt into his face, blinding him. He lets go of me, clawing at his eyes.

      I see stars as I try to push his thoughts out of my head. They're overpowering now — thick, unstoppable black fury.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      I need to move, get Selena, get out of his way, but I’m not fast enough. Blindly, he punches out with his arm and his fist connects with my stomach, winding me and sending me flying to the ground.

      He stands over me, his eyes streaming. “I’m going to make you watch while I have some fun with your sister, and then I’m going to kill you both,” he says through gritted teeth.

      He unholsters his gun and turns towards Selena.

      Time seems to slow. I wonder if I'm dying, if he's already shot me and I'm bleeding out on the ground.

      My vision blurs, and I no longer see the Cog in front of me. Instead, I see a mass of electromagnetic pulses that seem to make up his central nervous system, glowing like a galaxy of stars.

      Selena is screaming a million miles away.

      The sound of my breathing fills my head. Everything seems clear and still. A memory stirs inside me; something buried, something I've misplaced.

      “No one can know what you are, Aurora.”

      “AURA!” Selena screams, and for a second, I jolt back. His hands are all over her, tearing at her clothes.

      I feel as if I’m on fire. As if I am fire itself.

      “You’re stronger than you know.”

      I pick myself up off the ground, a kind of electricity pulsing through my body. My thoughts are suddenly tangible, a weapon I think I can wield.

      “Oh, I like a fighter,” the Cog laughs at Selena's struggle, and the sound swirls around in my head.

      I am not powerless anymore.

      Some instinct takes me over and I know what to do.

      NO!

      I form the thought in my mind, strong and clear, and I hurl it toward the Cog like a stone from a slingshot. The red hot pulse arcs from my mind to the Cog's body of electricity in front of me. I see it hit him square in the solar plexus.

      The Cog roars in shock as he is flung backward. The vial of DN8 flies out of his pocket and shatters, scattering hundreds of tiny blue pills across the ground where they shine like sapphires under the lights. He lands with a thump 100 feet away from us. There's a crack as his head hits the ground, and then silence.

      As the silence falls, I feel the electricity leave my body, emptying me. My legs go weak, and I feel ice cold. I'm going to be sick.

      “Aura, what did you do?” Selena is looking at me with a mixture of wonder and terror.

      I retch into the dirt. My head is pounding. My skin feels clammy. What is happening to me?

      “I think he’s dead,” Selena says. I look up and see her standing over his body. A flashing green light in the rubble behind her catches my eye.

      I wipe the vomit from my mouth. “Get his CASS monitor.”

      She tosses it to me and I stamp down hard, grinding it into the ground.
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      I’m depleted.

      I feel old. Or at least what I imagine old will feel like.

      Our progress away from the border is slow. There are miles and miles of dense forest beyond the fence. The camp we’re trying to find could be anywhere.

      I haven’t actually thought about what happens next – I don’t think I believed we’d make it this far.

      I'm chilled to the bone. There's a roaring in my ears and my vision is blurred. Still, I keep walking, deliberately setting one foot in front of the other, putting distance between us and The Society.

      We’ve been picking our way through gnarled old trees and knotted foliage for an hour before Selena breaks the silence.

      “What happened back there?”

      I have no clue how to answer, and I don’t want to stop and think about it. None of it makes any sense anyway.

      “Aura?” she presses.

      “I don’t know.”

      She grabs me by the shoulder. “You can talk to me,” she says, searching my face. “Can we stop for a bit?”

      I shake her off. “We need to keep going. We need to find the camp.”

      The truth is, I’m afraid if I stop, I’ll never start again. I’ll fall asleep and never wake up.

      “I’ll catch up to you,” she says, dropping her rucksack onto the ground in front of her.

      Selena is too much like me. Neither of us takes “no” for an answer.

      “Ten minutes,” I sigh. “It’s not safe out here.”

      I take the knife out of my rucksack and half-sit, half-collapse onto the muddy forest floor. The smell of damp, rotting leaves fills my nostrils.

      I feel relief in my legs and my lungs as soon as I sit. All I want to do is lie down and close my eyes.

      “What you did to the Cog – have you ever done that before?” she asks.

      “What do you think?”

      “Do you think you can do it again?”

      “I don’t know how I did it in the first place.”

      I feel like I’m in some kind of alternate reality where my body and my mind are two completely separate entities, each doing their own thing.

      And there's something else in the mix now too, a third entity that isn't my body and isn't my mind. I felt it grip me, and I felt it let me go. How do I explain that?

      Selena tucks her legs underneath her. “What did it feel like?”

      I close my eyes and everything comes back to me in a rush.

      It felt like time stood still.

      It felt like I was more powerful than anything in the world.

      And afterward, it felt like I was dying.

      “I don’t know, Selena. It happened so quickly.”

      She gives up on her questioning, passing me a bottle of water. I drink it down gratefully.

      “Hey, look what I found when I was packing my stuff,” she says, rooting around in her bag. She pulls out a notebook. I instantly recognize the black and white polka-dot design.

      “Is that your memory book?”

      A couple of months after my 11+, Dad gave each of us notebooks. He told us that at the end of each day, we were to write down something good that had happened. Then, if we’d had a bad day, we could read back through all of the good things and make ourselves feel better.

      I thought it was a stupid idea.

      I filled mine with angry words. I was frustrated and confused about who I was. Upset that I wouldn’t get to stay on at school and go to the Inner Sanctum like Seb. I didn’t even try to find anything good to write.

      My feelings only changed when my Dad – a good man whose only crime was to question the government – was arrested. It was only then that I understood that Mum and Dad were trying to protect me, that there was something wrong with The Society.

      Selena turns on her flashlight, which has all the power of a dying glowworm, and sits down next to me, flipping through the pages. “Aura told me my hair looked pretty,” she reads, digging me in the side with her elbow. “Thanks, Sis.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “What about this one? Dad brought a puppy home and it’s sleeping next to my bed.”

      I laugh in spite of myself. “I remember that. We had a barbeque didn’t we? You kept giving the puppy food off your plate.” I shake my head. “The next morning it had left a mess all over the floor and gone. You were devastated.”

      To this day, I think Mum let it out because we couldn’t afford to keep it. I keep that thought to myself.

      “I’m glad you still have that,” I tell her instead.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      The roaring in my ears from my encounter with the Cog is finally fading. I’m starting to hear the sounds around me: the wind blowing through the trees, owls hooting in the distance.

      “Unless you’ve also developed special night vision superpowers, I think we should stay here tonight,” Selena says.

      I give the bottle back to her. She’s right. I can barely see an arm’s length in front of me.

      I set about making a fire, but it’s hopeless in the damp. We huddle together and decide to take turns keeping watch, using the knife I brought with us as protection. I’m so exhausted that even fear has left me.

      In no time at all, I’m asleep amongst the dead leaves.
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      I wake with a start, my heart sinking when I remember where I am.

      I have no idea how long I’ve been out.

      Selena is asleep next to me, the knife resting on her lap.

      It’s starting to rain, and I shiver in my damp clothes.

      I hear something move nearby and I grab the knife, listening, barely daring to breathe.

      There it is again.

      I stand up and nudge Selena with my foot, trying to wake her.

      “What is it?” Her voice is thick with sleep.

      I put a finger to my lips, signaling for her to be quiet.

      A branch snaps behind me and I swing around, brandishing the knife. Adrenalin courses through me as I stare into the darkness, ready for a Tek to come crashing through the foliage, all teeth and muscle and metal.

      Instead, I’m blinded by a sudden bright light.

      I squint, covering my eyes with the back of my hand.

      “Drop the knife. Hands above your head,” says a male voice behind the flashlight shining in my face.

      I close my eyes and do as I’m told. My head aches as I try to tune into the new thought frequencies in front of me. I come up blank and I panic, wondering if what I did at the border has broken me.

      “Aura?” says a different male voice. The sound of my name brings me out of my trance. My eyes snap open, and the beam dips to the ground.

      “Aura!”

      I back up, black spots in my eyes, as someone rushes toward me.

      “It’s me. It’s Reece!”

      I can’t speak. Relief floods through me. Suddenly we’re safe. Suddenly we’re not alone.

      “I can't believe it's you.” He holds me at arm’s length, studying me, as if his eyes are playing tricks on him. “You actually made it," he says. "Your Mum…?”

      I shake my head.

      He looks more rugged and world-weary than the boy I used to know, and when he wraps his arms around me, I can feel that he’s skin and bone – not the athletic boy I remember. But he’s still Reece. The best friend I ever had.

      I don’t want to let him go.

      “You’re lucky we found you,” he says into my hair. “We don't usually come out this far.”

      “I take it you know each other?” the other man says, moving the beam of the flashlight to where Selena is sitting.

      Reluctantly I let Reece pull away from me, and I get a look at the other guy, a man with wild gray hair who looks as if he's in his late fifties. He's carrying a metal trap.

      “Tomas, this is my friend, Aura, and her sister, Selena,” Reece introduces us. “I can vouch for them.”

      Tomas nods. “Are you girls okay?”

      We must look a sight, our Assembly clothes torn, covered in sweat and mud.

      The impact of everything that has happened in the last 24 hours comes crashing in.

      My legs buckle.

      Reece grabs my arm. “Hey, steady on there.”

      “I’m surprised you made it across,” Tomas says. “The place was swarming with Cogs and cameras earlier.”

      “The van we were in got there just as they were packing up.”

      “The van?” Tomas asks. “Are there others with you?”

      I shake my head. “We were with a group of people leaving from The Creek. They’re all dead.” I swallow. “We all had payment for the Cog on duty, but he started shooting anyway. We made it to the forest before he got to us.”

      I can feel Selena’s eyes boring into the back of my head.

      “And the Cog?” Tomas asks, scanning the forest. “What happened to him? Should we be expecting company?”

      “He got caught in the crossfire.” The lie rolls off my tongue.

      “He’s dead?” Reece asks.

      “He’s dead.”

      “You’re sure about that?” Tomas asks.

      “I’m sure.”

      I killed a Cog.

      The thought settles in my head.

      Tomas nods in approval. "Good riddance." He slings the empty trap over his shoulder and looks at Selena and me. "Come on," he says. "Let's get you girls back to camp."

      Reece grins at me, and I feel like we’ve passed some kind of test.

      We pick up our rucksacks and follow Tomas deeper into the forest. His flashlight casts long shadows in front of us.

      “You were lucky you weren’t caught up in that explosion,” Tomas shouts back. “Lit up the whole sky.”

      “We saw it from the van,” I say. “They blew up one of the warehouses so they could catch it on camera.”

      We walk the rest of the way in silence, listening out for every snap of a branch underfoot, making sure we’re not being followed.

      Finally, we see a light up ahead; it shines like a beacon into the darkness of the night.

      “Here we are,” Reece says, looking back at me. “Welcome to our camp.”
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      The trees thin out, and the forest opens up to reveal a huge clearing filled with tents of all shapes and sizes packed tightly together. There must be hundreds of them.

      A roaring fire blazes ahead of us, illuminating the camp around it. I count sixteen men and women sitting around the fire, warming their hands and talking low. I spot Reece’s older brother, Clark, and his mum, Mags. They get up when they see us.

      “Look who we found!” Reece shouts.

      Mags looks stunned. “Aura? Selena – is that you?” she asks, looking us up and down.

      “Hi, Mags.” Tears well up in my eyes. Mags used to come over and look after us when we lost Dad, when Mum was in a bad place grieving over him.

      She rushes to us and hugs us both. I can feel her bones through her baggy clothing. Like Reece, she’s wasting away.

      “Let me look at you.” She pushes my hair away from my forehead and kisses me, then does the same with Selena. “I’m glad I waited up for our huntsmen now!”

      “Give them some space, Mum,” Clark laughs.

      “We’ve come back empty-handed, Maggie,” Tomas says, throwing the trap down on the ground.

      Mags waves the bad news away. “There’s stew in the pot,” she says. “And you’re not empty-handed. Let’s get these girls something to eat and drink.”

      She leads us over to the fire. The welcome from the people gathered around it is lukewarm. I can hear them muttering as we approach.

      “More mouths to feed…”

      “Who are they?”

      “Are we just supposed to trust them?”

      “Everybody, meet Aura and Selena,” Reece says, talking over them. “Friends from the Old City.”

      A few people mumble acknowledgment. Others just stare. I can't say I blame them. It seems we may be just another strain on their resources.

      “I’ll introduce you properly in the morning,” Reece winks.

      “Grab yourselves a seat,” Mags says, nodding at a pair of rickety deck chairs.

      We take off our rucksacks and sit down in front of the fire.

      There's a large pot warming over the flames. The steam rises into the night air as Mags gives it a stir. She fills two small bowls and hands one to me and one to Selena.

      The stew is thin and watery, but it’s food. The warmth of the fire feels good on my skin. It’s a relief to have finally stopped moving, even if my head is still pounding.

      “How’d the two of you get across the border?”

      I look at the speaker, a man seated opposite us, next to Clark. He is smiling at us, but the smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “You must be quite a duo –”

      “Here comes trouble,” Clark interrupts his neighbor before I can respond. He’s looking over my shoulder.

      “Oh great, more mouths to feed,” says a voice behind me.

      Clark stands up and I turn in my seat to see a tall, thin man with a crew cut moving toward us, staggering as if he’s drunk.

      “That’s enough, Brown,” warns Clark.

      The conversational atmosphere around the campfire changes. I stiffen, on guard again.

      Out of habit, I try to tune in to the man’s thoughts, but just like in the woods, I come up blank. It’s as if someone has put their hands over my ears or covered my eyes.

      “Go and sleep it off, Brown,” Tomas says, coming between Clark and Brown. “These girls have been through enough –”

      “We’re starving as it is, and we’ve got a baby due any day,” he slurs. “We talked about this.”

      “No, you gave us your opinion,” Clark says. “That doesn’t mean everybody agreed with you.”

      “We should be helping our own first, you hear me?” he spits. “I can’t remember the last time I had a full stomach!”

      I bristle, feeling my cheeks color.

      “Shut it, Brown; you’ve had too much to drink,” warns Tomas.

      “We're at capacity. That's all I'm saying. I'm right, aren't I?” Brown looks at the faces around the fire. Too many people are nodding their agreement.

      “I said, that’s enough,” Tomas steps towards Brown.

      “Okay, old man, keep your pants on, I’m going.” He staggers away without looking back.

      “Don't listen to him. You two are family, as far as I'm concerned,” says Mags, handing me a mug of tea. “And so is he. His baby will want for nothing; we'll all make sure of that.”

      “He raises a good point, though,” says the man sitting opposite. “We don’t have the resources to support more people in this camp. That’s a simple truth. It would have been a strain even if that last raid had gone well.”

      “James – ” Reece says.

      The man – James – holds up his hands defensively. “Maybe it’s time to talk about the bunker Helen found.”

      “Talking about me again?” says a new female voice.

      I jump, splashing my tea down my front as a pile of rabbits – five of them tied together by their hind legs – lands in front of me.

      Tomas whistles and there’s a smattering of applause. “Helen, you’re a bloody lifesaver,” he says, inspecting her catch.

      I look around to see a tall, dark-haired girl standing behind me, holding a bow. “Thankfully, not all of us are terrible at trapping,” she smiles, looking at Reece.

      “If only you’d been a few minutes earlier,” Tomas says. “I could’ve shoved one of them down Brown’s throat.”

      “Aura, Selena – this is Helen,” Reece says.

      “Hi,” she says, looking me over.

      “Aura and I have been friends since we were kids,” Reece says. “She finally made it out.”

      She nods. “Good for you.”

      She gives Reece a peck on the cheek. “I’m going to get cleaned up,” she says. “Tomas, you can take care of the rabbits?”

      Once Helen is out of earshot, James resumes the earlier conversation. “Five rabbits won’t get us very far. I say we call a camp meeting tomorrow to discuss a way forward. Brown might lack charm and decency, but he’s saying what a lot of us are thinking.”

      “Fine, we’ll talk, but you know my concerns about that bunker,” Tomas says. “We don’t know what we might be walking into.”

      “I hear you,” James says, rising. “But we’ve got to try something different to supply the camp. We can’t keep on the way we’ve been going.”

      “I think I’ll take myself off to bed too,” Mags says with a sigh. She sounds tired of the conversation. “I’ll see you all in the morning. Get some rest,” she says, squeezing my shoulder.

      “’Night, Mags.” I watch her go.

      “Where do we sleep?” Selena yawns.

      “You two can have my tent tonight,” Reece says. “Come on. I'll show you.”

      “I’ll finish my tea first,” I say, wanting to spend some more time out in the open air.

      Reece takes Selena to his tent, and Tomas goes to prep the rabbits for the next day. Most of the others around the fire drift off to bed.

      Even after the hellish day we’ve had, I can’t help enjoying the sound of the breeze in the trees. The crackle of the fire. The quiet conversation of the others in their tents.

      “You okay?” Reece sits down beside me.

      I breathe in the clean air, feeling safe for the first time since Dad’s arrest. “I will be.”

      “I can't believe you're here.”

      “Me either,” I say.

      “What happened to your mum?” he asks. “I didn't want to ask when Selena was here.”

      “There was a raid. Earlier tonight.”

      In my mind, I see the Cog grabbing Mum’s hair, ready to smash her head down on the table. The memory lasts a split second before it’s gone.

      “I’m sorry,” he says.

      “She wouldn't leave with us. She thought they'd just come after us all if she did."

      “They would have.”

      Even as he says it, I know it’s true. But I should have tried harder. Convinced her to come.

      “And your Dad?”

      “He’s still alive. As far as we know.” I swallow what’s left of my drink.

      Reece puts a hand on my knee. “How’s it been since we left?”

      I think back. The fifteen months we’ve been apart seem like a lifetime.

      “There’s surveillance on public transport now, and the Cogs are on every street corner," I tell him. “Oh, and the Old City is going to be demolished. They don't seem to care about how many people still live there.”

      Reece raises an eyebrow. “Sounds like you got out at the right time.”

      He throws another log onto the fire. The flames swell as he pokes it.

      I change the subject. I’d rather be with Mum and Dad again. “Things here don’t seem great.”

      “We were doing okay until a few months ago,” he says. “There was a food warehouse near the border that we could get in and out of. We’d hit it on Assembly night between patrols, but the last two raids have been disastrous.”

      “Why?”

      He runs a hand through his hair as if he’s not sure he should tell me. “Last month, Clark was heading up the raid. One of the guys who was with him was caught. Ripped apart by Teks.” He swallows. “Clark only just managed to get away.”

      I don't know what to say. I'd imagined Reece in some idyllic Never-Never-Land, away from The Society rules and dangers. Not starving and unsure how to survive.

      “It messed Clark up pretty bad. He feels responsible…” Reece pauses. “That's why I was out with Tomas tonight, to hit the warehouse again, but when we saw all the Cogs and the film crew, we didn't hang around. We left to check the traps instead.” He shakes his head and half-smiles.

      “What do you know about this bunker that James is talking about?” I ask.

      He sighs. “There are too many of us and not enough food to go around, so lately we’ve had to go further into the forest to find game.

      “A few weeks ago, Helen was hunting in a new spot and she saw a girl she’d never seen before. Helen followed her and saw her go through a hidden door into what we’re guessing is some kind of underground bunker. A lot of people have talked about a raid there ever since.”

      “Tomas didn’t seem too keen on the idea,” I say.

      “We don’t know who she is or how many people may be with her. Tomas is worried about losing anybody else after Clark’s raid. But like James said, we can’t keep doing what we’re doing.”

      “Well, if you need volunteers to raid a bunker, I'm in,” I tell him. “I want to pull my weight.”

      Reece nods. “Let’s see what tomorrow brings.” He sounds older than his years. He nudges a log with the toe of his boot and sparks dance above the flames.

      “Helen seems nice, by the way,” I say.

      “Yeah,” he smiles. “You’ll like her. I like her.”

      "How long have you two been together?"

      "About five months,” he says.

      "How long has she been here?"

      "Five months,” he smiles, and I laugh.

      I'm surprised. I've never seen Reece interested in a girl before. Mum and Mags always thought him and me would end up together, but the idea makes me cringe. He’s always been like a brother to me.

      I stifle a yawn. “I think I’d better get some sleep.”

      He gets up and holds out a hand for me. “I’ll give you the grand tour tomorrow.”

      He leads me to his tent, and I quietly unzip the tarpaulin and crawl in, trying not to wake Selena. The inside smells faintly of muddy boots and sweat, but I don’t care. The thought of resting my pounding head on a pillow for a few hours is blissful.

      I unroll my sleeping bag and lay it down next to Selena. I shimmy inside without changing my clothes and snuggle into her for warmth. Selena stirs, but she doesn’t wake up.
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      I wake to the sound of a man's laughter. For a moment I don't remember where I am. Then the memories of the previous day come crashing in: the raid on the house, the shooting, the Cog all over me, my… power.

      I have power.

      And Reece found us.

      We’re in the camp. We’re safe.

      Selena has already left the tent. Her sleeping bag is neatly folded up next to me.

      I wish she’d told me where she was going before just disappearing.

      I climb out of my sleeping bag. My skin feels clammy and dirty. At some point today, I need to have a good wash.

      I pull a sweater on over my ruined Assembly dress, run my fingers through my tangled hair, and open the tent flap onto a chilly morning.

      I quickly scan the sea of canvas in front of me and relax a little when I catch a glimpse of a smiling Selena, arm-in-arm with Mags, walking away from our tent further into the camp.

      As I make my way toward the group sharing a meager breakfast by the re-lit campfire, the conversation quiets. Among those gathered, I spot Brown, and a heavily pregnant woman who I presume is his partner. The two of them glare at me. Brown isn't any friendlier when he's sober.

      I leave them and move on in search of Reece.

      I find him putting up a tent. “For you and Selena,” he explains. “Did you sleep okay?”

      “I did, thanks,” I say, distracted as once again, I try to tune into the thoughts of the people around me, only to find nothing there.

      I used to hate the constant buzz of other peoples’ thoughts in my head, but now I feel as if I’m missing a vital part of myself and how I navigate the world. Whatever happened to me at the border – that surge of energy and power – has taken it away.

      “Where are Selena and Mags going?” I ask Reece.

      “To get water,” he says. "If you give me a hand with this, I’ll give you the tour.”

      He throws the red canvas over the frame, and I pull it down at my side. We attach guide ropes and hammer in pegs to anchor the tent.

      “Right, then,” Reece says when we're done. “Let me show you around.”

      The camp is a hive of activity, people coming in and out of camp with firewood and containers of water, dodging skinny children running around in the mud.

      I couldn’t see just how big the camp was last night, but in the daylight, the tents seem to stretch on for miles.

      “The medical tent is the big white one over there, and the one next to it is the food store,” Reece says, gesturing to two large tents up ahead. “After a warehouse raid or a successful hunt, the supplies go straight to the food store to be sorted by Elsa. She rations everything out and makes sure we have enough to last the month. She's had a pretty tough job lately.”

      Medical tent. Food store. Elsa.

      I trail slightly behind Reece, making mental notes and taking in the scenery, listening to the birds, enjoying the morning sun on my face. It’s odd not having to wait for a work alert, not having to watch my back.

      I’ve never experienced anything like it.

      I feel free.

      “This is the bathroom,” Reece calls back to me after a while, disappearing down a grass bank.

      I follow him toward the sound of running water, coming to a stop at the edge of a river. I dip my hands into the cold water and splash it onto my face.

      “I need to get back here with soap and fresh clothes,” I mutter.

      Reece laughs. “I didn't want to say anything, but that’s a really good idea.” He has a mischievous glint in his eye.

      I glare at him. “Thanks a bunch!” I pretend to be offended and shove him into the water, soaking myself in the process.

      It almost feels like old times.

      “I’ve missed you,” he says.

      “Come on, don’t get mushy on me.” I pick up a stone and throw it into the water.

      Outside of my family, Reece knows more about me than anyone on this earth. We used to tell each other everything. He knows that I'm Elite, and that I’m masquerading as a Worker, but he thinks we were hiding my status because my family, like his, was opposed to the government and getting ready to defect.

      But for all we shared, he doesn't know that I can hear thoughts or that the wiring in my “Elite” brain is… unusual.

      I want to confide in him about what happened with the Cog at the border, but where would I even start?

      Now isn't the time, anyway. He doesn't need burdening with my issues on top of everything that's going on in the camp.

      I’ll tell him one day. Maybe.

      A heron lands on the other side of the river and stands stock-still, watching for fish in the water flowing by.

      “Do you think there are other camps like this one?” I ask.

      “I don’t know.” He leans back against the riverbank and closes his eyes. “When we first arrived, we sent scouts out to look for other settlements, but none of them came back.”

      He is quiet. I wonder if he knew the scouts who didn’t return.

      “How often do new people come here?” I ask, thinking of Caleb and his van.

      “You and Selena are the first in a couple of months.”

      “Reece!” a male voice shouts, and the startled heron flaps away. I hear someone running toward us on the riverbank above.

      “That’s Clark,” Reece says, getting up. “We’re down here!” he shouts back.

      A red-faced Clark appears at the top of the bank. “You’d better come. Brown’s in a rage,” he says. “They’re calling a meeting now.”
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      There are hundreds of people at the campfire when we get back. I leave Reece and join Selena, who is standing at the back of the crowd with Mags. Tomas seems to be holding court at the front.

      “What have I missed?” I whisper to Selena. She looks well. She's been washed and changed, and she has some color in her cheeks for once.

      “Just a bit of ranting and raving."

      “You were up and out early,” I comment.

      “I slept well. I didn’t cough all night.”

      I hadn’t noticed, but she’s right. I can’t remember the last time I slept a night without her coughing in my ear.

      “Just let me know before you run off next time, okay?”

      Somebody shushes us.

      “If we try to access that bunker, we'll be putting this camp in danger,” Tomas is saying. “We have young children here; we have a pregnant woman,” he searches out Brown's partner in the crowd. “We have no idea who is down there, how many of them are down there, or how much firepower they have -”

      “We’re already in danger of starving!” someone shouts.

      James joins Tomas at the front. “Let’s keep this a calm, sensible discussion,” he says. In spite of his words last night, he’s playing the voice of reason.

      I watch him, wary. I might not be able to hear his thoughts, but there’s something about him I don’t trust.

      “Tomas is right to be cautious," he says. "But we do have a choice: We can do what we’ve been doing and hope that our luck changes, or we can take a shot that the people in the bunker have a more reliable supply source and risk investigating. Either way, I think we’re big enough to handle trouble if it comes.”

      He lets his words sink in.

      “There’s nothing to say that our luck won’t change." He looks around the crowd. “But there’s nothing to say that it will.” He looks at Tomas, as if he's daring him to disagree.

      “There are hundreds of people here and we're running out of food. What happens when we're too weak to go out on another raid?” Brown says. “What happens when the baby is born, and Imogen can't provide breast milk because she's malnourished? And we don't know who else might join us on this side of the border. Two more people arrived just yesterday!”

      Selena and I look at each other as others in the crowd turn our way. I want the ground to swallow us up.

      “Brown is right,” James says, “and while we don’t want to turn away people in need, that is what we’ll have to do unless we change our situation.” He looks sideways at Tomas. The older man lets out a frustrated laugh and shakes his head, conceding.

      “Well, it seems we’re all in agreement,” James says, assuming control of the crowd now. “What we need to decide, then, is how we go about it.”

      Before I can talk myself out of the idea, I put my hand in the air. Selena raises an eyebrow.

      “Aura?” James acknowledges me, surprised.

      Everybody turns to look at me.

      “I might have an idea.”
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      The forest is dark, and a light rain is falling when I set off for the bunker with Reece and Helen, Tomas, Brown, and James.

      We walk briskly and quietly, the only sounds around us coming from the patter of the rain and the occasional hoot of an owl.

      We’re miles out from camp and even farther from the border now, in the thick of a forest I barely knew existed outside The Society.

      Reece and Helen are up ahead, slashing at branches and vines with crude brush hooks, following Helen's original trail from the day she found the bunker: small pieces of string tied around the trees to mark her path in case she needed to find it again.

      “So you know Reece well?” James falls into step beside me.

      I shrug. “We’ve been friends since we were four years old,” I tell him. “We were neighbors in the Old City. My parents moved us around a lot, but Reece and I always found each other.”

      “Did things change when he found out you were Elite?”

      I look around sharply and James gives me a slow smile. “The barcode doesn’t fool me. I can see it in the way you carry yourself.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “And you’re Elite,” he says, "but don’t mind me. Workers, Elite, we’re all just human, right?”

      The last thing I want is to get into a discussion with him about my complicated life story. “If I was Elite, do you really think I'd be tramping around in the forest on this side of the border, looking for supplies for defectors in an illegal camp?” I say, attempting to laugh off his assertion.

      Before he can respond, Helen calls back to us, “We’re here.”

      In the half-light, I can see that the trees thin out up ahead, leading into a small clearing. We crouch down in the undergrowth as we move nearer.

      James looks at me. “Let’s just see what you’re made of, Aura.”

      I pause. The way he says it makes me uneasy.

      “We’ve got your back,” Reece says, mistaking my hesitation for fear.

      My rucksack snags on tree branches as I push my way through to the clearing.

      I'm going to act as a decoy – an injured wanderer lost in the forest. We hope that if the girl Helen saw finds me here, we can overpower her and take her hostage so we'll have bargaining power with any other occupants of the bunker.

      I walk into the clearing and crouch down on the forest floor, the wet grass soaking my jeans.

      Five pairs of eyes watch me from the trees.

      I don’t have long to wait.

      I hear the sound of a lock turning, foreign in the middle of the forest, and I shift my position to get a better look. Moments later, a girl appears out of the undergrowth.

      She's dressed all in black, her ebony hair tied in a ponytail. In spite of the rifle slung over her back, she looks relaxed, unguarded. She doesn't notice me.

      “Hey, can you help?” I call out. She freezes, suddenly alert, looking around for the source of my call.

      “Thank God!” I say, pretending relief. “I didn’t know there was anyone else out here!”

      She takes the rifle off her back, eyes darting left and right, and slowly walks over to me.

      She stops about a foot away and studies me as if I’m a rare artifact. The expression on her face moves from indifference to confusion and then, weirdly, to something like realization.

      “Hi, I fell and –”

      I didn’t see you coming.

      Her words surge into my head with such force that it makes my eyes water.

      “How did you do that?” I say under my breath.

      I’m stunned. I have heard others’ thoughts all my life, but I’ve never met anyone who could speak directly to me with their thoughts.

      She takes another step toward me. Heat and energy emanate from her in waves.

      What happened? She’s concerned.

      Shaking myself out of my awe-struck haze, I remember the task at hand.

      I’m blowing it.

      “I fell,” I tell her. “I think I twisted my ankle.”

      She considers this for a second, then puts down the rifle next to me and holds out a gloved hand to help me up.

      This is exactly what we hoped she would do.

      I let her take all of my weight, and as she pulls me up, Helen and Brown enter the clearing.

      “Hands up,” Helen says. “If you go for the gun, I’ll put an arrow in your neck.” Her bow is raised, an arrow ready to fly.

      The girl looks at me. She drops my hands and gives me a rueful smile as I balance easily on my own.

      You tricked me. That won’t happen again.

      She turns to face Helen and Brown. “Who are you people?” she asks.

      Brown marches toward her, blade in hand.

      The girl waits until he’s an arm’s length away before pushing him in the chest with surprising strength, sending him flying across the clearing. He collides with a tree and thuds to a stop, his blade landing inches from his leg. His head falls forward, a strange choking sound coming from his throat.

      Helen frowns, her bow and arrow wavering.

      We’ve seriously underestimated this girl.

      I reach out to grab the rifle on the ground beside me, but the girl is lightning fast. One second, I’m behind her, reaching for the gun, and the next, it’s in her hands and aimed at me.

      Move.

      Her voice is in my head again. She presses the butt of the gun into my back, directing me forward.

      I do as she tells me, even though no one else can hear her.

      Helen lowers her weapon.

      “The rest of you can show yourselves,” the girl says, scanning the trees. “Watch out for the traps.”

      James, Reece, and Tomas step into view, shock and frustration etched on their faces, hands up in surrender.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” Tomas says, looking at Brown, still gurgling against the tree at the edge of the clearing.

      “He’ll be fine,” she says. “What are you doing out here?” She’s completely in control.

      James clears his throat. “Our people are starving,” he says. “We need help.”

      She laughs. “It doesn’t hurt to be nice when you ask someone for help.”

      “What’s your name?” James asks, lowering his arms.

      She pauses.

      “Neeve,” she finally says.

      “Neeve. I’m James. This is Helen, Reece, Tomas, Aura, and Brown.” He nods at each of us as he makes introductions. “We have a camp a few miles’ walk from here. There’s a baby due any day, kids who haven’t had a proper meal in weeks. We’re trying to survive, that’s all,” he says.

      Do they know about you?

      I flinch as the words seep into my head.

      I don't know what you mean.

      “I understand surviving,” she says to James. The pressure from the gun leaves my back. “We survive.”

      “Who's we?” Helen asks. "How many of you are out here?"

      “Let me see,” Neeve says, pretending to count. “Two.”

      “Two?” Reece asks.

      “I live with my father,” she says.

      Reece tries to hide his disappointment. A food store for two people won’t help the hundreds in his camp.

      “We can probably spare something for the children and the pregnant woman,” Neeve says. Her eyes settle on Brown. “Aura, you come with me. The rest of you can stay here with your friend. He's going to be pretty confused when he comes around.”
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      I follow Neeve through a tunnel of foliage that is invisible from the clearing. I don’t see the wooden frame of the bunker entry until we’re up close.

      She kicks away a pile of branches and presses her palm to the ground. I watch in fascination as the grass beneath her hand starts to shift and pixelate, transforming into a steel grate concealed in the earth.

      I’ve never seen anything like it. “What is that?”

      “CamoFilm,” she says. “Telepathe Tech.”

      I frown. Telepathe Tech? I glance behind me, but I can’t see Reece and the others beyond the leaves and branches. I hope I’m not walking into a trap here.

      “To keep the place hidden,” Neeve says.

      She pulls up the grate and reaches down into the darkness to flip on a light switch. The dull orange bulb reveals a metal staircase leading below the ground.

      She closes the grate behind us, and the outside world disappears. The smell of soil and damp wood fills my nostrils as we make our way down.

      At the bottom of the steps, Neeve unlocks a metal door, and a pale light spills out.

      The room we enter is surprisingly spacious. Solar lamps give the room a milky glow, illuminating four floor-to-ceiling wooden beams in each corner of the room. A colorful threadbare rug lies in the center of the space. I notice another doorway on the wall to my right.

      A large paisley-patterned sheet is attached to a curtain rail on the wall opposite me, giving a backdrop to an unmade sofa bed in front of it. To my left is a shelf full of books, a TV on a stand, and a half-open door leading to a kitchen. To the right, a metal dining table is cluttered with the remains of a meal.

      There are four metal stools around the table and a small silver clock on a ledge in the corner, counting out the seconds.

      “Wow, look at this place,” I say. “How long have you been here?”

      “About four years,” Neeve says, putting her rifle down on the table.

      She pulls open the sheet along the back wall. My eyes widen at the sight of a larder stacked high with tins and packets of dehydrated food.

      This is not just a few supplies to support two people.

      “Where did you get all of this stuff?” I ask.

      “That's none of your business.”

      “I wouldn't ask if we weren't desperate,” I say. “Can we come to some kind of arrangement so the camp can survive?" I have to try, for the sake of the others.

      “What do you have to trade for the supplies?”

      I hesitate.

      I can't think of anything.

      “You can take what you can fit in your bag,” she finally says.

      She sits down at the table, studying me as I fill my rucksack with packets of dehydrated vegetables and synthetic protein.

      “Outside, you asked if they know ‘about me,’” I say.

      “And you said you didn't know what I meant.”

      I take a breath. “The thing is, I don’t really know about me.”

      She sighs and looks at me with something like pity in her eyes. “Well, I’m what some people call Gifted,” she says. “I’m a Prophet…” She pushes a stray hair behind her ear. “And I didn’t see you coming. Which means you’re Gifted too because no Worker or Elite could have got past me."

      My stomach flutters. A Prophet?

      I’ve heard of Prophets.

      Reece used to talk about these ultra-rare people in the same way that people talked about God or angels in the time before religion was banned in The Society.

      He was fascinated with the very idea of their existence. I always thought it was a load of mystical rubbish.

      “So you can see the future?” I ask, overriding the rational side of me that says to ignore her.

      She smiles. “I see what might happen, lots of different variables.”

      I swallow. “I’ve always been able to hear people’s thoughts…” I break off and look at her, ready for her to laugh, or to hush me like Mum would have, but she's listening to me as if my experience is the most normal thing in the world. “I had to train myself to block them out, to stop myself from going mad.”

      She nods with understanding.

      “But something happened to me a couple of nights ago,” I say.

      “What happened?” she asks.

      It feels good to confide in her.

      I can’t believe I’m confiding in anyone.

      I close my eyes, remembering the look of shock in the Cog's eyes. The force at which he shot backward — the electric thrill when his heart stopped beating, and we were safe.

      I should be careful.

      “I was attacked while my sister and I were getting across the border,” I say, holding back, telling only half the story. “After it was over, I couldn’t hear thoughts anymore. And now… It’s like a part of me is gone.”

      “That makes a lot of sense to me.”

      “It does?"

      “A couple of years ago, I thought I lost my own Gift.” She shuffles in her seat. “I was angry – so sick of being cooped up in this… cave. I was tired of my visions, the nightmares, and the constant migraines that come with them.”

      I remember my pounding head after killing the Cog.

      “One night, I took so much Ice that my mind went numb. I left here and just kept on walking, in too much of a fog to know where I was going or what I was doing.”

      She looks up at the ceiling. “I ran into a gang of Cogs and a Tek pack.” She shakes her head. “They left me for dead.”

      I don’t know what to say. I reach out to touch her arm. Warmth floods through my body at the contact.

      “Everything stopped after that,” she says. “The dreams, the visions, everything. My mind was finally my own. It was what I'd always wanted, but for the first time in my life, I felt vulnerable. I wasn't me anymore.”

      “How long did it last?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “A few days. But that time without the visions made me appreciate what I am, what I've always been. It made me realize that I'm not a freak. I have power – even if it is insignificant…” Her voice trails off.

      My mouth feels dry. I’ve always felt like a freak, a misconfiguration. Neeve's perspective is different.

      “Seeing the future is hardly insignificant,” I say.

      “My father would disagree,” she shrugs. “Besides, Prophets can only see the possible future. There are people who can knock a man off his feet with a single thought. That's a power worth having.”

      I go cold.

      “Who are they?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “They’re called Influencers,” she says. “They’re the rarest of the rare.”

      I swallow.

      Is that what I am?

      An Influencer?

      A door bangs open beneath us.

      “That’ll be my father.” Neeve stands up and pulls the paisley curtain closed over the larder. “He won’t appreciate me decimating our supplies.”

      “Right,” I say, fastening my bag, suddenly all fingers and thumbs. “I should go.”

      I'm reluctant to leave, though. I want to know more, about everything.

      The handle turns and the door on the right opens.

      A bespectacled man with thinning, mouse-brown hair steps into the room. His translucent skin gives him an otherworldly look.

      “Aura, this is Edward, my father,” says Neeve. “Father, this is Aura. I found her in the woods.”

      My eyes meet his, and the world as I have known it disintegrates.

      Reality skews, and my mind breaks away from my body. The next thing I know, I'm looking down on myself from above. Neeve sits motionless beside me. The clock has stopped ticking. Everything is a watery haze.

      You’re Aurora Jax.

      You’re Alice’s daughter.

      It's not just his thoughts coming into my mind. It’s as if Edward has walked right up to me and whispered in my ear, yet somehow, he’s still in the doorway.

      I should probably be afraid, but I’m not.

      How do you know who I am?

      Suddenly I’m no longer in the room at all. I’m inside a vision, someone else’s memory.

      It's like a freeze-frame with blurred edges; the image undulates in and out of focus.

      I see my mother. She looks young. Scared.

      I don’t understand.

      A searing heat rips through my head and our minds collide. Images are coming to me thick and fast. No sooner have I focused on one than it moves to the next. It feels like a head rush.

      This man knew my mother. He helped her. But he’s trapped here… What?

      As his memories seep into my consciousness, I can feel my memories transferring to him.

      I can’t make it stop.

      Neeve is by the table, still frozen in time, along with our bodies.

      What is happening to us? My mind is wild.

      I don’t know, Edward responds, and the connection between us starts to break down.

      Come back without your friends, his voice echoes in my head.

      The visions recede.

      The present comes screaming back at me and I jerk back into my body. It’s like being spat out.

      I'm back in the room.

      There is banging coming from above, outside the bunker.

      The clock begins ticking the seconds again, and Neeve rushes over to me as I sink to my knees.

      Across the room, Edward collapses.

      Everybody’s thoughts come crashing into my head at once.

      Reece. James. Helen. Brown. Tomas.

      Where is she?

      Where’s Aura?

      What’s happening in there?

      She’s betrayed us.

      Where’s the doorway?

      We shouldn’t have let her go in by herself.

      I don’t trust her.

      Can you hear me, Aura?

      What’s taking so long?

      She could be hurt!

      It’s agony. It's power.

      “Are you okay?” I hear Neeve ask Edward.

      I close my eyes, shutting the thoughts down one by one until it’s quiet, under control.

      Breathe.

      Just breathe.

      I’m back.

      I’m me again.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.
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      The metal door into the bunker closes behind me as I climb up the steps.

      My head is pounding.

      “I’m coming out,” I shout.

      I pause at the top, one hand on the grate above, and take a big gulp of air. Tiny stars appear in front of my eyes.

      Come on, Aura.

      I turn the handle and push the grate open.

      Reece, Helen, Tomas, and James peer down at me.

      “Hi,” I say.

      Reece holds out a hand. “We were getting worried,” he says, helping me up. “We couldn’t see where you’d gone.”

      I brush myself off and he looks down at the ground, confused. The CamoFilm has fallen back into place, concealing the grate. I don’t explain.

      “What took you so long?” James asks.

      I shrug. “They didn't want me to see where they kept their supplies… but,” I plaster a smile on my face, "I think I got enough dehydrated vegetables and protein for a decent meal tonight.”

      It’s not the outcome we’d hoped for, but it’s something.

      “Good lass,” Tomas says.

      As Neeve promised, Brown is back on his feet, albeit a little subdued after his injury. He gives me a grudging nod.

      “Was the girl telling the truth? Is it just her and her father?” James asks.

      “Yes – but they’re heavily armed,” I tell him, sensing that he may be plotting a hostile takeover. I don’t trust James, and I feel a strange loyalty to Neeve and Edward.

      James doesn’t say anything.

      We divide the supplies between us and begin the trek back to the camp.

      I try to ignore my aching body and fuzzy head. I’m glad to have been able to help the camp, but I can’t wait to crash out in Reece’s tent and figure out what just happened to me.

      We’re about a mile from camp when we hear screaming.

      “What was that?” Reece says.

      “Nothing good,” James replies ominously.

      My heart stops. Selena.

      We break into a run, hurtling into the camp – to find a war zone.

      Dozens of tents have been destroyed. Everywhere around the camp, people huddle together for comfort, many in tears. Children are being carried out of the wreckage of the camp to the relative safety of the woods.

      The short-circuited body of a dead Tek lies by the campfire, its twisted metal form steaming in the cold air.

      I spot Mags coming out of the medical tent.

      “Mum!” Reece shouts over to her. “Are you okay?”

      She rushes over to us and holds him tight.

      “What happened?” Helen asks. “How is there a Tek here?”

      My mouth is dry.

      The Tek couldn’t possibly have followed my scent from the border where the Cog was killed. Could it? Maybe it’s a terrible coincidence. It might not have been here for me.

      “It just appeared out of the trees,” Mags says. “It was hunting for something.” She searches me out, looking into my face. “Aura, Selena is in the medical tent –”

      The world tilts. “No – ”

      “She’s had a nasty bite, but she’s going to be okay.”

      I dump my bag on the ground and run into the medical tent.

      Inside, I find twenty or so beds filled with battered and bloodied bodies.

      My mind spins. What if it was searching for me? Did I lead that thing here? To harm all of these people?

      "Selena?" I scan the beds. The air in here smells of antiseptic.

      “Aura.” I hear her voice, spot her auburn head. She’s sitting up in one of the beds at the back.

      I hurry toward her, pulling a plastic chair up to the bedside. She's lying on top of the sheets. Her leg is bandaged. She has dried blood on her arm and the side of her face.

      “Mags told me what happened,” I say. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here.”

      “It came into our tent,” she says. “It looked me over like it couldn’t understand who I was. It was the same thing the Tek did to you at The Creek.” She shakes her head. “I think it was going to leave me alone, but when they started shooting, it went crazy. It attacked me and everyone else.” She looks around the tent at the others who’ve been wounded.

      “Clark brought it down with his gun.” She grimaces and shifts her position.

      I could have lost her.

      The realization hits me like a body blow.

      I promised Mum. My one job was to keep Selena safe, not try to save a camp that hates us for being here.

      I swallow my guilt. “Hang in there. The painkillers will kick in soon.” I stroke her head, trying to give her some comfort.

      “What are we going to do?” she asks. “What if there are more?”

      I take her hand in mine. It's ice-cold, still clammy from shock.

      “Don’t worry about things that might not happen.”

      I know it’s a cop-out, but I don’t want to cause her more distress. And I don’t have an answer for her.

      The tent flaps open, and a weeping woman enters, looking for her son.

      “Did you get some supplies?” Selena asks me.

      I nod. “The plan worked.”

      “That’s good news.”

      She moves down the bed to lay her head on the pillow.

      I think about telling her what happened with Neeve and Edward, but her eyelids flicker and her breathing slows as she starts to drift off.

      I watch her chest rise and fall. Better not to worry her; she has enough to deal with at the moment.

      The pained expression leaves her face as the drugs finally begin to take effect.

      “I love you, Aura,” she says, groggy.

      “I love you too.”

      I stand up. “Get some rest. I’ll come see you in the morning.”

      She mumbles something I can’t make out. I pull the blanket over her and head out of the tent into the night air.

      Ignoring the hubbub around the dead Tek, I make my way to the river.

      I need to think.

      After talking to Selena, I don't think the attack was a coincidence. And if the Tek was following my scent, there’s a chance that more will come.

      Unless I take my things and leave.

      I could get myself far away from the rest of the camp, lead any incoming Teks away from Selena, keep her safe that way.

      I’m not worried about fending for myself.

      The heron has returned, standing motionless on the opposite bank, its pale blue feathers reflecting the moonlight.

      The encounter with Edward in the bunker floods my mind.

      What if I am an Influencer?

      Was I meant to find Edward?

      He knew Mum; I'm sure of that. If I understand his memories right, he even helped her in some way.

      “Hey.”

      I turn to see Reece walking toward me.

      “Hey.”

      He sits down beside me.

      “I wondered where you’d got to.”

      “Did I miss anything?”

      “Tomas thinks the Tek was an obsolete machine set loose by its handler. From what Clark says, the thing went down too easily to have been a tracker.”

      I remember what Selena said about its visit to our tent. “You can’t be sure of that.”

      “I know.” He sighs. “But we can’t relocate the camp yet, even if it was a tracker. We have too many injured. We’re setting traps and increasing the numbers on the watch.”

      “Tomas doesn't want everyone to panic,” I say.

      “Something like that.”

      I shake my head. "You need to convince him to move everyone out anyway. As soon as it’s light.”

      “Why? What do you know?” he asks, alarmed.

      As I should have done when we got here, I finally tell him about the Cogs searching for me at The Assembly and the Tek who attacked me at The Creek.

      “I thought we'd gotten out before they could track us, but now I'm not so sure,” I say. “I need to talk to Selena, and then I need to go.”

      “Go where? I’ve only just got you back!”

      It’s a good question. I don’t have a good answer. I just know that I have to leave to keep everyone safe.

      “You need to promise me you’ll take care of Selena,” I say.

      “This is madness,” he shakes his head. “I can't just let you take off on your own.”

      I need to tell him about me, about the Cog at the border. Right here, right now.

      I throw a stone at the river and watch it skip along the surface of the water and disappear.

      The heron flies off.

      I take a deep breath. “Reece, I need to tell you something.”

      My heart is thumping in my chest.

      Once I say this, I can't unsay it.

      “You can tell me anything; you know that.”

      I nod.

      “Do you remember years ago, when you told me about Prophets and Influencers - and I said it was a load of nonsense?”

      He looks at me as if I’ve flipped. “What has that got to do with anything?”

      “Do you remember?”

      “Yeah I do, but –”

      “Look, I lied about the night we came here,” I say. “The people we were with didn’t shoot that Cog who attacked Selena and me.”

      He frowns, trying to work out what I’m saying. “Okay… so… what happened?”

      I swallow.

      However I say it, I’m going to sound insane.

      “It was me,” I say.

      “You shot him?”

      “Yes. I mean, no.” I shake my head, “I didn’t shoot him.”

      “What, then?”

      In my head, I see the points of energy in the Cogs' body, glowing like a constellation in the night sky.

      “This is going to sound completely crazy. It… it was as if I could see inside of him.”

      “Go on,” he says, his tone cautious.

      “He had Selena. He was hurting her. All of my anger and fear crystallized into something I could wield like a weapon.”

      “Aura, what are you saying?”

      I love him for being so calm, for acting as if this is an everyday conversation.

      “I killed the Cog. Without laying a finger on him,” I swallow. “I killed him with a single thought.”

      I'm shocked to hear the words come out of my mouth. They float in the air between Reece and me.

      I look into his eyes. “I think I’m an Influencer.”
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      Reece looks at me as if he’s waiting for a punch line.

      I feel exposed, vulnerable. “Say something.”

      “You're serious,” he says, searching my face.

      “Of course I'm serious.”

      He exhales. “You think you’re an Influencer.” He speaks slowly, as if he’s trying the idea on for size.

      “You know Mum was always telling me to keep my head down and my mouth shut,” I say, thinking aloud. “Maybe that’s why. Because she’s always known.”

      Reece frowns, no doubt wondering why I’m telling him all of this now.

      After a while he asks, “How did it feel? Killing the Cog?”

      I rest my chin on my knees. “It was kind of like I was connected to something bigger than myself,” I tell him. “Like I could move mountains if I wanted to.”

      I study him to see his reaction. There’s something like awe in his brown eyes.

      “If you’re an Influencer, that means you can hear my thoughts, doesn’t it?” he asks.  “You could hear them all the time.”

      “I could,” I tell him, “but mostly I block them out because you’re my friend.”

      He nods and runs a hand through his hair. “You’re going to have to give me some time on this one.”

      “Hey, Reece, is she with you?” someone shouts above the riverbank.

      “That’s Helen,” Reece says, standing up.

      “Aura. Is she with you?” Helen shouts again.

      I get up and brush myself off.

      “I’m here. What’s going on?”

      Helen jogs toward us with a look of panic in her eyes.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “It’s Brown. He’s telling everyone that the Tek was here because of you. He’s going to burn down your tent. He has everyone all whipped up –”

      “He’s going to do what?”

      “He said it’s no coincidence that a Tek showed up this deep in the forest, the day after you two got here…”

      No.

      He’s right about the Tek. I’m convinced of that. But Selena’s few possessions, her memory book – everything she has is in that tent.

      My lungs burn as I race back to the camp. Reece and Helen trail behind me.

      When I get there, it’s too late.

      There’s an ugly black mark on the ground where Reece’s tent used to be, and a small crowd gathered around the smoking rubble. Mags is there, looking worried. James stands beside her, his expression blank.

      Brown notices my arrival. “I’m just trying to protect the camp,” he says, not meeting my eyes. “That thing must have been tracking you and your sister.” Everybody else turns to look at me.

      “If I’d thought I was being tracked, I never would have come here,” I tell them.

      James walks towards me. “I believe you,” he says. “But you need to leave. We can’t risk having you anywhere near this camp.”

      I nod. “I’ll go as soon as it gets light. But Selena…” I break off. There’s no way I’m subjecting her to life on the run. She needs a home. “You have to let her stay.”

      Reece and Helen fall into place beside me.

      “Absolutely not,” James says. “We’ve been here for over three years without setting eyes on a single Tek, and the day after you arrive, we’re attacked and left with twenty wounded.”

      Mags steps forward. “Nobody knows that young girl exists,” she says, her voice quiet.

      James frowns. “What does that mean?”

      “It means they can't be looking for Selena because her birth wasn't registered,” I say. “She doesn't even have a memory disk.”

      A murmur runs through the small crowd at this new piece of information.

      James shakes his head in disbelief.

      “Please…” I'm not above begging him. “I promise you. It's me they’re searching for.”

      “What kind of people would turn an innocent child away?” Mags asks, appealing to his humanity.

      “Fine,” James says eventually. “She can stay.”

      I’m about to thank him when someone screams at the back of the crowd. We all turn to see what has prompted it.

      “Oh my God… oh goodness… no…” Terror runs through the camp like wildfire.

      There, emerging from the trees, is another Tek.
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      People charge away from the edge of camp, scrambling over each other to escape the creature.

      The Tek ignores the sudden burst of movement and its instinct to chase, keeping its laser eyes focused only on me.

