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Since Darren Devlin and Marek Masters joined forces, there has only been one thing on their minds – taking down XSP, the secret organisation that transformed them into genetically-modified superhumans. Even with 21% monster Darren’s incredible strength, and 19% alien Marek’s super intelligence, XSP is more than a match for them.

But what if there was another survivor of XSP’s experiments? A tall, tough, athletic teen girl able to withstand sub-zero temperatures and track potential predators? A girl who’s 17% sabre-tooth polar bear, and out for revenge.

Two’s company, but Three IS UNSTOPPABLE in this high-octane adventure, 21% Monster: Ice Giant.
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For my wife, Michelle
 Thank you for everything,
 And all the other things.
 xxxxx
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Nathan Reaver ducked as he jogged away from the helicopter and got into the waiting BMW. MacTire, his tall, fair-haired driver, scanned the area around the landing pad, one hand drifting towards the pistol concealed beneath his jacket, before getting in. Reaver checked his Rolex watch as the car pulled away into London’s wintry afternoon streets. He adjusted his suit and smoothed his usually neat white hair, which had been disturbed by the helicopter’s downdraught, and then opened his comm.

“Good to see you back, Mac.”

MacTire looked in the rear-view mirror, his right eye concealed behind an eyepatch made of dark glass that fitted monocle-like in between cheekbone and eyebrow, and answered in his Texan drawl. “Good to have a fellow American for company, Mr Reaver.”

Reaver smiled and pulled a file of papers and photographs from his briefcase. He opened it and lifted a memo:

Communication from Councillor Eight to Councillor One

CONFIDENTIAL: For Nathan Reaver’s Eyes Only

DESTROY AFTER READING


Nathan, thank you for investigating my Xastris Special Projects division. I have serious concerns about the recent mission failure when the XCEL cyborg prototype was lost. Here is the background:

In October of last year, we became aware of a twelve-year-old boy, Darren Devlin, who had exhibited superhuman strength and uncontrolled rage while destroying his school. Miss Inghart, supported by Ifan Ducas of the Tactical division, led a Triple E mission to Extract, Evaluate, and then Eliminate the boy if it turned out he was a Helix child. Laboratory tests indicated he was genetically 21% Monster.

Inexplicably, Miss Inghart chose to reinterpret her orders. She hoped to tame the boy so that we could use him. He escaped custody with the help of Marek Masters. Together, these two Helix children evaded us on several occasions, using Marek’s nineteen per cent alien abilities. The mission ended with the loss of the XCEL prototype. After sustaining significant damage, the cyborg ceased transmitting during an underwater struggle with Devlin and has not been recovered, despite extensive searches of the local river systems and the North Sea.

Over the last three months, I have changed the leadership of the European division of XSP. Miss Inghart is the subject of a kill order and remains on the run (see recent intelligence from Mr Ducas about possible locations). Masters and Devlin remain at large and Devlin’s sister, Daisy (age 16), is being held at Bleakmoor Prison on my orders, in the hope of flushing Devlin out into the open.

I do not need to remind you of the vast threat that Masters represents or of his abilities that continue to grow stronger thanks to his part-alien genetics. However, Devlin makes him even more of a concern. Devlin has immense strength and speed, as well as highly developed senses, including exceptional hearing and excellent night vision. He is also able to swim underwater for long periods and has extraordinary camouflage abilities. Of greatest concern is that, based on his poor school reports, Devlin may lack the mental capability to resist Masters’s powers of persuasion even when Masters is not using his alien-hypnotic abilities. Analysis of the Devlin household social media and TV streaming services show that Devlin has never used social media and does not watch television. He also cannot read which means that Masters is likely to be his only source of information, and he may be unaware of his sister’s arrest. So now, Masters finally has an ally he can influence to inflict as much physical damage on Xastris as Masters does online.

Nathan, I need you to both recover the situation by retrieving the XCEL and spearhead our efforts to eliminate Marek Masters before he causes further harm to our organization.

Ex Astris Scienta et Potestas

Choi Yeong-Ja, Councillor Eight



Reaver shredded the memo, as MacTire continued to drive, and then slowly flicked through the file until he reached a page with a photograph of a blonde, professionally dressed woman he knew well. Underneath the photo was printed:


Family name: Inghart

First name: Liv

Age: 38

Nationality: Norwegian

Ethnicity: White

Expert areas: Child criminal psychology, covert manipulation techniques, non-physical interrogation, weapon classifications 1 & 2



He stroked his neatly trimmed beard thoughtfully as he looked at the photo and then carried on reading until MacTire opened the comm again: “Nearly there, sir.”

Reaver glanced out of the window at the row of grubby houses. “Drop me here.”

MacTire pulled over. “You want me to take care of this?”

Reaver smiled at his driver as he got out of the car. MacTire, he thought, would enjoy this mission a little too much. “No, just circle the block.”

“Sure thing, sir.”

Reaver walked along the street, allowing the evening breeze to billow his long black coat. The effect, with his intense weather-beaten eyes, tanned face and large curved nose, made him resemble an angry eagle. He rang the doorbell and waited calmly as the figure of a woman came into view behind the cracked, frosted glass of the shabby front door. His hands drifted, out of habit, to the gold cufflinks on his wrists, each carrying the single letter X.

Miss Inghart opened the door. Her eyes widened with shock before flicking to look behind Reaver, who watched her coldly. “Yes, Miss Inghart, I am alone. I suggest you do not run. It will only make it worse.”

Miss Inghart’s face drained of colour. She stepped back. “Come in, Mr Reaver.”

Reaver allowed Miss Inghart to lead him through to a lounge decorated with peeling wallpaper and a stained carpet. She stood to one side as he draped his coat over a chair, brushed a stray piece of cotton off his handmade suit, and fixed his gaze on her.

“Miss Inghart, the recent failure of the XCEL mission is due to your poor decisions. You were given a rare second chance, after allowing Masters to escape Xastris during Operation Snowline, because your exceptional record with Marek should have helped us catch him.”

Miss Inghart looked at the carpet. “I know. I’m sorry.”

Reaver ignored her answer. “Then you tried to run and hide after Masters outwitted you. I admit to being disappointed. I know you understand the importance of the Xastris mission. The need for secrecy. I thought we could rely on your loyalty.”

Miss Inghart looked up at him. “I know I made mistakes.”

“You did.” He placed a small phial of amber liquid on a coffee table and waited. Miss Inghart stared at the phial. She looked faint. “I could still be useful… I know Marek. I’ve met Darren Devlin…”

Reaver interrupted. “How many opportunities to fail do you want? Not even three years ago, five agents died during Operation Snowline on your watch. And now, the loss of the unique XCEL prototype?”

She gave him a plaintive look. “But think of all my success! I tamed Marek when others thought it was impossible and I know how to keep Xastris secrets. I’m not a threat to you… I could be an analyst, not an agent. I’m of some use, surely?”

Reaver silenced her merely by hardening his expression. Her pleading disgusted him – she had shown no mercy as a rising star in Xastris before her fall from grace. He and Xastris owed her nothing. All that remained was one final act of duty that she owed them. He gestured towards the phial.

Miss Inghart went to say more, but then her shoulders sagged. She picked up the phial with a steady hand. Her other hand shook at her side. She moved over to the window where the setting sun caught the liquid and scattered amber light across the dirty walls.

“Beautiful,” she said, her expression distant. “Is it the snake venom?”

Reaver nodded. “From the black mamba.” The dirt in the room made his skin crawl. Get on with it, he thought.

“Do you mind,” Miss Inghart said hesitantly, “if I open the window? To hear the birds one last time?”

Reaver nodded his head a fraction. Miss Inghart wiped away a tear with her wrist and opened the French windows to reveal a small overgrown garden. He watched as she breathed in deeply and then drank the entire contents in one gulp. She staggered, grabbed the back of a chair and fell to the floor, one arm crossing the threshold into the garden as she landed.

Reaver approached and watched her breathing slowly stop. Then he lifted his jacket, shook it to remove any dust and put it on as he stepped over her body and exited the house, leaving the front door swinging gently in the breeze.





[image: Img]

As the sun set on a cold January day in London, something climbed an old stone tower by the River Thames. It was the size and shape of a person, but its outline shimmered and matched the colour of the stone as it moved quickly up the tower and swung onto the roof.

A keen-eyed bystander might have spotted a circle of swirling colour appear by the figure that had climbed the tower wall, but only the local ravens noticed. They cawed loudly as a tall, thin teenage boy stepped carefully out of the swirling colours onto the roof, straightened the jacket of his dark suit, and adjusted the insect-like night vision goggles that covered his eyes. His name was Marek Masters – nineteen per cent alien and the cleverest, and possibly the most dangerous, person alive.

“Ready?” he whispered as he pocketed his SQUID – the Sub-Quantum Ultraionic Interdimensional Device that had opened the colourful portal he’d just stepped through.

In response, the shimmering something seemed to solidify into a short and unusually broad teenage boy who lowered the hood of his camo jacket to reveal a pair of amber-yellow eyes – watchful and somehow not quite human. A thick scar carved a path across his temple from above his left ear until it disappeared into his wild hair that had become steadily more blue and less blond over recent months. The scar was the only visible trophy of the October night when the boy had defeated the XCEL – a killer humanoid cyborg with shining green eyes.

He was Darren Devlin – twenty-one per cent monster, wanted by the police for destroying his school and hunted by a secret organization for being alive at all. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

Marek smiled and produced a laser knife from a pocket. He used the bright green laser to cut through the lead roofing and then stepped back as Darren pulled a section up to form an opening and looked in.

“Pitch black,” Darren whispered and tipped his head. “I can hear buzzing. That’s all.”

Marek took a reading with his phone. “It’s a heat sensor system.” He picked up a small device from the roof that Darren had placed there moments before his arrival. “Do you mind just popping down and putting the locator beacon on the floor? I’ll then SQUID past the sensors.”

“See you in a bit,” Darren whispered and activated his camo, thankful that it disguised his body heat just like it made him hard to spot. He lowered himself, bat-like, through the hole, gripped the ceiling and then swung, hand over hand across the roof. He reached a wall and clambered silently down to ground level. Standing in the complete darkness, he put the locator beacon on the floor and closed his eyes as Marek SQUIDed beside him in a blaze of coloured light.

He still had spots in front of his eyes as Marek placed a sphere on the floor that flooded the room with soft green light and then removed his goggles.

Darren looked around and groaned. “Marek!”

“What?” Marek said, smiling broadly.

“We’re supposed to be training!”

“I’ve just watched you tunnel under the River Thames, climb the Tower of London evading six layers of security, and work with me to use my technology to break into the highest security room in London. How is that not good training?”

Darren pointed. “The Crown Jewels, Marek! Really?”

Marek bounced on the balls of his feet. “I know! Aren’t they fabulous?” He approached the priceless crown and sceptre, getting his face close enough to mist the security glass that protected them. “Just look at the craftsmanship. Quite extraordinary.”

Darren put himself between Marek and the crown. “We said no stealing. Just break in, break out, and leave no trace!”

Marek waved a dismissive hand. “Okay, okay, I may have got a little overexcited but what harm would it do if we borrowed them for a few days?”

“No!”

“And if we returned having replaced the world famous Koh-i-Noor diamond with a fake…”

“No way!”

“Please?”

Darren growled with frustration. “It’s still stealing!”

“Ah!” Marek raised one of his three long, straight fingers. “Technically, the crown belongs to the Crown. So, legally I’m not sure you can steal something that belongs to itself.”

“That makes no sense!”

“I know,” Marek said happily. “I’ve been reading up on English law, and it’s fascinating what you can get away with.”

Darren looked at the glittering jewels. They did look extraordinary.

Marek whispered in his ear. “Go on…don’t you at least want to touch them? Perhaps lift it out of that case for me? Pick it up…”

Darren shook his head.

“Please? You could put it on my head…just for a minute?”

Darren picked up the locator beacon instead. “Nope. I’m climbing up there and we’re putting the roof back. Then you’re SQUIDing back to the bunker and I’m going to get some air.”

Marek sighed. “If you insist… You know, Darren, you’ve been in a really bad mood these last few days. I think you need to snap out of it.”

Darren rubbed his hand through his wild hair and shook his head. “Whatever. See you on the roof.”

A nightly challenge had been Marek’s idea. Back when they had agreed to join forces to take on the shadowy organization they only knew as XSP, Darren had dubbed the two of them Helix 51. The idea that they were part of a unique family of fifty-one children whose DNA had been tampered with during an illegal secret experiment gave their mission meaning. They had both enjoyed discussing what they might do to honour the forty-nine who had died and take down the organization behind Project Helix. They had both been excited by the idea, but while Marek had remained enthused, Darren had slowly become disheartened.

Unlike Marek, who had his computers to track Project Helix across the world, Darren had nothing to do but wait – and he felt useless. Each day, as he slept fitfully under his bed in Marek’s bunker, thoughts of home in Farlington filled his mind. His brain played and replayed the night of the XCEL attack – its speed and strength and especially the cyborg’s luminous green eyes as it tracked him through the trees. It filled him with guilt at how close he’d come to getting his sister killed. The desire to see his family, and the equally powerful need to keep them safe by staying away, tore at him, pulling him in opposite directions.

Several times a day, he would ask Marek if Daisy and his parents were still safe at home. After several more weeks, Marek had lost his temper: “Honestly, Darren! If you ask me that again, I really don’t know what I’ll do!”

Marek’s waspish tone had set off a moment of intense anger in Darren. He’d aimed a punch at a flat-screen TV on the Command & Control centre wall and only just handled his temper in time. Instead, he’d slammed his fist onto the large table that dominated the middle of the room. Robots had scurried for cover as Marek looked on with one eyebrow raised.

“Well, that thoroughly tested my bots’ self-preservation programming.”

Darren looked at the array of mini-robots who were watching him from a safe distance and felt guilty. “Sorry,” he muttered.

Marek shook his head. “Forgiveness isn’t in their programming, I’m afraid. They are very much evidence based. Hold onto that temper of yours and they’ll adapt. If not, don’t expect them to keep your room tidy or sort out your next delivery of steaks.”

“I’m trying!”

Marek’s eyebrows formed a V-shaped frown. “You’re a little tense, aren’t you Darren?”

“It’s all this waiting around.”

“I prefer to think of it as preparing – gathering information, working on emergency escape plans, and so on. I’ve managed to hack the frequencies the people behind Project Helix used when the XCEL attacked us, for example. I told you, if I can find that XCEL and we get our hands on it, there’s a lot we might be able to do with it. A lot of damage to our enemies. It’s critical, really. I’ve also disrupted the illegal sale of materials needed to make xenocide to limit their ability to kill me with those pesky poison darts. I’ve even narrowed down the list of possible schools they used for the Helix experiment to less than thirty.”

“But I’m not doing any of that stuff. I’m just sitting around like a lemon.”

“Good point. Tell you what, we could start experimenting again!”

“I’m not getting in another scanner,” Darren warned him, as memories of Marek’s previous set of experiments on him came flooding back.

“I was thinking more of testing your physical abilities – a different challenge every day. Meanwhile, I’ll ensure Daisy is quite safe and you won’t ask me about it. Agreed?”

Darren had quickly stopped thinking of the nightly challenges as experiments. They seemed more like training and he’d immersed himself in them. Marek became fascinated by Darren’s habit of choosing to tunnel under buildings to gain entry. “It explains a few things. How you know which way is north and whether it is night or day even when we’re underground. Also, those big shovel-like hands and hard nails. Much like a mole’s, really. I just can’t see how it all fits together. What kind of monstrous creature can climb, swim, tunnel and fight, let alone hide as well as you do?” He’d clapped his hands together gleefully. “That’s the fabulous thing about science. It doesn’t matter how much you discover, you’re always left with more questions!”

But that night in the Tower of London, it was true that Darren was in a bad mood and had been for a week. Training was losing its appeal and to make things worse, tomorrow was his thirteenth birthday – a day when he should have been at the heart of his family and free to be himself. Thinking about it caused a very real pain in his chest just where his own heart was beating. He felt the need to be outside and alone. So, as Marek completed his repair of the roof, Darren activated his camo and swung off the Tower of London. As he climbed down, the darkness wrapped around him, easing the tension in his chest as the sharp, north-easterly wind carried the sounds of London calling.
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Reaver woke early, exercised in the gym for an hour, and then carefully cleaned his semi-automatic pistol, appreciating the craftsmanship before allowing himself a single glass of mineral water. Bang on time, MacTire arrived for unarmed combat training. Reaver admired, as ever, the Texan’s grace and raw power while simultaneously hating the arrogant grin on MacTire’s pale, heavily-bearded face every time he managed to pin Reaver to the mat. At 7.15 a.m., he showered with cold water and chose a charcoal grey suit. He took a few minutes in front of the mirror to ensure his appearance was perfect and then joined MacTire for breakfast where he watched him tuck into a fry-up.

“That stuff will kill you, Mac.”

MacTire looked up between mouthfuls and grinned. “A bullet will kill me, sir. We both know that.”

Reaver let MacTire wolf down a few more mouthfuls and allowed his eyes to linger on the scars around the man’s dark glass eyepatch. They were not quite healed and neither, Reaver guessed, was the emotional damage of the incident in Chicago that had caused them. An incident that had almost cost the lives of both MacTire and Ifan Ducas.

Reaver dabbed the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “Ducas. What’s your read on him?”

MacTire froze mid-mouthful. “Sir?”

Reaver could see his own stern, curious expression reflected in MacTire’s eyepatch. “Your thoughts, please.”

MacTire put down his fork. “His intel on Miss Inghart was good, but I don’t trust the guy.”

“He’s the best sniper we have,” Reaver pointed out. “I’d like him on Operation Ice Giant.”

MacTire looked unconvinced. “He’s the best dart sniper anyone’s got, but I still don’t trust him.”

Reaver’s tone became stern. “We used a lot of xenotechnology to get you back to combat readiness, Mac. If you have a problem—”

MacTire raised a hand. “Sir, I’m a soldier. I don’t get to have problems.”

Reaver smiled coldly. “Well then, soldier, bring Ducas in on the op. That’s an order.”

Before MacTire could answer, Reaver’s phone rang. It was Dr Sanchez, Head of Surveillance.

“Mr Reaver, satellites are picking up a weak signal on the XCEL coded frequency.”

Reaver smiled. “Excellent! Location?”

“We keep losing the signal, but it’s coming from the Atlantic Ocean, close to the coast of Ireland. That’s a long way from where we thought the lost prototype would be. Could have been caught up and dragged in a fishing trawler net, but it seems to be floating free now. We’re estimating it is thirty metres below the surface.”

“Retrieval options?”

“We can drop a remote subaqua vehicle by helicopter. It can be in position in one hundred and sixty minutes after your go order. Could take several hours to pin the best drop position. The signal’s erratic and there’s a storm blowing in.”

Reaver looked at his Rolex. Night could well be falling by the time they started the operation. It made for excellent cover from passing ships, but increased the dangers hugely. “Any support?”

“A gunboat will take four hours to get there. Retrieval boat will take six.”

“Not good enough. We do not want to lose it again. Scramble Team Epsilon. I want one of our close support attack helicopters over the area at all times. If we have to, we winch the sub from the water once we retrieve the XCEL.”

“That’s extremely dangerous, sir.”

Reaver’s voice became icy. “Dr Sanchez, I am aware of the risks.”

“Yes, sir. Do I have your go order?”

“Do it.” Reaver cut the call and looked at MacTire’s expectant face as both men stood. “Get me to Warehouse Thirteen.”

At first glance, the ward nurse’s room in the nuclear bunker looked entirely abandoned. It had, of course, never been used for its original purpose. The bunker, with its colour coded corridors that led from a central hexagon, hadn’t been lived in from the day of its construction until the day the army had filled in the entrance and forgotten it existed. Darren lay silent and unseen beneath his bed and watched the walls, unblinking, as his unique instincts told him that the day in London above was fading into night. The remaining space under the bed was filled by the few possessions he owned. A pile of classic punk T-shirts, some clean and some not, lay near his feet beside his mini-SQUID attached to a key ring, a high-tech visor capable of sensing a range of light and electrical frequencies, and a pair of camo boots. His camo jacket, coloured dark to match the shadows under the bed, lay folded into a makeshift pillow. A voice activated speaker lay quiet and ready to play his favourite playlist if he gave the word. As the sun set in the unseen world above, a surge of nocturnal energy gripped him, making him roll into the open and stand in one fluid movement.

He muttered, “Play,” and The Clash’s I Fought The Law blared out into the silence. The sound made his chest vibrate as he stretched his powerful arms, feeling the relief in his stiff muscles. Then he pulled on his camo and jogged along the white corridor of the hospital wing until he reached the hexagon at the heart of the bunker. He glanced in at Marek as he passed the Command & Control centre, but didn’t stop to talk. Instead, he made for the exit point to SQUID out of the bunker. Moments later, he was welcomed by the winter air in the archway he had once slept in. He jumped from building to building towards King’s Cross and St Pancras stations. Below him, the gathering night was filled with the usual mix of sounds – of commuters, shoppers and tourists heading to local bars while trains rumbled and traffic crawled through North London.

As he neared St Pancras, he grew cautious and paused to listen for anything strange or out of place. Over the months, he’d witnessed a few late-night crimes in the area – mainly drunken fights or vandalism. Once it had been a mugging. Each time, Darren had got in the middle of things to break them up. Nobody, victim or criminal, seemed to appreciate the help – they were all scared of him – but getting involved felt like the right thing to do. He often thought of Robbie, the rail-worker who had helped him get out of London back in the autumn for no other reason than kindness. His words, when Darren had tried to thank him had been, “Look, one day, someone will need help and you’ll be able to help them… That’s how you make things right, okay?”

Darren had taken the words to heart. They had given him a sense of purpose during the frustrating weeks in Marek’s bunker, but tonight all he heard were the sounds of the city and its hidden wildlife – foxes raiding bins, bats catching moths and cats prowling after mice. So, a little disappointed, he returned to his arch and SQUIDed back to the bunker.

He found Marek standing excitedly outside the Command & Control centre. “Where have you been?” Marek said.

“Nowhere. What’s up with you?”

Marek’s eyes shone with excitement. “How do you feel about going for a swim?”
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Marek led the way through the bunker to the Super-SQUID, the truck-sized version of his hand-held interdimensional device with the power to reach as far as central Europe. “The XCEL’s transmitting again. This is what we’ve been waiting for!”

Darren felt his skin prickle. “It’s alive?” he asked, his mind reliving the eerily smooth movements of the humanoid cyborg that had stalked him through woodland before almost killing him a few months earlier.

“Oh no, don’t worry. It’s still inactive I’m sure.” Marek stopped as they reached the ammo store and turned to look at him. “XSP want it back. Within minutes of it transmitting, their whole communications went dark except around the area the XCEL signal is coming from. I might not know what they’re saying, but when they decide to say nothing, it’s always significant.”

“So, what’s with the swimming?”

“Ah, about that…” Marek looked sheepish. “With all our experiments and keeping track of our enemies, I’ve overlooked a number of modifications I was going to make to my robots.”

“Like what?”

“Making them waterproof.”

Darren groaned. “You told me that was the only good idea I’d ever had!”

Marek grimaced. “I know. Your words ‘what if we end up fighting in a river again?’ are ringing in my unreliable ears. I did intend to, but I’ve been a little busy. I did get this, though.” He held up a wetsuit.

Darren took the wetsuit from Marek. “Looks a bit big for you.”

Marek smiled. “Sadly, my part-alien bone density, or rather lack of it, means I float rather too well for this situation.”

Darren looked at the robots rushing around the Super-SQUID pulling large tarpaulins across the floor and remembered the XCEL with an involuntary shiver. “The XCEL’s still underwater?”

“Under quite a lot of water, yes.”

“How much?”

Marek checked his phone. “About forty metres right now. It seems to be sinking. We should hurry.”

Darren was surprised. “That’s deep for a river.”

“Oh, it isn’t in a river. It’s floated out to sea. That’s why it’s transmitting again. Salt water must’ve got into its communications circuits.”

“Which sea?”

“The Atlantic Ocean. It’s currently off the coast of West Cork, Ireland. Near a place called Schull… I’m not sure how you pronounce that…”

Darren whistled. Something told him swimming out in the Atlantic would be very hard. A flutter of nervousness started in his stomach. “I don’t know if I can dive that deep.”

“I did intend to see if you could, but I’m fairly sure you’ll be fine.”

Darren looked at him apprehensively. “Fairly sure?”

Marek made an apologetic gesture with his free hand. “I only have human data to go on but based on that, you’ll be able to survive down there for a while…but it is cold, so put this on. I’m told professionals urinate in their wetsuits to warm them up.”

“They wee in them?”

“Apparently so.”

“Grim. Turn around.”

Marek and his robots averted their eyes and lenses while Darren stripped and pulled on the wetsuit.

“How do I look?”

“Awful.”

“Cheers, Marek.”

“You’re welcome.” Marek turned to his robots. “Hurry up now! Darren SQUIDs in five minutes!”

As the robots all sped up their work, Darren thought of chilly ocean depths. “How am I actually going to do this?”

“Well, according to the free-diving information I read in the spare few minutes I’ve had since the XCEL transmitted, the water pressure at that depth means your body needs less oxygen. You can usually hold your breath for at least fifteen minutes. So, you should have longer. Although, if you’re swimming hard, you’ll use more oxygen, so I actually have absolutely no idea how long you can survive down there.”

“Great,” Darren muttered as he adjusted the neck of his wetsuit. It was uncomfortably tight.

Marek continued. “On the plus side, the water pressure dissolves so much nitrogen into your blood that you’ll become euphoric. So, at least you’ll be in a good mood. Now, assuming you find the XCEL, swim slowly to the surface. That is incredibly important.”

“Why?”

“Because if you swim up too quickly, all that lovely nitrogen comes back out of your blood as bubbles and kills you. It’s called ‘the bends’ and it’s incredibly painful.”

“Slow. Right.”

“Until you’re about ten metres down. Then you might want to hurry up.”

Darren sighed. “Do I want to know why?”

“Because at about ten metres below the surface, the water pressure lessens and you suddenly need more oxygen again. It means you can black out and drown.”

Darren thought for a minute. “So… You don’t know how long I can stay deep before I drown. And if I come up too quick, I drown, and if I come up too slow, I almost get back and then drown?”

Marek nodded. “Yes, I’m glad you followed all that. To be perfectly honest, this is more dangerous than when you fought the XCEL in the river –” he waved a hand – “but you usually work these things out, so I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

“Question.”

Marek sighed. “You usually have one or two.”

“Why don’t I use an air tank?”

“An aqualung? Sadly, I don’t think you can.”

“Why not?”

“Those incredible lungs of yours. A normal human only exchanges about ten or fifteen per cent of the air in their lungs in one breath. You are more like a sea mammal. You can exchange fifty to sixty per cent of the air in a single breath. That’s why you can hold your breath for so long. The problem is an aqualung breathing apparatus isn’t designed for that. Depending on the design, my best guess is you’d either feel like you were breathing through a tiny straw when you inhale, or you’d breathe in so much compressed air that getting the bends would be a certainty. I’d have to redesign a special one for you and we don’t have time.”

“Right. So, I take a big breath, dive down—”

Marek interrupted. “No, the currents will make it almost impossible for you to find the XCEL if you dive down. Underwater, I can estimate its position to within about twenty metres. I’ll SQUID you in under the water. Then you swim to it, grab the XCEL, swim up slowly…”

“You can’t SQUID me back from down there?”

Marek shook his head solemnly. “No. I’d have to leave the SQUID portal open while you find it and swim through. At that pressure, a huge amount of seawater would come through in a high-pressure jet. The entire bunker would be flooded and, frankly, I don’t see any reason to put my life in danger.”

Darren gave Marek an appraising stare. “Glad you’ve got your priorities straight.”

“Pleased you agree!”

Darren adjusted the cuffs on his wetsuit which were pinching his skin. “So, I swim up and then what?”

“Hopefully, I’ll be able to lock on to your position and SQUID you back.” Marek threw Darren a pair of goggles.

Darren caught them. “I don’t need these. I can see underwater.”

“They can follow the XCEL signal. The direction it is in will look brighter than the rest of the water. That’s all I could manage in the time.”

Darren put on the goggles while Marek’s robots retreated from the ammo store. Looking at the huge tarpaulins, Darren realized Marek expected a large amount of seawater to come splashing through even in the fraction of a second the Super-SQUID would be open to put him in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. He turned to look at Marek and realized he was wearing wellington boots with his usual snappy suit.

“Nice boots.”

Marek’s eyes narrowed. “We shall never speak of them again.”

Darren grinned and then thought through everything Marek had said. The dangers seemed immense. “We really need the XCEL, don’t we?”

Marek nodded furiously. “We really do. This could well be our best chance of stopping the people behind Project Helix.”

“I’ll get in the Super-SQUID, then.”

“Excellent. I’ll see you in a while…hopefully… It’ll be fine. Fun even!” Marek grinned with excitement and then retreated.

Darren climbed into the Super-SQUID. “Marek?”

“Yes?” Marek’s voice crackled over the comm.

“What’s the weather like out there?”

“Why?”

“If there’s big waves, are you going to able to SQUID me back?”

“Just a minute… Ah, yes… Hmmm… The winds are gale force eight and rising.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s basically edging towards a sea storm. So, yes, SQUIDing you back might be a little…tricky?”

Darren rubbed a hand through his hair. “Right.”

“There’s a rock with a lighthouse called Fastnet nearby. Swim for that if I can’t SQUID you back.”

The knots in Darren’s stomach intensified. “All right.”

“Oh and look out for our old friends. They are bound to be up to something. I’ve been doing my best to interfere with their communications.”

Darren’s nerves mixed with a strange sense of relief. He was finally actually doing something. “Okay, let’s do this.”

“Take a deep breath.”

Darren took a huge breath. A split second later, a swirl of colours appeared around him and he was gone.

Warehouse Thirteen looked like nothing special. Just another building on a drab industrial estate on the edge of London. There were no cars or lorries outside. Unlike the warehouses on either side, it seemed abandoned. Reaver led the way inside, MacTire following with his usual military swagger, and crossed the deserted reception area towards a concealed door. It opened to reveal the main hangar space of Warehouse Thirteen where banks of computers sat, each with an expert analyst or operator hard at work. Dr Sanchez, the only member of the European Special Projects leadership to survive Councillor Eight’s wrath after the loss of the XCEL prototype, was standing behind them. He watched their screens intently, his long back bent with tension as he continued a whispered conversation with Johnston, his lead operator, who was studying her screen. He looked up as Reaver approached.

“Sir.”

“Eyes on the Op, Sanchez.”

“Yes, sir.”

Reaver’s eyes roved over the various monitors and then came to rest on the main screen. The thermal image showed a choppy sea being whipped up further by a helicopter downdraught.

Johnston turned to them. “The triangulation drones are in position, Doctor. We have a three-metre lock on the XCEL’s position.”

“How’s the launch vehicle?” Reaver asked.

“The chopper is in position and the subaqua is primed.”

Reaver looked at Sanchez. “Team Epsilon status? We need gunship cover in place, in case we get visitors.”

“We’re having to relieve Sortie One. They’re running on fumes. I wanted to get this done before dawn, but it took too long to locate the XCEL. Something has been interfering with our sonar and communications. Probably the storm. Sortie Two is a minute from the drop zone. They’re bleeding fuel because of the headwinds, but we should maintain cover.”

“Drop the control pod,” Reaver ordered and watched an orange buoy drop with a splash and then float on the surface.

“Pod’s transmitting, Doctor,” Johnston reported.

Dr Sanchez leaned his head towards Reaver. “The control pod is attached by a cable to the subaqua vehicle. It gives us more reliable control than low frequency radio.”

Reaver nodded. “Does it limit the range?”

“Yes, but the cable is easily long enough for this.”

“Very well.” Reaver called to the operators. “Go to five metres above wave height.”

All the operators turned around. Johnston cleared her throat. “The pilot says the wave height is varying a lot. The storm is really gusting.”

Reaver’s lips thinned. “Tell her I want her skimming those waves. I don’t want the subaqua vehicle damaged.”

“Yes, sir.”

The thermal image slowly drew closer to the waves and became unsteady as the helicopter pilot varied her height against the waves in a way few pilots would dare.

“We’re good to go,” Sanchez confirmed.

Reaver gave the order. “Release!”

A huge splash filled the screen and two propellers could be seen before the whole subaqua vehicle disappeared under the waves.

A tense silence gripped the room as Johnston checked her readouts. “We have data from the vehicle. Steering online. Engines and propellers are responding…retrieval claws operational. Just waiting for lights and cameras.”

Everyone’s attention moved to the main screen. An underwater scene wobbled into life. Unspoken relief spread through the operators.

Reaver allowed himself a small smile. “Proceed to estimated depth. Let’s see what we’re facing.”

Darren was thrown into freezing, silent blackness. His body felt squeezed inside a watery cocoon and he struggled to hold his breath. He fought down the urge to vomit as a world he couldn’t see spun violently around him. Then, gradually, the squeezed feeling eased. His ears popped painfully and with it the dizziness passed.

His body took longer to adjust to the cold. He swum upwards and then dived down, hoping the movement would warm him up. Far above, he saw the shimmering of dawn light on the ocean surface. He looked back down into the dark murkiness and noticed a fuzzy blob of water coloured by weak green light. Guessing this was Marek’s goggles tracking the XCEL, he swam down, keeping the light at the centre of his vision.

Occasionally, he caught a glimpse of rocks that hinted at a mountainous ocean floor. Strange creatures weaved across the rocky surfaces as tiny fish flitted in and out of crevices in this strange alien world.

He lost concentration and stared at the animals. An alien world…thinking of Marek, the idea suddenly seemed hugely amusing. Giggling, he let a small bubble of air escape his mouth. The bubble passing his eyes jogged him from his underwater daydream. Marek’s words floated back to him: …the water pressure dissolves so much nitrogen into your blood that you’ll become euphoric… He refocused and looked for the green light. It had drifted to his left. He giggled again, but decided he’d better follow it.

Vaguely, he still sensed that dying down here would be bad, even if the nitrogen in his blood stopped him worrying about it. He swam on, with a strange sense of joyful urgency he’d never felt before. Free diving, he decided, was totally awesome. Finding the XCEL would be brilliant. He thought he’d show it to the little fishies on his way back up…

Then he saw it. The XCEL was floating, face angled towards the seabed, its arms and legs hanging limp. Darren dived deeper, closing the distance between him and the XCEL with strong, sweeping strokes. As he got closer, a dream-like memory drifted into his mind of the cyborg holding him underwater, vice-like, against the side of a car – its face a strange mix of human and robot just centimetres from his own. A muted shard of fear slipped through him. He pushed away the thought and caught hold of the XCEL’s arm. He looked up, wondering dreamily how slowly he should swim upwards.

A bright light suddenly cut through the water. Darren had to turn his head away as pain exploded behind his eyes. He squinted as he looked back to see a small submarine slipping through the water towards him, its two large propellers spinning in fits and starts as it slowed and turned its beam away from him, sweeping through the water. As he watched, the beam began sweeping back towards him. An unreal feeling of panic crept through him. There was nowhere to hide.

Darren floated, matching exactly the shape of the XCEL’s body. He watched the submarine move closer on the far side of the cyborg. He could only hope that he’d managed to hide from sight. His mind still foggy, the dream-like panic intensified as the submarine’s shadow covered him and he saw a giant claw opening. It closed around the XCEL, the claw coming within a few centimetres of his arm, and then the huge propellers reversed. Darren grabbed hold of a hose on the sub’s side as it angled upwards. He wondered what to do as the submarine increased its speed, climbing rapidly towards the surface. As the water pressure decreased, his mind focused more easily and Marek’s warning of what happens if you swim up too quickly came back to him: …nitrogen comes back out of your blood as bubbles and kills you. It’s called “the bends”.

He realized he would soon have a decision to make – hold on and try to get the XCEL back or let go and make sure he survived. Filled with a new sense of urgency, he pulled himself towards the metal claw that was clamped around the XCEL. He grabbed hold of it and tried to pull it apart. The claw hardly moved a centimetre. Desperately, he looked around and saw a cable. One end was attached to the submarine. The other was hidden from sight as the cable stretched off towards the rapidly approaching surface. He pulled himself towards it and grabbed hold. His hands hardly fitted around the thick rubber as he pulled, but it didn’t give way. Beginning to panic as the surface grew clearer, he planted his feet on either side and heaved. His ears were filled with a groaning sound, strangely muted by the ocean water. He pulled harder and then felt himself tumble through the water away from the sub.