      There’s nowhere to hide.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      Any second now, it’s going to launch itself at me.

      Unless I can stop it.

      I clench my fists.

      Remembering how I killed the Cog at the border, I try concentrating on the mass of muscle and metal staring me down, and push everything else around me away.

      I hear the creature’s thoughts circling in an endless loop.

      It can see me; I know I am what it wants, but like the Tek at the Creek, something doesn’t compute in its programmed brain. Its mind is riddled with confused signals. One plus one doesn’t equal two anymore.

      The Tek lopes toward me, hackles up, teeth bared, a line of saliva spilling from its mouth.

      Nobody is coming to help me. They’ve all run for it.

      In the darkness, I can see the shining points of electricity in the Tek’s body, the real living parts of the creature mingling with the cold machinery driving it toward me.

      I step forward, heat and power surging through my body.

      I want it to erase me from its mind.

      To never come for me again.

      To forget that I exist.

      Down.

      The thought ricochets out of my mind to the creature’s central nervous system, stopping it in its tracks. It licks its lips and whimpers before lying down on the ground and resting its head on its paws, submitting itself to me.

      I take a step closer.

      It lowers its eyes to the ground.

      BANG!

      The gunshot echoes around the camp, sending rooks flapping up from the trees in all directions.

      My connection with the dog breaks.

      The Tek yelps, turning towards the sound. I fight a sudden wave of nausea, my vision blurring.

      Through my blurred vision, I see a figure in the trees.

      It’s Neeve.

      Her gun aimed at the Tek's head.

      “Kill it!” people are shouting. “Bring it down!”

      The Tek is snarling again, furious, ready to kill. It leaps at Neeve, but the hulking creature can’t match her for speed. She springs back and aims the rifle again.

      BANG!

      BANG!

      The Tek collapses in a heap, its electrics fried. I watch its red eyes go dark.

      Everybody rushes towards Neeve, clapping and cheering.

      I bend over, resting my hands on my legs, trying to catch my breath.

      Suddenly Reece is beside me. “You could have been killed,” he says.

      “I’m fine.”

      The blood is pumping in my ears.

      Then Neeve is standing over me. “I’m impressed,” she says.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “Come back to the bunker with me. We need to talk.” She pauses. “Based on what I just saw, I think you have something to trade for supplies after all.”
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      Neeve is tight-lipped on the way back to the bunker. “My father will explain everything,” is all she says when I ask her to elaborate.

      I don’t push her. My head is still fuzzy from my connection with the Tek. Honestly, I’m glad to be away from the camp, and from Brown and James.

      The forest is dark, the wet ground covered in a thin layer of mist. For a few moments, I think I hear howling, dogs barking in the distance, but Neeve doesn't seem to notice. I put it down to my imagination.

      Soon I’m following her down into the bunker again.

      I brace myself as I step inside, half-expecting the world to implode when I see Edward again.

      This time, though, nothing happens.

      Edward is sitting on the sofa-bed, covered in a blanket. He looks as if he’s aged ten years.

      “Aura. I see you’ve recovered much more quickly than I have,” he says when he sees me.

      “There’s been a lot going on,” I offer, wishing I’d had time to recover slowly from our earlier encounter.

      The floor around the sofa-bed is strewn with books and papers.

      He notices me looking at them. "I've been doing some research," he says by way of explanation. "Would you like some tea?"

      “Sure.”

      He untangles himself from the blanket and tries to stand, immediately making a grab for the arm of the chair.

      “Father –” Neeve says.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” he says, righting himself.

      When she’s convinced he’s not going to fall, she leaves us, disappearing through the door on the right.

      I follow Edward into the cramped kitchen I noticed earlier. Along the back wall, a wooden bench acts as a counter, almost every inch of it filled with empty food packets and piles of dishes. Above the bench is a shelf holding a handful of plates, glasses, and mugs. To the left of the bench, a stove is hooked up to a gas canister; next to the stove, there's a small sink. I see a broom and an overflowing trashcan in the corner.

      “I’m glad you came back,” Edward says, filling a kettle with water.

      “Neeve says I have something to trade for supplies,” I say, “and I want to help the people in the camp.” I figure it’s better to keep things at surface level for now.

      He puts the kettle on the stove and fires up the gas. “We’ll come to that,” he says. “But first, we need to talk about what happened earlier.”

      So much for surface level.

      He takes two mugs from the shelf and puts a tea bag in each. I notice his hands are shaking.

      “What did happen earlier?” I ask. “I saw… I think I saw your life.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to find out,” he says. “It seems that our memory disks were attempting to synchronize.”

      He’s serious.

      “What? Why? How is that possible?”

      “I’ve yet to find a definitive answer.”

      The kettle shrieks and he pours boiling water into the mugs. A sweet, spicy smell fills the air.

      “This may sound like an odd question, Aura, but I need to ask: do you know what you are?”

      My stomach flip-flops when he says this.

      “I have an idea.”

      He hands me one of the mugs and I follow him back into the living room.

      “Have you ever heard of the Triptych?”

      “Not the term, no,” I say.

      “Among the Elite population, there are three extremely rare types – and I mean one-in-a-billion rare,” he says. “Some call them Gifted. Scholars and Scientists refer to them as the Triptych.”

      He sits on the sofa-bed and I pull out a chair at the table.

      “There are Prophets, like Neeve, who see possible futures and can communicate telepathically. There are Savants – the slaves of The Telepathe – who see and feel and hear everything all at once – ”

      “Why do you call them slaves?” I interrupt.

      He purses his lips. “Because they spend their whole lives in a laboratory, hooked up to machines that translate the contents of their minds into government intelligence,” he says. “They’re not allowed to leave.”

      I wish I hadn’t asked. Is that what would have happened to me?

      “Then there are Influencers,” Edward says. “The rarest of all. They can absorb aspects of others' Gifts after only the briefest contact."

      My heart starts to thump.

      The truth about who I am is so close I can almost touch it.

      “Influencers hear thoughts in the same way that an average person hears someone talking.” He blows on his tea. “They can transmit messages through a subject’s nervous system to affect their thoughts and behavior, visualizing the electromagnetic field within the body to isolate nerves and cause physical pain to the subject.”

      Goosebumps appear on my arms.

      He’s describing what I did to the Cog.

      “But I don’t need to tell you that, do I?” Edward says.

      I stare into my mug. “Something did happen at the border last night,” I say, and I tell him the same story I told Reece.

      “I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t have any control over it.” I look up at him as I finish. “And then afterward… I thought I was dying.”

      He nods. “I would expect that wielding such power is very draining,” he says. “The average human brain processes at a rate of about 60 bits per second.” He leans forward in his seat. “But an Influencer’s brain is like a supercomputer, with the potential to process 64 billion bits per second. When this is translated into an external force, it takes a heavy physical toll – on both the Influencer and their subject.”

      The information spills into my mind and pools there. Edward is describing a different world from the one I know, some kind of parallel universe that I had no idea existed.

      “How do you know all of this?” I ask. “Are you an Influencer?”

      He shakes his head. "Goodness, no. You're the first I've ever met. I don't know if any others exist."

      “You’re a Prophet then. Like Neeve.”

      “Just Elite,” he smiles. “My knowledge comes from a lifetime of study into the mind.”

      Something doesn't make sense to me. "Then why can I only hear your thoughts when they're directed at me?"

      He frowns. “Unfortunately, my mind is somewhat… disfigured. I’ve used myself as a test subject over the years, so things aren’t entirely clear anymore. Perhaps that’s why.”

      I wait for him to go on.

      “I’ve always been fascinated by hypnosis and suggestibility; the transfer of consciousness –” He interrupts himself, taking a sip of his tea. “Have you ever wondered how it all works? How those little CASS monitors can hear the thoughts in people’s brains?”

      I shrug. “Sure, I’ve wondered about it, but I have no idea how they do it.”

      He nods. “For decades, security agencies around the world have been using supercomputers to carry out something called Remote Neural Monitoring – RNM – on suspected terrorists. With RNM, they can decode the electromagnetic frequencies in a subject's brain,” he says.

      “After the Great Unrest, The Society took RNM a step further, creating portable CASS Monitors to police the population at large.”

      He sets his mug down on the floor. “But the mechanics of the entire system are only a crude facsimile of what is in your head,” he says.

      I swallow.

      “Your mind is a weapon, Aura, stronger than almost any weapon The Society possesses.”

      I frown. It just sounds so ridiculous. “What does that even mean?”

      “Think about it,” he says. “As an Influencer, you have what The Society has never had: the potential to control and unite the Elite.” He looks at me. “The Elite are a constant source of worry for the government. They toe the line because they’ve been given good lives, but if they chose to challenge the status quo…” He lets the implication hang. “As you can imagine, The Society would go to great lengths to stop that from ever happening.”

      You’re Gifted, Aura.

      “That’s why your parents did all they could to keep you as far away from the government as possible.”

      They knew what I was.

      All of this time.

      “Your parents knew that if the researchers at The Telepathe found out what you are or what you can do, you’d never be free.”

      “I’d have ended up like one of the Savants,” I mutter, trying to come to terms with what he’s saying, trying to make sense of it all.

      Edward clears his throat. “I do feel that your parents did you a disservice, keeping the truth from you.”

      I don’t know how to feel.

      Grateful?

      Duped?

      How would I have coped in The Society knowing all of this about myself and still not being able to do anything; to change anything? Even with my power, I'd have been powerless. What can one person do against the might of The Society?

      “I’m sorry that your mother was taken,” he says, cutting into my thoughts. “I saw. When we connected,” he adds, seeing my surprised reaction.

      “How did you know her?” I ask.

      “We moved in the same circles when we were younger,” he says.

      It strikes me suddenly how little I know about Mum’s past, about her life before Dad.

      “Let me show you something,” Edward says, standing up and hobbling over to the bookshelf.

      He pulls out a brown leather album and carries it back to the table, setting it down in front of me. The word ‘MEMORIES’ is embossed along the top in gold script.

      I flip it open. The album is filled with pictures of Mum and lots of other people I don’t recognize. “Which one are you?” I ask.

      He points at a man with black hair and thick, dark-rimmed glasses. “I was in my late thirties here. Your mother would have been twenty-two or twenty-three –”

      “He doesn't look like you,” I interrupt him.

      He scratches his nose. “It was a long time ago.”

      Toward the end of the album, I’ve found a photograph of Mum with a tall, dark-haired man. “Who's that?”

      He looks at the picture. “That’s… an old flame of hers.”

      The man has his arms around her; his face is half hidden in her hair, as if he’s trying to kiss her neck.

      “When we met, your mother was trapped in a difficult relationship,” Edward says. “I knew her as ‘Rosalie Cohen’ back then.”

      Rosalie.

      A shiver runs through me as I think back to the raid on our house.

      “She changed her name,” I say.

      “Rosalie Cohen became Alice Ford,” he nods. “I helped her to leave the relationship and disappear… That’s how we became friends.”

      “And that’s the man she left?”

      “That’s him.”

      My hand goes to the locket around my neck. I wonder if these are the memories that she needed to get out of her head.

      I close the book.

      “Mum never mentioned you.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” he says. “We broke the law together, after all.”

      I look up at him.

      “I lost touch with her after she met your father,” Edward says, "but she reconnected with me on the day of your 11+.”

      The memory slips into my head – electrical currents searing through my brain, the smell of burnt hair in my nostrils, Mum crying and pleading with the technicians when it was over…

      “She asked me to erase your results,” he says.

      So Edward was the one who made it all disappear before I became a Worker.

      “Why did you help her?”

      “Because you were like Neeve,” he says. “If I hadn’t been able to manipulate Neeve’s 11+ results, I would have given anything for someone to help me spare her from life as a science experiment…” He looks as if he’s about to say something more, but he changes his mind.

      The room is silent, except for the ticking clock.

      I remember why I came.

      “What is it that you want to trade?”

      He clasps his hands together. “Neeve told me that your camp needs supplies,” he says. “I’ll give them their supplies, and I'll give you and your sister a safe place to stay – if you are willing to help me.”

      I blink. “Help you with what, exactly?”

      “Getting my life back,” he says.

      I stare at him. “What?”

      “Would you believe I used to be a respected scientist?” He pauses. “I founded Edcal Pharmaceuticals with Calvin Aldrich.”

      At this, I go cold.

      “You’re linked to Dr. Aldrich?”

      "You'll end up as one of Dr. Aldrich's science experiments, Aura…"

      Have Mum’s scare stories finally caught up with me?

      He sees the look on my face. “Trust me,” he says, holding up a hand. “I barely recognize him now. He’s not the man I once knew.”

      Still, I inch forward in my chair, ready to bolt, depending on what he says next.

      “Calvin and I were like brothers, and science was our great passion. We were going to change the world, but instead,” he waves a hand around the room, “our company enabled Robert Wolfe’s vision of The Society, and I’ve been resigned to this bunker, which might as well be a prison cell.”

      I’d assumed he was here by choice. That he was just a defector like the others in the camp.

      “Why? What happened to you?” I ask.

      “DN8 happened.” He flicks an invisible speck of dust off his trouser leg. “Calvin always wanted power. He didn’t just want to make a difference; he wanted to be someone. He was obsessed with the idea that he could have the ear of the President, and when we created DN8, he got his chance.”

      He takes off his glasses and cleans them on the blanket.

      “You were behind DN8?” I ask, struggling to hide my disgust.

      “Believe me, the original prototype of the drug was meant to be a Health and Wellbeing pill. During the Great Unrest, the unpredictability of the harvest and the depletion of the nutrients in the soil was a real concern for people," he says. “But during the prison trials, we discovered an unusual side effect on humans that hadn't shown up in the lab rats. We found that DN8 affected their minds, not just their bodies.” He puts his glasses back on.

      “Our test subjects became shells of their former selves; their personalities were slowly eroding. I wanted to abandon the trial, but Calvin disagreed. He saw it as an opportunity, something to be developed further.”

      “An opportunity for what?”

      “DN8 cemented Calvin's relationship with Robert Wolfe,” he shrugs. “I should have fought him harder. I knew where he and Robert were heading long before the Society Rules were established, but at the time…” His voice trails off and he shakes his head.

      “Calvin achieved the power he’d always craved, and I was unable to stop them. I was just one person, after all. I always wonder if I'd spoken up, perhaps others might have joined me in resisting. Who knows?”

      His words hit home. My mind floods with images from Matty’s beating outside the food bank, of Tia’s lifeless body sprawled in the workhouse yard.

      I know exactly what he means.

      I settle back into my chair, my urge to bolt dispelled by the sense that he and I have some common ground.

      “How did you end up here?”

      He rubs his chin. “I was arrested. Years after DN8 was rolled out to The Society, I decided to fight back anyway by creating something that would make their surveillance impotent. I came up with Liceptopan.”

      I’m surprised. “You created Ice?”

      “Unfortunately, Calvin discovered what I was up to before I could refine it.” He smiles bitterly. “I think Calvin believed that he could convince the President to stop at ending my career and keeping me under house arrest, but The Society decided to make an example of me to display their power.”

      My mind flips back. “Wait, I remember…”

      We had watched the report on the TV: ‘Disgraced Scientist Arrested For Trafficking Illegal Drugs, Sentenced To Death.’

      The scientist’s crimes had been read out on stage at the next Assembly. I vaguely remember the blood from the bullet they put in his head.

      I frown. “You were executed.”

      “Yes,” he says. “And no. As estranged as we’d become, Calvin couldn’t let me die,” he says, scratching his arm. “He switched the sniper's bullets for identical tranquilizer darts and got me out of The Society after the execution. He saved my life.”

      I’m incredulous. Even someone as powerful as Calvin Aldrich would have had a hard time pulling off such an elaborate plan.

      “That's impossible…” Yet Edward is here. Sitting right in front of me.

      “This bunker belongs to Calvin,” he says. “He used to conduct his off-book experiments here. When the tranquilizers wore off and I came around, I was here, alive with him and Neeve. That's the last time I saw him.”

      I'm glad to hear that Dr. Aldrich isn't a regular visitor to the bunker.

      "If the President found out what he did, Aldrich would be finished," I say, almost hoping it might happen.

      Edward nods. “He’d be considered a traitor. Calvin knew that, so he made sure Robert couldn't find out. In spite of the sentimentality that made him save me, he wanted his power more than our friendship. He made sure that I would never be able to set foot inside The Society again.”

      “How?”

      Edward rubs his forehead. “Memory disks can be hacked or removed, but a thought imprint can’t. It stays with you from birth to death, the same as your fingerprint, and everybody’s is unique,” he says. “So Calvin created a firewall using our thought imprints – Neeve’s and mine – to keep us out of The Society.”

      He lets out a deep sigh. "I've tried everything I know to get back in there. I've even tried to hack my mind to alter the imprint… but nothing works."

      I can't understand why he'd want to go back. And I can’t see what on earth he expects me to do about his predicament. "I'm sorry, Edward; I don't see where I come in."

      He picks his mug up off the floor. Puts it down again.

      “A simple piece of code, inserted into The Telepathe mainframe, would erase the thought imprints from the firewall,” he says. “But we can't get close to The Telepathe without triggering Calvin's alarms. Believe me. We've tried.”

      He lets the statement hang.

      Now I understand.

      “You want me to go in there.”

      He’s crazy.

      “Do you believe in fate, Aura?” he asks me.

      I shake my head. “I can’t go back –”

      “I didn’t believe in fate until yesterday,” he says, cutting me off, “but now I think we were meant to find each other.”

      “I’m a Worker. I’ve barely set foot in Central Square, let alone The Telepathe –”

      “Just hear me out,” he says. I can see the desperation in his eyes. “I can train you. I can show you what to do and how to get around the Golden Belt. I can help you to develop your Gift.”

      I have an awful, gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “This won't work. They're already looking for me, Edward.” I think of the Tek attacks at the camp.

      “When you go back, you won’t be Aurora Jax,” he says. “You’ll have a new name and a new identity. You’ll be undercover as one of the Elite.”

      He lets that sink in.

      “Aura, if you help me, I’ll make sure that your friends have their supplies – and that your sister is safe.” He repeats his earlier offer, sitting back in the chair.

      I stare at him. I don’t know what to say. “You have it all planned out.”

      “There are things left unfinished,” he says. “I want a life for my daughter. And I want to undo the damage that Calvin – and Robert Wolfe – have done to The Society in my company’s name.”

      Everything inside me is resisting what he’s saying. I try to imagine myself in The Telepathe, mingling with the Elite, fitting in.

      I can't see it.

      “Look,” he says when I don't answer. “It's late. Or early…” He glances at the clock. It's past 2:00 a.m. “You can rest here tonight, and Neeve will walk back to the camp with you in the morning. You can take some more supplies, see your sister, and make a decision then.”

      “And if you don’t like my decision?”

      He looks at me, rubbing his chin. “Then life will carry on as it is.” He pauses. “All I ask is that you don’t let fear make your choice for you.”
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      Overhead lights flicker, casting shadows along the prison walls around me. People are coming. I can hear their footsteps. I gag at the smell of rotting meat.

      Cogs.

      I’m not safe.

      I try to move forward, but my limbs are too heavy. Up ahead in this corridor, I can see my dad hunched over, his back to me. Why is he here? Why isn’t he in the cells with the other prisoners?

      “Dad!” I try to scream, but no words come out.

      If he would just turn around, I could warn him. They’re coming for him.

      I step forward, one hand on the wall to keep my balance. The footsteps grow louder, come nearer, the sound blending with something else.

      Static fills my ears.

      Suddenly, there are flies everywhere, crawling on my face, into my hair. I try to swipe them away, but it’s no good.

      Fighting my way through the flies, I finally reach my Dad, grabbing his shoulder. He turns around. His face is gaunt and bruised. He looks back at me with unseeing eyes.

      “Dad, we need to get out of here.” My voice doesn’t sound right. My words are slurred, a mush of nonsensical sounds. He doesn’t react.

      I try to lift him, but my hands can’t grip him. It’s as if he’s made of air.

      Am I dead?

      The noise of the footsteps and buzzing of the flies grows louder. It sounds like there’s a whole army of Cogs coming toward us now. Other prisoners watch me, expressionless, locked behind the thick glass partition that separates the cell block from the corridor.

      Mum is there too. She’s pressed up against the glass, a look of horror on her face. And she’s bleeding. There’s blood trickling down the left side of her face.

      I hear a commotion behind me.

      The Cogs are here.

      They stand in formation, guns raised, forming a barricade in the corridor. There’s no way out.

      One of them breaks free of the group and marches toward Dad and me. I can't move.

      No, no, no.

      The Cog holds a gun to Dad’s head.

      DROP IT! DROP IT! I scream, trying to connect with the Cog’s mind, tendrils of thought reaching out to find a place to take hold of something solid, bouncing off an impenetrable barrier.

      I’m too late.

      The sound of the gunshot ricochets around my head.
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      I sit bolt upright, sweating, gasping for air.

      It’s okay.

      I’m okay.

      Dad’s okay.

      It was just a nightmare.

      It takes me a second to remember that I’m in the bunker with Neeve and Edward. The clock reads almost 6:00 a.m. I’ve barely had four hours of sleep.

      I throw off the blanket they gave me and get up off the couch, going into the kitchen for a glass of water. The water is murky in the glass under the solar lights that are still glowing.

      I take my drink back into the living room and wander over to the bookshelf while I wait for the others to wake.

      I've never seen as many books in the same place as there are here. We had a total of two books when I was growing up. We kept them hidden, since pre-Twenty-Second-Century works are banned in The Society, and they got left behind during one of our many moves.

      My favorite of the two was an encyclopedia, which had a big chapter on space. I loved to read about the stars and planets and galaxies. When I looked out of the window afterward, my childish worries seemed insignificant compared to the vast expanse of the universe.

      The other book we owned was a collection of fairytales, which Selena made Mum and Dad read to her over and over again.

      I thought the stories were dumb. The girl always needed to be saved by a handsome prince – please.

      I pull two books from Edward's bookshelf. ‘RNM and the Revolution in Crime Prevention,’ and ‘Mind Hacking and An Uncertain Future.’ This isn’t exactly light reading.

      It’s not fairytales, anyway.

      There’s a soft knock on the living room door.

      I put the books back. “I’m awake.”

      The door opens, and Edward enters. "Have you been up long?"

      “A few minutes,” I tell him.

      “Hungry?” he asks.

      “Yes, actually.”

      “I’ll make us some breakfast.” He pads into the kitchen.

      I watch as he takes a pan from the shelf and fills the bottom of it with water. He turns on the stove and when the water starts to boil, he tears open a packet of something and stirs as he pours in the contents.

      “I’ve made my decision,” I tell him.

      He keeps stirring, waiting for me to go on. The powder-and-water mixture has turned into something that resembles scrambled eggs.

      “I’ll help you,” I say. “But what you’re offering in return isn’t enough.”

      “I see.” He turns off the heat and spoons the mixture onto two plates. He gives one to me. “I take it you have something else in mind?”

      I follow him into the front room and we sit at the table. “Chickpea flour and water,” he says, handing me a fork. “A perfect substitute for scrambled eggs.”

      I take a deep breath. “Look, you weren’t just anyone. You were a high-profile prisoner, and yet somehow Calvin got you out of The Society on the night of your execution.” I still can't get my head around how Calvin must have pulled it off. “And my parents are in there now. Waiting to die.”

      He puts a forkful of food into his mouth, swallowing once. “You think we can get your parents out the same way Calvin got me out.”

      I nod. “I want my life back too.”

      He starts to say something and then shakes his head.

      I frown. “What is it?”

      He pushes the food around his plate with his fork. “The odds of success are not in our favor.”

      “Once we lift the firewall on your thought imprint and you can reveal that you’re still alive, we’ll have something on Calvin Aldrich,” I say, explaining my plan. “What are Mum and Dad – a couple of prisoners – in the grand scheme of things if he gets to keep his crime a secret? We can make him help us.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “I know it won’t be simple, but it's a play we can make, isn't it?”

      He puts his fork down, sighing.

      “What aren't you telling me?” I ask.

      He looks at me and I can see that he's trying to sort something in his own mind.

      “Aura, there’s something you need to know. About your mother.”

      My stomach flutters. “What about her?”

      “I shouldn’t be the one telling you this,” he mutters, looking away.

      “Telling me what?” I stare at him.

      He looks back at me with a pained expression on his face. “The man I helped her to escape all those years ago…” he pauses and swallows again. “Aura, that man was Robert Wolfe.”

      I blink, thinking I've misheard.

      “What?”

      My brain scrambles as I try to make sense of this new information.

      "If it weren't for Robert, I wouldn't have known your mother," he says. "Edcal was in its infancy. Calvin and I attended as many events with the Elites as we could, trying to secure funding for our projects. Your mother and Robert were always there together. He loved to show her off; it was clear at the time that he was obsessed with her, and that your mother was afraid of him.”

      So this is what we’d been running from all of these years. Not my Gift. Not Selena’s existence, or Dad’s criminal record. Robert Wolfe.

      I stand up, feeling claustrophobic.

      “We have no way of knowing, but my worry is that Robert Wolfe is the reason she was arrested,” Edward says, his voice low. “That he tracked her down after all of these years, that he orchestrated the raid on your home to get her back.”

      “That’s crazy,” I say, dismissing the suggestion.

      "Maybe. But usually, when somebody is arrested, they're named, and their crimes against The Society are listed on The Telepathe website," he says.

      I look at him. “Her name wasn’t there?”

      He shakes his head. “Your memory of your mother being taken didn’t fit with what I’d seen on the website less than an hour before you arrived here. I was looking for information on the warehouse explosion,” he says, “but I wouldn’t have missed her name.

      “After you left, I had another look, but there’s no trace of Alice Jax, Alice Ford – or Rosalie Cohen – anywhere.”

      I start pacing.

      I need air.

      “The man who came to the house when she was arrested,” I say, thinking out loud. “He called her ‘Rosalie.’ He said they'd been looking for her for a long time.”

      Is that why she sent us away without her? Because she knew her past had caught up with her and she didn't want Robert Wolfe to get to us too?

      “What did Robert do to her? Before, when they were together?” I ask under my breath, not sure I want him to answer.

      “I don't know exactly.”

      I remember the locket Mum gave me. Her memory disk.

      “Mum left me this.” I untuck the locket from my sweater and undo the clasp at the nape of my neck. “She said these were things she wanted to get out of her head.”

      It’s not like me to be so trusting of others, but it’s different with Edward. Once you’ve had a glimpse into someone's mind, it makes the concept of trust a whole lot easier.

      I open the locket to reveal the little gold chip inside.

      Edward’s demeanor changes. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Mum had herself hacked.”

      “Can I see?” he asks, holding out his hand for the memory disk.

      He squints at the chip, inspecting it under the light. “Does anybody else know you have this?”

      “Selena.”

      “Anyone else?”

      I shake my head.

      “Then I think we may have more to leverage than Calvin's involvement in my escape.”

      “Really?”

      He looks at me. “If the contents of this disk are what I think they are, releasing it to The Society could destroy Robert Wolfe himself,” he says. “We may be able to use it to bring him down.”

      I swallow, desperately wanting to believe him. “They’d bury it – or say it was fake news. We’d both be discredited, arrested, executed for real –”

      “Ordinarily, you'd be right,” he says, “but not if the story came from a position of power, from someone close to the President...”

      My heart starts to race.

      “Calvin Aldrich?”

      He nods. “My old friend.”
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      Edward asks if I want to watch the memory disk, but I don’t think I’m ready for that yet.

      Leaving him to pore over its contents on his own, I go to the camp to get Selena – I want to be there when she wakes up.

      Neeve is escorting me with her gun loaded, “just in case,” even though I told her before we left that I’d be fine on my own.

      “I like to get out of the bunker, okay?” she admits eventually, dragging the butt of the rifle along the ground.

      “When we first met, I thought you were living out here by choice,” I say.

      She lets out a snort. “By choice, I’d be back in the Golden Belt.”

      “What happened to you when your Dad was arrested? Where did you go?”

      She slings the rifle back over her shoulder. “I was thirteen. My only family was a sick grandmother who I’ve never met, so I went into the Purity Healthcare orphans program.”

      I look at her. “I used to make sheets and pillowcases for them.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “I was in the program for about four months, until the Friday before my father’s execution date. Calvin came and signed me out,” she says. “He told the staff that my grandmother’s health had improved enough for me to live with her.”

      “Did he tell you what he was planning?”

      She shakes her head. "He told me I had to trust him," she says. "I didn't want to after he'd gotten my father arrested, but every day for the previous few weeks, I'd been having a vision of us being reunited, with Calvin's help."

      “I can't believe he pulled it off,” I say.

      “It helped that he got us out during the executions, when everybody’s eyes were on Central Square.”

      “You mean after?” I check her words.

      “I’m sorry?” She looks at me.

      Was that a slip of the tongue or have I caught her in a lie?

      “You mean he got you out after the executions?” I repeat.

      “Right,” she nods. “After the executions, Calvin bundled us both into a car and brought us to the bunker.”

      Her story almost sounds rehearsed. Why?

      I sigh. Forget it, Aura.

      She has no reason to lie to me – that I can think of.

      “We were both so relieved he wasn’t dead,” she continues. “We didn't realize we’d never be able to leave the place again.”

      “Has it always just been you and your Dad?” I ask, wondering what had happened to Neeve’s mother.

      She nods. “My mother died when I was born,” she says. “And my father and grandmother have always been estranged.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She kicks a branch into the undergrowth. “Having a sister must be nice.”

      “I didn’t used to think so,” I say. “She was just an irritating little kid. She cramped my style.”

      There were so many times I had left Selena out and behind when we were little. It was only after Reece left that she and I became friends and allies.

      Edward’s offer to let Selena stay in the bunker has raised my spirits. The thought of leaving her behind in the camp has been killing me.

      When we get close to the camp, however, my tension returns.

      There’s no orange glow filtering through the trees. There’s no chatter, no bustle of people starting the day.

      As we enter the clearing, I can see why.

      The medical tent is still standing, but most of the other tents are gone, remnants of campfires and odd bits of packaging and plastic the only evidence they were ever there at all.

      “Aura?”

      It’s Reece.

      I’ll give you some space, Neeve says telepathically.

      I wish she wouldn’t just intrude in my head like that.

      I turn to see Reece coming toward me, carrying a water canister.

      Neeve crouches down and sits cross-legged against a tree, closing her eyes and laying the rifle across her lap.

      “When did they all leave?” I ask, walking toward Reece. “Is Selena still here?”

      He nods. “Selena and the others with leg wounds are in the medical tent. They can't travel yet. Mum is in there sleeping. Everyone else left as soon as it got light,” he says. “Once the new camp is set up, they'll come back for us.”

      “That’s good news,” I say.

      “About last night,” he says, setting the water down. “We didn't get a chance to talk, what with the Tek. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I am,” I say, and it’s true.

      It feels good to have a plan.

      I’m scared stiff, but for the first time in my life, I'm taking control of my destiny.

      “I’ve come to get Selena. Neeve’s father has offered to let both of us stay in the bunker, at least until the heat on me dies down.”

      He frowns. “Are you sure about that?” He glances at Neeve. “You don’t even know these people.”

      It’s true – yet I feel as if I’ve known them all of my life.

      “Neeve's father knew my mum, years ago,” I say.

      I can’t bring myself to tell him how Edward knew Mum. The idea of her and Robert Wolfe together makes me sick to my stomach.

      “Do they know about you? About what you are?” Reece says, lowering his voice.

      I nod. “Neeve’s father was– is– a scientist. He’s going to help me to understand my Gift, teach me how to control it. He’s promised to help the camp out with regular supplies too.”

      Reece looks surprised. “That’s a change from yesterday. What’s he getting in return?” He knows there’s something I’m not telling him.

      “He just wants to help.”

      “Do you trust him?” he asks, unconvinced.

      “Yeah. I think I do.”

      There’s a sad silence between us. I’ve always been rubbish at goodbyes.

      “I should go and get Selena,” I say.

      “Wait.” His expression softens and he puts his arms around me. “I know you can look out for yourself, but stay safe, okay?”

      My eyes prickle with tears. I might never see him again. “I will.”

      We haven’t got all morning.

      I pull away from his embrace as Neeve moves towards us.

      “Neeve,” Reece acknowledges her with a nod.

      “For you,” she says, handing him something.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      “A tracker. So I can find you at the new camp. To bring your supplies,” she says matter-of-factly.

      He looks at it, looks at her, and nods, putting it into his back pocket.

      “Go and get your sister, Aura,” Neeve says. “We’ll wait out here.”
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      Most of the beds in the medical tent are empty now, and the remaining occupants are sleeping. Mags is curled up in a chair by the entrance. I creep to the back of the tent, trying not to wake anyone.

      Selena's auburn hair is splayed out over the pillow. She looks like one of her fairytale princesses.

      “Hey,” I say, and her eyes flutter open.

      “Aura,” she says, rubbing her eyes.

      “How are you feeling?”

      She looks a lot better than she did last night.

      “Tired. Sore. But I’m okay,” she says, turning to face me.

      “Do you think you can walk? If I help you?” I ask. “We need to go.”

      “They’re going to get me some sticks to use for crutches.”

      I pause. “We’re not going to the new camp.”

      She looks at me, confused. “Why not?”

      “Because the further away I can get from everyone, the safer they’ll be,” I tell her. “We’re going to the bunker in the forest. The girl who lives there is waiting outside for us now.”

      She frowns.

      “Come on,” I say, “I’ll help you up.”

      “Wait. What? No! Slow down. We don't even know these people. What would Mum think?”

      “So much has happened, Selena…” I start to say.

      She props herself up on her elbows. “Okay…?”

      I run my hand through my hair, wondering where to start.

      “The man in the bunker – Edward – he knew Mum before she met Dad. And he knows about me. He knows about what I can do. What I did to the Cog.”

      “How could he know that?”

      "Yesterday, when we met, something really weird happened."

      “What?”

      “It was as if…” I close my eyes, remembering. “It was as if we could see inside of each other’s minds, almost as if we’d always known each other.”

      “So he’s like you?”

      “No. But he’s a scientist. He studies the mind,” I tell her. “We’re going to stay with him and his daughter – and he’s going to help the camp out with supplies.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Because he needs my help with something.”

      I hesitate, unsure how she’ll react.

      “Just tell me,” she says.

      “Edward was once arrested and executed for clashing with The Society – just like Dad – but someone got him out and made him stay out, so he can’t go back.”

      She bites her lip. “I don’t understand –”

      “He wants to train me to use my power to get him back into The Society.”

      She frowns. “For a few supplies?”

      “Not just a few supplies.” I look over my shoulder, imagining Neeve marching towards me. “He’s going to help me get Mum and Dad out of there.”

      She searches my face. “He could do that?”

      “We’re working on a plan.”

      She's looking at me with a mixture of awe and confusion.

      “Aura,” she breathes.

      “I know. It’s a lot. I don’t even know if I’ll be able to do what he’s asking.”

      “You’ve forgotten something,” she says.

      “What?”

      “That Cog you killed,” she says. “If you can do that, maybe this will be a piece of cake.”

      “You’re not going to try and talk me out of it?” I ask her, surprised.

      “Has anyone ever been able to talk you out of anything?”

      “I thought I was going to have to leave you behind here,” I smile, taking her hand. “I thought I’d have to take off on my own to keep you safe, but now, thanks to Edward, I don’t have to.”

      She pulls her hand away.

      “What’s the matter?”

      She fiddles with the bandage on her leg. “What if I didn’t come with you to the bunker?”

      “What?”

      She looks at her hands. “Before we came here, I was always on my own. You got to go out, and I always had to hide.” She looks up at me, her eyes shining. “Here, I get to be with people. I get to go outside. I can even talk to whoever I want.”

      “Selena – ”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t want to hide anymore while you go on adventures without me,” she says. “Since we’ve been here… It’s like I can finally breathe.”

      Her words sting. As much as I want to argue with her, I can’t deny the truth of her words.

      “I’m going to miss you so much,” she says, and I know I’ll be going to the bunker by myself.

      “I’m going to miss you too.”

      Aura.

      Neeve is standing in the doorway of the medical tent.

      We should go. James is coming.

      “It won’t be forever. I promise,” I tell her. There’s so much left to say. I need to tell her about Mum and Robert.

      Aura.

      “I have to go,” I say, standing up, biting back tears. “Remember what Mum and Dad used to tell us?”

      “‘Don't take any crap from anyone,’” she says. “‘Remember you're a Jax.’”

      “Exactly.”

      Her eyes are wet. “Get them back, Aura.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      “My father must be in his lab,” Neeve says when we arrive back at the bunker. She leans her rifle against the living room wall. “Now that you’re staying here, I should probably show you around a little more.”

      She opens the closed door that she disappeared through yesterday to reveal another staircase dug deeper below the rooms we’re in.

      “Be careful; the light is out down here,” she says, descending the steps in front of me.

      I can’t see the bottom. It’s like stepping down into a black hole.

      The air cools noticeably as we make our way down, and goosebumps develop on my skin. I know we've reached the bottom when Neeve stops in front of me.

      She taps a code into a keypad on the wall, and a door I hadn't seen in the darkness slides open to reveal a small, dimly lit corridor in front of us.

      The air here is humid, and the place smells of earth. Unlike the living space above, I really feel like I'm below ground now.

      “I can't believe the size of this place,” I say, following her into the corridor.

      “Those two rooms are my father’s bedroom and his study,” she nods to the doors on our left, “and this is my bedroom.” She pushes open the door on our right. “It’s yours while you’re here.”

      It’s a tiny box room decorated in lilac and white. Inside are a double bed, a dressing table, and a little rocking chair piled high with clothes.

      “Where will you sleep?” I ask.

      “I’ve made up a bed in my father’s study,” she says. “I don’t mind sleeping in there. Besides, you’re going to need more rest than I will once your training starts.”

      We go back out into the corridor. “That’s the bathroom,” she points to the next door down, "and this is my father's research lab. He spends most of his time here." She taps in another keycode and the door across from the bathroom slides open.

      I squint my eyes against the light in the room, adjusting from the dim light in the dingy corridor.

      The lab is filled with computers and scientific equipment. Files and test tubes litter most of the surfaces. The back wall is stacked high with pill bottles.

      Edward sits in front of a bank of screens, his back to us, headphones on.

      The same image is repeated on each of the screens, a blurred rendering of an angry Robert Wolfe, looking the same age as he was in Edward’s photo album.

      Mum’s memory disk.

      “We’re back,” Neeve taps Edward on the shoulder and he jumps in his chair. When he sees me, he quickly presses a button and the image disappears. The screens fade to black.

      “I didn’t expect you so soon,” he says to me, taking off the headphones. “Your sister –?”

      “She wanted to stay at the camp.”

      “I’m going to get some food,” Neeve says, excusing herself. “I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”

      “What was it like?” I ask when she’s gone, nodding towards the screen.

      “Difficult to watch,” he says, “but it’s a powerful weapon to have in our arsenal.”

      I want to watch it, to know what happened to Mum, but I’m worried that I’ll never get the images out of my head if I do.

      “Let me show you where you’ll do your training,” Edward says, sensing my discomfort.

      He ushers me out of the lab and I follow him to the end of the corridor.

      He stops at a black glass door and types a code into the keypad.

      The door slides open and a faint smell of mildew seeps out.

      “This,” he says, flipping on the lights to reveal a massive chamber, “is my Virtual Reality simulation lab. We call it the White Room.”

      Three of the walls in this room are padded, and there's a glass partition to the right. I wonder if there's an observation room on the other side of it.

      “There will be two elements to your training,” Edward says as we go inside. Our footsteps echo in the vast space.

      “First, you will be learning to navigate The Golden Belt and The Telepathe with ease and confidence. For this element, you’ll use the virtual renderings I’ve created of all of the major locations across The Society.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “I’ve been here four years,” he says, seeing the look on my face. “I've had time.”

      The White Room is virtually empty, but there are two circular platforms in the center, each about three feet in diameter.

      “These are the VR Pods,” he says, walking toward the platforms. “They're voice-activated to enable you to access the map of The Society and tell the system where you'd like to go.”

      Surrounding each of the platforms are three tall, white pillars connected to an inner ring set at waist height. Two harnesses, gloves, and a pair of headsets lie on the floor between them.

      “I can't believe you have all of this technology,” I say. “Did Calvin set it up?"

      “He did,” Edward replies. “And I'm grateful he left it here. It has kept us from going mad.”

      He runs a hand up one of the pillars.

      “These pods are fully immersive,” he says. “The base plate has optical trackers for horizontal movement, and the pillars have sensors for vertical movement. You will be able to move in any direction – jump, crouch, sit, run. The pillars also have infrared lamps and ventilators to create the effect of heat and wind.”

      He pushes a button on the VR pod closest to me. The sensors on the base plate and the pillars around it glow bright green.

      “You said there are two parts to the training; what's the second part?” I ask.

      He smiles and rubs the side of his face. “The second part will be more difficult. Once you have learned to navigate The Society, you’ll need to learn how to use your power as an Influencer,” he says. “Your Gift will protect you if you run into trouble once you’re inside The Telepathe, but only if you know how to wield it.”

      I take a breath. “And how do I learn that?”

      “My virtual Society is populated with holograms encoded with replicas of real memory disks,” he says. “I'm going to use the holograms to create a training matrix for you.”

      I frown. “I’ll be learning to use my Gift on holograms?”

      He nods. “The training scenarios should provide a safe environment to let you learn how to control and replicate what you did with the CSO at the border.”

      I swallow. “Okay…”

      Holograms or not, I’m uneasy at the thought of doing that again.

      “We can work through this part of the training in three stages,” Edward says. “In Level One, you’ll face CSOs; in Level Two, the Elite; and in Level Three, the Gifted – though in Level Three you’ll be training with Neeve, instead of a hologram.”

      I chew my bottom lip. “How long will it take?” I ask. “To master my Gift?”

      “Well, that depends on you. Learning to master a Gift is a little like working a muscle. It will take time and practice to build your strength,” Edward says. “You will be welcome to come in here as often as you like to practice, but you’ll have to give me 24 hours to get everything in place for you.”

      He scratches his arms. "I can't stress to you how important the training will be, Aura. If you're discovered, and you can't protect yourself – "

      “I don't need reminding of the stakes,” I say, cutting him off.

      He clears his throat, uncomfortable. “Do you want to try it? We could take a look around the virtual Central Square,” he offers.

      The sooner I get started, the sooner I can help Mum and Dad.

      “Sure, why not?”

      He beams, picking up one of the harnesses. “You’ll feel a small pinch as the microchip goes in –”

      “Wait,” I take a step back, “what microchip?”

      Something like irritation flickers across his face, then disappears.

      “I'm sorry,” he holds his hands up in apology. “Of course; I should have mentioned it. We will need to insert a microchip before each simulation for you to connect with the holograms. Without it, the training we need to do will be impossible.”

      I hesitate, in spite of his explanation.

      “If you start to feel uncomfortable, we can come back out of the simulation.” He hands the harness to me. “I promise you. It's quite safe.”

      I don't like the thought of having another microchip inserted into my brain – but I do want to learn how to use my Gift.

      I take the harness from Edward and pull it on over my jeans. He passes me a headset and a pair of thin white gloves covered in wires and sensors, and opens the inner ring for me to step onto the base plate.

      I pull on the gloves.

      “Clip yourself in,” he says. “The simulation happens in your mind, but it will involve your entire body. I don’t want you falling.”

      He dims the lights and powers up the second VR pod. “Ready?” he asks, stepping onto the base plate and strapping himself in.

      “Ready.”

      As I put the headset on, I feel an unexpected pinch in the back of my head. I close my eyes, and within seconds, my eyelids start to flutter.

      I feel as if I’m falling.

      Open your eyes.

      Edward’s voice is a whisper, a suggestion in my head. It takes a moment for my mind and my body to sync up, but when I open my eyes, I see that I’m in Central Square.

      Immediately I feel afraid; my guard goes up.

      Bustle and chatter fill my ears. Drones buzz overhead, and automated electric cabs whirr by without drivers. I feel people brushing past me as they go about their day.

      In the midst of it all stands The Telepathe. Towering 40 stories high with more floors below ground, this building where the Elite spend their days is the beating heart of The Society. A fortress of crystal and chrome, The Telepathe seems to glow in the morning light.

      I clock four armed Cogs positioned at the foot of the steps and on either side of the main doors.

      My heart starts pounding.

      Shall we go for coffee?

      I turn my head toward the voice and see Edward next to me. At least, I think it’s Edward. When I try to look at his face, his features seem to disappear.

      I see a sign for Bliss Beans up ahead and walk toward it with Edward. I can feel the breeze on my face, and I can hear my footsteps on the pavement beneath me.

      I push open the door of the café; the aroma of hot chocolate, coffee, and cakes hits me, making my mouth water.

      Neat, identical-looking staff manage the counter, heating milk, filling jugs, and ringing payments through.

      “How can I help you?” smiles one of the staff, a girl with a sharp black bob. Her unblinking violet eyes give away the fact that she’s AI, an intelligent machine that works and reacts just like a human. Her name badge reads Denise. She has five gold stars underneath the name.

      Why don’t you order something? says Edward’s voice in my head.

      “We have espresso, double espresso, latte, cappuccino, macchiato, flat white, hot chocolate, black tea, green tea, fruit tea –” Denise reads off the menu.

      “Latte, please,” I say, thinking that if I don’t interject, she’ll never stop.

      “And for you, sir?” she asks Edward.

      “Green tea for me, please.”

      Denise nods. “Coming up.”

      Having fun? Edward asks.

      “It’s like being in a dream.” My voice is muffled by the headset.

      “One latte,” Denise says, handing a cup across the counter.

      I reach out to take it from her and let out a yelp as the hot coffee sloshes out, scalding my arm.

      Let’s leave it here.

      I blink at Edward’s words and open my eyes again to find myself back in the White Room.

      I lift off my headset and examine my arm.

      There are no burns.

      “Pretty realistic?” Edward says, stepping out of his harness.

      “It was like I was actually there – my arm…”

      He laughs. “The infrared lamps are quite convincing, but as you can see, the pain is all in your mind.”

      Get out.

      It’s Neeve’s voice.

      I turn around, wondering where it’s coming from, but there’s no sign of her in the White Room.

      Get out!

      She’s in my head. Why?

      I turn back to Edward, who has doubled over next to the pod. His face is flushed, his skin covered in sweat.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      He staggers backward, shaking his head. “Get out of here,” he orders, breathless.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh!” he lets out a groan and leans against the wall, clutching his head.

      “Edward!” I dash to his side.

      "Abite!" he snarls, and suddenly, I'm flying backward across the room, smashing into one of the VR pods.

      I have no idea what “Abite” means.

      “Edward – ” I wheeze, pain coursing through my body from the impact.

      "Who are you?" he breathes. His pupils are dilated, and his eyes look like black holes.

      “I’m Aura! What’s the matter with you?” I manage to pull myself up, staggering away from him towards the door.

      Abite!

      Abite!

      Abite!

      His commands throw me backward repeatedly, slamming me into the glass partition. Stars dance in front of my eyes.

      He’s going to kill me.

      I hear a click as the door to the VR room opens.

      Suddenly Neeve is between Edward and me. Through my blurred vision, I see her grab him by the arms.

      “You are Edward Law.” She speaks softly, looking directly into his eyes. “You are Edward Law, and this is your home.”

      He crumples to the floor, and suddenly I can breathe again. I suck in lungfuls of air, my chest burning.

      “What happened?” I choke out, shaken.

      “He must have forgotten to take his meds,” she mutters. “We had it under control.”

      Edward lies motionless on the floor, his mouth open in a silent scream, a line of saliva running down his chin.

      “I thought he was going to kill me. If you hadn’t been here –” I say, my head swimming.

      “He has seizures,” she says, covering him with her cardigan. “He forgets where he is – who he is.”

      I’m stunned at how calm she is.

      I shiver involuntarily, suddenly freezing.

      I try to speak, but I can’t form words.

      “Aura?”

      I feel as if I’m a million miles away, looking down on myself. The last thing I remember is her hand on my shoulder.

      Then I black out.
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      I wake up with a crick in my neck, wondering what’s digging into my scalp.

      There’s something attached to my head.

      I push back the duvet covering me and sit up on the edge of Neeve’s bed to get a good look at myself in the mirror on the opposite wall.

      I'm wearing a contraption that looks like a bicycle helmet covered in blinking, dancing LED lights. I lift it off my head, leaving indentation marks in the skin around my face. The lights fade to black.

      I didn’t hear anybody come in to attach it – but then I don’t remember getting into bed either. The last thing I remember is Neeve holding me in the White Room after Edward had his seizure.

      I shake my head, trying to clear it. Did that really happen? My aching limbs tell me that it did.

      What have I gotten myself into?

      The clock on the wall tells me that it’s morning; the mirror reveals I’m still wearing the clothes I wore yesterday.

      I peel off my clothes and pick out some pants and a tee-shirt from Neeve's pile. I dress quickly. The room is so cold I can see my breath in front of me.

      There’s a knock at the bedroom door.

      “Aura, are you awake?”

      Neeve.

      I briefly consider pretending to be asleep.

      “Yeah, come in,” I finally say.

      The door opens, and Neeve comes in, carrying a tray.

      "I brought you some breakfast," she says, setting it down on the dressing table. There's a pot of tea and more of the weird scrambled egg substance Edward made for breakfast yesterday.

      “How are you feeling?” She sits on the edge of the bed.

      How am I feeling? “Sore. Confused. Wondering if I’ve made a massive mistake. If you hadn't been there yesterday…” I can't even finish the sentence.

      “But I was there.”

      “And what about next time?”

      “He forgot to take his meds,” she says. “Your arrival has turned everything upside down for him. In a day or two, he'll be fine. I promise there’s nothing to worry about.”

      The memory of Edward collapsed on the floor flashes into my head. “How is he?”

      “He’s okay. Just embarrassed.”

      She picks up the headset I discarded. “This device measures the electromagnetic pulses in your head,” she explains. “We wanted to make sure you were okay after what happened.”

      I swallow. “And am I okay?”

      “Absolutely,” she says.

      Would she tell me if I wasn’t? I have a terrible feeling that I'm out of my depth here.

      What was I thinking?

      “I’ll leave you to eat your breakfast,” she says, getting up. “The shower is just across the hall. If you’re up to it, we’ll be in the White Room when you’re ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Neeve isn't in the White Room when I go in, but the lights in the observation room are on, and I can see Edward through the glass partition, studying something. He looks up, and noticing me, he puts down his file.

      “Aura,” he says, stepping into the simulation room. “I’m so sorry for what happened. I can only apologize to you.” His voice cracks.

      He looks so frail, so tired.

      “Neeve said you haven’t been taking your meds.”

      “With everything that’s been happening, I forgot. I know that’s no excuse.” He swallows. “I’m a doctor; I know better.”

      “What happened, exactly?”

      He presses his lips together. “I told you my mind isn’t quite what it used to be, but it isn’t all self-inflicted. When I was incarcerated, the medics tortured me by experimenting on my brain. I begged Calvin to make them stop, but he couldn’t be seen to be giving me special treatment.” He shakes his head. “Sometimes, the simulations make me forget myself. I’ll simply need to monitor you from the booth from now on.”

      There’s a pause.

      “I hope I haven’t scared you away,” he says. “We have so much to do together.”

      Part of me is screaming to get out of there, but the other part, the part that wants to protect the people I love, isn’t ready to give up.

      “I don’t scare easily,” I tell him.
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      “I don’t want you to do too much too soon,” Edward says later that morning as I strap myself into the VR pod. “Let’s just get you comfortable with being in the simulation today. You can wander around and interact with some of the holograms.” He checks my headset. “I just want to see how you cope.”

      He dims the lights in the White Room, and I brace myself for the pinch of the microchip in the back of my head.

      Once again, I feel like I'm falling, tumbling through space.

      Down, down, down.

      I see vibrant flashes of color: red, orange, yellow. Then thick, inky black darkness.

      There’s no sound except my own breath.

      Then: Aura?

      Edward's voice echoes around inside my head, and I feel safe, cocooned. Can you open your eyes?

      Reluctantly, I do as I’m told.

      I’m back in Central Square.

      Keep moving, Aura. Let’s go into The Telepathe.

      I fall into step with a crowd of men and women, holograms heading toward The Telepathe. Their faces are featureless, like the faces in a dream, but I have to keep telling myself this isn't real. I can feel the breeze on my face, and I can hear our footsteps on the pavement.

      In single file, the holograms ascend the marble staircase leading to the entrance of the building. At the top, they are stopped for a security check.

      I watch in fascination as they each step onto a circular platform, which makes a quick 360-degree turn while a red laser scans them from head to toe. When the platform turns green, they are cleared to go inside.

      It’s almost my turn.

      My heart rate rises as I pass the Cogs on duty. I haven’t been this close to a Cog since the border.

      I step onto the platform to be spun around, scanned, and green-lit to go. Once I’m cleared, I walk through the main doors to find myself in a reception area.

      Scores of people are milling around in the foyer with clipboards and earpieces. A bank of computer screens covers the entire left side of the reception wall, scrolling seemingly endless data. To the right, another screen plays out the Society News. Directly in front of me is a reception desk with a stern-looking woman seated behind it on a big white leather chair.