Desperately, he righted himself, expecting to see the submarine ascending without him, but instead he saw it floating, motionless, thirty metres below the surface.

“What just happened?” Reaver asked.

“The data flow just stopped, sir,” Johnston answered.

“Get it back!”

“I’m getting nothing. Might be something wrong with the cable.”

Reaver stared at Dr Sanchez, who looked deeply uncomfortable under his glare.

Johnston had taken the seat of one of her team and was typing rapidly. Reaver loomed behind her.

“Last data is just below ten metres. The cable maybe got snagged on a rock or wound around the claw, but we had nothing to suggest either of those things.”

“Options?” Reaver asked calmly.

Johnston turned to look at him, nervously. “Emergency protocol kicks in after three minutes. The sub will come straight to the surface at quarter full speed.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“We’d have to drop the two recovery divers, but in this sea, that’s dangerous.”

Reaver looked at Sanchez and nodded.

The doctor’s jaw clenched. Then he ordered. “Prepare the divers!”

Darren’s chest began to hurt as he clambered across the submarine and grabbed hold of the claw that still firmly held the XCEL. He wondered how much longer he could stay underwater. He guessed no more than a few minutes. His arms were beginning to feel strangely heavy. Using brute force to push apart the claws felt impossible. He looked more closely at it. Near the submarine’s hull, a clear plastic tube holding wires protruded from it and entered the submarine through a metal disc. He swam over and yanked at the tube. With painful slowness, the wires came free. He heard a muffled clunk and the claw opened.

Feeling a surge of hope, Darren pulled the XCEL free as the sub turned in the water and powered upwards. Darren kicked away, his arms around the XCEL, and he drifted, suspended in the ocean and exhausted, as black spots formed in front of his eyes. Marek’s words came back to him: at about ten metres below the surface, the water pressure lessens and you suddenly need more oxygen again. So you can black out and drown. He shifted the XCEL so that he only had one arm around it and swam up with aching slowness. As he went, the water began to sweep and churn left and right. He realized he was climbing up through a giant wave towards an orange buoy. The buoy was floating on the surface above. He heaved himself the last few metres until he was underneath the buoy. His head breached the waves into driving rain and he opened his mouth wide, gratefully drinking in the salty sea air. As he gripped the buoy, he became aware of a helicopter hovering forty metres away. He ducked his head to stay hidden and wondered what to do.

As he rose on a wave, he saw a lighthouse in the distance standing on a jagged rock. He laughed bitterly as the wave dipped, pushing him in the opposite direction. If Marek imagined he had a hope of swimming that far in a storm while holding the XCEL, then he was going to be sorely disappointed.

Then, as though Marek was reading his thoughts, a swirl of multicoloured light enveloped both him and the buoy. What happened after that, Darren didn’t know, because exhaustion took him into blackness.
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Daisy Devlin sat at the canteen table and tried to ignore everyone. Her neck prickled as she imagined the eyes of the other girls on her just as she did at every meal she had in prison.

She sneaked a look around her. Girls were sitting in small groups, all dressed in identical orange tracksuits, talking in low voices. The whole place had an unwelcome feeling to it.

A whistle cut the tense silence. Daisy turned and felt a wave of relief as she identified the whistler. Her cellmate, Genie, was drifting towards her, holding her tray with one hand. Her lunch was balancing precariously at a slight angle. Girls’ eyes flicked suspiciously towards her as she passed, but she either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Daisy’s heart jumped as a girl stuck a foot out to trip Genie as she passed, but Genie anticipated the move and dodged around it with careless ease. She muttered something to the girl as she passed and winked. The girl blushed crimson and her friends stared at her in shock.

“You deal with them so well!” Daisy whispered as her cellmate slid onto the bench opposite her.

“You’ve just got to remember, they’re not interested in you,” Genie said in her gentle Birmingham accent and gave a slight smile. “They’re too worried about each other. Tough girls on the outside. Not so tough on the inside.”

Daisy smiled back and played with her food. “You always say that.”

“You’re just not used to it,” Genie answered. She was a slight Black girl with rather large and expressive oval eyes and short, tightly curled ebony hair. She watched Daisy toy with her food. “Not feeling yourself?”

“I just find being out here a bit stressful.”

Genie gave her an appraising look. To Daisy she often seemed far older than twelve, except at night. In the dark, she was a very different, more nervous person. “I’ve lived in a lot of different places, but girls are always the same.” Her expression turned conspiratorial. “They’ve always got secrets and I’m good at finding them out.”

Daisy leaned in with curiosity. “How?”

Genie tapped her nose with her right forefinger, but then her expression turned to quiet defiance. “Hold up. We’ve got company.”

Daisy felt a presence behind her and looked around to see Jennings, the head prison officer for their wing, standing with arms folded.

“Girls,” he said, his voice booming.

“All right, Mr Jennings?” Genie said, her tone turning conversational. “You’re looking happy. Did Leeds win by any chance?”

Jennings gave an uncharacteristic smile. “That they did. First time in six weeks. Are you keeping yourself out of trouble, Genie?”

Genie’s eyes grew into a fake-innocent frown. “Always, but I’m not going to lie. I’d rather be on the outside, watching the Villa.”

Jennings lifted himself onto the balls of his feet and held his arms behind his back. “Maybe you’ll remember that next time you commit a crime.”

Genie looked offended. “You’re forgetting I’m innocent!”

Jennings laughed. “Oh, I forgot.”

“It was a misunderstanding!”

Jennings frowned theatrically. “I thought you said it was mistaken identity.”

Genie pulled a face. “Maybe they misunderstood my identity?”

Daisy laughed, drawing Jennings’s attention. His light mood evaporated.

“Devlin, follow me.”

“Where am I going?”

“You’ve got a visitor.”

“Who is it?”

“Just walk.”

Daisy fought back a retort and followed, returning Genie’s clenched fist of solidarity with a small wave as she left.

“Who am I meeting?” Daisy asked as they got to the visitor centre.

“Your new lawyer.”

Daisy’s heart sank at the thought of being disbelieved by yet another lawyer. She let Jennings cuff her and lead her to an interview room. There, she came face to face with a lady with a grandmotherly air, gesturing to the far side of the table. “Please, sit down.”

Daisy sat without saying anything and looked at the table to avoid the lady’s kindly gaze.

“Daisy,” she smiled exuberantly. “Can I call you Daisy? I’m Anjali Sharma. I’m a lawyer.”

“I know.”

“Good. Please, call me Anjie.”

Daisy didn’t answer. Instead she watched her with an obvious sense of distrust. This didn’t seem to worry Anjie.

“So, your parents have been campaigning for your release. I’ve been hired to represent you by one of their supporters, who wishes to remain anonymous.” Anjie’s pen hovered over her notepad. “You’ve been here for almost three months. I see you’ve recently refused to speak to lawyers? Three in the last month or so? And now you’re refusing to see your parents as well.”

Unwilling to answer, Daisy looked at the woman opposite her. A memory of another woman, who called herself Dr Wiseman but whose real name had been Miss Inghart, entered her head. Miss Inghart had pretended to be helpful to her brother while secretly arranging to send him to prison. Daisy didn’t feel safe trusting anyone.

Anjie Sharma raised an expectant eyebrow.

“If you want to help someone, help my brother,” Daisy answered.

“You know Darren’s innocent?” Anjie asked.

Daisy nodded. The other lawyers had said “and you think he’s innocent”, as though they thought it was inevitable she would believe it even without proof. She hesitantly added, “He was being bullied.”

Anjie pursed her lips and thought for a while. The thinking face under her unkempt hair was strangely absorbing. Her eyes drifted back to Daisy’s. “I get it.”

“What do you mean?”

Anjie smiled. “I’m a big sister. The eldest, you know? I want my little brothers to be happy, safe. I wanted my parents to be proud.”

Daisy shifted in her seat. Anjie’s gaze was becoming more intense until she felt like she was being X-rayed.

Anjie continued. “You’re worried your parents will have to pay for a lawyer. You’re worried people think your brother’s guilty. I imagine you’re worried about whether he’s okay and you’re worried about your parents dealing with being alone at home without both of you, but you also hate them seeing you here.”

Daisy went to answer but found she couldn’t. A swell of emotion was building inside her.

Anjie nodded slowly. “Yes, I know. It’s almost impossibly hard to be strong for everyone else, but you’re trying. You’re trying very hard, and you just don’t have enough emotion left to worry about yourself.”

Daisy felt a lump form in her throat.

“It’s okay,” Anjie said. “Daisy, you go ahead and worry about all of them. I’m your lawyer. It’s my job to worry about you. Understand?”

Daisy looked at her cuffed hands and nodded.

Anjie smiled. “Now, you are here because you helped Darren evade the police.”

“Darren’s innocent,” she croaked.

Anjie tipped her head again. “I know, I know and I’ve found out some very strange things about his case. But the thing is, it doesn’t matter. Even if a court finds your brother not guilty, you still broke the law because you helped a suspect escape the police. If you are found guilty, you’ll probably stay in prison for a very long time. If I’m going to help you, I need to know everything.”

Daisy breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly as she came to a decision and then looked Anjie in the eye. “Okay, I’ll tell you everything. But you won’t believe it.”
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Darren awoke to find Otto, Marek’s favourite six-legged mini-robot, sitting on his chest. It immediately scuttled away, its legs spreading into a beach ball-like cage as it fell from his bed and bounced away out of sight. It returned with a water bottle and straw and helped Darren sip. Looking around him, he saw he was in a small, metal room with circular windows. His unfamiliarly comfortable bed was the only furniture other than a small table beside him. Otto scuttled sideways and placed the bottle on the table and then stood still. Darren watched it for a while, but the bot stayed completely motionless, so he stared at the ceiling instead.

“Ah, you’re awake!” Marek’s voice, distorted by a speaker, gave Darren a jolt. “How are you feeling?”

“Rough.”

“Have a drink. You’re probably dehydrated.”

“Otto got me a bottle.”

“Really?” Marek asked in a tone of genuine surprise. “Well done, Otto!”

Otto remained unmoved by the praise. Marek’s enthusiasm didn’t falter: “I’ve been encouraging it to take more decisions. I realize Otto’s level of artificial intelligence is experimental, but I don’t know why it’s so cautious. Anyway, if there’s anything else you need, Otto’s your robot.”

“Where am I?” Darren asked. It looked like a metal tube barely large enough to stand up in and reminded Darren of the inside of a submarine.

“A decompression chamber. You started to get the bends, you see. This chamber should sort out the nitrogen bubbles in your blood.”

“You said the bends was painful.”

“It is. I had to sedate you. I SQUIDed you back along with the XCEL, some sort of buoy with a control pod, and half a ton of seawater three days ago.”

“THREE DAYS?” Darren lifted his head but was overcome by a wave of tiredness and slumped back down.

“I did tell you not to swim up too quickly.”

“I was holding on to a submarine!”

“Really? I can see why they sent a sub. I’ve been studying the XCEL. Some of the xenotechnology in it is original. My guess is they’ve lost some irreplaceable alien tech. Also, some great news – I think they are using remote cognition. They were making complex decisions for it, so there must be a permanent control link, probably via satellite. I might be able to cause a bit of trouble with that…”

“Marek.”

“Yes?”

“I’m tired.”

“Of course. You need to be in there for at least another two days.”

Darren closed his eyes and raised a thumb. “Okay, cheers,” he muttered and fell back asleep.

Reaver stood in Warehouse Thirteen’s covert observation suite, still smarting from the inexplicable failure of the XCEL retrieval mission, and studied the video feed.

“Focus closer,” he ordered.

The Xastris observer adjusted the picture on her screen. It showed Daisy Devlin lying on the top bunk in her cell, staring at the ceiling. Below her, Genie could be partly seen sitting cross-legged on her bunk, fiddling with a bandage that covered some of her fingers. The fabric was beginning to unravel. Reaver felt mild irritation that he couldn’t reach through the screen and stop her from making it any worse. Neatness and order were two things Reaver prized highly.

“Are you feeling okay?” Daisy whispered, the hidden microphone in the cell amplifying the sound.

Genie shifted on her bunk. “You know I hate night-time.”

“My brother loves the dark.”

“Lucky him!”

“Do you remember your nightmares?”

“Why?” Genie asked, her voice strained.

“If you knew what they were about, maybe you could get rid of them?”

“Only bits that don’t make sense… Can we talk about something else?”

“Sure.” Daisy clearly struggled to think of something. Eventually, she whispered, “That lawyer’s coming to see me again.”

Genie tutted, “Lawyers. Useless aren’t they?”

“I think this one might know what she’s doing.”

Genie whistled quietly with surprise. “What does she want to chat about?”

“I don’t know,” Daisy answered.

“You’re worried.”

“Yes.”

“You think she’s found out something you wish she hadn’t.”

There was a pause before Daisy answered. “Something like that.”

Genie’s face came fully into view. Her large dark eyes, framed as ever by her sharp cheekbones, fixed on Daisy’s elbow, which was the only part of her she could see. “Why don’t you want her to know?”

“She wouldn’t believe me, anyway.”

“But that’s not why you don’t want to tell her.”

Daisy smiled and peeked over the side of her bed. “You’re very insightful, Genie.”

“If you say so. What’s the problem with telling her?”

Daisy sighed. “I don’t want to get Darren into any more trouble.”

Genie thought about this. “You don’t want him found.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“Not exactly.”

“But you know someone’s helping him.”

Daisy sighed. “I hope someone is.”

Genie extended her right hand and gently squeezed Daisy’s elbow. “He’ll have someone. Just like we’ve got each other in here. People find the people they need.”

Daisy placed her free hand briefly over Genie’s. “Thanks.”

“Do you want to stop talking about this?”

Daisy rolled back onto her pillow. “You read my mind.”

Reaver smiled. “Good girl, Genie. That’s a very good girl,” he whispered to himself. “You just keep her talking.”

At least Genie was someone he could rely on, he thought, and then added aloud, “Tell Agent Olonga I want updates from her every twelve hours.”

“Yes, sir,” the observer replied without taking her eyes off the screen. “Sir?”

“Yes?”

“Genie’s using a lot of personal information. The last couple of days in particular, she’s really started sharing.”

Reaver raised a curious eyebrow. “Such as?”

“Her father’s Nigerian heritage. Her real surname – that surprised me. Some info about her early life. She specifically mentioned that both her parents are dead.

“Also, some things she doesn’t like – the dark, fire, and the cold. I think to explain her nightmares.”

“Anything else about her mother or family?”

“Nothing specific on her mother. And nothing so far on her extended family here or in Trinidad. And nothing about her abilities either.”

Reaver considered the information. “Sometimes you have to make a lie believable by wrapping it in truth. Especially when you’re with someone all day and night.”

“Just thought you’d want to know, sir.”

“Keep a log of what she says and include examples in each report.” Reaver left and descended one level to an interview room. Two minutes later, Mr Ducas marched through and snapped to attention. Reaver allowed himself a small moment of appreciation of Ducas’s perfectly neat appearance and soldierly demeanour.

“At ease, Mr Ducas.”

“Yes, sir!” Ducas relaxed his pose, but still stared straight ahead.

“You have been passed fit by the doctors. Your shoulder recovered quickly from your injury in the Chicago incident six weeks ago.” Reaver circled Ducas, watching him coldly. “Before I return you to operational status, I have a question.”

“Sir, I’ve given all the information I have on the possible whereabouts of Miss Inghart.”

Reaver stood behind him. “Miss Inghart is no longer of interest.”

Ducas didn’t respond.

“I was wondering –” Reaver said – “why you didn’t kill Darren Devlin?”

“When, sir?”

“At the river. You were fighting him for almost two minutes without landing a critical blow. Against a twelve-year-old boy.”

“Sir, the boy’s not completely human and it shows. He’s fast, unpredictable, incredibly strong.”

“Still, to survive that long against a British Special Forces trained soldier?”

“I carried out my orders to the best of my ability, sir.”

“Which were to kill the boys. And yet…according to your audio feed, you offered to kill the XCEL for Devlin if he let you kill Masters.”

“Yes, sir. Just following orders, sir.”

“It sounds as though you were picking and choosing your orders, Mr Ducas.”

“No, sir!”

“Explain.”

“Sir, when I first briefed Councillor Eight after Masters let off the bombs at the hospital, she gave me orders.”

“Were they not overridden later?”

“Not as I understood them, sir. She said, ‘Any opportunity to kill Masters must be taken. No collateral damage is too high.’ As I understand it, sir, Masters is more dangerous than Devlin. Devlin was slowing me down. I could see Masters trying to mend some tech that would let him escape. I decided Devlin escaping was collateral damage.”

“You think you get to decide that?” Reaver asked, his voice icy, as he walked in front of him.

For the first time, Ducas looked him in the eye. “Permission to speak freely, sir.”

“Granted.”

“If I’d killed Masters and Devlin had escaped, you wouldn’t be complaining now.”

Reaver laughed despite himself. “A fair point.” He looked at Ducas and decided that even if he couldn’t fully trust him, he could at least trust him to hunt Masters to the ends of the Earth. The death of his unit in Operation Snowline was never going to fade from this soldier’s memory.

“Very well,” he said in a friendlier tone. “We have a lot to plan for. Once Masters makes a move, the game starts again. We lost the XCEL tracking signal in the Atlantic last week. We can’t afford another loss like that.”

“Yes, sir,” Ducas answered, but the expression on his face puzzled Reaver.

“What is it?”

Ducas thought for a moment. “You’re waiting for Masters’s next move.”

“Yes?”

“What if he’s already made it?”

“Meaning?”

“You lost the XCEL, sir.”

Reaver’s eyes widened as he realized Ducas’s meaning.

“Dismissed!” he said as he pulled out his phone. It connected as the door swung closed behind Ducas.

“Sanchez!” he shouted.

“Mr Reaver, what’s the matter, sir?”

“Check all systems security!”

“We’ve had no cybersecurity alerts. What are we looking for?”

“Marek Masters has the XCEL!”
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Darren stood at the door to the Command & Control centre. “All right, Marek?”

It took a while for Marek to look up. The XCEL was beside him, wires running from its ocean-battered body to one of Marek’s many computers. He was typing furiously, each hand using a different keyboard.

He blinked as he focused on Darren. “Ah, good to see you. Otto let you out of the chamber, then?”

“Yeah,” Darren said, stretching more than he’d been able to for a week.

“Hmm…” Marek answered as his gaze returned to his big screens. “Can we talk later? I’m in the middle of an exceptionally difficult hack.”

“Okay, I’m popping out. You know, to get some air?”

Marek didn’t answer.

Darren waited a moment. “See you later?”

Marek still didn’t respond.

Darren wandered off, feeling a bit miffed about Marek’s lack of interest, and SQUIDed outside. He let the sounds of the night wash over him and as the darkness deepened, he began to climb his way up to the grand roof of St Pancras station. Below him, people walked with heads down towards the train station while traffic streamed endlessly. He made his way to the comfortingly familiar roof of the St Pancras hotel and climbed up the spire, past the clock to the very top. Taking in the view of the streets around, he hung out by one hand and swung gently back and forth in the cold breeze. His thoughts wandered to the last time he’d come to this roof. That night he’d been sure the monotony of training would last months. Instead, he’d ended up in the ocean within hours. It had been the day before his birthday. It felt like an age ago, but it had only been eight days earlier…

A thought struck him from nowhere that all he could remember of his birthday was gripping desperately to a buoy in a stormy ocean – that and the fear of drowning – but then nothing more. Darren had spent the rest of his thirteenth birthday alone, unconscious, in a decompression chamber. Away from family, missing the day when even he got to feel special. The realization crashed over him more powerfully than any Atlantic wave and he roared in anguish. Below, people looked up in surprise, some even screamed. Realizing his mistake, he switched on his camo and pressed himself against the roof slates to hide.

He slid down until he was hidden from view by the rampart, as the loss of his thirteenth birthday sank in. Above him, the stars shone clearly in the cloudless sky. The cold, distant, impersonal dots of light hanging in endless space seemed no further away from him than the world of the people walking below. He felt suspended between them, like a puppet on invisible string, unable to do anything that might bring him closer to home. He closed his eyes, wishing he could hide from them all, tears seeping into his sleeve.

Lying on the top bunk, Daisy watched the distant stars through the thin ice spreading across the barred window of her cell. The words of her lawyer circling her head spread a chill of unease through her, making her chest feel tight as she lay there. She wished that she could float free, out into the black sky and watch over Darren from up high. He would be thirteen now, she knew, and she missed him all the more at that moment. Prison was slowly teaching her that his loyalty and straightforwardness were rarer qualities than she’d ever imagined.

The memory of her conversation with Anjie Sharma earlier that day returned to Daisy’s mind. Her lawyer had told her about a “man with green lights for eyes” described by the car driver Darren had saved. She’d badgered her for an explanation until Daisy had reluctantly admitted to everything she’d seen – about the strange XCEL with its glowing eyes. The lack of doubt on her lawyer’s face had surprised her.

“Do you speak to your cellmate?”

“Genie? Yes.”

“Don’t.”

“Why?”

“She could tell the police everything you say.”

“Genie wouldn’t do that.”

“You can’t know that. You’d be amazed how many people are found guilty because of something small they tell a cellmate.”

“There’s nothing to tell!” Daisy had protested.

Anjie Sharma had shaken her head. “You need to learn.”

Daisy had shifted under her firm, grandmotherly stare. “What?”

“You can’t trust anyone.”

At the memory, Daisy felt tears well up inside her, the loneliness of prison pressing in on her. She spread out her arms, letting her right hand hang in the air below her bunk and imagined herself drifting in the void between the stars. For a moment, she was far away from everything.

“Do you ever think about the people out there?” The question floated up from Genie, who was lying below her.

The words felt like a rope dragging Daisy back to the cell and the doubts that crowded her mind. She and Genie had been speaking about deeper, more personal things recently. Just a few days ago, Genie had opened up a little about her family and explained she was an orphan. The news had made so much sense to Daisy at the time – Genie was so clever, so confident, so kind, that only something big, like losing her parents, seemed likely to have led to her doing something serious enough to end up in prison. But now, with her lawyer’s words in her mind, Daisy wondered if it were even true. She prayed that it was. Genie’s friendship made prison days so much easier to deal with. The idea of the loneliness of prison without Genie to rely on seemed impossible. Daisy resolved to give Genie the benefit of the doubt. Maybe Anjie Sharma was just a suspicious old lady. How could she know the first thing about Genie, a girl she’d never met? So, she answered. “People out where?”

“On other planets orbiting other stars. Do you think about them?”

“Not really.”

“I think about them a lot,” Genie answered. Daisy heard her lift herself up on her elbow. “There’ll be trillions and trillions of them.”

“They’re not people, though, are they? They’d be aliens.”

“Maybe aliens are people, too?”

Daisy smiled. “You think about some strange stuff. You know that, Genie?”

A touch of humour entered Genie’s voice and as it did so her usually light Midlands accent thickened, losing its mild American twang. “If I didn’t think about the strange stuff, I’d run out of things to think about. You know what I mean?”

Daisy laughed quietly. “There’s a lot of stuff you could be thinking about that’s a bit closer to home.”

“What, like the fun-packed activities we’ve got planned for tomorrow? Get up…eat…exercise…eat…bed. Right, I’ve thought about that. What next?”

Daisy fired a suggestion as quickly as she could. “Which are better, cats or dogs?”

“They’re just different. Next!”

“Best cure for hiccups?”

“Hold your breath. Next!”

“Which came first, the chicken or the egg?”

“The egg. Next!”

“What laid the egg?”

“Something that looked like a chicken. Next!”

“Favourite sport?”

“Got to be football – Come on Aston Villa! Next!”

“Favourite woodland animal?”

“Badgers – they know how to have fun. Have you seen how they muck about at night? Next!”

“Okay, I give in,” Daisy answered. “You’re just too fast! Let’s talk aliens!”

They both laughed and then fell into silence. As the moment of humour faded, Daisy felt tension rise inside her as doubts about Genie remained stubbornly in her thoughts. She wondered if, now that a seed of suspicion had been sown, she would ever let her guard down with Genie again for long. The idea made her lonely, desperate even. But what, Daisy wondered, did she really know about Genie? Why wasn’t she treating what her lawyer had said as good advice from a wise old lady? Was loneliness a good enough reason not to use her brain? She should be basing her decisions on facts – evidence she could collect.

“Genie?”

“Listening.”

Instinctively, Daisy knew she would have a good chance of smoking out lies on one particular subject. “What’s your family like? Extended family, I mean.”

There was a pause before Genie answered. “Big. On my mum’s side, anyway.”

“They all in Birmingham?”

“Around there, yeah. My dad was from London, though.”

Daisy smiled. “Really?”

“My uncles used to tease him about it. I mean, they all got on well with him. Welcomed him in from day one, my dad said. But they were always taking the mickey, you know what I mean?”

“I think so,” Daisy answered, finding herself relaxing into hearing Genie speak. There was something about the rise and fall of her accent that was comforting – the easy rhythm of it summoned a sense of a normal world miles from Bleakmoor.

Genie chuckled at the memory. “He always said he couldn’t win. If he tried to be at all Brummie, they’d be like ‘what you doing?’, but if he talked like a Londoner then it was ten times worse. Then they started calling him ‘Your Majesty’.”

Daisy frowned. “Where’d they get that from?”

“Okojie’s quite a posh surname in Nigeria. Like being called Fortesque-Smythe or something like that. So, when they found that out they were always like, ‘All right, Your Majesty? Up from London to see the peasantry, are we?’ God knows how my mum ended up so serious with them brothers.”

“You really love them, don’t you?” Daisy asked, willing that Genie’s answer would feel authentic.

Genie sighed. “Yes.”

Daisy frowned at Genie’s change of tone. An instinct told her to stay silent and let Genie continue without interruption.

“I haven’t seen them for three years.” Genie’s voice sounded thick with emotion.

“Why not?”

“It’s just this whole big thing.”

“Thing?” Daisy asked tentatively.

“After my parents died, I went to live with my other uncle. We’ve had to move around a lot. Different countries.”

“Your uncle, is he your dad’s brother then?”

“No, he’s an honorary uncle. Mom trusted him more than anyone in the world. Maybe even more than my dad.” A shadow seemed to pass over Genie’s voice. “I do miss them. I miss home. Everything about it.” Her voice trailed off.

Daisy let the conversation lie. The pain behind Genie’s words was softened by her easy demeanour, but Daisy sensed it nonetheless. As she lay there, the idea that Genie couldn’t be trusted seemed genuinely absurd. The truth in her words was so clear. Genie wasn’t someone to fear. She was someone who needed help just as much as Daisy did. Daisy felt a rush of relief as she banished her lawyer’s words from her mind once and for all.

“This place would be terrible without you, Genie. Having one friend here…it makes such a difference!”

Genie shifted uneasily. Daisy rolled over to see Genie’s troubled expression.

“You okay?” she asked.

Genie’s large, expressive eyes fixed on her. “We’re friends?” she said.

Daisy frowned as she watched the younger girl below her. “Of course we are.”

Genie seemed even more troubled. Daisy looked at her carefully and more directly than she normally did. She took in her warm, dark-brown skin, her short ebony curls and her worried black eyes.

“When we get out,” Daisy said, “we could meet up. You can come to my house, maybe? You could meet some of my dance friends. We could go out, go shopping. We could go to the cinema, maybe, or just hang out?”

Genie puffed out her cheeks. “You’d want me to meet your friends?”

“Of course! They’d love you.” Daisy sighed. “They’re the real deal, you know? My school friends binned me after what Darren did, but my dance squad were totally behind me.”

Genie’s large eyes grew impossibly sad. “Real friends.”

Daisy smiled. “Like you and me – for ever.”

Genie’s smile remained in place, but her expression deepened with sadness. “For ever… Nice idea.”

Daisy rolled onto her front, reached down and gripped Genie’s hand to show she understood. Thinking about a life after prison felt almost impossible. They lay in silence, anchored by their intertwined hands until Daisy finally fell asleep, unaware that Genie would lie awake for the rest of the night, her eyes focused on the bunk above.

Reaver stormed into Warehouse Thirteen. “Update!” he ordered.

Dr Singh, Head of European and North American Cybersecurity looked up from her screen. “We’ve got teams across three continents trying to block his attacks. We’ve woken the Asia team. They’re coming online now.”

Reaver logged on to the Xastris network and surveyed the extensive damage. “What’s he attacking us with?”

“It looks to be a custom-written AI. It’s evolving as it attacks,” Singh answered over the worried murmurs of her thirty strong cyber team.

Reaver glanced at her quizzically. “They only exist in theory.”

“Not any more. Every time we try to quarantine it, it seems to anticipate our actions and changes behaviour. We haven’t found the original entry point. We have no idea how the malware got in or why none of our intrusion detection systems reported anything. But it’s spreading really fast.”

In front of Reaver, the big screen came to life, showing Yang, Head of Asian Cybersecurity. His hair was unkempt and he was still wearing his pyjamas.

“Yang,” Reaver said into his headset, “you have the operational lead.”

Yang didn’t bother to acknowledge the order, but instead asked, “Anything suspicious on the firewalls?”

“Nothing. The network thinks everything is totally fine,” Singh answered as she removed her glasses to wipe nervous sweat from her brow. “We managed to quarantine one infected device and when we did, a dormant copy of the malware popped up on ten other systems. Each copy is slightly different. It’s hell to detect.”

Yang nodded. “Maybe it’s spreading randomly. Can we flood it with virtual machines to infect? At least slow it down?” He spun a pen between his fingers as he thought. “Then…if it’s after data, can we make sure we’ve secured our key management system? Isolate all the data. That keeps us safe.”

“Okay, got you,” Singh answered. She got up and moved between her team’s desks. “Yang?” she called out as she leaned to listen to one of her team and inspected his screen. “New problem – the AI is way ahead of us. We’re locked out of the key management system. We have to assume our encryption keys are compromised.”

Reaver cut in. “How on Earth is it doing this?”

“Masters is a genius!” Singh said as she returned to her workstation.

Yang shook his head. “No, he’s beyond genius. Masters is the Leonardo da Vinci of coding.” He grimaced. “We’re getting an alert from our storage frame!”

Singh sat back in her seat. “We can’t let it move data outside our systems. Get the guys on site to physically unplug the frames if you have to,” she ordered her team.

Reaver breathed out slowly. Masters’s little piece of artificially intelligent coding was close to finding the most sensitive data Xastris owned, and the part-alien boy didn’t even have to lift a finger. Their storage was supposed to be impregnable, but this was Marek Masters. Reaver’s heart began to beat faster at the thought of their plans being exposed – in seventy years of covert action, Xastris had never been so threatened.

Singh turned to him. “The team on site can’t get into the storage frames facility. The AI has changed the biometric information. Their eye scans aren’t working!”

“How do we get in?”

“Short of smashing our way in, I don’t know.”

Reaver snapped. “Then get them going, now! Use a bulldozer if you have to! Yang, we need to buy time. How much can the virtual machines slow the attack?”

“Not enough…” Yang answered, but then paused as something caught his eye. “Okay, that’s interesting,” he said, scratching his temple with his pen. “One of the AIs just communicated with a trusted system. Could be a data transfer.”

Singh looked up. “It’s an abuse of trust attack? That makes sense!”

“Trust?” Reaver asked.

“Masters must have mimicked something our systems communicate with daily,” Singh explained.

Yang smiled. “Yes, see this? Looks like one of the XCEL batch 41s. Our security let in the AI because they’re supposed to provide XCELs with cognitive support.” Yang chewed his pen. “But to mimic an XCEL, you’d need an XCEL of your own, wouldn’t you? How did he get one of those?”

“From the bottom of the Atlantic,” Reaver answered. “He’s got the original XCEL.”

Yang paused with surprise. Singh gathered her thoughts more quickly. “Okay, I’ve found the link. So, we cut it and the AI can’t get data out to Masters. Then we can work out a way to stop this thing.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” came a familiar voice from Singh’s computer. Marek Masters appeared on her screen. “My AI tells me you have a subterranean operation in Nevada with a few hundred of your colleagues hard at work thirty metres below ground. If you so much as sneeze near my link or try to evacuate, I’ll shut down the life support and deadlock every exit!”

Singh lifted her hands away from her keyboard as though it were suddenly white hot. Reaver sat back, temporarily speechless as he watched the image of Marek distorted by what he realized was the XCEL prototype’s fisheye lens. The boy was looking past the XCEL, presumably at a screen, and typing simultaneously on two computer keyboards. He was older than Reaver remembered. He seemed to have aged more than the almost three years that had passed and seemed tired, even exhausted. Despite that, Reaver couldn’t help but notice, Marek was still impeccably dressed.

Reaver motioned for Singh to step away from her workstation and took her place. His mind worked rapidly and methodically, considering what few options they had. It crossed his mind to sacrifice the Nevada facility, despite Councillors Two and Four being there deep underground. Every person in Xastris understood the dangers of their vital mission. But the loss of the facility would cause incalculable damage to Xastris’s plans. Reaver decided that had to be a last resort. Instead, he considered Marek – the boy he had studied for so long. The boy with intelligence beyond mere genius. Fighting him with computer experts was about as pointless as playing him at chess – you would lose every time. But there were other ways to take on Marek – to make him want to shut down the attack himself.

Reaver adjusted his headset, so that one ear was listening to the conversation between the cyber teams while the other, he realized with a shiver, would hear through the XCEL’s ears. His plan crystalized as he watched Marek work.

He adjusted his mic. “Hello, Marek. It’s good to see you.”

Marek’s large eyes narrowed and looked directly into the XCEL’s dead eyes and smiled. “Uncle Nathan? Now this is a surprise.”

Reaver answered, hearing a distorted version of his voice ring out through the XCEL’s mouth. “Oh yes, Marek. It’s me. And it really is good to see you.”

A thousand thoughts seemed to travel across Marek’s face in a fraction of a second. “So nice of you to call, Uncle. I tell you, the timing is so funny. I happen to have a little artificially intelligent friend of mine hacking the servers of a top-secret organization with an unknown evil agenda and you just happen to say hello.” He raised a thoughtful finger to his lips. “Hmmm… Did you want to catch up on old times?”

Reaver chuckled. “I’m very impressed, Marek. Stealing the XCEL prototype from under our noses like that and then using it to hack us. Very clever.”

“I aim to please.”

“Do you?”

“Please myself, yes,” Marek clarified. “I have to say, now I’ve taken over your firewalls, I’m finding some interesting things in these files. There’s a name that keeps popping up. XSP. Ring any bells?”

Despite himself, Reaver felt his jaw tighten. “I’m afraid not.”

Marek’s dark eyes glittered. “XSP…I wonder what that stands for? Care to have a guess?”

“Marek, we should talk.”

Marek ignored him. “XSP…Xeno-Sensory Perception, perhaps? No?” He paused. “Or Something-Beginning-with-X Special Projects?” He leaned into the camera and grinned. “Yes, that’s it, isn’t it? Your organization has a special projects division.”

Reaver clapped. “Bravo, Marek. Well done.”

Yang’s voice cut in. “Singh, have we got inside the storage facility yet?”

“Waiting for an update,” Singh answered. “Hold up, Yang! I think I can get malware into the data the AI is sending to Masters. We could corrupt the files he’s stealing.”

Yang smiled. “Okay, try it!”

Reaver carefully showed no reaction to the conversation he could hear in one ear and watched Marek glance away.

“I see your people are trying to take back your firewalls, Uncle Nathan. You know, that’s very sweet. A little like being punched by an angry toddler after you steal their candy.” He looked back at the screen. “They don’t have a hope. If I taught your best people how, they’d still need a thousand years to crack my defences.” He grinned. “Tell you what, shall I start training them now? Step one: plug in your computer… Step two: switch it on…”

“Marek?”

“Step three: log in and make a note of your password…”

“Marek, you’re looking tired,” Reaver said, making his voice sound sympathetic. “I worry about you. You are…special to me.”

Marek’s eyebrows formed a sharp arch above his eyes. “Special? I hardly think so. You are not my real uncle, after all, are you? Even Nanny Inghart, who lied about practically everything, didn’t pretend that.” He grinned cynically. “She called you ‘uncle’ to show that I could trust you. Ha!”

“You can trust me, Marek.”

Marek’s strange eyes narrowed to slits. “No, Uncle. Don’t try that. Haven’t I just proved that trust leaves you vulnerable? You and Nanny taught me that with your lies. And you know how much I hate inaccurate information.”