      “Can I help you?” she asks me.

      I jump.

      The longer I look at her, the more her features change, morphing into one thing and then another.

      Answer her. Tell her you’re new and looking for IT.

      “What?”

      Tell her.

      “I’m looking for IT. I’m new.” The sound of my voice echoes in my head; each word is audible a second after I form the words. The effect is jarring.

      “Straight through the double doors; take the lift to the sub-basement,” the woman directs.

      They talk? They can see me?

      For a split second, I'm back in the White Room, opposite Edward, then just as quickly, I'm sucked back into the virtual world again.

      That’s odd.

      My heart rate rises with the sensation that something isn’t right.

      They can’t see you, per se; they’re not real. All of the desk staff in The Telepathe are Artificial Intelligence. Their questions and responses can be predicted by my algorithms. This is all just code, Aura.

      I move through the double doors into a corridor lined with elevators. I push a silver button to call for one. Seconds later, it arrives with a soft ping.

      As I step inside, my vision falters again. I can't focus. I glance around the mirrored panels inside the elevator, expecting to see my reflection, but instead see only a featureless blob.

      I feel woozy, as if I’ve taken a truckload of Ice.

      The elevator is descending, slowly crawling into the depths of The Telepathe. Halfway down, the elevator comes to a stop, and three more people get in. It's impossible to make out their faces, but the small space smells of perfume and aftershave.

      Nearly there, says Edward.

      We reach the basement, and the other passengers leave the elevator. I continue alone down another floor to the sub-basement. Finally, the doors slide open to reveal a darkened corridor.

      As I step out, lights flicker on, triggered by my movement. The corridor is warm and stuffy, smelling of mothballs and old clothes.

      The server room is at the end of the corridor, Edward directs.

      I walk toward the doorway, feeling off-balance. The world seems tilted at an odd angle.

      There it is.

      I press my face to the glass. I can see the glow of computer monitors in the darkness. At least four technicians hunch over the machines, typing at lightning speed. Reams of code scroll down their screens.

      Scan your ID. It's in your hand.

      I do as he says, and a panel slides down in front of my face. The scanner crawls my retina. The light turns green.

      I'm about to turn the handle when one of the technicians turns around and looks me right in the eyes. My skin crawls as I realize I can see all of his features.

      Baggy eyes sink into a pasty, plump face; he frowns as if he knows I don’t belong here.

      I step backward in shock.

      Aura?

      Something’s definitely wrong.

      I see the White Room again, then bam! – I’m back in the simulation.

      The technician’s eyes are still locked on me. My head feels as if it’s pulsating.

      Aura, are you okay?

      “Hot,” is all I can get out. I blink, and black dots start to dance in front of my eyes.

      Close your eyes. We're coming out.

      Cold water drenches my face, and I cough and splutter, rolling onto my side.

      “She’s back!” Neeve says.

      I’m in bed. In Neeve's room. Neeve and Edward are standing over me.

      I feel an urge to vomit, bile rising in my throat. I retch, but nothing happens. My eyes water. I feel shaken.

      “What happened?” I croak out.

      “Vergence Accommodation Conflict,” says Edward.

      “What?”

      He shakes his head. “Sorry. Motion sickness – exposure to a virtual environment can cause symptoms similar to motion sickness,” he explains with a wave of his hand. “Because the perception of motion is visually induced, the senses can get somewhat off-kilter.”

      “I kept coming back to the White Room while I was in the simulation – just for split seconds at a time – and then I’d be back in the simulation,” I tell him. “I could see you. I think something's wrong with the simulation.”

      Edward frowns. “It sounds to me like your brain tried to reject the microchip.”

      My heart sinks. “Does that mean this isn’t going to work?”

      Edward shakes his head. "It's nothing to worry about – we may just need to insert it a little deeper next time to avoid that." He lifts the bicycle-helmet headset off the chest of drawers and hands it to me. I put it on, and the lights start to pulse.

      “I’ll run some tests,” he says. “In the meantime, you need to take it easy for a couple of days.”

      Neeve hands him something I can’t see.

      “You’ll feel better after you’ve had some sleep,” he says, adjusting my pillows.

      I'm just thinking that I also need to tell him about the technician when I feel the slightest discomfort at the back of my head, and my body goes limp.

      Edward and Neeve grow smaller and smaller until they’re two pinpricks at the edge of my vision.
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      When I come around, I feel as if I've been asleep for days. I feel rested. Clear-headed. Hungry.

      I lift off my headset and the LEDs fade to black as they disconnect.

      I climb out of bed.

      I'm pleased to see a tray containing an energy bar, a tin of fruit, and a glass of water on the dressing table for me. I set about devouring the food, rejoicing in the fact that it isn't more of Edward's 'scrambled egg.'

      I hear running water in the bathroom opposite my room, and decide to get back into bed until whoever is in there is done.

      Then a thought pushes into my mind: Help me!

      Edward?

      For a moment I think I've imagined it, but then I hear a crash and a groan. I hear the bathroom door opening and footsteps tearing down the hall.

      I pull a long dress over my head and shove my feet into a pair of slippers.

      Neeve is already in Edward's room, wrapped in a towel, her hair wet.

      “What happened?”

      She looks around at me. “You're awake,” she says, looking me over.

      Edward has collapsed on his bedroom floor. His eyes are rolled back in his head and his face is contorted into an agonized scowl. A cup has rolled onto the carpet, splattering brown liquid up the white wall.

      “He's trying to do too much. He's not giving himself enough time to rest,” she says. “Help me get him off the floor.”

      Neeve grabs him under his armpits and I get him by the ankles. With a heave, we lift him onto the bed. He's heavier than he looks. We stand panting, looking down at him.

      “It must be hard for you, dealing with him when he's like this,” I say.

      She removes his glasses and puts them on the bedside table. She shrugs. “It is what it is.” She walks around the bed and takes a sheet out of the cupboard. “But it's nice having someone else around when it happens.”

      She pulls the sheet over him and I stand back as she tucks him in and adjusts his pillows.

      I pick the empty cup up off the floor. “How long will he be out?”

      “An hour or so,” she says. “Come on. Let me get dressed, and we can have some fun.”
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        * * *

      

      I follow Neeve into the White Room. She flips on the lights and the fans and powers up the VR pods.

      “Aren't I supposed to be taking it easy?”

      “You've been in bed for two days,” she says. “Besides, this is taking it easy.”

      Two days? How have I lost two days?

      “Don't worry,” she says, seeing the expression on my face. “You feel better, right?”

      I do, actually.

      “Have you heard of a Vocation Party?” she asks.

      It sounds vaguely familiar. “You'll have to remind me.”

      “Vocation Parties are 'coming-out balls' for the Elite,” she smiles. “I missed mine because we were here –” she rolls her eyes “– but my father created a simulation as a sixteenth birthday gift.” She pulls on her gloves and clips on her harness. “There's food, drinks, music, dancing – want to join me?”

      An Elite party sounds interesting. I grab a harness, pull on my gloves, and strap myself into the other pod.

      “Ready?”

      “Ready,” I say as the microchip is inserted.

      “Close your eyes and count to ten.”

      When I open my eyes, I see that I'm standing in a large foyer in front of two mahogany doors. There's a butler to the left, a faceless apparition in a tuxedo.

      “Good evening, ladies,” he nods.

      The doors swing open and the scene beyond them takes my breath away.

      We step into a ballroom filled with tiny golden fairy lights that shine against the crystal tableware; pink lilies adorn every surface and the smell of vanilla-scented candles wafts through the air.

      Waiters seem to glide around the room, raising golden platters high above their heads. A string quartet is playing in the corner of the room, and the glamorous crowd looks as if they have stepped out of the TV.

      This is incredible, I tell Neeve.

      It makes living in an underground bunker with only your father for company a little easier.

      We make our way through the room, weaving in and out of the swaying bodies – holograms, lost in the music. At the back of the ballroom, there's a long buffet table filled with more food than I've ever seen.

      Try some.

      I pick up a piece of chocolate cake, put it into my mouth, and chew.

      It's like chewing thin air, but I can taste sugar and chocolate and buttercream.

      I try the pastries and the salty fries, the strawberries, and the candied nuts, gorging myself, dizzy with the explosion of flavor.

      Shall we dance?

      I don't want to leave the buffet table, but I want to see what else Neeve has in store for me here. I follow her into the middle of the dance floor. I can sense heat from the bodies surrounding us; I feel their skin brushing against mine. I smell perfume and sweat.

      “Aura.”

      I turn at the sound of the voice to see Mum in front of me, wearing a long evening gown. Like the tech in the IT room, I can see her face.

      I go cold. Her features blur and shift, but it's her.

      “What are you doing here?” She reaches out a hand and grabs my wrist. “They're looking for you, Aura.”

      Who?

      “Whatever you do, don't let any of them find you.”

      She looks over her shoulder, checking to see that we're not being watched.

      We're coming out. Neeve's voice fills my head. Close your eyes.

      No, wait!

      I don't want to leave Mum.

      I see stars as Neeve pulls us out of the simulation. My heart is hammering. What just happened?

      “Did you see her?” I ask, my voice shaking.

      “See who?” She's frantically pulling off the harness. “Hurry up. Something's wrong.”

      No sooner are the words out of her mouth than Edward appears in the doorway. His hair is plastered to the side of his face, and his left cheek is creased from sleep.

      “Aura,” he says, breathing heavily. “You need to see this.”
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      We follow Edward into his room. The Society News is playing on a small plasma screen fixed to the wall opposite his bed.

      “What's the matter?” Neeve asks him.

      “It was announced on social media a few minutes ago,” he mutters, eyes fixed on the screen.

      “What was announced?” she asks.

      The news channel is running footage of what they're dubbing a terror attack in the Old City.

      BREAKING NEWS: TERRORIST NAMED runs the red banner along the foot of the screen.

      As I watch, I'm transported back to the border on the night we left The Society. The explosion. The dead body. The film crew.

      “They're going to frame someone for an attack they fabricated,” I say when Edward doesn't respond. I'm not sure why he's so worked up.

      The controlled explosion looks bigger than it did in real life. The footage has clearly been run through the CGI department. There are more bodies too. It's hard to tell which one is the real one I saw.

      The report cuts to the studio.

      “I'm Eleanor Bird, and you're watching The Society News,” smiles the anchor.

      Edward turns the volume up. The camera pans around the studio and zooms back in on Bird. Her smile has been replaced with an expression of concern as she delivers her exclusive.

      “The man responsible for the recent terror attack in the Old City has been named.”

      A photo flashes onscreen, and I feel as if all of the air has been sucked out of my lungs.

      Neeve says something to Edward, but I'm not listening.

      I sag against the wall for support, unable to take my eyes off the man in the photo whose red-brown beard takes up most of the bottom of his face. He looks pale and drawn; his hazel eyes look empty.

      But it's him.

      It's my Dad.

      “Graham Jax, a Worker, and resident of the Old City, was brought into custody in the early hours of this morning,” says Bird.

      I'm suddenly shaking, chilled to the bone.

      “Jax has been described as a violent and dangerous man, an outspoken extremist who wants to constrain The Telepathe's powers,” Bird says. “Though the government has yet to confirm an execution date, sources suggest that the death sentence will be carried out at the next Assembly.”

      I feel sick.

      The next Assembly is… when? Three weeks from now? I can't work it out.

      Eleanor Bird has been joined in the studio by a government spokesperson. “Despite what terrorists like Graham Jax preach, our citizens know that The Telepathe does not threaten their privacy while it is uncovering illegal activity,” the spokesperson says. “If you've got nothing to hide, you've got nothing to fear.”

      Edward lowers the volume on the TV. “Graham Jax is Aura's father,” he tells Neeve. “He was arrested five years ago. He's been a prisoner ever since.”

      The report continues, further blackening Dad's character, layering on the lies.

      Edward's and Neeve's words swirl around me; Edward is telling Neeve about my mum's past, about Robert.

      Neeve lowers her voice to Edward, as if I'm a child that needs protecting. “The Assembly is in 23 days. What if she's not ready?”

      A ripple of annoyance runs through me, diluting my fear. I may be Gifted, but I'm also a Worker. So I'll work harder. It's what I do.

      Dad's face is still on the screen.

      23 days.

      The implication that my being here and my training could all be for nothing spurs me into action.

      I straighten myself up and head toward the White Room.

      “Not being ready is not an option.”
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      I hit the switch on the VR Pod, and the tiny sensors around the base plate and along the pillars light up. I want to lose myself in the simulation, give my brain something besides Dad to focus on.

      “In this Level One simulation, you'll meet two CSOs.” Edward's voice crackles through the headphones.

      “CSO's are ruled by their base instincts, due to a procedure which causes a mutation in their prefrontal cortex. The result is a relatively simple thought imprint,” he says.

      I pull on my gloves and flex my fingers.

      “Your mind has already created the neurological pathways from your previous connection with the CSO,” Edward says. “So with practice, you should have no trouble connecting with another.”

      “Okay.”

      I step into the pod and fasten my harness.

      Am I going to be able to do this again?

      “This simulation may be painful, Aura, but it will help to remember how it felt to overpower the CSO at the border. Try to get to that part of your mind.”

      He dims the lights in the control room where he is monitoring me.

      This time I don't hesitate.

      “I'm ready.”

      I close my eyes, and wait for the pinch.

      Open your eyes, Edward instructs.

      I'm in a big room with checkerboard flooring. There's a bunk bed on my left, a toilet and a sink in the corner.

      A small boy with a shock of jet-black hair and piercing green eyes sits on the floor in front of me, playing with a crushed up blue and yellow piñata.

      There's no handle on the door behind him — no hole for a key.

      This place must be some kind of prison cell.

      Who are you? Are you here to get me out?

      The boy's voice in my head makes me flinch.

      It's my birthday, he says.

      Happy Birthday, I say. I'm Aura.

      I take a step forward and miss my footing, going over on my ankle.

      Be careful, the boy warns, still in my head.

      I look down to see that the black squares aren't part of a checkerboard floor at all, but gaps in the floor. I can see the night sky below, flecked with occasional stars. The cell is a cube floating through space.

      Slowly this time, taking care that each step is solid, I walk toward the boy. There's a glass panel in the door behind him. I peer out of it into darkness.

      What is this place? I can't work out what I'm supposed to do here.

      I look around the cell again. On the right, there's a cupboard with a green towel folded neatly on top of it.

      I step toward it and open the cupboard door. It's full of knick-knacks. There's a framed photo of the boy and a woman who I guess is his mother, a toy robot, a jigsaw with a forest scene on the box cover.

      “We haven't got much time,” the boy whispers.

      The four walls of the cell close in on us, and the boy screams as the cell becomes half its original size.

      The sound of his scream startles me. My heart rate rises. I close the cupboard and return to the door.

      I shove it with my shoulder and kick at the glass panel, but it doesn't budge.

      “They're coming,” the boy says.

      The boy crawls toward the bottom bunk on his hands and knees as a message pipes into the cell through invisible speakers. A robotic voice warns, “Attention inmates. Prepare for inspection.”

      The piped message repeats on a loop and the walls contract again, shrinking the cell to a quarter of its original size.

      It's getting hard to breathe.

      They're here, Aura, the boy's thoughts are in my head again.

      I'm struggling to focus. I've never been good with confined spaces.

      The door to the cell clangs open. Two Cogs hover in the doorway. My body tenses. Even in the simulation, the smell of rotting flesh turns my stomach.

      “Turn around. Hands against the wall,” one of the Cogs says.

      This must be it.

      The confrontation.

      The boy's mind is racing with terror. I need to filter him out if I'm going to stand a chance of overpowering these Cogs.

      I feel the cold, rough brick of the wall beneath my palms. I concentrate on my breathing, fighting to compartmentalize my mind, trying to push the boy's panic to one side.

      He screams and I look to see that one of the Cogs has lifted him up by his neck.

      I feel a sharp twinge behind my eyes, and then it happens. Everything becomes clear. Time slows down –Tick. Tick. Tick. – just as I want it to.

      The walls of the cell expand.

      I can breathe.

      I'm in control.

      I zone my thoughts in on the Cog holding the boy aloft. The connection is instant. A juggernaut of electricity pulses through my body, and I send a shot of pure energy from my mind toward his heart.

      He cries out in shock, releasing his grip on the boy and falling to his knees.

      “Run!” I shout to the boy, directing him through the open door.

      The other Cog abandons his inspection of the cupboard and strides towards me as the boy staggers out of the open door.

      I lose my footing trying to get out of the way and the Cog grabs my arm, shoving me against the bunk bed and smashing the side of my face into the metal frame.

      My head throbs.

      “Aura!” the boy screams in the distance.

      “Aura!”

      I gasp for air as ice-cold water is poured over me.

      I'm back in the White Room.

      I touch the side of my head, expecting to feel blood, but there's nothing.

      Edward is in the room with me.

      My head is pounding from the virtual impact.

      “You did it!” he says, his eyes wet with tears. “You passed Level One.”

      I'm soaked through, a puddle of ice water forming at my feet.

      “You seem surprised,” I glare at him.

      “Not surprised. Thrilled,” he says. His voice cracks. “You've given me hope.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      After a celebratory dinner with Edward and Neeve, I spend the rest of the day in the White Room, learning my way around The Telepathe. I secretly hope that I'll see Mum again, but she doesn't appear, and at 1:00 a.m., Edward powers the pods down and orders me to bed.

      I fall asleep reading about RNM and “command words.”

      According to the book, certain words or combinations of letters can cause a neurochemical reaction in a subject's brain. When coupled with RNM, these words can take on a physical force. Apparently, command words are ‘the realm of Influencers and can cause irreversible damage to inexperienced, or less gifted, practitioners.’

      I now know how Edward managed to hurl me across the room before his blackout. I also understand why his brain is so broken.

      I dream about using command words to blast Robert Wolfe across Central Square while a crowd of onlookers cheers…
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        * * *

      

      Less than five hours later, I wake with a groan.

      It feels as if my head is splitting in two.

      I'm also starving.

      I dress and make my way upstairs. Neeve is in the kitchen. There's a half-eaten crust of bread on a plate on the table. I shove it into my mouth hungrily.

      “‘Morning,” she says. “Feeling rough?”

      “That's an understatement.”

      I sit and chew the crust, cradling my head in my hands, waiting for the thumping to stop.

      “Here,” she says, handing me a glass of dark green gloop. “Drink it. You'll feel better.”

      I eye it with suspicion. “What is it?”

      “Vitamins, minerals, fiber. All the good stuff.”

      Reluctantly I drink it down, trying not to gag. It tastes like soil and weeds.

      “Thanks for that,” I grimace.

      “Don't mention it,” she winks, sitting down opposite me. “There's oatmeal on the stove.”

      My stomach grumbles in anticipation.

      “Where's your dad?” I ask, dragging myself up to get the oatmeal.

      “His study,” she says. “He's pretty excited by the progress you're making. Although he said he practically threw you out of the White Room yesterday to get some rest…”

      I ladle some oatmeal into a bowl. “I just lost track of time.”

      The way I see it, the more time I spend in the VR pod, the less time I have to spend thinking about Dad's execution.

      “Just don't go overboard. We can't afford you getting sick.”

      I carry my bowl back to the table and give her a half-hearted salute. “Yes, boss.”

      I stir sugar into my oatmeal and try a spoonful. It's warm and comforting. I feel more normal with every bite.

      Neeve watches me as if I'm an animal in a zoo. “I'm going to head to your sister's camp in a couple of days. If you want to send her a message, I can take it with me.”

      I look up at the mention of Selena. “Can I come with you?”

      She raises an eyebrow. “If you ask me again after the next bout of training, I might just let you.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I'm back in the White Room, ready to tackle Level Two.

      “In this simulation, you'll meet the Elite,” Edward explains, powering up the VR Pods. “Did you have much to do with them while you were in The Society?”

      “A little,” I say, thinking of Seb. “Mostly, I tried to avoid them.”

      He nods. “This session is quite different from the last one. It will be noisy, and busy. There will be plenty to distract you while you try to concentrate. Your goal is to insert a thought into the mind of one of the holograms. Because they are Elite, their thought imprints are much more complex than a CSO's imprint, but the aim here isn't to blast them into a heap – you'll need to influence them to do what you want them to do.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” I say, with a touch of sarcasm.

      I step into the harness, and my mind goes back to my encounter with Mum yesterday.

      “Edward, is there any circumstance where you could see a real person in a simulation?” I ask as he checks my harness.

      He frowns. “The simulation is just a simulation – it's not real. Why do you ask?”

      “Well, when Neeve took me into the Vocation Party, I saw my mum. She spoke to me. Tried to warn me about something. She grabbed my wrist. I felt it.”

      He shakes his head. “No, it's not possible. Have you ever had a particularly vivid dream? It's the same thing. Your mother has been on your mind, that's all. It's perfectly understandable.”

      “But it's not the only time it's happened. The day I got motion sickness in the simulation, the technician in the server room seemed to recognize me. He looked right at me and I could see him – his features were clear to me, not like the other holograms.”

      Edward stops what he's doing. “How do you feel when you think about going into The Telepathe?” he asks.

      I think for a moment. "It scares me to death."

      “There is your problem.” He snaps his fingers. “Fear interrupts the processes in our brains. Your fear of the unknown is affecting every thought you have, whether you're aware of it or not. You need to let it go.”

      If only it were that easy. “How do I do that?”

      “Knowledge is power,” he says. “When mystery and ambiguity surround fear, it is much harder to conquer. The more you train, and the more you understand your fears, the less they will have a hold on you.”

      I want to believe his explanation, but I have a bruise on my arm where Mum grabbed me, and after my encounter with the simulated Cog, I know enough to know that simulations don't leave bruises.

      “Right,” he claps his hands together, mistaking my silence for mollification. “Shall we see how you get on?”

      I decide to drop the subject. I have work to do.

      “I'm ready.”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

      I hear Edward enter the control room. The lights go down around me.

      Open your eyes.

      I'm in the back of a cab, squashed between two holograms – a boy and a girl. There's another male hologram in the passenger seat up front. Out of the windows, I can see that it's dark outside.

      The boy next to me knocks back a handful of DN8 pills and hands me the bottle.

      “I'm good, thanks,” I say.

      “Are you for real?” the girl says. “Elliott, where did you find this Goody Two Shoes?” Her voice is shrill. Her elbow digs into my side.

      “You're embarrassing me in front of everybody,” the boy, ‘Elliott’ whines.

      “Fine, hit me.” I hold out a hand for the pills and pop them into my mouth. I have the sensation they are slithering down my throat.

      “Right. Now it’s a party!” the boy up front whistles.

      I try to get a handle on the three unique thought imprints around me, but as I reach out to connect with them, they slip away.

      It’s not like listening in to the Workers or Cogs that I usually encounter; instead, it feels like I'm trying to catch raindrops with my bare hands.

      The cab slows to a stop, and the four of us climb out into the night.

      Right away, I know where I am.

      The bass-heavy thump of electronic music drifts out from a nearby bar and the smell of stale alcohol and greasy food fills the air. Battered neon signs flicker in the semi-dark.

      We’re in the ghetto, in the Old City.

      A few years ago, Reece and I started bringing my DN8 to the ghetto to swap for extra food, but we didn't hang around for long. It wasn't safe.

      Besides the addicts and beggars who decorate the pavement in the ghetto, the place was always teeming with off-duty Cogs and Elite kids slumming it in the bars and strip clubs hidden away here, far away from the Golden Belt.

      True to life, this ghetto is alive with the holograms of beggars, Cogs, and Elite. The simulation is startlingly realistic.

      I have to quit admiring Edward's code and turn my attention back to the three holograms from the cab.

      I can sense them at the periphery of my mind, but that's not good enough.

      “Got any change?”

      We all turn to see a boy of about sixteen lying in a doorway, dressed in his pajamas.

      “Let's see,” the girl from the cab says and the boy from the passenger seat sniggers.

      She roots around in her purse and takes out a fifty-dollar note, holding it aloft in front of the boy.

      “Oh, thanks! Thank you!” The boy starts to get up, but before he can take the money, the girl steps back, holding out her other hand to Passenger Seat Boy. He places a small silver lighter on her palm.

      Time to intervene, Aura.

      It’s no use trying to connect with all of the holograms at once, so I focus on the girl.

      It’s like banging my head against a wall.

      Her mind is solid. Closed. Impenetrable.

      I can feel her energy. I can sense her thought imprint, but there's no way in.

      The Cogs’ minds are like thick, dark treacle; hers is a locked door.

      “Thank you, Jared.” She flips the lid and a little orange flame dances in the dark.

      Pressure starts to build in my head as I struggle to make a connection.

      The girl holds the flame to the corner of the note.

      “Wait!” the boy protests. ‘Jared’ grabs him by the shoulders, pushing him back down, making him watch. Elliott snickers as if it's the funniest thing he's ever seen.

      I swallow back bile.

      This isn’t working.

      Maybe if I can get her thoughts to turn to me, I'll be able to find a way in.

      “Leave him alone!” I shout, reaching out a hand to help the boy in the pajamas, but Elliott grabs me and pulls me back. “It's just a bit of fun,” he warns.

      I have the girl's attention for a second, but no more.

      The note burns.

      Why isn't it working?

      I try to block everything else out. Forget the boys, the beggar, the noise, the lights. All that matters is the hologram of the girl.

      It's as if her thoughts are trapped behind thick glass. I can see them, but I can't get to them.

      “Once I gave some money to a man just like you,” the girl is saying to the boy in the pajamas. “Do you know what he did with it?”

      The boy shakes his head, his eyes watering from the smoke.

      “He spent it all on Ice,” she says. “Every single cent. So much Ice that he overdosed.”

      Stars dance in front of my eyes.

      And then my mind connects with hers, like two magnets snapping together.

      Heat floods my body.

      I'm inside her mind. It's like a maze; all sharp edges and dark corners.

      “I wouldn't spend it on Ice. I swear,” says the boy.

      Now, Aura.

      Let him go. I form the suggestion and wait for it to settle into her consciousness.

      The seconds slow down and I feel her wrestling with her conscience, testing out the new thought, wondering where it has come from. She looks around for reassurance.

      Elliott and Jared are more than willing to provide it.

      The thought I planted melts away.

      I could scream in frustration.

      The boy is coughing now. The burning note is right up in front of his face. The smell of smoke is everywhere.

      “Money can't buy you happiness,” the girl is saying. “Look at me. I've got lots of money, and I'm the saddest girl in the world.” The boy recoils as she leans in and kisses his cheek.

      The world starts to tilt. I sway, briefly wondering if Edward is still monitoring me.

      I take one last shot.

      At the edges of my memory, I can see a command word dancing on a page, the black-and-white lettering merging into a gray blur as I fell asleep.

      Desino.

      The effort makes me gasp, but the command hits its mark.

      The girl visibly flinches, dropping the charred note at the beggar's feet and backing up.

      The world comes rushing back to me. I close my eyes and lean against the side of the pod, trying not to vomit.

      Open your eyes.

      That's the last thing I hear before I collapse.
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      I heave into the bucket beside my bed and bring up more bile. “Is this normal?” I ask.

      “We're in uncharted territory, I'm afraid,” Edward says, passing me some tissues. “We need to tread carefully. You've gone sixteen years without using your Gift; it's taking some time for your body to adjust.”

      My hands shake as I wipe my mouth. “How long have I been out this time?”

      “Two days.”

      I look at him in shock, trying to work out what day it is, how long I've got to get ready.

      “We still have 20 days before the Assembly,” he says, seeing my distress.

      “And what if that's not enough time?”

      He hands me a glass of water. “Have faith,” he says.

      An image of Dad in front of a firing squad surrounded by TV cameras flashes into my head. I need a bit more than faith.

      “The command word you used in the last simulation,” Edward says, interrupting my reverie. “Where did it come from?”

      “I found it in one of your books. Why?”

      “That may be what triggered such a negative response in you. Command words can be… unnatural for your mind to process. I'd rather you didn't use them again. Certainly not in training.”

      I take a swig of the water, whirl it around in my mouth and spit it out into the bucket. “It was a last resort.”

      “Remember, you are an Influencer. You can influence thought and behavior through the suggestions you make with your mind.”

      “Maybe there should have been a level in between one and two,” I say, wiping my mouth. “Going from the Cogs and the boy in Level One to that was a bit of a leap.”

      He frowns. “What boy?”

      “The boy in the cell.”

      He doesn't say anything.

      “Edward? What's wrong?”

      “This boy… what did he look like?”

      I shrug, thinking back. “He had black hair. He was nine, or ten, maybe? He said it was his birthday. Why?”

      There's the slightest pause before he answers. “No reason.” His smile looks forced.

      The bedroom door opens an inch and Neeve peers in. “I have more green gloop if you want it,” she says, holding the disgusting mixture aloft.

      Edwards stands up. “I'll leave you to it,” he says, patting my shoulder as he exits the room.

      “Are you okay?” Neeve asks once he's gone. “You look confused.” She hands me the glass.

      “I'm fine. Just wiped out like you said I'd be.”

      “About that,” she says. “I went to the camp yesterday. To drop off some supplies.”

      My heart sinks. I can't believe I slept through it. “Did you see Selena?” I rub the back of my neck. “How's she doing?”

      “She's fine. They all are.” She hands me a folded piece of paper. “She gave me this for you.”

      “Thanks.” I clutch it like a lifeline.

      “When you're ready, come upstairs. We need to get some more food into you.”

      When Neeve has gone, I open up the letter. As I read the familiar words in Selena's scrawly handwriting, tears fill my eyes.

      It’s a poem dad used to recite to us when we were little.

      
        
        If you think you are beaten, you are,

        If you think you dare not, you don't.

        If you'd like to win, but you think you can't,

        It is almost a cinch – you won't.

        If you think you'll lose, you've lost,

        For out in this world we find

        Success begins with a fellow's will

        It's all in the state of mind.

        If you think you're outclassed, you are,

        You've got to think high to rise.

        You've got to be sure of yourself before

        You can ever win the prize.

        Life's battles don't always go

        To the stronger or faster man;

        But sooner or later the girl who wins

        Is the one who thinks she can!

      

      

      I wipe my eyes and put the precious scrap of paper under my pillow, then I shuffle down the bed and sleep soundly for the first time in days.
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      Edward's voice crackles through the speakers: “Take a seat, both of you.”

      We're back in the White Room. The VR pods are shrouded in black cloth. Edward has set up two chairs, one at either side of the room. Leather restraints hang loose at the arms and feet of each chair.

      “Don't worry; you won't be strapped in,” Edward says, seeing my expression.

      I sit down and face Neeve, who is already seated with her eyes closed. She clearly knows what we're doing.

      There's a loud clang, followed by an industrial whirring sound as a transparent screen is lowered from the ceiling.

      I stand up, on my guard. “What's going on?”

      “Soundproofing,” Neeve shouts over the noise. "It's important that we don't hear each other."

      “We're going to leave the simulations out of the equation for today,” Edward says, “and begin work on Level Three of your training.”

      Level Three means no more holograms – instead, I'll be using my Gift on Neeve.

      Or at least trying to.

      I sit back down and the screen descends, slowly splitting the room in half. It stops at the floor with a soft crunch. Then there is silence.

      I feel trapped, like a creature in a tank.

      “Aura, I want you to focus very carefully on Neeve.” Edward's voice fills the enclosed space around me. “Clear your mind of everything else.”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

      “The aim of this session is to insert a suggestion into Neeve's mind,” Edward says. “Something simple. ‘Stand up,’ for instance.”

      In the quiet dark, I become aware of my heart beating strong and steady, aware of my breath moving in through my nose, filling my lungs, and coming out through my mouth.

      I sense another pattern of thought, an imprint that isn't my own, resonating just out of reach. Neeve.

      As I sit there in the silence, I begin to hear the thoughts rushing around in her head like undulating pieces of static, impossible to pin down. There's nothing concrete for me to grasp.

      Exhausted, I fall out of my trance, breathing heavily.

      I see Neeve is still sitting on her stool, head down, eyes closed.

      I let my vision become blurred and slow my breathing as I fall into the trance again.

      Neeve.

      My head pounds as I try to navigate the emptiness between us, inching closer to her frequency. Something shifts inside my head.

      I think I've found a way in.

      For a moment, the disparate jumble of thoughts and the buzz of static that surrounds her becomes clear to me.

      It's working.

      Stand up.

      I can feel her actively pushing me away, trying to close herself off.

      Stand up.

      The static returns.

      I get up off the chair and pace around the room, seeing stars in front of my eyes. This is excruciating.

      “Try not to get frustrated,” Edward says.

      I'd forgotten he was there.

      “We've spoken telepathically before,” I say, breathless. “Shouldn't this be easier?”

      “Telepathy and influencing someone are two very different things,” he says. “And Neeve is a Prophet. Learning to influence members of the Triptych was never going to be easy.”

      I remember what he told me when I first came here: “Everyone has a unique thought imprint, and some are more complex than others.” After my encounters with the Elite in the previous simulation, I can't even imagine the complexity of a Prophet's mind.

      The more time that passes without successfully reaching Neeve, the more frantic and frustrated I feel.

      I know my emotion is counterproductive, stopping me from making the connection. I know I need to keep calm, but I can't.

      What if I fail?

      What if I'm not as Gifted as Edward thinks I am?

      What if I let everyone down?

      What if I'm not good enough?

      What if Dad dies because I can't make this work?

      My mind won't slow down.

      The thought of Dad sends me into further panic, because the version of his face that comes into my head isn't the one from my childhood – it's the picture from the News Report – lost and pale and dead behind the eyes.

      I need to remember him as he was.

      Can I really do this?

      Will I ever see him again?

      Aura.

      Neeve's voice enters my head as clear as day, bringing me back to the present.

      I can hear your mind racing. You need to slow it down. Empty it of everything except this task.

      I close my eyes again and fill my lungs, concentrating on my breathing.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      Finally, for a second time, I get past the static and the fragments of thought surrounding Neeve.

      Stand up.

      Stand up.

      She doesn't move a muscle.

      It isn't enough. I need to reach her core.

      After what seems like hours, the door to the White Room opens and the lights go up.

      With a screech, the screen that divides us retreats to the ceiling.

      I have a thumping headache. My throat is parched, and I'm drenched in a film of sweat, but I still haven't been able to connect enough to influence Neeve.

      Edward doesn't say anything. He stands there, silent. I know he's disappointed.

      “What now?” I ask, defeated.

      “We try again tomorrow.” His smile doesn't reach his eyes. “Remember – whatever your mind can conceive or believe, it can achieve. The only person standing in your way is you.”
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      Over the next week, we fall into a routine: navigating the virtual Society, failing Level Three of my training, and losing time to my recovery from my failures.

      I'm a mess.

      We're all frustrated.

      There's an uncomfortable atmosphere growing in the bunker. We all know that we're running out of time, but no one wants to say it out loud.

      Still, not everything is discouraging.

      A few days ago, something shifted during my training with Neeve.

      I'd been concentrating on her for two hours. I could feel the heat emanating from her through the soundproof barrier. Our breathing was in sync. As my vision blurred, I felt as if I heard her in my mind – a tiny fraction of thought.

      Stand up, I screamed in my head, but it was too late. The connection slipped and I was alone in my head, the words slipping away as I tried to hang on.

      I rubbed my eyes and looked up to see her staring at me.

      “What?” I mouthed, feeling goosebumps appear on my skin.

      I felt you.

      “You did?”

      For a split second – it was as if everything stood still – and then it was over. Try again.

      But I couldn't do it again.

      Edward suggested watching Mum's memory disk – hoping it might shock me into a breakthrough – but I couldn't face it.

      Perhaps in response, or maybe because I was getting close, they decided to up the ante.

      Yesterday Neeve brought a wild rabbit into the White Room with her.

      “Stop Neeve from torturing the rabbit,” Edward instructed, dimming the lights in the control room and leaving us alone.

      She burned the poor creature with a lighter, sprayed perfume into its eyes, and snipped at its ears. Still, I couldn't do anything.

      I was close to tears when Edward came down and snapped its neck to put it out of its misery.
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      I lean against the shower wall and let the lukewarm water from the showerhead pummel my body until the ache in my head subsides.

      There are exactly two weeks until Dad's execution.

      We're running out of time.

      As I wash myself, my hand snags on the empty locket around my neck. I haven't taken it off since Mum gave it to me.

      Maybe it is time that I watched the memory disk. Maybe it will show me what I'm up against.

      Maybe I'm just not afraid enough yet.

      Edward says I'm not supposed to be afraid at all.

      I turn off the shower, dry myself, and put my clothes back on.

      The corridor is shrouded in darkness. There's no light coming from beneath any of the doors. I make my way upstairs and find the front room empty too.

      That's odd. It's the middle of the day. Where are they?

      In the kitchen, I fill a glass with water. The dead rabbit is on top of the bin, its brown eyes staring up at me accusingly.

      I head back downstairs and notice a sliver of light coming from beneath the door of Edward's study. I knock and wait.

      Nobody answers.

      I press my ear to the door, but I can't hear anyone inside. I knock again, louder this time.

      Nothing.

      I briefly wonder if Edward has had another one of his blackouts – but surely Neeve would answer if he had.

      I try the handle and find it locked.

      Screw it. He's obviously busy. I'll look for the memory disk myself.

      I punch in the code to the lab, and the door slides open. I flip on the lights. The room is in as much disarray as it was when I arrived here.

      The disk could be anywhere.

      I'm sifting through things on Edward's desk, not really expecting to find what I'm looking for, when I hear a soft whirring sound to my left.

      I turn to see a door I didn't know was there sliding open in the wall.

      I expect to see Neeve or Edward on the other side, but instead, I lock eyes on a man with scruffy brown hair, wearing a tweed suit.

      I freeze.

      The man's face twists into shock for a split second before he quickly reigns in his composure.

      I want to scream.

      He looks like death. He is pasty white, like a corpse.

      “Hello. I'm a friend – of Edward's.” His voice is rough, as if he's just woken up. “I didn't realize anyone was in here.”

      Edward's bedroom is visible behind him, through the new door.

      It's like one of those bad dreams where I can't speak or move or think.

      The man walks towards me and extends a hand to shake mine. His skin is cold to the touch. The smell of dead flowers fills my nostrils.

      “I'm sorry to have to do this, Aura,” he says.

      “Do what?”
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      I jolt upright, gasping for air.

      I'm in bed. My heart is thumping. A thin veil of perspiration coats my skin.

      “Welcome back.”

      Neeve sits on the edge of the bed.

      “Where's Edward?” I ask, groggy.

      “He's in his room. Why?”

      I look around the room, trying to make sense of what just happened.

      “I saw someone – in the lab…”

      “What?” she frowns, “Aura, you've been asleep all afternoon.”

      I shake my head. “I was looking for Mum's memory disk. I saw a man in the lab – he said he was a friend of Edward's.”

      “There's no one here but me, you, and my father,” she says, putting a hand on my forehead. “You're burning up.”

      I explore her face for signs that she's lying.

      I've had vivid dreams before, and this didn't feel like one of them.

      I felt his cold hand on mine.

      I notice a bottle of pills and a half-filled glass of water on the dresser.

      “It seemed so real,” I say, rubbing my eyes.

      “Don't worry; it was just a dream. It's the training. Your mind is working overtime.”

      Edward appears at the door. “I thought I heard voices. How are you feeling?” His hair is wet as if he's freshly showered.

      “She's a bit confused,” Neeve says, getting up. “She's been having very vivid dreams.”

      He frowns. “I know it's disconcerting, but lucid dreams are a completely normal side effect of the type of mental training you are doing.”

      I say nothing, desperately trying to work out what's real and what's in my head. I feel afraid, untethered.

      “Aura would like to watch the memory disk,” Neeve says.

      “Oh?” Edward says with surprise.

      I'm suddenly unsure. “Maybe in the morning,” I say. “I think I'd like to rest some more first.”

      He nods. “Whenever you're ready.”

      “Do you want me to stay with you?” Neeve asks, brushing a strand of hair from my forehead.

      “No, I'll be fine. Thanks.”

      They leave the room and Neeve pulls the door closed behind her.

      Once they're gone, I try to replay what I saw. What's the last concrete thing I remember?

      I'd had a shower. Stayed in the water until the skin on my hands had wrinkled up. Then I had dressed and gone for a glass of water. I'd gone back downstairs into the lab.

      And then I'd seen him.

      The memory is unclear, like the holograms in the simulations. My mind feels loose and foggy. Maybe I'm going crazy, cooped up in this place.

      I'm just so tired.

      I move down the bed, close my eyes, and concentrate on my breathing.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      Within minutes, I'm asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

    

    
      I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror as I'm getting dressed the next morning. I look half-dead, with my bloodshot eyes and skin like sour milk. At this rate, I won't have anything left of my strength by the time I get into The Telepathe.

      I open the bedroom door and look across the corridor to the lab.

      There's a strip of light coming from the bottom of the lab door, and as I walk toward it, I can hear muffled voices inside, Edward and Neeve having a heated conversation.

      I enter the code, and as the door slides open, the conversation stops abruptly.

      “Am I interrupting something?”

      “Of course not,” Edward smiles. “Come in.”

      “I'm ready to watch it,” I say. “The memory disk. I think it might help.”

      He nods. “It's certainly worth a try.” With some effort he bends down and unlocks a small safe beneath his desk. He takes out the little gold chip and inserts it into the disk reader. Seconds later, a title flashes up on screen:

      
        
        Alice Ford: March 2106 – December 2107

      

      

      The year before she met Dad.

      “Would you like one of us to stay with you?” Neeve asks.

      “I'd rather watch it on my own.”

      She nods, understanding.

      I wait until the door closes behind me before I take a seat in front of the monitor. With trepidation, I press ‘enter' to open the files.

      A series of thumbnails loads in, all blue and black and purple.

      My heart is pounding.

      Do I really want to do this?

      I click on a thumbnail in the middle of the set, and the memory starts to play.

      It's fuzzy, out of focus.

      As the image sharpens, Robert Wolfe's face appears. He looks about the same age as he did in Edward's photos. He is unmistakably the same man I have seen on TV and press releases all my life – but his expression is very different.

      This Robert Wolfe is angry, his face contorted with rage.

      I grip the edge of my chair as his raised fist comes toward me, filling the screen.

      The memory ends there.

      My heart thumps. I give myself a moment and then I click on the next thumbnail.

      This time the pixelated blur becomes a bare bedroom painted in dirty white. The ceiling above shows signs of wear.

      I guess that Mum must be in bed.

      Now someone is standing over her. The face looms closer. It's Robert.

      His lips move; he is saying something to her. I unmute the volume and rewind it. The speakers hiss, as if the sound is coming from miles away.

      “Robert, what are you doing?” Mum's speech is slurred.

      “I think you had one too many tonight.”

      The screen flickers, as if she's having a hard time staying awake.

      “Why aren't you in bed?” The image jumps as she sits up.

      “I was worried you were going to be sick all over yourself,” he says.

      “I need a glass of water.”

      The screen goes dark and then turns bright white.

      There's a tiled floor. A bathroom?

      In the middle of the floor, there's a pile of blonde hair.

      Mum's face appears on screen. She's looking in the bathroom mirror. Her hair – it's been hacked off.

      “What have you done?” she asks, touching it as if she doesn't believe her eyes.

      “Don't you like it?” he smiles.

      “Why, Robert?” Her face twists as she tries to stop herself from crying.

      “Come on, Rosalie.” His face appears next to hers in the mirror. “It's only hair. It'll grow back.”

      "How could you?" she whispers, still staring at her reflection.

      “Don't be so vain,” he says. “You're so beautiful. You'd look good with no hair at all.” He puts his arms around her neck and kisses the side of her face. “Forgive me?”

      The screen fades to black again.

      This is giving me the creeps. No wonder she wanted it out of her head.

      I open another thumbnail.

      This one starts with a grainy image of a red front door set into an entryway. A cream-colored overcoat hangs beside it over a handbag set down on a plush-carpeted floor. Mum's voice calls out, “I'm home.”

      She walks down a hallway into a kitchen area and puts a brown paper bag full of groceries down on the counter.

      “Robert, are you there?”

      She flips on the kettle and takes a mug out of the cupboard. She leaves the room and makes her way up the stairs, opening a door at the top of the landing. Suddenly, she shrieks, startled.

      Through the door, I see Robert sitting on a chair next to a window, staring back at her.

      “What are you doing?” She bursts into laughter. “You scared the life out of me!”

      He doesn't move. He just stares.

      “Robert, is everything okay? Has something happened?” She walks over to him and sits down on his lap.

      “Where have you been?” he asks quietly.

      “Just picking up some groceries.”

      “You seem happy.”

      “I am – happy that the day is over and I'm here with you,” she says, kissing him on the forehead.

      His eyes flash angrily, but he doesn't answer.

      She starts to get up and he pulls her back.

      “Who have you been with?” he asks, his voice low.

      “Robert, you're hurting me.”

      “Tell me who,” he hisses.

      “Nobody. Let me go!”

      “I've been worried about you. Worried you were never coming back.”

      “Of course I was coming back!” She moves her eyes away from him and a clock shows on screen. It's just after 6:00 p.m. “I lost track of time,” she says, kissing him again. “I should have called you.”

      I pause the thumbnail there.

      That's enough.

      I eject the chip and sit there chewing my lip, ruminating over what I've just seen.

      Edward is right. If we can get this into the right hands, it could be the end of Robert Wolfe's pristine image and his PR control.

      I push back the chair and kneel down to put the chip back into the safe.

      As I set the chip inside, I notice a small photograph on the shelf. I take it out to look at it more closely.

      It's a picture of the little boy from the Level One training simulation. In this photo, his green eyes sparkle with laughter. “Who are you?” I wonder aloud.

      I'm still staring at the image when the door opens and Neeve pokes her head into the lab. “How are you getting on?”

      I feel my face flush. “I'm done,” I say, putting the photograph back where I found it and closing the safe.

      “Want to talk about it?” she asks.

      “Not really.”

      She studies me for a moment. “Good,” she says. “Time to get to work.”
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      In the White Room, Neeve uses a remote control to lower the screen between us. Other than the sound of my breathing and the hum of the lights overhead, everything is quiet. I close my eyes and hope that today's session will be different, that maybe today, I'll have the breakthrough we need.

      As I go through the motions of clearing my mind and tuning in to Neeve, I notice a familiar-sounding voice seeping into my consciousness, as if somebody else is in the room with us. Even though I can't hear anything, the sensation becomes too much to ignore and my eyes flicker open.

      I glance around the dimly lit room, but there's no one else there. Disconcerted, I try to shake the feeling off.

      But there it is again, like a fly buzzing around my head.

      Frustrated, I open my eyes again.

      Neeve's chair is empty, but now I see her standing by the control room, holding the door open for a boy with his arm in a sling.

      I get up off my chair and press my face to the screen.

      It's Reece.

      He says something to Neeve and she gestures for him to sit on the chair. He sits and looks around nervously as Neeve hovers over him.

      What is Reece doing here?

      It doesn't make any sense.

      I hammer on the reinforced glass with my palm. “Why is he here?” My voice dies in the enclosed space and I remember the soundproofing. Why is he here?

      Neeve looks up at me.

      We need to raise the stakes for you, she replies.

      What does that mean?

      She straps Reece into the chair, shackling his wrists and his ankles into place.

      I don't understand.

      I bite down on my lip to make sure I am awake, that this is really happening. I taste blood in my mouth.

      This can't be real.

      She fumbles in her pockets, then strides back across the room and picks something up off the floor.

      A lighter.

      She flips the top to light it and walks back toward Reece.

      He looks at her, then at me, and then around the room, as if wondering when the joke is going to end. It doesn't.

      She moves the orange flame closer to his bare arm until the flame touches his flesh. Silently, at least to me, he screams in pain.

      Neeve's gone mad.

      What are you doing? Neeve!

      Stop me.

      Her lack of emotion stuns me.

      Reece's thoughts scramble and turn, riddled with fear. I need to get him out of my head. I have to focus on Neeve and make her stop.

      Breathe.

      I go to the chair, close my eyes, and try to clear my head again. Neeve's mind is a glowing mass of heat; red and purple, black and pink. Reece's panic fades into the background, pedestrian compared to her incandescence.

      I hear whistling in my ears. My eyes fly open. My physical body feels inadequate to contain the energy building inside of me.

      Neeve removes the sling from Reece's arm and rips off a bandage underneath, revealing a messy wound.

      I sense her intention. It slices into my consciousness.

      She's going to help me succeed, and she doesn't care if she has to hurt Reece in the process.

      She squeezes his arm, digging her nails into the wound. Reece has his mouth clenched shut; tears are running down his cheeks. He's struggling against the restraints, but it's no good.

      He's trapped.

      And she's not going to stop.

      I gather up all of my energy and use it like a metaphysical battering ram. I feel the ache behind my eyes and the lightness in my head that I usually feel before I black out, but this time, I am not blacking out.

      This time I find a way in.

      Her thought pattern is intricate and dense, almost musical.

      Enough! I aim the word into her mind.

      I feel her flinch, but it doesn't stick.

      My head pounds as she resists me. Unlike my connection with the Elite girl that felt like two magnets snapping together, connecting with Neeve is like attempting to get two magnets to touch the same poles, the opposing forces pushing each other away.

      A line of sweat trickles down my back.

      Suddenly, in my mind's eye, I can see her entire nervous system glowing in a kaleidoscope of color.

      I'm connected. Locked in. I'm in the space between the seconds.

      Neeve may be a Prophet, but I am an Influencer.

      And my mind is a weapon.

      I reach toward her with my mind, turning my thoughts into a physical force.

      NO!

      The thought is a bright red spike of energy, an explosion ripping through me. My body trembles and Neeve's arm swings backward, flesh and bone colliding with solid wall.

      Reece's chair tips sideways. Neeve's face twists in agony and Reece's head collides with the floor.

      You did it, Neeve says telepathically.

      I slump in my chair, winded.

      Reece isn't moving.

      I haul myself up and bang on the wall. “LET ME OUT!”

      Neeve sees me and fumbles for the remote. The screen retracts and I race through to Reece's side.

      “What were you thinking?” I say to Neeve. My hands are shaking as I wrestle with Reece's shackles.

      “He agreed to help us,” she says, nursing her arm.

      “You really think this is what he signed up for?”

      “I did what had to be done.”

      “You're sick.”

      She shrugs. “For the past week, I've had the same vision over and over and over.” She spits bile onto the floor. “Your father dead on the Execution platform. Your mother and Robert Wolfe on a balcony waving at the crowd cheering his death.”

      My insides turn to ice.

      She dusts herself off. “We were running out of time.” She says, limping towards the door. “There's a first aid kit in the bathroom. I'll go and tell my father what we just did.”
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      I help Reece onto my bed and retrieve the first aid kit from the bathroom, still furious with Neeve. How dare she pull something like this?

      “My hero,” Reece smiles when I step back into the room.

      “I'm sorry. I can't believe she put you through that.”

      “Neeve was telling the truth,” he says. “She came to camp and told me about your dad and about what you're trying to do.”

      My stomach turns over at the mention of Dad, and Neeve's warning ricochets around my head: ‘Your father dead on the Execution platform. Your mother and Robert Wolfe on a balcony waving at the crowd cheering his death.’

      I shudder.

      “I wanted to help,” Reece says with a grimace. “I didn't think it would hurt so much.”

      “Don't excuse what she did,” I say.

      His arm looks even worse up close. It's a mass of angry, mangled flesh. It's an older wound; I see some stitches popping open. “What happened to your arm?” I ask, inspecting it.

      “I was bitten.”

      “More Teks?” I ask, alarmed.

      He shakes his head. “No. We caught a wild boar. I went to get it out of the trap and the thing took a chunk out of my arm.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Don't you make sure it's dead before you get it out of the trap?”

      He rolls his eyes. “You sound like Helen.”

      I root through the first aid kit for antiseptic wipes, fresh bandages, and ointment, and I find a pot of something called Heal-Me.

      “How are you? Really?” he asks as I clean up his wounds.

      “I'm fine. Just tired… The training is pretty exhausting. I'm usually in a deep sleep by now.”

      I might still be conscious this time, but there are black spots in front of my eyes.

      I force a smile, pushing them back. “Tell me about the camp. How is everybody? Are you looking out for Selena?”

      “‘Course I am. She's happy. They're all well. The extra food has helped our morale.”

      I open the pot of Heal-Me and smear half of the contents onto Reece's wound.

      As I'm unwrapping a bandage for him, my sleeve rides up and his eyes fall on the large yellowing bruise on my wrist. “Wait a minute. What happened to your arm?”

      “This?” I scramble for an excuse. ‘My mum gave it to me in one of our VR simulations’ sounds all kinds of wrong. “I just… banged it on something or other… I don't remember,” I say. “It looks worse than it feels.”

      He nods. I can tell he doesn't quite believe me.

      I finish pinning his bandage into place. “Done.”

      “Thanks,” he says, shifting down in the bed. Pain flickers across his face.

      “You get some rest,” I say. “I need to talk to Neeve's father.”
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        * * *

      

      I don't bother to knock when I get to Edward's study.

      I try the handle. The door is unlocked, but the study is empty.

      Where are they?

      Neeve's makeshift bed is neatly made up on the floor.

      There's a laptop open on Edward's desk. I spin it around and hit one of the keys to get rid of the screen saver.

      Memory Disks syncing…

      There are five dialogue boxes open on screen, each one at a different stage of syncing: Mem 1, Mem 2, Mem 3, Mem 4, Mem 5.

      My skin starts crawling.

      There are a series of bleeps as the dialogue boxes close, one after another.

      >Synchronization complete.

      >Found one error.

      >File not saved.

      A low rumble followed by a scraping sound fills the air, as if the earth itself is moving. I tear my eyes away from the screen, freezing as the back wall in the study starts to slide open. Another door I don't know about.

      Neeve squeezes through the gap and goes straight for the laptop without acknowledging me.

      As the wall continues to inch open, I glimpse a hidden room on the other side.

      I stifle a scream.

      I wasn't dreaming after all.

      There are five people of varying ages in lab chairs; glassy eyes fixed on me.

      One of them is Edward.

      Another is the man I saw in the lab.
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      I back away, contemplating escape.

      I scan the room for anything I can use as a weapon. My eyes land on a metal doorstop. I bend down and grab it off the floor, ready to lash out.

      Neeve is tapping away on the laptop.

      “What is all of this?” My voice sounds wrong, strangled.

      She looks at me as if she's only just noticed I'm there.

      “Do me a favor,” she says, going back into the room. “When I tell you, press enter.”

      “I'm not doing anything until you tell me what's going on.”

      The five lifeless bodies stare back at me from the lab.

      “I told him it was a mistake to hide this from you,” she mutters, “but keeping your mind on your training had to be our priority.”

      “Hide what from me? What is this?”

      She looks at the doorstop in my hand. “Are you planning on caving my head in with that?”

      If I have to, I think.

      She rolls her eyes and puts her hands up in front of her. “I'll explain, I promise. But please – put that down and help me with my father first.”

      I set the doorstop down and watch Neeve go back into the hidden room.

      “Now, Aura,” she says.

      I press the key on the laptop, and ‘Mem 3' starts to sync again.

      “I am sorry about Reece,” she says from the other room. “He's going to be fine.”

      I've forgotten how angry I am at her over that. Suddenly it seems insignificant.

      10%, 20%, 30%... At 100% the laptop bleeps and the dialogue box closes.

      >Synchronization complete.

      “It's done,” I tell her.

      She nods. “Come on in.”

      I hesitate.

      “There's nothing to be afraid of.”

      I could still get out of here. But then what?

      The room is cold, stark, and clinical like the White Room. It smells like a funeral parlor.

      In the corner, there's a small desk with a computer and a stack of papers on it. An operating table stands in the center of the room, and next to that is a wheeled metal cart piled with various medical implements – I see scalpels, a thermometer, and a stethoscope.

      Along the wall opposite the doorway, there are five bodies seated on five chairs. In the harsh light, the bodies look like waxworks.

      Neeve is hovering around Edward's body. I watch with sick fascination as she pulls a thin silver cable from the back of his head.

      “Who are these people?” I ask her. “What are they?”

      I jump as Edward's eyes flutter open.

      He blinks and I feel a chill run down my spine at the sudden animation of his lifeless body.

      “Neeve, Aura...” He looks slightly dazed.

      “Aura made it through Level 3,” Neeve says. “It's time to tell her about the Vessels.”
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      Neeve leaves Edward and me alone to talk.

      “So you did it,” he says. “Your mother's memory disk helped?”

      I let out a snort. “Stop acting as if this is all normal!” I say, waving a hand around the room. “Second, did you know what Neeve was planning to do to Reece? Did you sign off on that?”

      He opens his mouth as if he's going to say something, and then closes it again. He clears his throat. “We would never have done it if Reece himself had not agreed,” he says eventually, his voice low. “I'm sorry your friend was hurt. But he's going to be fine.”

      I'm so furious my whole body is trembling. I want to smash something.

      “You keep telling me to trust you,” I say. “But after Reece, and this – ” I gesture to the bodies “– how can I?”

      “Neeve went too far,” he says, “but her intentions were good.”

      Your father dead on the Execution platform…

      “As for the Vessels, I didn't know how, or when, to tell you. We couldn't risk your running out on us.”

      “Well why don't you try me now?” I snap back, not ready to forgive him. I can't wait to hear how he's going to explain a bunch of inanimate bodies in his spare room.

      I might run out anyway.

      He looks down at his hands. “While I was at Edcal, before the DN8 trials, I became interested in the connection between the body as a vessel and the actual person inhabiting the body,” he says.

      I shake my head. “Get to the point, Edward.”

      He looks up at me. “I began exploring a theory that with the right technology, the human mind could be mapped, uploaded, and preserved in hardware.”

      Preserved in hardware?

      “The Vessels in this room are the most advanced form of Artificial Intelligence in the world,” he continues. “Calvin and I brought them here from The Telepathe years ago, before my arrest. They're basically organic. They can eat, drink, sleep, wash, and expel waste, just like a human body.”

      He pauses. “Months of research and experimentation with them confirmed my original theory. I learned how to duplicate my memory disk and upload it to a new host.”

      “What?” I scramble to make sense of what I'm hearing.

      My mind flashes to the animated body of the man I saw in the lab; the five memory disks that were syncing in the next room…

      My anger dissipates, giving way to slow shock.

      “You're saying that you can upload your memory disk to these AI's?”

      He nods. “The results of my experimentation raised too many security issues for The Society. Calvin said he wanted to shut the whole thing down, but after my arrest, he repurposed my research to keep prisoners under control during experimentation.

      “After Neeve and I were exiled here with nothing else to do, I continued with my research. I discovered that I could create endless copies and iterations of the self.”

      My mouth hangs open. “You're talking about cloning consciousness.”

      The man in the lab was Edward all along.

      “You made me think I was going mad,” I say.

      “I'm sorry,” he says. “You… caught me unawares.”

      I reach out and touch the bare arm of one of the Vessels. The skin is cool but completely lifelike, with tiny goosebumps, moles, and fine hairs. The eyes are brown, blue, and hazel. Not violet like any of the AI's that I've seen.

      Edward pushes himself up out of his chair and walks over to a sink in the corner of the room.

      “Water?”

      I shake my head.

      He fills a glass for himself.

      “At the moment, The Society uses a person's memory disk to prove their guilt or innocence,” he says, “but these disks could be so much more. I believe that the future of our species may involve a desertion of our biological bodies. Our memory disks could be a way for us to transcend the limitations of our flesh, eliminating the threat of sickness, disease… perhaps even mortality.”

      He takes a sip of his water. “But I haven't got that far yet.”

      “You're talking about living forever?” I ask in disbelief.

      He smiles. “Only if I can get out of this bunker.”

      I look around the room and shiver involuntarily.

      “How does it feel?” I ask him. “Being in another body?”

      “Not as strange as you might expect,” he says. “The physical body is just a cocktail of elements: 65% oxygen, some carbon, hydrogen, a little calcium, sulfur, chlorine... It is our minds that make us who we are. I have simply found a way to upload mine to different pieces of hardware.”

      “And the body you're in now… Is that AI too?”

      He pauses. “No.” His eyes darken. “This body belonged to a Worker from the Old City, someone that nobody would miss.”

      Oh.

      My skin crawls as the final pieces fall into place.

      Why Edward and Neeve's versions of their escape are slightly different, why Edward doesn't look at all like his younger photographs.

      Calvin Aldrich didn't exchange bullets for tranquilizer darts and carry an unconscious body into an underground bunker.

      That really would have been impossible.

      “Calvin used your research to put your memory disk into someone else's actual body to get you out of The Society.”

      Edward nods. “It was an inexpensive alternative to a state of the art AI model, I suppose,” he says. “But Calvin used my early research as a blueprint.”

      Now it makes sense.

      All of this – the Vessels, the transfer of memory disks, Edward's confidence that I can get into The Telepathe unseen…

      “This is how you plan to get me back into The Society, isn't it?”
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      Transferring my mind into another body – the idea is terrifying.

      What if something goes wrong? What if the disk fails to write, or only half of my thought imprint transfers across, and I get stuck in some kind of weird limbo?

      I guess I don't care if my body is destroyed beyond recognition, but my mind is me. I'm not sure I want to risk losing that.

      My gaze meets the glassy-eyed stare of one of Edward's Vessels.

      I have to get out of this room.

      “I need to think about this,” I say, pushing past Edward into the study. I rest my hands on the desk and try to think rationally about what he's proposing.

      I take a deep breath. Exhale.

      He limps into the room after me.

      “If we do this – put my mind into one of these… Vessels – what happens to my body?” I ask.

      He sits down at the desk, facing me, moving the laptop to one side. “It will simply be unconscious. Preserved here as if it's in a deep sleep.”

      “Could this kill me?” I look up and stare into the whites of his eyes.

      “No.” He rubs the back of his neck. “I'm not going to pretend that the procedure isn't without risk, but I've done this many times, and I won't let any harm come to you.”

      I suck in more air and let it out.

      He puts a cold hand on mine. “Aura, I know the science. This is my life's work.” He moves his hand away. “I can't force you, and I won't, but realistically, there is no other way. This is The Telepathe we're talking about. A wig and a pair of contact lenses won't conceal you from The Society.”

      I swallow. Can I go through with it?

      “We've come this far,” he says. “Let's not falter now.”

      I pull myself up. “How does it work?” I ask, pacing the room. “I want you to explain what happens. All of it. And my asking doesn't mean I agree to anything.”

      But I know if I don't agree to this, Dad is as good as dead.
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        * * *

      

      Edward explains that the transfer of my memory disk to a new Vessel will take less than a minute, and he'll give me a low dose anesthetic so that there's no pain during the process.

      While I'm deliberating my decision, I go to my room to check in on Reece.

      He is sleeping soundly on my bed. Careful not to wake him, I gently peek under the edge of his bandage. The wound is already starting to heal.

      Edward was right. He's going to be okay.

      I stare at myself in the mirror for a moment.

      If I don't go through with the memory disk transfer, everything we did over the last two weeks – all my training – will have been for nothing.

      But if I do go ahead, I could be reunited with Mum and Dad by the end of the week.

      My choice is obvious.

      I go back to the hidden room where Edward is waiting.

      “I've made up my mind,” I say, fighting down my apprehension.

      I'm an Influencer.

      I walk toward the operating table. “Let's do this.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite Edward's reassurance, I'm still expecting some discomfort when the transfer is complete.

      It doesn't come.

      There's only a slight interruption in my consciousness, as if time has stood still for a second, but I'm still me on the other side.

      “Whenever you're ready, open your eyes.”

      Edward's voice is far away.

      I keep my eyes closed on the operating table while I examine how I feel.

      My new body feels strong, powerful. My head is clear, not fogged with stress and training.

      I move a hand across my stomach. There's muscle there.

      My hands are big and rough, with short nails on thicker fingers. I clench them into fists.

      Slowly, I open my eyes.

      My vision is sharper. I can see every line on Edward's face looking down at me.

      I sit up, and a wave of dizziness comes over me. I feel like I'm having an out-of-body experience.

      I guess I am.

      I look past Edward and see my real body leaning back on one of the chairs, glassy eyes wide open like the other Vessels.

      The girl in the chair looks exhausted. With her tired skin, scraggy red hair, bruises everywhere, she looks like she's been to hell and back.

      “How does it feel?” Edward asks.

      I don't answer right away. I'm still adjusting to the new sensations in this body.

      At last, I say, “Good. I feel strong.”

      For a second, I'm surprised at the deep voice that comes out of me.

      “But your mind is your own, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      He clasps his hands together and studies me. “Why don't you have a little walk around? Get used to how it feels. When you're ready to switch back, I'll be here.”

      Fascinated, I leave Edward in the lab and go to the bathroom to study my new Vessel in the mirror.

      I'm a handsome sixteen-year-old boy.

      My heart beats faster as I look at my reflection, trying to come to terms with the fact that this is me inhabiting a new form.

      I move in closer until my breath steams up the glass.

      My new eyes are green and bright. My hair is a thick, chestnut brown. My skin is smooth and tanned. I touch my face and feel the beginnings of stubble on my jawline. I blink, and I smile, and I frown, marveling at how it all works.

      Even walking feels different. I'm heavier on my feet. I take up more space. It's kind of thrilling. I've always wondered what it would be like to be a boy.

      Yet even though the outer packaging has changed, I'm still me.
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        * * *

      

      Edward is reading a document when I get back to the lab.

      He looks up and for the first time today, I notice the dark circles under his eyes. He's exhausted too. “Feeling okay?” he asks.

      “Weirdly, yes.”

      “This is for you,” he says, handing the document to me. “Your new identity. And detailed instructions on what to do once you're in the server room. Now that you're ready, we need to act quickly.”

      I glance at the page.

      
        
        Name: Alex Harper.

        Status: Elite.

        Propensity: IT

        Level: 2

        Legacy: No

      

      

      “Being assigned to the IT team will give you a reasonable excuse for being in the server room,” Edward says, as I read. “I don't want you to use your Gift unless you absolutely have to.”

      “I won't,” I assure him. I don't want to use my Gift unless I absolutely have to.

      “What does ‘Level 2’ and ‘Legacy’ mean?” I ask, looking up.

      He smiles. “Everybody starts as a Level 2 agent. There's a 12-month probation period before you're made a Level 1,” he explains. “And ‘Legacy’ simply means that your parents, your grandparents, and your great-grandparents are Elite as well.”

      I vaguely remember Seb telling me that some of the kids who had grown up in the Inner Sanctum treated him like an outsider when he first moved there. Now I know why.

      “Nobody will recognize Alex Harper in the Inner Sanctum,” Edward says, “so it's safer that you're classed as a New Elite.”

      “What about the other New Elite kids? And won't they all wonder why they haven't seen me in school?”

      Edward shakes his head. “Like 30% of the Elite student population, Alex Harper was homeschooled,” he says. “He checked in with his virtual teacher online every month and scored top marks in all of his homework assignments.”

      I nod. That works. “So who is Alex Harper?”

      “A work of fiction,” he says. “I created a handful of false IDs for Neeve and myself as a kind of insurance policy back in my Edcal days – what I was researching wasn't exactly safe. Alex Harper is one of those identities. Luckily for us, he turned sixteen three weeks ago.” He smiles. “Happy belated birthday.”

      I smile back, and my mind drifts to the little boy with the crushed piñata in the Level One simulation – the boy whose photo I found in Edward's safe…

      “We may not be able to communicate once you're in the server room,” Edward continues. “You'll need to memorize the instructions for uploading the code to erase the thought imprints.

      “The code will be hidden in an email I'll send to Alex. My sender details are on that document.” He nods at the sheet of paper. “Before you open the email, you'll need to disable the computer's antivirus software. Once the software is disabled, find the email and click on the file at the bottom of it. The code will take care of everything else. Once installed, it will crawl through all of the computers on the network.”

      “So how does Alex Harper get from here to your place in the Inner Sanctum without getting shot or arrested?” I ask, setting the document down.

      “The same way that I got out four years ago. He'll be disguised as a CSO.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “But impersonating a CSO –”

      “You'll only get in trouble if you're caught,” he says, cutting me off. “And you're not going to get caught.”

      He leans back against the wall. “Neeve will take you through our supply tunnel to the other side of the border, at the back of a warehouse. You'll meet a young man called Dash there who can take you to the Old City, where you will take a cab to the Golden Belt.”

      “Who's Dash? Can we trust him?” I ask, remembering Caleb.

      “We can't trust anyone,” he says, “but he doesn't need to know who you are. You'll be a CSO. That will be enough to make him do as you ask.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “You'll be staying in one of my old properties,” he says. “Alex Harper's profile is assigned to the house, so you'll have no trouble getting in using the retina scanner.”

      “The retina scanner?”

      “All of the properties in the Inner Sanctum have retina scanners at the front door to save the Elites from carrying keys around,” he explains.

      “Once you arrive, keep the curtains drawn, and try not to be seen. We don't want anyone asking questions.”

      “It seems like there's a whole lot that can go wrong before I even set foot in the Telepathe,” I say.

      He gives me a sad smile. “I can't deny that.” He glances at the clock on the wall behind me.

      “Edward, can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “The boy I saw in the Level One simulation,” I start, watching for his reaction.

      He blinks but says nothing.

      “I found his photograph in your safe when I was putting Mum's memory disk back in there,” I say.

      He lets out a sigh, rubbing his forehead. His silence tells me everything I need to know.

      “I wasn't supposed to see anyone in that simulation, was I?” I ask. “Who is he? Why was he in that cell?”

      He looks at me. “Aura, what I'm about to tell you can't leave this room.”

      I frown, wondering what could possibly be coming next. “Okay.”

      He takes a deep breath. “That photo you found is a picture of my son. I have no idea how or why you saw him. I didn't program him into that simulation.”

      I'm confused. “You have a son?”

      “Rivers,” he says. “He would be 29 now. Neeve has no idea that he exists.”

      “Why? Where is he?”

      “He was Gifted,” Edward says. “I didn't know. On the day of his 11+, I was in the hospital with my wife while she was giving birth to Neeve. My mother took Rivers to his examination, and when the technicians saw his results, they alerted the President and immediately took him into custody.”

      “So this is the reason you're so desperate to get back,” I say, finally understanding his motivation.

      If it hadn't been for Edward and Mum, the same thing might have happened to me.

      “Why can't Neeve know about him?” I ask gently.

      He shakes his head. “I thought I would tell her when she was old enough to understand, but when it came to it… Well, there was nothing I could do to bring him back anyway. It seemed better to hide his existence from her altogether.”

      “I'm so sorry,” I say. It sounds glib. Inadequate.

      “They used to let me visit him once a week,” he says, removing his glasses and wiping his eyes. “But he was in so much pain.” He swallows. “To see your child like that… I failed him.”

      Edward clears his throat. He seems embarrassed by his display of emotion. “I haven't seen Rivers in nearly ten years.”

      I put a hand on his arm, trying to offer some comfort. I don't know what to say. Neither does Edward.

      He makes a show of rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn. “Let's transfer you back to your own body before I fall asleep, shall we?” he asks, walking to the operating table.
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      Reece is staying the night. He's showered and dressed after his nap and seems to have recovered from his earlier ordeal.

      It's good to have him here.

      We sit in the front room to eat.

      Edward has cooked up a warm potato stew. Neeve fills our water glasses, and we tuck in.

      There's an almost-celebratory atmosphere around the table. It's hard to believe, but despite all of our setbacks, I've completed my training.

      “So you guys used to live in the Inner Sanctum,” Reece says, shoveling potatoes into his mouth. “What was that like?”

      I smile. He's trying to sound casual, but Reece has always been obsessed with the idea of the Inner Sanctum. Like me, he's only ever seen it on TV or on the shuttle screens.

      “It wasn't like this place,” Neeve says under her breath.

      “Do you miss it?” Reece asks.

      “Every day,” she says.

      “Sometimes,” Edward says, picking up his glass of water. “But staying wasn't an option.”

      “If you're Elite, you can pretty much have anything you want, so long as you play by the rules,” says Neeve. “My father just couldn't play by the rules anymore.”

      “Here's a question,” Reece asks, aiming for something less personal. “If my parents were Workers, but I turned out to be Elite, we'd have been given a swanky pad in the Inner Sanctum, right?”

      “Pretty much,” says Neeve, taking another bite of her food.

      If only it could have been that easy for my family.

      “Okay, but what if it was the other way around? If my parents were Elite, and I turned out to be a Worker?”

      “Oh, you big disappointment,” she smiles.

      “You'd have to relocate to The Neighborhood when you turned sixteen,” says Edward. “But in reality, that doesn't always happen. There is a risky – and extremely expensive – procedure that can recalibrate an individual's brain from Worker to Elite like their parents. One in ten who have the surgery don't survive, but that doesn't usually stop people from getting it.”

      “I bet you're so glad you asked,” Neeve says, raising an eyebrow at Reece.

      “If you had your way, what would it be like?” I ask Edward, changing the subject. “The Society, I mean.”

      He thinks for a moment. “I'd like to see a world where science and technology are used to improve people's lives, rather than to oppress them,” he says. “People's minds should be their own.”

      “You sound like Aura's dad,” Reece says.

      “I didn't know him, but I'm sure that's quite a compliment,” Edward nods. “It takes courage to think differently in The Society.”

      I look at my plate, suddenly emotional. I swallow, moving my food around with my fork.

      In twelve days, my dad may not even be alive.

      I can't let him down.

      “So is the Old City as bad as they make out?” Neeve asks.

      “Worse,” Reece says. “My family left over a year ago. We've been in the camp ever since. I didn't think I'd ever see this one again,” he says, elbowing me in the side.

      I muster a smile.

      “You were a great help today, Reece,” Edward says, dabbing his mouth with a napkin. “It's a good thing you and Aura have such a strong friendship.”

      Reece flushes, proud. “Do you know anyone else like Aura? Influencers, I mean?”

      “I don't,” Edward says. “It's been an honor to meet her, and to show her how to use her Gift.”

      My stomach flips. An honor?

      For a moment, I wonder if they're talking about someone else. I almost wish they were.

      Who am I to think I can save anybody or fix anything with this Gift I didn't know I had? So many lives rest on my not screwing up.
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        * * *

      

      We talk until the early hours of the next morning. I don't want to go to sleep because when I wake up, I'll have to get ready to leave. Eventually, though, Edward starts nodding off, and we have to call it a night.

      “You can have my bed,” I tell Reece as we go downstairs. “I don't mind sleeping on the floor.”

      “Don't be daft. It's your bed.”

      “Fine, we'll share.”

      Reece slides under the duvet on the double bed, and I unclip Mum's locket from around my neck. “Will you give this to Selena when you go back to camp?” I ask, handing it to him. “It was Mum's. I don't want to lose it.”

      “Sure.” He fastens it around his neck and tucks it under his shirt.

      “Let me in; I'm freezing,” I say.

      He shuffles over and lifts the duvet. I snuggle up next to him. I can smell the soap on his body from the shower.

      “So you leave tomorrow,” he says.

      “I guess.” A wave of butterflies swirls in my stomach. “I'm scared, Reece,” I admit.

      “I know,” he says. “Look at me.”

      I roll over to face him.

      “I believe in you,” he says, pushing the hair out of my eyes. “Edward does too. You're not like everybody else. You can do this.”

      I'm glad he's here.

      “Thanks,” I say. “For being my friend.”

      I turn away again, and he puts an arm around me. His breath is warm on my neck.

      Before I know it, I'm fast asleep.
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      The next morning shuffles along, slow and quiet, as if time itself is afraid of what's to come. I leave for The Society in a matter of hours – as soon as it gets dark.

      Neeve walks Reece back to the camp early, leaving me to a final review of my training in the White Room.

      Thanks to the simulations, I can navigate my way around The Society and The Telepathe as if I've been there most of my life. I no longer hesitate when one of the AI staff asks me a question. I know Alex Harper's backstory as if it's my own life. Edward's instructions for uploading the code are locked in my brain.

      “Once it's uploaded, the code could take up to eight hours to propagate,” he says. “In that time, we'll get you out of The Society, across the border, and back into your own body.”

      "And then we start to make arrangements for getting to Calvin with Mum's memory disk – and getting my Dad out of there, right?” I say, my mind firmly on my end game.

      “Of course,” he nods, scratching his head. “But Aura, there is one thing I haven't been able to account for.”

      “What's that?” I ask.

      “The Savants.”

      “What about them?” I remember him telling me how they can see and feel and hear everything all at once.

      “Well… the likelihood is that you'll be invisible to them as you were to Neeve when you first came to us, but,” he furrows his brow, “there is a chance that they may react to an Influencer being near.”

      I shift in my chair, uneasy. “What does that mean?”

      “Just be aware,” he says. “Get in and out of The Telepathe as quickly as possible.”

      He's telling me there's no contingency plan. “And if I can't?” I raise an eyebrow. “I know what we're doing is risky. Just tell me straight.”

      He sighs. “If you're caught, our operation will be over. I won't be able to help you,” he says. “But remember, the CASS monitors will show that you're an Elite; the retina scans will show that you're Alex Harper, and you won't be in The Society for more than 48 hours.” He pauses. “If the Savants do react, it's likely you'll be back here before anyone can act on their intelligence.”

      I swallow. “Right.”

      “Don't contact any old friends while you're there, however tempting it may be. You need to blend in. Don't make any waves.”

      “I'm used to blending in,” I tell him, reminded of my uneasy walks through the Old City. “Once I'm there, how do I contact you?”

      “I built a soundproof and CASS-proof room underground next door to my basement in that property. The entryway was concealed beneath three layers of CamoFilm. My hope is that it's been left undisturbed,” says Edward. “You'll find the key panel hidden behind a plug socket under an old billiard table in the basement. Make sure you only communicate with me from that room.”

      “Okay –”

      “I left some burner phones and an encrypted computer in there that you can use to reach me here,” he says, patting the lid of his laptop.

      “And if they have found the room and none of your stuff is there? What then?”

      He pauses. “Then we'll improvise.” He roots through one of the drawers in his desk and pulls out a pen and a scrap of paper. He scribbles something on the paper and hands it to me. “A last resort,” he says.

      It's a ChatDust ID. I stare at the letters and numbers until they're ingrained in my head and then I put the piece of paper in my pocket.
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        * * *

      

      It's hard to believe that three weeks ago I was still with Mum and Selena in our latest temporary home, the thought of leaving The Society not even on my radar. And now I've not only left The Society; I'm going back completely changed.

      I'm not a powerless Worker girl anymore.

      I hear a door swing shut and footsteps in the corridor.

      “It's time,” Edward says, standing up.

      My heart starts to pound.

      “Hey.” Neeve appears in the doorway, the smell of rotting meat surrounding her. “I'm ready when you are.”

      She has a pile of clothing folded over one arm. In her other hand is a shiny black helmet.

      I swallow. “I'm ready.”
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      I blink, and the boyish face in the mirror in front of me does the same.

      I am Alex Harper.

      Tomorrow I start work at The Telepathe.

      Trying not to retch at the smell, I pull on the black trousers and shirt that Neeve has brought for me. I lace up the steel toe-capped boots and put on the helmet to make sure it fits.

      I look in the mirror, feeling queasy when I see the Cog reflected back at me.

      This is getting very real.

      There's a rap on the door. “What are you doing in there?” Neeve asks.

      I take off the helmet and study Alex's unfamiliar face one last time.

      “I'm ready,” I say to my reflection. The deep male voice still sounds unusual to my ears.

      “Good,” Neeve says, opening the door. “Let's go.” She doesn't seem fazed at all by the fact that I'm walking around in a different body.

      I follow her upstairs to the kitchen.

      She pulls the trashcan into the middle of the floor and places her palm against what looks like a tea stain on the wall.

      “More CamoFilm?” I ask.

      Just as the entrance to the bunker re-formed the day I first came here, the kitchen wall transforms into a snowstorm of moving particles until, at last, a doorway becomes visible.

      “You always wondered how we got our supplies,” Neeve says, pushing open the door to reveal another staircase. She turns on her flashlight and hands a second one to me. I follow her down the steps into a narrow tunnel.

      It's dripping wet in the tunnel, with moisture coming from the ceiling and a little stream trickling down the left side. The air reeks of sulfur.

      “This ‘Dash’ I'm supposed to meet – does he bring the supplies down here for you from the border?” I ask, trying to stop myself from gagging in the foul air.

      She shakes her head. “He doesn't know where we are. He leaves a box underneath a refuse bin behind the warehouse every other week for us to collect. I waited for him one night, to see who the mystery donor was.”

      “What's he like?” I ask.

      “He seems harmless. He runs errands for Calvin.”

      Our boots slosh on the wet floor. The sound echoes down the tunnel.

      “How long is this tunnel?” I ask.

      “A couple of miles,” she says, walking quickly.

      We'll be there in less than an hour if we keep this pace. I take a deep breath. It's like walking to the edge of a cliff, knowing that you have to jump off.

      “So am I forgiven for using Reece to help you?” Neeve asks suddenly, looking back at me.

      I shrug. “Reece forgave you. I guess I have to.”

      “Good,” she nods, tucking a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “Aura, what you're about to do… you're literally saving our lives.”

      I look at her, surprised. I've come to think of Neeve as aloof and untouchable. This admission makes her seem human after all.

      “Before you came, I thought I'd end up growing old down here,” she says, “but now… I can see a different future.”

      An understanding flickers between us, and I see why she went to such lengths to help me succeed. I guess in her position I might have done the same.

      “Any last pieces of advice?” I ask.

      “Don't act like a tourist,” she says. “The simulations are good, but the Golden Belt is going to be a culture shock after growing up in the Old City.”

      I nod.

      “And remember. You're a guy now so you can pee standing up.”

      Half an hour later, the beam of Neeve's flashlight falls on a ladder up ahead, climbing a wall at what appears to be the end of the tunnel.

      “Here we are,” Neeve says.

      I sweep my beam up the ladder toward the underside of a maintenance hole cover capping the top.

      I take a deep breath.

      The border is on the other side of that piece of metal.

      “One more thing,” Neeve looks at me, her eyes serious. “However tempted you are to go see your dad, don't do it. Just keep your mind on the job. Don't get distracted.”

      “I won't.”

      She reaches out to touch my arm. “Good luck.”

      I switch off my flashlight and give it to Neeve.

      Then I put on the stinking helmet.

      My heart is hammering as I climb up the ladder. When I reach the top, Neeve turns off her flashlight and the darkness in the tunnel swallows us.

      I take another deep breath and gently push the maintenance hole cover.

      A whisper of cold air seeps into the tunnel through the crack I've made. I stand at the top of the ladder, deathly still, listening hard, but I can't hear anything except the wind outside and the trickle of water below.

      I swallow and place two hands beneath the metal cover to slide it out of the way. I climb up through the gap, my clothes snagging on overgrown foliage around the opening.

      Once I'm through, I slide the cover back into place. In seconds the circular piece of metal transforms into a concrete paving slab.

      I'm back in The Society.
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      It's eerie being back on this side of the border.

      The bodies Selena and I left behind us are long gone, as if the Cog's massacre never happened, as if he was never here, as if I never killed him.

      In the distance, I see two Cogs patrolling the floodlit fence, guns slung over their shoulders, waiting for some action.

      I turn away and head for the back of the warehouse.

      There's a beat-up blue car parked outside with its headlights on. It's empty. The driver must be inside the warehouse. I try the car door as I pass it. The car is locked.

      I approach a big steel door leaking a vertical line of light through the gap where it's been left ajar. Noiselessly, I squeeze through the opening, taking stock of the room and any hiding places, looking for immediate danger.

      Rows of shelves as high as houses fill the warehouse, stacked full of food packets and tins. I spot two driverless forklifts rumbling around, stacking shelves. I can hear the whirr of drones somewhere in the building.

      There's no sign of Neeve's ‘Dash,’ or any other Worker, for that matter.

      I move into the warehouse, sticking to the outer edge, glancing down the aisles as I pass.

      Suddenly, over the hum of the drones, I hear someone muttering to himself. I slow my pace, stopping at an aisle stocked with bottled water. I peer around the corner, freezing at the sight that meets my eyes.

      A thin, gray-haired man in blue overalls hovers over the fallen body of a Cog.

      Oh God.

      The gray-haired man must sense my gaze. Before I can duck out of sight, he looks in my direction. His face is bloodied. Abject terror in his eyes, he holds his hands up in surrender.

      I blink, then remember my disguise. Of course he's afraid. He thinks I'm a Cog.

      “Officer, this isn't what it looks like, I swear…” He backs up, crashing into a pile of boxes.

      “What happened?” I ask, walking toward him.

      “I was just minding my own business, checking the manifest, then next thing I know, this guy comes in looking for Jonas, waving a gun around… I said ‘Jonas doesn't do nights. I'm the only one here.’

      “He cracked me round the head, got his handcuffs out, and then he just collapsed. I swear. I didn't do nothing. I wouldn't.” He spits blood onto the floor near the Cog's body. I notice a pair of handcuffs lying beside the body.

      “What's your name?”I ask him.

      “Dash,” he says, and then he shuts his eyes and shakes his head. “I mean Daniel. Daniel Ashby.” He opens his eyes and looks at me. “Please, Officer. I'm begging you. Don't kill me.”

      He doesn't know I'm not going to kill him, but if he doesn't get out of here before more Cogs arrive, he’ll be a dead man, even if he is telling the truth.

      My mind flits to the car outside.

      “Where are your car keys?”

      “What?”

      “Your car keys,” I say again, trying to stay calm. “Where are they?”

      “Car keys. Right.”

      He starts searching through his pockets, coming up empty.

      “I told him I was clean,” he snivels, still trying to defend himself. “Dr. Aldrich knows me; it's Jonas who's been dealing.”

      I bend down and check the Cog's body for a pulse. It's faint, but it's there. He's not dead.

      I grab the Cog's gun and put it in my empty holster.

      “Come on,” I say, getting up. “We need to get out of here before he wakes up. We'll smash the car window if we have to.”

      “Why are you… helping me?”

      “Just do as I say, and we might both make it out of this alive,” I order him.

      But before we have the chance to move, we hear the shudder of the metal door opening wide at the back of the warehouse, followed by the familiar stomp of steel-toed boots.

      Oh no.

      “I'm dead,” Dash breathes. “I'm actually dead.”

      My pulse is racing.

      This was not part of the plan.

      I briefly consider using my Gift, but if I can't take all of them out at once, Dash and I will end up full of bullets.

      Or if I can take them all out, I'll be a shivering wreck afterward, and Dash will have to carry me to the car and get me to the Inner Sanctum, which would mean trusting him to keep my secret.

      I swallow.

      I don't think I can do that.

      My best move is to keep everyone thinking that I'm a real Cog.

      “You're going to have to shut up and trust me,” I bark at Dash, picking up the handcuffs.

      He puts his hands behind his back, and I snap the cuffs around his wrists. As the three Cogs round the corner, I press the gun into his back.

      “I've got a man down,” I shout out before any of them can fire.

      “What happened here?” one of them asks, coming towards us.

      “We were doing a routine check,” I improvise. “I was down the other side of the warehouse when I heard a crash. I ran down here and saw this prick standing over my partner's body, saying he didn't do anything.” I give Dash a rough shake. “There's still a pulse.”

      The Cog walks over to the unconscious Cog on the floor.

      “Have you called a medic?”

      “I was just about to.”

      “Get a Clinic Inc. crew down here now,” the first Cog orders the other two officers. “I should shoot you right here,” he says, getting in Dash's face.

      “I don't want him getting off that easily,” I say.

      “You're right.” He hands me a set of keys. “Take one of the vans out back. Get him to The Telepathe.”

      I march Dash past the group of officers, out of the warehouse.

      Once we're outside, he whispers, “Now we run, right?”

      “If we run, they'll put bullets in both of us.”

      He struggles against my grip. “I can't go to The Telepathe. Nobody comes out of there.”

      “We're not going to The Telepathe. I'm going to drive us out of here.”

      Holding onto Dash with one arm, I open the back of the nearest Society van. Reluctantly he climbs in.

      “Oh no,” he says under his breath.

      I turn to see one of the Cogs walking towards the van.

      “Change of plan,” he shouts. “I'll drive you.”

      I nod and throw him the keys.

      I hear him open the driver's side door and slam it behind him.

      “You need to let me go! I haven't done anything!” Dash starts to sob.

      “Shut it, or you'll get us both killed!” I hiss.

      “Who are you?” he asks, rubbing his eyes.

      I ignore the question. “In half an hour, you're going to freak out back here so I have to come and check on you, okay?”

      He nods.

      I slam the door, sealing him into the back of the van before I walk around to the passenger side.

      I climb into the van and pull the door shut. There's a click as the internal locks are activated.

      I guess jumping out of here isn't an option.

      “Let's move,” the Cog says, starting the engine.

      He's taken his helmet off, revealing blistered skin, yellow eyes, and a black hole where a nose should be. The helmet sits on the empty seat between us.

      He turns on the radio. Electronic music starts pumping out. Soon we're tearing through the back roads toward the Old City.

      As we wind through the streets, I'm shocked to see images of myself on the ad screens at the bus stops and on the street corners.

      
        
        ‘HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GIRL? CALL OUR HOTLINE.’

      

      

      The image is an old school picture of me that has been doctored to make me look my current age. It's scarily accurate.

      “They're sure pulling out all the stops to find her,” I say, watching as my image is replaced by an advertisement for NuSkin. “Have there been any sightings?”

      “Not a single one,” the Cog says.

      The familiar streets get brighter as the van enters the Old City. It feels strange to be back.

      I hear the first quiet thump come from the back of the van. Dash is making his move.

      “Did you hear that?” I ask, looking behind me.

      “What?”

      The banging is barely audible over the music and the thick partition wall. If I hadn't been listening for it, I would have missed it.

      “The noise in the back.”

      He turns the music off.

      “I can't hear anything.”

      There's another thump.

      “Should we pull over? What if he's trying to kill himself?”

      He looks at me as if I'm mad.

      “One less dealer is a cause for celebration if you ask me.”

      I shuffle uncomfortably in my seat, wincing internally.

      They were right. There's something funny about this guy.

      My stomach turns as the Cog's thoughts seep into my mind.

      “I'll tell you what I can't get my head around,” he says, keeping his eyes on the road.

      “What's that?”

      “Why you didn't alert Clinic Inc. as soon as you saw that your partner was down,” he says.

      Uh oh.

      “There was no time. You saw me. I was trying to get the prisoner under control.”

      …Could have alerted Clinic Inc. with a push of a button… I hear him thinking.

      Shoot. I didn't know that.

      “Right,” he says, glancing at me. He definitely doesn't believe me. “No time to save your partner's life.”

      I feel the skin on my face burn.

      “So I'm thinking that every word that comes out of your mouth is bull,” he says. “Yet this baby,” he takes the CASS monitor out of his belt and flings it onto the dashboard, “doesn't make a sound.”

      I need to get out of here.

      A crash comes from the back of the van as if Dash has hurled his entire body at the wall.

      “That's it,” the Cog mutters.

      He stomps on the brakes, flinging me forward in my seat. We screech to a stop.

      Before I can get my breath back, there's a gun pushing into my chest.

      Now, Aura. This is what you trained for.

      All of that time in the White Room, all of the things that Edward taught me, everything I now know about my Gift – they slide into place at the forefront of my memory:

      ‘Cogs are ruled by their base instincts…' ‘Mutation in their prefrontal cortex…' ‘Thought patterns…' ‘Neurological pathways…' ‘You connected with one, so you can connect with another…'

      I can do it again. Can't I?

      With his free hand, he wrests my helmet off, tearing my ear.

      “Hi, handsome,” he laughs when he sees my Vessel's healthy face. “Playing dress-up, are we?”

      He reaches past me and opens the passenger door.

      “Out of the van,” he orders. “You're getting in the back. Try to run, and I'll pop you… You can explain who you are when we get to The Telepathe.”

      There's a roaring in my ears and time slows as I climb out onto the road.

      This is real life.

      This is not a simulation.

      Impersonating a CSO is punishable by death.

      And if I don't do something now, they're going to kill me.

      At the back of the van, the Cog puts out a gloved hand and opens the door. His movement seems to take forever.

      I can feel the electricity spark and unfurl inside me as the now-familiar heat of my Gift begins to consume my body. Every second feels like a minute; the synapses in my brain are firing faster and faster.

      I'm ready.

      Slowly the door opens, and the Cog turns back toward me. When he does, everything else disappears. I can see right through him.

      I look into his yellow eyes, and I see the shock register on his face. It's the same look the Cog gave me at the border that night.

      I'm inside his head, and he can feel it.

      “What are you doing?” He stumbles backward, trying to get away, but the open door of the van is blocking his exit.

      There's nowhere for him to go.

      Somnum.

      Sleep.

      Almost instantly, his legs buckle beneath him in response to my command, and he collapses against the van with a soft thud.

      I gasp for air as the world comes screaming back at me. The heat leaves my body, and I'm freezing cold. I bend down, holding onto my legs, trying to catch my breath.

      I'm going to be sick.

      I stagger to the side of the road and heave my guts up into a drain. I hear movement behind me, and I turn to see Dash clambering out of the van.

      “What on God's earth are you?” he breathes.

      “I'm the person who just saved your life,” I wheeze, “but if you tell anybody about this, I will come for you, and I will kill you. Do you understand?”

      I look up at him and he nods at me, horror etched across his face. “Is he… dead?”

      “He'll be out for an hour,” I tell him. “He won't remember anything that happened.”

      “This is crazy,” Dash mutters, hitting himself on the side of the head as if he's going to wake up from a dream he's having.

      “You need to snap out of it, Dash,” I say with as much menace as I can muster. “Here's what's going to happen: First you're going to help me get our friend here back into the van –”

      “Okay,” he nods vigorously.

      “And then you're going to get out of here and forget that any of this ever happened.”

      “Right,” he nods. “Right, yes. I can do that.”

      “Good man.”

      Once Dash has disappeared out of sight, muttering that he needs to speak to Dr. Aldrich about cleaning up the mess at the warehouse, I use the Cog's CASS monitor to call myself a cab.

      Minutes later, I'm on my way to the Golden Belt.
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      The inside of the cab is warm, the seats plush. I have to fight to keep myself from dozing off. My head is still throbbing from my encounter with the Cog. It's difficult to keep my eyes open. I could really do with some dry toast to settle my stomach.

      Once we get to the moonlit Artificial Gardens, I tell the cab to pull over so I can be sick again.

      As I vomit, I look out over the too-green grass and the shiny, colorful flowers, and it hits me just how insane my life has become. I can't believe I'm coming back to the place I went through hell to escape armed with a plan that could eventually bring down Robert Wolfe himself.

      The success or failure of that plan is all down to me now.

      Once I stop feeling queasy, I get back into the cab and the journey resumes, weaving through the cookie-cutter streets of The Neighborhood. I notice a thin red light running along the edge of the sidewalk, indicating that it is being heated. There must be a frost due.

      Finally, I see the bright lights of the Golden Belt ahead.

      Here it is. The Inner Sanctum.

      The cab pauses for scanning at the wrought iron gates guarding the entrance.

      I have a brief moment of internal panic that I'll be caught, but in moments, I see Alex Harper's name, image, and date of birth projected onto the digital panels on the gates, which immediately open to let the cab through.

      “You have reached your destination,” says the AI driver over the intercom.

      The fare is free. The cab's facial recognition software has already confirmed my identity and Elite status, so the usual charges don't apply.

      I've never taken a cab in my life, but I heard once about a girl who took one to a Clinic Inc. when her mother was unwell. Because she was a Worker, she had to sell two days' worth of food rations to cover the fare.

      The vehicle door swings open, and I step into the cool night air.

      The Inner Sanctum is a sprawling estate lit with tiny golden lights that hover above the rooftops like fireflies, bathing everything in a warm amber glow. The pavement here is clean, the houses gigantic. Each home has a long driveway in front with neat strips of artificial lawn on either side.

      Drones fly overhead delivering groceries and other goods; TidyUpBots whirr past my feet looking for stray bits of litter to pick up.

      There's not a Cog in sight.

      When I reach Edward's house, I stare into the retina scanner at the front door, waiting a moment for the door to open.

      When it does, I step across the threshold, and the lights come on inside.

      My eyes widen.

      The house is unlike anything I've ever seen. The interior is made to look like a glasshouse, with “transparent” walls looking out onto a selection of breathtaking digital landscapes.

      I move down the hall, feeling as if I'm walking through an ocean. Beams of sunlight shine through crystal blue water on the walls around me. Brightly-colored fish swim in the images alongside me as I walk.

      As the hallway opens out into the living room, the ocean dissolves into a snowscape that matches the white furniture in the room. These glass walls look out onto snow-topped mountains. I watch a group of silver bears playing in the distance.

      This is wild.

      Everything is covered in a thick layer of dust, and the place needs a good airing, but I've never seen such luxury.

      In the kitchen, I hunt through the cupboards for food. They're mostly empty, except for a vacuum-packed box of Dinkies – sugar cookies from heaven – and some nearly out-of-date packets of soup.

      I pull down the box of Dinkies and tear into it. Once I've eaten half the packet, I find a glass and fill it with tap water.

      Satiated, I lean back against the marble counter and take in the rest of the kitchen. There's a big stove, and an island in the middle decorated with an empty crystal vase. Near the window stands a dining table with enough chairs for eight people.

      I kick off my boots before exploring the rest of the house.

      I should let Edward know that I've arrived.

      I find the door to the basement at the end of the hallway. There's another retina scanner on the left-hand side which grants me entry. As I close the door behind me, little blue lights appear on each step as I go down.

      I push open a door at the bottom of the stairs and see that the room is piled high with boxes, stacks of papers, and old furniture. The air here is stale.

      I search the walls for signs of another door, but there are none. The CamoFilm Edward installed to hide his secret room must still be intact.

      I spot the billiard table he described in the corner, almost completely hidden beneath the junk. I create a path through the obstacle course, knocking over a stack of medical journals in the process. I crawl underneath the table on my hands and knees.

      I have to feel along the wall to find the socket Edward mentioned. Fumbling in the dark, I unclip the plastic casing around the socket to find a keypad underneath. Running my fingers along the buttons so that I can work out where the numbers are, I type in the code.

      There's a crunch and a groan as part of the wall behind the table begins to move. Some of the boxes tip inside the hidden room as the wall slides back.

      I crawl out from under the billiard table and step into the room.

      I'm relieved to see that it hasn't been disturbed. The CamoFilm did its job. The authorities didn't find this place.

      The dimly-lit room is a more expensive version of the lab in the bunker, full of polished metal and black leather. There's a surveillance screen on the wall showing views from the outside of the house. As Edward promised, I find a laptop and a couple of mobile phones on the desk.

      I power up the laptop and make a video call to Edward.

      Seconds later, his face appears on the screen.

      “Aura, you made it!” his voice crackles through the computer speakers. “How was your journey?”

      “My real face is all over the ad boards,” I tell him before filling him in on Dash and the Cog.

      “The main thing is that you're safe,” he says. “And Dash is hardly reliable. If he does tell anybody about you, they'll think it's the Ice talking.”

      We chat a little longer, and then I say goodnight and shut down the computer.

      My body is drained, but I feel wired. A million things are racing around my head: the layout of The Telepathe, my cover story, the plan with so many holes it might as well be a sieve.

      I'm not ready for sleep yet, so I go back upstairs and grab the rest of the Dinkies from the kitchen.

      I take the box into the living room and perch on the edge of a sofa, wondering what to do with myself. I spot a remote on the coffee table and I decide to turn on the TV for a bit of background noise.

      Maybe it will help my mind settle.

      The news channel is showing a press conference. The guests are taking their seats. I'm about to switch channels when I see her.

      My eyes widen and a strangled sound escapes my throat.

      I stand up and move closer to the screen, not quite believing my eyes. My mum is seated next to President Wolfe at the head of the long table in front of the flashing cameras.

      I search her face for any signs of hurt or pain, but there aren't any. She's fully made up, her blonde hair swept up in a neat chignon. She's wearing a pale blue dress that I've never seen before.

      My chest tightens. Edward was right. Robert has her.

      The camera moves away from Mum and zooms in on a brunette in a ponytail and a black pantsuit.

      She clears her throat and addresses the reporters. “My name is Agent Claire Daniel. I am the head of surveillance here at The Telepathe.

      “We're here today because we need your assistance to locate 16-year-old Aurora Jax, the missing daughter of Rosalie Cohen, who is a dear friend of President Robert Wolfe.”

      He made her change her name back.

      “ROSALIE COHEN'S ESTRANGED HUSBAND GRAHAM JAX RESPONSIBLE FOR TERROR ATTACK IN OLD CITY,” runs the banner text along the bottom of the screen.

      Estranged husband? I want to throw up.

      The camera pulls out again and I see Robert rest his hand on top of Mum's. She doesn't react; she just keeps looking straight ahead.

      The banner text changes: “SOURCES REVEAL COHEN AND THE PRESIDENT ARE OLD FLAMES…”

      “Aurora went missing during the Assembly almost three weeks ago,” Agent Daniel is saying, “and though we are following up on several leads, we still have no firm information as to her whereabouts.”

      The banner text changes again: “PRESIDENT FEARS THAT DAUGHTER'S DISAPPEARANCE COULD BE PART OF A WIDER TERRORIST PLOT.”

      This is crazy.

      “Anyone having any information regarding Aurora should contact The Telepathe immediately.”

      Agent Daniel opens the floor for questions and I go back down to the basement to call Edward again. This time there's no answer, but I'm way too restless for sleep.

      I check through the news feeds on the secure line instead.

      The official report from the press is that Robert's relationship with Mum ended when his political career took off. They remained friends but drifted apart when Mum met Dad. Dad turned out to be a ‘violent extremist,’ and Mum walked out on him when I was young.

      The report notes that Mum and Robert have ‘grown close again’ over the past year, making her – and me –potential targets for the president's enemies.

      In the chat rooms, people are posting crazy theories about my whereabouts and fantasizing about how they'd spend the reward money if they were right.

      The lies, speculation, and misinformation make my blood boil. If they only knew that I was here, or that my body was safe underground on the other side of the border…
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      There's an irritating ringing noise in my head, dragging me out of my slumber. Annoyed, I open my eyes and realize that it's coming from the laptop that must have become my pillow on the desk in Edward's hidden lab last night.

      Someone is calling in.

      I rub the sleep from my eyes and run a hand through my hair as I accept the call. Neeve appears on the screen.

      “Everything okay?” she asks.

      “I just woke up,” I say, glancing at the time. It's almost 7:00 a.m.

      She yawns. “Me too. My father had another blackout in the early hours.”

      “Oh no –”

      “He's fine now, but he's still in bed.” She clears her throat, looking at me expectantly. “We had five missed calls from you last night.”

      My memory wakes up. The press conference.

      The ‘Robert and Rosalie’ show.

      “Mum was on TV last night,” I tell her. “With Robert Wolfe and the head of surveillance from The Telepathe. They were holding a press conference about me – and Dad.”

      “I heard about the ad boards,” she says.

      I shake my head. “I don't care about the ad boards, or even the lies they're spinning about everything. It was seeing my mum with him.”

      Neeve chews her bottom lip.

      “She didn't say a word. She was holding hands with him the whole time.”

      “I doubt she has a choice in the matter, Aura.”

      I know that. It still makes me sick.

      She's a prisoner. How must she feel?

      “Where will she be?” I ask. “Where does he live?”

      Not that it matters. She could be a million miles away, and I can't help her yet.

      Neeve pushes her face closer to the webcam. “Don't torment yourself, Aura,” she says, her voice soft. “Remember, you need to keep your mind on the end game. You can't save her – or your dad – unless our plan works.”
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        * * *

      

      I say goodbye to Neeve and try to psych myself up for my day.

      I stuff the now-slept-in Cog's uniform into the back of Edward's closet and take a long hot shower to wash the lingering smell from my body.

      Once I'm cleaned up, I get dressed in a pair of black trousers and a gray shirt. I find a charcoal tie in the chest of drawers.

      “Hi, I'm Alex Harper,” I say to my reflection.

      I look ridiculous – like I'm 16 going on 50. Edward should have stashed some clothes somewhere to fit his young, hip alter-ego.

      Adding to the effect, I pull on one of Edward's overcoats that I find hanging in the hallway. The sleeves are a little too short, but it'll have to do.

      For breakfast, I heat a packet of soup from the kitchen.

      I'm about to sit down to eat when I hear shouting outside, behind the house. I tense, thinking that someone has come for me, and make my way to the upstairs bedroom. At the window overlooking the backyard, I move the curtain back an inch.

      There's a veranda outside of this window, set with a small table and two chairs. In the yard below, I see a wide patio area with a low wall and a gate guarding a set of steps leading down to a large, overgrown garden. Ornamental trees dot the lawn; a large fountain sits in the middle.

      The shouting is coming from a blonde girl about my age who is chasing a MicroPet. The tiny gold bear is the size of a football, and it's jumping from tree to tree, keeping well out of her reach.

      MicroPets are real creatures genetically engineered into tiny, colorful proportions: diamond-covered monkeys, metallic bears, fluorescent ponies, and – regular entries on Selena's wishlist – pink glitter elephants.

      They cost a small fortune.

      As I watch, the bear jumps from the tallest tree, over the gate, and onto the patio below me.

      The girl looks up, and I drop the curtain as if I've been burned.

      ‘Make sure you're not seen,’ I remember Edward's warning to me before I left the bunker.

      I guess he didn't account for runaway MicroPets breaching garden walls.

      Seconds later, the doorbell rings and the girl’s face flashes up on the wall screen, replacing the desert scene in the bedroom.

      “KAYA ANDREWS IS WAITING.” Hidden speakers announce her arrival to the whole house.

      I briefly think about ignoring her, but she knows I'm here – and her stupid bear is trapped in my garden. The last thing I want to do is draw more attention to myself by not answering.

      I go downstairs and open the door. She looks at me, expectantly.

      “Hi, this is going to sound really odd, but my bear is in your garden,” she says.

      “I wondered what all of the shouting was about.”

      “I know, I'm sorry. He never listens to me. Can you help me get him?”

      “Sure.” I step outside and pull the door closed behind me. “Show me where he is.”

      She beams. “I let him out in my garden, and he just ran.”