“Okay, the AI’s picked up the malware,” Singh called out.

Reaver acknowledged Singh with a nod and answered Marek. “I’m sorry. When you were young, we were just trying to protect you from difficult facts about who you are. Perhaps we didn’t recognize that you were ready for the truth.”

“How nice of you to care!” Marek snapped. “Oh, go tell your experts their little corruption malware is currently chasing shadows in a virtual server. They’ll have to be smarter than that.”

Singh slammed a wall with frustration. “I thought we had him!”

Yang’s voice cut in. “Singh, focus! The attack rate just doubled. No idea why. We’re on a fast-ticking clock here!” Yang scanned his screen nervously. “Mr Reaver, we need the link cut!”

Reaver softened his voice. “Marek, you do look tired. It must be hard being alone. No one to talk to. No one who understands the brilliance of your mind.”

“Don’t flatter yourself, Uncle,” Marek sneered. “You never saw more than the shadows cast by my brilliance.”

Reaver nodded. “Perhaps, but at least I understood that’s what they were. Still, it must be hard. Spending time on tedious, mundane things…”

“Life has its difficulties,” Marek conceded.

“I can’t imagine how long you spend working out how to hide buying those rare precious metals you need to eat to stay alive. Metals we have in abundance.”

“Yes,” Marek agreed. “Metals that are getting even more expensive because you are buying up so much. Don’t pretend that isn’t you.”

“It’s all here for you, waiting for you to come back to us.”

Marek stopped typing completely. “Come back?”

Reaver forced himself to ignore the growing panic amongst his cyber experts. “Surely, we can put this misunderstanding behind us? Now that we know you are ready, we can give you everything you could ever want. Power, information, recognition…”

Marek’s eyes glistened with some undefinable, possibly alien, emotion. Reaver watched him closely, hoping the conflicting feelings he knew were building in the boy – rage on one side and loneliness on the other – would be too large for his shallow emotional capacity to contain.

Marek’s voice trembled. “You have no idea what I want!”

“Then tell me.”

“What about Mr Ducas?”

“What about him?”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, he keeps trying to kill me.”

“True,” Reaver agreed. “It is…an emotional reaction. Being ruled by emotions is beneath men like you and me. You wouldn’t ever see him again.”

Marek looked away from the screen, thinking.

Yang’s voice interrupted Reaver’s flow. “Sir, we’re out of time. He’s closing in on the top-secret classification files – GENESIS, HELIX, Ice Giant… All of them! We have to cut the link, whatever the consequences for our Nevada people!”

On screen, Marek looked straight at Reaver. His lip curled. “I’ve had enough of playing with your cyber people.”

Seconds later, Singh’s voice grew close to hysterical. “He’s in the top-secret files!”

Reaver typed Cut the link. He hovered over the button that would send the message to Singh and Yang. He spoke, his voice calm and soothing. “Marek, you’re alone in a world that can’t recognize your genius. The Darren Devlins of this world never will.”

Marek flinched. Reaver’s pulse quickened as he sensed a raw nerve. “You saved him from prison. He owes you everything and yet he still ran away, didn’t he? And you had to save him again from the XCEL.” He paused deliberately before adding, “He understands none of this. The game of cat and mouse we play, it’s such a waste of your talents. Does he even realize how much you do, even now, to keep him safe?”

Marek’s face contorted with complex emotions and with every word of his answer his expression grew uglier. “You can leave Darren out of this! I was little more than alone when you kept me in a farmhouse with Nanny Inghart…” He leered, his huge eyes filling the screen as his voice grew close to a scream. “As for this game we’re playing, at least I know the rules!”

“Mr Reaver, we have to cut the link!” Yang called out.

Come on, Marek, you can’t cope with this level of emotion, Reaver thought. Close the connection. He raised an eyebrow and made himself look curious. “And what rules of the game are they, Marek? Rules that only you can understand?”

Marek’s eyes narrowed to glittering slits and he hissed. He leaned away and with one long, dramatic finger, pressed a button on his keyboard. All the screens in Warehouse Thirteen went black.

Singh turned to Reaver and breathed out as though she’d been holding her breath for minutes. “He closed the connection. Nevada life support is responding.”

Reaver acknowledged her with a nod, but his eyes were on the big screen where a loading icon had appeared. The whole room watched, silent with expectation. When the image opened, it showed a selfie of Darren and Marek framed by the night sky. There was a fierce intensity in Darren’s wolfish grin and there was a certainty and determination in Marek’s smile that Reaver had never seen before. Every head in the warehouse turned to look at him as he took in the words printed below the two faces:


Game Rules: We are the cats and you are the mouse.
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Darren didn’t feel like chatting as he re-entered the bunker. The loss of his birthday and how distant his old life in Farlington seemed still weighed heavily on his chest. He started to head past the Command & Control centre towards the gap under his bed, but something felt wrong. He doubled back and found Marek leaning on the table, half slumped over the XCEL, his breathing fast and irregular.

“You okay, Marek?”

It took a while for Marek to look up. He seemed emotional, as though he was calming down after a huge argument. His voice sounded tight. “Entirely.”

“You don’t look it.”

Marek scrutinized him. “Neither do you.”

Darren became acutely aware of his tear-swollen eyes. “Yeah, well.”

Marek’s expression lacked his usual inquisitive energy. He waved one long-fingered hand at a chair opposite him. “Take a seat.”

Darren sat down, feeling awkward. The Command & Control centre always felt like Marek’s turf, not his. “What’s up?”

“Hacking XSP proved more…draining than I expected.”

“You finally got in? Cool! Was it a hard hack, then?” Darren asked, secretly wondering how typing could possibly make you physically exhausted.

“Oh, yes, very hard.” Marek patted the degraded body of the XCEL with a tired hand. “The XCEL used remote cognition. It gave me a way in, but there was some unexpected…interference.”

“Remote what?”

“Remote, complex decision-making. Anyway, it means there is a link between it and XSP so that they can guide it. I hacked the link.”

“Cool.”

“I like to think so. I gave them a pretty big scare and trawled a lot of data I’ll need to analyse.”

Darren sat back, impressed. It seemed odd that Marek seemed so down. “Umm, so what went wrong?”

Marek tipped his head. “Who says it did?”

“You seem a bit…you know.”

Some strange emotion passed over Marek’s face as he looked at Darren. Then he smiled sadly. “I had an unexpected blast from the past. It…threw me a little. I didn’t get quite as much data as I’d hoped. That’s all.”

“Okay,” Darren answered, not sure what to say.

Marek watched him for a while. “So, what upset you?”

Darren forced his voice to sound even, despite the lump that was re-forming in his throat. “It was my birthday last week. I slept right through it.”

Marek seemed unconcerned. “Oh, yes, I know.”

“You knew?”

“Of course.” Marek waved a dismissive twin-thumbed hand. “But birthdays are so overrated. They are just one more rotation of the Earth in its endless orbit of the sun. Nothing to get excited about, scientifically speaking.”

Darren stood up. “I can’t believe you knew!”

“What? Were you expecting a present?”

“Would’ve been nice.”

“You didn’t get me one.”

Darren paused in surprise. “When was yours?”

“January the twenty-third. That’s if Nanny Inghart was to be believed. She used to bake a cake using the few compounds I can eat. It looked more like a soap bar. Frankly, the candles tasted better.”

“So you think birthdays don’t matter?”

“As I said, birthdays are scientifically irrelevant. Anyway, you never asked about mine,” Marek pointed out.

“You should’ve told me that, too!”

Marek frowned. “Why?”

Darren blinked, amazed that he had to explain. “Because we’re family now. Families do birthdays. It’s a big thing.”

Marek raised an eyebrow. “Oh.” He thought for a while. He looked even more tired when he answered. “Well, I’m still learning about family. You know that.”

“All right,” Darren said grudgingly. “Forget it.”

Marek rubbed his face. “Good, good.” He stared at the blank screens.

Darren watched Marek’s unfocused gaze, his mind apparently at a virtual standstill in a way Darren wouldn’t have thought possible. “Marek?”

“Yes?”

“You look really knackered.”

“I am,” Marek admitted. “I’ve been trying to get inside XSP’s cyber defences for so long. I haven’t slept for some time.”

“Mate, even you’ve got to sleep, right?”

“A couple of hours every two or three days, yes. I’ve gone without sleep for seven or eight days before, but two months is a long time even for me.”

“TWO MONTHS?” Darren gave a low whistle. “Why can’t you sleep?”

Marek shrugged. “I feel responsible.”

“For what?” Darren asked.

“For you.”

“Me? What do you mean?”

Marek sighed. “You’ve been very…tense. Getting angry, asking about your family all the time.”

“That’s not your problem.”

Marek shook his head. “Oh, but it is. I’m the clever one. It’s my job to work out what’s going on and, for weeks, I had no way in. You started SQUIDing out at night and I knew…I knew you’d leave eventually, for good I mean. So, I kept pushing harder and harder. Just one more day, then one more day after that. I could feel my thinking slowing down as I grew more tired. I’m pretty sure my IQ has dropped below two hundred and thirty.” Marek closed his eyes. “But I still can’t sleep.”

Darren looked at the XCEL, lying like some grotesque action figure, wired to Marek’s tech. His mind slid back through all the experiences he’d shared with Marek since the day he had stepped with well-dressed arrogance into Darren’s prison cell and knelt to look under the bed where Darren had been hiding.

“I wasn’t going to leave.”

Marek looked back at him, searching his face. “Really?”

“Really.”

Marek’s shoulders sagged with relief. “It seemed logical that you would. To find another way to be able to go home.”

“I’m not logical,” Darren reminded him.

Marek smiled. “I can’t imagine what that’s like.”

“Keeps things simple.”

Marek laughed. “You can’t imagine how appealing ‘simple’ sometimes sounds.”

Darren grinned but then looked at Marek seriously. “You should’ve spoken to me about it.”

“You know, Darren, you don’t say very much even at the best of times. Conversation can be a little one-way.”

“Yeah, but we’re best when we do stuff together.” He pointed at the XCEL. “We took this thing down together, didn’t we?”

“Together…” Marek nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, we did.”

“And we’re family, right?”

“Absolutely.”

Darren reached out a fist. “Helix 51?”

Marek wrapped his long fingers into a fist and bumped Darren’s. “Helix 51.”

Darren looked at him intensely. “Next thing we do, we do together. Not me swimming here while you’re hacking over there. Agreed?”

“Agreed!” Marek staggered and gripped the table. “Darren, can you help me to my bed?”

Darren put one of Marek’s arms around his shoulders. “Where to?”

“Green zone. I sleep in the Commander’s quarters.”

Darren rolled his eyes. “Of course you do! It’s funny…”

“What is?”

“I didn’t know.”

“Well, I do think of the Command & Control centre as my real home.”

“Yeah.”

By the time they reached his room, Marek was practically asleep on Darren’s shoulder. Darren lifted him easily onto his bed and stepped back. Marek lay perfectly straight and rigid with his hands, one on top of the other, on his chest. His breathing became slow and shallow while his large glassy eyes remained open, staring straight ahead as though he had been switched off rather than sleeping. Darren glanced around the spartan bedroom. The only furniture, other than the bed, was a wardrobe. A glass medicine cabinet was the only thing on the walls. Darren wandered over and opened it. Various pills and powders were arranged in neat lines. Darren guessed these were what Marek occasionally referred to as his “regime” – the chemicals and medicines he used to keep his human and alien biology in balance. Darren sometimes forgot how many different pills Marek had to take just to stay alive.

He walked over to the door, switched the light off and looked back at Marek. “Sleep well, friend.”

Reaver paused outside the interview room and cleared his mind. It was vital, once the door opened, that he didn’t focus too much on any one thought. He tapped his earpiece and Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony played. If in doubt, he would concentrate on the music.

He opened the door and entered. He smiled as he sat down at a table opposite the girl, who watched him with an anxious expression.

He tipped his head in a show of concern. “How are you, Genie?”

Genie fixed him with a resentful stare. “You know how I am.”

“Genie…”

“Uncle Nathan, I hate this place! I miss my room. I really miss my stuff. And you know I need to be alone at night!”

“Genie,” Reaver answered with hard-edged kindness. “I know it’s challenging, but this is incredibly important.”

Genie waved a finger. “No, no you don’t.” Her voice rose and her Birmingham accent became thicker. “Nobody knows how hard it is for me, all right!”

“Quiet!” Reaver ordered. “And speak properly.”

Genie folded her arms and stared resentfully at a wall. Reaver let his mind dwell on her insolence – it stopped him thinking too clearly of other things, as he formed his answer to Genie’s worries.

“You won’t be here much longer.”

“How long?” Genie asked.

The continued defiance in her expression riled Reaver. “Not long,” he said firmly.

Genie’s eyes widened further and a tear of frustration rolled down her cheek. She used her sleeve to mop it up.

“Don’t do that,” Reaver said quietly, looking with distaste at her sleeve.

Genie immediately placed both hands on the table, a look of fear ghosting across her face. “Don’t be angry.”

“Then behave.” Reaver concentrated on the music in his ear and let his irritation drift to the back of his mind. “Now, what have you learned?”

For a moment, it seemed that Genie might not answer, but then she relented. “Daisy’s trying not to trust me. Her lawyer told her not to, but she still likes me. She worries about her brother all the time. She thinks he’s in London with a boy…a boy she doesn’t trust at all.”

“Does her brother trust the boy?”

Genie shook her head and slowly waved a finger. “You don’t want Darren to trust this boy.”

Reaver silently cursed himself for allowing too clear a thought about Marek to sneak into his mind and listened to the music. “What else?”

“You’d like Daisy.”

“Why is that?” Reaver asked, curiosity getting the better of him.

Genie smiled. “She’s very clever, but it’s more than that. She’s very determined. When she thinks about her dancing or her schoolwork or just getting through one day in prison, her mind is strong like stone and very organized… She’s like you.”

“I see.”

“A very organized stone,” Genie said, giving Reaver a wry look and gesturing at the table as though she was sliding something to him. “Take it as a compliment.”

Reaver gave a flicker of a smile and wondered if Daisy’s mental strength was something Darren Devlin might share. It was tiresome that they lacked the information to know.

“What else?” he asked.

“Things that don’t make sense. Fragments of things.”

“Such as?”

“A green-eyed robot. Her lawyer knew about it.”

“More,” Reaver ordered.

“A name.” Genie scanned Reaver’s face for a reaction. “Inghart.”

Reaver focused on the music as an unwanted memory of Miss Inghart wormed into his mind. He watched Genie follow his thinking.

“Stop reading me, Genie.”

“Sorry.”

“You know what happens when you read me.”

“Okay, okay, sorry!” Genie slapped the table and looked away in frustration.

“Does she know—”

Genie interrupted with the answer to Reaver’s partly finished question. “She only knows they’re in London.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“And—”

“She doesn’t know their plans, no.” She paused, as though steeling herself to say something Reaver wouldn’t like.

He leaned forward curiously. “What is it, Genie?”

She waved a hand as though to make light of what she was going to say. “I think you’re wrong about Darren.”

Reaver focused on the music in his ear to stop him thinking of the videos of Darren he had studied. “You haven’t met Darren.”

“Neither have you,” Genie said and gave Reaver a look that challenged him to disagree. “Darren is quiet and kind. That’s crystal clear in Daisy’s mind.”

Reaver clenched his jaw. “We know exactly what he’s like. That is why you are here, Genie. He’s monstrous.”

“No, Daisy’s memories are really consistent. He’s kind, he worries, and he hides a lot.”

Reaver shook his head. “Genie, no.”

Genie’s tone become frustrated. “Uncle Nathan, I know I’m right. You have to understand. You have to listen to me as well as your music. I understand the things I can do better now. Minds are like jigsaws. Some pieces are always the same. Some pieces, especially the emotional ones, change all the time. But they always make a picture, and you can build it up from the parts of the picture you recognize. And her picture of Darren is kind, kind, kind!” She slapped the table three times to reinforce her point as she made it.

Reaver snapped. “No, he is not kind! He was studied by an expert.”

“Inghart?”

Reaver silently cursed himself again. Genie had an unrivalled habit of drawing someone into a conversation.

“Who is Marek?” she asked.

With a huge effort, Reaver forced himself to avoid thinking of Marek. “Never mind that.”

“Why must I never meet him?”

Reaver’s skin went cold. He fixed her with an intense stare. She blinked nervously, revealing her strangely angled eyelids.

“Genie, you must focus on your part in all of this. The rest is my concern. I promise, I hear what you’re saying. You’re doing a great job here.”

Genie rolled her eyes in frustration. “I know I’m getting you what you need.”

Reaver’s jaw tensed. “Genie…”

She pressed on. “But being in this place is hurting me! You can’t know what it’s like for me to be around this many people when they dream. I’m drowning under their hopes and fears and memories and imaginations. There’s hardly room for me in my own head. I need to get out! To be on my own. Please!”

Reaver raised a pacifying hand. “Genie, I’m telling you I understand. Can you do one more week, for me?”

Genie’s expression softened. “A week? Really?”

“If you just keep reading Daisy, we might even find out all we need to know quicker than that. You know how much this means. You know how hard your parents worked to keep us safe. Your mother devoted over half her life to Xastris. We can’t throw all that work away.”

Genie looked past Reaver at the mention of her mother. She shifted uncomfortably, but then fixed Reaver with a pointed stare. “Did you ever put her in a prison, Uncle Nathan?”

Reaver felt a ripple of irritation at her defiance, but raised a conciliatory hand. “Remember, you agreed to this. One final mission before I tell you everything about your mother’s work.”

“You keep saying that,” Genie answered. “But here I am, yet again, sniffing out the truth for you like some random kid you picked off the street.”

“Genie, that’s not fair,” Reaver protested, careful to stay calm. “You are special. Your name is respected throughout Xastris…”

Genie shook her head, leaning forward. “No, no. My mother was respected. Grace Okojie is the Xastris legend. She was the brilliant scientist. Genie Okojie is nobody. Not yet. Not till you let me be somebody and I’m sick of waiting!”

Reaver listened to the music in his ear and focused his mind on what he needed. “One week, please? Just one?” He let himself slip into a lie he had practised so often that he did not need to guard his thoughts. As he spoke, the lie felt like truth. “The organization we are fighting – who killed your parents – have done something, Genie. Something terrible.”

Genie became still and her eyes widened slightly. “What?” Reaver lifted a bag onto the table. “It’s easier to show you.”

Genie looked at him quizzically, her eyes roving over his expression. “New xenotechnology?”

Reaver nodded and laid out a velvet cloth on the table between them and carefully placed five objects in front of Genie. They all showed signs of damage that interrupted the intricate designs on their surfaces. While the objects looked like stones, the designs gave the impression of having grown across the objects rather than being carved.

Genie looked at them for a while and then extended a hand over a pebble-sized object. “You poor thing!” she said to it and then glanced at Reaver. “This one is dead. Too badly damaged.”

Reaver removed the object. “Carry on.”

Again, Genie held out her hand over a fist-sized object. She shook her head and moved her hand over a similar-sized object. “Wakey, wakey, you two!”

Immediately, the intricate designs on both objects glowed green. Reaver watched with intense curiosity as Genie studied the lights as they glowed and faded in a complex pattern.

She spoke without looking at him. “These are a pair. This one makes decisions for something very complicated. I don’t know what. This one works out how to make those decisions happen.” She sighed. “They miss each other! There is supposed to be a third piece that helps them communicate, but without it they are useless.”

Her attention moved to the fourth object. This was long and thin and Genie simply picked it up. “You’ve seen this sort of thing before,” she said, looking directly at Reaver. “It acts like a nerve does in a human brain – linking one part of a large system to another…”

She turned her attention to the final object. It glowed as soon as Genie moved a hand towards it. She hissed and held a finger and thumb to her forehead.

“What is it?” Reaver asked, curiosity and concern rising inside him.

“This one is very strong. Made me feel dizzy.”

“Can you tell what it does?”

Genie rubbed her temples and then nodded slowly. “I think it amplifies thoughts. Like a signal booster.” The green light from the object gave her expression an eerie quality as she fixed Reaver with an intensely curious look. “This is more advanced than anything you’ve shown me before. Has there been another ship?”

The speed and accuracy of Genie’s thinking unnerved Reaver, but he forced his feelings down and carefully wove the truth Genie had guessed into the fabric of a lie. “Yes, it has finally happened. An alien ship collided with an Indian military satellite four months ago. Debris landed across nine countries. We believe this visit happened because the organization we are fighting has tried to communicate with aliens with the aim of taking over the entire world.”

Genie looked horrified. “I thought you said they were years away from being able to do that!”

Reaver continued. “They surprised us. That’s why what you are doing is so important.”

Genie puffed out her cheeks and thought about what Reaver had said. “I’m sorry I got a cob on about being in here. I just got so angry at everything.”

“Apology accepted.” Reaver smiled reassuringly. “It won’t be long now. You’re doing so well with Daisy. I…your parents would be so proud!”

Genie’s eyes became misty and she wiped her little finger under both eyes. She suddenly seemed much younger as she searched his face. “They would?”

Reaver held her other hand. Genie smiled and, without looking at him, placed her hand on his arm. He squeezed gently and whispered, “More than you could ever know.”

Outside the room, Reaver switched off the music in his ear and let his mind relax with relief. It was becoming harder and harder to guard thoughts from Genie and she was challenging him more and more. She was developing the ability to discover every secret Xastris had. He knew she would soon be too dangerous to keep in the organization.

The idea filled him with genuine sadness as he considered what few options that left him.
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Darren heard the flapping a whole minute before the light in his room switched on. A pair of slippers came into view through the gap between the floor and the underside of Darren’s bed. Marek’s legs were clothed in a pair of well-ironed green paisley patterned pyjamas and the hem of a velvet dressing gown swayed at his mid-shin.

Marek knelt and looked under the bed, his expression gleeful. “Darren!”

“Yeah?”

“You have to see this!”

Darren rolled out and stood, grinning. There was something reassuring about the return of Marek’s usual excited energy. “What is it?”

Marek bounced up and down, brimming with enthusiasm, his immaculate pyjama and dressing gown combination topped off with a neatly folded handkerchief protruding from his chest pocket. “The data I hacked. I’ve found something!”

Darren followed as Marek ran excitedly back to the Command & Control centre. “What have you found?”

“I don’t want to spoil the surprise,” Marek called back breathlessly as robots scurried out of his path. He skidded into the Command & Control centre and pointed to the large screen showing a paused video of the outside of a nondescript factory building. Snow was piled up at the edges of the car park to about three metres in height. In a couple of places, a wire fence could be seen with a similar amount of snow heaped on the far side.

“Where’s that?”

Marek grinned. “It’s an XSP research facility in Chicago.”

“America?”

“The USA, yes. Significant because I believe one of the schools used in Project Helix was in the Pilsen district of the city.”

“And what’s so cool about it?”

Marek’s grin widened further. “Watch this!”

The video began to play. After about twenty seconds there was a sudden tumbling of snow from against the fence. As the picture cleared, a twisted mass of fencing could be seen protruding from a hole in the snow. A woman stepped out of the hole and began walking across the car park. As she passed an SUV, Darren realized she must be very tall, possibly even two metres. It was as though the picture of her had been zoomed to 125% and then reinserted into the video. She was wearing a T-shirt, shorts, and flip-flops.

“See that?” Marek said, pointing. “It was minus twelve degrees Celsius and she’s in shorts!”

“Yeah, I can see,” Darren said, more interested in the wreck of a fence she appeared to have created with no help from tools or explosives.

The woman disappeared from the shot and the video cut to an inside scene, accompanied by scratchy audio, of a hallway as she came back into view. The video quality was better and Darren realized she was in fact a teenager who looked to be no older than he was. Her long hair was perfectly white, which contrasted with her brown skin. The video cut again as she opened a door into a room where three security guards were sitting at a table playing cards. All three stood, revealing nightstick style truncheons and pistols hanging from their belts.

Marek bounced up and down with excitement. “This bit is so cool!”

“Marek, if you’re going to spoil the best bits I’m not going to watch.”

“Sorry!” Marek whispered and mimed zipping his mouth shut.

Darren returned his attention to the video. Two of the guards had rounded the table to face the teenager, their hands drifting to the weapons at their waists. The third had retreated to put himself in front of a large metal door.

The two guards closest to her spoke at the same moment:

“Who are you?”

“What are you doing here?”

The girl put her hands on her hips, cocked her head and answered them both: “My name is Aurora María Ash-Valero and I’m here to kick your butt!”

Marek gave a squeak of excitement and clapped his hands.

Darren tutted at him. “You’ve seen this before, right?”

Marek just pointed at the screen. The guards had responded immediately to Aurora’s statement. Unfortunately for them, they’d taken different approaches. While one drew her gun, the other rushed Aurora. He drew his nightstick and a green light extended the stick’s full length.

“Is that alien laser tech?” Darren asked, remembering the XCEL’s green laser claws.

“Definitely,” Marek grinned. “But watch!”

The guard swung his stick, but Aurora ducked and gripped his arm as she turned in a move Darren recognized from his fight with Mr Ducas. She’s trained, Darren thought. Aurora lifted the guard onto her shoulders and spun, using the man’s own momentum to hurl him back towards the second guard. Aurora used the time to close the gap but now there was nothing trained about her attack. She struck out with a lightning-fast swipe of her left hand and connected with the other guard’s chin. The guard crumpled to the ground, unconscious. Aurora then leaped over the table while the third guard disappeared through the metal door. As it closed, an alarm began to sound. Aurora studied the door and then gripped the handle. She shook it violently up and down, until a hinge gave way, and then bent the door out of shape. The thick metal folded like cardboard in her grip until she could squeeze through the gap.

“Okay, that was cool,” Darren admitted.

Marek looked at him in disbelief. “Cool? Cool? It was amazing! Now watch.”

He forwarded the video until there was movement at the damaged metal door. He slowed it to normal speed as Aurora emerged, walked over to the unconscious guards, rolling the man over to his back to check his face. Then, she approached the camera until her face filled the screen. She raised two fingers, pointed to her eyes and then to the camera as if to say I’m watching you and then bared her teeth to reveal a pair of long canines.

Marek paused the video. “Amazing, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Darren answered. His mind went back over the brute force the girl, Aurora María, had shown. It was beyond normal. “Er, Marek? What am I not getting?”

Marek squealed with glee. “She’s like us!”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s part of the Helix 51!”

“I thought you said the rest were all dead!”

Marek raised a long finger. “Ah, XSP thought they were. It says in the file linked to this video that they knew for certain every child from the school-based experiments died except her. They thought she had died in an avalanche, but the body was never found because—”

“She was still alive,” Darren finished. He looked up at the picture of the wild-looking girl. The news slowly began to sink in. They were not alone. He took in the white hair, dark eyes under white eyebrows, and the vampire-like teeth. “Umm…she’s not alien, is she?”

Marek rolled his eyes. “Well spotted.”

“But…”

“She doesn’t look much like you, either?”

“No.”

“She’s not part monster, no. Her DNA comes from a different extinct animal. As far as I can tell, Project Helix introduced a third genetic source unknown to modern science midway through the experiment because they began to see health problems – children getting hypothermia for no obvious reason apparently linked to the changes made to them by the alien genetic material. It didn’t work, but it means this Aurora María Ash-Valero is not like either one of us.” Marek seemed to be enjoying building the anticipation. “To use the proper Latin scientific name XSP chose, she is part Ursus maritimus dentatus.”

Darren looked at him blankly. “What?”

The answer burst out of Marek. “She’s seventeen per cent sabre-toothed polar bear!”

“Okay, that is awesome,” Darren agreed.

Marek clapped his hands. “We need to go get her!”

“You know where she is?”

“No. Other than she’s still in America – in the Rocky Mountains to be a little more precise.”

Darren frowned. “They are pretty big.”

Marek rolled his eyes again. “Mountains are big by definition.”

Darren tutted. “No, I mean too big for us to find her.”

“We don’t have to. XSP think they have. We just need to follow them and save her. Based on the info I trawled, my guess is they’ll be closing in within a couple of days.”

Darren’s eyes widened. “Then we need to get there first!”

Marek smiled. “We most certainly do!”
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The following day, Darren entered the Command & Control centre and looked at Marek’s outfit. “You’re wearing a suit?”

Marek smiled. “This is Harris tweed, made from wool sheared, spun and finished on the islands of the Scottish Outer Hebrides.” Marek opened one side of his jacket to expose the plush lining and a posh-looking label before buttoning the jacket. “It has been renowned since the 1840s as the mountain-walking gentleman’s fabric of choice and, I have to say, it makes for a very fine cut of suit for the more slender of build. You won’t catch me walking in the wilderness in anything else.”

Darren’s tone was doubtful. “You know it’s still January?”

“I am more than aware.”

“It’s going to be snowing and stuff.”

Marek nodded. “Indeed. Most likely well below zero, in fact, but fear not. I have attached a bio-responsive see-through polymer to the suit lining. It converts movement energy to heat and stores it. I assure you, I will be exceedingly warm as well as exceptionally stylish.”

“All right…” Darren looked at a rucksack sitting at Marek’s feet. “Just one rucksack?”

“I realize it would be more polite of me to pretend that we’ll both be carrying equipment, but I think we both know that it’s inevitable you’ll end up carrying everything.”

“It’s bigger than me.”

“Oh, only because of the two-man tent.”

Darren scratched his head. “You know what that means?”

Marek looked genuinely curious. “No?”

“I won’t be telling you to ‘hop on’.”

“Ah –” Marek grinned broadly – “not that I wished to be presumptuous, but do you see the fold-out seat and handles on the back of the sack?”

Darren peered at the rucksack. “You made yourself a saddle?”

“Clever, isn’t it?”

“No way – I’m not your donkey!”

Marek grimaced. “Much as I hate to point this out, Darren, we both have our weaknesses. You cannot read and have a bit of a temper. I, on the other hand, have numerous allergies, can’t tell a symphony from a tin drum, and I’m not exactly athletic. So, we help each other out, like family. Yes?”

Darren thought about it. “Well…”

Marek smiled imploringly. “I do at least lack density.”

“Eh?”

“I don’t weigh much. My alien skeleton is conveniently light.”

Darren sighed. “All right, but only if the walking gets difficult.”

Marek clapped his hands. “Excellent! Now, here’s the plan. The Super-SQUID won’t get us all the way across the Atlantic Ocean. I am working on a larger version, but it’ll not be ready for quite a while, so I have found a flight that’s been booked for a private jet belonging to the social media billionaire Marcus Battenburg. It’s his spare jet and he’s organizing for it to travel with no passengers from London City airport to meet his wife in San Francisco. I’ve adjusted the flight information to say two VIPs will be travelling as guests. With a bit of hypno-work on the crew, we should be fine to get on board, once I’ve SQUIDed us past security. Should be fun!”

Darren wasn’t so sure “fun” was the word, and any time Marek used his hypnofield abilities on innocent bystanders, it made him uneasy. But getting to the USA had to be done Marek’s way. “When are we going?”

“Six o’clock tomorrow morning. Seven hours from now. I’m sure XSP are heading to the Rocky Mountains already, but I’ve prepared a little surprise that will keep them busy.”

“Okay,” Darren said. “Who are we pretending to be on the plane?”

Marek grinned. “Oh, I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise!”

Reaver unbuckled his seat belt as his jet reached cruising altitude on its way to Washington, DC. He poured himself a mineral water and opened a secure link to Dr Singh, who looked worried as her image stabilized.

“Singh, what’s our security status?”

“We’ve been back online for almost thirty-six hours. All systems are secure.”

“Excellent,” Reaver said and then paused at Singh’s expression. “You’re concerned?”

“Masters is leaking information he hacked about agents and illegal organizations we work with. There have already been raids in Russia, Germany, and Brazil against the illegal hacker network NetherWolf and some other arrests – all in the last few hours.”

Reaver groaned. “Patch an emergency communication to Councillors Five and Eight. Initiate protocol Scorched Earth. We need our sleeper agents out and to erase all links to illegal organizations referenced in files he hacked. All members of the Xastris Fellowship in major companies, governments, and law enforcement need to prepare to replace agents we’ve inserted in their organizations.”

“Understood. One more thing.”

Reaver paused. “Yes?”

“The data he took included information about Operation Ice Giant and some video from the Chicago Incident.”

Reaver cut the link as his mind flicked through the consequences of what Marek had succeeded in doing. Xastris had to expect a large number of its operations to be compromised as Marek continued to leak information to police and spy agencies across the world. Years of painstaking work might be wasted. The thought filled him with a cold rage as he considered the very real possibility of Marek now interfering in Operation Ice Giant. Judging by how much damage Marek had caused with Devlin, it was scary to think of what he could do with the aid of Aurora María Ash-Valero, who had less obvious limitations.

Reaver’s mind drifted back thirteen years to the day a shiver of excitement had run through Xastris at the discovery of a two-year-old boy, with two thumbs on each hand and an IQ to match any grown-up, on the steps of a church in Poland. From that day on, a question had always hung over Reaver – were there more children like Marek out there? Almost six years later, a report had surfaced of a remarkably tall Hispanic girl with pure white hair. He recalled the events that had followed. It had begun with a betrayal by one of Xastris’s own and the escape of young Aurora Valero. The worst of it had been the disastrous Operation Snowline four years later when she had evaded capture at the cost of so many Xastris lives. Now it had to end. Despite himself, Reaver was gripped with a different kind of shiver. He needed to neutralize Valero before Marek ever found her.

He flicked his screen over to show the cargo hold of an XSP plane. Eight agents sat facing each other, each dressed in a pressurized suit with a masked helmet under an arm. Parachute bags sat beside each of them. He listened as six of them, Team Alpha, sat together laughing and joking in a way that didn’t quite cut the tension. A little way away sat Ducas opposite MacTire, who had discarded his eyepatch to reveal a bionic eye that glowed green. Its pale light bathed Ducas, casting his face half in shadow. Neither man spoke but watched each other with barely hidden suspicion.

Ducas broke the silence. “I heard you were dead.”

The conversation between Team Alpha immediately died away as they watched MacTire. He took a moment to answer in his slow Texan drawl. “People talk too much.”

Ducas smiled, but his eyes remained wary. “Copy that.”

MacTire watched Ducas a moment longer and then started to brief the agents. “Okay, listen up. We have a lock on Valero’s approximate position. The terrain is tough – woods and heavy snow. Plenty of loose rocky slopes. Green, Black, and Red Teams are dropping in pairs. You’ll be upwind of her so she’ll detect your scent better than a hungry hound. Your orders are to force her north.” MacTire pointed at Ducas. “We’ll be downwind ready to ambush. Remember, this is a Single E mission. You all know what kind, but listen and listen good. Aurora Valero isn’t some no-clue kid you’re chasing for stealing candy from a convenience store. She’s an orphan with nothing left to lose and she blames Xastris. Her father trained her before he died in Operation Snowline. Anthony Ash was an ex-army Ranger and he wrote three chapters of the Xastris manual you all follow before he went AWOL with Valero’s mother. Aurora Valero is trained in the use of extreme force.” MacTire pointed at his bionic eye. “I know from personal experience. She’s survived alone in the wilderness for two years and was on the run with her father since the age of six. So focus, keep in contact, and treat Valero like the dangerous fugitive she is.” He grinned. “Briefing over. See you all on the ground.”

This was a HALO drop – High Altitude, to ensure Valero wouldn’t hear the aircraft, and Low Opening so that they were not blown off course by winds. In the densely wooded terrain of Yellowstone National Park, sixty thousand feet below, landing in the wrong place risked breaking bones by hitting a tree. The jump light turned green and the pairs tumbled out into the pre-dawn sky. Soon, only Ducas and MacTire were left as the plane flew north. The silence between them felt custard-thick until they stood to jump.

Reaver watched the video feed from MacTire’s bionic eye as he fell for almost three minutes at terminal velocity. The ground rushed towards him until, just three thousand feet above the ground, he opened his parachute and floated towards a clearing. His landing was near silent and he knelt to pull in his chute as Ducas approached, crouched low, and hand-signalled. “Eight clean landings. Good to go.”

Reaver leaned back and allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. Operation Ice Giant was under way and the Single E objective was simple:

Eliminate Aurora Valero.
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Reaver brushed a scattering of snow from his sleeve as the lift rose. He exited directly into his office and went to stand by the large expanse of glass showing a winter, sunlit Washington DC. He contemplated the grand white buildings that were the seat of US power and felt frustration at the weakness of the political leaders inside. His frustration energized him with righteous anger. They were not willing to admit the truths that he knew – that freedom and democracy were under threat from a power far greater than had ever been seen in the whole of human history. A threat hidden in the blackness between the stars.