      “Don't worry about it,” I say.

      “I'm Kaya by the way. Kaya Andrews.”

      “Alex Harper.”

      I take her around the side of the house.

      “I haven't seen you around here before,” she says as I open the gate.

      “No, I'm new,” I tell her, walking into the back garden.

      She laughs, following me through. “There he is, the little pest,” she says, spotting the bear. “Mika, come here now!”

      ‘Mika’ is on the patio table looking at us, his head cocked to one side. I open up the gate and move to grab him, but he bounds away to another tall tree and leaps onto the balcony veranda above.

      “Mika!” she shouts, exasperated. “It's my first day at The Telepathe today; I could do without this,” she mutters.

      “It's my first day too,” I offer.

      “We can be late together then,” she smiles. “Are you in PR?”

      I shake my head. “IT.”

      She looks back up at the bear. “Mika!”

      “I'll go up,” I say. “You wait here in case he jumps down again.”

      I go back into the house, running up the stairs to the door leading out to the veranda. The latch sticks – probably since it hasn't been opened in years. I give it a final heave, and it opens. The bear is snuffling around on the veranda floor.

      “Come here, Mika,” I say, bending down slowly.

      The bear looks up at me for a moment and then jumps into my arms. Down on the lawn, Kaya lets out a squeal of joy and claps her hands together.

      The bear is a sweet little thing. Selena would adore him. Huge blue eyes, long eyelashes, and real gold fur – not painted like those bears in the Old City.

      The MicroPet nuzzles into me as I carry him down the stairs.

      I hand him to Kaya.

      “Thanks,” she says, kissing him on top of his head. “I owe you one.”

      “All in a day's work,” I say with a shrug.

      “Speaking of work,” she says, “do you want to get a cab together, once I get this little horror back into his cage?”

      I can't think of a single excuse to say no, so I smile. “Thanks, that'd be great.”
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      Kaya invites me into her house – a dust-free version of Edward's place – before we leave. She puts Mika into a silver cage in the kitchen, then calls a cab to take us to The Telepathe.

      In the kitchen, a muted plasma screen is playing highlights from yesterday's press conference. I watch Mum dabbing her eyes with a tissue; I try to ignore Robert's arm draped possessively around her.

      The sooner this is all over, the better.

      “Are you ready for your first day at The Telepathe?” Kaya asks, turning the screen off.

      “I guess.”

      I notice the vial of DN8 on the counter next to a plate of muffins.

      “I'm so ready to start work,” she says, half-filling a glass with water. “I envy the Worker kids sometimes, don't you?” She shakes out a DN8 pill. “They get to leave school at 11 and get out into the real world.”

      I struggle to keep my face expressionless. She has no idea what a Worker kid's life is like – what my life was like.

      She pops the pill into her mouth, takes a sip of water, and swallows.

      “Yeah, they're lucky that way,” I say.

      She offers me a muffin from the plate. “If you're not from around here, that means you grew up in The Neighborhood, right?”

      “Old City,” I correct her, taking a bite. Chocolate chip.

      She looks at me in surprise. “That must have been rough.”

      Jeez, she's chatty.

      “It's all I knew,” I shrug.

      “What about your parents? They're still there?”

      I pause. I wasn't happy with this part of Alex's backstory.

      “No longer with us.” Saying it out loud feels like tempting fate.

      Her hand flies to her mouth. “I'm so sorry, Alex.”

      “Don't be. It happened a long time ago.”

      “Well, I'm here, if you need a friend,” she says, touching my arm. She's being genuinely nice. I'm not used to receiving kindness from strangers.

      I hide my awkwardness by taking another bite of the muffin. The watch around her wrist pings.

      “That's the cab,” she says, grabbing her bag from the counter. “Shall we?”
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      The Telepathe is a fifteen-minute drive from the Inner Sanctum. Once we're out of the gates, we take a left and head toward Central Square.

      Kaya is lost in her phone, and I stare out of the window at everything washed in color, sparkling almost too brilliantly to take in. Everything looks different in the daylight.

      I see the glittering Telepathe building rising in the sky, dwarfing the other buildings around it before we turn into the Square. My stomach does a nervous flip.

      I imagine the shuttles racing by beneath us on their way to the workhouses, picture the thousands of people in brown uniforms watching all of this flash by on the digital windows.

      Meters away from The Telepathe, our cab pulls to a stop.

      I'm really doing this.

      “You have reached your destination,” the in-cab speaker system tells us.

      “Let's do this,” Kaya says, getting out.

      I open the door and step out of the cab. It's like being on a different planet.

      The simulations haven't prepared me for this.

      The noise is incredible. Everything here is bright and loud; it overloads my senses as thousands of thoughts crash into my head simultaneously.

      For a moment, I can't think straight.

      I rest my hand on the side of the cab and try to tune everything out.

      “Alex, are you okay?” Kaya asks.

      I force myself to take a deep breath, pushing my panic down.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      I can do this.

      “First day nerves,” I smile. My head is slowly clearing.

      “Stick with me, kid; you'll be fine,” she grins.

      I catch up to her and we get in line.

      The line moves forward quickly, and before I know it, it’s my turn.

      I stand on the rotating platform to be scanned from head to toe. It’s slower than it was in the simulation. I can feel the Cogs’ eyes on me.

      I hide a sigh of relief when I'm given the green light.

      The doors open ahead of me, and I step over the threshold into the plush reception area. Everything shimmers and shines – every surface, every ornament, every piece of furniture.

      I pull my shoulders back, trying to appear confident while my eyes dart from left to right, half-expecting a horde of Cogs to descend on me and tackle me to the ground.

      Once we've crossed the foyer, I manage to relax a little. It seems that no one has noticed anything unusual about me.

      So far, so good.

      “Ugh, Lamont Harris,” Kaya says under her breath.

      Two other new recruits are congregating around the reception desk. One of them nods at Kaya in recognition.

      “Not a fan?” I whisper back.

      “He's a total creep.”

      “Good morning, everybody.”

      We all turn to see a woman with cropped dark hair crossing the foyer. Her unblinking violet eyes give away the fact that she's AI.

      “My name is Juno. I'm head of HR here at The Telepathe,” she says, addressing us all. “Welcome to your new place of work.”

      She hands each of us a lanyard displaying the word ‘VISITOR’ in digital text.

      “Unless you've been living under a rock, you'll have seen The Society's campaign about Graham Jax and the terror attack in the Old City,” she says. There is a murmur of acknowledgment.

      I swallow.

      “That story is our primary focus here at The Telepathe right now. Regardless of your propensities, all of you will be required to assist the PR team in handling the campaign until further notice.”

      My heart sinks. That's not good news for me.

      “Together after all,” Kaya whispers and I smile back at her.

      “Once the story has run its course, you'll be transferred to your permanent departments,” Juno says, looking around the crowd of recruits. “Are there any questions before we begin?”

      No one says anything.

      “Good,” she says. “Please follow me for your induction.”

      She moves as if she's floating across the floor, leading us into a small auditorium with rows of chairs facing a large wall screen.

      “Hey, Hotcakes,” Lamont says to Kaya as we sit down.

      “Good morning, Lamont.”

      As the lights go down, music begins playing, and the screen comes to life. The swirling ‘S' of The Society logo pirouettes before our eyes, coming to a stop as the music crescendos. The logo fades out and is replaced by the face of President Robert Wolfe.

      “Welcome to The Telepathe,” he smiles. “Today is the day you begin to serve The Society. Today is the day you begin to fulfill the promise you made at your 11+ examination.” He pauses for effect. “Whether you are about to serve in IT, PR, or Clinical Research, your journey starts here.”

      Cue sweeping shots of The Telepathe.

      “Your life's work as an Elite member of The Society will keep this city running efficiently and harmoniously for all of the other members. To be Elite is to carry a heavy weight; you have been selected to carry it because you alone are qualified for this task.”

      I try not to roll my eyes.

      The next five minutes of the film shows an animation of the establishment of The Society after The Great Unrest before the camera takes us on a mini-tour, whizzing through the Artificial Gardens, The Neighborhood, and The Golden Belt, finishing its flight at the steps of The Telepathe.

      The President's face reclaims the screen. “This is the first day of the rest of your lives. I wish you well.”

      The screen goes dark to a smattering of applause. When the lights go up, Juno is hovering in front of the screen.

      “Thank you all,” she says. “Please take a headset from the box at the doorway and follow me for your tour of The Telepathe.”

      We put our headsets on and troop out of the auditorium and through the reception area toward the elevators. The eye screen on my headset overlays facts and figures about The Society as we walk, while Juno’s sweet, clipped tones fill my ears with similar information.

      “The Telepathe stands almost 1200 feet high and currently has 5000 staff, 44 elevators, and 306 flights of stairs,” she says while we wait for the elevator to arrive. “The building was commissioned by President Robert Wolfe following his inauguration.”

      Edward's simulations have burned the layout of The Telepathe into my mind. I can see the doorways and the corridors of the building with my eyes closed. I know, for example, that the server room is below ground, directly beneath where I am now.

      “Above ground,” Juno says, “there are 15 floors of apartments, a ballroom, a gymnasium, three restaurant floors, 20 floors of office space, ten floors of laboratories and a Clinic Inc. At the very top of the building sits the Presidential Suite.”

      The elevator arrives with a soft ping, and we pile inside.

      “We'll begin at the top of the building and work our way back down,” Juno says as we ascend.

      When the elevator stops rising, we step out onto an open-air viewing platform. There are gasps from the recruits, and even I have to admit that the view from here is pretty impressive.

      “This is the highest accessible part of The Telepathe,” Juno says. “Above us is the Presidential Suite, which is reserved exclusively for President Wolfe and his guests.

      “As you can see, on a clear day like today, it is possible to see the whole of The Society from this vantage point.”

      “Hi, Mum,” Lamont says, giving a little wave to the distance. Everyone laughs.

      Looking down, I can see that The Telepathe is set like a stake in the middle of the city, surrounded first by the neat, clean lines of the Golden Belt and then the larger area of the Neighborhood.

      From here, the Old City looks insignificant in comparison to the Neighborhood, and the border is just a thin, pale gray strip separating civilization from the wilderness. The dark green mass of the forest on the edge of it all stretches out as far as the eye can see.

      Selena and Reece are out there somewhere, looking up at the same blue sky I'm standing in.

      “Let's continue,” says Juno, herding us back into the elevator once we've taken in the sights. “The apartments here in The Telepathe are sometimes used by new Elites from non-Legacy families as a transitional home before moving to the Inner Sanctum.”

      I remember Seb telling me he stayed in the apartments for a while. I wonder how he felt on his induction day.

      “These floors can only be accessed by residents and their guests,” Juno explains as we descend past several floors without stopping, “so we'll move on down to the ballroom.”

      The elevator slows down and the walls encasing it disappear, morphing into a glass chute where we can see out onto the floors as we pass. There are collective ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ as we descend into the ballroom.

      “This is where our Vocation Parties are held,” Juno says. “You can all look forward to being here in the days to come.”

      The light from the elevator bounces off the chandeliers in the ballroom, throwing shards of color across the room.

      We move on, descending into the gymnasium with its rows of machines occupied by red-faced staff members, through four restaurant floors filled with tables and people dining on food they receive free because they're Elite.

      I think of my work shifts and my trips to the food bank to put meals on the table for me, Mum, and Selena. It's no wonder the Elite donate food to people in the Old City. Their guilt must be unbearable.

      The glass chute ends, and the elevator speeds up through the office floors, which hold the senior staff offices, including the offices of Dr. Calvin Aldrich and President Wolfe. Juno informs us that we won't need to access these levels as Level 2 staff.

      The elevator stops again, and the doors slide open.

      “Welcome to IT,” Juno says.

      “Holy moly,” Lamont says.

      There's too much to look at. IT is like nothing I've ever seen before. Thin silver robots stroll among the desks, handing out digital tablets. Drones fly over our heads on their way to their surveillance missions. Semi-transparent holographic screens hover throughout the room, displaying complex-looking graphs and nonsensical code.

      “This is unreal,” Kaya breathes.

      “IT is led by Franz Igo, the most advanced AI in The Society,” Juno says into our headsets. “Franz is the first AI to reproduce.” I detect a note of pride in her voice. “His son, Abel, is now our Head Cognitive Surveillance Officer.”

      On cue, a hologram appears in front of us. “Good morning, recruits.” Franz Igo's voice echoes loudly in our headsets. “Welcome to IT, the cerebral cortex of The Society. Please, take a look around.”

      The recruits don't need to be asked twice. Hoping for a chance to complete my mission, I step away from the exploring recruits and make my way around the office, looking for an opportunity to slip away.

      “Alex!” Kaya calls from across the room. “Come see this!”

      She sounds like an excited little kid.

      Sighing, I walk over to her where she is looking into a pen filled with dog crates.

      Teks.

      In sleep mode.

      I shudder, thinking of the snarling masses of metal in the forest.

      “Shall we power one up?” she asks, her eyes glinting.

      “I don't think that's a good idea.”

      “You are no fun.”

      “If that's your idea of fun, you have problems,” I say, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “Let's make our way back to the elevators,” Juno says before Kaya can reach her hand in.

      Our next stop is PR. I can tell that the recruits think it's a major let down after being in IT. There are no robots, no holograms, and no electronic dogs. There's not even a drone.

      Instead, the vast PR space hums with chatter from gossiping staff, TVs, and telephones, but it's nothing compared to the noise inside my head. I feel like I did when I stepped out of the cab – the onslaught from the rapid-fire thought of so many people in one space is intense.

      “Led by Society Agent Max Bannister, our PR department provides all of the stories and recorded footage for The Society News Network,” Juno explains. “Once we're finished with our tour, you'll come back here to receive a briefing from your line manager, along with a task list for the day,” Juno says.

      It's a relief to get back into the elevator. I'm starting to see black spots.

      We pass the Clinic Inc., the laboratories, and the ground floor without stopping, and finally, we reach the basement.

      “This floor is home to the Eden Wing, where we keep our spent research subjects,” Juno says as the doors slide open. “Previous generations in our civilization experimented with animals, yet more than 90% of animal tests failed to lead to treatment for humans. Furthermore, 95% of pharmaceutical drugs that proved to be safe and effective in animals failed in human trials.

      “Since the Great Unrest and the establishment of The Society, however, our generation has made use of the prison population for our medical research. The results are much improved. Drugs and other treatments now have a 99% success rate by the time they go to market.”

      We step out of the elevator into a dimly lit foyer where a frosted glass wall and a door separate us from the ‘research subjects.’ Beyond the glass, I can make out a long corridor with cells on either side.

      “The residents of the Eden Wing are formerly-dangerous prisoners who have had their memory disks extracted and transferred to backup disks,” Juno explains. “This procedure makes them easier for The Telepathe to control.” She reaches for the door handle and then pauses.

      Through the glass I can see the blurred shape of somebody in a white lab coat coming toward us, waving their arms.

      “Are we not going in?” Lamont asks, disappointed.

      “It seems that they're in the midst of a memory disk extraction right now,” Juno says, “but we can watch from here.”

      She presses a button on the panel by the door. A screen appears in the wall, showing thumbnail views from the different cells. Juno scrolls through the images and selects one.

      Onscreen, we're looking into a prison cell occupied by a woman alone with a medic.

      The medic attaches a metal cage to her head. Once it’s in place, three telescopic arms shoot out from the cage, stopping at the walls of the cell to hold her still.

      I don't want to watch, but I can't look away.

      At first, her eyes are wide, and her lips are moving in protest, but soon she becomes very still.

      “Is it painful?” one of the recruits asks.

      “Only for the briefest moment,” Juno says, and I think of the pinch from the microchip in the White Room.

      The medic wheels a cart over from the side of the cell, puts on surgical gloves, and picks up a scalpel. A sharp blade glints under the lights.

      The extraction is quick.

      The medic holds the gold chip he has retrieved between a pair of tweezers and inspects it before dropping it into a plastic container on the cart.

      He takes an antiseptic wipe out of a packet and dabs it at the woman’s temple.

      Her eyes are still open, but there's no life behind them anymore. She’s still breathing, but she's an empty shell, like the Vessels in Edward's hidden room back at the bunker.

      “As you can see, the extraction is a quick and simple procedure,” says Juno, closing down the screen.

      There's an awkward silence; nobody knows what to say.

      The mood is subdued as we get back into the elevator and go further into the depths of The Telepathe.

      “Our last stop today is the sub-basement, which is the home of our Savants. As with the highest floor of offices, it is unlikely that you will spend much time here as Level 2 staff,” Juno says.

      We step out into a darkened corridor filled with a low red light. In front of us, there's a door with a gold sign that reads ‘Server Room.’

      This is where I need to be.

      I briefly wonder if I can stay behind on the tour somehow, but there's nowhere to hide.

      Juno scans an ID card at the door, and the panel slides down to scan her retina. The door slides open with a hiss, and we step inside.

      I count seven seconds before the door closes behind us.

      The server room takes me back to the simulation.

      The space is large and dimly lit. A digital screen fills the entire back wall, running reams of code. At the right-hand side of the room, there is a transparent cabinet filled with shiny black hardware, cables, and flashing LED lights. The rest of the room is taken up by three rows of desks, where a handful of technical staff sit hunched over banks of computers, analyzing data.

      “We're very privileged to be here today, as only certain personnel have access to our server room,” Juno says.

      Somehow, I need to be one of them.

      “This wall screen is a one-way mirror,” Juno explains walking to the back of the room. She presses a button on the wall, and the reams of code disappear. The screen becomes transparent, giving us a clear view of the other side. There's a collective intake of breath.

      Four figures dressed in white hospital gowns stand in translucent pods set in a circle in the middle of the room. Sensors attached to their shaved heads are connected to thin cables, which feed into a socket on the ceiling.

      A medic in a white lab coat is standing inside the circle, making notes on a clipboard. I wonder if Seb ever comes in here.

      “Whoa,” Kaya whispers.

      “These are our Savants,” Juno says. “It's important that they are not disturbed.”

      Edward called them the slaves of The Telepathe. I stare at them, wondering what is happening in their heads, behind their closed eyes.

      “These are the only four known Savants in the world today,” Juno explains further. “Their minds are encyclopedias of the past, the present, and the future. It is their job to process all of the security data that we keep here in The Telepathe.”

      As we turn to leave, the four Savants open their eyes, and for an instant, I feel as if they can see me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 46

          

        

      

    

    
      At the end of our tour, we're given our regulation black uniforms, photographed for our staff ID cards, and sent back to the PR department.

      I brace myself as I walk into the room, but the onslaught of thought isn't quite so bad the second time around. I'd say my chances of puking my guts up with the sensory overload are less than 50%.

      To distract myself, I analyze what happened when the Savants opened their eyes. I'm pretty sure they saw me – not Alex, but me, Aura.

      Could they sense who I really am?

      I remember Edward's warning that the Savants might react to an Influencer being nearby. Is this what he meant?

      A bald, muscular man with his sleeves rolled up approaches us, interrupting my thoughts. “Ah, my new recruits,” he says. “I'm Agent Max Bannister. Welcome to PR.” He pumps our hands enthusiastically. “Grab an empty machine. I'll brief the room, and then I'll get you up to speed.”

      I follow Lamont, Kaya, and the others to a group of empty workstations at the back of the room. A striking blonde girl looks up from her phone as we approach.

      “Names?” she asks.

      We introduce ourselves, and she marks us off her list. “Take a seat,” she says, gesturing to the row of tables and chairs with laptops positioned at each of the seats. “I'm Billie Morgan, your line manager. You'll report directly to me while you're here. If I'm out of the office and you need me, you'll find my contact details on the staff Intranet.”

      Sitting down is a relief. The nausea lessens.

      At the front of the room, Max Bannister claps his hands together for quiet. “Good morning, everybody. I know you've all been working hard on the Aurora Jax campaign –”

      I shift in my seat at the mention of my name.

      “ – and I know you're tired, but now that we have launched that campaign, we're turning all of our attention back to our primary story: the terror attack in the Old City, and the man behind it.”

      His bald head shines beneath the lights.

      “We teased a few details at last night's press conference, but now we need to put some flesh on the bones and turn our terrorist into a living, breathing bad guy to keep up the momentum,” he says.

      “The Rosalie Cohen connection is a gift – don't waste it.

      “By the end of the day, I want to see compelling background stories, memorable quotes, and iconic imagery, giving us a ‘real’ picture of this guy.” He gazes around the room. “I want you lot to show me a terrorist that I can hate!”

      There's a ripple of laughter from the staff.

      I have to work to stop myself from scowling.

      It's a misinformation campaign. Meant to destroy my dad.

      “You know what I mean,” he says, as if he's simply told an inappropriate joke. “This is how The Society keeps order, and it's what PR does best.” He claps his hands together twice. “Let's create a terrorist the public will be begging us to execute!”

      So this is what Dad – and Caleb – must have meant by the ‘Terror Bureau.’

      The noise in the room starts up again and Bannister makes his way over to our corner.

      “Recruits,” he says, sitting on the edge of one of the tables, “in the lead-up to the next Assembly, we have an important job to do.”

      He taps at the air in front of him, and a transparent hologram screen appears, displaying a photo.

      Dad.

      I feel the color drain from my face.

      “I'm sure this face is familiar to all of you by now. This prisoner,” he jabs at the hologram with his finger, “was chosen to be our terrorist twelve days ago.”

      I quickly glance at the other recruits to see how they react to a terrorist being ‘chosen.’ Kaya is the only one without a knowing smile on her face.

      Bannister stands up and paces along the row.

      “Every day, our brave CSOs maintain order in The Society using the tools and technology available to them,” Bannister says. “PR is one of those tools. Occasionally, maintaining order requires a common enemy for people can rally against. It is our job here in PR to provide that enemy.”

      The screen changes, and the mug shot of Dad disappears, replaced by the doctored footage of the bombing Selena and I witnessed at the border.

      Bannister clasps his hands together, looking solemn. “Some of you may be thinking, ‘why this man?’”

      No one is thinking that. I guess this is the kind of stuff the Elites learn to accept as normal when they stay on at school after their 11+.

      “Let us not forget that this man is a prisoner who has already been charged with Crimes Against The Society – against our Society,” Bannister is saying. “If we do our job right, Graham Jax will become a symbol that will unite our citizens while at the same time warning them what will happen if anyone threatens the safety of our great city.”

      He looks along the row. “Are we all clear?”

      Everyone nods enthusiastically. We are.

      “Good,” he says. “Now let's power up and get to work.”

      He walks back to the front of the room and we turn our laptops on. Billie hands each of us a digital tablet as thin as a sheet of paper. “Here is the detail on the campaign so far,” she says. “The chatter and the social reach is already better than we expected, but it's still a big project.

      “IT are handling targeted ads, bots, and reporting, and the four of you will be assisting with the online chatter. On your tablet, you'll find a list of social profiles and a document with the talking points that the government wants us to propagate over the next 48 hours.”

      I open my tablet and log in to LiveFeed; the fifty profiles that I've been assigned light up.

      The conversation on the PR floor drifts around me. One of the teams is busy concocting a back-story for Dad: perhaps he tortured animals as a child; he'd sent death threats to the President in the months leading up to the incident. He'd forced Rosalie to change her name to Alice, move to the Old City, and hide her daughter's Elite status because of his terrorist agenda.

      I need to get out of here.

      I need to get into the server room, but since I've been drafted into the PR team, I no longer know how I'm going to do it without raising suspicion.

      “Are these the best images we have?” Billie asks without looking up from her machine. I can see her screen from where I'm sitting. It's filled with thumbnail images of Dad. She selects one and blows it up. I see blood at his left temple and my stomach flutters.

      “Nick?” She looks at the guy in the workstation next to her. “Who took these?”

      “Probably the CSOs when they brought him in,” Nick replies. “They're not too bad.”

      “Bannister wants iconic imagery. I don't think ‘not too bad’ is going to cut it, do you?”

      “Are you volunteering to get better photos?” Nick counters.

      She sighs. “I'll send them over and see what they say.” She stretches her arms over her head. “I need caffeine,” she says, getting up. “Anyone else?”

      Everyone within earshot sticks a hand in the air.

      She raises an eyebrow. “I'll just get a tray then, shall I?”

      “I'll give you a hand,” I say, jumping at the opportunity to get out of PR.
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        * * *

      

      We're in the elevator when Billie's phone rings. “Nick?”

      I can hear his voice low on the other end.

      “What? Why?”

      She stops.

      “No, we'll go. Send a CSO to meet us down there,” she says.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      “The President's office rejected the photos we sent.”

      “The ones of the terrorist?”

      “They're saying he looks ‘defiant.’ They want him to look ‘afraid.’”

      “Right.”

      “Which means we need to shoot some more photos, pronto.” She looks at her watch. “Caffeine will have to wait. I'm sorry.”

      “You're taking the photos now?” I ask.

      She looks at me as if I'm an idiot. “Yes. And Nick is busy, so you're coming with me to get it done.” She glances at her watch. “We've got less than half an hour. They're waiting on the photos for the next news bulletin.”
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      “Welcome to hell,” Billie says as the doors slide open onto the floor that holds the Eden Wing. “Try to breathe through your mouth.”

      I can't see anybody beyond the frosted glass. There are no technicians to wave us away this time.

      Billie swipes her ID card and pushes open the door. We enter a dirty, once-white corridor that looks as if it hasn't been properly cleaned in years. The stink of stale urine fills my nostrils. It's quiet as a morgue.

      Dad is in here somewhere.

      “This is The Eden Wing,” Billie says. “We incubate the empty vessels here in case The Society needs them for one of our stories.”

      The corridor is lined with numbered cells. Through rusty metal bars, I see that each cell is packed with filthy, dead-eyed prisoners dressed in gray robes, women on the right-hand side of the corridor, men on the left.

      There's no conversation, no movement from the worn faces in the cells; they all look empty somehow.

      “What's the matter with them?” I ask, though I already know.

      “Once the research staff are finished with them, they're sent here, and their memories are transferred to backup disks in the server room. I think you saw an extraction earlier. They're not really people anymore,” she says. “Although some of their memory disks do make for interesting viewing.”

      “You watch the disks?” I ask, surprised.

      “Not as a rule, but PR can request access if we're building a backstory. Not that a memory disk will do any good for this story. Jax's memories will have been heavily redacted because of his link to Rosalie Cohen.”

      I'll bet.

      They wouldn't want anyone knowing the truth about Mum – or his clean, non-terrorist past.

      “Let's see,” Billie says, glancing at her phone. “Cell 4B… Far end of the corridor.”

      I follow her, feeling as if I'm walking to my death. My heart is pounding. I try to think of an excuse to turn back.

      “What is it you need me to do?” I ask.

      “Don't worry. You don't have to do anything,” she says. “You're just my number two. We're not supposed to be down here on our own. Not that anyone would want to be...”

      A Cog is waiting for us outside the cell. He unlocks the cell door when he sees us.

      I almost don't want to look.

      The Cog goes in first, and Billie follows.

      I glimpse Dad in the cell by himself, just beyond them.

      My blood runs cold.

      I hover by the doorway, not wanting to go any further. He doesn't acknowledge us. My nightmare from my first night the bunker might as well be real.

      “He'd be quite good-looking if he had a bit of a shave,” Billie mutters.

      Dad! I want to scream. It's me! I want to shake him. Surely there must be some part of the Dad I know in there somewhere.

      “We need him in the photography studio,” Billie says to the Cog.

      “On your feet,” the Cog orders. Dad looks up, and his eyes fill with fear. He struggles to stand; I see that his robe is covered in blood. He's wounded. The Cog grabs his arm, and I flinch as Dad yelps.

      “That wound looks pretty nasty,” I say.

      “Don't worry. If he snuffs it, they'll just use someone else,” Billie says. “They all look pretty much the same after they've been down here a while.”

      My stomach is doing cartwheels. I clench my fists, trying to hold myself together.

      It takes all of my willpower not to grab Dad and get us both out of here. I need to keep my cool and stick to the plan.

      I move out of the way as the Cog marches Dad out of the cell. Billie and I follow them to the photography studio.

      The ‘studio’ really doesn't live up to its name. It's only a tiny white room at the end of the corridor, sparsely furnished with two chairs, a digital camera, and a computer. At least it's clean. It smells like air freshener, rather than body waste.

      The Cog pushes my Dad down into one of the chairs, and Billie gets to work taking pictures.

      I stare numbly at each photograph that appears on the computer screen. This shell looks like my Dad, but it isn't him. It’s as if his soul has been sucked away and there's only a body left behind, almost like my own body left empty and unconscious in the chair at the bunker.

      “That should do,” Billie says after a while. She spins the screen around and scrolls through the images she's made. “Good,” she says to herself. “Let's get him back in his cage and get ourselves cleaned up.” She grimaces. “I can smell him on me.”

      The Cog drags Dad back to his cell and we head for the exit.

      Outside of the Eden Wing, waiting for the elevator, I breathe in lungfuls of clean air. Billie folds her arms and shudders, “And people think working in PR is glamorous.”
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      On the way back to PR, Billie takes another stressed phone call from Nick. As we pass the bathroom, I tap her on the shoulder, gesture at the door, and mouth that I'll catch her up. She gives me a thumbs-up and continues to the PR department.

      As soon as she's out of sight, I retrace my steps, re-call the elevator, and push the button for the sub-basement.

      I need to get the code inserted and get out of here.

      As I descend, I try to get the memory of my now-lifeless Dad out of my head. It's hard. Like the mug shot I saw in the bunker, it's as if this new image of him has been stamped over my previous memories.

      I step into the sub-basement and hover by the server room door.

      I haven’t thought this next bit through yet.

      I peer through the glass. I can see the back of one technician, hunched over a machine. I know it's pointless, but I flash my ID at the door. The retina scanner slides down until it’s level with my eyes.

      The little light flickers red and fades.

      Access denied.

      In desperation, I try the door anyway. Of course it's locked. I wonder how long it will be until someone needs to go through it.

      I hover by the elevator door and wait in the shadows cast by the dim lights in the corridor. How long have I got until Billie wonders where I've gone?

      A few minutes later, I hear the rumble of the elevator. A medic steps out, wearing a white coat and a stethoscope around his neck. He's a dark-haired man, somewhere in his forties.

      He scans his ID and points his face at the retina scanner, and just like that, the door slides open.

      1, 2, 3…

      I wait until he's through and stride toward it, still counting.

      … 6, 7.

      I put out a hand to stop it from closing.

      My heart is thumping.

      I'm inside.

      The technician I saw through the glass doesn't look up from his screen when I enter, and the medic is nowhere to be seen. He must have gone straight in to see the Savants. The one-way mirror that separates the server room from the Savants is blacked out, hiding everything inside from view.

      Palms sweating, I sit down at one of the computers and hit a key on the keyboard.

      Nothing happens.

      I hit another. Still nothing. The ‘S’ of the Society logo turns in an endless loop on the monitor, taunting me.

      I shift seats and try the next machine. Again, nothing happens. I start to panic.

      There's the screech of a chair, and the technician behind me begins to gather his things. He puts on his jacket, and I bend down, pretending to tie my shoelaces as he walks toward the door.

      Once he's out of the room, I slide my chair to his machine and start hammering the keys. Nothing.

      This can't be happening.

      A bead of sweat runs down the back of my neck. I need to stay calm. I need to think.

      Clearly, they have another layer of security that Edward doesn't know about. How am I going to get around this?

      There are only eleven days until…

      I don't have time to figure this out.

      “No change. Something has got them excited,” a voice says. The medic crosses the room, phone to his ear. “Of course, I'm working on it – excuse me, can you get the door for me?”

      He's talking to me.

      He has his phone in one hand and a thin metal case in the other.

      Reluctantly, I get up and open the door for him. He pauses, looking at me as if I'm something he's stepped in. “I'll have to call you back,” he says into the phone, hanging up and turning to me. “I don't mean to be rude, but are you supposed to be in here?”

      Never seen him before – how did he get in here?

      I force a desperate smile. “I'm working on a campaign for PR – or I'm trying to. I can't seem to get onto the machines.”

      “And what exactly are you trying to access?”

      Good question.

      I clear my throat to buy myself valuable milliseconds. “The memory disks taken from the terrorist,” I lie, remembering what Billie told me in the Eden Wing. “We think they may be able to help us with our story.”

      He sniffs, considering what I've said. “These machines require an access key. Your line manager should have informed you that only certain personnel are allowed in here – and we need a written request for information like that.”

      “Right,” I nod. “I'm sorry. They're so busy up there. It probably slipped her mind.”

      He pauses. “What's your name? I'll see if I can arrange for someone to send the files to your email.”

      “Alex Harper. Thank you.”

      “After you,” he says, waiting for the door to close behind him before he follows me to the elevator. “How did you get in there anyway?”

      “I followed someone in. I'm sorry. It's my first day today. I'm just trying to be proactive,” I say, laying it on thick.

      “When you follow procedure, that will be applauded, Mr. Harper,” he says, dialing a number on his phone.

      “How do I find out who's on the personnel list so I can make a formal request in future?” I ask.

      “You'll find all of that information on the staff Intranet,” he says, pressing the phone to his ear again. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a situation with the Savants.”
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      “Alex, it's nice of you to join us,” Nick says when I get back to PR. I mutter an apology and slip back into my seat, hiding my agitation.

      I have to get onto the machines in that server room.

      “What was it like?” Kaya asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      I blink, disoriented. How did she know? – Oh. She thinks I was just in the Eden Wing with Billie. “Pretty rough.”

      “If it's any consolation, the photos look great,” she says, turning back to her work.

      I log onto the staff Intranet and look up the personnel list for the server room. One name jumps out at me.

      Seb Goodman.

      Dare I ask him for help? If he met Alex and I told him about the plan, would he believe I am who I say I am? Could I even tell him without putting him in danger?

      No, he's risked too much for me already. It needs to be someone else.

      I type the other names into my phone to investigate when I get back to Edward's house.

      A new message pings up in my inbox.

      
        
        From: data@thetelepathe.com

        To: harper.a@thetelepathe.com

        Subject: Terrorist Files

        Message: Please find attached the files you have requested.

      

      

      I should probably just delete it. I don't want to see Dad's memories, do I?

      But my curiosity gets the better of me. I click on the folder in the message. Rows of thumbnails start to load in on the screen. There are hundreds, maybe thousands, of them – and they all have little red crosses in the top right corner. I try to click on one, but nothing happens.

      I guess Billie was right. The memories have been redacted.

      I'm about to close the folder when I notice a single thumbnail without a little red cross. Someone has missed this one.

      Should I?

      I click and wait for it to load.

      When the memory starts to play, it's like looking into a dream.

      This is nothing like Mum's disk.

      There's a soft haze of swirling color, interspersed with stuttering real-life events that drift in and out of focus, like images on a projector.

      This is a memory of a back yard in the summertime. There's a barbeque, and a puppy sniffing around.

      I remember this day.

      The back door opens on to the yard, and a woman steps out. The sunlight makes her hair look like spun gold.

      Mum.

      The edges of the screen burn bright red.

      And there's me. I'm right behind her, a green dress and a flash of red hair, and I'm holding hands with… no one.

      Selena isn't in the memory.

      But she was there… She ran straight over to the puppy and wouldn't leave it alone the whole day.

      Just as I'm beginning to doubt my sanity, I see the ghost of an image of someone small, bent down next to the puppy. It's more like an outline. It's only there for a millisecond. If I hadn't been paying attention, I would have missed it.

      I don't understand.

      It's as if she's been erased.

      How is that possible?

      I close the file and glance around to check that nobody is looking at my screen. I open up a new window and type ‘missing part of memory' into the search.

      The system spews tens of thousands of entries back at me.

      I scroll through the first few pages of articles about mind hacking and memory disk extraction, but I can't find what I'm looking for

      I change the search to ‘outline of person on memory disk.'

      This time there are only hundreds of entries.

      I scan through the results until eventually, I spot a paragraph on a procedure called ‘Radotripsy’ from an old medical journal.

      “Radotripsy involves using an electromagnetic pulse to single out recurring places or characters stored on the memory disk. Over time the selected memory elements fade, leaving a shadow or an outline behind…”

      Did Dad go through this procedure to keep Selena hidden?

      “Earth to Alex,” Kaya says, leaning back in her chair.

      I close the window and clear the search history.

      “Yeah?” I look up.

      “The IM.” She rolls her eyes. “Everyone's replied but you.”

      I see another minimized window flashing at the bottom of my screen and click on it.

      “There's a party tonight,” she says. “We've all been invited.”

      “I don't know…” I say, reading the thread.

      “Come on, Alex! We'll get to know everybody, and there'll even be Level Ones there. It'll be fun.”

      The mention of Level Ones – and the possibility of getting close to some of the names on the server room personnel list – wins me over.

      “Okay,” I smile. “Why not?”

      “Great. I'll pick you up at seven,” Kaya says with a wink.
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      When I get back to the Inner Sanctum, I bring Edward up to date on my bad day: the PR assignment, the extra layer of security in the server room, and the strange reaction of the Savants to my presence.

      He gives me a pep talk about remaining positive; I give him the names of the people who have access to the server room.

      I leave Seb's name off the list.

      I spend the next two hours combing the social profiles for every name on the list, looking for anti-Society keywords and phrases, searching for chat room mentions, not exactly sure what it is I'm looking for. I just need something that I can use to motivate one of them into helping me.

      All of them are squeaky clean.

      So far, the only interesting thing I've found is that one of the people on the list, Riva Westwood, is Kaya's older sister.

      I look over her information again, searching for anything that might give me leverage to get into the server room.

      Riva is 25, married to Simon Westwood. Both of her parents died in a car accident. Her younger brother, David – he'd be Kaya's brother too – is also deceased, due to an unsuccessful recalibration procedure. He would have been 15 now.

      It's a sad story, but it doesn't help my situation.

      I'm trying hard not to panic, but I know the situation is bleak. We have only eleven days to erase the firewall and save Mum and Dad, and I'm pretty sure that the Savants know I'm here. Time is running away from us.

      If I can't erase the thought imprint in the server room before the medics work out what's upsetting the Savants, it's all over.

      I send Edward a quick note about Riva and slam the laptop shut in frustration.

      I could scream. I need a time-out. A glance at the clock tells me it's five minutes to seven.

      Great.

      It's party time.
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      “Alex, look at you! You look so… formal,” Kaya says when I open the door.

      Not only are my clothing options five years out of date, but they're also limited to the wardrobe of an affluent middle-aged man.

      My only choice is to own it.

      “Worried I'm going to cramp your style?”

      “Never – I like that you're different,” she says, pausing to look at me. Her pupils are dilated, and her eyes have an amber hue.

      She adds in a deeper voice: “‘And you look beautiful, Kaya.’” “‘Oh do I? Why thank you, I'm wearing an Esther Jade Taylor dress!’”

      This is one aspect of my disguise I hadn't considered, and I've blown it. I guess I suck at being a charming guy. “Sorry, Kaya,” I smile. “You look great.”
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        * * *

      

      The party is already in full swing when we arrive. The music is earsplittingly loud, and the wall screens pulse and flash with images of writhing naked bodies and swirling neon shapes. I hang back to catch my breath while nonsensical bursts of drunken thought add to the noise in my head.

      This is going to be a complete waste of time.

      “Come on, Alex,” Kaya says, grabbing my hand, and pulling me further into the throng.

      The furniture has been cleared from the middle of the room to create a dance floor, and two MicroPets – diamanté monkeys this time – jump around the place with miniature bottles of champagne, playing at filling glasses and making sure that everybody has a drink.

      “Smile!” says a girl in a short silver dress, as she points her phone at us. Kaya puts her arms around my waist and pulls me close for a photo.

      “Beautiful!” the girl says before turning her attention to the couple behind us.

      “There she is.” Lamont Harris swoops toward us, his shirt unbuttoned, and grabs hold of Kaya, spinning her around. “I love a New Elite party, don't you? They're always so eager to impress.”

      “Get off me, you idiot,” Kaya says, pushing him away.

      “I love you too,” he leers, kissing her square on the lips before letting her go. “I'll see you later, you beautiful creature.”

      “God, I hate him,” she mutters once he's gone. “Come on. I need a drink.”

      I follow her into the kitchen. “What's the deal with you two?”

      “I've known him since we were five years old, but I’m sure he only notices me now because I'm the first girl who ever turned him down.”

      There's a punch bowl on the kitchen counter, half-full of fluorescent pink liquid. “Let's have some fun,” she says, filling two large glasses with a ladle and handing one to me.

      She hooks her arm through mine and looks into my eyes. “Drink,” she says.

      I've never tasted alcohol, but I figure that one drink might loosen me up and help me mingle.

      The liquid burns the back of my throat as it goes down. When the glasses are empty, Kaya pours another round, polishing off a second glass before I've taken a sip of mine.

      “What do you think about PR, Alex?” she asks me. “Do you think what we're doing is wrong?”

      I look around, making sure that we're alone. “Where did that come from?”

      She shrugs. “That guy we're creating the terrorist campaign against… It wasn't even him who did it.” She stares into her empty glass. “It got me thinking. Maybe it wasn't anyone... You know what I'm saying? And is there really a missing girl?”

      “How much did you have to drink before we came out?” I ask, alarmed, wondering if this might be a test of my loyalty.

      “I had some extra DN8,” she smiles. “I was nervous about our date.” She digs me in the side and leans into me. “I do feel pretty woozy now. This is strong stuff.”

      Great.

      “They know what they're doing,” I say, keeping my voice low. “It's for the greater good. They want to make The Society a safer place for all of us.”

      I want to swallow my own – Alex's – tongue.

      “I guess,” she says, handing me her glass. “I think I need to go to the bathroom. I'll be back in five.”

      Once she's gone, I tip my second drink into the sink and head back into the living room.

      Billie Morgan is holding court on a stool in the corner, surrounded by acolytes. On the other side of the room, there's a game of beer pong underway, and it looks like a VR fencing tournament is kicking off.

      “Harper,” Nick from PR nods at me as I go by.

      I nod back. The punch is starting to take effect on me now. The floor feels as if it's tilting away, but at least I'm not overwhelmed by everyone's thoughts.

      I grab the edge of a table to steady myself and then I start to move around the room, joining in the odd conversation, listening to the chatter going on around me.

      By now, everyone is wasted, and it's soon clear that, besides Billie and Nick, there's only one other Level 1 here – an almost catatonic 30-something named Russell – and he isn't on my list.

      Yep. Total waste of time.

      A scantily-clad AI woman offers me a shot of tequila from a tray. I shake my head and decide to look for Kaya instead.

      She still isn't back from the bathroom.

      I head upstairs, tripping on the way up. I'm intoxicated from the punch, the music, the lights, and the onslaught of drunken thought. My head is swimming.

      “Kaya, are you up here?” I shout, holding onto the walls as I clamber back to my feet.

      One of the monkeys scurries past me, taking the steps two at a time.

      A couple comes out of the bathroom, and the monkey darts inside.

      “Have you seen Kaya?” I ask the couple, my words oozing slowly.

      They ignore me, stuck in a liplock as they go back down to the party.

      My thought processes are slowing down. Little black dots appear at the forefront of my vision.

      There are two other doors at the top of the landing.

      I push open the first one. Another couple looks around angrily at the disturbance.

      The door to the second room is jammed. I bang on the door. “Kaya, are you in there?”

      I turn the knob and push against the door with my shoulder. Something starts to give. I push again, and it opens slightly – enough for me to squeeze through.

      The bedside table blocking the door tips over with a thud.

      Kaya is on the floor, her skirt bunched up around her thighs. Lamont is on top of her, his hand on her mouth.

      “Get off her, Lamont.”

      He turns toward the doorway, blinking at me as if he's just woken up. “Hey, Harper,” he smiles.

      Kaya looks at me with terror and relief in her eyes, transporting me back to the Cog's attack on Selena and me at the border.

      Forcing my legs to walk in a straight line, I grab at Lamont's shirt, trying to pull him off her.

      “Who do you think you are?” he slurs, swinging his arm backward, missing me. He staggers to his feet and turns toward me, trying to keep his balance. “You don't get to give me orders.”

      The entitled creep. I try to concentrate, to close in on his mind, but I can't. All my senses are numb.

      “Get out of here, Lamont –”

      I take a step back. He follows.

      “Or what?” He thinks this is hilarious. “What are you gonna do, Harper?”

      I can't get inside his head.

      Nothing I've learned about my Gift is working.

      Behind us, Kaya shifts onto her hands and knees and pulls herself up. She stumbles toward the door, straightening her clothing.

      I'm going to have to fight him, in Alex's drunk body. I have no idea if I can handle myself.

      As I'm watching Kaya leave the room, Lamont lashes out at me. His fist connects with my left ear.

      God, that hurts.

      He comes at me again, hitting me square on the nose. My face starts to throb. My vision splits. Now there's two of him.

      I slump backward onto a chest of drawers.

      He's looking at his hand. He seems surprised that it's bloody. I need to get a grip. This body – my body – is bigger and taller than his.

      He comes at me again, but this time I'm ready for him. I grab his arm mid-swing, twisting it behind his back.

      There's a crunch and he howls in my ear.

      “You freak!” he splutters. “What have you done?”

      “Don't ever come near Kaya or me again,” I whisper into his ear. There's blood trickling from my nose into my mouth.

      I taste salt and metal.

      I let go of his arm and push him away from me. He stumbles across the room, tripping over his own drunken feet, losing his footing and falling into a heap on the floor.

      “Alex?”

      Kaya is still in the doorway. I wipe my streaming nose on my sleeve.

      “Take me home.”
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      We walk back from the party, the shock of the fight and the cold air sobering us up.

      “I owe you again, Alex,” Kaya says as we get to her front door.

      “You don't owe me anything.”

      The retina scanner confirms her identity, and the door opens. “Do you want to come in?” she asks, then adds: “I can fix up your nose.”

      I want to get back, but I don't like the idea of leaving her alone after the night she's had. “Sure.”

      The wall screens in her living room light up with images of balloons and party poppers as we go in. She lets out a sad laugh and switches them off.

      “You're going to report him, right?” I ask her.

      Mika lets out a happy growl and starts to bounce around his cage when we go into the kitchen. Kaya opens the door and he bounds out into her arms. “I love you too,” she says, ruffling his sparkling fur and putting him down on the counter.

      “Kaya?”

      “Pixi – make two mugs of coffee,” she says, and a HelperBot on the counter lights up and glides toward the coffee machine.

      “Tell it if you want more sugar – I have it set to the wellness program,” she says. “I'll go and get some ointment.”

      While the kitchen fills with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee, I watch the digital photo frame on the windowsill scroll through its pictures. Most of them are either of Kaya by herself, or Kaya with Mika. There are a few of a 40-something man and woman who I presume are her parents.

      There are no pictures of Riva or David.

      “Your drinks are ready,” trills the HelperBot before going back into sleep mode.

      When Kaya comes back downstairs, she is wearing a fluffy pink onesie and slippers, and her hair is brushed back into a ponytail.

      “I was just looking at your pictures,” I say, pushing a steaming mug toward her. “Are they your parents?”

      Her eyes flicker to the digital frame. “Yeah.” She pushes a stray bit of hair behind her ear. “They passed away three years ago,” she says. “Car accident.”

      She puts a pot of Heal-Me and a washcloth on the table between us.

      “I'm sorry; I had no idea,” I lie.

      She shrugs. “Why would you?” She fills a bowl with warm water. “Sit. Close your eyes.”

      I do as I'm told.

      “I don't talk about it,” she says. “I don't want anyone feeling sorry for me. Not even you, Alex.”

      She cleans my face and then dabs ointment around my left temple and my nose. I grimace as the stinging substance makes contact with my skin.

      “Do you have any other family?” I ask.

      “My grandparents live on the other side of the city, and I do have an older sister.”

      Sorry, David.

      Her thought is so fleeting I barely catch it.

      “When Riva got married, I got this place,” she says. “We're not super close, but we check in now and then. Or I should say, I sneak into her house and raid her closet, and she lets herself in here while I'm gone to make sure I haven't destroyed the place.”

      I smile, wondering why she doesn't mention David.

      “What about you – any brothers or sisters?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “Just me.”

      “Don't move your face,” she scolds.

      “Sorry.”

      She steps back. “You're done,” she says, “and at least your nose isn't broken - unlike Lamont's arm.”

      “Thanks for the doctoring. I owe you one.”

      She smiles at that. “Let's just say we're even, Alex.”
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      In Edward's basement, I power up the laptop. There's a message from Edward waiting for me: ‘FOUND SOMETHING.’

      I close my eyes. “Please, please, please…” Let it be something we can use.

      I hit ‘call back’ and Neeve picks up. “What happened to your face?” she asks.

      “It's nothing.” I don't want to talk about it. “What did you find?”

      Edward appears behind her on the screen and they both squash in front of the webcam.

      “Your tip about Riva Westwood was a good one,” he says. “She may be our way in.”

      “Great.” I rub my eyes, trying to stay alert. “Tell me everything.”

      Neeve stares at me a little longer and then reels off the bullet points from a scrap of paper:

      Riva Westwood.

      24 years old.

      Legacy Elite.

      Level 1 IT Operative.

      Lives in the Inner Sanctum with husband Simon Westwood.

      Parents William and Anya Andrews died in a car accident four years ago.

      One sister, Kaya, 16, and a brother who would have been 15, but supposedly died four years ago.

      My skin tingles.

      “Supposedly?” I ask her.

      “His birth certificate and his 11+ results showing his Worker status are all present and correct,” Neeve says. “But his death certificate made us look twice.”

      Edward jumps in. “The official report is that he died following a recalibration procedure.”

      I chew my lip. “And you said that one in ten people don't survive that?”

      “Yes, and the fatality is instant,” he says. “The death certificate is always signed by the same medic who ran the recalibration procedure. But this wasn't the case for David. The medic who signed his death certificate was not the medic who performed the procedure.”

      I sit back, deflated. “It's not exactly incriminating evidence,” I say. “There could be a ton of reasons why a different medic might sign it.”

      “We thought that too, but that's not all,” Neeve says, holding up her index finger. “We also looked into the online shopping receipts and drone deliveries for the Westwood and the Andrews properties.”

      “And?”

      “The Westwood deliveries are pretty standard, but the Andrews deliveries are way out of whack for a one-person household,” Neeve says. “Too much food, too many toiletries, clothes in different sizes –”

      “All things that could easily be explained away,” I say, my heart sinking further. I'm sure Kaya isn't the first sixteen-year-old in the Inner Sanctum to go a little overboard with online shopping.

      “Maybe,” Neeve says, “but she's also been ordering a steady supply of medication from a string of different vendors – and get this: there's no medication listed anywhere on her Clinic Inc. profile.”

      Okay. That's something.

      “They've been clever. These things on their own aren't enough to alert The Telepathe,” Edward says, “but when you put all of the pieces together: the falsified documents, the online shopping, the medication –”

      “We think that Kaya and Riva may be covering up the fact that David is still alive,” says Neeve.

      I rub my arms, trying to make sense of it all.

      “It explains why Kaya didn't mention him to me,” I say, “but why cover it up?”

      “It doesn't matter why. It only matters that they're doing it,” Edward says. “Falsifying documents is one thing, but the real key for us is a piece of Society legislation called the Law of Contribution.”

      As he speaks, my adrenaline starts pumping. I remember the exact words from school:

      ‘Without exception, all citizens over the age of 11 must be in full-time education or full-time employment.’

      “David is supposed to be dead, so he's certainly not working or learning,” Neeve says.

      “If it is discovered that Riva is knowingly hiding her brother – a brother who, by virtue of being alive without being a productive member of The Society, is breaking this law – she'd be seen as an accomplice,” Edward says, “And she would be stripped of everything she has and arrested, along with David.”

      And Kaya… but it won't come to that. We just need to leverage Riva.

      Now I'm ultra-awake. We have our way in.

      I say goodbye to Edward and Neeve, then use one of the burner phones to send a message to Riva’s social media profile.

      
        
        Re: David. Can we meet?

      

      

      As I'm powering down the laptop, a movement on one of the surveillance monitors catches my eye.

      There's somebody outside.
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      I watch the figure hover around the front of the house, pressing the doorbell and waiting. After a while, the figure peers into the front windows. No doubt frustrated that all of the curtains are closed, they walk around the side of the house.

      The security lights flash up when the garden gate opens, and I see it's a guy standing in the back garden.

      He walks toward the steps leading up to the patio and vaults the low gate. He knocks twice on the patio doors.

      Think, Aura.

      There are no Cogs with him.

      It could just be another neighbor.

      At 11:00 p.m.?

      Does anybody else know I'm here?

      He walks around the front of the house and presses the doorbell again. He waits with his arms folded, as if he knows there's someone inside and he's not going anywhere until he sees who.

      The doorbell is still ringing when I get up into the living room.

      
        
        “SEB GOODMAN IS WAITING…”

      

      

      I do a double-take when I see Seb's face flashing on the wall screen.

      What on earth is he doing here?

      He starts rapping on the door.

      I take a breath.

      It's Seb. Whatever he's here for, he's not going to hurt me. I collect myself, fix a calm expression on my face, and open the door.

      Seb looks surprised. Alex Harper is not the person he was expecting to see.

      “Can I help you?” I ask.

      He blinks. “Maybe. Can I come in?”

      “Sure.”

      I close the door behind him and watch his eyes swoop around the hallway.

      It's so disorienting to see him here in Edward's house that for a moment I forget that I don't listen in to my friends’ thoughts. I overhear:

      Where are you, Aura?

      My skin prickles. If Seb is looking for me here, something is very wrong. There should be no connection between this house and Aura Jax.

      “I'm Seb Goodman,” he says, holding out a hand for me to shake.

      This would be so much easier if I could tell him who I am.

      “Alex Harper,” I say instead.

      “I'm… I was looking for a friend of mine,” he says, walking toward the kitchen. “I thought she might be here.”

      I need to know what he knows, why he's looking for me.

      “Does this friend have a name?” I ask. “Is she in some kind of trouble?”

      “Perhaps I'm mistaken,” he mutters, poking his head into the living room.

      Screw it.

      This is a special circumstance.

      I break my rule on purpose and listen in to what he's thinking. His thoughts whirl around in his head like a snowstorm:

      The Savants must be wrong. How can they be wrong? Where is Aura? Is this guy hiding her? Why would she be back here?

      The Savants know I'm here.

      My mouth feels dry.

      Seb rubs a hand over his face, obviously stressed. “Look, this may seem like an odd question, but is there anyone else living here with you?” he asks. I can barely hear his question over the torrent of his thoughts.

      That's enough.

      I shut him out again.

      “I can get a message to her,” I tell him.

      He freezes and looks at me. “What?”

      “I can get a message to your friend,” I say again.

      His cheeks flush. “How do you know who I'm talking about?”

      Of course he doesn't know if he can trust Alex Harper. And by being here, he's putting himself on the line – and in danger – for me again.

      “You should go,” I say, walking him back toward the front door. “I'll get your friend to contact you in the usual way.”

      I open the front door and he searches my face.

      “You can trust me, Seb,” I say.

      He licks his lips. “Fine,” he says. “Tell my friend I'll be in touch.”

      I lock the door behind him and watch out of the window as he leaves. He looks back at the house once, twice, and then gets into the cab waiting for him out front.
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        * * *

      

      It takes Seb half an hour to get to a computer. I spend the wait pacing around the basement, barely able to breathe.

      Finally, he appears on ChatDust.

      
        
        D3888AGXX-A is online.

        >Saturna1ia7: WHAT'S GOING ON?

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: WHERE ARE YOU?

      

      

      I hate that I can't tell him.

      
        
        >Saturna1ia7: BEST YOU DON'T KNOW.

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: SAVANTS INTEL LED ME TO YOUR FRIEND'S HOUSE. YOU HAVE LESS THAN 24 HOURS BEFORE THERE'S AN ARMY OF COGS AT THAT DOOR.

      

      

      My stomach churns.

      
        
        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: I SAW THE PRESS CONFERENCE ABOUT YOU

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: WHY DID YOU COME BACK?

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: WARN YOUR FRIEND.

        D3888AGXX-A has left the conversation.

      

      

      During the drama with Seb, I haven't noticed that there's a new message flashing on the burner phone I had used to contact Riva.

      
        
        Artificial Gardens. 11:00 p.m.

      

      

      I'm late.
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      It's half-past midnight when I get to the Artificial Gardens. I circle around in the cab, trying to find Riva among the plastic blooms, hoping she hasn't left already.

      Finally, I see a dark figure sitting on a bench behind a noisy water feature, melting into the shadows.

      There's nobody else around. I get out of the cab and walk toward her.

      “Riva?” I say.

      The figure looks up at me.

      It's Riva, all right. I've been studying her photographs on social media for hours.

      She's too calm. She doesn't look like she's afraid that her life is about to be torn apart.

      “Mr. Harper,” she says. “Have a seat.”

      She's wearing jogging pants underneath her expensive coat. There's no makeup on her face, except for a slick of burgundy lipstick.

      She's come out here in a hurry.

      That's a good sign, at least. She's more scared than she's letting on.

      I take a seat at the other end of the bench. “I want to talk to you about David.”

      “So you said,” she says. “Now why on earth do you want to talk about my dead brother?”

      “Because I don't think he's dead.”

      She holds my gaze. “You're crazy.”

      I look around, making sure that we're still alone. The fountain is loud. She's picked a good spot for this conversation.

      “I know that he's not dead like The Society thinks he is and I know that he's living with Kaya,” I tell her.

      Her face twitches ever so slightly.

      How does he know?

      There's no way Kaya would have told him.

      So it's true.

      “Be careful with your accusations,” she warns. “I'm a Level One agent. I could have you arrested.”

      “I'll take my chances,” I say.

      She shakes her head but doesn't respond.

      “I'm sure you know what happens to people who break the Law of Contribution, Riva,” I say, keeping my voice low, cold. “You and your little brother will be arrested, and once they're done experimenting on you, you'll be executed.” I pause to let it sink in. “Kaya too.”

      She crosses her legs. “David died four years ago,” she says.

      A taxi purrs by in the distance.

      “I know that's what you need everyone to think,” I say once it passes, “but we have evidence – ”

      “Who's ‘we’?”

      “That doesn't matter.”

      She pulls her coat around her and her eyes sweep around the garden. “Who are you? Who are you working for?”

      “I'm offering to keep your secret,” I tell her, “but in return, I need your help.”

      She looks me up and down. “When you contacted me, I had a little look into you,” she says. “I saw the photos of you at the party with Kaya. You're such a hero. I wonder, has she seen this side of you? Does she know you're only pretending to be her friend?”

      “This has nothing to do with Kaya.”

      “You're attempting to blackmail her sister and ruin her life while you're at it. I think she'd see it differently.”

      I shrug, trying to play it casual while my heart hammers in my chest. “I don't want to hurt you or Kaya,” I tell her, “but if I don't get what I want, then I'll have no choice.”

      She’s silent for a long while. I can hear her mind working, wrestling with a response.

      “Help you do what exactly?” she asks eventually.

      Keep cool, Aura.

      “I need to get into the server room at The Telepathe. I need to access one of the machines.”

      “Why?”

      “The less you know, the better.”

      She frowns. “It's impossible. What with the Savants… if I'm found out –”

      “Just concentrate on what happens if your brother is discovered breaking the law,” I say, cutting her off. “Or if you're found out for faking his death and hiding him from the authorities.”

      She stares into the foaming water feature.

      Can't let it come to that.

      Who would he tell? Who would believe him?

      We could get David out of here.

      I'm losing her.

      “Think about it, Riva. I can help you keep your secret. We can make sure nobody else finds out.” I'm struggling to keep the desperation from my voice now.

      We could arrange temporary accommodation for him.

      We'd need to move quickly.

      I've lost her.

      “I have to go,” she says, getting up. “Give me 24 hours to think about what you said.”

      She has no intention of helping me.

      She starts to walk away. I can't let this happen.

      “Riva, wait!” I shout after her. “I swear. I'll go to the authorities right now.”

      She turns back to me. Her eyes flash. “And if you do that, you still won't get into the server room,” she hisses, “so I'll take my chances.”

      “Riva, please –”

      “And whatever you do,” she says, walking away, “stay away from Kaya.”
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      I take the cab back to the Inner Sanctum in a dark daze.

      It's 2:30 a.m.

      I'm out of options. I've failed. The Savants know I'm here and in less than 24 hours, there'll be an army at my door. I need to get out of here.

      My cab is pulling into the driveway when my phone rings. It's Kaya.

      “Can you come over?” She asks.

      For a second, I don't know what to say. Could I appeal to her to help me?

      “Riva just left.”

      I hang up and walk to her house.

      She lets me in and closes the door behind me. Her face is red and puffy. She's been crying. I follow her into the kitchen and she leans against the counter, hugging herself. “What's going on, Alex?” Her voice is hoarse. “Riva says you're trying to blackmail us.”

      “I'm sorry – ”

      She wipes her eyes with a balled-up fist. “I'm so stupid. I thought we were becoming friends – but you've just been digging up dirt to destroy what's left of my family.”

      “That's not true,” I say. “I found Riva's name on a list of people who could access something I need. I didn't know she was your sister at first – I just needed her help. I was desperate. I am desperate.”

      She closes her eyes. “Tell me what's going on?”

      I take a deep breath, and then it all spills out. I tell her everything, except for the body-swapping and my being an Influencer: the raid on our house, Edward and Neeve in their underground exile, Dad arrested and sentenced to death, Selena living in a camp across the border. Once I start, I can't stop.

      When I'm done, I feel empty. I look at Kaya, my eyes stinging. “Say something.”

      She doesn't answer.

      I should go before she calls somebody to arrest me. I need to talk to Edward. Regroup.

      Then she says. “We're not that different, you and I. Come with me? I want to show you something.”

      I follow her out of the kitchen to the end of the hall, and she stops outside of the basement.

      I follow her down carpeted stairs. There's no retina scanner at the bottom, no CamoFilm, just a regular door with an access code.

      She types in the code and knocks twice. “We're coming in,” she says.

      The basement is furnished like a studio apartment. There's a small sofa and a desk set near a bed on one side of the apartment, and on the other side, a small kitchenette area is visible across a low partition wall, complete with dining table and chairs.

      A male AI comes out from the kitchenette, pushing a scowling young man in a souped-up electric wheelchair.

      “David, I'd like you to meet someone,” Kaya says. Even with a scowl on his face, the boy in the wheelchair looks like a model from a magazine: white-blonde hair like Kaya's, chiseled jaw, deep brown eyes.

      The AI navigates around the room, pushing David to his desk. Once he settles the chair into place, he goes to stand in the corner, awaiting further instruction.

      “Hi,” David says, giving Kaya a look.

      “Hi, I'm Alex. I live next door.”

      “I know who you are,” he says. “You're the guy who wants to shop my existence to the authorities.”

      “I needed Riva's help. I'm sorry –”

      “Sorry?” David snaps. “You threaten to throw us to the dogs and you're sorry?”

      Kaya holds up a hand. “David, just listen to him, please. Alex just told me everything – why he needs Riva's help, why he threatened us.”

      I tell my story again, and as I speak, David's hostility lessens.

      “David underwent the reconfiguration procedure when he was eleven,” Kaya says. “But it didn't work, and it left him paralyzed from the neck down.”

      “I can speak for myself,” he says. “They messed up. They didn't fix me, but they didn't kill me either.” He glances at the AI in the corner. “So I have Todd to help me stay alive.”

      “But David wouldn't have had any life at all if Mum and Dad hadn't got him out after the surgery,” Kaya says. “According to the protocol, he should have been euthanized to cover the mistake.”

      “How did they get him out?” I ask.

      She looks into my eyes. “Their life insurance paid for the cover-up. Riva arranged it.”

      The car accident.

      I can't believe what this family been through – and here I am forcing them to relive it all.

      “Riva was like a mother to us until she married Simon, who doesn't have any idea that we have a brother. We don't see her as often now,” Kaya says. “But she came around in a mad panic an hour ago, saying we needed to start packing David up. She's getting ready to move him out.”

      “Riva hasn't been to see me in a few months, so she didn't know that I'm in no condition to be moved right now,” says David. “So Kaya made her agree to wait until the morning so she could try to reason with you first.”

      I want to be reasonable, but I still need to get into that room. If Riva won't help me, the plan is screwed.

      I should go. Maybe Edward can come up with a last-minute flash of inspiration to get us un-screwed.

      “What are the risks to Riva if she helps you, Alex?” David asks, and Kaya looks at him sharply.

      A shred of hope starts to build inside of me.

      I swallow. “All I need to do is get onto a machine in the server room and upload a piece of code. It takes eight hours to propagate – I'll be in and out of The Society altogether before anyone knows what's happened.”

      “And this man you're trying to help. Edward. He can take on Robert Wolfe?”

      “I think he's the only person who can.”

      He nods. “The only way this works is if Riva doesn't know anything about it. She can't know.”

      “You're going to help me?”

      “David –” Kaya starts to say.

      “I'm tired of living like a prisoner,” he says. “Aren't you tired of keeping this secret? If this works, maybe soon we won't have to.”

      Kaya looks at him, then at me, and then at him again. She chews on a fingernail, wrestling with her conscience.

      “Okay,” she says eventually. “I'm in.”

      David smiles.

      I could kiss them both.

      “Okay, so we need a plan,” Kaya says, springing into action. “What do you need to get into that room?”

      “Riva's ID and an access key for the machines in the server room.”

      “Right.” She starts pacing the room. “She's coming here in the morning and Simon is away at a training course…” She looks at me. “Can you pick a lock?”

      I raise an eyebrow. Finally. Something in my wheelhouse. “Yes, I can pick a lock.”

      “Riva keeps her spare keys and her Telepathe ID in her bedside drawer – at least she used to,” Kaya says, thinking aloud. “You'd have to get them from her place while she's here tomorrow morning, go to The Telepathe and do your thing, then bring them back here. I can pretend she dropped them when she came over.”

      “What will you tell Riva?” I ask. “Once she gets here, you'll need to stall her.”

      She raises her eyes to the ceiling. “I don't know yet… I could tell her you've given me 24 hours to convince her to help you? And that while you think we're doing that, we'll actually be coming up with a plan to make David safe.”

      “That works,” David says.

      “Wait,” I think through my first visit to the sub-basement, “this isn't going to work without Riva on board. There's a retina scan to get into the server room.”

      David laughs. “Don't be such an amateur. The retina scan is the easy part.”

      “It is?”

      He taps the arm of his chair. “Turn 180 degrees,” he says. His chair turns to face the computer screen on the desk. “Power up,” he says, and the screen comes on. “Show pictures of Riva Westwood.”

      One by one, pictures of Riva appear on the screen.

      “Scroll images.”

      I watch with interest as the images flash by.

      “There are three things we need for this to work,” David says. “The eyes in the image need to be bright, the diameter of the iris needs to be at least 75 pixels, and the print-out needs a resolution of 1200dpi…. Stop.”

      The screen shows a close-up image of Riva's face.

      “Print image.”

      “This actually works?”

      “You bet it does.”

      Seconds later, the printer below the desk has spat out a high-resolution photo of Riva and her big brown eyes.
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      Riva is due at Kaya's house at 6:00 a.m.

      It's now 3:00 a.m.

      I try to sleep so that I'm fresh for tomorrow, but it's no good. My mind won't switch off. I watch the clock instead of resting, and I'm no more refreshed when the alarm goes at 5:30 a.m. than I was when I got into bed.

      In an hour, this could all be over.

      I dress all in black, slip one of Edward's burner phones into my pocket, and head out the back door. It should be dark out here – there's just a sliver of the moon visible in the sky – but the Inner Sanctum is lit with its constant amber glow.

      I make my way to Riva's house on foot, sticking to the shadows in case I'm seen, but I don't come across another soul.

      I stop across from her house, ducking down next to a garden fence so I can watch Riva leave for Kaya's. The curtains are still drawn, but I see a light coming from one of the downstairs windows.

      At 5:50 a.m., a cab pulls up outside and the light in the house goes out. At 5:51, she leaves the house, hood up, eyes down.

      As soon as the cab has turned the corner, I jog across the road and head to the back of the house to avoid being seen by any neighbors. I take the paperclip out of my pocket and push it into the lock. In seconds, the door is open and I'm in.

      I feel around the wall by the door, looking for a light switch. My hand knocks into something hard, which lands with a soft thud and a sloshing sound at my feet.

      I find the light switch. I've knocked over a vase of red roses on the hallway floor.

      Of course the roses are real.

      I look at the stem-stained water now seeping into the cream-colored carpet.

      Great start, Aura.

      I pick up the vase, put it back on the shelf, and stuff the roses back in, pricking my hands on the thorns.

      I'll have to leave the wet floor.

      Keep moving.

      The hallway leads into the living room. I flip on the overhead light – a chandelier dripping in crystals in the center of the room – and see that the space is full of expensive-looking mahogany furniture and a big L-shaped sofa in purple velvet. There's a pair of sliding glass doors at the other side of the room that lead to a larger hallway with a staircase at the end of it.

      I move through the room. I need to get upstairs. The doors open with a delicate screech.

      “Riva? You still here?” a male voice shouts from upstairs.

      My hand freezes on the doorframe.

      Simon is not gone, as Kaya thought.

      I stand stock-still, barely daring to breathe, scanning the room for a hiding place.

      There’s a creak from a floorboard above, followed by the sound of footsteps padding down the stairs. I stride across the room and squeeze behind the sofa, crouching down, blood pounding in my ears.

      “Always leaving the damn lights on,” he mutters switching them off.

      What is he doing here?

      I hear cupboards opening and closing and the clinking of crockery.

      He’s in the kitchen.

      I crawl toward the glass doors on my hands and knees and peer out. There’s a light on in the kitchen on the right side of the hall.

      Can I get up the stairs without him seeing me?

      He comes out of the kitchen carrying a mug, wearing a white dressing gown and slippers. I duck behind the door again, watching him as he goes back up the stairs. He still looks half-asleep.

      Moments later, I hear the shower go on.

      If I'm going to do this, I need to do it now.

      I cross the hallway and pad up the stairs, stopping every couple of seconds to listen. I can hear running water and whistling in a bathroom somewhere up there.

      On the landing, there are six doors. One stands slightly ajar. Guessing that must be their bedroom, I slip in.

      The four-poster bed inside is flanked on either side by two antique-looking chests of drawers. There are three drawers in each chest, and each drawer is locked with a dainty, jewel-encrusted padlock.

      This is going to take me longer than I thought.

      I guess which set of drawers are Riva's by the half-empty teacup marked with burgundy lipstick left on top. Her Telepathe ID rests beside the teacup. I want to shout for joy. Instead, I pocket the ID and start on the drawer locks.

      They're flimsy and not difficult to open, more for decoration than security. I root around in the first drawer for the key, but all I find are pill bottles, tissues, and a journal.

      There's no key in the second drawer either. What if Kaya was wrong?

      I'm starting to panic. Any second, Simon's shower is going to end, and he's going to find me in his bedroom.

      A bit too eagerly, I jam the paperclip into the third lock – and the paperclip snaps.

      This can't be happening.

      Silently cursing, I look around for something heavy. There's a fist-sized crystal ornament on the dressing table by the window – a unicorn rearing up on its hind legs.

      I grab the ornament and bash the lock with it. The lock comes off, along with some of the wood and the unicorn's horn.

      The shower turns off.

      I pull open the drawer and root around for the key.

      The bathroom door opens.

      Got it.

      I shove the key into my pocket with the Telepathe ID and get down on the floor, crawling under the bed. I lie beneath the bed silently, trapped. There's an old pot of lip-gloss under here, and a pair of black fishnet tights.

      My heart is racing. I see Simon's bare feet wander into the bedroom and around the bed to the closet. I hear coat hangers rattling.

      And then he stops still.

      What on earth? His confused thought enters my head.

      He gets down on his hands and knees and inspects the damaged drawer.

      Someone's been in here… where's my phone?

      I can't let him call Riva – or the authorities.

      I know what I need to do. I know I shouldn't do it. I might need my strength for later. But I need to get out of here before he calls the Cogs.

      Breathe.

      I close my eyes.

      The heat of my Gift takes hold of me, and I can feel the now-familiar gaps between the seconds. I crawl out from underneath the bed and stand to face him.

      To him, I must look like a mere apparition. Blink. Now you see me.

      He moves away from me in alarm, knocking the teacup off the drawers. A delicate splash of beige liquid hits the bedroom wall in slow motion.

      Somnum.

      He falls back and slides down the wardrobe, resting in a seated position on the floor.

      I run into the bathroom to vomit and flush away the evidence. In the mirror, I see that my nose is starting to bleed. That's new.

      Back in the bedroom, I haul Simon up onto his side of the bed. “This is just going to seem like a really weird dream,” I mutter to him, wiping blood from my nose as I tuck him in.

      I put the ornament, minus the broken horn, back on the dresser and put the broken lock back on the broken drawer. With any luck, I'll be back across the border by the time they notice any of this.

      A glance at my phone tells me that it's 6:15 a.m.

      Dizzy and soaked in sweat, I make my way downstairs, out the back door, and back onto the street. To maintain my cover, I stagger several blocks away from the house before I call a cab.

      Five minutes later, I'm on my way to Central Square.
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      It's strange being in The Telepathe when there's no one else around. The lone AI receptionist looks up and gives me a disinterested nod when I enter.

      I cross the foyer to the bank of elevators, my footsteps on the smooth floor echoing in the empty hall.

      I'm clutching Riva's ID in my sweaty hand, waiting for the elevator to take me down to the sub-basement, praying that the next ten minutes go according to plan.

      In the elevator, I catch a glimpse of my reflection. My nose is bloodied, and my skin is pale. My black shirt has darker black sweat patches under the armpits. I look unhinged. I'm starting to resemble a madman.

      As we descend, I spit into my hand and try to wipe some of the blood from my nose. There's a strange metallic taste in my mouth, a heady cocktail of fear and adrenalin.

      The elevator stops at the sub-basement, and the doors slide open. I step out into the dark corridor, my stomach flipping. There's no turning back now.

      I put my face to the glass panel on the server room door to see if there's anyone inside. I spot one technician, wearing a pair of headphones, tapping away at a machine.

      This is not ideal.

      I have to try anyway. I'm out of time.

      Hands shaking, I scan Riva's ID card at the door and the retina scanner slides down. My heart is in my throat as I hold up the picture of her eye to the lens. Unbelievably, the light turns green.

      The technician glances at me as I enter, and I do a double-take.

      I've seen him before.

      In one of the very first simulations at the bunker…

      It's the same plump, pasty-faced technician who eyeballed me in the IT room simulation right before I got motion sickness.

      By the time I've processed my shock, he's fixated on his screen again.

      I can't let this throw me off course.

      Breathe.

      The room is quiet except for the soft whirr of the computers. The place smells of stale coffee.

      I pick a machine in the corner, facing the door, and insert Riva's key. The screen comes to life.

      I take another deep breath and get to work, disabling the antivirus software and logging onto the email system. My fingers stumble over the keys. I search an email from the fake account that Edward has created. Nothing. I check the junk folder and run the same search. It comes up blank again.

      Where is it? It has to be here.

      But it definitely isn't.

      I wonder if the message has been bounced back by a system firewall. If that's the case, Edward will have to resend it.

      I set about temporarily disabling the firewall through the machine's security settings, clicking through to the network protection options and switching ‘Telepathe Defender Firewall’ to ‘off.’

      Now I need to get Edward to resend the message. I'm not supposed to contact him from here, but I don't have a choice.

      I take my phone out of my pocket and silently curse when I see that there's no signal.

      There's a creak as the technician gets out of his chair.

      “You okay?” he asks, walking toward the door. “Your nose…”

      “I'm fine. Thanks.” I muster a smile and wipe my nose on my sleeve.

      …WHO..?

      The thought bursts into my head like a blast of static, and then it's silent. It's like being underwater and coming up for air.

      But he knows something's wrong.

      Dizzy, I hold onto the desk, expecting the burst of static to come again, but it doesn't.

      “That won't work down here,” the technician says, nodding at my phone as he leaves.

      The door closes behind him.

      What now? Do I have time to go back upstairs, make the phone call, and get back down here?

      Best to check if Edward is online first. I put the useless phone down, and with the firewall on the computer disabled, I pull up ChatDust and send him a message.

      
        
        > Saturna1ia7: MESSAGE BLOCKED BY FIREWALL

        > Saturna1ia7: NEED YOU TO RESEND.

      

      

      I glance at the server room clock. It's 6:45 a.m.

      Soon the rest of the staff will start to arrive.

      I'll give him a minute.

      I sit, watching the screen, my heartbeat counting out every half second.

      The minute comes and goes.

      I'm going to have to go back up to the ground floor and make the call. I've just started to get out of my chair when a message appears on screen.

      
        
        l918_e912 has joined the conversation.

      

      

      I drop back down into my seat.

      
        
        l918_e912 is typing.

        >l918_e912: YOU'RE IN THE SERVER ROOM?

        > Saturna1ia7: YES – HURRY

        l918_e912 is typing.

        >l918_912: RESENT MESSAGE.

      

      

      I refresh the feed, but I still can't see it. I click into the junk folder and update the feed again.

      There it is.

      Finally.

      
        
        SUBJECT: “Meeting Minutes.”

      

      

      There's a big red exclamation mark beside it warning people to take care when opening.

      
        
        >Saturna1ia7: GOT IT

      

      

      As I click into the message, I hear the door open, and I glance up, expecting to see the technician coming back in.

      The putrid smell hits the back of my throat moments before the figures appear in the doorway.

      Cogs.

      Guns raised.

      Pointed at my head.
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      “What's going on?” I say in my most authoritative voice, facing the two Cogs head-on. I start scanning the molecules in the space between us for a connection.

      “You need to come with us.”

      “Can I ask why?” I say.

      I'm stalling for time. If I go with them, I'll never get this chance again.

      “You're not authorized to be in here.”

      His words fall into my head slowly as time slows down, and I relax into my trance. Every nerve is taut, ready for the connection.

      I sense the black mass of thought in their heads, and I tug at it, waiting for a reaction.

      “Do you like your job?” I ask.

      The question catches them off guard. Their split-second of confusion lets me in.

      I see them.

      “What?” one of them asks.

      I send a current of thought at him with as much strength as my exhausted body can muster. The energy ripples through me, red hot and dangerous. For just a moment, I feel stronger, like I could tear this whole place apart with my mind.

      His body slams into the doorframe, cracking the glass in the panel, his gun skidding across the floor toward me. I kick it out of the way.

      The crash is coming for me. I only have a few seconds.

      My mind is still sparking with a million shards of electricity, but my body is numb.

      Hang in there. Just breathe, I tell myself.

      “What are you?” The second Cog is backing up, trying to get away. Opening himself up some more.

      I'm seeing stars.

      With all the strength I have left, I form my command and push it into his consciousness.

      Somnum.

      He stares at me angrily and just as I think I need to grab the gun, his eyes close, and he crumbles to the floor next to his colleague. Two heaps of flesh. Down for the count.

      My ears are ringing and my heart is pounding in my chest. I bend over, clutching my legs, trying to get my breath back.

      Now I'm really done.

      I'm vulnerable.

      I sense movement and I look up to see the technician staring open-mouthed through the glass at me and the Cogs' inert bodies. He runs for the elevator, frantically pressing the button.

      My mind moves to follow him, but my body has other ideas. A wave of fatigue grabs hold of me. I cling to the doorframe, trying to clear the fog from my vision.

      If he sounds the alarm, all of this is over.

      My eyes find the handgun on the floor, and I reach for it.

      “Wait! I've got a gun.”

      I've never even held a gun before, but the tech doesn't know that.

      He turns to me, hands in the air. “Please. Don't kill me.”

      “I'm not going to kill you. But I do need you to come back in here and sit down where I can see you.”

      He does as he's told, but he can't keep his legs still.

      “I'm going to need you to wipe the last hour from the cameras in here. Can you do that?”

      He nods, muttering that ‘yes, yes he can,’ and starts tapping away on his keyboard.

      I drag myself back to my machine and see that three messages are flashing on the screen.

      
        
        >l918_e912: FILE AT THE BOTTOM OF THE EMAIL.

        >l918_e912: CLICK ON IT

        >l918_e912: YOU THERE?

      

      

      I slump into the chair, my whole body shaking.

      
        
        l918_2912 is typing.

        >l918_2912: UPDATE?

      

      

      My mind moves slowly. I feel drunk.

      All I want to do is sleep.

      I need to hurry.

      I still have to get out of here.

      I hover the cursor over the file. This is it.

      I click and wait.

      Such an easy thing.

      So much sacrifice to get to this point.

      
        
        >Saturna1ia7: DONE.

        l918_e912 is typing.

        >l918_e912: GET OUT OF THERE.

        l918_e912 has left the conversation.

      

      

      It feels anti-climactic.

      There are no explosions, no melting servers: just two downed Cogs and a loose-end technician to deal with.

      I reset the Telepathe firewall, clear the activity history, and take Riva's key out of the machine. Then, with an effort, I stand up.

      It crosses my mind that this morning's trail of destruction won't go unnoticed, but in my fractured consciousness, I reason that once we expose Robert Wolfe, none of it will matter.

      My mind skitters and shifts.

      I squint, trying to focus on the trembling technician. There's a dull ache behind my eyes.

      I wave the gun at him for effect. “You need to come with me.”
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      “What's your name?”

      “W-William Watts,” he stammers. “I d-don't want any trouble.”

      “Just don't make a sound or any sudden moves,” I tell him. “You've seen what I can do.”

      I have to hope that the threat works because if he decides to tackle me and make a run for it, I won't be able to stop him. I'm weak as a kitten, and I can't hear him in my head at all. I'm only getting short blasts of white noise.

      I lean against the wall of the elevator on the way up, trying to conserve every ounce of my strength. When we stop at the ground floor, I tuck the gun into my waistband and pull my shirt over it.

      “I want you to walk out ten paces ahead of me,” I tell Watts. “We're taking a cab to the Inner Sanctum.”

      He nods, and we cross the foyer.

      A few staff members are starting to drift in now. One of them is Lamont Harris, who is sporting a black eye and a sling.

      He sees me and comes at me, getting in my face. “What happened, Harper? Did Kaya punish you for coming between us?” he smirks.

      “Get out of my way, Lamont,” I growl, holding a hand over the bulk of the gun.

      William Watts glances back, then picks up his pace.

      “Or what?” Lamont grabs my arm with his good hand. “I'm sober now. You'd better watch your step.”

      Watts is getting too far ahead of me.

      “Whatever, Lamont,” I shrug him off.

      With the gun digging into my waist, I jog the rest of the way across the foyer to catch up with Watts, who is heading down the steps into the square.

      “That's right. Run, Harper,” Lamont calls after me.

      “Did you miss the part where I said ‘don't make any sudden moves?’” I hiss at Watts as I signal a cab.

      We say nothing on the way to the Inner Sanctum. I'm still getting bursts of static where Watts's thoughts should be, and every bump in the road sends shooting pain through my head.

      I grit my teeth.

      I just need to hang on a little bit longer.

      The cab pulls up around the corner and we climb out, heading around the back of Edward's house.

      I open up the house and take out the gun, pointing Watts in the direction of the kitchen.

      I pull out a chair at the dining table. “Sit,” I tell him.

      The tech is muttering and shaking as I root through Edward's drawers for something to tie him up. I find a thick roll of tape and secure his wrists and ankles to the chair. I put a strip of tape over his mouth.

      My nose is streaming uncontrollably now. I'm leaving drops of blood on the kitchen floor. I ball up some paper towels and cover my nose.

      “I'm not going to hurt you,” I tell Watts. “I'll let someone know you're here once I've gone.”

      I leave him in the kitchen and jog back outside to drop Riva's key and ID card into an empty plant pot on the patio for Kaya to pick up later.

      Back inside the house, I head down to the basement to contact Edward and arrange my escape.

      When I open the laptop, the Chatdust window pops up. It's still open from when I ran out to meet Riva yesterday.

      There are two messages. One sent late last night. The other sent just 20 minutes ago. I don't recognize the handle, but I'm pretty sure it's Seb.

      
        
        V5a3catX is online.

        >V5a3catX: MY HOUSE HAS BEEN RANSACKED BUT I'M OK. THEY KNOW YOU'RE HERE.

        >V5a3catX: THEY'RE COMING.

      

      

      My hands tremble as I type.

      
        
        >Saturna1ia7: HOW LONG HAVE I GOT?

        V5a3catX is typing.

        >V5a3catX: TWENTY MINUTES MAX. JUST GET OUT OF THERE.

        V5a3catX is typing.

        >V5a3catX: LET ME KNOW WHEN YOU'RE SAFE.

        V5a3catX has left the conversation.

      

      

      I hear a thud upstairs and my first thought is that Watts is trying to escape. Then I notice the surveillance monitors.

      Cogs.

      Even with my blurred vision, I can see that there's an army of them.

      I don't even have twenty minutes.

      I'm out of time.

      Keeping one eye on the monitors, I call Edward. The balled-up paper towels are soaked in blood now.

      “I'm trapped,” I tell him. “There are Cogs outside. Too many… They're here for Aura…”

      I'm starting to hyperventilate. Instead of Aura, they'll find a trussed-up William Watts and his half-dead captor Alex Harper.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura…

      I have to get a grip.

      “Stay calm,” Edward says. “Is the room locked?”

      “Yes.” My eyes dart to the closed door and back to the monitors. The Cogs surround the house like a circle of ants guarding their nest. I can't see a way out of this. “What do I do?”

      Edward closes his eyes and puts his head in his hands, but he doesn't answer.

      “Edward?” I'm frantic. “What do I do?”

      He looks back at the camera “Do you trust me?”

      “What?” I frown. “Yes, I trust you.”

      He takes a deep breath, nods. “On the shelf above my desk – can you see a drone?”

      My eyes pick over the various gadgets and bits of junk. “Yes, I see it.” The black metal device is the size of a brick, covered in dust like everything else in the room. It resembles a giant AI spider, standing on four legs attached to four arms with propellers. There's a lens beneath the body positioned like an all-seeing eye.

      I put it on the desk in front of the screen.

      “Good.” Edward takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes. “I'm going to get you out of there, Aura, but you're going to have to do exactly as I say.”
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      Outside, the Cogs are getting into position. How long before they're in the house? How long before Watts points them in the direction of the basement? How long before they find this hidden room?

      “I once told you that I believed the future of our species would involve a desertion of our biological bodies, that with the right technology, the human mind could be uploaded and preserved in hardware,” Edward says. “That's what we need to do now. We need to transfer your memory disk into the drone.”

      I blink. He can't be serious.

      “At the back of the room, you'll see an air vent. You'll be able to fly out through it.”

      He's serious.

      My mind – my life, my memories, my hopes, my fears – all inside a tiny piece of hardware.

      “The drone is made of pure titanium alloy. It will protect you like a suit of armor,” Edward explains, seeming to understand my hesitation. “I know how this sounds, but it's the only way you're going to get out of there. We're out of options.”

      “How do I control it?”

      “Your mind will override the internal operating system.”

      But I won't be able to speak.

      I won't be able to feel.

      If I don't make it back to the bunker, I'll be stuck inside it for… What? Forever? If the mind can survive in a piece of hardware, is death even possible?

      The thought makes me claustrophobic. It's a million times worse than being exiled to a bunker.

      What's my alternative? If they find me, I'll be captured; if they don't find me, I'll be trapped in this room for the foreseeable future anyway, unable to help Mum and Dad or Selena or anyone I love.

      “It's the only way, Aura.”

      The Cogs are in the house now. The monitors show two of them finding William Watts in the kitchen.

      I'm not prepared to die down here.

      I go to the back of the room, get down on my hands and knees, and pry the air vent off the wall to create my escape route. The air outside is cold and fresh compared to the stuffy room. The vent space is just large enough for the drone to get through.

      “Aura, are you ready?” Edward's voice drifts across the room from the computer.

      Can I really do this?

      A cracking noise comes from upstairs, followed by the sound of an industrial drill.

      I go back to the laptop. “Tell me what to do.”

      “Go to the program menu. You'll see something called Teleport… you need to open that first.”

      Program menu… Teleport…

      The icons on the screen dance in front of my eyes as I follow his instructions.

      “Done.”

      “What do you see on the screen?”

      It's difficult to focus.

      “Primary Vessel, Destination Vessel, Transfer…”

      “Select the Default option under Primary Vessel, then select AH1200 for the Destination Vessel. AH1200 is the drone.”

      I squint in concentration. Default… AH1200…

      “Done.”

      An error message flashes up on the screen.

      “It can't find AH1200.”

      My head is pounding.

      The surveillance monitors show William Watts being marched out of the house. Three Cogs stand outside the door leading to the basement, ready to force it open.

      “The drone must not be connected,” Edward says. “Go into ‘device settings’ and find AH1200, then click to connect it.”

      I do as he says.

      “I'm connected.”

      “Good,” he says. “The drone has a tracker in it which we can monitor from here. As long as you land on the right side of the border, Neeve will be able to come and get you.”

      “Okay.”

      “There's a 22-minute flight time on the battery, but at full speed, you should be with us in 12.”

      Which means that in less than an hour I'll be back, safe, in my own body.

      I'll be able to rest.

      “Okay,” I say again.

      “All we need to do now is initiate the transfer of your memory disk to overwrite the drone,” he says. “This isn't going to be pleasant, Aura.”

      There's a splintering sound as the door to the basement entrance breaks open.

      “Let's just get on with it.”

      Multiple pairs of boots tromp down the stairs.

      “It's important that you don't move your head during the transfer process,” he says. “There's a control panel on the arm of the chair you're sitting on. If you press the red button, you'll be harnessed into position. You'll be given a 30-second countdown before the transfer will begin. There's Ice in one of the drawers –”

      I frown. “Ice?” Why would I want to take Ice?

      “It affects the brain, not the consciousness,” Edward explains. “Once the transfer is complete, you won't feel any ill effects from the Ice,” he assures me, “but it will make the process more comfortable for you.”

      I stare at the red button, trying to imagine what it's going to be like, being trapped in a drone. “What if this doesn't work?”

      There's only the slightest of pauses. “It will work,” he says.

      Next door, the noise is building as CSO's tear through the junk in their search of the main basement room. Only a few inches of wall separates me from the Cogs now.

      With trembling hands, I root through the drawers for the half-full bottle of pills. I swallow one down.

      I run my fingers over the control panel.

      “You'll be here in less than twenty minutes,” Edward says.

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I press the red button. Straps shoot out from the back of the chair, around my neck and my torso, pinning my body into the chair.

      On the screen, a window appears with a 30-second countdown.

      “I'll see you soon, Edward,” I say, closing my eyes.

      “You will… Godspeed.”
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      My vision is razor-sharp. I can see every speck of dust, every cobweb, in ultra-high resolution.

      My hearing has been supercharged too. Everything is amplified, coming in crystal clear.

      In front of me, Alex Harper's empty body is strapped to the chair in front of the desk. If the Cogs get in here and find him, they'll think he's dead.

      The drone moves reflexively before I'm aware that I want it to, kind of like when you move your arm to scratch an itch without thinking about it, the nerves working a step ahead of the consciousness.

      I hear a swarm of bumblebees and realize the sound is me, hovering as the drone above the desk.

      I bank down toward the floor, but I'm not prepared for my own speed.

      This thing is fast.

      It's not a smooth landing. My legs jar on contact. Once I'm steady, I focus on the gap in the wall up ahead, give myself a little more height, and hurtle toward it.

      I don't judge the space quite right and there's some resistance as my propellers scrape the sides of the wall, but then I'm through, hovering above the paving stones at the side of Edward's house.

      There is no physical sensation. No cool air on my skin, no nausea – just me, my thoughts, and the sound of the drone.

      I fly straight up, whizzing past the tops of the houses, above the streetlights, into the clouds. Beneath me, I notice other drones in the sky.

      I want to see the city like I did from the top of The Telepathe yesterday, but with only 22 minutes of flying time and a 12-minute journey to my destination, there's not a lot of room for detours.

      It's still pretty dark up here, but the city below is illuminated with a million lights.

      I leave the Inner Sanctum behind, and soon I'm swooping over the Neighborhood.

      I'm making good progress when something strange happens.

      The light suddenly fades, as if someone has hit the dimmer switch. Across the city, the bright orbs of light are reduced to a dull glow, making it hard for me to see above the clouds. I turn 360 degrees to try and see what's happened. Before I can get my bearings, all of the lights go out, plunging the city into darkness.

      A power cut.

      It takes less than a second for my eye-lens to adjust and refocus, but when it does, all I can see is miles of thick soot-gray cloud. I still can't find my bearings.

      I need to get lower.

      I begin my descent, and a warning tone is triggered inside of my hardware. Collision imminent.

      Before I can adjust my trajectory, I hit something solid, and for a moment, I'm thrown off course. Then there's a loud snap.

      I'm going down.

      A hairline crack appears across the front of my lens. Everything is cast in a red glow as the drone's emergency features kick in. Rooftops come into view. I'm dovetailing now, faster, faster – the ground rushes toward me.
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      I'm stuck.

      Grounded.

      I can't see a thing. Can't move. It sounds as if only one of my propellers is spinning. My lens is cracked and covered in dirt.

      I haven't a clue where I am.

      All I know is that I'm not across the border yet, which means that although Edward and Neeve will be able to pinpoint my location from the tracker in the drone, they can't get to me until the code to lift the firewall has propagated.

      Which could be another seven hours.

      Can I stay hidden that long? Will they send Dash to find me?

      I don't want to be stuck in this thing forever.

      I start to count.

      When I get to 980, a familiar sound rips through the morning.

      The Work Alarm.

      I'm in the Old City.

      I'm in an expensive, hi-tech Telepathe drone, grounded in the Old City.

      This does not bode well.
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      Doors creak and slam, and hundreds of footsteps rush by me on their way to the nearest shuttle stop. It's only a matter of time before someone spots me or steps on me.

      Over the commotion, I hear a male voice muttering, getting closer, and then through the layer of dust covering my lens, I can just about make out the rough outline of a pair of boots stopping in front of me.

      Suddenly I'm moving again, tipped on my side, lifted up. For a moment, I see shadowy images and silhouettes of pedestrians flash in front of my lens before my hearing becomes muffled, and everything gets darker still.

      I'm either in a bag or under someone's coat. And it seems we're on the move.

      The sounds of footsteps and traffic are faint now, distant, but I can hear heavy breathing and the thud of an excited heartbeat.

      Who is it that has found me? A Cog will take me right back to the Telepathe. A Worker might fix me up and try to sell me.

      I start to count again. The higher I get, the more I think it can't be a Cog who's got me, because we would have been in a truck by now, speeding toward Central Square. We're still on foot, from what I can tell.

      When I get to 1,098, we stop. I hear a key turn in a lock. A door opens and closes. Footsteps cross a hard floor. There's a gentle thud beneath me as I'm set down. Then suddenly, I can see again as a boy removes me from a backpack to inspect his find.

      He wipes my lens with a cloth. He's 18, maybe. I can see the pores on his face and the fibers of the fabric in sharp resolution.

      “An AH12oo,” he says under his breath. “And there I was mad about not getting a job alert.” He spins my propellers and then takes them off, one by one, setting them down on the table in front of me. Then he walks out of my field of vision.

      The house reminds me of places I've lived in all my life. I can see a threadbare sofa doubling up as a bed with a crumpled duvet, a random collection of ‘garden’ furniture in place of proper chairs, and on the floor, a stash of carrier bags overflowing with clothes and personal belongings.

      I'm on a table in the middle of the room, next to a half-eaten plate of pizza that has started to grow green mold.

      The boy comes back, holding a screwdriver and some tape. He tears off a piece of tape with his teeth and wraps it around one of my legs.

      So that's what the snapping sound was.

      Next, he turns me upside down so that everything in my view is slightly off balance. He goes to work with the screwdriver. I can hear every turn of the screw.

      I'm momentarily moving through the air again as he detaches the camera from the body of the drone and holds me right up to his face.

      “Shame about the lens,” he says, blowing his breath on me and wiping the condensation with the bottom of his shirt. He sets me back down on the table and I see him unscrewing the top half of the drone from the base. When he has the two pieces separated, I can see all of the wiring inside.

      He lets out a whistle. “That's different,” he says. “Let's have a look at the motor.”

      He fiddles with something in the guts of the drone and then disappears from view again.

      “Hey, it's Cole,” I hear him say, “I need a favor. You know where I can get a motor for an AH1200?”

      I don't know how long I sit upside down on the table, unable to move. My lens searches for an open window to fly through once he fixes me, but the only one I can see in this place is covered with cardboard.

      I wonder how much flying time I have left on my battery.

      It must be less than ten minutes.

      I watch him pacing around in the house. Every so often, he peels back a corner of the cardboard and peeks out of the window.

      The fourth time he does this, he mutters, “about time,” and then someone is banging on the door.

      ‘Cole’ goes to open it and lets another guy into the house. I can see that this guy is older than Cole, maybe in his late twenties, and overweight.

      He whistles when he sees me on the table. “You really have got an AH1200,” he says, coming closer to inspect me. “If I give you this, I want half the sale price,” he says, dangling an envelope in front of Cole.

      “Twenty percent,” Cole replies. “You're not the only one who can get me a motor, Mikey.”

      “You're cold, man,” Mikey hands the envelope to him. “Where'd you find it anyway?”

      Mikey leans back against the counter while Cole comes back over to me. “In the gutter, a couple of blocks away.”

      All I can see now are Cole's dirty jeans in extreme close up.

      “Aren't you going to need a soldering iron for that?” Mikey says.

      “Nah, no need for that.”

      Out of the very corner of my lens, I see Cole pull out the wires from the inside of the drone and snip them away from the motor. Then he removes an inch of the plastic casing from each of them. He takes the new motor out of the envelope and attaches the two exposed ends of each of the wires to the new motor.

      “That'll do for a temporary measure,” he says.

      “Where're you thinking of taking it?” Mikey asks. “You don't want to get caught on the street with something like that.”

      “You think I've got a death wish or something? I'll be posting it online. Sell it to the highest bidder.”

      He lifts me up and reattaches me to the drone. There's more screwing. Then he turns me 180 degrees, and I can see the right way up again.

      “You might not get as much as you think without a remote,” Mikey says.

      “You don't need a remote. You just need the right software,” Cole mutters, reattaching the propellers. “It's a shame because I don't know if the free software I have will work on an AH1200. It's a pretty advanced model to begin with, and this one has been souped up quite a bit.”

      “But it's worth a try, right?”

      Cole gives my propellers another little spin.

      “Pass me my tablet,” he says to Mikey. “It's there on the couch.”

      If I can get him to think he's operating me, I might have a chance to escape.

      Mikey passes Cole a battered and scratched tablet that must have been swapped for DN8 in the Ghetto. I watch as Cole taps away at the screen.

      “Right; let's see what you can do,” he mutters. “Can you hover?”

      On cue, I lift off the table. Mikey and Cole whoop with joy and Mikey slaps Cole on the back. “Yes! Let's take it outside,” he says.

      “No way! Are you crazy? If we get spotted with this… I just want to swap it for some real cash.”

      “It's not even 8:00 a.m. Come on, five minutes, max. You need to test it properly before you sell it anyway, right?”

      Cole shakes his head, unconvinced.

      “Once up and down the street then. And that's it,” Mikey says.

      Cole sighs. “Okay. But after that, it's staying locked up in the cupboard until I find a buyer.”

      “Yes! Come on. Let's do this.”

      Mikey waddles to the door and opens it, letting a tantalizing bit of daylight spill in. He peers out into the street and turns back to us, grinning. “Coast is clear.”

      “Wait,” Cole says. “It's not working anymore.”

      Shoot. I need to hover.

      I lift myself back off the table.

      “Hmm, there must just be a lag in the software,” Cole says. “Right… Let's take you for a spin.”

      I hum carefully toward the door and freedom, like a moth to a flame. I can't help thinking that at any moment, Cole is going to change his mind and the door is going to slam shut, trapping me in here. But then I'm out, hovering in the middle of a crumbling old street.

      And I'm free.

      I accelerate up into the air as fast as I can. I get past the rooftops and into the sky before I allow myself to look down.

      I see Cole and Mikey staring up at me, a mixture of annoyance and confusion on their faces.

      I right myself and fly on toward the border, keeping the city to my back. Soon I'm heading over the wasteland of the border and the fence is glinting below me.

      Now all I can see are trees.

      Edward and Neeve are down there somewhere, waiting for me.

      I descend into the leafy expanse and land with a slight bump on the forest floor, battery life spent.

      It's quiet, calm. Unfamiliar.

      I wonder how far away from the bunker I've landed?

      There's nothing I can do now but wait.
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      The forest is quietly alive. Tiny birds hop around the drone in the dirt, searching for food and nest materials. Squirrels race up the trees in the surrounding wood. Insects buzz and crawl over me.

      I think about seeing Selena and Reece again; putting Mum's memory disk out into the world to topple Robert, and getting her and Dad back.

      About an hour later, I hear soft, tentative footsteps approaching.

      “There you are,” says a voice on the breeze.

      Gloved hands lift me from my hiding place on the forest floor and then Neeve's face is staring into my lens.

      I made it.

      “Let's get you out of here,” she murmurs, shrugging her bag onto the ground to put me inside.

      Once I'm in, she straps the bag to her back and starts running. With each stride, I bump against her body.

      After a while, she slows, and I guess we've reached the bunker. I hear branches snapping and a creaking sound – it must be the grate opening. I don't hear the key turn in the lock, though. The door at the bottom of the steps must already be open for us. I bump against Neeve's back again as she crosses the room.

      I don't hear Edward. Where's my celebratory ‘welcome back, we did it,’ party, I wonder?

      Neeve takes me out of her bag and sets me down on a table next to a flashlight, a laptop, and a couple of monitors.

      Right away, I see that something's not right.

      This isn't the bunker.

      Where are we?

      It looks like we're in some kind of cabin. A single light bulb flickers from the ceiling above us. The walls look wooden. To the right, my body sits motionless on one of the chairs from Edward's hidden room. There are a couple of rucksacks and some bedding piled up on the floor next to it.

      To the left, there's a doorway without a door, but it's too dark to see what's on the other side. There's no furniture in the room, except for the table I'm on and two striped deck chairs that have seen better days.

      They've left the bunker in a hurry.

      I want to scream – Where's Edward? Where are we? What's happening?

      “I'm going to power you down now while I do the transfer,” Neeve says.

      This time, there's no 30-second count down.

      Before I know what's happening, everything goes black.
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      When I open my eyes, everything hurts. There's ringing in my ears. I look to the left to see the drone on the table. I look down and move my hands, raising them to touch my face and my hair.

      I'm Aura again.

      Neeve is leaning against the opposite wall of the room, watching me. “How do you feel?”

      My mind races through all of the sensations that I'm experiencing being back in my physical body. I feel weak and tired – but mostly just confused.

      “What is this place?” I ask. My voice comes out with a croak. “Where's your dad? And why aren't we in the bunker?”

      She walks over to the table, pulls out a chair. I notice now that her eyes are red. “The plan didn't work, Aura.”

      It takes me a moment to process her words.

      What?

      “It was the power cut. It reset all of the machines in The Telepathe. The code didn't have a chance to propagate.”

      I feel like I've been gut-punched.

      “What?” I ask, crushed.

      No, no, no, no, no.

      “We didn't dare stay at the bunker. Thanks to William Watts, the search is on for Alex Harper, and when they find him – when they find his empty Vessel – Calvin will know we're up to something,” she says. “My father doesn't trust him to spare us a second time.”

      We failed.

      What do we do now?

      “Where is Edward?” I ask.

      “In bed. We haven't slept since you left. He lost it when he realized what had happened. Started smashing things, tearing everything up,” she says. “When the tracker stopped moving in the Old City and we thought we'd lost you, he quieted down a bit. He only agreed to rest when he knew you'd made it across the border.”

      Her words wash over me, but I'm so numb, I don't really hear them.

      All of that. For nothing.

      “So what happens now?” I ask.

      “I don't know,” she says, shaking her head. “I can't really think straight. I need to sleep. And judging by your vital signs, so do you.”

      She disappears into the next room and returns with a flimsy-looking folding bed and a duvet.

      “Let's sleep for a few hours. Then we can work out what we're going to do,” she says.
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      When I wake, Edward is at the table, tapping away on the laptop.

      He's a mess. His hair is stuck up at all angles and he hasn't shaved.

      “Edward.”

      He looks up at me and shuts the laptop. “Aura.” He rubs his face. “I'm sorry I wasn't here when you got back.”

      “That's okay.” I pull the duvet around me like a shawl and get up to sit with him at the table. “Neeve told me the plan didn't work...”

      “No,” he says. “No, it didn't.”

      “Do we know what caused the power cut?”

      He rubs his face, inhales. “My theory is that as the Savants zeroed in on your location, there was a surge on the mainframe,” he says. “I knew they might react to your being there, but I didn't expect anything like this.”

      He scratches his head irritably. “The processing speed in The Telepathe rose every single hour that you were in there.” He laughs bitterly. “We were just out of time. Thirty minutes earlier and we'd have done it.”

      “So what happens now? We try again, right? Move more quickly?”

      He looks at me as if I've gone mad. “Try again?”

      It hasn't occurred to me that we might give up.

      “You were almost caught,” he says.

      He's admitting defeat. I can't believe it.

      “So what, exactly? We just forget it? Let Mum and Dad die?” I check to make sure Neeve isn't in earshot. “Forget about your son? Live out the rest of our days in some hole in the ground?”

      “Honestly, I haven't thought that far.” He looks at me with watery eyes. The fight has gone out of him.

      “We still have – what? Ten days until the Assembly?” I ask. “It's not over. There's still time."

      I flinch at a sharp stabbing pain behind my left eye. He notices and gives me a look.

      “I'm fine.”

      “You're far from fine,” he says. “If you tried to use your Gift again right now, there's every chance you'd suffer a permanent fracturing of the consciousness.”

      “Then fix me up. You're a neuroscientist, aren't you?”

      He takes off his glasses, blows on them, and wipes them on his shirt. “I admire your courage.”

      “Good. So humor me. Let's just say I rest for a couple of days until I'm fully recovered. What then?”

      He clasps his hands together on his lap, thinking.