Other leaders around the world were, of course, just as small-minded. Many were worse, but Reaver held the leaders of his own country in particular contempt. After all, he knew this to be the greatest nation on Earth. It should have the most visionary leaders and yet…and yet…all they did was squabble and squander the gift of freedom their forefathers had handed them. It was time, he knew, for a new kind of leadership that went beyond the clandestine directive entrusted to Xastris decades ago. It was time to do what others would never contemplate. It was time for Xastris to save this country, and the world, from itself.

A call from Dr Sanchez roused him from his reverie. “Mr Reaver.”

“You have something?”

“Ultraion readings in London. A pretty small amount compared to some of Masters’s previous jumps, but it would get him to several airports.”

Reaver walked to his desk and called up a world map. “Any interesting flights?”

“Fifty, sir. A typical Marek Masters’s smokescreen. He set up an online competition: win a private jet flight to the USA. First fifty pairs to reach the airports with one dressed in a suit and the other in a blue wig wins. It’s been chaos.”

“You need to narrow it down, quickly.”

Sanchez’s voice sounded pleased. “No need. We got lucky. We’ve facial recognition of Marek in the background of a social media post by one of the ground crew of Marcus Battenburg’s private jet. It’s in the air now…”

Reaver smiled. “Launch a fighter jet.”

“Would you care for some champagne, Your Highness?”

“Certainly, thank you.”

Darren watched Marek’s glass fill with champagne and tutted as the air steward retreated. “You know you can’t drink that. You’re allergic.”

Marek gave a smug smile. “When one is royalty, people have expectations.” He raised his glass. “I propose a toast to Miss Aurora María Ash-Valero.”

Darren didn’t raise his cup of water in return and gave Marek a disapproving frown. “Are you going to tell her you’re a prince as well?”

Marek looked thoughtful. “I might. Americans seem to like the whole European royalty thing.” He looked at his phone. “We’ll be landing seventy miles south of her approximate position in twenty minutes, so I imagine it won’t be long till we find out.”

Darren shifted in his seat and took in the plush surroundings of the private jet including a flat-screen TV, leather seats, and a separate bedroom. It felt like somewhere someone like him should never be.

“Earth to Devlin… I forgot to show you these.” Marek fished in his pockets and pulled out eight grey spheres, each the size of a golf ball. They were covered in small, hooked spikes. “They’re designed to stick to clothing.”

“What are they?”

“Cognitive frequency disruptors. I invented them because of the XCEL. You know, in case we meet another one.”

Darren felt a jolt of adrenaline rush through him. For a moment, he was back at the river facing the nightmarish cyborg. He forced the feeling down. “What do you mean ‘another one’?”

“Or more than one,” Marek clarified.

“I thought you said they lost the technology.”

Marek screwed up his face. “Yes and no. The XCEL you so expertly fished out of the Atlantic had been adapted by xenocybernetics in a number of ways. The adjustments to its skin that made it so tough were original alien-made xenotechnology. So, too, was the light scattering technology that hid its true appearance while it was stalking you. However, the internal xenotechnologies were human made copies – the technology that improved its speed and strength, controlled the eyes. All the changes to the brain and nervous system. Possibly those laser throwing stars.”

Darren shifted uneasily. A scar on his arm stung in sympathy. “So, it’d still be really dangerous?”

“Yes, but easier to kill. However, they could make more of them.”

Darren imagined a cartoonish production line with identical XCELs rolling off the end of a conveyor belt into cardboard boxes. “Like, hundreds of them?”

“It depends. They would be hugely expensive. Also, if they were to use a grown person, the changes to the human brain and nervous system would destroy any trace of personality. They may be that cruel, but they’d have to be making a lot of people disappear without a trace, which is difficult. My guess is they are growing them. That takes a long time even if you genetically enhance them to grow more quickly than a normal human. So, more than one and less than an army?”

Darren ran a hand through his hair. The thought of numerous XCELs, grown from humans to become killing machines with little or no humanity left, made him feel queasy. “Even if they’re a bit more squishy, I can’t take on loads.”

Marek smiled, knowingly, and held up one of the spiky balls. “Hence the cognitive frequency disruptors.”

“Do they explode?”

“Nothing so brash,” Marek explained. “They disrupt cybernetic thinking processes. XSP are using a satellite link to control the XCEL’s decision-making to ensure they keep control of them. This disrupts the XCEL’s ability to interpret those instructions.”

“I don’t get it.”

“It stops XSP from controlling them.”

Darren frowned. “It switches their brain off?”

Marek sighed. “I’m just going to say ‘yes’ to that hugely simplistic description… Yes.”

Darren took one of the balls. It immediately stuck to the cuff of his camo sleeve. “How do I get it off?”

“Like this.” Marek held the ball between the thumbs of his left hand and removed the ball with a deft twist of his wrist. “Or with a multidimensional frequency only I know,” he added, holding up his phone. He tapped the screen with a long finger and the hooks on the ball retracted to leave the surface of the ball smooth. He placed it in a silk bag with another five and handed them to Darren.

“Cheers, Marek.”

“You’re welcome. I hoped to find a way of making them into a projectile – like a slingshot, so that you could shoot the XCELs, but, at the moment, they are too sticky and fragile. You’ll need to put it on them in close combat. Try to be gentle.”

Darren looked doubtful. “Fighting isn’t gentle.”

“I’ve noticed,” Marek commented, and then looked out of the window. “Ah, that is unfortunate.”

“What?”

Marek pointed a long finger. “We have company.” A sea-grey fighter jet was flying incredibly close alongside them. He glanced at the air steward, who had entered an urgent whispered conversation with the pilots, and then checked his phone. “It’s an F-35. Stealth enabled and capable of vertical take-off and landings. Looks like XSP have caught up with us. They’ve made us change course. This is very bad. We were flying to the closest airfield. If they wanted us to land, they could have just accompanied us. The new course takes us, eventually, over uninhabited desert. They are going to shoot us down somewhere no one will see it happen.”

Darren suddenly felt hugely vulnerable. Flying at thirty thousand feet in an unarmed plane. There seemed nothing they could do.

Marek got up and spoke to the air crew. Darren heard the familiar change in his voice that happened when he created a hypnofield. The pilots’ eyes became unfocused as they listened. Satisfied with his work, Marek returned. “I just hypnotized the crew to think this is a National Security exercise. We won’t be disturbed.” He was watching Darren with a slight smile on his face. “You have in the past criticized me for not having a Plan B.”

“Tell me you’ve got one!”

Marek grinned. “I do, although –” he drew a deep breath – “my Plan B may go…how shall I put this…lethally wrong?”

Darren groaned. “How bad is it?”

“I’ll let you be the judge of that. I have an approximate position for Miss Valero. We’ll be within SQUIDing distance in a few minutes. We are going to SQUID directly from this jet to her location.”

Darren smiled. “That doesn’t sound that bad.”

Marek grimaced. “You are forgetting a highly relevant detail.”

“Is that the deadly bit?”

Marek nodded. “Yes, indeed. Please cast your mind back to the day you fell off a hospital roof.”

“Yeah. You SQUIDed me to King’s Cross before I hit the tarmac.”

“That’s right and, as you recall, your speed before and after entering the SQUID portal was the same. I can’t change the speed we’re moving if we SQUID out of this plane.”

“How fast are we going?”

“About five hundred miles per hour.”

Darren grimaced. “Oh.”

“If I SQUID us horizontally at five hundred miles per hour into that part of Yellowstone National Park at ground level, we’ll most likely hit a tree in under a second. My rough estimate is that we have a ninety-nine point eight per cent chance of dying.”

“Bad,” Darren observed. He glanced out of the window at the fighter jet which, for now, was simply tailing them. Darren wondered how long it would be before they were somewhere with no one on the ground to see the jet shoot them down. “You need a better plan and quick.”

Marek followed Darren’s eyes to the jet. “We’re safe for a few more minutes, so listen. This is where the plan gets…questionable.”

“It’s not that great already,” Darren pointed out.

Marek ignored him. “I can, as you’ll recall from your roof fall, rotate us as we pass through the SQUID portal. I can ensure that we exit the portal at a height of about a thousand feet, to avoid trees and such, and at a slight upward angle. We’ll travel in an arc over a long distance and slowly start to fall to earth. Assuming we manage to avoid any flocks of birds, air resistance will slow us to a mere one hundred and twenty miles per hour as we enter a near vertical fall.”

Darren frowned. “So, we still hit the ground really hard?”

“Yes.”

“And die?”

Marek smiled knowingly and pulled out what looked like a small satellite dish attached to the front of a Nerf gun. “Most likely, yes, which is why we need to use this. Or, rather, you will.”

Darren pointed to himself. “Me?”

“Yes, you. You need to use this as we’re hurtling towards the ground at terminal velocity with only seconds to live. Past experience suggests that is when you are at your best and I’m, well…a little nervous.”

Darren pointed to Marek’s latest contraption. “What is that?”

Marek grinned. “This beautiful piece of equipment is a Synchrotronic Leptodimensional Acceleration Modifier, or SLAM for short.”

“Looks like a toy.”

“I haven’t had time to make it as visually impressive as it is technically.” Marek rolled his eyes. “What’s that, Darren, how does it work? So glad you asked. It diverts kinetic energy into different dimensions and in doing so decreases and ultimately reverses an object’s acceleration rate in our dimensions.”

Darren looked at him blankly.

“It slows things down. Watch,” Marek explained. He produced a ping-pong ball from a pocket and bounced it off the ceiling. As it flew towards the floor, he aimed the SLAM and pulled the trigger. The ball immediately slowed to a halt in mid-air.

Darren’s jaw dropped. “That’s amazing!”

Marek tilted his head from side to side. “It will be, but this is a prototype. It has a small flaw.” The SLAM started to shake in Marek’s hand. “It works by diverting the speed energy from our three dimensions into other dimensions. It means the ball has no speed in our dimensions. So it simply stops. The problem is, as I’m sure you know, energy can neither be created nor destroyed. The total amount of energy in any dimension should remain the same.” The SLAM began to smoke. “So, in the end, all that energy the SLAM diverted returns to our dimensions as heat energy.” He winced and let go of the trigger as he put the SLAM down. The ball immediately bounced away along the cabin.

Darren watched it bounce away. “Umm, what happens if you keep the ball floating?”

“The SLAM will explode.”

Darren frowned. “Why don’t we just use a parachute?”

“Do you know how to use one?”

“No.”

“Neither do I and, anyway, I didn’t pack one. I needed the room for the two-man tent.”

Darren picked up the SLAM. It was still warm. “I just point it?”

“Yes, at a tree or cliff as we fall past it. Ideally, we’d stop not far off the ground.”

Darren looked out of the window at the fighter jet. Marek’s plan seemed unbelievably risky, but it didn’t seem like he had much choice.

Marek waggled his phone. “Miss Valero is within SQUIDing distance.”

“All right.” Darren stood up, hauled on the rucksack, checked his visor and gripped the SLAM in his right hand. “We’d better get going, then.”

Marek climbed onto the backpack’s saddle and wrapped his free hand around Darren’s shoulder. Darren used his left hand to grip hold of Marek’s arm. It all felt pretty awkward.

“Ready?” Marek asked.

Darren took a deep breath as adrenaline began to pump through him. “Yeah!”

The SQUID portal opened and he jumped through. Wind hit him out of nowhere, his face froze and any sound Marek might be making was drowned out by the rushing air. Marek’s arm gripped him tighter and tighter as they flew, the snow-covered forest whipping past below them. He gulped in air and prayed that Marek had properly estimated where they would fall as their speed slowed and they pitched forward into a vertical fall. The SLAM felt cold and slippery as water vapour condensed on his hand from the air around him. He became vaguely aware of Marek screaming incoherently into his left ear. Suddenly, the ground seemed very close indeed. Seconds from impact, he instinctively pointed the SLAM at the closest boulder and pulled the trigger.

It was the strangest feeling Darren had ever experienced. One moment he was falling at one hundred and twenty miles per hour and the next, without even a jolt, he was stationary. Hanging fifty metres above the ground, he laughed with relief.

“Marek, what do I do now?” Darren called out. “Marek?”

A horrible sensation spread through Darren as he realized he could no longer feel Marek’s arm gripped around him. “MAREK!”

He looked around desperately. Several hundred metres away, tumbling like a feather being blown in the breeze, was Marek. For a moment, Marek caught his eye and gave him an apologetic smile. Then a disc of swirling light opened directly below him and he disappeared.
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The SLAM began to vibrate in Darren’s hand. He panicked as he realized Marek hadn’t told him what to do once he’d pulled the trigger. Below him were several boulders partly covered in snow. Falling from fifty metres, he’d be lucky to get away with only broken bones. The SLAM started to get hot and vibrated more violently. As he floated, his sensitive ears picked up a new sound. He looked south and saw in horror the fighter jet that had been escorting their plane hovering and then turning to fly towards him, so low to the distant trees that it was almost touching the tallest ones. His hand began to hurt with the intense heat of the SLAM. Then something odd happened below him. The boulder he was aiming the SLAM at ripped itself free of the snowy ground and floated into the air. As it rose, he drifted downwards, first slowly and then faster as the boulder did the same in reverse. The jet roared towards him, firing its machine guns. The heat from the SLAM became too intense to hold. Darren let go and the SLAM exploded as he fell, released from its field. Bullets whistled above him, the jet diving towards him, but the pilot hadn’t spotted the rising boulder. The giant rock clipped the plane’s wing, sending it spinning towards the ground where it exploded, just as Darren hit the snowy earth and his world went black.

Reaver listened closely as Ducas’s distinctive Northern Welsh accent came through faintly on the comm, almost drowned out by a roar. “The jet’s down. Exploded on impact two kilometres east of us. I see the pilot’s parachute. Lucky!”

Reaver gripped the table with frustration and listened as MacTire replied. “You got eyes on the faller?”

“That’s a negative. Too much smoke now. It was definitely Devlin.”

Reaver considered the situation. “Mac?”

“Yes, sir?”

“We have to assume both Valero and Masters are now in the area. We need to eliminate both of them.”

There was silence as MacTire considered Reaver’s directive. “Ducas, could Devlin be alive?”

“Not likely. The jet hit the trees not far away. It’s an inferno.”

“Okay,” MacTire answered. “Mr Reaver, I’m thinking we stay on Aurora Valero. Masters won’t risk his own sorry neck for Devlin. He’ll try to find Valero.”

Reaver looked out over the view of Washington as he considered the situation. “Okay, Mac, do it.”

Daisy woke up to the sound of screaming. She rolled off the top bunk to find Genie curled up in a tight ball.

“Fire! Fire everywhere!”

Daisy shook her shoulder. “Genie, wake up!”

“He doesn’t know what to do!”

“Genie! Genie!”

“None of his tech will help. It’s his fault!”

Daisy shook Genie by the shoulders, but she continued to thrash about, accidentally hitting Daisy with her bandaged left hand.

Daisy held her wrist. “Genie, it’s me!”

Slowly, Genie focused on Daisy. She stopped screaming and gulped down a huge shuddering breath.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Daisy said, soothingly. “It was just a dream. You were dreaming.”

Genie burst into tears. “No, it’s not a dream. None of them were ever dreams. I thought they were. They said they were, but they’re not. I know that now. I saw him. I saw him when I was told not to see. I must never meet him, but he’s not a dream!”

“Genie, you’re not making any sense. It’s a dream. You’re still waking up. Just breathe. Can you do that?”

“No, it’s not a dream! He can’t stop it and his friend, his only friend, is—” Genie abruptly stopped talking as realization spread across her face.

“Genie, what is it?” Daisy could feel the sweat through Genie’s top. Her face showed none of the relief of realizing a nightmare wasn’t real. Instead, she looked guilty.

“Genie, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all.”

“Who were you dreaming about?”

“Just a dream. I’m okay now.” Genie’s eyes drifted to the corner of the wall by the ceiling. She looked meaningfully at Daisy and then lay down on her bed and shut her eyes.

Daisy hesitated and then covered her with a blanket. She climbed up to her bunk and, despite her hammering heart, pretended to sleep. After what felt like hours she glanced at the corner Genie had indicated. There was a small crack in the brickwork. Her mind working overtime, she kept one narrowed eye on it and, in the light of a passing van shining through the barred window, she saw a tiny glint of a reflection. A sick feeling started in her stomach. She rolled over so that her back was to the crack and shuffled to the cold wall that ran along one side of her bunk. She looked down through the gap between the wall and bed at the bunk below. Genie, still huddled in pretend sleep, was looking up at her.

Daisy silently mouthed, “Camera?”

Genie gave the slightest nod in return, an unmistakable look of guilt-ridden fear in her large eyes.
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Darren groaned. His head pounded and the world was dark. He opened his eyes and found that he was in an improvised shelter made from camouflage tarpaulins and branches inside a cave of snow. A large white backpack lay a couple of metres away beside a military radio.

He sat up and shuffled so that his back rested against his own pack which had been acting as his pillow. He shook his head and picked up his water bottle that was sitting beside his rucksack. He took a drink and then poured the rest of the cold liquid over his head to help wake himself up properly. He suddenly recalled his fall from a thousand feet.

As his mind continued to clear, he became aware that someone was watching him. Aurora Valero was sitting cross-legged on the other side of the shelter. She was eyeing him curiously while she toyed with his visor, twirling it in her left hand.

Darren decided to do and say nothing. His silence didn’t seem to concern Aurora. She simply sat watching, her intelligent eyes drinking in information about him. He watched her back, instinctively feeling that to show weakness would be a mistake. As the silent staring match continued, Darren became aware that the darkness in the shelter was mainly caused by Aurora. She loomed above him despite being sat down and, as well as being exceedingly tall, she was also broad shouldered. Her hair was long and perfectly white, just as it was in the video he had watched, and contrasted starkly with the warm undertones of her brown skin. Her features were strong – a large nose, well-defined jaw, and strong cheekbones combined to deliver a bear-like stare, but the most striking thing about her was that, despite the cold and snow, she was wearing a vest top, shorts, and flip-flops.

Eventually, she snorted, sending a mist of vapour into the gap between them. “You got a name?” she asked and then added in Spanish, “¿Tienes un nombre?” Her voice was deep for a girl.

“Yeah.”

“Care to share?”

“Darren.”

“Big talker, huh?”

“Not really.”

Aurora seemed to find his answer amusing. “What’s with the hair?”

Darren reached up to his hair. It seemed as messy as ever. He gave Aurora a quizzical look.

“It’s kind of blue,” she clarified.

“Yeah.”

“You dye it?”

“No.”

Aurora raised an eyebrow. “Okay, good talk.” She looked through his visor, seeing the ultraviolet image it was projecting. “This is impressive tech.”

Darren nodded. “My mate made it.”

“Mate?”

“Friend.”

“Oh, okay…”

Darren suddenly felt awkward about where Aurora’s questions might lead. He’d always imagined Marek would be the one to explain everything. He decided it was best to try to tell Aurora everything in the order that would sound most positive.

“Umm, Aurora?”

Her eyes narrowed. “You know my name?”

Darren winced internally. “Yeah. Me and my friend…we came to find you.”

Aurora was suddenly very still, suspicion etched into her face. “How d’you know my name?”

“My friend hacked a video of you smashing up a place in Chicago.”

She smiled slightly, although her expression remained suspicious. “You’re British, am I right?”

“Yeah.”

“You came a long way just to find me.”

“We were going to…” Darren stopped before he said “rescue you”. Looking at Aurora sitting so confidently in her own environment, the idea of rescuing her seemed absurd.

Her eyes narrowed. “Going to what?”

“Help you out.”

“With what?”

“There are some soldiers out there looking for you.”

“I know,” Aurora answered calmly. “I won’t need help with them.”

“Didn’t say you did,” Darren answered. “But we could help anyway?”

Aurora looked unimpressed and shook her head. “No.”

“They might have killer cyborgs with them.”

This news seemed to surprise her. “Cyborgs?”

“They sent one after me.” He pointed to the scar on his temple.

She leaned forward to study the scar. “Cool battle trophy. Cyborgs, huh? Okay.” She thought for a while, clearly unsure whether to believe him. “Tell me this…”

Darren waited apprehensively for her question.

“You fell a long way.”

Darren nodded.

“Cool trick, you know, stopping before you hit the ground.”

Darren shrugged. “My friend makes some clever stuff.”

Aurora glanced thoughtfully at the visor and then fixed him with a penetrating stare. “Lifting a boulder to hit that plane was totally ice cold.”

“I didn’t mean to do that.”

“Okay, extra points for honesty.”

“Cheers.”

“So…falling down is kind of normal.” Aurora’s eyes narrowed. “But how’d you appear out of nowhere in the middle of the sky?”

Darren shifted uncomfortably. “You saw that?”

Aurora smiled. With her eyes still narrowed, she looked more than a little dangerous. “Sure did.”

“That was…”

“Your friend?”

Darren nodded.

“With some funny tech?”

“Yeah.”

“But it’s you who ends up under twenty feet of snow by a burning jet,” Aurora pointed out. “What happened to him?”

“Not sure. I think he got down okay.”

Aurora nodded to herself. “I get it. So, you carry the piano while he plays. Am I right?”

Darren frowned. He wasn’t sure what Aurora meant, but he guessed she wasn’t paying him a compliment. He decided to stay quiet.

Aurora took his silence as an answer, although Darren wasn’t sure what the answer was. She tilted her head. “So, your buddy. Is he a skinny dude wearing a funny suit?”

Darren grinned with relief. “Yeah!”

“He’s wandering around out there looking at his cell phone and walking into trees.”

“Sounds like him.”

Aurora stood up, bending low to stop her head from lifting the tarpaulin roof off the shelter. “Okay, you stay here. I’ll go get him.” She exited the shelter through a makeshift door and then stuck her head back in. “Hey, Blue?”

Correctly assuming that Aurora had decided to nickname him Blue, Darren answered, “What?”

“Has he got tech he can use on me?”

There didn’t seem any point lying. “Loads, probably. Don’t think he will, though.”

Aurora grinned. “Good to know. There’s more water in the rucksack,” she said and then disappeared, leaving Darren alone to wonder what she would make of Marek. As he drank the water, he decided he wasn’t hopeful.

The live stream from MacTire’s bionic eye filled Reaver’s screen, showing Ducas crouching and staring at the snow. The wreckage of the F-35 smouldered in the background.

Ducas turned to MacTire. “The snow’s been melted by the fire where Devlin would’ve landed, but it was at least four metres thick. My guess is he was injured in the fall, but the snow would’ve shielded him from the fire for a while.” He pointed north. “Valero’s tracks come in from over there, right up to the edge of the melted snow. They go back the same way, but they’re deeper.”

“You saying she was hauling Devlin and he’s alive?”

“I think so, yeah. She made for the scree slope.”

The image turned as MacTire surveyed the slope. “She made sure we can’t track her.”

“Maybe.” Ducas appeared at his shoulder. “I don’t like the route she took. The forest area she’s hiding out in – it’s not big. It’s safe from snipers, but there’s no way out that avoids sniper fire except near the ravine. Funny place to hide. I don’t see her making a mistake like that.”

“She’s good, Ducas, but she’s still a kid. She’s running. She’s going to make mistakes. It don’t matter how well she’s trained. What you just pointed out takes a lot of experience to judge when a situation is changing fast,” MacTire said, looking Ducas up and down as he did so.

Ducas didn’t look convinced. “I don’t think she’s running. She’s waiting.”

“For what?” MacTire asked.

“Us.”

MacTire gave a short bark of a laugh. “She’s not her father, Ducas, and this isn’t Operation Snowline.”

Anger showed momentarily on Ducas’s face. “I’m not talking about Snowline. Look at the ground she’s in. Then imagine she hasn’t made a mistake. Now, does it look like a trap?”

MacTire’s tone hardened. “This is my op and it’s Valero who’s trapped.”

Ducas gave a cynical smile as he shouldered his rifle. “Okay, cowboy.”

“You trying to be funny, mister?” MacTire asked as he stepped towards Ducas, who fronted up to him so that his face filled Reaver’s screen.

“Just trying to keep us alive.”

MacTire’s voice rose into a shout. “How about you try keeping your mouth shut, get up that slope, and find me a sniper position. And this time, make sure you cover the team!”

Ducas’s chin jutted forward. “If you’d been where you were supposed to be in Chicago, I would’ve covered you just fine!”

“GENTLEMEN!” Reaver shouted. The argument stopped.

“Sir,” MacTire said in a strained voice, his bionic eye still focused on Ducas, who stared back, a vein pulsing in his neck.

“Drop the attitude, both of you. Proceed with getting Team Alpha in position. MacTire has the lead. Ducas, if the ravine is her best way out that’s protected from snipers, make sure you get into the trees to cover as much of it as you can.”

Ducas smiled grimly and checked the darts in his sniper rifle. “Copy that.”

“Honestly, Miss Valero! The strong-arm tactics are entirely unnecessary. You’ll break my wrist!”

“I hear you, Skinny. I have sympathy for you, but a girl has to take her personal safety seriously.”

Aurora and Marek’s voices came steadily closer to the shelter. Darren waited, gingerly feeling his aching head.

“Would you please stop calling me ‘Skinny’. I’m simply slight of build.”

“I don’t know. ‘SoB’ does have a cool ring to it, but it’ll take longer to say.”

One of Aurora‘s hands appeared and pulled back a flap. Marek tumbled inside accompanied by a liberal amount of snow. He looked irritated as he scrambled to his knees, but on seeing Darren he smiled with relief. “Oh, you’re okay! Darren, I can’t apologize enough for letting you deal with all that hanging above the ground on your own. I have to say, I feared the worst after the jet went down so close to where you landed. I simply didn’t have the tech to help you with that inferno.”

“Okay,” Darren answered, unwilling to say much more. He felt unsure how sorry Marek really was.

Marek looked thoughtful. “Although, I have to question why you decided to just hang there in mid-air. Also, I did say to aim at a cliff or a tree. Something very much attached to the planet. Earth spins at a thousand miles per hour, you know. The boulder was bound to break away like that if you removed its dimensional momentum while the ground around it continued to spin.”

Darren suddenly felt entirely sure that Marek wasn’t sorry enough. “You didn’t tell me what to do after I pulled the trigger!”

“Good point, but…”

Aurora cut off Marek’s counter argument. “Hey, Blue. Does he always talk like this?”

She had eased her way into the shelter, her hands full of Marek’s confiscated tech – even his phone.

Darren nodded. “Yeah, he talks a lot.”

She sat cross-legged, laid Marek’s tech on the ground beside Darren’s visor and sorted through it with confident dexterity. As she leaned forward, with the backs of her large hands partly blocking his view of what she was handling, Darren’s attention was drawn to her leather necklace where a coin-sized pendant hung at the collar of her T-shirt. He recognized it from a school assembly as a Saint Christopher medal which Catholics believe protects travellers.

Aurora picked up a small black ball to study it.

“I’d be exceedingly careful with that if I were you.” There was a hint of tension in Marek’s voice.

Aurora looked at him without a trace of concern. “You’re the brains of the operation, huh?”

Marek glanced at Darren before he answered. “I prefer to avoid simplistic descriptions of complex relationships.”

“I bet you do. So, tell me this, Skinny—”

“Marek, my name is Marek Masters.”

“Whatever. Tell me what you’re doing here.” She glanced at Darren. “No helping him. Okay, Blue?”

Darren gave a thumbs up. It didn’t seem wise to antagonize Aurora. Marek was entirely capable of doing that on his own.

Marek brushed snow from his tweed sleeve and rubbed his wrist where Aurora had been holding him. “I don’t answer questions from people who steal my equipment.”

Aurora made a point of putting down the black ball beside Marek’s other belongings. She fixed him with an icy glare. “Come and get it.”

Marek hesitated. “Just don’t touch what you don’t understand,” he said through gritted teeth.

Aurora didn’t acknowledge his warning. “Last time. What are you two doing here?”

Marek waved an expansive hand. “The story begins almost twenty years ago—”

“Cut to the end credits.”

“Excuse me?”

“I don’t want your life story.”

Marek’s lips thinned. “It isn’t only my life.”

Aurora raised a finger and thumb and looked at him through the narrow gap. “That’s how much I care about twenty years ago.”

Marek waved a dismissive hand. “Your loss. Very well. Darren and I are, in a manner of speaking, family.”

Aurora’s eyebrows climbed towards her hairline. “Family? Yeah, okay. I see the similarities in your…nothing.”

Marek rolled his eyes. “If you wish to fast forward to the –” he flexed two long fingers to make quotation marks – “‘end credits’, then you must simply accept my word for our family ties.”

“Okay, so what are you and Cousin Blue doing here?”

“I obtained a video of you entering a facility owned by a secret organization who are responsible for some horrific crimes. That organization has been chasing Darren and me with the intention of killing us for some time.”

“This organization got a name?”

“We only know that one part is called XSP. We believe that is the Special Projects division.”

Aurora nodded slowly. “XSP. And what do they do?”

“Their ultimate aim remains a mystery.”

“Okay,” Aurora nodded. “So, you don’t know what they’re called or what they do?”

Marek’s lips became razor thin. “The point is, XSP have sent a number of soldiers and possibly cyborgs to capture or kill you. Therefore –” Marek added with a flourish – “we are here to rescue you.”

Aurora’s eyebrows rose even further up her forehead. Her expression reminded Darren of his sister Daisy in one of those rare moments before she lost her temper. She pointed a finger at Darren and then Marek. “You two are here to rescue me?”

Marek simply nodded. “That’s right, Miss Valero, and I believe we arrived just in time.”

Aurora snorted with laughter and stood up. “I don’t need rescuing.”

A scheming expression passed over Marek’s face. Too late, Darren realized what he was going to do. Marek’s voice changed. “You want us to rescue you and take you to London.”

Aurora blinked as Marek’s hypnofield washed over her and Darren groaned inwardly. Aurora was suspicious enough of them already. How would she feel, he wondered, when she came to her senses three thousand miles from home?

Aurora gave a bear-like shake of her head and suddenly glared at Marek. “Are you not listening or just being the funny guy? I don’t need rescuing!”

Marek and Darren glanced at each other – Marek’s evident irritation at Aurora’s resistance to the hypnofield was counterbalanced by Darren’s relief.

Aurora kept her eyes on Marek as she opened the shelter’s flap. “Stay here,” she said, leaving before calling back, “Xastris. The X stands for Xastris.”

The boys sat in silence for a moment and then Marek said in a low voice, “I don’t know if you noticed, Darren, but that conversation didn’t exactly go to plan.”

Darren rubbed his hair with frustration. “I noticed. We should get her back. She doesn’t know what’s out there. I don’t think she believes us about the XCELs.”

“No, she doesn’t.” Marek retrieved his gadgets from the floor of the shelter and tossed Darren his visor. “No respect. None at all!”

Darren wiped the visor clean and placed it on top of his head. “I think she saved me from that fire.”

Marek tutted. “I imagine falling into a huge pile of snow bought you time.”

“Still…”

Marek looked exasperated. “Oh, Darren, you’re always so generous about people. She frogmarched me here like a common criminal!”

Darren suppressed a smile. Marek was wanted for hacking offences in at least twenty-nine countries and made money in ways he didn’t like to discuss. Criminal was an accurate description. Then again, being part-alien, Marek was far from common.

“She’s just got to get to know you.”

Marek shook his head. “No time. Listen, it’s highly inconvenient that my hypnofield didn’t work, but I’ve got a microdrone that can deliver a super concentrated sedative. It’ll knock her out for several hours. Then we can SQUID out of here and work out what to do before she wakes up.”

Darren studied Marek’s face. “Are you serious?”

Marek frowned. “Of course I am. We’ve dodged fighter jets, you’ve fallen a thousand feet and survived an inferno and I’ve been spoken to in a very impolite manner. With a group of highly trained killers on Aurora’s tail, I very much like the idea of getting out of here before the day gets any worse.”

“No, I mean, are you serious about kidnapping her?”

Marek scoffed. “Come now, Darren. Kidnap is a very strong word. I’m simply advocating that we relocate her without an extended getting to know you period.”

Darren shook his head. “Marek, maybe it’s best she doesn’t get to know you.”

Marek clapped his hands together. “Then we’re agreed?”

“No, of course not!”

Marek’s lips thinned. “Well, tough,” he said as he started putting his gadgets into his jacket pockets. “We can argue later about whether I’m a bad person or not. You know, after my lack of morality has once again saved our lives.” He produced a tiny fly-like robot from a secret compartment in his left cufflink and reached into his breast pocket for his phone. Suddenly panicked, he patted his other jacket pockets.

“Looking for this?” Darren asked, holding up his phone.

Marek’s jaw dropped. “How dare you! Give that back. I need it for my tech.”

“Nope.”

“Darren, I insist!”

Darren shook his head. “Remember when I left you in London because I didn’t trust you?”

“How could I forget?”

Darren pointed at the tiny robot. “Stunts like that is why.”

“I never sedated you!”

“No, but you did shove me when I wouldn’t SQUID out of prison.”

“That was for your own good, as you well know!”

Darren put Marek’s phone in his camo jacket pocket. “She needs to trust us,” he said and got up.

“Where are you going?”

“To find her.”

“This conversation is not over!” Marek protested, getting to his feet.

Darren raised a warning hand. “Stay here, okay?”

“Why should I?”

“Marek, I’m asking. Trust me on this. I’ll get her to come back straight away, okay? Then we get out of here before XSP, Xastris, or whatever turn up. Just a few minutes. That’s all I need.”

Marek stood still for a moment and then sat back down. “Very well, you go have a chat,” he said waspishly. “Have a lovely hypercarnivore to hypercarnivore heart-to-heart. I’ll just sit here until you both realize just how much you need me!”

Darren didn’t answer. He walked down a tunnel of snow just tall enough for him to stand in. He imagined Aurora crawling to fit as he crept along. The tunnel soon angled up and he came to a makeshift trapdoor. The tunnel carried on, but he decided to check out the ground above. The snow was frozen hard enough for him to pull himself up. He lifted the wood out of the way and clambered into the dim light of the forest.

Aurora was standing not far away from the trapdoor. She was sniffing the air, vapour pouring out of her mouth into the chilly atmosphere with every exhale. When she saw him, she didn’t look happy. He walked over, his boots sinking into the snow.

“I told you to stay put,” she whispered.

“I know,” Darren answered quietly. He made sure not to look sorry.

Aurora shook her head, but a smile flitted across her face. “Just don’t get in my way.”

“Cool.”

She sniffed the air again and pointed upwind. “Two people. Still quite far away.”

“You can smell them?”

“I’ve got a good nose,” she answered. The look on her face told him not to comment on her most prominent feature. “A man and a woman.”

“Only two of them?”

“That’s what I said.”

Darren looked around the quiet forest. The air was thick with the wet chill of a world ready to thaw after a long winter – the smell of the trees still subdued by the cold. He relaxed his mind and listened to the snow falling from branches as it was dislodged by running squirrels, the snore of a hibernating bear, the call of a bird he didn’t recognize and…the crunch of boots on frozen snow. He let his hearing hone in on the boots and counted.

He pointed downwind. “Four more that way. Walking in pairs.”

One of Aurora’s eyebrows seemed impressed. “You heard that?”

Darren nodded. “I’ve got good ears.”

“Cool… Okay, six of them. I thought there’d be more.”

“There might be snipers or drones or cyborgs.”

“Yeah, or Bigfoot.” Aurora smiled.

Darren frowned. “I’m serious!”

Aurora raised a hand. “Okay, you’re serious. Drones can’t fly easily through these trees. They’ll get caught in snowfall off branches. If I deal with these six without leaving the tree cover, the snipers won’t be able to aim through the trees. They’ll have to come down here and then I’ll deal with them too.”

“We.”

“Huh?”

“We’ll deal with them.”

“No, this is my party.”

Darren fought down frustration at Aurora’s attitude. He reminded himself that he had fallen into her world. She hadn’t asked for that. “What about the cyborgs?”

“You serious about those?”

“Totally.”

“Well, I guess they smell or make noise?”

Darren nodded. He couldn’t remember if the XCEL he’d fought had smelled of anything in particular, but he would recognize the fluid sound of its movement to his dying day.

“Then I take down these six soldiers before any of those turn up,” she said and walked back to the snow tunnel. “You good at hiding?”

“Very.”

“Then hide.”

Darren sighed in frustration and activated his camo, his suit immediately blending its colour with the surrounding trees and dispersing his heat signature. Aurora looked impressed, but the show of Marek’s technology clearly hadn’t changed her mind. Her left hand drifted momentarily to her necklace as she stood with her eyes closed and bowed her head. Her expression grew determined and she breathed a heavy cloud of vapour into the cold air as she raised her head and she opened her eyes. Then she lifted the trapdoor and climbed in until just her head was showing.

“What are you going to do?” Darren called in a loud whisper.

Aurora grinned, showing perfectly white teeth including her impressive pair of canines, as she pulled the trapdoor down to leave the tunnel entirely camouflaged. “Watch and learn.”
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Snow fell from branches as Darren climbed towards a bough that could take his weight. He thought about Marek as he balanced amongst the trees. He hadn’t meant to split up for more than a few minutes. Things, he pondered, would be a lot easier if he could trust Marek to do the right thing. Nervousness gripped him as he thought of his part-alien friend trapped underground. Now the three of them were in different places, there were too many things that could go wrong.

The sight of two people camouflaged in white creeping through the trees drove Marek from his mind. Each of them was holding a machine gun with hand-held rocket launchers hanging from their belts.

One of them, a woman, made a hand signal to her partner, who knelt, sweeping his gun in a wide arc left to right while she scanned the trees. Darren relaxed his mind and let himself breathe and sway with the forest breeze. Her eyes passed over him without her noticing. She gestured to her partner and they moved on, the man dropping a few metres behind the woman.

Darren readied himself to move with them, but then something caught his eye. A metre behind the man, the ground was shifting. A trapdoor opened and Aurora’s head poked out. She climbed out swiftly and made a left-handed swipe at the agent, who instinctively parried with his rifle, shifting his weight to throw her off balance.

“Contact, contact!” his partner shouted and sprinted towards the melee. Darren dropped to the lowest branch of his pine and leaped to the next tree as the agent jumped onto Aurora’s back.

Darren hesitated as the three of them wrestled. He couldn’t see how to intervene. Then a sound caught his sensitive ears. He turned to see four agents running towards the fight. One, who was closer, aimed his rifle as he ran. As the agent ran below him, looking for a clean shot, Darren jumped off his branch and aimed a kick. The agent looked up and fired wildly at the sound of Darren dropping through the branches. He felt a sharp pain in his side as he sensed his camo jacket stiffening to stop the bullet in the way Marek promised it would. Darren landed in the snow and a deep growl escaped him as the pain from the bullet’s deflected impact sent a jolt of anger through him. His stomach churned with superheated rage, causing memories to resurface in his mind – of a rooftop fight with Miss Inghart, the battle to the death with the XCEL and that fateful day when he smashed up his school. He stood as the agent backed up against a tree and fired wildly in Darren’s general direction. Bullets fizzed around him as he roared, closing the distance to the agent. Up close, the agent saw him and pulled his head out of the way of Darren’s fist. It passed so close to the man’s terrified face that his camo sleeve brushed the agent’s chin. His fist slammed into a tree as the agent spun round and brought up his rifle for a point-blank shot.

Even through his rage, Darren realized there was no way that he could avoid the shot. Then a terrible creaking noise echoed around the forest followed by a rumbling sound. The tree trunk Darren had punched folded around a deep gouge caused by his fist. Darren heard the agent cry out as the tree fell between them and the remaining agents, causing every tree around them to dump their snow. Darren ducked his head as snow pounded him, turning his entire world into cold, blank whiteness.

Darren held his breath as the snow settled above and around him and his rage receded. Through the snow, he heard people moving, calling to each other as they walked over where he was buried. Closing his eyes, he let his monstrous instincts take over and began to tunnel as quietly as he could, through snow and hard, frozen earth. Every scoop of snow he moved threatened to give away his position. His lungs began to ache as he burrowed, but he didn’t dare move more quickly, keenly aware that the agents above him could fire bullets at the snow that surrounded him if they got so much as a hint of where he was.

He dug towards the last place he’d seen Aurora. His instincts told him he was getting close, so he turned upwards, breaking through the snow. He found Aurora digging herself out of waist-deep snow. She raised a finger to her lips and beckoned him towards her, hands gesturing in a silent request for him to help pull her out. He gripped both her wrists and pulled until her legs broke free. She immediately leaned her head into the hole and fished out her flip-flops. She looked around through the haze of snow as she put them on and then beckoned Darren to follow her towards two unconscious agents. She searched their pockets, then tossed him a cable tie. She used another tie to bind the hands of the man while Darren did the same to the woman. Aurora then looked around, clearly wondering what to do with them.

Darren tapped her arm and pointed to the trees. She grinned and nodded. So, Darren put the woman around his shoulders and climbed up into the pine above them. He wedged the agent into a nook and then did the same with the man. As he returned, Aurora gave him a nod of approval and then motioned for him to follow her south through the trees. Darren found it hard to keep up as his boots sank into the snow with each step, unlike Aurora’s wide flip-flops, which stopped her feet from plunging in too far. After a few minutes, Aurora knelt and pushed a hand through the snow to open a trapdoor.

“You first,” she whispered and Darren dropped into the tunnel below. Aurora spent a couple of minutes shaking the snow from nearby trees and then followed him into the tunnel.

“Hides the footprints,” she explained.

Darren looked at the tunnel that ran in both directions. “Do these all link up?”

“Sure do. I’ve been prepping them since November. This whole forest is ambush ready.”

“Cool.”

“Yeah, it is,” Aurora agreed, before frowning and jabbing a finger at Darren’s chest. “Now, you and me need to talk!”
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Daisy watched Genie hardly touch her breakfast as they sat opposite each other. This wasn’t uncommon. Genie followed some kind of special diet which meant her meals were mainly milkshake-type drinks. She normally complained about them and then asked detailed questions about whatever Daisy was eating. Today, however, she sat in silence and avoided eye contact. Her normally perfectly straight back was bent with tension and her face looked drawn.

“You need to eat,” Daisy ventured quietly.

Genie shook her head. She got up, lifting her tray with shaking hands, and finally looked Daisy in the eye.

“I’m sorry,” she said in a cracked whisper.

“Genie? Genie!” Daisy got up and followed, but found her path blocked by Jennings.

“Inmates clear up their own meals, Daisy. Or do you think you’re too good for us?”

Daisy bit back a retort and deposited her tray as quickly as she could. She didn’t catch up with Genie until she reached their cell.

Daisy found Genie curled up on her bed, staring at the wall. Daisy climbed onto her own bunk and lay looking at the ceiling. She usually did her dance stretches to pass the time before her turn in the prison exercise yard, but the existence of the concealed camera in the corner of her room made her skin crawl. Instead, she went to pick up her book from the end of her bed. She knew she wouldn’t be able to concentrate on reading, but at least pretending would stop her glancing in the direction of the hidden camera. But the book wasn’t there.

She looked around and saw it wedged between the bed and wall. Pulling it out, she found the bookmark on the wrong page and opened it, filled with curiosity. At first glance, she couldn’t see any reason why the page had been bookmarked and wondered if Genie or a guard had simply knocked the book off her bunk by accident and thrown it back on her blanket. But the timing after such a strange night seemed too much of a coincidence.

She looked again at the page and noticed that some words were smudged with something that looked like white chalk. The smudges carried on over both pages, marking words and partial words on different lines. Sometimes, a few in one line and sometimes only one in an entire paragraph. Thinking hard, she rolled over and looked down at Genie, who was once again curled up and looking at her through the gap between the bed and wall. Daisy gave her a quizzical look and, in response, Genie made a meaningful expression and uncovered one of the fingers on her left hand. It was exceedingly long and perfectly straight, and the tip of it was covered in white plaster. She glanced at the wall to show where she had scraped it off from the masonry between the bricks.

Daisy winked to show that she understood and rolled back. Pretending to read, she picked out each smudged letter and slowly built up a sentence: They sen t me to fin d out what you know about your bro the r page two ten.

A prickling coldness travelled across Daisy’s skin. She flicked to page two hundred and ten, constructed two more sentences. A dizzying sense of nausea gripped her as she flicked on to page three hundred and seven and the full message began to emerge. Acutely aware that she was being watched by the hidden camera, she deciphered another two sentences and suppressed the urge to cover her mouth as she found the message was complete. She casually dusted down the pages to obscure the message and lay back as she contemplated what it said. As the words sank in, she felt as though the bottom was falling out of her world:


They sent me to find out what you know about your brother and his friend. They say his friend is evil and your brother is a danger. They say you know where they may be. They told me to be your friend, but you must not be. You are the only real friend I have ever had, but I am dangerous and so very sorry. G



Aurora led the way along the slowly widening tunnel. “The snow is more icy here. A bigger tunnel is safer,” she said as she stood.

“We’re back near Marek, aren’t we?” Darren asked.

Aurora turned to look at him with interest. “Yeah, that’s right. You’ve got a good sense of direction.”

Darren nodded. “I’m good in tunnels and the dark and stuff.”

Aurora didn’t answer but instead led them slightly away from Marek’s location until they reached a snow cave filled with a hotchpotch of possessions, including a small TV, a radio, and a large number of crates. A rough wooden cross, tied together with twine, was pressed into a wall and frozen in place with ice. The whole place had an oddly homely feel.

“Supplies to last the winter,” Aurora explained, pointing at the crates. “I move a lot, but this is home right now.”

Darren was impressed. “You’ve really planned this out.”

“I’ve been doing this a long time.”

“How long?” Darren asked.

“Almost three years on my own and four years before that with my dad.” Aurora turned to face him and drew herself up to her full height. “And yes, I have got this totally planned, but now you’re ruining it!”

Darren stood his ground and looked back at her. Things he could say flitted through his mind, but he chose to say nothing. It was the same tactic he’d used whenever his mum got angry about something. It was always better to let her anger pass without making it worse and wait for her to tell him exactly what he’d done wrong.

Aurora pointed an accusing finger. “I told you to stay put and you came after me. I told you to hide, but instead you jumped on that soldier and almost got shot. I didn’t ask for your help! I don’t want it. Leave the soldiers to me!”

Silence fell between them. Darren took a deep breath. “Actually, I did get shot.” He saw the concern on Aurora’s face and added, “But not too badly.”

Aurora threw both hands up in frustration. “Oh great! So, now you’re a casualty I’ll have to look after… Just great. Why can’t you do what you’re told?”

“That agent I took out, he would have shot you.”

“I can take care of myself!” Aurora shouted.

Darren felt his voice rise a notch. “Can you? Because without me here, you’d be dead by now.”

“Don’t you see? This has nothing to do with you. This is my choice. I chose to go to Chicago and get under Xastris’s skin a couple of months back. I knew they’d come after me. I want to take them down, those guys up there. I’ve got questions for them. I need the answers – nobody else.”

“I want to take them down as well. I can help!”

“NO! No way. I chose this fight, okay? I’m praying to Our Lady in Heaven that I don’t, but I could get killed doing this. If you get yourself killed helping me then it’s on me and I’m not having you being dead on my conscience! I am not going to have one of the good guys die for me. Not again.”

Darren frowned. “Again?”

Aurora hesitated. “Doesn’t matter,” she muttered and turned away. She breathed out slowly as she recovered her temper.

Darren rubbed his side and winced at the sharp stabbing pain there. He guessed the bullet had broken a rib. “If I don’t help, and you die, that’s my fault. So, I’ve got to help.”

Aurora didn’t answer for a moment. Then she turned around to face him. “This isn’t your fight.”

“It is,” Darren said and shrugged apologetically. “I don’t want it to be, but it is.”

“Did the other one, Marek, tell you that?”

“Yeah.”

Aurora shook her head. “You believe him?”

“Yeah.”

Aurora didn’t look convinced.

Darren raised his palms upwards. “He doesn’t lie. He hates inaccurate information.”

“Everybody lies.”

Darren searched for the right words. “He told me what’s going on, but that’s not why it’s my fight.”

“That doesn’t…” Aurora stopped herself mid-sentence and looked away. She seemed to be struggling with herself. Reluctantly, she looked back and asked, “Okay, tell me, what makes it your fight?”

Darren wondered how to explain. “The secret, umm, you know…XSP…what did you call them?”

“Xastris.”

“Yeah, them. They put me in prison and they were going to kill me when they found out I was different. So, I ran away with Marek. He’s different too. All I want to do is go home, but I can’t. Not until we take them down. Me and Marek, that’s what we’re doing.”

“Take down the whole of Xastris?”

“Yeah.”

Aurora laughed. “You know they’re massive, right? They’re everywhere!”

“Yeah, we know,” Darren said matter-of-factly. “Marek knows loads about them.”

“But not their name,” Aurora pointed out.

Darren thought how to answer. “We found out a lot of stuff back to front, but we still know it.”

Aurora gave a small nod. “Okay, fair. So, who you got at home?”

“My big sister and Mum and Dad.”

“Sister, huh? You two get on?”

“Totally.”

Aurora’s face cracked into an extremely broad smile. “Cool.”

“But, I can’t see them because when I tried, XSP sent a killer cyborg after me.” He shivered in a way that had nothing to do with the cold. “Almost killed Daisy, that’s my sister, and me and some lady in a car ended up in a river. It was really bad.”

Aurora’s expression became distant. “They don’t leave people alone. Not ever.”

“Yeah. Marek’s been on the run for ages.”

At the mention of Marek’s name, Aurora’s expression closed up again. “What exactly has he told you about what’s going on?”

“Stuff he’s found out.”

“Like what?”

“Like, there was this experiment before we were born – called Project Helix.” Darren stopped talking when he saw Aurora’s reaction.

She rocked back on her heels and her eyes grew large. “The whole DNA virus thing?”

Darren felt a rush of relief. “You know?”

“Oh, yeah. I know,” Aurora said. “You know what I am?”

Darren looked up at Aurora’s expectant face and nodded.

Aurora grinned. “Seventeen per cent sabre-toothed polar bear.” She pointed upwards. “And those dudes up there think they can come to a snow-covered forest and take me down? I don’t think so!”

Darren smiled back.

“So, what are you?” Aurora asked curiously.

Darren suddenly felt awkward. He’d never actually told anyone before. “I’m twenty-one per cent monster.”

“Monster? Are you KIDDING ME?”

“Umm, no?”

“Like, the whole ‘hide in the wardrobe and scare kids in the night’ thing?”

“I don’t do that…but I’m good at hiding and I can see in the dark.”

“Eating people?”

“Er, no. I eat steak raw, though.”

“Roaring and destroying things?”

“Yeah, a bit of that,” Darren answered and felt himself blush. “I get angry.”

“I saw you snap that pine tree. Pretty cool.”

“I didn’t mean to. Lost my temper when I got shot.”

Aurora gave an exaggerated thinking expression. “Looked pretty cool from where I was standing.”

Darren grinned but felt uncomfortable. Being proud of his moments of anger just didn’t feel right. After all, smashing up his school had started all his troubles and he couldn’t quite forget the look of fear on the agent’s face as his fist had slid past him before breaking the tree. He didn’t want to think about what his fist would have done to the man if he had made full contact, but his brain imagined it anyway. He felt sick at the thought.

“I don’t like the angry thing,” he said.

Aurora tipped her head. “Why not?”

“Just don’t,” Darren said and folded his arms.

Aurora tipped her head right and then left. “Okay, I respect that. Monster, huh? Wow. So, what about Marek?”

“He’s, umm, nineteen per cent alien.”

“ALIEN? Ha!”

“No, really,” Darren said. “He thinks he’s part Roswell alien, but he isn’t sure.”

Aurora looked at him shrewdly. “You’re serious?”

“The cyborg who came after me was half alien tech.”

Aurora’s eyes narrowed. “Really?”

“Yeah, really.”

“Marek’s nineteen per cent alien…”

“He can see ultraviolet light and he can’t eat normal food and he’s clever.”

“How clever?”

“Way past Einstein. Oh, and he’s got twin-thumbed hands. You know, a different hand design.”

“Yeah, I saw his hands. Roswell alien. Jeez! So, you trust him, then?”

“Yeah.”

“How much?”

“We’re family.”

“How d’you figure that?”

“Same experiment. Project Helix, you know. Same DNA fiddling. Same on the inside. A little bit, anyway.”

“You got a sister, though.”

“Marek’s not family like that, but family like something. Like something that matters,” Darren answered, surprising himself at how certain and forceful he sounded.

Aurora looked thoughtful. “You’re deep for a monster, you know that?”

“No, not really.”

“Weird, but definitely deep.”

Darren grinned. “Do you think hanging out in snow tunnels isn’t weird?”

Aurora leaned back and laughed. “Can I trust Marek?” she asked.

Darren didn’t want to lie. There was too much chance Aurora would pick up on it. Marek was complicated to understand and harder to explain. “You can trust me.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

Darren went to answer, then raised a hand. Aurora gave him a questioning look.

“Voices,” Darren mouthed. “Agents.”

Aurora moved quietly to a crate and picked up a switch. She beckoned Darren towards a second entrance and pressed the trigger. There was a muffled explosion and Darren heard a cry as a cloud of snow entered the cabin. Then echoing gunshots filled the cave. Tiny explosions of ice rippled across the wall beside Aurora.

“Come on!” she shouted as they ran through the other entrance into a tunnel. “We need to change things up. You need to stop distracting me.”

“We have to get back to Marek,” Darren called as he followed. He imagined, nervously, how Marek might be reacting to the explosions above ground or, worse, what might happen if the agents found him.

“Thought you’d say that.” Aurora stopped as the tunnel began to narrow. “We’d better get up top.”

Darren pointed up. “Lift me.”

Aurora immediately did as he’d asked and Darren burrowed through the snow. His head broke out into open air and he pulled the rest of himself up, widening the hole as he did so. He reached a hand down to Aurora.

She didn’t look convinced. “Sure you can lift me?”

“Yup.”

She raised two hands and he grasped her wrists. Despite a stabbing pain in his side, he pulled until she could climb out by herself. Darren looked around the forest and wondered how Marek was doing under the snow. He began walking as quickly as he could towards where Marek had been hiding.

“Wait up!” Aurora called after him. “This way. There’s another trapdoor we can use.”

Darren followed Aurora as she padded quietly through the trees, occasionally sniffing the air as she went. He kept some distance behind, listening out for trouble. Something about walking with her through the forest reminded him of times when his father had packed a rucksack and taken Darren walking in the countryside. They had been amongst Darren’s favourite days. Far from anyone, his dad had relaxed about Darren lolloping around. He had even laughed when Darren caught wild rabbits before gently letting them go and had always been amazed by how easily Darren found hidden geocaches. Of course, Darren had always listened for distant footsteps, ready to act like a normal child in front of strangers, in case he embarrassed his dad. Looking around this cold forest, his old life seemed impossibly far away.

Aurora beckoned him forward and all thoughts of home evaporated from his mind. Darren crouched beside her, looking where she pointed and saw two white-clad agents making their way slowly between the trees. They were spread apart, each surveying in an arc as they went. Aurora pointed to the ground and mouthed, “Trapdoor.”

Darren nodded and activated his camo as Aurora crouched to keep her large frame hidden by a boulder and sneaked to the trapdoor before easing herself down. Darren followed silently, sweeping snow to cover their tracks and pulled the trapdoor shut as he dropped inside.

Aurora frowned. “See what they had on their belts? I didn’t count on rocket launchers,” she said quietly.

“They’ve got everything,” Darren answered.

Aurora nodded. “They don’t smell like me or hear like you, though, do they?”

Darren grinned. “No.”

“We could take them down.”

“Maybe,” Darren said uncertainly, his thoughts still on Marek.

She glanced at him. “You worried about your friend?”

Darren shrugged. “I told him to stay where he was. I thought we’d be a couple of minutes, but it’s been, I dunno, an hour or something. If he’s in trouble, it’s my fault.”

“Okay. He isn’t too far up here if he’s been clever enough to stay put. I’ve got a first-aid kit in my rucksack. We can look at your side too.”

Darren gave a thumbs up and followed her as she crawled along the tunnel until Marek came into view.

“And what time do you call this? I have been worried sick about what’s been going on up there. Explosions! Gunfire!”

Aurora entered the cave and flashed Marek an unimpressed look. She sat cross-legged and opened her rucksack. Darren followed her in, sat down carefully, and breathed deeply to keep the pain in his side at bay.

Marek glared at him and put out a hand. “Phone!” he demanded.

Darren shook his head. With Marek in such a bad mood, he wasn’t sure what his part-alien friend might do with his technology.

“I’m sure your phone’s fine,” Aurora answered. “Unlike Blue. He got himself shot.”

“Shot?” Marek looked shocked. “Is my camo okay?”

“It’s fine,” Darren said as he adjusted his sitting position. “Might’ve broken a rib, though.”

“Hold on, Blue. Just getting a bandage to bind it.”

“Cheers.”

Marek tutted. “Well, at least the jacket’s okay. The stealth camouflage fibre is difficult to make.”

Marek’s lack of concern about his injury made Darren wonder, irritably, why he’d been worrying about Marek at all.

“Okay, Blue. Take your jacket off.”

Darren removed his jacket as carefully as he could.

“The Undertones, huh?” Aurora said, looking at his T-shirt. “What kind of band is that?”

“Punk.”

“Cool. Take that off, too.”

Darren stared at her. “What?”

She clicked her fingers. “Come on, quick, or I’ll cut it off.”

Darren blushed, the heat in his cheeks intense as he pulled off his T-shirt.

Aurora moved closer and stared at his side. “Oh, yeah. Definitely broken. Okay, breathe out and hold steady.” She pulled out a long bandage and wrapped it several times around his waist. “Okay, breathe in and out.”

Darren’s breathing felt restricted, but the pain subsided. He smiled appreciatively. “Thanks.”

She inspected her work. “Don’t leave that on too long, okay? It’ll keep the pain bearable until you get out of here, but then you need to breathe easily. Makes for better healing. You hear me?”

“Okay.”

“Good.” She turned to Marek and her expression turned fierce. “Okay, Skinny, you two are out of here! Understand?”

Marek watched her with interest. “Fascinating. You appear to think you can order me around.”

Aurora glared. “You brought Darren here. I’m just telling you he needs to get to a hospital and that’s your responsibility.”

Marek raised an eyebrow and stared pointedly back. “I think you’ll find we’re staying. We have unfinished business.”

Aurora pointed at Darren and then at Marek. “He is injured. You need to sort that out.”

Marek shook his head. “I don’t own Darren. He can decide when he needs help.” Marek looked at him. “Can’t you?”

Darren shrugged apologetically at Aurora. “Yeah.”

Marek gave a slight triumphant smile. “We came a long way to find you, Miss Valero. There are things you must know – about yourself and us and how we are all linked—”

“So, what’s your big story?” Aurora interrupted. “Let me take a wild guess.” She counted off four fingers and a thumb. “Monster. Alien. Sabre-toothed polar bear. XSP. Project Helix?”

Marek’s jaw dropped. He pointed a long, accusatory finger at Darren. “You told her?”

Darren pulled an awkward face. “She knew most of it.”

Marek composed himself and surveyed Aurora. “Then, Miss Valero, you must understand why we won’t be leaving. This fight is as much ours as yours.”

“NO!” Aurora stood, her powerful frame filling the shelter. “This is my fight and MINE ALONE!”

Darren glanced nervously at Marek as waves of anger emanated from Aurora.

Marek kept his eyes on her. “Miss Valero—”

Aurora’s eyes flared. “Don’t ‘Miss Valero’ me! I planned all this. I built tunnels. I set traps. I walked all the way to Chicago to the one Xastris place I knew about. I trashed it and then stared at their CCTV and said ‘come and get me’. Now they’ve come, I am going to kick their butts, and you’re not going to GET IN MY WAY!”

The shelter was suddenly silent except for Aurora’s ragged breathing. Marek, who had leaned further and further back during Aurora’s tirade, stood upright and straightened his tweed jacket. He deliberately took his time before he answered with icy calm, “Then what?”

Aurora blinked. “Huh?”

“Once you have…‘kicked butt’, as you so eloquently put it, what do you intend to do?”

Aurora stood silent for what felt like an eternity, her eyes fixed on Marek. Then she waved away the question with a frustrated hand. “I got some questions. They got some answers.”

“Oh, really?” Marek asked. “What if these agents don’t answer your questions?”

Aurora shook her head. “They will. People always do, the way I ask them.”

Marek tipped his head. “You think these highly trained, ex-special forces agents with years of training in how to resist interrogation will just cough up information? What if they don’t?”

Aurora studied Marek with an intense glare that didn’t quite disguise the doubt caused by his question. “I’ll work it out from there.”

“Really? I see.” Marek turned to Darren. “So, Darren, what do you think of that as a Plan B?”

Darren shrugged.

Marek raised an eyebrow. “Really? No view, all of a sudden, on the quality of Plan Bs?”

Darren glanced at Aurora, who was following the exchange with narrowed eyes. She hadn’t wanted anyone involved in her plan except herself. It didn’t feel right to have an opinion on it. He had an uneasy feeling that Marek’s line of questioning was just reinforcing Aurora’s desire to work alone. He racked his brains for a different way to persuade her. An idea hovered annoyingly out of reach, so he shrugged and stayed quiet.

Marek pulled a sarcastic face. “I see. Why, thank you, Darren. Always good to be on the same page. For what it’s worth, when it comes to defeating this top-secret organization, I can see a couple of tiny problems with—”

Aurora waggled a finger. “Nah ah! You’re not going to have an opinion on this. You don’t get to come here and assume I want what you do. You’re going to get yourself back to Britain and hang out with the Queen and Doctor Who and eat your cream teas while Blue recovers from this ridiculous mission you’ve got him on. I have my own questions, for my own reasons, for those guys up there, and that’s nothing to do with you.”

She stood with fists held knuckle-white tight and stared at Marek, whose lips thinned as he began to respond. Darren couldn’t think of anything Marek might say that was going to help the situation, but her words seemed to snag hold of Darren’s hovering idea and pull it clearly into his mind.

“Er, Aurora?”

Aurora didn’t take her eyes off Marek. “WHAT?!”

“What were you going to ask them?”

Aurora’s expression flickered at the question. She reached into her back pocket and brought out a photo. “I want to find the guys in this picture. I think the tall one with a beard is dead. He fell off a bridge in Chicago, but I want the guys next to him.”

She handed it to Darren. He caught his breath as he looked at the scene. It showed four men dressed in army fatigues beside a camouflaged jeep. Three had arms around each other’s shoulders and were laughing. The fourth, a burly man with a heavily tanned shaved head, was leaning across the jeep bonnet where his rifle rested. He had the satisfied look of a man who had just amused his friends. Two of the laughing men were not familiar to Darren – a tall man with a big beard and a shorter man with a large, curved nose like an eagle, who seemed stern and watchful despite his laughter. However, it was the man in the centre of the three laughing men who had caught Darren’s eye.

“Marek, it’s Mr Ducas.”

Marek extended a hand and clicked two of his fingers. Darren passed the photo.

Aurora’s attention was now completely on Darren. “You know this guy?”

Darren nodded and looked over at Marek. He was surprised to see Marek staring at the photo with an expression of slowly dawning horror on his face. Unnerved, Darren glanced back at Aurora, who was still looking at him as she processed the news. She hadn’t noticed Marek’s reaction.

Marek fixed his expression into something more neutral and said in a slightly higher voice than usual, “Who’s the man leaning on the jeep?”

The question caused a twitch in Aurora’s jawline. “Don’t worry about him. He won’t be coming.”

Her expression clouded over and she seemed to look right through Darren. Marek continued to inspect the photo, his thoughts also clearly far away. Darren looked between the two of them and suddenly felt like he was back in school listening to a teacher explain something that made no sense to him while everyone else seemed to understand. Eventually, Marek lowered the photo and held it out, picture side down.

Aurora took it without looking at him and her thoughts seemed to return to the present. “How do you know him?”

“He’s been trying to kill us,” Darren explained. “He’s been after Marek for three years, or something. He’s really dangerous.”

“To be more precise,” Marek added, “his name is Ifan Ducas. He is ex-Special Boat Service. That’s the British equivalent of the US Navy Seals. He’s an unarmed combat specialist, expert sniper, and highly experienced in urban, mountain, arctic and, of course, amphibious warfare. As Darren said, he also devotes a lot of time to trying to kill me. I’m beginning to think that ensuring my death is his hobby.”

Aurora looked between the two of them. “He’s in England?”

Marek nodded. “As far as we know.”

Darren stood up and approached her, feeling that he knew, for once, exactly what to say. “I know how we turned up was a bit weird, but Xastris really are our problem. If that’s who you’re after, come with us and they’ll find you.”

Aurora held up the photo with one of her fingers touching Mr Ducas. “Especially this guy?”

“Defo.”

Aurora’s hand drifted to the medal on her necklace. She looked around her shelter and muttered. “So much work.”

Marek also stood. “So, can we finally get out of here?”

Aurora stayed silent as she thought, clearly torn. “Yeah, I guess we can,” she said reluctantly.

Marek clapped his hands together and produced a familiar torch-like device from his tweed jacket. “Fabulous! If we can get into the open air, I can transport us a few hundred miles using this SQUID.”

Aurora glanced towards Darren, clearly cautious about trusting Marek’s technology.

Darren shook his head. “No, the SQUID’s okay.”

“Yes,” Marek added. “We don’t usually fly at five hundred miles per hour across the sky when we use it, in case that’s a concern. Allow me to demonstrate.” Marek held out a hand to Darren. “Please?” he said pointedly.

Darren gave him a meaningful look as he passed Marek his phone. “Don’t get carried away.”

Marek smiled knowingly as he placed the phone lovingly in his tweed jacket. “Do I ever?”

Darren didn’t answer as Marek opened a portal to his right. A second swirling circle of colour appeared to his left. He stepped through the right-hand disc, exiting the left-hand disc as he did so.

Marek ignored Aurora’s dumbfounded expression. “I’d open a portal from this cave, but the hydrogen bonding between the water molecules in the slightly melted snow that’s surrounding us plays havoc with the SQUID’s accuracy. I couldn’t move us more than a few metres.”

“Okay…” Aurora beckoned them towards her with a flick of two of her fingers. “Come with me.”

Marek followed as Darren carefully put his jacket back on.

“I am, however, wondering about something,” Marek said as he bent his head to exit the shelter.

“What’s that?” Darren asked.

Marek glanced back at him. “Who took that photo?”
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“In position,” Ducas reported. “I’ve got full visibility of a cliff face and thirty metres back into the forest across about half a kilometre. No heat signatures or disturbed snow. They didn’t get this far. Must be back underground.”

Reaver surveyed the map in front of him, satisfying himself that MacTire and the four remaining members of Team Alpha had not missed anything. He methodically worked through the options Valero and the other Helix children had. “Time to flush out Devlin. Ducas, I’m sending you three sets of coordinates. Prepare sonic countermeasures.”

“Copy.”

“MacTire?”

“Fanning out to stop them getting past us, sir.”

Reaver nodded with satisfaction.

Everything seemed perfect. “Launch sonic countermeasures!”

Aurora led the way along the tunnel to the trapdoor Darren had first used to exit her tunnel network. She shifted it slightly, sniffed the air and then hauled herself up. Darren waited expectantly while Marek busied himself with his phone, muttering something about “updates”, until Aurora beckoned them up.

He climbed through, feeling the dull pain in his side, and listened carefully. The forest felt strangely still. He cocked his head and frowned as he heard a fizzing sound high in the trees. “You hear that?”

Aurora shook her head but pointed upwards. Several long thin objects were flying through the trees. They both crouched warily as one hit a tree. Darren realized he was looking at a long piece of cord or wire attached at both ends to football-sized dimpled metal spheres that reminded Darren of a microphone. He looked quizzically at Aurora, who simply frowned and stared upwards with a curious expression.

The silence shattered. A jarring discordant sound, like an out of tune bagpipe as loud as a thunderclap, filled Darren’s world. The sound of distant wolves howling in pain and his own growling mixed with the sickening sound as he fell to his knees and covered his ears. He rolled on his side as his head went numb with agony. Above him, Aurora was speaking to him, her expression confused and concerned. Darren couldn’t hear her or think clearly enough to say anything. All he could do was clasp his hands over his ears. As his vision blurred, he felt a hand grab his collar before the world receded to a distant pinprick and he lost track of time. His eyes didn’t focus until he was back in Aurora’s shelter.

The nerve-grating sound was fainter and more bearable here, but his head still felt numb and there was a buzzing in his ears. His hearing drifted in and out of Marek and Aurora’s conversation.

“…must have been a high frequency sonic weapon,” he heard Marek saying, “acutely painful, I imagine…”

“Get him some water,” Aurora said, and then a splash of water hit him in the face. He focused properly and sat up, grunting with pain as his head thumped. “Ow!” he muttered.

Aurora looked concerned. “You’re not looking too good.” She glanced at Marek. “Any bright ideas, Brain Boy?”

“Always,” Marek answered, but his expression was grim. “We need to know if there’s a safe way out of your overgrown rabbit warren.”

Aurora ignored the jibe, her expression serious. “I’ll go take a look around.”

Marek raised a warning hand. “Quite frankly, Miss Valero, that would be unwise. We have to assume they have other weapons designed to incapacitate us.”

Aurora raised both hands in frustration. “So, where’s your big idea, Skinny?”

Marek reached a hand into his jacket and removed it with a dramatic flourish. He was holding a transparent phial full of metallic black sand. “These,” he said with a smile, “are millions of nanobots – robots so small that you need thousands in a hive like this one to see them at all. These particular ones are organo-cyphers of my own design. Carbon-based robots unable to make decisions of their own. Impossible to detect, but quite useless. All they are programmed to do is follow.” He put his free hand into a different jacket pocket. “But what, I hear you ask, do they follow?” He stretched out one long finger. On the very tip was the smallest winged insect Darren had ever seen.

Aurora looked confused. “A bug?”

“Of sorts,” Marek answered. “This little robot is their hive queen.” The tube in his other hand began to vibrate slightly. “Where she flies, her hive will follow. Individually they are useless, but together they form a swarm. An Organo-Cypher Transmitted Omni-Perspective Universal Surveillance, or OCTOPUS swarm for short. Each cypher can broadcast what it sees to the queen. My phone receives the signals from her and combines them into a detailed three-dimensional image of an area. We’ll be able to see behind every tree and boulder.”

Aurora looked at the rattling tube. “Heavy on the detail there.”

Marek’s oval eyes narrowed. “I like to combat ignorance wherever I find it.” He blew on his fingertip and then tipped the black powder on to the floor. Hardly a speck hit the ground before the cyphers formed a black cloud and swarmed out of the shelter in pursuit of their queen. Marek lay his phone flat on his palm and waited. After a few seconds an image began to form – first, on the phone screen and then as a hologram above it that built itself one tiny cube of detail at a time. Each cube was brightly coloured but then faded to a washed-out version of its former glory.

“The cubes slowly fade when a cypher is no longer recording it,” Marek explained.

Soon, the forest trees near them and the snowy ground were all visible, the cubes fading and brightening in colour as the cyphers swarmed this way and that. Then a ravine with steep sided cliffs and more of the forest came into view.

“Nice picture,” Aurora said, as she leaned over the boys to get a closer look. “These things come with sound?”

Marek gave her a withering look. “I’m not a miracle worker.”

As Darren watched, five blobs of orange appeared. “What are those?”

“Hot spots. Hang on, I’ll guide the queen closer.”

The image around the hot spots grew sharper as the swarm followed their queen, until the orange blobs became clearly defined as agents with rifles. They were spread in loose formation at the forest edge, some distance apart. Their rifles at the ready, between the group they had the whole area covered.

“Can you get closer?” Aurora asked.

Marek shook his head. “The cyphers will get blown by the wind if they leave the cover of the trees. If they drift apart, they lose contact and the swarm disperses. There’s no getting them back.”

Aurora pulled a face. “Bummer of a design flaw.”

Marek’s lips thinned. “The odd flaw is the price I pay for being beyond the cutting edge of modern technology.”

Darren looked at the agents. “They’ve got all our ways out covered, haven’t they?”

“Worse,” Marek said, pointing. “I think they’ve been setting landmines – see those yellow blobs in the snow? Definitely man-made and placed recently. The swarm is also picking up a wireless signal from them, so they can be set off remotely.” He pointed to three weak orange blobs visible through the snow just a short distance from the rock face. “That’s us, surrounded by explosives. They intend to blow us out of the snow.”

“We only need to get to the cliff.” Aurora pointed to the deep, narrow ravine that cut through the forest like a jagged knife slash. The forest stretched out below on the other side of a frozen river. “If we slide down it to the river and get under tree cover, they won’t get to us for a while and you can use that thing you’ve got, right?”