      “We'd need another Vessel... We'd need to go back into the bunker.”

      “Okay.”

      “You'd need to get into the server room again. You'd need another computer key, another ID, and another way around the retina scanner.”

      “Right.”

      “And to be safe, you'd have to do it in half a day, not two.”

      “Fine.”

      He looks at me, weighing me up. “I won't sign off on any of this until your mind is recharged,” he says. “You need at least two days of complete rest.”

      48 hours. I can manage that.

      “Agreed.”

      He rubs his chin. “What's today's date?” he mutters, opening the laptop back up.

      “Why? What are you thinking?”

      “Once every month, The Telepathe holds a Vocation Party for the new recruits,” he says, his eyes fixed on the screen. “It's this Saturday. The place is always packed, with the friends and family of the new recruits in attendance. Someone could easily get lost in that crowd. If we're going to try again, this would be the time to do it.”

      “One more shot,” I say.

      He nods, getting up. “I'm going to boil some water. Would you like a cup of tea?”

      “Thanks,” I say. “Hey, can I use the laptop? My friend who warned me about the Savants – I need to tell him I made it out.”

      “Go ahead.”

      He disappears into the next room, and I log onto Chatdust.

      There's already a message waiting for me.

      Seb is in trouble.

      
        
        >V5a3catX: NEED YOUR HELP. LEAVING TONIGHT. MEET ME AT THE FENCE. I'LL WAIT FOR YOU TO SHOW.

      

      

      He's no longer online.
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      “I have to meet him, Edward.”

      “Absolutely not. What if it's a trap?” Edward asks.

      “I owe him. Selena and I would never have gotten across the border in the first place if it wasn't for him.”

      “We can't afford any wrong moves right now. You need to be resting.”

      I let it lie for now, partly because I know Edward won't change his mind, and partly because my head is banging. But that doesn't mean I'm going to abandon my friend.

      If it is a trap and I need to defend myself, I will. I've done it again and again. That was the whole point of all of the training, wasn't it? Using my Gift?

      Without Seb, who knows where I'd be now?

      I spend the rest of the day pretending to sleep and hiding my nosebleeds from Edward and Neeve.

      Finally they say goodnight. I wait until the cabin is quiet before I make my way to the door and out into the night.
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      The door of the cabin opens inward with a groan. All I can see beyond the doorway is darkness, but the fresh air that floats inside tells me that I'm on ground level.

      I step forward into a dense wall of thick branches and foliage, holding my hands out in front of me. I protect my eyes with my hands and shoulder my way through the leafy barrier until I see the light of the crescent moon slashing through the clouds in the charcoal sky above me.

      I stand, getting my bearings, letting my eyes adjust. The glow of the city skyline is barely visible above the treetops to my left. The cabin is much deeper in the forest than the bunker was. This is going to take a while.

      I walk carefully toward the light.

      Every step seems to jar something in my head, but I grit my teeth and keep going, reminding myself that no matter what Edward says, I can't just ignore Seb.

      His tip-off that the Cogs were coming for me might be the very reason he's in trouble now.

      Anyway, with any luck, I'll be back in the cabin before Edward even notices I'm gone.

      It takes me an hour to get to the border. When I see the metal of the fence glinting up ahead, I hang back, listening for danger.

      My head only buzzes with static.

      My eyes catch a movement up ahead. A branch snaps nearby, and a dark figure steps into view.

      “Aura, is that you?”

      Seb. Thank God.

      “Yes, it's me.”

      I start to walk toward him, but then I stop short.

      Something's wrong.

      There's too much static — layer upon layer.

      Before I can act on what my subconscious is trying to tell me, someone grabs me, pulling my arms behind my back.

      “Hey!”

      “Don't struggle, Aurora,” Seb says.

      I feel someone's breath, hot on my ear. I stamp down as hard as I can on my attacker's foot and whip my head back, trying to make contact with a nose. Instead, I bite down on my lip and taste blood.

      Seb hasn't moved.

      He's just standing there.

      “What's going on?” I choke out.

      My hands are cuffed behind my back, and a gloved hand clamps across my mouth.

      I've made a terrible mistake.

      Why didn't I listen to Edward? Is my brain so addled that my judgment is shot too?

      Pressure builds inside my head as I try to push my way into the consciousness of my attacker. Shards of thought swirl around me.

      It's useless.

      “Let's go,” someone grunts behind me. “Goodman, you can sit up front.”

      They march me to a van waiting on the other side of the fence.

      Seb won't look at me. What threat did they use to make him do this?

      One of the Cogs opens up the back doors. “Get in.”

      I struggle, one stupid, last-ditch attempt to get away, and the Cog shoves me forward, crushing me against the doorframe.

      “Do you need something to calm you down?” he hisses.

      “No. No, I'm sorry,” I say.

      He releases the pressure, and I step into the darkness of the van. The door slams shut behind me.

      There are no seats, so I crouch down on the floor, the handcuffs cutting into my wrists.

      The engine sputters to life, and the van rumbles away.

      While we drive, I wonder how I'm going to play this, picturing myself as a shell in the Eden Wing with Dad.

      My picture has been all over the news. The President is looking for me, supposedly to reunite me with my mother who has been turned into some kind of celebrity by the press. That makes me valuable somehow, doesn't it?

      Will they take me to Robert Wolfe or to The Telepathe? Why do they want me, anyway?

      I lose track of time.

      After what seems like hours of driving, we pull to a stop. I hear a door open and the crunch of boots on gravel. The side door of the van slides open and cold air whips inside.

      “Out.”

      I haul myself up and stagger toward the opening, jumping down from the van, which seems to be part of a fleet of vehicles that have pulled into the enclosure.

      To the left of the van, there's a makeshift reception booth, dimly lit and staffed by two female security officers. A line of prisoners – men, women, a handful of children – wait in line at the booth to be processed. I notice that the men and women are being split up.

      Seb is nowhere to be seen.

      A woman with a clipboard joins us. “Is this her?”

      “Yes, ma'am,” the Cog with me replies.

      The woman shines a light in my face. “What did you do to her?” she asks, looking me up and down.

      “She wouldn't come quietly, ma'am.”

      “She should have been riding up front.” She turns to me. “Follow me, please.”

      There's nowhere to run, so I do as I'm told and follow her past the line of prisoners. Some of them look up, assessing my arrival.

      We enter a holding area already full of women in various states of undress. The loudspeaker on the wall repeats the same message over and over:

      “Please remove your clothes and place them in the trays.”

      The women peel off their clothes, shivering in the cold. Some of them look pregnant. Some are skin and bone. Some are old, some young. All of them are terrified.

      My handcuffs are removed, and I flex my wrists. They're red and raw.

      “You can place your clothes in here,” the woman who brought me in hands me a gray plastic tray.

      “What?” I ask.

      She can't be serious.

      “Does my mother - does Robert Wolfe know that I'm here?” I ask, grasping for any kind of power to stand up for myself.

      “This will be much quicker and much less painful if you comply.” She ignores my question.

      I hesitate, my mind racing wildly to think of a way out, but I come up blank.

      I remove my clothes and fold them into the tray.

      I follow the crowd of women into a communal shower area.

      There's no soap, and the water is freezing on my bare skin. After the shower, I dry myself quickly with the rough, threadbare towel provided with a pair of white overalls. I pull the overalls on over my damp body before being led into a small cell. There's a bed against the wall, a toilet, and a sink. In the middle of the cell stands a table with two chairs.

      “Make yourself comfortable,” the woman says. “An agent will be here to debrief you soon.”

      With that, the cell door is slammed shut.

      “Hey! Wait!” I bang on it, and it opens again.

      “Do we have a problem?”

      She's unnervingly calm.

      “I just – I want to see Robert Wolfe.”

      She gives me a withering stare. “I'll see what I can do.”

      I stand there for a while in shock, listening to the sounds coming from the corridor.

      Then I start pacing.

      I'm trapped. Powerless again. It's no use being an Influencer in an empty room.

      Edward says I'm the most powerful weapon that The Society could possess, yet all they have to do to neutralize my power is lock me in a box when my mind is weak, and I'll never get out again.

      Stop it, Aura.

      After a while, I sit down on the bed, hugging myself.

      Sometime in the early hours, the cell door opens again, and a thin man in a suit comes in. He's carrying a briefcase.

      “Aurora Jax,” he says to me. “I'm Agent Dalton. I'm very sorry about all of this,” he says, waving a hand around the room. “You were supposed to be taken to one of our private suites… But it appears there was a slight breakdown in communication.”

      He pulls out a chair and sets his briefcase and a bottle of water down on the table. “I thought you might be thirsty,” he says, taking his seat.

      I take the seat opposite him, open the bottle, and take a sip of water.

      “You can't imagine how overjoyed your mother was when we located you,” he says, opening his briefcase. “Most of the Teks we sent to track you down returned to us wiped. Others didn't return at all.”

      I think of the short-circuited Teks in the camp and I can't help feeling pleased.

      I take another sip of water. “When will I get to see my mum?”

      “Soon,” he smiles, but his eyes are cold. “Soon.”

      He takes an electronic tablet out of his briefcase and sets it down on the table between us. “First, we need to debrief you. I'm sorry it's so late…” He looks at his watch. “It's been a busy night.” He gives the tablet a little tap and the screen comes to life.

      “Before we start, why don't I tell you what we already know?” he asks, setting the briefcase down on the floor.

      “On 30th September, your mother, Rosalie Cohen, was mistakenly arrested as Alice Jax for Crimes Against The Society. At the time, you were on shift at a Purity Healthcare workhouse – or rather, you should have been. There was a fire alarm that day, after which you went missing.”

      That day seems like a lifetime ago.

      “There are upwards of 10,000 images of you on file from later that night. We know that you traveled on foot with a second unidentified girl from a house in the Old City to The Creek.

      “The last image we have is of you getting into a vehicle at The Creek owned by a man named Caleb Dent,” he says. “Where were you going?”

      He taps out a rhythm on the tabletop with his fingernails.

      I know he already knows the answer.

      And desertion is a crime punishable by death.

      “To the border,” I say anyway.

      He nods. “Who put you in contact with this Caleb Dent?”

      I drink some more water while I try to formulate a reasonable response. I won't betray Seb, even if he betrayed me.

      He leans back in his chair. “Who helped you disappear, Aurora?”

      “Nobody helped me. I went to the food bank that morning. I overheard people talking about a van leaving from The Creek.”

      “Do you know their names? Can you describe them?”

      I shake my head. “I don't remember.”

      He licks his lips. “If it weren't for President Wolfe's fondness for your mother, you would be in a great deal of trouble right now, Aurora. We expect you to assist with our inquiries.” There's an edge to his voice now.

      “I'm sorry. I don't know. I swear.”

      He sighs. “Talk me through what happened at the border.”

      I blink, caught off guard. “What do you mean?” Please, no. They can't know about my Gift.

      “The massacre. The dead CSO,” he says.

      I have to stop myself from breathing a sigh of relief.

      “Caleb and the CSO got into an argument about payment. When the shooting started, I ran for my life; I didn't look back once I got into the forest.”

      “Did you see anyone else while you were in the forest? Are there any defector camps there?”

      “No. I didn't see anyone.”

      He clenches his fists. “I should remind you that if what you're telling me doesn't match what we find during your medical assessment, you'll be recalibrated.”

      I stare at my hands, remembering David. I don't know if I'm strong enough to survive a medical assessment, let alone a recalibration.

      “I didn't know the raid to take Mum was a mistake. I didn't know about Robert,” I tell him. “I panicked. I went to The Creek and convinced Caleb to take me to the border.”

      I look up and he's staring at me, not sure whether to believe me or not.

      “Okay, Aurora,” he says finally. “Let's leave it there for tonight.” He lifts his briefcase back onto the table and puts the tablet away.

      “What happens now?” I ask.

      “You'll be given a medical assessment in the morning,” he says, handing me a tiny pink pill he's pulled from his briefcase. “Until then, I suggest you take this pill and get some rest.”

      I have no intention of taking the pill.

      He smiles at me, raising an eyebrow. “I'm going to have to watch you swallow that.”
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      I open my eyes and try to focus.

      Everything hurts. The light is too bright. My head is pounding. The chemical smell of bleach fills my nostrils and coats the back of my throat.

      Where am I?

      Everything around me is white. I try to move my arms and legs, but my limbs won't respond.

      I'm paralyzed.

      The thought hits me like a ton of bricks. In my narrow field of vision, I can see that I'm being wheeled down a bright white corridor by two orderlies in pale blue uniforms. Fluorescent lights buzz above me.

      “Where are you taking me?” I can't work out if I've said the words out loud or just thought them in my head. If the orderlies hear me, they don't respond.

      After a few minutes, the gurney slows to a stop. I hear a buzzer, then the swoosh of a door opening. Then I'm moving again, into a darker room, where electrical equipment flashes and bleeps.

      It looks like an operating theatre.

      At the far side of the room, I can see a large glass panel. I wonder who is looking in on me.

      “Where do you want her, Dr. Aldrich?”

      My flesh prickles at the mention of his name.

      “I need to observe her brain in action. Let's start with an fMRI.”

      The orderly says something that I can't make out.

      “Yes. Administer the contrast,” Aldrich replies.

      I try to move again, but my body won't listen.

      “Where?” I choke out. I clear my throat and try again. “Where am I?”

      My words fall on deaf ears. Aldrich and the orderlies continue to chat as if they're in a line at a coffee house.

      One of the orderlies hovers over me. His breath smells of onions. I don't feel anything as he injects something into my hand.

      When he moves away, Aldrich leans down over the gurney and looks at me. Up close, I can see he has thin wisps of hair on his head and too many chins, but his skin is smooth and wrinkle-free.

      “Hello, Aurora. I'm Dr. Calvin Aldrich. You're in the research laboratory at The Telepathe,” he says. “I'm going to assess you this morning.”

      I'm living my actual nightmare.

      He turns away and starts typing into a computer.

      “My mum…” I manage to say, my voice barely audible over the hum of the medical machines.

      “Nil by mouth?” Aldrich asks his colleagues. He doesn't acknowledge my words.

      “Over 12 hours at least.”

      “Good. Lift her onto the table for me please.”

      They lift me off the gurney and onto a narrow table as if I'm weightless. I notice that my feet are bare. At some point, someone has undressed me. I'm now wearing only a thin hospital gown.

      There's a large tunnel-shaped scanner at the end of the table where they've laid me.

      “We've injected you with a special dye so that we can see the areas of your brain more clearly,” Dr. Aldrich says. “We're going to administer a general anesthetic – try to relax,” he scolds, “by the time I count to ten, you'll be fast asleep.”

      I try to struggle as the orderly holds a cloth over my nose, but it's useless. The smell makes my eyes water. I'm going to suffocate.

      “One, two, three, four…”
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      I jerk awake to see Dr. Aldrich watching me.

      I'm not in the operating theatre anymore.

      “Hello again, Aurora,” he says.

      I'm strapped into a cracked leather operating chair. The left arm of the chair is covered in dried blood.

      “What is this?” I slur, the words tripping over each other.

      I ask the question, but I already know the answer.

      This is The Chair.

      All those stories I heard growing up – I never imagined I'd end up living them.

      “I want to do one more little test before I discharge you to your mother's care,” he says.

      Panicking, I try to do a bit of damage control on my brain to limit his access. I start thinking about my childhood, my school, the workhouse, jamming my thoughts with information that won't give everything away.

      If I could just focus, I could blast him across the room into the back wall. But the drugs they've given me are too powerful for even my Gift to override.

      He walks toward me, his gut hanging over the waistband of his trousers. His shirt buttons look as if they might pop off at any moment.

      “You see, there's something I just don't understand,” he says, clamping a metal CASS device onto my head. “Three days ago, the Savants produced intelligence that showed you were in the Golden Belt and not in the forest as you claim. The technicians thought there must be a glitch in the system because there was no concrete evidence – no thought imprints, no eyewitnesses, no online activity…

      “But I can't think of any time in the history of The Telepathe when there's been such a disparity between the Savants and the evidence. It does make me wonder.” He looks at me, like a snake eyeing a mouse, waiting for me to answer.

      “There's a first time for everything,” I mumble through numb lips.

      “Yes,” he says, brushing an invisible speck of dust from his sleeve. “Tell me, when did you last take a dose of DN8?”

      “I don't remember,” I say, thinking that it's a slightly better response than ‘never.’

      “Good,” he says.

      I grit my teeth and squeeze my eyes shut as the skin at my temples starts to burn under the CASS device.

      Breathe.

      Electrical tendrils rake through my mind like prying fingers. I push them away.

      The room starts to spin.

      Breathe.

      It's like my 11+ examination all over again.

      “I'm going to show you a series of images and see how your occipital lobe behaves.”

      The next – what? 40 minutes? An hour? Two hours? – are filled with a series of seemingly unrelated images playing in my head. Time seems immaterial. There's nothing to gauge it, no clock, no windows, no daylight, just this warm, white room with its flickering light.

      I sit there, unable to move, while images flash across my field of vision in complete silence, so fast I can barely process them.

      President Wolfe, a protest, crying children, a beach scene, government ministers, a restaurant, my parents, a troop of Cogs, an office complex, a riot, bloodshed, tanks, and armored vehicles, soldiers, a war zone, a nursery, a garden center, the cell, Alex Harper, a wedding, a Clinic Inc., Edward, a fire, my dad, a birthday party…

      There are too many images to register.

      Finally, it's over.

      I'm back in the room with Calvin Aldrich.

      I blink, disoriented, as he removes the CASS device from my head.

      “How do you feel?” he asks.

      He showed me pictures of Edward and Alex.

      What does that mean?

      “Did I pass?”

      He looks at me, his face unreadable. “You're certainly not a Worker.”

      I notice that he's holding a syringe. “What's that?” I squirm in my chair, but it's no use.

      He rolls my sleeve up. “You might feel a little pinch,” he mutters, emptying the contents of the syringe into my arm.

      He places the syringe on a tray behind him and removes the shackles from around my wrists and ankles. “Be smart and toe the line, won't you? For your mother's sake.”

      I get up from the chair. My clammy skin sticks to the leather. When I touch the skin at my temple, my finger comes away bloody.

      My head swims.

      Calvin glances over at me as he dials a number on his phone. “It's probably better if you sit back down.”

      I thud back into the chair.

      “Yes, she's ready for transportation,” he says to someone, but I'm in a vacuum, my own little bubble, miles away from anything else.

      I can't keep my eyes open.
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      I wake to the smell of lavender and sweet tea.

      I'm between soft, cotton sheets.

      I can hear birds singing.

      There's machinery humming outside.

      A cool breeze blows in through an open window nearby.

      Heaven.

      “Aurora?”

      The voice seems to come from far away.

      “Aurora?”

      With an effort, I open my eyes. The voice is coming from a female AI seated on a chair beside the bed. Her unblinking violet eyes are fixed on me.

      “Good morning, Aurora. I'm Lex.”

      Where am I?

      The room is clean and stylish, all pale green and lemon yellow, furnished with a large oak wardrobe and dresser in addition to the bed where I've been sleeping. Across from the bed, pale fall sunlight streams in through a huge window overlooking a lake surrounded by an actual garden. I've never seen so much greenery – not even on TV.

      Outside, a man with a flat cap is using a leaf blower to tidy the grass. I marvel at the fact that the lawn isn't artificial.

      “I've been assigned to look after you, so if you need anything, please just ask me,” Lex says, and I tear my eyes away from the window.

      “Where am I?” I ask.

      I shuffle upright on the bed and swing my legs around onto the floor. I immediately feel woozy. I take a breath and wait for the feeling to subside.

      “You're at the Presidential Mansion.”

      The Presidential Mansion?

      I try to summon the last thing I remember.

      Think.

      Seb betrayed me… I was in a cell, being questioned. They were going to do some tests on me. They gave me a sleeping pill…

      I suddenly have a sinking feeling. What did they discover?

      “When will I see my mum?”

      “As soon as she gets back from the Clinic Inc.,” Lex says. “She's due to be discharged later this afternoon.”

      Alarm bells go off in my head. “What's the matter with her?”

      “Alice had an accident in the garden, but she's being treated by our finest doctors.” She puts a hand on my forehead to check my temperature. “You're still burning up,” she frowns. “Why don't you get washed and changed, and we can go and get some fresh air?” She gets up and opens the door to my right, revealing a washroom. “There's a bath and a shower through here,” she says, “and when you're finished, you will find clothes in the closet to fit you.”

      “Wait… What's today's date?”

      “Thursday, October 19,” she says, drawing the curtains. She turns back to me. “Go ahead. I'll wait outside for you.”

      She goes out onto a landing through another door to my left. I watch the door close behind her and sink back onto the bed.

      Nine days until the Assembly.

      At least I'm not in a cell. I suppose that's something.

      I need to contact Edward.

      I push the duvet back and slowly climb out of bed, moving like an old woman. I cling to the furniture as I make my way to the bathroom and lean against the sink to study myself in the mirror. There’s dried blood around my temples.

      The scary stories from my childhood flash in my memory. Did I get The Chair? Wouldn't I remember that?

      “What happened to you?” I ask my reflection.

      I peel off my clothes and turn on the shower. I lose myself in the soapy warmth, desperately trying to remember something, anything, about what happened after the agent questioned me in the cell.

      There's nothing.

      The last few hours must have been wiped clean. The thought makes me anxious.

      If I don't know what's happened to me, how do I prepare myself for what's coming next?

      Come on, Aura.

      I take a shower, and when I'm done, I wrap myself in a big fluffy towel and dry off my hair.

      I open the closet. It's a walk-in closet filled with boxes of shoes and expensive-looking clothes with the tags still on. They're all my size. I feel the rich fabric between my fingers.

      Someone has bought all of these for me.

      I pick out a knitted gray dress, thick tights, and boots.

      I leave my hair down to hide the raw indentations at my temples, pull the tags off the clothes I've chosen, and get dressed.

      “Are you feeling a little better now?” Lex asks when I open the door.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Good. Now let me show you the grounds.”

      A grand staircase with a golden banister runs from the center of the landing to the ground floor. I count ten rooms on this floor and wonder which one is Mum's.

      I can't see any cameras or CASS monitors, but that doesn't mean there aren't any.

      “How long have you worked for Robert?” I ask Lex as we make our way downstairs.

      “I'm this year's AI model. A hybrid. Robert upgraded to me six months ago.”

      “And what is it that you do for him?”

      “I'm programmed to be a personal assistant, but for the past month, I've been looking after Alice.”

      Or keeping an eye on her when Robert can't, I suppose.

      Up ahead, I can see the outlines of two Cogs stationed at either side of the front door. I let Lex go through first. They glance at us but don't try to stop us as we pass.

      A short flight of steps leads to a gravel driveway. Beyond the driveway, a garden stretches on as far as I can see. There's an outbuilding with blacked-out windows on the left. “What's in there?” I ask.

      …Menagerie…

      The thought is barely there, buried under white noise, but I can hear it.

      “That's where the President keeps his pets.”

      A hazy image of a white cat with eight legs, rocking backward and forward, flashes into my mind as Lex speaks. A split second later, it's gone.

      What on earth was that?

      “You'll love the rose garden,” Lex is saying. “The winter roses are nearing full bloom right now.”

      We come to a white stone wall with an ornate silver gate. “This is a nice place to sit,” she says, lifting the latch.

      I follow her through the gate.

      The colors of the roses are spectacular – soft pinks and rich purples. There's a wooden bench against the wall, facing into the garden.

      “Your mother likes to spend time here,” Lex says, sitting on the bench and patting the space next to her.

      I sit, and she chatters on like Juno at The Telepathe giving her tour, telling me about all about the roses. According to Lex, they're called Helleborus, and they need well-drained soil in dappled shade and shelter from strong, cold winds.

      I nod along, asking the occasional question, considering my next move.

      With nine days until Dad's execution, there's still time to salvage the plan with Edward and Neeve.

      But I need to get away from here and get back to The Telepathe. Without being seen.

      How am I going to do that? And where exactly is here?

      How far are we from Central Square? I wonder how closely Lex and the two Cogs will be watching me.

      We've been chatting in the garden for about half an hour when I hear the sound of a large vehicle approaching.

      “This may be your mother,” Lex says, and my stomach flutters.

      We walk back toward the house in time to see a Clinic Inc. ambulance pulling into the drive. The back door opens, and a small ramp descends onto the gravel.

      As I watch, Mum is wheeled out of the ambulance on a chair. A medic pushes her toward the house, flanked by two armed Cogs.

      Robert Wolfe and Dr. Calvin Aldrich follow behind them into the house, deep in conversation.

      “Come on,” Lex says. “She will be thrilled to see you.”
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      I'm sick with nerves as we walk toward the house. What do I say to Mum in front of all of them? How do I act? I'm not even sure why we're both here.

      I follow Lex into a sitting room on the main floor. Robert sits on a low couch next to Mum. Dr. Aldrich is looking out of the window across the room. The guards have been excused.

      They all turn to look at me when we enter. I meet Mum's gaze. She doesn't look pleased to see me at all. She looks heartbroken. A lump forms in my throat.

      “Mum.”

      “Aurora, it's so good to see you,” she says, getting up from the sofa. Her words are cool, measured. I don't understand, but then she comes to me and crushes me in a hug. The familiar, safe smell of her hair and her perfume surround me. There's so much I want to say to her, but I can't, not here.

      …Why?

      A burst of static in my head.

      She's never tried to reach me with her thoughts before.

      I pull away from her and shake my head slightly, hoping she'll understand that it's no good – I can't hear her.

      She gives me an almost imperceptible nod and then says, “Let me introduce you, dear.” She turns toward the men. “Aurora, this is Robert. Robert, meet my daughter Aurora.”

      And then he's in front of me.

      President Wolfe.

      The man Mum wanted to erase from her life. The man who made her want to hack her memory disk.

      ‘I saw how you hurt her,’ I want to say. ‘I know what kind of a man you are.’

      He holds out his hand for me to shake. His smooth, tanned skin belies his fifty-five years.

      “Aurora. Our mystery girl,” he says, looking into my eyes. “We were beginning to worry that we'd never find you. I see you've met Lex?”

      “She's been showing me around,” I say.

      Lex has taken herself to the corner of the room where she stands with her head bowed and her hands clasped in front of her, waiting for instruction.

      Calvin Aldrich has moved away from the window. “This is my colleague, Dr. Aldrich,” Robert gestures to him.

      When our eyes meet, I suddenly remember everything, as if a series of unsaved files have just synced in my head:

      Calvin Aldrich.

      The Chair.

      The picture of Edward.

      ‘Toe the line for your mother's sake.'

      “We met briefly during the medical assessment,” he says, shaking my hand. “I'll forgive you if you don't remember – you were unconscious for most of it.”

      Oh, I remember. Does he know I remember?

      “Good to meet you,” I say.

      The atmosphere is tense, awkward.

      Robert and Calvin converse quietly, and I sit next to Mum, clinging on to her hand, not wanting to let go.

      “What happened to you?” I ask. “Why were you in Clinic Inc.?”

      “You don't need to worry about that,” she says, glancing at Robert. “I missed you every day.”

      “I missed you too.”

      “Selena…” Her voice is like a breath.

      “Safe,” I mouth.

      She nods and squeezes my hand.

      I don't know what else to say while Robert is in earshot, so I don't say anything.

      After a while, he looks over at us. “You two are awfully quiet for having so much catching up to do,” he says.

      "I'm still so tired," Mum says and yawns as if to prove her point. "It's nice just to sit. We'll have plenty of time to catch up in the next few days." She pushes my hair behind my ears, frowning slightly when she sees the marks at my temples.

      “Actually, I think I'd like to go to my room and rest a little before we eat,” she says. “Aurora looks like she needs to do the same.”

      “Very well,” Robert nods. “Lex will take you to your suites. I'll see you both at dinner.”
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      I'm too wired to rest, so instead, I spend a few hours focusing my attention on Lex, the half-human, half-AI shadow keeping guard on the other side of my door.

      Somehow I need to get rid of the static in my head and get back to being me, the Influencer. Maybe then I can find a way to get our plan back on track.

      I imagine I'm back in the White Room, facing off against Neeve.

      I close my eyes and concentrate only on Lex.

      The effort seems to help reset my mind. By the time I'm done, the static has faded to a low hum, and if I really dig deep, I can hear Lex's thought patterns.

      It's a start.

      Unlike Robert, Lex is only half-human. Her mind is continually assessing and reconfiguring, and her thought imprint is simple, smooth, placid. It's easy to breach for someone who knows how.

      It's a small victory, but I'll take it.

      There's a rap on the door. “Aurora?” Lex says, interrupting my plotting. “It's time for dinner.”

      I run a brush through my hair and meet her on the landing. I hear classical music playing downstairs, and the clatter of plates and cutlery.

      I smell food. My empty stomach growls.

      I follow her downstairs toward the source of the noise.

      I step into a dark, mahogany dining room decorated with stuffed hunting trophies. A deer head hangs over an archway leading into the next room.

      Mum, Robert, and Calvin are already seated at the table. Mum gives me a strained smile.

      “Are you feeling more rested?” Calvin asks.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      I take the seat next to him, across from Mum, and Robert rings a silver bell. Four violet-eyed AI servants appear through the archway, carrying carafes of water, bottles of red wine, and trays piled high with food. They set the trays and the carafes down on the table before filling the wine glasses at the place settings.

      “Tuck in, Aurora,” Robert gestures at the platters of food with his fork. “We all have a big day tomorrow.”

      He piles his plate high with sliced meat, potatoes, eggs, and steamed vegetables.

      I look up.

      “A big day?” Mum asks, pouring us all glasses of water.

      “The PR team has planned an interview with Eleanor Bird to announce that Aurora has been found,” Robert says, taking a bite of his food.

      “Isn't tomorrow a bit soon?” she asks.

      “It's important that the public knows that your daughter has been found and that she is safe,” Aldrich says.

      “She'll be told what to say,” Robert dismisses Mum's objection with a wave of his hand. “She is also to be the guest of honor at the Vocation Party. PR is excited about the potential ratings.”

      At the mention of the Vocation Party, my heart starts to beat a little faster.

      “That might be a little too much too soon,” Aldrich says.

      I look over at him casually. I wonder what he means by that.

      “Tell me about yourself, Aurora. What do you like to do?” Robert asks, ignoring Calvin and interrupting my train of thought.

      I blink, unsure how to answer the question.

      “Do you like clothes? Fashion? Shopping?” He spears a whole boiled egg with a fork and shoves it into his mouth.

      What do I like to do? I've never thought about it before. Workers have to work, or has Robert forgotten?

      “There wasn't much time for fashion and shopping in the Old City,” I say, keeping the sarcasm out of my voice.

      “It must have been difficult for you. Being an Elite surrounded by Workers,” he says, looking at me. “There are some people who would say that your mother should be punished for hiding an Elite child.”

      Robert's tone is light, but there's an edge to his words.

      I bite my lip, remembering the PR spin on our family. “Dad would have punished her for handing me over,” I say, choosing my words carefully, replaying the news story in my mind. “I suppose she didn't have a choice.”

      After seeing Mum's memories, I know I need to tell him what he wants to hear. I can't afford to aggravate him. Not now. Not with so much at stake.

      He nods, seemingly happy with my response, and gestures at my wrist with his fork. “Calvin is going to have your barcode removed once things settle down.”

      He cuts into a baked potato. “Did your mother ever tell you about our past together?”

      I'm a little taken aback by his sudden change of subject. “No, she didn't,” I say, taking a drink of my water.

      “We were inseparable,” he says. “Everybody thought we'd get married and have children together.” He smiles, but his eyes remain cold. “Who knew I'd have to wait this long for it to happen?”

      Apparently, Robert Wolfe believes his own press releases. I look at Mum. She is silent, her face unreadable.

      “The truth is, I never thought that I was good enough for the beautiful Rosalie Cohen,” he says.

      “My name is Alice,” Mum says under her breath.

      “I was certain that one day she would leave me for someone else,” Robert says, ignoring her. “I used to lock her in so she couldn't run out on me.”

      He flashes a grin at Mum. “If only I'd remembered to do that before you decided to take yourself off to the lake last week.” He shakes his head. “We were fortunate that Dr. Aldrich was here.”

      Aldrich waves a hand as if it were nothing. “Cold water drowning victims can be brought back to life for up to two hours after drowning if the correct steps are taken,” he says.

      She tried to drown herself?

      I look at Mum in shock. She's staring at her plate.

      “I thought if I were gone, you'd have no reason to go after my daughter,” she whispers. Her words are laced with hatred.

      My heart starts to thump.

      Aldrich shifts uncomfortably in his seat.

      “I think we'd better revisit Rosalie's medication, Calvin,” Robert says without missing a beat. “She's been saying some rather unusual things since her discharge from the hospital.”

      Aldrich clears his throat. “Certainly, Mr. President,” he says. “I'll check on the dosage.”

      Robert fills our wine glasses.

      “Shall we have a toast?” he asks. “To family,” he says before anyone can answer.

      “To family,” we all murmur, raising our glasses and clinking them together.

      Satisfied, Robert takes a long drink of his wine. “When your mother got rid of my child, I never dared hope that I'd ever have one again,” he says, swirling the red liquid around in his glass.

      I barely hear Mum's sudden intake of breath.

      “Yet here you are, Aurora,” Robert continues as if he is only talking about the weather. “Just a few years younger than our child would have been. You can't imagine how happy I am that you're here.”

      The atmosphere in the room feels thick, electric.

      He's insidious.

      I force a smile.

      “I'm glad to be here,” I say.

      He smiles back. “We all end up where we're meant to be,” he says, squeezing Mum's hand.
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      I lie awake in bed, listening to the sounds of the house, going over the day in my head.

      Knowing that Mum tried to drown herself, that she lost all hope… finding out that she was once pregnant with Robert's child… it makes my heart ache.

      Somehow I need to let her know that there's a plan to make everything right.

      My thoughts are interrupted by the sound of raised voices. An argument?

      It's Robert and Mum.

      I sit up in bed, trying to hear what's being said.

      I jump as something smashes in the room across the hall.

      I climb out of bed and stand with my ear pressed to the door. I can hear sobbing, then another crash. Robert shouting. There's the sound of a struggle.

      He must know I can hear. I'm only across the hall. He must want me to hear, to know what he's capable of. What will happen if I cross him.

      I don't move. I daren't make a sound, even though I want to run to help Mum. I've never felt more powerless.

      Minutes later, it's all over.

      I hear running water, as if a bath or a shower has been turned on.

      I hesitate by my door, wondering what I should do. Finally, I push open the door, only to come face to face with Lex.

      “What are you doing, Aurora?” she asks.

      I blink, momentarily lost for words. “I can't sleep.”

      “Would you like me to get you some sleeping pills?”

      The water turns off across the hall, and the night is quiet again.

      “No, it's fine. I'm fine.”

      “Goodnight, then.”

      I step back into the room, and Lex closes the door behind me. I climb back into bed, pulling the duvet up to my chin. I can see the moon through the thin lace curtains, full and white, surrounded by stars.

      I toss and turn, trying to get to sleep, but my mind won't switch off. The clock on the bedside table glows an angry red.

      Just after midnight, I hear footsteps outside my room.

      I tense my body, listening.

      The handle turns and the door opens.

      The scent of Robert's cologne enters the room before he does. I squeeze my eyes shut, pretending to be asleep.

      He crosses the room and stands over the bed, looking down at me. I can see his face through the slit in my eyelids.

      My heart thumps slowly in my chest. He doesn't move; he just stands, staring down at me, his face expressionless.

      I start counting in my head. When I get to two hundred, he bends down, so close I can smell the toothpaste on his breath.

      He kisses me on the forehead.

      “Sweet dreams, Aurora.”

      After he leaves the room, I hear the lock turn on the other side.
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      At 6:00 a.m., I hear the key turn in the lock again. I wait for someone to come in, but nothing happens.

      I haven't slept a wink. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Robert looming over me, so I finally stopped trying and kept them open.

      I dress in the first outfit I grab out of the wardrobe and go into the bathroom to splash water on my face.

      “Good Morning, Aurora,” Lex smiles when I open the door. Even with the door locked, I'm pretty sure she's been standing guard all night.

      Across the landing, the door to Mum's room is still closed.

      “Have you seen Robert and my mum this morning?” I ask.

      “Robert has already left for the day. Your mother is not to be disturbed while he's away.”

      “I'd like to check in on her.”

      “I'm sorry, but I can't allow that,” she smiles, “but you'll see her at breakfast. Would you like to go outside?”

      I need to lose Lex. I need to speak to Mum alone. My eyes linger on her door.

      “Sure.”

      “You have a busy schedule today,” she says as we go down the stairs. “The television interview with Robert is at 5:00 p.m. You have a briefing with one of his press officers at 2:00 p.m. The wardrobe and makeup team will be in attendance to get you ready for the cameras…”

      While she chatters on, I slip inside of her head. It's like walking through an open door. There is no resistance. No awareness that I'm in there.

      Her thoughts circle in an endless loop. She's focused on two things: keeping me in her sights and not leaving me alone with Mum. I start to chip away at her focus, inserting loose suggestions, nothing that will cause alarm. Keep her safe. Keep her comfortable. These new thoughts slide easily into the calm, steady pulse, like pebbles settling at the bottom of a stream.

      We cross the foyer downstairs and go through the porch to the main doors. Two CASS monitors are charging next to two other empty charging docks.

      “No CSOs today?” I ask.

      “They'll be doing their rounds right now. Don't worry; they're never too far away.” She looks at me and does a double take. “Aurora! Your nose…”

      Not again.

      Every time I use my Gift…

      What's happening to me? Edward never warned me about anything like this.

      I wipe my bleeding nose with the back of my hand. “Thanks. I get nosebleeds now and again,” I say, following her to the steps.

      An idea forms as I step outside. It's a crisp fall morning, and the sky is a deep blue.

      Keeping an eye on Lex, I brace myself for the impact I've planned. I deliberately miss the third step and let gravity take its course.

      I tumble to the bottom of the steps, landing with a thud on the gravel.

      “Aurora!” Lex dashes to my side and pulls me up on the bottom step. “Are you okay?”

      I don't have to fake a pained expression. I have actually hurt my ankle.

      “I must still be half asleep,” I tell her. “It's been a long 24 hours.”

      “Do you want to sit for a while?”

      “I think I just need to go back to bed for a bit.”

      “Of course. Let me take you back to your room.”

      “Thank you, Lex.” I let her help me up the stairs.

      When we get back to my door, I say, “Would you mind bringing me a cup of tea?”

      There's a pause as her mind ticks over. As I hoped, the urge to help me overrides her other thoughts. She looks at the door and then at me, then takes the key out of her pocket.

      “I'll have to lock you in.”

      “Okay,” I smile.

      She beams back at me. “I'll be right back.”

      Once I hear her going down the stairs, I turn on the shower and close the bathroom door. Then I use a hairpin from the nightstand to let myself out of the room.

      I'm free. At least for a few minutes.

      I relock my door and limp across the corridor to pick the lock on Mum's door too.

      “Aura?” she hisses as I enter, her eyes darting behind me. “What are you doing here?” Her hair is wild, and she's still wearing her robe. Quickly, she ushers me into the room and closes the door behind us. “Where's Lex?”

      “I managed to shake her for a few minutes,” I say, locking us in. “I had to see if you were okay.”

      The room has floor-length windows looking out onto the grounds. In the center of the room, there is a big four-poster bed with white silk drapes. I see a vase of pink roses on the dresser.

      “I'm not going to try to kill myself again if that's what you mean,” she says, drawing the curtains at the windows. She turns to face me. “The things that Robert said over dinner… you shouldn't have had to hear that.”

      She seems calm now. Resigned.

      “It wasn't dinner. I heard what happened in here afterward.”

      She shakes her head. “Forget about that.”

      “Why didn't you ever tell me about your past, Mum?” I ask. “I knew we were hiding, but this? Didn't you think Robert Wolfe was something I needed to know?”

      She runs a hand through her hair. “I couldn't.” She rubs her arms. “I couldn't even tell your father… I wanted to forget it ever happened.”

      “Mum –” My heart breaks for her.

      She walks toward me and clutches my hand. “Is it true that Selena is safe?”

      I glance around the room, worried now that we're being overheard. “Turn the shower on.”

      “There aren't any cameras in here,” she says. “Robert doesn't like to be recorded.” Her eyes move to my neck. “My locket –”

      “It's safe. The shower, Mum. Just in case.”

      I follow her into the en-suite bathroom and she turns on the taps.

      “Selena is with Mags and Reece. We made it out.”

      She takes a deep breath and visibly brightens. At least one of her children is safe.

      “You and I are going to make it out this time too.”

      She shakes her head. “I've let you down, Aura. I don't know what to say except that I'm sorry –”

      I grab her arms. “Listen to me. I am getting us out of here. I just needed to tell you to hang in there. You can't give up.”

      She pulls away. “What are you talking about?”

      “I can't explain now. The less you know, the safer you'll be.”

      Her eyes flash. “Whatever it is, it won't work – you need to drop it.”

      “Aurora,” I hear Lex calling in my room. “I'll leave your tea on the nightstand.”

      That was quick.

      “Lex and the two Cogs – do they ever leave?” I ask.

      “Never at the same time.” She turns off the shower and holds a finger to her lips. “You need to get back into that room before she realizes you're gone.”

      She swipes a hand along the bathroom shelf, sending glass bottles and a vase crashing to the floor.

      “Lex, could you give me a hand in here?” she calls. “I've had a bit of an accident.”

      She looks at me. “Get under there,” she nods toward the bed. “As soon as she comes in, get out of here – and please, don't do this again, Aura. It's not worth it.”

      I hobble back into the bedroom and scramble under the bed, waiting for the door to open. My ankle is throbbing.

      The key turns in the door. From my vantage point, I see a pair of black pumps walk in.

      “Good Morning, Rosalie,” Lex says. “Is there something wrong?”

      “I'm in here,” Mum calls from the bathroom. The black pumps walk around the side of the bed toward her voice.

      “I was just getting ready to shower and I slipped. I grabbed for the shelf…”

      As soon as the bathroom door closes behind Lex, I crawl out from my hiding place and bolt across the landing, each step sending a jolt of pain through my ankle.

      My heart pumping, I lock myself back in my room.

      I turn off the shower and sit back on the bed. I take a few calming breaths and pick up the hot cup of tea that Lex has left for me.

      That was close.

      But no matter what Mum says, it was worth it.
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      I close my eyes as the makeup artist hovering over me dabs at my face with a powder puff.

      "Open your eyes, please," he says, swiping one last time at my cheek.

      I do as I'm told, and Lex gives me a smile from across the room.

      A mascara wand comes sweeping toward me, and I try not to blink as the man works. I focus on a fly trying to get out of the closed window in the corner of the room. It keeps hurling itself at the windowpane, over and over, desperate to escape.

      I hope the makeup is the last step today. My barcode tattoo has already been hidden under a jewel-encrusted bracelet, and my feet have been squeezed into a pair of heels, which I've been told to wear despite my swollen ankle. Lex has given me some painkillers to get me through the evening.

      One of Robert's four living rooms has been turned into a makeshift dressing room and rehearsal area for Eleanor Bird's chat show.

      Mum wasn't at breakfast, and she isn't coming to the TV studio.

      I know better than to ask why.

      My guess is that she's still being punished for her rebellion over dinner last night.

      One of the stylists sifts through a clothes rack full of dresses, picking out a few and laying them on the couch.

      “Let's have her in the Noelle Decaraux,” someone else says.

      “The way that PR are playing this story is that your mother and President Wolfe secretly reunited almost a year ago,” says the man who is coaching me on my story for the TV interview. He has curly brown hair and glasses that keep falling down his nose.

      “When the President's enemies – including your ‘estranged father’ – ” He mimes inverted quotation marks. “ – learned about the reunion, they planned to use you to leverage the government.”

      “Mmph,” I say, as lip-gloss is applied.

      “We need you to be very clear on the timeline,” says the man. “Let's try it from the top, shall we?”

      I clear my throat and recite:

      “When Mum and Robert became close, I became a target for his enemies. Three weeks ago, on the night of the last Assembly, I was taken by terrorists and held captive.”

      He nods. “And…?”

      I frown. “I'm sorry, I don't –”

      “You need to mention where you were taken from – and why you were there in the first place.” He pushes his glasses back up his face with his index finger.

      “Right,” I say. “I ignored Robert's warnings and went to the Old City to watch the big screens with a friend.”

      “Eyes closed again, please,” the makeup artist says.

      “Good,” my story coach says. “And what was it like for you when you were being held prisoner?”

      Eye shadow is applied to my lids. I open my eyes again.

      “I was in a locked, windowless room,” I say. “I had a mattress and a toilet. They came in twice a day to feed me and give me water. They didn't speak to me, but the TV was always on in the next room. I heard the appeals every day, and I just had to hope that Mum and Robert wouldn't give up and stop looking for me,” I reel off.

      He smiles, pleased. “And how were you found?”

      "A Tek pack tracked me down, and a Cog shot the men who took me."

      He raises an eyebrow, indicating a mistake.

      “A CSO,” I say, correcting myself.

      “Be careful here,” he warns. “The kidnappers shot at the Teks first, and the CSO's had no choice but to retaliate.”

      “Of course. Sorry.”

      “What, exactly, did the kidnappers want?”

      “I don't know exactly. As far as I could tell, they wanted to extort the President into rolling back The Society surveillance laws that are keeping us all safe.”

      “Good.” He scratches his nose. “Tell me about your father, Graham Jax. What was he like when you were growing up?”

      I take a breath.

      “He was always angry about something, always violent,” I say, imagining that I'm talking about Robert instead of Dad. “It was better when he wasn't around. When Mum finally left him, I felt like we were free.”

      The story coach nods, looking over his notes. “Very good,” he smiles. “Let's try it again.”

      He makes me go through the lines another ten times until finally, he says, “Good. Stick to the script, and you'll be fine.” He stands up, straightens his trouser legs, and leaves the room.

      “There,” the makeup artist says, stepping back to admire his work. “You're ready for your close-up.”

      I study my reflection in the mirror. My skin looks clearer, my eyes larger, my lips fuller. It's me, but I'm… flawless. Like one of those girls from the ad screens.

      “Okay, everybody out,” the stylist says, clapping her hands together. “We need to get Aurora dressed.”

      Once we're alone, the stylist helps me into an expensive shift dress covered in gold sequins and black pearls.

      “It's a perfect fit.” The stylist is pleased with her handiwork.

      I think of Kaya. She would love this. I hope she's okay.

      There's a rap on the door.

      Lex opens it and peers out into the corridor.

      “The car has arrived,” one of the Cogs says. “President Wolfe and Agent Bannister are waiting.”

      The makeup artist kills the fly in the window.
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      Robert is standing in the foyer, deep in conversation with the head of PR. Robert nods his approval when he sees me, and introduces the man. If he only knew I already met him when I was Alex Harper…

      “Aurora, this is Max Bannister, my head of PR,” he says to me. “Max, this is Rosalie's daughter, Aurora.”

      “Are you ready for tonight, kid?” Bannister asks me after he shakes my hand.

      “Ready as I'll ever be,” I say.

      “Eleanor has already been briefed, so there'll be no awkward questions,” he says. “Just stick to the script we gave you.”

      I nod. My mouth feels dry, and my stomach is full of butterflies.

      “Just to forewarn you both,” Bannister says, “there are already crowds outside the TV studio. You can smile and wave, but it's better if you don't speak to anybody or we'll be there all night. The CSOs will make sure you get straight inside.”

      Outside, the sky is full of stars. We crunch over the gravel driveway and climb into the waiting limousine. A Cog slams the door shut behind us, and we pull out into the night.

      I'm seated opposite Bannister, whose eyes are locked on his phone. I stare out of the tinted window, going over my lines in my head, and watching the darkened landscape pass.

      I can't work out where we are. This isn't the Inner Sanctum, that's for sure. There are no other houses nearby, and the sky doesn't have that strange amber glow that I remember from my time there. Beyond the trees lining either side of the long driveway, the grounds seem to go on for miles.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      “The President's private enclave,” Bannister says without looking up from his phone.

      I don't remember a gigantic ‘private enclave' on any map of The Society that I've seen.

      “It's not good for morale for me to be around the worker ants,” Robert says. “I'm like a god to them. I can't be too accessible.”

      I bristle, temporarily forgetting my precarious position. “If the Elite are just ‘worker ants' to you, what do you think of the people in the Old City?” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them.

      …stain on The Society...

      Robert's unspoken response buzzes into my head, and he looks at me strangely. "They're mostly irrelevant," he says. "Do you think Workers can compete with the march of AI?”

      Keep your mouth shut, Aura.

      At the end of the driveway, the car slows while the electric gates open for us, and we continue our drive along what seems like a private road.

      Bannister's phone rings, illuminating his face with a green glow.

      “Speak,” he says.

      I can't help but listen in. ‘…keep the girl front and center…’ the voice on the other end of the phone says.

      Bannister hangs up, a satisfied look on his face. “Approval ratings are at an all-time high," he says.

      Robert smiles.

      Apparently, finding me has been good for the government.

      Eventually, the stars disappear from view as we enter a tunnel.

      The road slopes downward before leveling out again beneath the road, and twenty minutes later, we re-emerge into the familiar surroundings of the Golden Belt.

      In the distance, I see The Telepathe rising up in the night sky. My stomach flutters.

      The tinny voice of the plainclothes security agent in front filters through the in-car speakers as we approach the TV studio.

      “There's quite a crowd, sir. Are we going in at the back?”

      “We will get out at the entrance, as we planned,” Robert replies.

      “This isn't down as a meet-and-greet, sir,” the agent hesitates.

      “The President isn't making a suggestion, Agent,” Bannister says.

      There's a pause, and then: "Understood. People will want to shake your hands, give you gifts – all fine by me – but we will need you to keep moving toward the entrance. There's an enormous crowd out here."

      He's right. This event is as big as an Assembly. I see thousands of faces outside. The limo pushes on through the throng, eventually pulling to a stop outside of the TV studio.

      The noise from the waiting crowd grows louder.

      “Here we go,” Bannister says under his breath.

      I brace myself for the sensory onslaught that I know is going to come.

      The doors open and we step out of the limousine into a sea of brilliant white light.

      The onslaught hits like a high-speed shuttle crash.

      A line of Cogs stands between us and the hordes of people jostling and shoving to get close to us.

      Thoughts whirl and spill into my head and I have to pause for a second to wait for the sensation to pass.

      Microphones are pushed into my face as I move forward. The press wants to get their sound bites for the evening news.

      “Anything to say, Aurora?” shouts a reporter.

      “Who are you wearing, Aurora?”

      “Aurora, give us a smile!”

      “This way, Aurora!”

      I follow Robert's lead as we make our way to the Studio steps, shaking hands, smiling, and accepting bunches of flowers.

      My head is pounding and I feel ready to vomit by the time the doors close behind us.

      “Still in one piece?” Bannister asks me.

      “Just about,” I mutter.

      He laughs. “You'll get used to it.”

      We pile into the entrance with four guards. Runners escort us to a lounge with plush sofas and low lighting. Jazz music is playing low over the speakers, and a TV in the corner shows the crowd outside.

      “PRESIDENT WOLFE ARRIVES AT TV STUDIO WITH AURORA JAX,” runs the banner along the foot of the screen.

      A woman appears in the doorway. “Come with me, Aurora; we'll just touch up your makeup.”

      I follow her into a small box room with mirrors covering the wall on one side and lotions and potions littering every available surface.

      She brushes powder on to my flushed face and starts sifting through her lip-glosses.

      “Red or pink?” she asks.

      “You choose.” I couldn't care less.

      “Let's go with pink,” she says, brushing the color onto my lips.

      She steps back, frowns, and adds more powder. “We don't want you looking shiny under the lights. It's going to be hot out there.”

      “They're ready for you,” calls a voice from the door. I look around to see a tall, thin runner standing in the doorway, holding a radio mic.

      “Good luck,” the woman smiles. “I'll be watching.”

      “Follow me,” the runner says.

      I follow him down a long corridor lined with framed pictures of Eleanor Bird meeting various celebrities. Robert nods at me as I approach him at the end of the corridor.

      I can see the stage from here. Studio lights swirl around the audience, and a familiar theme tune plays over the loudspeakers.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      I try to breathe over the noise.

      There's a burst of applause as Eleanor appears and crosses the stage. She waves and takes a seat behind her desk, waiting for the applause to die down.

      “Good evening, everybody. Welcome to this special broadcast,” she says. “What a day yesterday was! After three weeks of searching and a simultaneous covert operation, Aurora Jax was found safe and well and has finally been reunited with her mother, Rosalie.” Eleanor beams at her audience.

      Cheers and whistles fill the room.

      “Aurora's rescue is quite a story, ladies and gentlemen, and we'll be getting all of the details here for you this evening.”

      The audience erupts.

      I'm starting to sweat.

      “Here comes your cue,” says the runner.

      Please, let me remember my lines.

      “Please, put your hands together for President Robert Wolfe and the girl that everybody is talking about – Aurora Jax.”
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      The show's theme tune fills the studio as Robert leads me onto the stage. We sit on a low sofa opposite Eleanor. I tug at the hemline of my short skirt, wishing they'd put me in pants.