Marek considered Aurora’s question. “Yes, I can SQUID us several hundred miles once we’re outside. If we only need a few seconds to get down the cliff, I may be able to use the swarm to block their view. Not much longer than that, though, because of the wind.”

“How do we stop?” Darren asked doubtfully.

“Darren has a point, Miss Valero. Perhaps you enjoy sliding at breakneck speed down a near vertical cliff towards trees and boulders, but as you have pointed out, Darren is already injured. You may also wish to keep in mind that I have a tremendous dislike of putting myself in physical danger.”

Aurora’s grin grew almost impossibly wide. “I got something for slowing us down. I was going to use it for traps, but Xastris turned up early.”

She clapped her hands together and started to rummage through her belongings. She pulled out a bungee cord and spike, waved it at the boys and then reached an arm into her rucksack to pull out another. Before long, she had tied one end of three bungees to the spike.

While her back was turned, Marek leaned over to Darren. “I have a horrible feeling Miss Valero is an adrenaline junkie,” he whispered.

Darren looked at her happily rummaging and grinned. “I know. Cool, eh?”

Marek rolled his eyes. “You two are forgetting something. There’s no way we’ll have time to fix those bungee cords at the top of the cliff and jump before they kill us.”

Aurora stopped, a look of frustrated disappointment settling on her. “So what now?”

The three of them looked at each other, but then Darren picked up the spike and attached one bungee cord to his ankles. “I’ve got an idea. Tie a cord to your ankles. Really tight.”

The others did as he asked. Marek looked at him quizzically. “What exactly do you have in mind?”

“Can you SQUID as far as the cliff face?” Darren asked.

“Yes,” Marek answered with growing suspicion. “It’s only a few metres away. But we can’t fix the spike in here. The moment I shut off the SQUID, the bungees would snap because they’ll be attached on the opposite side of the portal to us.”

Darren turned to Aurora. “I go first. Follow straight after me. Grab hold of him or he’ll chicken out.”

Understanding dawned on Aurora’s face. “Oh, this is going to be cool!”

Marek looked between them. “Why am I filled with a sudden sense of dread?”

Darren patted him on the shoulder. “Just do the SQUID and set that swarm on the soldiers.”

Marek began to disagree, before the cave shook to the sound of a nearby explosion. “That’s the first mine!” he said nervously, opening the portal.

“Get ready,” Darren said, then sprinted into the swirling colours and jumped. A moment later he was in mid-air, hanging in eerie silence for the space of a heartbeat, close to the cliff face where the SQUID portal swirled. Then he was falling towards the forest hundreds of metres below.

He kept a tight hold of the spike as he fell with two of the bungee cords snaking out from the spike behind him with the other tied to his ankle. Above him he heard a scream partly obscured by the rush of air. Looking up, he saw Aurora emerge head-first from the SQUID portal with a huge grin on her face and Marek, his eyes squeezed tight shut, held under one arm.

They were falling now, the three of them all attached by bungee cords to the spike in his hand. He looked down to see the ground rushing closer and flung his free hand at the cliff. His hard nails scratched at the icy rock, leaving a gouge in the cliff face. He slowed and Aurora’s body blocked the sunlight for a second as she and Marek whipped past him. The cords attaching them to the spike would begin to pull tight any second. He slammed the spike into the rock with all his monstrous strength and felt it plunge in deeply, sending ice shards flying. Praying that the spike was secure enough to hold their combined weight, Darren let go, and fell once more towards the forest below.
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Reaver paced his office while his team readied to detonate the second landmine.

Then MacTire radioed: “I see movement… What the—? Ahh!”

Reaver swept from the window of his office back to his desk. “Update, now!”

A buzzing sound filled MacTire’s comm. “Insects! Can’t see!”

Reaver slammed a hand into his desk. Not this time, Marek, not again, he thought. “Ducas?”

Ducas answered calmly. “I have visual. It’s Devlin – no, all three.”

Reaver switched to Ducas’s rifle cam showing his view of the ravine from his perch in a tree overhanging the cliff face. The five agents all appeared to be beating away the swarm. Below them, the three Helix children were bungee jumping down towards the forest at the bottom of the ravine, Devlin lagging behind the other two.

Reaver saw Ducas’s gunsight focusing on Marek, but the part-alien boy was hidden behind Valero’s larger body, blocking him from view as the safety of the trees grew closer.

“Switch from xenocide to tranqs, Ducas!” Reaver ordered. “We need at least one of them down!”

Ducas didn’t reply and no dart fired.

“Ducas, that’s an order!”

Still Ducas didn’t respond or fire. Reaver drew breath as the Helix children approached the treetops. Two seconds, at most, separated them from safety. Then, the bungee cords pulled tight. All three of them slowed, but Marek slowed the most due to his light weight.

Ducas fired. The black dart curved towards its target as Marek’s tweed-covered legs emerged from behind his companion. The dart closed in and dipped into the shadows of the treetops. Reaver strained to see if it had hit its target as it disappeared from sight.

Mr Ducas’s voice came over the radio, exuding a quiet confidence borne of twenty years’ sniper experience: “That’s a kill.”

Darren threw out an arm and gripped a branch before the bungee tightened too much. Hauling himself up, he untied his legs.

“Now, that’s what I’m talking about!” Aurora called from somewhere unseen below him. Her untied bungee snaked up past him and hung limply in the air.

He clambered further onto the branch and rested a moment, letting the pain in his side subside.

“Marek?” he called. “Marek? You need a hand?”

There was no response. Darren slid over to the trunk and caught sight of a tweed-clad arm hanging limply. He jumped from one tree to another, until Marek emerged into view, his bungee cord tangled up in the branches of a tree. At first he seemed unconscious, but as Darren approached, he realized Marek’s eyes were flickering as he tried to focus on the tree in front of him. His breathing was shallow and irregular. Darren untied his feet from the bungee and pulled him onto a branch.

“Marek, Marek?” he said, gently patting Marek’s cheek.

“Xenocrgnhh…” Marek’s head lolled as he slurred. He was sweating despite the cold. He swayed and leaned on Darren’s shoulder. Feeling panicked, Darren climbed down the icy tree trunk as fast as he could with Marek over his shoulder. He cleared snow from the tree’s roots and lay Marek down. He took off his jacket and placed it over him, but it didn’t stop Marek shivering.

Aurora came trudging through the trees, a look of concern spreading across her face. She crouched down and put two fingers by Marek’s neck. “He’s shivering pretty bad. His pulse is –” she pulled a mystified face – “weird. His pupils are blown. He’s losing consciousness. Doesn’t look like he hit his head.” She looked at Darren. “Check him over.”

“Eh?”

“Check his body for broken bones or bleeding.”

“Oh, right.” Darren felt Marek’s arms, chest and legs. He felt something odd just above Marek’s ankle. “Oh, no!”

“What?”

Darren held up a black dart with a bent tip. Aurora quickly checked Marek’s leg. There was a tiny scratch on his calf. “Looks like it didn’t go far in.”

Suddenly, with the removal of the dart, Marek began to shake violently and his breathing became more laboured. His skin looked grey.

Aurora glanced up, her expression grave. “I think he’s been poisoned. It’s messing with his breathing, heart, everything!”

Darren felt his stomach fall away as he remembered seeing an identical dart months ago while escaping from Miss Inghart. Xenocide – harmless to humans and other mammals. Lethal to aliens.

He knelt beside Marek, feeling helpless as Marek’s breathing became increasingly shallow. Aurora stayed crouched beside him and shook her head. “I know first aid, but his body’s so different. I don’t know what to do.”

Darren felt a strange rush of anger towards Marek. He couldn’t believe Marek had never dreamed up an antidote to xenocide. His body was so unique, with all the pills and powders he took and his allergies to strawberries and who knew what else, it seemed impossible that Marek would not have sought to protect himself. Yet here was Darren, with no idea what to do. Darren punched the ground with frustration – before a memory surfaced, driven to the top of his mind by his temper.

Strawberries…

Darren checked Marek’s pockets, throwing bits of tech this way and that, before finally finding a syringe.

“I think this might sort him out,” Darren said excitedly. “It works for strawberries!”

Aurora looked confused.

“He’s allergic. That stuff sorts him out. It’s, uh…xenoadrenaline.”

Aurora looked doubtfully at the syringe. “What do I do with it?”

“Inject him. You know injections, right?”

“Well, duh! Yes, I know injections. My dad taught me lots of first aid. But where? By the wound? In a vein?”

“His bum,” Darren answered. “He said inject his bum.”

Aurora’s eyebrows rose. “His butt cheek?”

Darren nodded, but Aurora kept staring at him.

“Umm, Aurora, the syringe?”

Aurora’s eyebrows slowly descended and her face broke into a huge grin. She raised a hand as a mischievous light filled her eyes and then rammed the needle into Marek’s left buttock. She forced the plunger down, pushing the xenoadrenaline into Marek’s body.

They waited, expectantly, but at first, nothing happened. Suddenly, Marek’s breathing grew even more shallow and then stopped. Darren sat back, a sick panic starting in his stomach. A tight feeling grew in his chest as Aurora’s grin faded. He couldn’t think what else to do.

Miraculously, Marek grunted. He thrashed out with his left arm as though batting away a fly from his leg. Then he yelled and sat up, before yelling again as he placed his weight on his backside. He unsuccessfully tried to lift himself, but only succeeded in sitting back down with a third yelp.

He focused on them as he swayed from side to side. “Which of you,” he asked, his words slurring, “decided to ruin my left buttock?”

Aurora pointed at Darren. “All Blue’s idea, Skinny.”

“I should have known!” Marek mumbled and then slumped to the ground.
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Ducas’s voice crackled. “I see them. They’re under heavy tree cover. Masters is down! I knew I got him! He’s moving… Masters is moving. He’s still down. Dart must have grazed him.”

“Do you have a shot?” Reaver asked.

“Negative. Too much tree cover.”

Frustration rose up like a wave in Reaver. He stood and, through sheer strength of will, made his mind think through his dwindling options. If Marek was conscious, they might only have seconds before he opened an interdimensional portal and escaped. Reaver had to slow him down to enable MacTire’s team to reach the Helix children and stop Valero going with him, or Devlin.

Reaver smiled as he formed a plan. He opened his comm. “Ducas, fire a sonic dart.”

Marek sat with his back to a tree, breathed deeply and closed his eyes.

“You all right, mate?” Darren asked.

Marek waved a hand as though asking for silence.

“We should move,” Aurora said, eyeing the cliff beyond the trees. “They’re coming after us.”

Darren followed her gaze. He could see a couple of figures at the top of the cliff. He looked back at Marek, who rubbed his forehead and then stared at the twin thumbs on his right hand as though he’d never seen them before.

“Marek, can you walk?”

Marek looked confused. “Where are we? America! Yes, I remember. Looking for Miss Valero…no, we found her. That’s right…quite a challenging individual… Oh!” he said, catching sight of Aurora. “Challenging in a good way, of course, Miss Valero.”

Aurora screwed up her face. “He’s not with it.”

“No, no!” Marek said, raising a dramatic finger and then letting his arm flop to his side. “I just need a moment to… Yes.”

Aurora gave a slow dramatic shrug. “I think you broke him.”

Thanks a lot! Darren thought and then waved a hand in front of Marek’s face. “We need to SQUID, Marek!”

“SQUID?” He patted his jacket. “It’s here somewhere… Ah!” He waved the SQUID in front of Darren.

“Where do you want to go?”

“Marek, you had this all worked out,” Darren said, trying to keep calm.

“They’re coming down the cliff,” Aurora warned.

Marek eyed Darren carefully. “I don’t suppose you remember? The xenocide’s really scrambled my eggs – I mean brain.”

“No, Marek, I don’t have a clue!”

“Pick him up and run, Darren. I’ll slow these losers down.” Aurora rolled her neck and made a swift sign of the cross – her right hand moving between her forehead, heart and then one shoulder after the other as she whispered a prayer in Spanish.

“Hang on!” Darren said. “Give him a minute.”

“We don’t have a minute!”

Marek tutted at Aurora. “Typical polar bear behaviour. They live and hunt alone.”

“Hurry,” Aurora answered, her focus on the cliff. “Or we’re all dead!”

“I am aware,” Marek said as he finally began fiddling with his phone and SQUID. But he didn’t look alert to Darren. Marek kept pausing and shaking his head.

“Come on!” Darren muttered. His sensitive ears picked up an unnatural thud in a nearby tree. He looked up as a worryingly familiar high-pitched sound filled his ears. A memory of Miss Inghart speaking to him near St Pancras Station using the same technology came back to him. A metre away, Aurora didn’t appear to hear anything odd.

“Come on, Marek!” Darren shouted. He didn’t want to hear whatever Xastris had to say, but the voice of a well-spoken American man came through the echoing sound:

“Darren Devlin, I have to say, I am disappointed. I thought family mattered to you more than anything.”

The word “family” caught Darren’s attention. The danger in the snowy American forest faded away, replaced by a feeling of deep anxiety for his parents.

“I understand that family does not matter to Marek. My name is Nathan Reaver and I know Marek well. Ask him about me, if you wish. But from you, Darren, I expected more.”

Darren glanced slowly at Marek who was still fiddling with the SQUID. “Marek, do you know a bloke called Nathan Reaver?”

Marek’s fingers stumbled. He blinked several times as he slowly thought about how to answer – something he never usually had to do. “Why?”

Darren kept looking at him, suspicion building inside him. “Don’t know.”

Marek blinked once more. “He’s Xastris,” he said and shifted awkwardly. Darren couldn’t tell if it was his question or Marek’s bruised backside that was making him uncomfortable.

The echoing voice continued. “Your sister, Daisy, has been held in Bleakmoor Prison for weeks now. You know how terrible that place is and yet you leave her there? You leave her safety to Marek? Darren, your parents would be ashamed of you!”

Daisy in prison? Darren felt his insides turn to cement.

“I can only imagine Marek has persuaded you that he can keep her safe, but let me be clear. Daisy’s fate was in my hands and mine alone, but now I pass her fate to you. Give Marek to me, Darren, and Daisy walks free.” The echoing voice faded away.

“Daisy.” Darren kept staring at Marek. “You knew?”

Marek frowned in a hugely unconvincing way. “Knew what?”

Darren’s mind moved slowly, processing the news. “She’s in prison and you knew.”

Marek staggered to his feet. “Now, Darren, the situation is rather complicated.”

“You didn’t tell me!”

“I was going to tell you. I just hadn’t found the right moment.”

“When did you find out?” Darren asked.

Marek grimaced and raised a pacifying hand. “Six weeks ago?”

The cement in Darren’s stomach dissolved as molten anger flooded his insides. “You didn’t tell me FOR OVER A MONTH?”

“Relax, Darren, I got her a really good lawyer. She’s facing twenty-five years in jail, but with a good defence she could be out in five.”

Darren roared and launched himself at Marek, who cringed and would have been flattened, but Aurora got in the way.

She grappled with Darren. “Slow down!”

“HE DIDN’T TELL ME ABOUT MY SISTER!”

Aurora kept wrestling him. “I heard, okay? I get it. But you’ve got to focus!”

Darren felt a surge of rage and threw Aurora aside. Shocked at having been knocked to the floor, she scrambled up just in time to push Darren off balance and get between him and Marek again.

Marek waved a frustrated hand from a safe distance. “This is exactly what I was afraid of! You can’t keep calm when someone threatens Daisy!”

“Keep it zipped. You’re not helping!” Aurora shouted at Marek, as Darren forced her back, roaring. Aurora slipped and fell as Darren pushed her. He went to punch Marek, but then felt himself lifted off his feet by two powerful arms wrapping themselves under his arms and over his shoulders. He growled and lashed out. Aurora shouted something in Spanish and pulled Darren backwards. “Darren, think! You two can’t have some Great British Smackdown right now!”

“DON’T CARE!” Darren roared. In front of him, Marek cowered.

“You care about your sister, though. Right?” Aurora shouted in his ear. “You want her safe, don’t you?”

Darren’s flailing arms slowed. Thoughts of Daisy alone in prison flooded his mind. “Yeah.”

“So, you need Marek to get you home. You need him to bust her out.”

Darren stopped flailing completely. “HE LIED TO ME!”

Marek shook his head and raised both hands. “Technically, I delayed telling you the truth.”

“SHE’S FAMILY, MAREK. YOU DON’T LIE ABOUT FAMILY!”

An ugly expression gripped Marek’s face. “SHE’S NOT FAMILY TO ME!”

Darren felt a renewed surge of rage and pulled Aurora forward. She dug her heels in and sounded strained. “You need him. We’re going to take you back to England. We’ll help your sister for you and we’ll find this Ducas dude for me. After that, if you want to go ten rounds with Skinny, I will buy popcorn and watch. But first YOU…GET…YOUR…SISTER!”

“Okay, okay. I’m okay!” Darren said and stopped struggling against Aurora.

The three of them stood for a moment staring at each other.

Slowly, Marek straightened his tweed jacket and raised the SQUID. “Ready?” he said uncertainly, as though fearing anything he said might set Darren off again.

Aurora sniffed in the direction of the advancing agents, hidden by trees. “Very.”

Suddenly, a hail of bullets ripped through the trees, tearing branches from trunks just twenty metres away.

Aurora ducked low. “Hurry!”

Marek opened the disc of swirling colour and Aurora ran through. Darren paused and looked Marek in the eye before stepping through the portal. “Once we’ve got Daisy, you and me are done!”
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Daisy hid and waited for Genie to enter the toilet, then slipped in behind her, shoving a shoe underneath the door to wedge it shut to prevent any other girls from coming in. Genie had been avoiding being anywhere with Daisy, apart from their cell. Ever since she had left the message in the book nine days ago, Genie had stopped communicating with her. Now Daisy had decided she wasn’t going to let Genie get away with it any longer.

The girls’ toilet block was dark and had an unhealthy chill to it, as though the prison wanted to discourage girls from coming in more than they had to. Genie was standing by the sink, retying the bandage on her hand. The moment she saw Daisy, she dropped the bandage and ran into a cubicle. Daisy approached as the door slammed shut and opened her mouth, but Genie beat her to it.

“Don’t. Just don’t say anything.”

“Genie?” Daisy coaxed.

“Don’t! Believe me, I know exactly what you’re going to say.”

Daisy opened her mouth again, but Genie raised her voice to speak over her. “Do I have to cover my ears and sing?”

“GENIE!”

There was silence in the cubicle. “Genie…”

“Sorry.”

“You ca—”

“No, I can’t!” Genie interrupted. “I can’t tell you who they are. I can’t!”

“Genie, please come out.”

Daisy heard a long shuddering sigh. Then Genie emerged with her head bowed. Huge tears magnified her eyes. Daisy steeled herself – she had to be tough and make Genie explain.

Genie shook her head. “Save your breath, okay? I can’t explain. It’s too big and too complicated.”

Daisy stroked her shoulder gently and gave her a handkerchief. “Genie, I won’t be angry.”

Genie dabbed her eyes and placed her left hand on the front of Daisy‘s shoulder. “You’re not like the others.”

“Others?”

“They were bad people. My uncle told me they were bad and they really were. But you’re not. You’re really not. You deserve better than this.” She smiled weakly. “And better than me.”

“Genie, no! We’re friends even if you don’t want us to be.” Daisy brought her eyes level with Genie’s. “You have to tell me what’s going on!”

Genie stared at her plaintively. “Please, Daisy. Let me protect you. Don’t think about him when you’re with me. Don’t think about your brother either!”

“I don’t understand!” Daisy said. “What do you know about Darren…or is it the boy he’s with?”

But Genie was spared the need to answer by a loud banging on the toilet door. She used the distraction to dodge past, pressing Daisy’s hanky into her hand as she passed. “I so want to be, but I can’t be your friend,” she whispered and then slipped through the door.

Daisy stood, knowing Genie would be hard to corner again. She ran water into a sink and splashed her face as she replayed the conversation in her head, her eyes fixed on the tear-stained hanky Genie had thrust into her hand. Something she had just noticed suddenly made so many other things make sense, from Genie’s rapid thinking to her large, oval eyes and angled eyelids. Daisy’s mind kept going back to Genie’s left hand that had touched her shoulder – a hand that she had never seen unbandaged before – a hand with three fingers and two thumbs.

Only one person she had ever met had a hand like that. Marek Masters.

Darren punched the side of the large metal shipping container again and roared. He bounced off it and scratched the side opposite with both hands, before slumping to the floor, breathing heavily. He looked around the dark, stuffy space as his monstrous rage subsided. Practically every centimetre of the container, which was big enough to hold a large car, was dented and covered in gouges – evidence of the anger Darren had spiralled into regularly over the past nine days at sea.

He sat down on the cold metal floor and took deep breaths, his mind returning with a shot of pure anxiety to Daisy. He ran a hand through his sweaty hair as he thought of her alone in Bleakmoor Prison and wondered if she was feeling as lost and lonely as he had done when he was there. He hoped not. She had always been mentally stronger than him, but he was still worried. It was so unfair that she was there when she had done nothing wrong. The thought added a huge dollop of guilt to his anxiety.

Shaking his head, he pushed the feelings down, walked to the container’s double doors, and banged his fist. The rattling sound of a padlock being removed echoed around him and one of the doors swung open to reveal Aurora.

“You done?”

Darren raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sunlight. “Yeah.”

“Cool,” Aurora said, looking at the container. “Marek’s convinced you’re going to break out of that thing.”

Darren surveyed the misshapen exterior of the container. It had done well to last this long. “Just letting off steam,” he muttered.

“You’ve got a lot of steam.”

Darren didn’t answer and looked out to the seemingly endless ocean as Aurora eyed him.

“Marek’s on the viewing deck,” she said, before wandering off without explaining herself, something she rarely bothered to do.

After a while, Darren sighed and walked aft to ask the same question he’d asked every few hours since they’d left the American port of Baltimore to travel across the Atlantic to Southampton. The sparse crew avoided him warily as he passed.

Darren found Marek on the aft viewing deck of the huge freighter. His hands gripped the rail as he looked out at the trail of churned water that marked the path the ship had taken from the empty horizon behind them. Marek didn’t look well – his alien biology apparently unable to adjust to the pitch and roll of the ship.

“How long until we can SQUID?” Darren asked.

“Hello,” Marek answered, a hint of resentment in his sarcastic tone.

“How long?” Darren repeated, irritation bubbling up inside him. The answer Darren usually got was “it depends”. However, today he finally got a different answer.

“Another eighteen hours should do it if the weather holds.” Marek turned to look at him, his features drawn by seasickness and tension. His tone was sharp. “Happy now?”

Darren ignored the barb. He didn’t want to ask Aurora to lock him in his container again so soon. Avoiding a prolonged conversation with Marek was vital. His betrayal was still an open wound.

Marek watched him from a safe distance, a mixture of apprehension and defiance in his voice. “I can’t do it quicker. We’re out of range of the Super-SQUID. It only has a one-thousand mile range and we have to travel three and a half thousand miles to England.”

“Right.” Darren’s tone made it clear he was sick of Marek’s excuses.

Marek went to give a sharp retort, but caught himself. He breathed deeply and then continued in a more moderate tone. “Using the Super-SQUID at all is something of a risk. Xastris could track communication back to the bunker. If they could track ultraions they might have found us already. Fortunately, they don’t know they exist.”

“Whatever.”

Marek’s lips thinned. “I’ve actually come up with something new to quicken things along. I’m going to link the Super-SQUID portal to my hand-held SQUID portal. That combines the ranges of the devices. It saves us two days at sea.”

Darren didn’t acknowledge Marek’s words. How Marek got them home didn’t matter. All that mattered was doing it quickly so that he could free his sister. What happened after that didn’t matter either. All that mattered was Daisy.

Marek’s angled eyelids narrowed. “We can take the full fifteen days if you’d rather.”

Darren glared at him. “We got to America in a few hours.”

“That was an emergency.”

“So is this!”

Marek closed his eyes and spoke through gritted teeth. “Miss Valero’s life was in danger. Daisy’s is not.”

“HOW DO YOU KNOW?” Darren roared.

Marek leaned as far away from Darren as he could. “Because they want you to come. She’s live bait in a trap! A trap for you. I explained all this!”

Darren turned away, fighting to keep his temper under control. You need him, he reminded himself. You need him – just for a few more days.

“You put us on a smuggler ship.”

“Let’s not label people unnecessarily.”

“Aurora spoke to a couple of the crew. They told her. You’re seriously telling me this is the best way to get home?”

“Yes, actually, it is! These associates of mine aren’t common drug or gun runners. They smuggle expensive technical equipment and rare materials including the minerals I need to survive. They have very sophisticated ways of staying under the radar. Even with their help, I’ve only procured enough polonium to make two QUIET bombs since last November. Xastris are very difficult to dodge.”

“You know what, Marek, I don’t care. We just need to get home.”

“All I’m saying is that I knew they could get us out of the USA undetected. I didn’t really want another mid-air mishap. Is that too hard to understand?”

“Don’t call me stupid, Marek!”

Marek’s eyes flared. “Then don’t twist my words to hear it! You can be so human sometimes, Darren.”

“Well, you’d know.”

Marek frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Darren pointed at himself and then Marek. “Twenty-one per cent monster, nineteen per cent alien. You’re more human than me.”

Marek’s jaw fell open in shock. “How dare you!”

Darren fixed him with a monstrous glare and then walked away before Marek could say anything more.
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Reaver sat in the opulent penthouse suite of one of New York’s most expensive hotels and listened to a recording of Genie. The rise and fall of her gentle Midlands accent, so similar to her mother’s, dredged up three decades of memories. The greatest and lowest moments of his time in Xastris played out in his mind’s eye until the final minutes of her mother’s life came back to him so vividly that he could almost feel the heat of the inferno on his skin. The choice he had been faced with that night, as he had cradled her mother with pistol in hand in the hallway of the Okojie family’s burning home, had shaped the next three years of his life – to search for and kill Genie’s father before the emergency services arrived or to save the man’s only daughter, who was trapped by the flames in her bedroom one floor above. His decision had let Henry Okojie escape knowing the truths he had just discovered about his wife and daughter. He remained a worrying unknown, hidden amongst his extended family in Nigeria, that could threaten Xastris’s plans. But Reaver had always felt that Genie, her brilliance already clear at the age of nine, had been a worthy trade. That only served to increase his disappointment about what he was hearing:

“Please, Daisy. Let me protect you. Don’t think about him when you’re with me. Don’t think about your brother either!”

Reaver paused the audio of Genie’s conversation with Daisy and allowed the wave of dismay at Genie’s betrayal to crash over him. He forced his feelings aside and played another audio – this time of a phone call between Daisy’s lawyer and a high-ranking civil servant at the Ministry of Justice.

“No, Sir Allen, you listen to me! I have checked my facts properly. Unless you can prove to me otherwise, Darren Devlin was put in a high security prison at the age of twelve based on a report by a psychologist, Dr Wiseman, who does not appear to exist. Daisy Devlin was then imprisoned for supposedly helping him when in fact she was saving a person from drowning. Now, unless you want me to keep digging about all the other strange things I’m finding out about Daisy Devlin’s case, you ARE going to set her free!”

Reaver stopped the audio and smiled grimly. A new plan was coming together almost too well.

“Sir?” MacTire called through the suite door.

“Yes, Mac?”

“They’re here.”

“Show them in.”

“Yes, sir.” MacTire opened the door to a man and woman and then exited, without a word, to stand guard at the door.

Reaver stood and smiled. “Councillor Five, Councillor Eight. Thank you for coming.”

Councillor Eight was a lean South Korean woman in her late fifties with short, greying hair who had the air of an athlete about her. She smiled and extended both hands for him to shake. “Reaver, so good to see you,” she said in a polished English accent – one of many she could adopt at a moment’s notice.

He briefly held each of her hands. “Councillor Choi, always a pleasure.”

Councillor Five merely nodded and sat, his pale blue eyes as cautious and calculating as ever behind his rimless glasses. Tall, even when sitting down, and thin with neat grey hair, he exuded the kind of quiet professional confidence you might expect from a top surgeon.

“I trust you are well, Malthe?” Reaver asked. He sat down so that the three of them were equally spaced around the table.

Councillor Five nodded. “Yes, as always,” he answered in his Danish accent. “However, if you do not mind, I would prefer to cut to the chase. We are all busy people, so why have you ordered us to come here, Councillor One?”

Darren found Aurora watching the sunrise at the very front of the ship, dressed, as ever, in shorts and a vest top despite the cold. The sea ahead was dead calm and the sky clear, meaning the sun rose as a perfect disc, sliced by the horizon.

“Marek says we’ll be ready to SQUID in an hour.”

“I’ll be there,” Aurora answered without taking her eyes off the sunrise. “Pretty beautiful vista, right?”

“Vista?”

Aurora pointed. “View.”

“Oh, yeah,” Darren agreed, although he hadn’t really noticed.

“I miss the sea.” She pointed north. “Last year, when I was keeping clear of Xastris, I went up through Canada to Alaska. I met these two Inuit guys who showed me how to hunt seals for food, so I just kind of kept going. I ended up on a big ice field and didn’t stop walking. It got pretty cold. I had to put on leggings. As it got near summer, the ice started breaking up and I had to swim between bits of ice.”

“You’re good at swimming?” Darren asked.

“I’m not too quick, but I can swim all day.”

“Cool.”

“Yeah, it is,” Aurora said, smiling to herself. “Anyways, the best thing was the sun in the sky all day long. Just me and the sun. I hit land in the end. Met these guys who spoke Russian, or something. They were way too curious about what I was up to. It got pretty awkward. People always make things awkward, right?”

Darren thought about Aurora happily swimming alone in the polar seas. It didn’t sound much like fun to him. “Families aren’t awkward.”

“I guess not usually. Mine were pretty cool.”

Darren took in her pensive expression. “Were?” he asked tentatively.

Aurora gave him a careful look. “When Xastris found out about me…they tried to kidnap me. My dad got me out of there. We went on the run. My mama and her family weren’t so lucky.” Her hand drifted to the necklace around her neck and she lapsed into silence as she stared once more at the view.

Darren felt a wave of sympathy for Aurora. “A few months ago, an XCEL almost killed my sister when it was trying to find me.” He shivered. “Now she’s in prison just because… I don’t know.”

Aurora looked at him over her shoulder. “Because we’re breathing? Yeah, Xastris are brutal. No doubt. We’ll go get your sister. I got your back on that.”

“Thanks,” Darren said, grateful at the thought of someone other than Marek to help him.

“Then we find this Mr Ducas and I do what I’ve got planned. Then –” she looked back at the sunrise – “we split. You do your family thing. Marek does whatever. And I go on my way. Maybe south this time. Bottom of South America’s real cold, mi abuelita used to say, and they speak Spanish, so no awkward moments lost in translation.”

Darren frowned. “Abuelita?”

“Grandma.”

Darren smiled. “I only knew one grandparent. Grandad was great. Really patient at explaining stuff.”

Aurora grinned. “They’re more chilled than parents, aren’t they? Mi abuelita, she’s gone now. They’re all gone. Like I said, Xastris saw to that.” She pointed towards the heavens. “My family still watch over me, though. Mi abuelita, she was real religious. Catholic, you know? She used to tell me how she thought about becoming a nun back when she was growing up in Chile, but then she met my grandpa while he was backpacking after he finished high school. They got married and she moved up to the USA to be with him. My grandpa, Tito, I never knew him, but his family have lived in Chicago since pretty much for ever. So, that’s where mi abuelita went to live. She told me that story a lot.”

“You saw her a lot, then?” Darren asked. His own grandfather had lived over a hundred miles away. Seeing him had been an occasional treat when he was younger. Grandad had never judged him.

Aurora nodded. “Sure did. She used to look after me when my mama went to night school. Mama didn’t have much time for religion the way I remember it, but mi abuelita got me doing the rosary at bedtime and took me to church.” She felt the medal on her necklace again. “She gave me this because I was always wandering off when I was little. I guess that was a polar bear thing to do.”

Darren grinned. “Saint Christopher keeps travellers safe, right?”

Aurora smiled approvingly. “Yeah, that’s right. In Spanish, we have a saying: ‘Si en San Cristóbal confías, de accidente no morirás’. It means, ‘If you trust Saint Christopher, you won’t die in an accident’.”

Darren pulled a face. “Sounds better in Spanish.”

Aurora gave a short laugh. “Most things do.” Her expression turned pensive. “Now my family’s all gone, it’s good to have prayers to keep close to them, you know? To keep close to all of it.”

“All of what?”

Aurora shook her head. “My dad didn’t know too much about Hispanic culture. He wasn’t even Latino, but he knew some of the language and he kept me learning it, watching TV in Spanish, and all, whenever we could. But, you know, I was on the run with him since I was six, so it’s just Abuelita’s rosary and getting to church the few times I can that keeps me close to my family’s way of life. That’s all I’m saying.”

Darren joined her at the rail as she stared off, thinking. He thought about Aurora, so confident despite being alone – all her anger focused on Xastris. He wondered if he’d cope so well if he lost his family completely. What did he have to hold on to if anything happened to them? He shivered.

Aurora looked at him. “Cold? It’s okay. You can leave me out here. I won’t be long.”

Darren took the hint and left Aurora alone with her view.

Reaver looked between Councillor Five and Eight. “It’s been almost nine days since the Helix children escaped us in America.” Reaver paused as the failure of that day in the forest dug like a needle into his pride. “Nine days since we had confirmation that Devlin had found out about his sister’s imprisonment. There has been no activity since.”

Councillor Eight considered Reaver’s words. “I admit, from Devlin’s psychological report and past actions, I would have expected him to have surfaced near Bleakmoor Prison by now. Even if he understood it was a trap, the boy fought an XCEL minutes after it almost killed him. It shows he would not have been able to stop himself protecting his sister.”

Reaver nodded. “Masters is clearly able to control him if he needs to.”

Councillor Five looked unconvinced. “My scientists are certain Devlin cannot be hypnotized by Masters. His senses will be balanced differently to a human.”

Reaver raised a hand. “I’m not saying it’s the hypnofield. Marek may have simply brainwashed him.”

Councillor Eight leaned forwards. “Which makes me wonder – what do we do with Daisy?”

“Simple.” Reaver smiled. “They didn’t take the bait, so we let her go.”

His fellow councillors looked at each other in surprise. Councillor Five also leaned in closer. “Explain.”

Reaver chose his words carefully. “Friends, Xastris is not some criminal gang. We were founded by the great nations of the western world, even if their governments have long since forgotten we exist. We, the nine councillors, act according to the purest values of democracy. Councillor Eight, as Head of Special Projects, and Councillor Five, as Head of Science Programmes, I need both of your agreement to write the final chapter of Project Helix.”

Councillor Eight watched him shrewdly. “Genie?”

Reaver nodded. “Marek has been one step ahead of us for years now. He will always out-think us, but he is not quite the cold, logical opponent he likes to think he is. We may not be able to out-think him, but we can out-feel him.”

Councillor Five looked between them. “You want to use Genie as bait for a trap?”

“Not just the bait. She will be the trap.”

Councillor Five shook his head. “You understand, don’t you, Nathan? If we fully activate her implants, we almost certainly can’t get her back. Her mind would be…well, no longer her mind. Essentially, she would be dead.”

Silence descended on the room. Reaver broke it with utter certainty. “I understand entirely.”

Councillor Eight shook her head. “She has been a huge asset. The unassuming girl who gets close to and then inside the minds of our most dangerous opponents.”

“She is irreplaceable,” Councillor Five agreed. “We never would have been able to blackmail the French Foreign Minister without Genie getting to know his daughter and reading his mind during a sleepover. He was too well prepared for any normal approach we could have taken. Then there was the Thailand operation last year…”

“I know,” Reaver said, “but you have heard her conversations with Daisy. Just like Marek, at the age of twelve she is becoming aware that all is not what it seems. She is challenging my authority. Our asset is losing her value.”

“Nathan,” Councillor Eight said, her voice softening, but her eyes remaining shrewd. “This is Genie.”

Reaver’s jaw tightened. “I don’t follow.”

The councillors glanced at each other knowingly.

Councillor Eight continued. “These last few years, you have been as good as a father to her, Nathan—”

“She is not related to me.”

“And yet, since her mother died and everything else that happened, you have brought her up.”

Deep inside Reaver, a voice screamed in agony, but he crushed it under the weight of his self-discipline and belief in Xastris. Nothing could come above Xastris meeting its goals. He forced his voice to be even. “We have all made sacrifices.”

Councillor Five nodded slowly. “We have. Terrible at times…but do you truly have the strength to sacrifice her?”

Councillor Eight nodded her agreement with the question, her eyes analysing Reaver’s reaction in minute detail.

Reaver looked at them both. “Yes.”

Councillor Five removed his glasses and carefully cleaned the lenses, a pensive expression in his eyes. “Genie is the last link we have to Grace Okojie’s legacy. Grace was my mentor. Your greatest friend, Nathan. A true genius… Where would Xastris be without her?”

Councillor Eight answered coolly. “She was an inspiration, yes. But she understood more than anyone how important our mission is. More important than friendship or family.”

“Then we are agreed?” Reaver asked.

Councillor Five replaced his glasses and nodded.

“We are,” Councillor Eight confirmed and extended one elegant hand curled into a fist. “From the Stars, Knowledge and Power.”

Reaver and Councillor Five each touched their fists to hers and answered in Latin. “Ex Astris Scientia et Potestas.”
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“Ready?” Marek asked, the wind on the freighter’s deck rippling his tweed jacket.

Darren nodded, anticipation rising inside his chest. They were finally getting off the ship.

Aurora rolled her neck. “Ready.”

Marek held up the SQUID and opened a swirling disc of colour. Darren felt a strange pulling sensation and the three of them were dragged towards the light as though being sucked up by a giant vacuum cleaner. A fraction of a second later, the disc was gone and they were standing inside the Super-SQUID in the bunker.

“Well, that was different. I didn’t anticipate combining portals would cause that much negative interdimensional drag,” Marek observed, more to himself than anyone else, and then gave a dramatic wave of his arm. “Welcome, Miss Valero, to the bunker!”

Aurora looked around her. “Could do with windows.”

Marek rolled his eyes. “Come, I’ll introduce you to the robots.”

“Cool.”

Darren watched them exit the Super-SQUID. “Hold on! Where are you going?”

Marek turned. He wore a surprisingly smug expression. “Yes, Darren? Do you have something you wish to say?”

“We need to get to Bleakmoor, now!”

Marek gave a theatrical impression of looking confused. “Why on Earth would we go to Bleakmoor?”

“TO GET DAISY!”

Marek placed one long, dramatic finger to his chin. “But, Darren, Daisy’s not in Bleakmoor.”

Darren stared at him in shock. “Where have they taken her?”

“They haven’t taken her anywhere. They’ve released her. My lawyer got them to let her go. You know, the one I hired for her,” he added pointedly. “They called earlier to tell me.”

“She’s out?” Darren managed.

Marek nodded. “Yes, indeed, and you and I didn’t have to risk everything to do it. All it took was my calm head to sort it all out. You really are very welcome.”

As the news slowly sank in, relief mingled with a strange sense of disquiet. Darren studied Marek’s hugely smug expression. “You still should’ve told me.”

“Really?” Marek asked. “Could we have quietly outwitted Xastris by using England’s surprisingly useful legal system while you angrily bounced off the walls? Now, I’m done making my point. It may just take a little while to sink in.” He turned on his heel, pocketed the SQUID and walked away.

Reaver cleared his mind, started Mozart’s Requiem in his earpiece and entered the interview room. Inside, Genie paced back and forth nervously. She looked at him with tear-stained eyes, her expression set in apologetic defiance.

He fixed her with a stare. “Sit down.”

Genie obeyed and sat, her arms folded tightly. As he took his seat opposite, she flinched at the sound of his scraping chair. Reaver watched intently, his fingers forming a pyramid. “Genie, I’m not angry about what you told Daisy Devlin.” He narrowed his eyes as he held her gaze. “But I am disappointed. You know what happens when you don’t do as I say. The times you disappointed the memory of your mother’s sacrifice. The times we’ve had to run, leaving everything behind. Is that what you want, again?”

Genie’s chin jutted out as she looked past him, fighting back tears. “I tried, okay? I really tried to do what you asked. It’s just…” As words failed her, she stared at the wall to avoid making eye contact.

Reaver made his mind focus on Genie’s current mission, carefully pushing Operation Ice Giant and the new plan he had formulated behind the veil of Mozart’s pained, sorrowful funeral music. “What, Genie, was so hard?”

Genie tried to start her sentence several times, but each time she stopped.

Reaver softened his gaze. “Genie, dear, please just explain. Maybe I won’t be so disappointed if I understand.”

Genie watched him intently and took a single shuddering breath. “Daisy’s just so good.” Reaver waited, allowing the silence to draw more out of Genie, all the time keeping his thoughts on Genie’s time in Bleakmoor so that she couldn’t pick up on anything else.

Genie cleared her throat and twisted her fingers through her black, tightly curled hair. She looked up, her eyes still watery, and scanned his face. Reaver set his jaw tight, focused on Mozart’s violins to stop her sensing his thoughts and kept looking at her. She pressed her right palm against the interview table and twisted her hand backwards and forwards. The squeaking sound put Reaver’s teeth on edge and he lost focus for a second.

She searched his face again. “I made things harder, didn’t I? So now it’s all going to be different. You want there to be…a sacrifice?”

Reaver focused harder on the music in his ear to shut Genie out of his mind. He adopted a stern tone. “Genie, I said I wasn’t angry, but you know how I hate you reading me.”

She flinched at his words, her defiance melting under a wave of anxiety. “It just happens sometimes even if I don’t want it to…I’m sorry, okay? Sorry about everything.”

“I know you’re sorry, Genie. Tell me, why was it so hard with Daisy? You said she was good?”

Genie nodded. “Before, you said the people I had to get to know were bad, right? The politician in France, the scientist in Thailand, the policeman in Scotland.”

“They were bad people, Genie, and you found out what they were doing.” He slipped into the comfortable lie that had shaped Genie’s childhood. “We stopped them from helping our enemies – the enemies of humanity – because of you.”

She smiled. “And you were proud of me.”

“That’s right,” Reaver agreed with a warm smile. “Very proud. It is exactly what your parents would have wanted you to do. But I didn’t tell you Daisy was bad, did I?”

“No, but you said Darren is a monster –” a flash of accusation entered her voice – “and yet Daisy’s memories of him are so warm. He can’t be a monster. He’s more complicated. And as for Daisy – I couldn’t let her trust me while I listened to her mind. Her goodness was all over me every night in our cell. I felt like I was breathing it. Like it was changing me. I had to tell her.”

Reaver watched her. “But the other boy?”

Genie’s whole demeanour changed and her eyes widened. “Daisy doesn’t trust him. Darren didn’t completely either, but he had no choice.” Genie shuddered and paused, her eyes searching Reaver’s face – clearly wondering how he might react. “But I know Marek Masters better than they do.”

Reaver rocked back a fraction in surprise. “How?”

Genie hugged herself tightly, pushing herself into her chair. “I saw him in your mind. I didn’t mean to, but I did. And I saw him in Daisy’s and I realized…I dream about him sometimes. Then, after your last visit when I activated that piece of xenotechnology that boosts thoughts, my dreams got more vivid – especially when he is angry or upset, or…” she looked meaningfully at Reaver and whispered, “thinking terrible things.”

“What things?” Reaver asked.

Genie’s eyes seemed impossibly wide. “Vengeance.”

Reaver felt a wave of sadness building inside him. “You know then?”

She nodded. “We’re the same, aren’t we? Marek Masters and me.”

“In some ways, yes. But not all. You are not evil, Genie.”

“But you think he is,” Genie answered and searched his eyes.

“I know he is,” Reaver answered, and carefully refocused his mind on the least positive memories he had of Marek Masters. “Do you see? The damage he does. The uncontrolled anger inside him. The way he uses people?”

Genie’s eyes passed over his face. “Yes, I see… You want to stop him.”

“We must.”

Genie looked at her left hand and its perfect twin-thumbed design for what seemed like an eternity and then looked Reaver in the eye. “You’re wrong.”

A shiver of cold anger passed through Reaver at her defiance. He watched her recoil into her chair as she sensed his displeasure. When he answered, his voice was icily tight. “I…am…not…wrong.”

Genie’s large eyes grew remarkably wide. “I saw…Uncle Nathan, I felt, when I dreamed about him, an emotion I’ve never sensed before.”

“No, Genie. It was just a dream.”

Genie tapped the table twice with her three-fingered hand. “No, no it wasn’t. It was dead clear. I sensed him feeling something…alien… A kind of connection. I can’t have dreamed something I’ve never sensed before.”

Reaver held his breath, a question forming in his mind that he didn’t know if he wanted answered.

Genie answered, already knowing the question. “No, not to me. I don’t think he can sense me. He feels a connection to Darren.”

Reaver let the news sink in. Other than his hamster, Marek had never shown an emotional connection to any living being before.

“Hamster?” Genie watched him with unnerving intensity. “He cared about a hamster?”

Reaver cursed himself and struggled to shut Genie out.

Genie leaned forward excitedly. “If he can care, I mean connect, then maybe he isn’t all bad? Maybe he can change?”

“No, Genie.”

“But, Uncle Nathan—”

“No!”

Genie brought her fist down on the table with surprising force. “Uncle, please listen to what I’m saying. I need you to hear me, to trust me. What I’m seeing matters!”

Reaver stood, anger coursing through him. She shrank back from the table as he loomed over her. A shadow of the frightened child she had once been showed on her face. The sight made him hesitate – his mood softening. As he controlled his anger, Genie relaxed.

He knelt and reached forward to hold her three-fingered hand. “My dear, dear Genie. Ever since I smuggled you to safety when your parents’ house was blown up, I have devoted my life to you and stopping those who killed your parents.” He bowed his head and then made eye contact. “I have no children of my own, but I have had you these past years. Perhaps I’ve sought to protect you from the truth. I shouldn’t have, but please believe it is only because I care.” He began to tell a lie he had practised for years in case Genie ever discovered the existence of Marek. For the moments he spoke it, he thought of it as truth and let her sense it. “Genie, I am listening. I hear what you are saying. I believe you about Darren and Daisy. But Marek…he is different. I never wanted to tell you this – that the only other child like you is truly evil, but you must understand. Just three years ago, when he was aged just twelve like you are now, Marek had the chance to escape the organization that made him. Instead, he used his vast intelligence and ability to hypnotize people to take over that organization. He is who we are trying to stop taking over the world. He is the person who has been working with all those evil people you’ve helped us stop.”

Genie sat in shocked silence, Reaver’s lie that felt like truth soaking through her, and her expression slowly changed to one of horror. “He’s behind it all?”

Reaver nodded. “Your mother was a brilliant scientist. When we first heard of Marek, when he was a small child, your mother volunteered to have a similar child capable of defeating him in case he became the danger he has now become. She recreated the science that made Marek, but paid for her bravery with her health and, in the end, her life.”

Genie’s eyes drifted over him as she delved into his thoughts. “So, you have to kill him?”

Reaver squeezed her hand tighter. “He killed them, Genie. It was his first act as leader of our enemies.”

Genie’s expression grew pained. “Mum and Dad?”

Reaver nodded. “Yes. So now, to make sure everything they worked for isn’t wasted, I need…”

“To make a sacrifice…” Genie whispered, still searching his mind. “Your sacrifice?” Realization dawned slowly on her face. “Me…I’m your sacrifice?”

Reaver placed his other hand over hers. “If you do this for me…for the whole of humanity, I will be so proud.”

Genie put her free hand on his. Her breathing shuddered, but then she composed herself. “I need to be brave, don’t I?”

Reaver smiled warmly as tears threatened to break through his iron-hard resolve. “You can be the bravest girl there’s ever been.”

Genie searched his gaze for reassurance, suddenly seeming far younger than usual. “If I’m brave,” she asked, tears beginning to pour down her cheeks, “Mum and Dad would be proud too?”

Mozart’s achingly sad Requiem built in Reaver’s ears as he opened his arms wide to invite Genie into a final hug. As she nestled in his arms, he said, completely truthfully, “So proud, Genie. Proud of you for ever.”
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In the dark quiet of midnight, Daisy felt oddly out of place, despite being in her own bed for the first time in months. She wished sleep would come, but instead she lay worrying – her thoughts drifting between Darren and Genie, unanswered questions swirling in her mind.

The silence was torn by the shrill ringing of her phone. Sure that she’d left it on mute, she stretched to pick it up. The moment she lifted it, she immediately dropped it again. It was painfully hot and the photo on the lock screen had been replaced with a short message written in elegantly slanted handwriting.


Miss Devlin,

Please could you arrange to be in the attic of your house at 1 a.m.? Darren wishes to converse with you.

Best regards,

M.M.

P.S. I suggest you put your phone on something fireproof and don’t charge it until morning. I may have cooked the battery a smidgen with this hypercryption message. I wouldn’t wish to explain to Darren that I’d burned your house down – I’m sure you know how he can be.



Daisy stared at the message as it melted away to be replaced by her usual wallpaper and smiled excitedly. Then she set her alarm clock for five minutes to one in the morning and carefully put her still-hot phone in an empty tea mug. After that, she lay down and let herself dream happily of seeing her little brother.

Darren stood under the hot shower and tried to shake the sense of tension that had dogged him for the last eighteen hours. He then dressed in his usual camo and a Green Day T-shirt before making his way towards the centre of the bunker. On his way, he picked up clean bedding from the white zone, as Aurora had asked, and then headed for the yellow food-prep zone where she had set up temporary home. He reached the enormous fridge that spanned the zone’s back wall and knocked on the door.

Aurora’s face poked out. “Hola, Blue. Bedding? Cool. Come on in.”

Darren’s breath steamed as he followed her into the brightly lit fridge. Chilled food, mainly comprising his steaks, had been piled against a wall. The rest of the space was now occupied by a sofa Aurora had raided from the mess hall, three lamps and a flat-screen TV that Darren suspected had until recently been hanging in Marek’s beloved Command & Control centre.

Aurora pointed to the sofa. “Go ahead and park. I’m still trying to sort out power in here, so I’m stuck with the overhead lights.”

He decided to remain standing as she took the bedclothes and disappeared through a second door into the walk-in freezer. He shifted his weight from foot to foot until she returned empty-handed.

“You’re sleeping in the freezer?” he asked.

Aurora nodded. “Yeah. The cool room is fine for chilling out, but it’s sub-zero in the freezer and for a good night’s sleep that’s just perfect!” She glanced around and pulled a face. “Just about the only good thing about this place. This room still smells of raw onions even though all I can find is your steaks. I only found out of date powdered eggs, dehydrated potatoes and a can of Spam in the food store.” She gave Darren an enquiring look. “Do you two order takeout, or what? I’m so hungry, I might eat Marek.”

“Takeaway? Uh, no,” Darren answered. “I just eat the steaks as they are.”

“What, don’t you even season them?”

“I just eat them raw.”

Aurora gave him a horrified look. “What about Marek?”

“He just eats metal powders and stuff.”

“What other stuff?”

“Umm, other powders.”

Aurora appeared stunned. “Okay… You know if there’s Mexican takeout around here or somewhere I can buy some spices and, you know, normal food? I’m seriously craving some proper cooking. Some quesadillas or something, you know? I mean, I know it’s not going to be in the same league as my Tio Michael…”

“Tio?” Darren asked.

“Uncle,” Aurora explained. “His cooking was like nothing else and half of Chicago knew it.” She looked at Darren expectantly. “So…any good Mexican takeouts?”

“Dunno,” Darren shrugged.

“I mean, it doesn’t even have to be proper Mexican. Just some rip-off Tex-Mex outlet will do.”

Darren shrugged.

Aurora let out a bear-like snort. “Okay, casting the net wider here. You’ve got to have pizza in London, right?”

“Yeah, we will have.”

“Where?”

“No idea,” Darren admitted.

Aurora’s astonished expression was accentuated by her white eyebrows rising. She raised her hands to her forehead and mimed her brain exploding. “¡Niños! Okay, I’ll have to ask Marek.”

Hoping for a change of subject, Darren looked around at the fridge walls. “The robots could probably clean this place to make it smell better. And find things. You know, mirrors and furniture and stuff?”

Aurora shook her head emphatically. “I’m not having no robots down here.”

“Why not?”

“They’ve got cameras. Nobody’s recording me while I’m kicking back. So, when do you see Daisy?”

“One in the morning.”

“That’s good, right?”

Darren nodded.

Aurora flashed her slightly fanged grin as she sat down. “Then show me those pearly white teeth of yours.”

Darren smiled, reluctantly at first and then properly, encouraged by her ongoing grin.

“That’s more like it,” she said. “It’ll be okay. You two are close, right?”

“Yeah, very.”

Aurora looked approvingly at him. “Family’s totally where it’s at.”

“I just hope she’s okay.”

Aurora nodded but had the good sense not to claim she knew Daisy would be. Prison could be rough and they both knew it. Darren looked at Aurora as she lounged, relaxed and seemingly in control, in a way he could never manage. She was, he realized, very easy to be around.

“Umm…” he said. “If she’s all right, I’ll still come back and help you find Mr Ducas. You came a long way, you know?”

Aurora looked away thoughtfully and then smiled at him. “I appreciate that. I guess that means putting up with Marek for a while.”

“Yeah, I know.” Darren felt a wave of resentment towards Marek and decided to change the subject. “What are you going to ask him?”

“Mr Ducas?” Aurora took a moment, clearly deciding how much to tell him. Then she reached for the photo she had shown Darren back in America of the four men. “What the heck. You may as well know. See the guy leaning on the jeep bonnet?”

Darren looked at the man, a broad grin on his weather-beaten face. “What about him?”

“He’s my dad, Anthony.”

“Your dad?” Darren looked again at the picture. Something about the infectious grin did look familiar. “Was he—”

“Xastris? Yeah, he worked for them. Until I came along, anyway. He met my mama during Project Helix.” She handed him a second photo of a smiling woman holding a white-haired baby. “María Valero. She was a cook in the school where they did the experiment.”

Darren processed the news slowly. “My mum was a dinner lady.”

“Wrong place, wrong time, I guess,” Aurora answered. “Mama disappeared when I was six. Xastris did it. Dad had no doubt she was dead, but he didn’t tell me for a long time. Dad went on the run with me. Sometimes in towns and sometimes in the wilderness. Sometimes in school and sometimes not. He was an ex-army ranger. He taught me all the wilderness ninja stuff. We had to keep running, see? People would post about a tall girl with white hair starting at their school on social media, or once a dentist posted on a chat board about a girl with forty-two teeth and fangs – like a bear, and, before I knew it, Dad would be putting fake plates on our SUV, and we’d be heading for the mountains.” Aurora watched him with a slight air of apprehension. “Don’t tell Marek, okay? That he was Xastris.”

Darren shrugged. “I won’t. We’re not talking much.”

“Cool, thanks. Dad never said much about his family – where he was from or what he did for Xastris. He only told me that he worked for them, just before they caught up with us on that mountain ridge.” Aurora grew quiet and reached out a hand for the photos.

“Maybe he wanted you to be ready? You know what parents are like,” Darren suggested as he handed them back.

“I thought about that,” she answered. “Or maybe he was ashamed. Leaves a question in my head about him, you know? It’s always felt good to be a Valero. But being an Ash? These days, I’m not so sure.” Aurora puffed out her cheeks. “So, I’m going to ask this Ducas what Dad knew and what Dad did. Even if it’s bad I need to hear it.” Her expression grew dark. “Then I’ll want to know who they sent to kill him and what happened to Mama.”

Darren met her eyes, a deep understanding showing on his face.

She smiled, more softly than usual. Then her expression swiftly closed. “But you’re going to be late for Daisy.” She stood and pushed him to the door. “You’d better get going!”

Darren made his way to the green zone and on to the vast ammo store where Marek stood remonstrating with a forlorn crowd of robots working on a machine as large as the Super-SQUID. The machine’s giant disc-shaped front rotated slowly.

“Honestly!” Marek waved his arms. “We’re talking about an inverted synchrotronic loop. Every nine-year-old in the land would guess you need to reverse the polarities if the particle streams are misaligned. Otto, I expected more of you!”

The robots slowly rolled, scuttled, and climbed back to work as Marek turned to Darren. He waved a hand at the new machine. “It’s a Super-SLAM. If I can find a good enough cooling source, we’ll be able to slow down large or fast-moving objects without an explosion.”

Darren didn’t respond as he looked up at the Super-SLAM. Now he knew what it was, it reminded him of the hand-held version that had exploded in mid-air above the US.

Marek continued. “If we ever find ourselves plunging to Earth again, I could Super-SQUID us here and Super-SLAM us to a halt. A lot safer than our little North American adventure.”

Darren fixed him with a glare. “I’m not doing adventures. Not with you.”

Marek shifted uncomfortably under his stare and then fixed his expression into tight-jawed defiance. “Have it your way.”

Darren pointed to the Super-SQUID. “One in the morning, right?”

Marek nodded. “I sent Daisy a personal handwritten invitation to mark the importance of the occasion.” He fired up the machine without saying anything more as Darren got in and waited. He looked at Marek expectantly.

Marek merely looked back. “How about a ‘please’?”

Darren shook his head.

Marek’s strange eyes narrowed, creating a V shape. “After all I’ve done for you?”

Darren gave a mirthless growl of a laugh as the Super-SQUID began to form its portal. “You did it all for yourself.”

He didn’t have time to see Marek’s reaction before he was engulfed in the swirling disc of light.

“Mr Reaver?”

“Go ahead, Dr Sanchez,” Reaver answered as MacTire drove him through deserted London streets.

“We’ve got another ultraion reading. Much smaller than the last one. We cross-referenced it with the others over the last year and ran some statistical models using information on the rare minerals and covert technology Masters has been smuggling. We think he’s somewhere between Russell Square and Finsbury Park stations.”

Reaver mulled over the news. “Very good, Doctor. Pull records on military and covert intelligence buildings in the area. They might have the infrastructure he’d need.”

MacTire watched him in the rear-view mirror as he cut the call. “You were right, sir.”

“I was,” Reaver agreed. “We’ll have one chance to finish Masters. No mistakes this time.” He straightened his cufflinks and looked at MacTire, green light reflecting off the inside of his sunglasses. “I’ll activate your new team. I’ll need you to be on the ground to coordinate them using that xenotechnological implant of yours.”

MacTire smiled. “Wouldn’t want to be nowhere else.”

“It means you’ll need a sniper, in case we can’t contain Devlin.”

MacTire’s expression darkened. “Ducas?”

Reaver eyed him. “You doubt him?”

“He says he didn’t hear your order during that bungee stunt when he shot Masters instead of tranquilizing one of the others.”

“You don’t believe him.”

MacTire shook his head, keeping his eyes on the road. “No, sir. I do not.”

“Neither do I, Mac,” Reaver agreed as he looked out at the dark streets. “Once Masters is down, Ducas doesn’t walk out of London alive.”

MacTire gave a satisfied smile. “I’ll do it myself.”

“Tiny!”

Darren found himself enveloped in a hug before his eyes adjusted to the attic darkness. He hugged Daisy back and felt a lump form in his throat as he listened to her sobbing. He slowly peeled her away.

“You okay, Daisy?”

“I’m, I’m…” Daisy wiped her eyes and smiled. “I’m so proud of you!”

Darren frowned. “Proud?”

Daisy nodded. “You didn’t come! I was so worried you’d try to rescue me and they’d catch you. I just wanted you safe.”

Darren shook his head. “I don’t know why you were worrying about me.”

“I always worry about you. You’re my little brother!”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t in prison. I thought…I don’t know. That you would be finding it hard and stuff.”

Daisy laughed through her tears. “Well, I was. It was horrible! But at least I knew you weren’t in prison too. I am so, so proud of you. You were so clever to stay away.”

Darren awkwardly shoved his hands in his pockets. “Umm, well…I didn’t know.”

Daisy looked confused. “You didn’t know? I was all over the news.”

Darren shrugged. “You know I don’t watch TV…and Marek didn’t tell me.”

Daisy’s mouth formed a silent “o”, but then she smiled. “Did you get angry when you found out?”

“A bit.” He looked at the floor, embarrassed, and then looked at her again. “Are you really okay, Daisy? Bleakmoor isn’t good. I remember.”

She nodded. “You’re right. It was awful, but I’m okay.”

“Promise?”

“Tiny, I promise.”

Darren felt relief flood him and he grinned. “Cool.”

She ruffled his hair. “That’s the smile I like to see! To be honest, if it hadn’t been for my lawyer I think I’d still be in there.”

Darren looked down again. “Marek hired them.”

Daisy pulled a face. “Well…okay. You know, I’m not sure about how he does things, but I guess at least he tried?”

“I suppose,” Darren said reluctantly.

“Don’t worry about it, okay? I’m out, you’re still safe. That’s what’s important,” Daisy said reassuringly, but then her expression turned serious. “Tiny?”

Darren peered at her carefully, picking up on her change of mood. “Yeah?”

She seemed uncertain and looked away. “This is going to sound odd, but I met a girl called Genie in there. We shared a cell. She was just a bit younger than you.”

Darren waited quietly as Daisy tried to find the right words to continue. He touched her arm gently to encourage her to go on.

“I really liked her – she was so helpful to me. And she’s clever, I mean really clever.” Daisy half laughed. “Sometimes it felt like she could almost read my mind.”

“So, what’s worrying you?”

Daisy looked at him seriously. “They’d sent her. Or at least someone had. To spy on me. To find out about you and Marek.”

Darren rocked backwards on his heels. “How do you know?”

“She got really upset about it and told me. She…I think…has nightmares about Marek.” She looked urgently at him. “There was one dream she had about eleven or twelve days ago. It sounded like Marek was terrified about a huge fire and not being able to help someone… You maybe?”

Darren thought back to the burning plane he had accidentally knocked out of the sky with a boulder. The timing made sense. The look on his face seemed to confirm something to Daisy. She continued. “Genie really reminds me of Marek.”

Darren thought about it. “It’s not possible. She can’t be like Marek.”

Daisy held his shoulders and levelled their eye line. “She blinks in a V shape.”

Darren looked back apprehensively. “What does she eat?”

“She’s got a special diet of milkshakes and her left hand is exactly like his. Two thumbs.”

Darren felt a cold trickling feeling spread through his body. “She can’t be like him. There’s just us – me and Marek and this girl called Aurora. Only three survivors.”

“I thought it was only two of you?”

“There was, but now there’s another. But that’s supposed to be it.” He shrugged desperately.

Daisy’s expression grew more intense. “How can you know? If there’s three, why can’t there be four?”

Darren tried to marshal his thoughts that were suddenly running everywhere like Marek’s bots when he screamed at them. “If she is, then…she has to be Marek’s sister.”

Daisy pulled a face. “I think that’s unlikely. I mean, she’s Black.”

Darren shook his head. “No, that’s not it. Not that kind of sister. A sister because of the experiment. Project Helix.”

Daisy looked frustrated. “You never told me what they did, Darren. I don’t understand.”

“I did tell you. Dangerous DNA stuff,” Darren said. “I’m not good at explaining that kind of thing.”

Daisy tipped her head and held his gaze. “Darren, this is me. You’re better at explaining than you think. Now, tell me.”

Darren looked at her and recognized her expression from all the times she’d made him explain himself when no one else could. He felt like his stomach was falling away as he realized the inevitability of where this conversation was heading.

“Daisy, don’t, please.”

She just watched him intently with the loving determination that always broke through his resolve in the end.

He sighed. “They made a virus that can stick new DNA inside someone. They did it at some schools to make the kids brighter and stronger and stuff.”

Daisy looked horrified. “Without telling anyone?”

“Yeah. Xastris, that’s who did Project Helix, are totally super-secret. But, uh, yeah…it all went wrong.”

“I remember you saying,” Daisy said, encouraging him to continue.

Darren nodded. “So, they stopped. Problem is, Mum was at one of the schools. You know, when she was a dinner lady. Marek’s mum must have been too and the new girl, Aurora… Yeah, her mum was a school cook. They got the virus in them—”

“While they were pregnant,” Daisy finished for him. She looked faintly nauseous. She thought for a moment. “But what DNA were they putting in?”

He shrugged, unwilling to continue.

“Darren!” she said sternly.

“Different creatures.” He looked at her, unsure of what her reaction would be. “Marek’s nineteen per cent alien.”

“Alien?” Daisy said, her voice rising in surprise.

Darren nodded. “He really is. The Roswell alien, he thinks.”

“You’re not joking?”

“No joke.”

“And you’re sure? Aliens exist?”

“Totally, totally sure. It’s why he’s so bright and a bit messed up. You know, in the head and not eating normal stuff.”

Daisy’s eyes became contemplative. “Just like Genie.”

Darren nodded.

“Yeah, and I don’t know how Marek’s going to feel about that, you know? He doesn’t think there are any more of us and he doesn’t get family. Like, not at all.”

Daisy processed the news, shaking her head slowly. “That’s just so messed up. They… Did you say Xastris?”

“Yeah.”

“Xastris are using someone with abilities like Marek to catch him.”

“I guess so.”

She looked determined. “He needs to know.”

“He won’t believe me,” Darren said and a small voice added in the back of his head and he wouldn’t tell me if it was the other way around.

Daisy ran her hands through her hair. “How did he know? I mean, that he’s alien.”

“DNA testing, like, a hair or something,”

“Stay here,” Daisy said and disappeared down the attic ladder. Darren padded to the trapdoor and hung upside-down through the hole. From his vantage point, he could see the closed door of his parents’ bedroom. His sensitive ears picked up the sound of his mum’s rhythmic snore in between his father’s occasional elephantine snorting. The familiar absurdity of the sound made him smile at the same time as making him achingly sad. He wanted to drop down and see them. To apologise to them for all the trouble he’d caused. For making them worry about Daisy. For everything. He wanted to tell them that he loved them and missed them. He wondered, as he hung there, whether they would still love him after everything that had happened. Would they love him if they knew what he was about to admit to Daisy?

Her door creaked as she opened it and Darren withdrew before she saw him. He watched her climb while an anxious dread built in his chest.

Daisy looked pleased with herself. “Here,” she said, handing him a handkerchief. “Genie cried on it. There’ll be some DNA.”

Darren slid the hanky into his pocket. “Cheers.” He jabbed a thumb behind him. “I think Marek will SQUID me in a minute.”

“Hold on!” Daisy said, the determined expression returning to her face. “If Marek is part alien, what about you and this girl?”

The anxiety grew in Darren’s chest as he delayed the moment of truth. “Aurora is seventeen per cent sabre-toothed polar bear.”

Daisy frowned. “Never heard of those.”

“Neither had I until a couple of weeks ago. Xastris found one buried in Arctic ice. Marek said other scientists don’t know about them.”

Daisy was looking at Darren intently now, as though she was seeing him for the first time. “Okay… So, what about you?”

Darren looked back at her as anxiety crept out of his chest into his neck, constricting his throat so that he could hardly speak and forcing his head down until all he could see was the dusty wooden floor.

He felt a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Tiny?”

“They, umm…” he said, his mouth almost too dry to speak at all. “They made me…” He forced his head up to meet her worried gaze. “They… I’m…”

Daisy’s free hand brushed his cheek. Her expression said anything you say is okay, but he knew it wasn’t. The shame of telling her piled onto his powerful shoulders, making him bend. He tried to turn his face away, but she held it with a gentle firmness he didn’t dare break in case it was the last time she touched him so tenderly. In case the truth that he was not completely her brother, that he was instead something monstrous, changed everything between them. He would have run away if he could, but it was too late. Daisy knew from how he was acting that the truth was terrible. He had no choice now, but to confess.

“I’m twenty-one per cent monster.”

Her hands froze as he said it, allowing him to look away and take a step backwards, his face burning with shame. Then Daisy’s arms were around him, holding him in a wordless embrace as warm and tight as any she had ever given him. Love seemed to radiate out of her as they hugged in silence, evaporating the anxiety and shame from inside him. He hugged her back in the darkness and let himself cry.





[image: Img]

The moment he returned, Darren made his way to the Command & Control centre where Marek was working, his narrow back set squarely to the door. Darren went to call to him, but found he had no words to say. Too many thoughts and feelings were doing battle in his head, so instead he went to his room and rolled into the comforting shadows under his bed.

He tried to process the last few hours. Just a day ago, everything had been certain. He’d stood on a ship’s deck knowing that he had to save Daisy and that his friendship with Marek was over. Now, it turned out Marek had managed to get Daisy released and even Daisy thought rescuing her would have been the wrong thing to do. He thought back to his nine days of rages on the freighter and to the moment he had come within a centimetre of punching an agent with enough force to snap a tree. Those rages were just fragments in his memory – moments of blindness when he lost his humanity too much to even remember them fully until the next rage. His lack of control was why Marek hadn’t told him about Daisy and why, now, his friendship with the part-alien boy was in tatters.

“You’ve got to do better,” Darren told himself out loud. “I don’t know how, but you’ve got to.”

He rolled out from under his bed. Marek needed to know about this girl, Genie. He had no idea how Marek might react, but his gut told him it wouldn’t be good. He suddenly wished he and Marek trusted each other as they had a couple of months ago. Persuading Marek and keeping him balanced was going to be almost impossible from within the ruins of their friendship, but the existence of Genie was huge. He looked at his reflection in the mirror and promised himself he wouldn’t fail.

Marek was working at his table. He watched Darren from across the Command & Control centre and said, in a tone that made it clear he didn’t care either way, “Did you and Daisy have a nice little natter?”

Darren approached and rested his hands on the table opposite him. “There’s something you need to do.”

“Oh, is there?” Marek said, his anger from their earlier conversation still palpable. “I think you’ll find, Darren, I only do things for myself. So, the answer is no!”

Darren took a breath and rubbed his eyes. The conversation with Daisy had left him exhausted. Otto, the mini-robot, stopped mending another robot on the table and turned its camera in his direction with what Darren guessed was the robot equivalent of curiosity. He dug deep inside, making himself find the energy for the conversation ahead, and pulled out the handkerchief from his pocket. “It’s not for me. It’s for you.”

Marek glanced at the cloth. “Your sister’s?”

Darren nodded. “You need to DNA test it.”

Marek rolled his eyes. “Why?”

Darren couldn’t imagine trying to explain. “Just test it and you’ll know better than if I tell you.”

“No.”

“Just trust me on this, okay?”

Marek folded his arms. “Actually, I don’t trust you, Darren. Would you like to know why?” He brought up a web page on his main screen. “Social media feeds from the King’s Cross area and London commuters. These video posts here are showing a ‘demon of St Pancras’ heard howling from the rooftops. These ones are talking about a yellow-eyed ghostly figure, of about your size, seen jumping between buildings and seeming to disappear. The King’s Cross Ghost, they call it. Here, we have a hazy video of ‘a blue-haired zombie demon’ dressed head to foot in camo.” He pointed to the furthest posts. “And here, bless you, Darren, they speak of an angel that materialized from thin air and saved a homeless man from a beating. Care to explain?”

“Me?” Darren asked in disbelief.

“Yes, you. Tell me, did you feel like doing a spot of superheroing to pass those winter evenings? Never mind that we’re supposed to be keeping a low profile!”

Darren shook his head. “I don’t know anything about that. I just go and get some air.”

“Roaring from the rooftops?” Marek asked pointedly.

“I was upset!”

“Protecting the homeless?”

“He was being beaten up!”

“If all these people were using the same hashtag, you’d be trending already and Xastris would find us in a heartbeat!”

“I didn’t know!”

Marek folded his arms. “You didn’t worry about me not knowing you were putting the security of our home at risk, did you? It’s a little different when you don’t tell me something!”

“It wasn’t like that!”

“Well,” Marek said, “perhaps you can see why I DON’T TRUST YOU!”

Darren put the handkerchief down on the table, closed his eyes and rubbed his hands through his hair.

“Marek, I’m sorry. I mucked up, but you have to test this!”

Marek’s eyes narrowed to razor-thin angled slits. “I don’t have to do anything.”

Darren opened his mouth, but then closed it again. He had no idea what to say. In the silence, a scuttling noise caught Darren’s ear. Otto picked up the hanky and turned its camera towards Marek.

Marek glared at his favourite robot. “What?!”

Otto inclined its camera slightly in a strange imitation of a shrug.

Marek’s eyes flared with anger. “Really? You want to test it?”

Otto lifted two claws and pulled the cloth tight.

Marek shouted at his favourite robot. “You choose now to decide things for yourself? You trust Darren? On what logical evidence?”

Otto didn’t respond in any way that Darren could understand, but instead scuttled and then bounced its way out of the room.

“Et tu, Otto!” Marek shouted after it. “Judas! Traitor!”

Marek turned his ire towards Darren. “GET OUT!”

Darren hesitated, but left.