      When the lights stop swirling and the two spotlights settle on us, I sit up straight, clasping my hands in front of me to stop myself from fidgeting.

      “Mr. President, Aurora, welcome to our special show,” Eleanor says as the applause dies down.

      “Thank you,” Robert replies.

      "Aurora, it's hard to believe that just two days ago, we were running an appeal to find you, and now, here you are with the President himself. Tell me – does it all seem like a bit of a dream?"

      I feel my cheeks redden. You could hear a pin drop in the studio. “It's going to take some getting used to,” I say.

      “I can imagine,” she says. “Let's go back a few weeks to the night you were taken. It happened on the night of the last Assembly, didn't it?”

      “Yes, I was visiting a friend in the Old City to watch the Assembly with them.”

      There are disapproving murmurs from the audience.

      She brought it on herself. Silly girl. What was she thinking?

      I dig my nails into the palms of my hands. I don't love being humiliated.

      “But you knew the area because your father, Graham Jax, insisted that you grow up in the Old City even though you were an Elite, is that right?”

      “Yes,” I say. “But I was naïve to go out on my own after the President and my mother reunited in secret. I was warned that I might be a target for his opponents,” I explain. “But I didn't take it seriously. I've always felt so safe in The Society, even in the Old City.”

      It turns out I'm really good at lying through my teeth.

      “Of course,” Eleanor nods. “Aurora, since your rescue, the Telepathe has confirmed that Graham Jax was linked to the group who took you. Did you see your father while you were being held captive?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “But the other terrorists referred to him on the phone.”

      “That must have been very upsetting for you,” Eleanor says. “To know that your own father was willing to use you to further his agenda.”

      I swallow, not sure how to answer.

      Am I supposed to say it was upsetting? Or am I supposed to say that I didn't care because he left when I was young and I didn't really know him?

      “Let's move on,” Eleanor says in a softer voice, as if she's worried that she's pushed me too far. “You were eventually found when a Tek pack tracked you down, is that right?”

      “Yes. The Teks covered a lot of ground, and once they found me, I think they transmitted my location to The Telepathe.”

      I relax a little, glad to be off the subject of my 'evil' father.

      “The Teks were programmed not to engage with the terrorists?” Eleanor asks, turning to Robert.

      “The mission objective was to get Aurora to safety and to return the terrorists to The Society for interrogation,” Robert says. “Unfortunately, when the CSOs arrived, the terrorists started shooting. Thankfully, the officers were able to bring them down quickly.”

      Eleanor nods and turns back to me. “You seem to have recovered remarkably well from your ordeal, Aurora. Was there anything that kept you going while they held you prisoner?” Her voice is thick with false concern.

      “The TV was always on in the next room,” I recite. “I heard the appeals every day. I couldn't believe the huge reward that was being offered for information on my location. I kept telling myself it would only be a matter of time before Robert's people found me.” I let my voice crack ever so slightly.

      “Then, when it was finally over, when I woke up at the President's house the next morning, I did think I was dreaming then.”

      That bit is true, at least.

      “A dream come true, I imagine,” Eleanor says. “You're a very brave girl.”

      “I don't know about that.”

      "Modest, too," Eleanor smiles, and the audience laughs.

      They're eating all of this up like candy.

      “Mr. President, I think what everybody would like to know is ‘how did this happen?’ How did these men slip through the net of The Society's surveillance to get so close to you?”

      “Eleanor, it's no secret that we have a problem with Liceptopan in certain parts of the City – the Old City in particular,” Robert says.

      I sink back into the sofa, glad that the spotlight is off me for a moment.

      “Unfortunately, use of this drug enables some people to operate without being seen by our security systems,” he says. “We believe this is how the terrorists were able to kidnap Aurora and how they executed the warehouse bombing without being detected.”

      “This certainly makes The Neighborhood Project all the more prescient,” Eleanor says.

      “The Neighborhood Project is one of the ways we are combating the Ice problem,” Robert says. “Eventually, the Old City will be demolished, and there will be nowhere left within The Society for these lawless addicts to hide.”

      “I think we'll all feel a lot safer when that happens,” Eleanor nods. “Aurora, let me come back to you – why don't you tell me something that we might not know about the President,” she asks, attempting to lighten the mood.

      This wasn't in the script. I scramble for an answer.

      “He's very kind,” I say. It's the first thing that comes to mind that Robert might want to hear. “He's made me feel very welcome in his home.”

      “What can I say? I'm just a nice guy underneath all this responsibility,” Robert winks, and Eleanor laughs.

      God, I hate him.

      “Mr. President, what is it like having a teenage girl around the house?”

      “We're still just getting to know each other. It has only been a day since she was found. And Aurora has been through a lot. But Rosalie is very happy she's home with us, and that makes me happy too,” he says, as charming as ever.

      I force myself to keep smiling along, but inside, I'm screaming: Don't believe him! He's a madman! Can't you see?

      I need to get off this stage.

      “Are there plans for the three of you to make a public appearance at any point? Perhaps at the Vocation Party tomorrow?” Eleanor raises an eyebrow, dropping a not-so-subtle hint.

      “You'll have to wait and see,” Robert says.

      “Stay tuned, folks,” Eleanor beams and turns to the applauding crowd.

      “Thank you both so much for joining me,” she says, leaning toward us.

      “Justice!” comes a shout from the crowd. “Justice for Graham Jax!”
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      I freeze, my breath catching in my throat.

      Robert's eyes dart to the corners of the room where plainclothes officers are already leaping into action.

      At the same time, Eleanor turns to address the camera. “We'll be back after the break with more Society news.”

      The cameras cut for commercials, and everything happens in a hurry. The audience parts so that officers can grab the shouting man. Robert's bodyguards race onto the stage to get us out of the studio.

      Bannister is waiting for us in the corridor. “I need this buried,” Robert hisses as four Cogs lead us out. “I want to know how he got in here. Where is my head of security?”

      The night air hits my hot face as we get outside. There's a car with blacked-out windows waiting for us, the engine already running.

      The Cogs open the passenger doors and wait as we climb in onto the cool leather seats. The doors slam shut, and we pull away.

      My heart is thumping.

      Who was that man? How does he know Dad? I wonder if there are more people like him?

      “Graham Jax.” Robert's voice is voice low over the quiet rumble of the air conditioning cooling our flushed faces. “I'm getting tired of hearing that name now…”

      I don't trust myself to respond.

      “You haven't mentioned your father since you arrived,” he says, looking at me. “You haven't railed against his execution, or pleaded for his freedom. Why?”

      I swallow hard, remembering Aldrich's warning.

      Toe the line, Aurora.

      “My father is a criminal.”

      “Yes, he is,” Robert says, “though in a way, I suppose I should thank him.” He examines his nails. “If Calvin hadn't recognized Rosalie on your father's memory disk a few months ago, it might have been years before I found her.”

      I stay quiet.

      “You know, I didn't dare believe it was her at first. I thought ‘Alice Jax’ was just another pretty blonde, a Rosalie lookalike.” He lets out a soft laugh.

      “And now that I've found her, the man who tried to take her from me has become the perfect ‘terrorist’ for me to build an even greater Society.”

      Don't react, Aura.

      “The timing is impeccable, really. Imagine if he'd been executed years ago. What a waste that would have been… Now I get to see Rosalie's face when he dies. And he'll see her with me, once his memory disk is returned to him for his execution.”

      He's sick.

      “His memory disk?” I struggle to keep my expression blank while everything inside me recoils. I want out of this car.

      He flashes a smile. “We give them back their memories for their execution. So they know exactly what they've lost by defying The Society. So The Society knows how afraid they are.”

      I think of Tia's mum, standing defiant in front of the jeering crowd at her execution. She wasn't afraid. They didn't break her.

      “People like your mother and father need to understand that not everybody is equal,” Robert says. “Someone has to rule. Someone has to make the tough decisions for the good of everybody else. The alternative is chaos.”

      I look out of the darkened window and try to tune him out. He continues anyway.

      “The masses used to behave because they believed that God was watching. But God didn't stop the Great Unrest. This government stopped the Great Unrest. The people needed a real god to keep their peace. The work we do in The Telepathe fulfills that vital function.”

      I want to fight him, to shout my disagreement, but instead, I bite my lip. I can't risk him flying off the handle, taking it out on Mum when we get back.

      “Idealism is dangerous to everyone, Aurora. For all of The Society's faults, no one can come up with a better system to keep the peace than the one we have created here.”

      I need to agree with him. It's better if he thinks that I'm different from Mum and Dad. It's better if he doesn't see me as an enemy.

      “Yesterday you asked me what I liked to do,” I say, “and I couldn't answer, because I didn't know.”

      I can't tell if he's listening.

      I can hear Dad's name running around in his head like a mantra.

      “I would wake up at 5:00 a.m. to get ready to go to the food bank,” I say, remembering. “If you don't get down there early, there's usually just out-of-date bread left.”

      “Please, spare me the sob story,” Robert sneers.

      I go on, ignoring him. “I checked my phone all of the time to see if I'd been given a shift at a workhouse. If I had a shift, I would spend 14 hours sewing uniforms, cleaning waste, or preparing food that I'd never get to eat.

      “I'd get a ten-minute break for dinner and collect a food parcel as my payment at the end of the day. Then I'd go home and have dinner with Mum before going to bed and getting up to do it all over again the next day.” The words are tumbling out of me now. It doesn't matter that I understand why things were this way now. My years of misunderstanding give real pain to my story – and I use it all.

      “I'd see Central Square on the digital windows in the shuttle on the way to the workhouse and watch all of the Elite kids getting off and think, ‘that should be me. I should have a nice house, a good job, nice clothes. I should never be hungry; I should have a life with purpose.’”

      He shifts in his seat so that he's facing me.

      I clench my fists, and my nails dig into my palms. “My Dad took all of that away from me by hiding us away. He stole my future,” I say, eyeballing him. “When you said that I might attend the Vocation Party tomorrow, I felt like finally, my luck was changing. Finally, I’m in the place I was always supposed to be.”

      He doesn't answer, and at first, I think that I've gone too far.

      I can use her.

      His thought hits me like a slap in the face. I fight the urge to flinch.

      “You're not at all what I expected, Aurora Jax.” He puts his hand on my bare leg. “You're a smart girl.”

      He traces a circle around my bare knee with his index finger. “I'm so glad we had this little chat. If you're as smart as I think you are, maybe I can give you back your future.”

      Not if I take it back first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 76

          

        

      

    

    
      All day I've been tense, like a coiled spring.

      Last night, the house was quiet, with no shouting and banging, no midnight visit from Robert.

      I tossed and turned for hours, trying to come up with a plan to get into the server room, Mum and Dad on my mind.

      When I did get to sleep, I dreamed of a funeral. Two black coffins covered in white lilies.

      I woke up at 5:00 a.m. in a cold sweat.

      I dressed, splashed my face with water, ran a comb through my scraggy hair, and turned the TV on to watch the news.

      Unsurprisingly, our interview was the main story – though the footage of the protester shouting Dad's name had been buried.

      I had brunch with Mum. We picked out our dresses for the Vocation Party and exchanged pleasantries under the watchful eye of Lex.

      Since then, I've been in my room, waiting, pacing the floor, trying to calm my nerves.

      An hour ago, Lex brought me my gown and helped me to dress and do my makeup. Soon the car will be here to take us to the Vocation Party.

      Everything that matters rests on what happens tonight.

      My plan is still sketchy.

      I'm going to have to slip away during the party and get to a computer to access the personnel file for the server room – the list has likely changed since the William Watts incident, and I can't afford to make a mistake.

      Once I know who can help me, I'll need to find them, get them alone, and make them take me into the server room. The fact that I'm famous now will be an advantage. Very few people in The Society are immune to celebrity, and I'm banking on the fact that at least some of the people on the list will be at the party.

      It's far from perfect, but it's all I've got.

      I hear a car pull up and I dart to the window. A black limousine is waiting outside. It's time.

      My heart pounds.

      The car door opens, and Dr. Aldrich steps out, wearing a tuxedo. He stays by the car, talking on his phone.

      There's a knock at the door, and I go to open it, my long evening gown swishing around my legs. I'm surprised to see Robert on the other side.

      He looks serious. “May I come in for a moment?” In one hand, he's holding a gold box tied up with a big, sparkly red ribbon.

      “Of course,” I say, backing up, fearing the worst.

      He comes toward me. “I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

      “What is it?”

      Dad's dead. Mum's dead. Please, God, no.

      “I've been in meetings with my team all day, and I've been advised that you and your mother should stay here tonight,” he says. “PR don't like it, but on balance, the ratings just aren't worth the risk.”

      I blink. “What?” I choke out, as his words sink in.

      “It's for your safety. We're still questioning last night's protester, trying to ascertain if there are any more.”

      My face contorts with real disappointment. What do I do now?

      “I know how much you were looking forward to it, and I promise that next month you'll be the guest of honor at the Vocation Party.”

      Next month will be too late.

      “Isn't this just giving the protesters what they want?” My voice is weak.

      His phone rings. “Aldrich?” he says. "Yes, yes… I'm coming down.”

      He hangs up and hands me the box. “A little something for you to make up for the disappointment.”

      I take it from him. Something is moving inside.

      “What is it?”

      “Open it and see.”

      I put the box down on my dressing table, undo the ribbon, and gently lift off the lid, half-ready for something to leap out and scare the life out of me.

      “Aurora, meet Blue.”

      Inside, curled up in a bed of pink tissue paper, is a pale blue rabbit, the size of a kitten, with long ears and wings like a sparrow. It blinks, and its little nose twitches at me.

      It's strangely beautiful, almost like a children's toy.

      “What is it?”

      “One of my creations,” he says. “Her wings aren't quite powerful enough for her body – a slight design flaw on my part – but I don't want to keep her hidden away. She's a little like you.”

      "You… designed her?" I ask, unsure how I should respond. I reach into the box to pick her up, and she hisses at me.

      Robert laughs and hands me a leash for her. “She's not used to people yet. Give her time.”

      I watch as the little creature flaps her wings helplessly and manages to hop out of the box onto the dressing table.

      “I'll have Lex bring you a cage from the menagerie.”
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      Blue gnaws at the bars of her new cage with her long teeth as I watch the limousine pull out of the drive, taking Robert and Aldrich to The Telepathe.

      My hope is slipping away.

      After tonight, it will be too late. There won't be another chance to expose Robert, to save anyone or anything. Dad will be executed, and the rest of us will be trapped.

      I have six, maybe seven hours until they get back. I need to get out of this house.

      Think, Aura.

      First, I need to get past Lex and two Cogs, but I'm still not strong enough to use my Gift. I can barely latch onto a thought pattern without blood pouring from my nose. The original plan was only supposed to be a one-time thing.

      There must be another way.

      I can't use my Gift, but… What do I know about Lex?

      She's a Hybrid AI, which means she's only half-machine, so I can't just pull her into the bath and fry her electrics like our old laptop. She's the latest AI model, so if she's anything like Edward's Vessels, she can shower and swim without causing any damage to her circuits.

      Outside, the silver light of the moon glints on the black surface of the lake.

      Suddenly, I have an awful idea.

      If Lex is half-machine, then she's half-human too.

      Which means she is vulnerable.

      I open the cage, lift Blue out onto the dresser, and attach her leash. She snaps and grumbles at me. “Be nice,” I whisper.

      I press my face against the door.

      “Lex, are you out there?” I ask, knowing full well she's right on the other side.

      The door opens, and she peers in. “What's the matter, Aurora?”

      “It's too early to go to sleep, and the TV is full of the party,” I tell her. “I thought we could take Blue for a walk?”
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        * * *

      

      It's cold outside, and the lake will be even colder. My high heeled shoes sink into the damp lawn as we walk.

      We pass the white walls of the rose garden and keep going, putting more and more distance between ourselves and the two Cogs keeping watch at the front door.

      “It's a shame about the party,” Lex says.

      “I know, but there'll be others,” I sigh.

      Can I really go through with this plan? Will Lex recover from drowning like Mum did? Is she a real person or just an arrangement of code?

      Blue bounces ahead of us, straining at the leash, sniffing every flower, every blade of grass.

      “She's having fun,” Lex says.

      A few meters away from the lake, I let the leash slip from my hand. Blue bounces toward the water.

      “Blue!” I charge after her, careful not to catch her.

      “Aurora – the lake!”

      I hope it's deep enough.

      I let myself slip at the edge and throw myself into the water. The impact knocks the air out of my lungs. The cold is shocking. My dress sucks up the water, weighing me down. My feet brush against the bottom.

      “Lex!” I shout, and my head disappears under the surface. I bob up to the surface again and see her holding out a hand.

      “Aurora, grab my hand!”

      I reach for her hand, but before she can pull me to safety, I let my body flop back into the water and pull her in after me. Down, down, we go. She's weightless under the water; I've finally gained control.

      She struggles against me, legs kicking, arms flailing, and after a long minute, her skin starts to glow with a red warning light beneath her clothes.

      I cringe at the sound of the muffled alarm emanating from somewhere inside of her as she struggles against me.

      I didn't count on her having a distress alarm.

      I take an elbow to the ribs and lose my grip on her. My long dress billows up around me, and for a second, I can't see. Fighting down panic now, I manage to right myself and come back up, gasping for air.

      “Aurora! Why are you doing this?” Lex splutters, her alarm piercing through the quiet. She starts wading toward the edge of the lake.

      I'm so sorry, Lex.

      I can't let her get away.

      Desperate, I swim toward her, the blood pounding in my ears with the sound of her alarm.

      She puts her hands on the bank and tries to haul herself out of the water, but she's not quick enough. I grab at her ankles, and she loses her footing. I pull her back down, and as her body hits the water, her head slams onto the slime-covered rocks at the edge of the lake. On impact, the alarm peters out.

      My breath catches in my throat.

      I watch as a thick silver liquid seeps out of her head, glittering on the surface of the water.

      What have I done?

      When I turn her over, her violet eyes are white.

      I drag myself out of the lake and gulp in mouthfuls of air. I wanted to put her out of action for a while, that's all. Not… this.

      Who have I become?

      Blue is at the edge of the water, watching me, her head cocked to one side.

      There's no time for remorse.

      It’s done now. I need to move.

      I kick off my shoes, grab Blue in my arms, and charge toward the house, my wet dress slapping against my legs.

      The Cogs are already on their way.

      “Help! It's Lex!” I shout.

      Their flashlight beams find me. “What's going on?” one of them shouts back.

      “It's Lex. Blue slipped her lead and ran into the lake – I went in after her, and Lex tried to help me but, but…” I don't have to try to tremble. I'm so cold. My whole body is shaking.

      I reach for one of the Cogs, falling into him.

      “Get her back to the house; make sure she's locked in,” the other Cog says. “Then come back and give me a hand.”

      He jogs off into the distance, and I let the other Cog help me along, trying to appear as weak and helpless as possible.

      Mum is banging on her door when we get back. “What's going on out there?”

      “Everything's fine, Ms. Cohen,” the Cog replies.

      “Aura? Are you there?”

      “Lex had an accident, but I'm okay,” I call back as the Cog fiddles with the lock on my door.

      Once I'm in my room, he locks me in and thumps back down the stairs.

      I put Blue back in her cage, tear off my wet dress, and dry myself off with a towel.

      My ankle is starting to throb again.

      Out of the window, I see the dark shape of the Cog tearing down the garden toward the lake.

      How long do I have before they're back with Lex?

      I grab a pair of flat shoes and another long dress from the wardrobe. I re-apply my makeup and pile my wet hair on top of my head, pinning it into place. I don't look like the starlet who appeared on the TV yesterday, but from a distance, I'll pass for a partygoer.

      In case the Cogs decide to check on me later, I stuff clothes under the duvet to make the bed look occupied, and then I unlock my door and listen.

      Silence.

      Hands shaking, I exit the room, lock the door behind me, and check the handle.

      Then I pad down the stairs, grab one of the CASS monitors from the porch, and disappear into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 78

          

        

      

    

    
      I race down the long driveway as fast as my aching ankle will allow, heading for the electric gates.

      I don't know how I'm going to get through them yet, but I know from my experience at the Purity Healthcare workhouse that there must be a manual override somewhere in case of a power cut.

      When I get closer, I spot the black casing of the manual override panel on the bottom right of the gates.

      I kneel down and get to work on the lock. It pops open, and –

      Great.

      I'm going to need a hex key.

      The knob to release the hydraulic motor won't turn without one.

      I slam my hand against the gate in frustration, making a dull clang.

      I don't have time for this.

      Think, Aura.

      If the power went off in an emergency and you didn't have your keys, you would need some kind of back up nearby to be able to get out, right?

      I take a step back and scan the area around the gates. There are thick hedges in front of the walls at either side of the gate-posts. They'd make a pretty good hiding place.

      I feel around in the hedge on the left-hand side of the gates, wishing I had a flashlight with me. My hand hits on something hard.

      I pull out a small, slightly rusty, metal case.

      This looks promising.

      I get the case open, and inside, I find a spare key and a hex key.

      Yes.

      With the proper tools, I have the gates open in no time.

      I slip through, closing them behind me.

      I use the hex key to reset the motor on the gates and snap the manual override panel shut. There's a hum as the electricity reconnects.

      I stash the little metal box in the bushes at the side of the road for when I get back, and I start jogging.

      Once I've put some distance between myself and Robert's mansion, I use the CASS monitor to summon a cab, memorizing the coordinates on the geo-locator for the return journey.
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        * * *

      

      I get to Seb's place at 8:00 p.m.

      I should have sprayed myself with more perfume when I changed. I smell like the lake.

      His curtains are drawn, but the lights are on in the house, and he answers before the second knock. He's still in his white lab coat.

      “Dr. Goodman,” I say.

      “Aura –”

      “Yeah, remember me? Your friend?”

      He quickly glances left and right before grabbing my arm and pulling me inside. “I didn't have a choice.” He closes the door and locks it behind us.

      “There's always a choice. You could have warned me instead of betraying me.”

      I search his face. Clearly, I'm the last person he expected to see on his doorstep.

      “Do you want a drink? I need a drink,” he says.

      I follow him into the kitchen. It's almost identical to Kaya's kitchen, all cream-colored countertops, and real wooden furniture. There's not a thing out of place.

      “I've got water, and I've got whiskey.”

      “Water is fine,” I say.

      “Suit yourself.”

      He gets two glasses out of the cupboard, filling one with bottled water and half of the other with whiskey.

      “I came to find you when the Savants started throwing up intelligence about you being in the Inner Sanctum,” he says. “I thought it was some kind of mistake. I scoured the surveillance for any physical evidence that they were right, but I couldn't find any. I was relieved. I thought it was a glitch. Then when I met your friend, Alex, and when he didn't deny you were here, I knew the Savants were right.”

      He swallows some whiskey. “That's when I sent you the message telling you to get out of there.”

      “And then you sent The Society after me anyway,” I say.

      He takes a swig of his drink. “The head of security at The Telepathe found out about the intel the next morning. They knew that I'd been to the house the Savants had flagged up, and I was questioned about why I hadn't reported any findings from my visit.” He rubs his face. “I told them about the Savants' intel not matching the surveillance data, and I made up a story about checking it out because I knew you and thought I could bring you in quietly.”

      My chest tightens.

      “And that's exactly what you did,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “I told them that the intelligence was wrong and that there was no sign of you there. When the Cogs went in, all they found was William Watts.” He swallows another bit of whiskey.

      “But then the President got involved,” he says, as if he can't believe the words coming out of his mouth. “The President, Dr. Calvin Aldrich, and Franz Igo made me send that message to you. They told me that your mother was desperate to find you and that they'd keep you safe. I wanted to help.”

      If only he knew how far from being safe we are.

      “I saw you on the TV, Aura,” he says. “What is going on?”

      “My mum wanted me gone,” I say. “She's a prisoner, Seb. And so am I now, thanks to you. They beat me up after you helped them catch me, stripped me naked and humiliated me, threw me in a cell, and put me in The Chair. They're accusing my dad of the terror attack in the Old City – or did you miss that part?” I snap at him. “I know you have it good as an Elite here, but when did you start believing – and acting on – every lie you're fed?”

      He drains his glass, pours himself another half.

      “What would you have done?” His voice is barely audible. “You know what they'd have done to me if I hadn't complied.”

      “I wouldn't have sold you out. I didn't sell you out when they asked me how I got across the border.”

      I know I'm being harsh. He had warned me I was in danger. But now I'm stuck in a corner, and the only way out of it is to attack.

      “Have you just come here to chew me out?”

      I swirl the water around in my glass.

      “You owe me.”

      He leans back against the counter.

      “And you're here to collect?”

      “I need your help to get into the Server Room at The Telepathe.”

      “That's a joke, right?” Seb sets his glass down hard.

      “No joke.”

      “You know they're still looking for your friend Alex Harper. Do you have any idea where he is?”

      I glare at him. “Why? Are you going to send them after him too?”

      “William Watts is on record saying that Harper was messing with the machines in the Server Room,” he says. “What is in there that you want?”

      How can he expect me to confide in him after what he's done?

      “You need to start being honest with me,” he says. “If you'd told me what was going on in the first place –”

      “All you need to know is that my dad is going to die for something he didn't do, and there's someone out there who can help him.”

      “Who?”

      I set my glass down. “There's a plan – I don't even know if it's going to work – but I have to try.”

      He shakes his head.

      I'm not leaving here until he agrees to help me.

      “What would you do if it was your dad in there and you thought you could save him?” I ask.

      He rubs his face.

      “Seb, please.”

      He looks into my eyes and I see all the pain and the fear swirling inside of him.

      “You'll be the death of me, Aura Jax.”
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      I wait in the living room while Seb runs upstairs to change into a tux.

      My body is trembling. It may be that I'm still cold after the lake, or maybe it's my nerves, or maybe I'm just starting to shut down. Whatever it is, I need to get through the next hour, trembling or not.

      Seb has a collage of photos in a frame on his mantelpiece. I'm surprised to see that one of the pictures is of the two of us together. It must have been taken before the 11+.

      His hair in the photo is ridiculous. It's sticking up as if he's just rolled out of bed. We look happy, though, grinning into the camera like a pair of idiots.

      It seems like another lifetime.

      “Sorry. Couldn't find my bow tie.”

      I turn to see him coming down the stairs. “You look great,” I say, stunned.

      I've known Seb for so long that I forget how handsome he is. Looking at him now… He's what Mum would call ‘a catch.’

      “Thanks.”

      For the briefest moment, I imagine that we're just a regular Elite guy and girl going out to a party together. I wonder what that would be like.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      I nod. “Shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      There are still people arriving for the party when we get to The Telepathe – girls in sequins, guys in suits; Elite parents chaperoning their charges, Worker parents looking like all of their Christmases have come at once.

      Seb and I slip inside easily and I keep my head down while we wait for an empty elevator.

      “Five minutes, in and out,” Seb says and I nod, pushing the button for the sub-basement.

      The elevator starts to descend. I can't believe I'm back here.

      “I was praying you wouldn't see the message they made me send,” Seb mumbles, “or if you did, I hoped you wouldn't come for me.”

      I look at him, surprised. “Of course I was coming to help you.”

      We arrive at the sub-basement and step out into the dark corridor. There's a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I've been so focused on the end game that I haven't stopped to think how vulnerable I am without my Gift.

      If I come face to face with any Cogs this time, I don't think I'll have the strength to fight them off.

      I press my face to the glass panel in the server room door while Seb is scanned in. Thankfully the place is empty.

      Once inside, he logs onto a machine and pulls out a chair for me to sit on.

      “Am I done?” he asks.

      “For now.”

      I disable the antivirus software and log onto Chatdust while Seb starts fiddling with a screen in the corner of the room.

      Figuring that the Telepathe will have flagged my old username by now, I send Edward a message from another of my aliases. I just hope that he's online.

      
        
        >b1u_an9el: ARE YOU THERE?

      

      

      “Now we have eyes,” Seb says as nine different views of the building materialize on the screen.

      The entire Telepathe is deserted, except for the ballroom, which is packed with people. At least now we'll be able to see if anyone is coming.

      
        
        l918_e912 is typing.

        >l918_e912: WHO IS THIS?

        >b1u_an9el: YOU KNOW WHO IT IS. I'M IN POSITION.

        >b1u_an9el: DON'T HAVE MUCH TIME.

        l918_e912 is typing.

        >l918_e912: GIVE ME A MINUTE.

      

      

      My heart starts beating faster.

      “Who are you talking to on there?” Seb asks.

      “I can't tell you.”

      While I wait, I disable the firewall.

      Come on, Edward.

      In the ballroom, the Key Ceremony is starting, in which the President awards every Elite child a symbolic ‘Key to The Society' on the night of their Vocation Party. I've seen it on TV a hundred times.

      In two hours, the party will be over, and Robert will be on his way home.

      
        
        l918_e912 is typing.

        >l918_e912: IT'S DONE.

      

      

      I log into the email and go straight to the junk folder.

      There it is.

      I glance up at the door, expecting somebody to come in and stop me, but there's nobody here.

      Upstairs, the party is still going on.

      I open the message and click on the file at the bottom.

      
        
        >b1u_an9el: DONE.

      

      

      I sit back and exhale, realizing I've been holding my breath.

      It's done.

      
        
        l918_e912 is typing.

        >l918_e912: GO. I'LL SEE YOU SOON.

      

      

      I log out, clear all of the history from the machine, reset the firewall, and shut the computer down.

      “What now?” Seb asks.

      I hand Seb his key back. “Now we get out of here.”

      Now it's up to Edward to play his part.

      “What's going to happen?” Seb asks as the elevator ascends. “How does this help your dad?”

      “It's complicated,” I say. Then, “Seb… is Radotripsy dangerous?”

      He frowns at me. “It's illegal, never mind dangerous. Why?”

      Before I can stop myself, I push the button for the Eden Wing.

      “Aura?”

      “There's something else I need to do before we leave. I'll be ten minutes.”

      I need to see my Dad. If we fail this time, it might be my last chance.

      “I take it you have a plan for what to do if someone sees us?” Seb asks as we step out of the elevator.

      “You're a medic. I'm Aurora Jax… as long as it's not Robert who sees us, I don't care.” I pause at the frosted glass barrier in front of the cell block. “Please.”

      He curses under his breath and swipes his ID card.

      The door slides open and the disgusting smell of the cells sticks in the back of my throat.

      I hesitate as I get closer to Dad's cell.

      I should be on my way back to the mansion by now.

      But there he is. Lying on the floor, against the wall.

      “Oh God,” Seb breathes.

      “You can get me in there, right?” I ask.

      Seb fumbles with his keys and opens the door.

      I walk in and kneel down beside him.

      “Hello?” he says. His eyes are empty, hollow. He doesn't know me.

      “I'll get a medical kit,” Seb says, disappearing back into the corridor.

      “We're here to look after you,” I say, helping Dad up into a sitting position.

      “Who you?” he mumbles. He can't keep his eyes open.

      “It's okay. Just rest.”

      Seb comes back with a dusty old wash bag. “It's all I could find… I can go to Clinic Inc. and get a first aid kit –”

      “There's no time.”

      I rip open a packet of wipes and the lemon fragrance mingles with the stale smell of his cell.

      I wipe Dad's face, removing dirt and dried blood, then do the same with his hands. Once he's clean, I rub balm into his cracked skin and run a little plastic comb through his dark hair.

      “Thank you.”

      His voice is barely a whisper, but it makes my heart swell.

      “Mum is going to be okay,” I say, wondering if on some level he can understand. “We're all going to be okay. Me, you, Mum, and Selena. Soon we'll be together again.”

      A high-pitched bleep comes from inside my jacket and Dad flinches.

      “Was that a CASS monitor?” Seb asks, confused.

      “I borrowed it to call a cab,” I say, pulling it out.

      “Woah, be careful!”

      “What?”

      “See that big red button that your finger is hovering over? That's the distress button. We'll have every Cog in the building –”

      “Wait…” My mouth hangs open as I read the alert.

      “What is it?”

      This is all kinds of bad.

      “Aura?”

      “They've found Alex Harper.”

      My words are drowned out as every alarm in the entire world goes off.
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      I pack up the wash bag with the wipes and balm I used for Dad and stuff it into the trashcan out in the corridor.

      “We need to leave,” I shout over the noise.

      “Give me that first,” Seb says, taking the CASS monitor out of my pocket.

      “What are you doing?”

      He taps the screen and it fills with blinking red lights. The geo-locator shows the positions of all of the Cogs on duty in the city. “It'll help us make sure we don't bump into any Cogs on the way out of here,” he says. “We'll have to take the stairs.”

      Thanks to the geo-locator on the CASS monitor, we manage to get to the ground floor without being accosted.

      Upstairs in the foyer, it's pandemonium: hundreds of people pushing their way to the doors to get out, everywhere a crush of sequins and bodies and expensive suits.

      An army of Cogs has arrived on the scene to try and manage the crowd.

      By some miracle, Seb gets me outside and into a cab. “Are you going to be alright?” he asks.

      “Yes. What about you?”

      He puts a hand on my shoulder. “You know how to find me.”

      He slams the door of the cab and disappears into the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      The cab drops me a quarter of a mile out from Robert's mansion and I walk the rest of the way back. The CASS monitor says it's 10:00 p.m. I've been away for almost three hours.

      Once I'm through the gates, I use the geo-locator on the CASS monitor to zoom in on the mansion. I'm left with two motionless red lights, stationed on either side of the front door.

      There's no way I'm getting back to my room without them seeing me.

      Unless…

      I press the distress button on the CASS monitor and hurl it as far as I can over the gates. It lands at the far side of the road and slides underneath a clump of bushes.

      I start walking back toward the mansion, keeping to the tree-line.

      Soon, beams of light from the Cogs' flashlights appear just ahead of me. I crouch down behind one of the trees and stop dead until they move past, away from the mansion.

      Once they pass me, I pick up my pace, moving quickly in the opposite direction.

      My feet are soaked inside my shoes, and the bottom of my dress is covered in mud and rainwater, but I don't slow down until I'm inside the house.

      I pause in the doorway, listening for any of the servants. The house is quiet, except for the ticking of a clock.

      I head upstairs, clinging onto the banister for support. My wet shoes squeak on the floor at the top of the landing and I hear a sound from Mum's locked door.

      “Who is that? Lex? Are you there?” she says.

      I lift my long dress off the floor and scuttle over to the door. “Shh! It's me.”

      “Aura? What are you doing out there? What's going on?”

      “Wait a second.”

      I fumble to pick the lock and get her door open. I only have a couple of minutes before the Cogs get back.

      Her eyes dart around my face. “Why are you not in your room?”

      “I've been to The Telepathe.”

      “What?” she breathes.

      “It’s like I said before. There's a plan. To get us out of here.”

      She looks at me as if I've gone mad.

      “Someone is helping us,” I tell her. “We just need to sit tight for a few more hours.”

      She takes my hand, looking at me with something like pity in her eyes. “Nobody has enough power to help us, Aura. You need to let this plan go.”

      I need her to believe me. I need her to have hope.

      “I've been working with Edward Law.”

      “What?” She drops my hand as if she's been burned. “What did you say?”

      “I met him by accident when we escaped across the border. He has a place in the forest – an underground bunker. I stayed with him and his daughter. He trained me to use my Gift.”

      Her eyes widen. “He trained you?”

      “He's going to get us out of here.”

      She shakes her head. “No. Edward Law is dead. I watched them throwing jewels at his body,” she mutters. “I saw the life go out of him.”

      “I can't explain it all now, but he got out – he's alive.”

      “Aura, I don't know who it is that's been manipulating you, but you need to listen to me.” She lowers her voice. “If Robert finds out you are planning anything other than being a dutiful daughter –”

      “Edward is going to help us,” I say, cutting her off, frustrated now. “I saw all of his photos of you. He told me how he helped you to get away from Robert, about my 11+ results…”

      Her face pales.

      “We're going to use your memory disk to take Robert down.”

      “He has the disk? Edward has those memories?”

      “They're safe. Edward thinks we can use them to expose Robert.”

      A moan escapes from her throat.

      “He's going to get us out,” I say, confused by her reaction. “You, me, and Dad.”

      She starts to tremble.

      There's a sick feeling growing in the pit of my stomach. “What is it, Mum? Was I wrong to trust him?”

      Once the words are out of my mouth, I'm afraid of the answer.

      She wipes at her eyes. “You know, a couple of weeks ago, I dreamed I saw you at a Vocation Party,” she says.

      I go cold, remembering the simulation. The bruise on my arm.

      “In the dream, I was trying to tell you that you mustn't let any of them find you,” she says, her voice cracking, “but I couldn't make you understand.”

      I hear male voices downstairs. The Cogs are back in the porch.

      Mum takes a step back. “You'd better go back to your room before they see you.”

      “Mum –”

      She clamps a hand over her mouth and squeezes her eyes shut for a moment; then she looks at me again.

      “Back to your room, Aura,” she whispers, closing the door. “Hurry now.”
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      Blue is pottering around on my dressing table, having escaped from her cage. She stops and looks at me when I sit down on the bed, cocking her head to one side.

      My body is pulsating and my mind is shot.

      I dash to the sink, cling to the cold porcelain, and throw up bile before getting into my nightclothes and crawling into bed. Blue jumps from the dresser to the bed, and I pick her up and put her down on the pillow next to me.

      “Have you missed me, girl?”

      She curls up into a ball, wrapping her wings around her body like a shield. She closes her eyes and in a few minutes, her breathing slows as she falls asleep.

      Mum's words are rolling around in my head. She's wrong about Edward. She has to be.

      I'm not stupid. I know he wasn't completely truthful with me. He lied about the boy in the cell; he lied about his escape; he lied about the Vessels… but he also saved my life. I saw into his mind. I know him.

      Still, Mum's reaction has unsettled me.

      Why is she so afraid?

      Blue stretches for a moment, flaps her little wings, and settles back down. I stroke the top of her head and she starts making a soft purring sound.

      I fall into a troubled sleep until a noise outside the house wakes me up. I glance at the clock. It's 3:00 a.m. I get up, trying not to wake Blue, who is still asleep on the pillow, and peer down to the drive through a crack in the curtains.

      Robert is back.

      I need to stay calm. My plan worked. The thought imprint is being erased. There's no way they can connect me to Alex Harper. I just need to get through the next eight hours until Edward can leverage Mum's memories against Robert.

      I hear voices downstairs.

      I get back into bed and close my eyes, hoping he won't come in.

      Three sets of footsteps come up the stairs, cross the landing, and walk toward my door. The lock clicks, the handle turns, and the door opens.

      It's Robert.

      Two Cogs hover behind him.

      “May I come in?” he asks.

      I feign waking up. “Of course.”

      “I see you and the creature have become friends,” he says, reaching out to stroke Blue. She lets out a low growl, adjusting her position.

      “How was the party?” I ask, sitting up.

      “Cut short,” he says. “There was a security breach.”

      He moves further into the room, looking out of the window to the grounds beyond. Then he turns to face me. He has a strange look in his eyes.

      “Do they know what caused it?” I ask to break the silence. “The security breach?”

      “We have no idea yet,” he says. “But we do have a missing Savant.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “We're scouring the security cameras now,” he says. “I'm sure it will be recovered soon enough.”

      Panic prickles in my chest. Seb and I are on those cameras.

      Robert picks up a bottle of perfume from my dressing table and studies it.

      “Tell me, are you looking forward to the Assembly, Aurora? Our next big event?”

      I force a smile. “Of course.”

      He sighs and puts the bottle back down. “Do you know, many decades ago, we did a study on lying,” he says, looking at me. “The researchers found that no matter how honest the subjects claimed to be, they actually lied on average one or two times a day.”

      The atmosphere in the room changes, as if all of the air has been sucked out.

      “Most of these untruths were innocuous, intended to hide one's inadequacies or to protect the feelings of others,” he says. “Some lies were excuses. One subject of the study blamed his failure to take out the garbage on not knowing where it needed to go. Other lies were aimed at presenting a false image.” He rubs his chin. “I can't work out if your lies fall into the first or the third camp.”

      He knows, he knows, he knows.

      I can't breathe.

      “I don't know what you mean,” I say.

      He slams his hand down on the dresser, making me jump, waking Blue. “You were seen,” he spits, his voice sharp like razors. “In the Eden Wing.”

      My mouth opens and closes, but no words come out.

      “You tried to play me for a fool.”

      My mind races. There's nothing I can say. No excuse I can make.

      There's a rap at the door. “Mr. President.”

      Robert opens the door, and one of the Cogs hands him something. He looks at it and takes out his phone. He walks toward the bedroom window while he dials.

      I shouldn't have come back here. I should have laid low until Edward got here. I shouldn't have gone to the Eden Wing.

      But I had to see Dad.

      Robert finishes his call and puts the phone back in his pocket. He comes to sit next to me on the bed. My body tenses.

      “When I was a young man, I did everything I could to control your mother,” he says. “She was so effervescent, so beautiful. She could have had anyone, but I wanted her for me.” He moves in closer. “And now, after all of these years, I have her exactly where I've always wanted her. Your being here has made everything possible for me.”

      He strokes my hair, and my skin crawls.

      “You belong to me now, Aurora. Your life is mine because you keep your mother with me. And the fact that you're such a PR sensation makes it even better.”

      His words are cold and heavy, like concrete.

      Surely this is just a nightmare. I'm going to wake up in a minute.

      He rests a hand on mine.

      “Soon I'll be watching the life drain out of your pathetic excuse for a father,” he croons, “and you and your mother will be by my side when it happens.”

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      I bite down on my lip, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

      Remember, you're a Jax.

      I am my father's daughter. Not Robert's.

      “Not even a few tears?” he sneers at me. “Women are so much prettier when they cry.”

      I look right at him, defiant. I want to defend myself, but I'm empty. There's a static buzz inside of my head where the heat and the power should be.

      “Oh, you're nowhere near as much fun as your mother.”

      He pulls his hand away and brushes against Blue. She growls. Louder this time.

      He grabs her from the bed. “I cannot abide creatures that don't know their place.”

      I let out a scream as he slams the tiny body against the wall.

      Blue slides to the floor, dazed, gives her body a shake, and limps in a little circle.

      “You'll be recalibrated in the morning,” he says, and a jolt of terror runs through me. “I want you brought back in line.”

      No.

      I can't let that happen.

      I won't let that happen.

      My mind twists, looking for a way out.

      All I have is my Gift.

      “Guards!” Robert barks before turning back to me, his voice nothing more than a whisper. “You can sleep in the cells with the animals. I won't have you spending one more night under my roof.”

      Do I have the strength to take out Robert and two Cogs?

      Could I get Mum out of here? Get her to Kaya's place before Robert comes back around?

      Then what?

      The Cogs barge into the room and I cry out as they haul me out of bed like a rag doll; their gloved hands cold and rough under my arms.

      “No!” I scream.

      Robert doesn't look back as he stalks out of the room.

      I am an Influencer.

      “Take her to the menagerie,” he says.

      Now, Aura.

      ABITE!

      The word roars out of my head and into Robert's like a tornado, taking every last ounce of my energy with it.

      He cries out as the force sends him flying across the hallway into the opposite wall. He hits it hard, head first, and there's a delicious crack as bones and soft tissue hit bricks and mortar.

      The Cogs release their grip and my knees give out on me. I sink to the floor, gasping for air.

      Mum is banging on her bedroom door, rattling the handle, trying to get out. “Aura! What's going on out there?”

      The Cogs are moving toward Robert in slow motion.

      Every second is a minute.

      Tick, tick, tick.

      It's not over yet.

      I need them out of the picture too.

      Fighting nausea and exhaustion, I focus on the two hulking bodies of energy on either side of Robert.

      I take a breath.

      Somnum.

      As easy as if I had turned off a light switch, the Cogs crumple down on either side of the President.

      I did it.

      There's a roaring in my ears.

      I'm lightheaded, seeing stars.

      I need to get Mum.

      Quickly, Aura.

      It's easier said than done.

      I try to get up, but my legs won't work, and I fall to my hands and knees again.

      I retch, and puke up blood and bile, leaving a sticky pink mess on the pale green carpet.

      I'm sweating and shaking; hot and cold.

      I try to crawl, but my limbs have turned to lead.

      I can't move.

      Less than 25 meters separate me from Mum, but it might as well be a million miles.

      Tears of frustration roll down my face.

      “Aura!” she shouts again.

      I want to shout back and tell her I'm okay, that I'm coming for her, but I can't form the words.

      My eyelids flutter and I fight to keep them open, cursing myself, and my weakness.

      I can't pass out here, on this carpet.

      I need to move. Right now.

      For the love of God. Please.

      But it's no use.

      I'm out.
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      Where am I?

      Somewhere cold.

      Dark.

      I can hear animals shuffling around in their pens, trying to get comfortable.

      I'm in a one-meter square glass cell that smells of sawdust. There's a scratchy blanket on the floor beneath me, and a plastic bucket in the corner.

      I'm covered in scratches and bruises, and everything hurts. There's a pain inside my head; I know I've overworked my mind.

      I remember uploading Edward's code, getting back to the mansion, and Robert coming home angry.

      He knew that I'd escaped, and that I'd been to see Dad.

      He hurt Blue.

      And then… Did he drug me and bring me down here? Wherever ‘here' is?

      Panic rises in my chest.

      If I'm trapped down here, how is Edward ever going to find me?

      Before I woke, I kept seeing an image of him in my head. He was with Neeve in the Old City. It didn't seem like a dream – it was more like I was actually there with them, looking at them both through somebody else's eyes.

      I'm going insane.

      I need to get a grip, stay calm.

      I try to stand, but my legs are like jelly. I collapse back down on to the blanket.

      “You're awake.”

      I flinch. Somebody is down here with me.

      I look out into the darkness, but I can't see where the voice has come from.

      “Who's there?” I say into the void.

      Footsteps approach and a yellow flashlight beam casts around the cell.

      Dr. Aldrich.

      With effort, he bends down and puts a tray of food on the floor, opening the flap at the bottom of the cell door and sliding it through to me. On the tray, there's a carton of juice, a bread bun, and something that looks like stew.  “I thought you would be hungry,” he says.

      My stomach grumbles, but there's no way I'm eating it.

      “What is this place?” I ask.

      “This is your new home,” he says, watching me. “Robert calls it the menagerie.”

      Take her to the menagerie.

      “Do you have any recollection of the last hour, Aurora?”

      I start to shake my head, then pause, as fragments of memory come back to me.

      You'll be recalibrated tomorrow.

      I used my Gift.

      I threw Robert against the wall. I put the Cogs to sleep.

      I was going to get Mum out.

      But I wasn't strong enough.

      My power gave out.

      Oh, God.

      “I never thought I'd live to see an Influencer in the flesh,” Aldrich says. “Though, judging by your kamikaze approach to using your Gift, you may not be around for long,” he adds.

      My chest tightens.

      Aldrich knows what I am.

      I'm done for.

      “The President is recovering from a fall in Clinic Inc. He has a mild concussion and a broken nose,” he says. “Luckily for you, he has no memory of the previous hour.”

      I frown. “He doesn't know what I did?”

      “He knows that you destroyed his AI and ran off to visit your father in the Eden Wing,” Aldrich says.

      Seb.

      “My friend, Seb,” I say, shaking my head. “I made him get me in there. It's my fault –”

      “Mr. Goodman is being questioned about his lack of regard for protocol,” he says, cutting me off. “I've been tasked with dealing with you.”

      There's a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “I'm to perform a recalibration procedure tomorrow morning to bring you into line,” Aldrich says.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. Open them again.

      “Why did you cover for me?” I ask, clinging onto hope. “What do you want?”

      He rubs his face. “An honest conversation.”

      He leans against the cell opposite mine and folds his arms. A snow-white cat with eight limbs is curled up in the corner of the cell he's leaning on, watching us with mild interest.

      I shiver. It's the cat I saw in my head the day Lex showed me around the garden.

      “Four days ago, a group of CSOs were tracking a young man called Alex Harper,” Aldrich says. “Earlier today, we found his body.”

      He studies his fingernails and my scalp prickles.

      “I examined his mind,” he says, “and I found something quite strange.”

      “Oh?”

      He moves closer to my cell and rests a palm against the wall. “I found the remnants of a thought imprint matching yours,” he says, his voice low. “I checked twice, three times. The results were unmistakable.”

      He scratches the back of his neck.

      “The transfer of a memory disk from one Vessel to another is no small achievement,” he says. “I've only ever known one other person capable of doing it – and I thought I'd never see him again.”

      He pauses. The silence is thick and heavy.

      “Where is he, Aurora? I need to talk to him.” He searches my face, and I'm surprised to see something like fear in his eyes. “Where has he taken Rivers, and what is he planning?”

      “Rivers?”

      “His son. The Savant,” Aldrich says, just as I'm making the connection.

      Edward's son is a Savant.

      What? Why would he hide that from me?

      I swallow. “Get Seb off the hook, and get me and my mother out of here – then we'll talk.”

      He shakes his head, but he looks torn. “I can't do that, but I can make sure that the recalibration procedure doesn't go ahead.”

      He pauses.

      “There's more at stake here than the two of us, Aurora.”

      I raise an eyebrow. What does that mean?

      “Your loyalty to Edward is misplaced,” he smiles. “Did you know he was the one who had your father arrested?”

      I blink. No. That can't be right. That doesn't make any sense. “You're lying.”

      “And you're naive.”

      Aldrich takes his phone out of his pocket and starts tapping away at it with fat fingers. He holds it up against the cell wall.

      I pull myself up, fighting down nausea, and move toward him to take a look.

      On the screen is a grainy picture of me, standing at the bus stop in my workhouse clothes.

      I frown and look at him, waiting for an explanation.

      “This photo is being circulated online,” he says. “Since the Eleanor Bird interview, PR have been busy quashing the photo and shutting down ‘Justice For Graham Jax’ forums. But the trouble is, as soon as they get rid of one image, another ten pop up in its place.”

      I try to keep my face blank, but inside, my heart is starting to race. Something is happening… I just don't understand why Aldrich is telling me about it.

      “A new world may be possible,” Aldrich says, “but certainly not with Edward at the helm.”

      I shake my head. “Who are you to say that? I know all about you. About the prison trials. How Edward tried to shut it down. How you were so desperate for power that you didn't care who got hurt.”

      “I'm a free agent. I did what I had to do,” he says, putting the phone back into his pocket.

      There's a burning sensation behind my eyes and I clench my fists as bursts of static pour into my head with snatches of his thoughts.

      The Triptych... Where is he? Need to find him. Reason with him… Going to destroy…

      “It's extremely important that I find him,” he says. “I don't want to resort to threats, but perhaps you aren't aware just how dangerous the recalibration procedure can be?”

      I swallow. A bead of sweat runs from the nape of my neck to the small of my back.

      “Edward is coming for Robert,” I say. “And we're going to need your help.”

      Aldrich almost snorts. “To do what?”

      I tell him about Mum's memory disk. About our plan to free Dad. About what's at stake for him if he refuses to help us.

      “I very much doubt that Edward cares about any of that,” he says, distracted. “He has Neeve, and now Rivers – and he almost had you. Assembling the Triptych has been his life's obsession. He's getting too close.”

      Cataclysm… If he gets his hands on her… Can't let that happen...

      His frantic thoughts burst into my mind again.

      “What happens if he assembles the Triptych?” I ask.

      He ignores me.

      “Did Edward ever make a copy of your memory disk?” he asks instead. “Or try to… sync it with his own?”

      I think back to our first meeting at the bunker.

      Do I tell Aldrich?

      “I think we started to sync when we first met,” I say, watching his reaction.

      It's pure terror.

      “It only happened that one time,” I say.

      He starts to tremble. He licks his lips. “Where is he, Aurora?”

      Now he has me scared. “I think he's in the Old City, with Neeve – and Rivers.”

      He turns and starts to walk away.

      “Wait! Aldrich!” I bang on the wall of my glass prison. “Where are you going? What happens if Edward assembles the Triptych?”

      He turns back. His face is ashen. His expression leaves me cold. “You have no idea what you've just set in motion.”
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      Want even more Aura?

      

      GET A FREE COPY OF THE AURA EXTRAS PDF, FEATURING EXCLUSIVE CONTENT, WHEN YOU SIGN UP TO JOIN MY MAILING LIST!

      

      Building a relationship with my readers is one of the best things about being an author and I’d love to have you in my gang!

      

      When you sign up to my mailing list, I’ll send you a free copy of the Aura Extras PDF, which is exclusive to my mailing list. The PDF includes:

      

      
        	Aura’s 11+ Exam Report from Clinic Inc.

        	Excerpts From Aura’s Memory Book.

        	The Society: Full Color 3D Cityscape by Daniel Romanovych.

      

      This is exclusive to my mailing list – you can’t get it anywhere else!

      

      Get the Aura Extras PDF for free by signing up here: www.RJWadeBooks.com/extras
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      Did you enjoy reading Aura?

      

      You can make a big difference!

      

      Reviews are so important for new writers like me. Honest reviews will really help to bring Aura to the attention of other readers.

      

      If you have enjoyed reading Aura, I would be very grateful if you could spend a couple of minutes leaving a review. It can be as short as you like! Click this link to leave a review on your chosen store: https://geni.us/AuraReview

      

      Thank you so much!
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