Reaver stood in the control room of Warehouse Thirteen as Dr Sanchez briefed MacTire and Ducas. The two soldiers stood apart, the tension between them infecting the mood of the entire warehouse. Commander Khan, Team Delta Leader, stood behind the two soldiers, watching them apprehensively.

Sanchez was standing in front of the main screen. “The social media reports were the last piece of the jigsaw. The sightings put Devlin near King’s Cross. Out towards Finsbury Park is the Elysium 4C nuclear bunker – exact location unknown. It was decommissioned after the Berlin Wall came down and the entrance was concreted over back in 1992.” He pointed to a satellite map on the big screen. “Devlin is most likely using an interdimensional portal. This accounts for the low-level ultraion bursts we’ve measured. His exit and entry point is somewhere in this network of rail bridges.”

MacTire approached the screen and studied it. “What about Aurora Valero?”

“No sign of her and no sign of Devlin either since Masters got back to England.”

MacTire turned to look at Reaver, his bionic eye glinting in the light of the surrounding screens. “Our best option is to kettle them into an alley. Limit their escape options and then bring them down where they don’t have manoeuvrability.”

“Agreed.” Reaver glanced at Ducas. “I want Mac’s new team to test itself. You’re there to control things. Keep Devlin at ground level. No kill shots. Team Delta will maintain a perimeter to stop civilians or law enforcement getting in the way.”

Ducas studied the screen. “These warehouses should work as a sniper position. I can move roof to roof if they escape. I’ll scope it out tonight.” He looked back towards Reaver. “What if we don’t get both Devlin and Valero outside at once?”

“We will,” Reaver answered. “We just have to be patient. But first, we insert Genie.”

“How do we do that?” Sanchez asked.

Reaver smiled knowingly, his mind replaying the video of Genie’s recent conversation with Daisy. “We don’t have to do anything.”

Darren lay under his bed, waiting for the DNA results. As morning approached, he heard something bouncing and then scuttling down the passage to his room. Otto appeared and stood still, watching him with its one camera eye. Darren took the hint and rolled out into his room. He waited while Otto climbed the wall and then dropped in beach ball form to gain enough speed to bounce away up the passage. He followed the robot all the way to the Command & Control centre where Marek stood working, as usual, with his back to the entrance.

“Marek?” Darren asked as he stopped in the doorway.

Marek stiffened at the sound of his name, but continued working.

Darren advanced a step. “What did the test say?”

Marek slowly turned to look at him, still seething with suppressed fury. “I have absolutely no idea and I really don’t care.”

“But, Marek—”

“But nothing!”

“Marek, just read the results, okay?”

Marek tapped his keyboard petulantly. “What, these?” he asked. The image on the big screen changed to what Darren assumed were the DNA results. “There you go, read them yourself!” Marek sneered without looking at the screen.

Darren bit back his frustration, but at that moment Aurora entered the Command & Control centre.

“Any reason why your Otto sent some smug-looking robot to fetch me?” she asked, pointing at Marvin, who had rolled in on its tracks behind her and fixed her with its single camera tilted at a supercilious angle. “I said ‘no robots’!”

From the state of her, Marvin seemed to have woken Aurora up. Her normally straight hair looked like she’d been dragged through a hedge backwards.

“There was no reason for them to disturb you. No reason at all!” Marek snapped.

Aurora yawned and looked up at the big screen. “So, who’s almost sixteen per cent alien?”

Marek froze at Aurora’s words, his face an expressionless mask as he took in the data. After an agonizingly slow minute, he shook his head. “No.”

He turned back to his keyboard and continued to type.

Darren approached him carefully. “Marek, Xastris sent a girl called Genie to spy on Daisy. It’s her DNA.”

Marek shook his head, but didn’t turn around. “No. Impossible,” he said in a strangely calm tone.

Aurora looked between them. “There’s another skinny alien kid?”

Darren shrugged. “Yeah, I think so.”

Something seemed to snap inside Marek. “NO!” he shouted and turned around, his arms held rigid at his sides, fists balled. “IMPOSSIBLE!”

“I sure hope so,” Aurora said as she leaned against the wall of the entrance. “Can you imagine two Mareks?”

Marek furiously brought up new data on screens around the room. He pointed at one and stared at Darren. “See? See? These are Xastris’s own records. Look at this one. ‘There were fifty-one children changed by Project Helix.’ Now, look at this one; ‘The only survivors of the school experiments are Marek Masters, Darren Devlin and, it is believed, Aurora María Ash-Valero’.” He waved a hand to encompass the room. “We three are all that is left of the experiment!”

“But, Marek—”

“NO!”

“The DNA is there and Daisy said this Genie girl has a hand like yours and eyes like yours and…she can read minds or something.”

“Absurd!” Marek slammed a palm on the table, sending Otto and his other bots scurrying for cover. “It doesn’t make sense! I don’t want—” He paused, breathing hard and took a puff of his inhaler. “I can’t have—”

“Made a mistake?” Aurora asked.

Marek’s face grew ugly with anger. “What would you know about it? I am the most intelligent being ever to call this sad rock of a planet home and I DO NOT make mistakes!”

Aurora pointed at the screens. “Computer says you did.”

Marek looked again at the results, shaking his head as he did so. Then he swept from the room. “I need more information,” he muttered to himself. “Better information.”

Darren followed him out. “Marek!”

Marek turned to face him. “LEAVE ME ALONE!” he screamed and ran towards the green zone. Darren heard the telltale sound of Marek leaving the bunker using the Super-SQUID. He returned to the Command & Control centre where Aurora had now picked up a mini-robot and was tapping its underside curiously while it struggled to free itself from her grasp.

“Where’s Marek?”

“Gone out.”

“Where?”

“Dunno.”

“How long for?”

“Not sure.”

“You really studied hard for that test, Blue.” She looked up at the screen, placing the robot upside down on the table where Otto helped it right itself. “What do you think ‘evidence of triple helix cage formation and Helix anchor codons in the genetic code’ means?”

Darren went to answer that he didn’t know, but then stopped as he realized something. “Aurora?”

“What?”

“You can read!”

Aurora gave him a quizzical look. “Well, duh! Of course I can read. I’m not stupid.”

Darren blushed crimson and left the room. He didn’t know why he’d assumed Aurora, like him, would be unable to read just because she had animal DNA. It was a timely reminder of his unique monstrous failings.

His rages had caused Marek not to trust him and his inability to explain things had contributed to Marek simply leaving on his own, with no need of his help. It was hard to see how things could get worse. I have to sort it, he thought to himself.

In the end, there was another member of Helix 51 out there. From what Daisy had said, it sounded as if they were being used by Xastris and didn’t like it. They needed help. He couldn’t see Aurora helping unless he could somehow persuade her and he didn’t know if Marek was going to be able to deal with what he’d learned. Darren took a deep breath and wondered where on Earth to start.
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In the north of Norway where the sun had not risen fully for months, a lone woman made her way towards a cabin covered in deep snow. Shrouded in trees, the house was not marked on any map or visible from the air. It was hardly remembered and never visited. The perfect place, if you didn’t die getting there in the depths of a harsh Scandinavian winter, to pretend to be dead.

The woman waded through the drifts towards the cabin, scanning the snowy terrain for signs of danger and let herself in. She walked past a scattering of her meagre equipment to the small stove and lit it, warming her numb hands over the flame, and allowed herself to relax. Only then, with a sickening feeling in her stomach, did she sense that someone was standing behind her. She waited, as fear colder than the world outside crept through her, for the inevitable click of a pistol being readied to fire. Then the person spoke.

“Hello, Nanny.”

Miss Inghart let out a breath of realization and forced herself to look calm as she turned and smiled at the teenager standing opposite her, dressed in a Gieves & Hawkes suit.

“It’s so good to see you, Marek!”

He did not smile back. “Don’t play with me.”

Miss Inghart glanced around the room. Marek seemed to be alone and only armed with his strange torch-like device and phone.

“I wouldn’t try anything,” he advised. Although outwardly calm, she knew him well enough to sense that his emotions were stormy. She raised her hands a little to indicate she understood. There was nothing more dangerous than Marek when he was emotional. Nothing in the entire world.

“Why would I try anything? I’m relieved to see you,” she said, adopting the soft tone she’d used as his nanny many years ago.

“Relieved I’m not an Xastris assassin?” Marek asked. “I assure you, I am able to do exactly what they would. There is at this moment an insect-sized robot somewhere in your clothing. Its sting carries enough toxin to kill you.”

“I believe you,” she said, her skin crawling at the thought of the unseen robot. “You always think of everything.”

Marek ignored her flattery. “Xastris still believe you’re dead. I read it in your file. I imagine the body the police found was stolen from a morgue?”

Miss Inghart smiled with genuine relief. “Yes. You gave me the whole idea, you know. Let them poison me so that they wouldn’t suspect I’d faked it.”

Marek studied her. A vague shadow of the emotional storm below the surface played over his face. “You are very good at faking. My entire life for instance.”

Miss Inghart shook her head. “That wasn’t my idea. That was—”

“Uncle Nathan?” Marek suggested.

She nodded enthusiastically. “Reaver gave me no choice!”

Marek waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t even try to rewrite our personal history. I think you really enjoyed the lie.” He wiped a hand over his face and his demeanour changed suddenly, becoming cooler and more controlled. “How did you survive their poison? Did you take the antidote beforehand?”

Miss Inghart shook her head, relieved to change the subject from her own deceit. “No, you can’t do that. They use too many different ones, so I bugged the room and got Reaver to say which he was using.” She paused, trying to guess what Marek’s reaction would be to her answer. “Then Mr Ducas shot me with the correct antidote dart from the house behind after Reaver made me drink the poison.”

A ripple of emotion passed through Marek at the sound of Ducas’s name. “So, he only stays in Xastris to keep you alive and shoot me dead.” His lip curled. “Pity he’s such an accurate shot.”

“I was dead for two minutes.” Miss Inghart risked a wry raised eyebrow. “Not quite as spectacular as being dead for a week, like you were.”

Marek’s strange eyes narrowed. “No, I imagine not…but I don’t remember you shedding any tears at my funeral. It would have been difficult since you weren’t there. So, let’s not pretend there is anything between us except lies and Xastris.”

Miss Inghart raised her hands again to calm him and tried to change the subject. “You found out their name then? Well done. Intelligence agencies know less than you.”

Marek’s jaw tightened as his seething emotions resurfaced. He hardly moved his lips as he spoke. “Oh, I’ve found out many things. I’ll keep digging and hacking until I know it all. I’ve destroyed their operations across half the globe and I won’t stop until I have hunted each and every one of them down and made them scream for mercy!”

“I’m sure you won’t,” Miss Inghart assured him, hoping her soothing tone would calm him. He was shaking with fury now. She remembered the horrific tantrums that had dominated his younger years before he learned some basic control of his emotions.

Marek stepped towards her, his back tense and straight as a wave of controlled fury seemed to build inside him. “I am willing to do you a deal. I will take my revenge on you, I promise you that, but I am willing to leave your fate to the end of my crusade. To let you have your chance for a few years of freedom, if Xastris don’t find you first.”

Miss Inghart found herself leaning back, away from Marek despite the stove behind her. “I deserve your vengeance, Marek. I know that.”

Marek stood centimetres away from her, his strange, black eyes like two voids of unknowable depth. “But you’ll have to earn your chance to hide,” he explained.

Miss Inghart shrank away as best she could. “Anything. What do you want?”

Marek’s answer was short. “Information.”

Darren tried to spend the day under his bed but found he couldn’t settle. Unwilling to go out now that he knew about the social media rumours, he lolloped continually around the bunker, scattering robots as he went. The situation he was in tumbled around his head. He couldn’t stop thinking about Genie and all that her existence might mean for Marek and Helix 51.

“Hey, slow down!” Aurora stepped out in front of him.

“Oh, hi,” he said as he skidded past her and came to a halt.

“Not being funny, but does this place have a front door?”

“Umm, no.”

“Back door?”

“No.”

“Trapdoor?”

“No doors.”

Aurora frowned irritably. “So, how do you get out?”

“I SQUID out.”

Aurora looked surprised. “You can SQUID too?”

“Sort of. Only to one place, though.”

“Okay, you need to SQUID me out.”

Darren pulled a face. “We should wait for night. Less chance of being seen. I’ll need to come out too, so I can let you back in.”

Aurora waved a finger. “I’m not coming back.”

“You’re leaving?”

Aurora rose up to her full height. “Of course I’m leaving! You said we’d be out looking for Ducas, but all we’ve done is hide out here in Weird Science Central with a bunch of robots.”

“But where will you go?”

Aurora leaned forward and glared. “I don’t need to know where. I just have to go, okay?”

“Umm, Marek will probably be back soon,” Darren ventured.

“Is that supposed to make me sit tight here? I thought you guys were some kind of team. ‘Family’, that’s what you said.” Aurora threw her arms up dramatically. “But all you two do is fight and you don’t even fight like boys normally do. You know, like one day throwing punches and the next day playing baseball like nothing happened? No, you two really work on staying annoyed with each other. And now there’s going to be a Skinny 2.0 round here? No way.” She fixed him with a firm, bear-like gaze. “I’m not staying.”

Darren sighed. “It’s a bad idea.”

Aurora smiled. “I’m sorry. I really am, but it’s my idea and I like it.”

Darren stared at her, as he had done when they’d first met. “Can you just stay a few days?”

Aurora shook her head. “No reason to.”

“There is. There’s Genie.”

“What about her?”

“She’s like us.”

Aurora gave her bear growl of a laugh. “Like family? Like your Helix 51 idea? That’s in your head and nowhere else.”

“No,” Darren said. “It’s not. She’s alone, like us. We have to help her.”

Aurora looked unimpressed. “Polar bears are loners, my friend. Like Alien-Boy said.”

“But we are friends, aren’t we?” Darren said, tipping his head Otto-style.

Aurora pulled a reluctant face. “Sure.”

“So, give your friend a few days because he wants to help somebody?”

Aurora looked unconvinced. “A lot of grass grows in a few days.”

Darren grinned. “Not this time of year.”

Aurora laughed.

Darren pressed his advantage. “Genie might even know something about the guys in that photo.”

Aurora looked thoughtful. “You’re thinking we bust her out?”

“If Marek hasn’t, then yeah.”

Aurora sighed and looked at the ceiling. “How does three days sound?”

To Darren it sounded like a start. “Three days. Yeah, cool!”

Miss Inghart sat and placed her hands palms down on the kitchen table. Marek remained standing and watched her, a disdainful expression on his face.

She tried to look unsure. “I don’t know what information you need. There’s so much and I can’t tell you everything. Xastris are careful about who knows what.”

Marek nodded slightly. “I am entirely aware of that. That’s why you get to hide for a while longer. I will have more questions in the future. Please don’t mistake that for mercy. We both know that’s not my style and please don’t try to hide from me. I will always be able to find you. You see, the atomic signature of every particle in your body was very slightly changed when I caught you with that QUIET bomb on the night Darren beat the XCEL. If I have access to a satellite, I can find you in a matter of minutes.”

Miss Inghart simply nodded and waited, wondering what had thrown Marek so badly that he’d sought out help.

Marek steadied himself. “Genie.”

Miss Inghart felt, for the second time in minutes, cold fear crystallizing inside her. So, it had happened.

Marek nodded as he saw her reaction. “You met this Genie?”

Miss Inghart shook her head. “No. I never met her, but I was in contact with her care team. We exchanged notes. Compared how you and she were similar and…how you were different.”

Marek’s expression didn’t change. “How old?”

Miss Inghart thought for a second. “She’d be twelve now. The youngest Helix child.”

From nowhere, Marek slammed a hand down on the table. “That’s impossible!”

Miss Inghart raised her hands to placate him and tried to keep her tone even. “I’m sorry, Marek. I’m just telling you what I know. You like facts and that, I promise, is a fact.”

Marek’s body and voice shook with fury. “A file I hacked said that there were fifty-one children changed by Project Helix. Another file said only three of the children survived the school experiments.”

Miss Inghart frowned. “Three?”

Marek nodded and watched her think.

“Aurora Valero?” she asked.

“Yes.” Marek leaned against the table and stared at her. “But I have her, and she is certainly not almost sixteen per cent alien. So, you see, there cannot be a fourth child and how could the child be twelve years old? The school experiments were finished well before then.”

“But, Marek,” Miss Inghart said, stopping herself before she said you’ve made a mistake. She looked at the boy in front of her, still dangerously emotional, and changed tack. “The two pieces of information you had were not the whole picture. Project Helix happened in two parts. Fifty children were changed by the school experiments. Those experiments finished shortly after we found you, aged two, in a Polish hospital that had been treating you for over a year. The doctors had worked out a diet for you and were trying to correct your hands. They were bemused by your ability to heal quickly, undoing all their work, and that you could already fix machines.” She smiled warmly. “But we knew what you were.”

“So,” Marek said, his lip curling at her smile. “Genie came from a second experiment?”

Miss Inghart shook her head. “Genie was the second experiment. Her mother was an Xastris Councillor in charge of Division Five – they run all the science programmes. She was the one who developed the HELIX virus in the first place from a xenovirus they recovered from the Roswell alien. She wanted to create another you, but they knew it was dangerous. So, she volunteered to be the guinea pig. It ruined her health so badly that they never tried it again. The second part of Project Helix came to an end with only Genie to show for it.”

Marek shook his head. “Another me? I bet that didn’t work.”

Miss Inghart tipped her head a little. “No, not quite. Genie is…different to you. Very different.”

“Of course she’s different!” Marek snapped. “You humans are so arrogant. You think you can stick genes together like LEGO bricks and know what result you’ll get?”

“Arrogant? Maybe.” Miss Inghart sighed. “She is special, though. She’s like the head to your tails. You can put ideas into people’s minds. She can take thoughts out.” She looked at Marek carefully. “And, we had a rule.”

Marek’s eyes narrowed. “A rule?”

“The alien ship that crash-landed at Roswell – it was an escape pod from a larger ship that broke up in the Earth’s atmosphere and scattered wreckage over a huge area. Xastris have been secretly searching for the debris for decades. With the alien technology they found, if it was broken, I gave it to you, and you’d fix it with human technology. But if the technology was working – then it went to Genie.”

Marek looked offended. “Why?”

Miss Inghart shook her head. “It’s hard to put it into words. It’s like she understands the tech. She knows what it wants to do and helps it work properly. It’s so strange.”

For the first time, Marek looked away from Miss Inghart, his expression confused. She didn’t dare breathe as she watched him process the information. He seemed, suddenly, uncertain.

He didn’t make eye contact as he asked, “Was it the same kind of alien?”

Miss Inghart’s mind raced and realization dawned. This, finally, was a way to keep Marek off balance and possibly, just possibly, a reason why he might need her for more than information. She softened her voice as much as she could. “Marek, dear. Roswell only ever had one alien. We’ve never found another.”

Marek made flickering eye contact and looked away. His thin body seemed suddenly gangly and awkward. “The alien genetic sample you used…”

Miss Inghart smiled warmly. “The sample was identical in the school experiments and the second experiment.”

Marek kept looking down, his anger mixing with another emotion that seemed to trouble him more.

“Yes, Marek,” Miss Inghart said in a soft whisper. “She’s your sister.”

Marek flinched at the words but said nothing.

Miss Inghart continued. “This could be amazing for you, but it could mean even more for her.” She risked standing up slowly and added, “Genie needs you, Marek. She needs a brother.”

Marek shook his head, his eyes still fixed on the floor. “Don’t be silly.”

“Marek,” Miss Inghart pressed gently. “Remember your hamster, Marjorie? How quickly you loved her and how hard you found that? But I helped you, didn’t I, with those human feelings? I can help you again.”

Marek raised his eyes to meet her and stared both intensely at her and as though he was looking straight through her. His expression anguished, he raised his torch-like device and created a swirling disc of colour. The next moment he was gone.
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Darren was woken by the sound of the Super-SQUID’s deep rhythmic pulsing becoming more and more rapid until it reached a consistent roar and then died away to nothing. He rolled out from under his bed and lolloped to find Marek already in the Command & Control centre. Robots were adding a vast array of gadgets to a pile on the table. Marek was examining them one by one. Most he discarded, but some he squirrelled away in the many pockets of his jacket.

“Marek!”

Marek didn’t respond. Instead, he picked up a long glass tube that radiated green light at his touch and held it up. Muttering something, he pocketed it.

“MAREK!” Darren repeated as Aurora entered and came to a halt beside him. Her large shadow cast the table into semi-darkness.

Marek looked at her. “Do you mind? You’re in my light.”

“Where’ve you been?” Darren asked.

“What do you care?” Marek snapped.

“Of course I care!” Darren answered.

Marek raised a disbelieving eyebrow. “Only because your sister told you to!”

“No—” Darren said, but then dried up, unsure what to say.

Aurora muttered something under her breath, but said nothing as Marek continued to pack gadgets. They watched him until he finally tutted and looked at the ceiling. “I’m going to bring her here… Happy now?”

“But…” Daren said.

“But what?” Marek asked through gritted teeth.

“What if it’s a trap?”

A look of fury spread over Marek’s face. “Of course it’s a trap! It’s a trap with the word ‘TRAP’ written all over it in big, red letters!”

“You need to be careful,” Darren said, taking a step forward.

“Careful? Careful?! Is that what you’d do? When it was your sister in prison you wanted to go up there and knock down some walls with no planning at all. I was careful for you.” Marek jabbed himself in the chest with a long finger. “I came up with a plan to have a lawyer free Daisy. A plan that meant Xastris would leave her alone because they thought I controlled you. It meant she could go home. It meant your parents wouldn’t be next to be kidnapped. But do you see that? NO! YOU SEE ONLY WHAT YOU WISH TO SEE! Now it’s my—” Marek stopped suddenly, breathing hard. He looked agonized, his fury melting away.

“Your what?” Darren asked, unsure what to make of what he was seeing.

Sweat appeared on Marek’s pallid brow. He exhaled forcefully, took a puff from his inhaler, and then continued. “Now that it’s someone who…shares my specific xenogenetic heritage, it’s different.”

He stood silent, looking down at the table. Darren gave Aurora a questioning look. Fortunately, she seemed to know what he was saying. A look of interest was spreading across her face. “You’ve got a sister!”

Marek nodded and put down the gadget he was holding. He wiped the sweat from his forehead. “They made her using the same alien parent I have. If I just leave her—” He dried up, unable to finish whatever thought or feeling was dominating his mind.

Aurora was giving Marek a strange look, as though she was seeing him properly for the first time.

Darren approached him carefully. “We’ll help, yeah? From what Daisy said, it sounds like she’s not happy with Xastris. Maybe she’d be happier with us – with you, yeah?”

Marek looked at him, a resentful pleading in his eyes. “If you want…I suppose.”

Aurora approached the table and grinned. “So, we’d better get going and bust this girl out.”

“You?” Marek asked. “Why would you help? All you ever do is mock me.”

Aurora nodded thoughtfully. “You are totally mockable, but if you’re bringing your sister back here you’ll need a girl around. I told Blue I’d stay a few days.”

“Umm…” Darren added. “Genie knows I’m okay because of what Daisy told her or something. So, I could get her to come while you do the tech stuff?”

Marek looked between the two of them. “Really?”

Darren patted him carefully on the arm. “Yeah. It’s a family thing. Have you got a Plan A?”

After a night spent planning, Darren, Marek, and Aurora stood in the vast ammo store and watched a TV screen that showed the juvenile exercise yard at Bleakmoor Prison. The picture faded in and out as Marek worked to adapt his hack to the prison’s cybersecurity, which he grudgingly described as “surprisingly sophisticated”. Prisoners came and went, in ones and twos, to exercise by walking around the yard in depressing circles for half an hour before being shepherded back inside by the four guards. The tedium of the prison routine was etched on every face.

“Watching this lot almost makes me regret my less than legal activities,” Marek commented as he watched them. His mood had improved hugely since they had agreed on what was, for him, an exceedingly simple plan that they had named “SQUID and grab”.

“There she is!” Aurora said as a thin Black girl with short, tightly-curled hair entered the yard.

Darren squinted to see her more clearly, but her face was angled down. “How do you know it’s her?”

“She’s got her name printed on the back of her top.”

Darren winced and said nothing. Fortunately, Marek was too absorbed by the sight of his sister to follow their exchange. His lips moved wordlessly for a while as Genie walked around the yard, her arms hugged around herself revealing a bandage on her left hand.

Aurora frowned at the image. “She’s hanging there like bait.”

“Yeah,” Darren answered, “I wonder what they’ll hit us with.”

Aurora looked thoughtful. “Only one way to find out.”

Marek tore his eyes away from the screen and composed himself before looking at Aurora. “So, you’re ready?”

“Always!” Aurora said, grinning broadly enough to show most of her forty-two teeth, and walked to the Super-SQUID. A few seconds later, she appeared on screen in the exercise yard and immediately ran at the closest guard to Genie. She grabbed him and unceremoniously bundled him towards the yard entrance.

With a surge of adrenaline, Darren stepped into the Super-SQUID and found himself in the yard, watching Aurora lift up the guard and toss him through the entrance before pulling the door to the prison block shut. He roared and ran at the two remaining guards, ducking a spurt of pepper spray from one and knocking both to the floor.

He turned to find Genie standing ten metres away, her back against a wall. She watched him with a mix of apprehension and curiosity. “You’re Darren,” she said.

“Yeah.” Darren wasn’t sure what reaction he’d expected, but Genie seemed remarkably unfazed by his sudden appearance. This wasn’t true of the other prisoners in the yard, who were running this way and that – some screaming with fear while others seemed to be enjoying the chaos.

“Daisy sent me!” Darren shouted.

Genie stood frozen, looking between him and Aurora, who was leaning against the entrance door shouting, “Sorry guys, door’s stuck!” to the guards trying to push their way through.

Darren’s sensitive ears picked up the sound of running from within the prison. An alarm sounded. He wasn’t sure how long they had before other guards arrived, possibly through other entrances.

Then Genie was running quickly towards him. He held out his hand and sprinted towards her as a door in the wall opened and two guards piled through, blocking Genie’s path. One lunged at her, his burly arms stretched wide, but Genie anticipated his move and slipped under his attempted tackle. The second guard had more luck. He managed to grab Genie’s wrist, twisting her round as she ran, but a moment later he crumpled under the force of Darren’s punch. Darren stepped past the prone man, shaking off one of the guards he’d floored moments earlier who had jumped on his back and pulled Genie towards him. She grabbed Darren and pushed his head down as more pepper spray shot centimetres above him. He immediately felt the familiar sensation of the Super-SQUID portal bursting into life beside him. Genie looked at it, an expression of wonder on her face as she took in the swirling colours. For a second, she resisted being pulled towards it, but then another three guards entered the yard. She glanced at them and then allowed Darren to guide her through, back to the bunker’s ammo store. Aurora appeared behind them as the portal shut down.

Genie rested her hands on her knees. “Scary!”

Darren grinned. “Yeah, a bit. Thanks for saving me from the pepper spray.”

Genie stood up. “Oh, that’s okay. Daisy sent you?” She smiled when Darren nodded. “Is she all right?”

“Yeah, she is.”

Genie looked relieved. She looked around her and took in the giant room. “No windows.”

“We’re underground,” Aurora explained.

Genie spun around to look at her. Her eyes widened as she took in Aurora’s full height. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

Aurora let one white eyebrow rise. “Okay, good to know. I’m Aurora María Ash-Valero.”

Genie gave a huge smile. “Seventeen per cent sabre-toothed polar bear!”

Aurora frowned. “How’d you know that?”

Genie gave a wry smile. “Oh, it’s dead easy to see.”

As Genie turned away to gaze at the ceiling again, Aurora raised a second eyebrow in Darren’s direction.

It was only then that Darren realized Marek wasn’t there. “We should go find Marek.”

Genie’s expression turned apprehensive at the sound of his name. “Oh…okay.”

Aurora fell into step behind them as Darren led the way. Genie was almost as slight as Marek and her eyes were eerily similar, but she drifted along in a way Darren could never imagine Marek doing. She was distracted by practically everything they passed and remained quiet in a most un-Marek way.

“He’s in the Command & Control centre,” Genie said, breaking the silence.

“How did you know?” Darren asked.

Genie blinked as though she’d surprised herself. “He told me.”

Aurora and Darren exchanged glances. Aurora went to respond, but Genie’s demeanour changed instantly. As the Command & Control centre came into view, she stopped dead and threw an arm out to bring Darren to a halt. A glassy look drifted across her eyes and her breathing became shallow.

“No…no. This is all wrong,” she said to herself in a tense, low voice.

At that moment, Marek emerged. He was standing bolt upright with Otto clutched protectively in the nook of one arm. He appeared uncharacteristically nervous as he surveyed the three of them, wide-eyed. Genie seemed frozen to the spot as she watched him, transfixed by the sight of Marek. He opened his mouth and closed it again without speaking.

Genie turned to Aurora. “I have to get out of here.”

“Huh?” Aurora answered.

“I need to be alone. Away from him. Now!” She looked over her shoulder at Marek as he stepped forward. “I can’t be around him!”

“Marek, step back!” Darren called. Marek halted awkwardly, a confused expression on his face.

Genie shook her head and ducked past Aurora. She ran out of sight with surprising speed.

“I’ll go,” Aurora said and ran after her.

Darren turned to look at Marek, who still seemed stunned. He took Marek by his free arm and guided him back into the Command & Control centre.

“You all right, Marek?”

Marek looked too bewildered to even process the question. He focused on Darren. “What do we do now?”

“Wait, I suppose.” Darren thrust his hands in his pockets and thought hard.

Marek watched him closely. “What is it?”

“It’s just odd.”

“What?” Marek demanded.

“She was all right about me being at Bleakmoor and SQUIDing her out. Fine until—” He looked at Marek.

“She saw me,” Marek finished for him.

He put Otto down carefully on the table and for a moment seemed as though he was about to cry. But then his expression hardened. His usual inquisitive energy began to build inside him. He moved around the table to his keyboards and began to type furiously. Images and text flashed on and off every screen around the walls. The world map on the central screen flared with red dots.

“It was too easy to bring her here. I had every gadget I own ready in case you needed backup, but you hardly had to break a sweat. So where’s the catch? There must be a reason the trap was so poor.”

“Like what?”

“Like,” Marek said, concentrating on his screens, “a planned operation that they don’t want me to see. Come on…come on…there must be something!”

Marek continued to work, muttering in frustration as he scanned the huge amount of information.

Darren watched and waited, a feeling of unease building inside him. “Umm, Marek?”

“What?” Marek snapped without looking away from his screens.

“Are you sure about this?”

“Yes, it’s the only logical explanation. It simply shouldn’t have been so easy.”

Darren pulled a face.

“Because, you know…it’s okay if you don’t know what to do about Genie. If she’s not behaving how you thought, it doesn’t mean there’s another operation happening.”

Marek stood upright and rigid. “How could you possibly comprehend what might or might not be going on out there? I spend my life monitoring Xastris activity. I do that for you, for us, so that we can stay alive and take them down!”

Darren didn’t answer as Marek returned to his typing. He heard Aurora’s flip-flopping footsteps approaching the room. She entered and marched to stand directly in front of Marek. “You need to go speak to her.”

Marek stepped back from his keyboard. “And say what?”

“She’s in a total state.”

Marek looked offended. “I didn’t do anything.”

Aurora pointed a finger. “You still need to talk to her.”

Darren looked between the two of them. “What’s she doing?”

“She’s wrapped in a blanket, hyperventilating on my couch.”

Marek’s lips thinned. “And what has that got to do with me?”

Aurora looked exasperated. “It’s got to do with her being weirded out by you. So, you and her talking is the only way to unweird it.”

Marek rolled his eyes slowly to make his own frustration clear. “Thank you for sharing your insight into the situation. I’m impressed by how confident you are in your view based on the precisely zero times you’ve met a sister you didn’t know you had!”

“At least I’m trying!”

Marek pointed to the screens, his voice rising. “As it happens, I’m trying to do nine things at once, including this entirely pointless conversation. Sometimes something has to wait and Genie can wait!”

“Wait for what?” Aurora pressed.

Marek snapped. “For when Xastris aren’t launching an op and I have bandwidth for it!”

Now Aurora’s voice rose. “Way to prioritize, Skinny!”

“Stop, just stop!” Darren tried to keep his tone even. “We need to stop arguing and think.”

Marek snorted. “Says the person who spent over a week smashing the inside of a shipping container!”

Darren growled in frustration. “That was before. Now, we’ve got to work out you dealing with Genie.”

Marek’s arms flailed as he lost his temper. “Don’t tell me what to do about her! I am doing what I have to do right now.” He pointed at his screens. “Do you want me to tell you what’s on these screens? Xastris communications have gone dark right across Britain!”

“Hey!” Aurora interrupted. “Don’t speak to him like he’s not on your level. He’s just got different priorities. You know, normal ones!” She pointed at the screen. “He can see what’s going on just like you.”

Marek put his hands on his hips to match Aurora’s posture. “No, actually he can’t! Darren can’t read.”

“MAREK!” Darren shouted, but it was too late.

Aurora turned to look at him with a strange look on her face. He ran out of the Command & Control centre towards the exit point before she could say anything. Frustration and humiliation boiled inside him. He activated the mini-SQUID and leaped into the London night.
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Hangar Thirteen’s main screen changed as the satellite image homed in to show the area around King’s Cross and St Pancras.

Dr Sanchez approached Reaver. “A small ultraion reading, sir.”

Reaver felt the familiar pulse-quickening anticipation of an active operation and opened his comm. “Report.”

Ducas answered. “I see Devlin,” he whispered. “Sending coordinates. Moving position to keep him in sight.”

Reaver watched the satellite view home in. A person wearing camouflage could be seen rapidly moving between buildings. “Are you sure it’s him, Ducas?”

“One hundred per cent,” Ducas answered. “Nobody runs like Devlin.”

Reaver surveyed the satellite image. There were plenty of buildings and alleyways. He looked in the direction Devlin was running and smiled. “Mac, move your team to Position Six and start funnelling. We’ve got him.”

Darren kept moving as his emotions tumbled. In the alleys around him, there were far more homeless people than usual. He kept away, unwilling to add to the social media rumours. Only one route was clear of people, so he followed it, slowing down and then walking as he got further away from the archway.

“Hey, Blue!”

He turned to see Aurora jogging towards him. “What?”

“You know how fast you run? Good job your feet smell or I would’ve lost you.”

Darren was glad that the weak orange lights from the buildings partly disguised his embarrassment.

“Darren, listen up.” She approached him with one hand pressed over her heart. “My bad.”

Darren watched her, his embarrassment still bubbling below the surface.

“It’s my bad,” she repeated.

“What is?”

“You asked me if I could read.” She shrugged and tipped her head from side to side. “I thought you meant because I missed school while me and Dad were on the run. I get a bit defensive about him, so…you know.”

“No, I don’t know,” Darren answered.

“You’re not stupid because you can’t read,” Aurora said as she followed. “I shouldn’t have said that. Your brain is wired differently. Marek explained it to me.”

Darren stopped in an alley blocked at one end. “I know you’re lying. People always lie when they know. They say it’s because of this or that, but when you didn’t know, you called it how you saw it.” He pointed to himself. “And you saw stupid.”

Aurora shook her head. “Maybe most people lie, but me? Not so much. I mean, I wasn’t too sure if you got everything that was going on when I met you. You’d let Marek throw you out of a plane, but I understand now. You get in there when he’s about to seriously overstep the line and steer him right. Like I said, my bad.”

Darren plunged his hands into his pockets and walked on. “Everything’s a mess. Ever since I smashed up my school. That was stupid and it didn’t have anything to do with reading or Marek – it was all me.”

Aurora followed and leaned against a wall. “I never liked school. Being a foot taller than everyone else and having fangs doesn’t make for an easy life.”

“You didn’t smash it up, though, did you?”

Aurora grinned. “I’m only thirteen. There’s still time.”

Darren half laughed and turned to look at her as her grin spread impossibly wide.

She extended a fist. “For the last time, my bad.”

Darren bumped her fist and smiled as she mimed her fist exploding.

“Yeah, okay,” he answered. Then a sound caught his ears and he looked up instinctively.

“What is it?” Aurora asked.

“A dart,” Darren said. A high-pitched sound exploded around him and he grabbed his ears. He dropped to his knees in agony. Through the fog of pain, he saw eight men enter the alleyway. Except a crawling sensation in his neck told him they weren’t men.

“You okay?” Aurora said, kneeling beside him.

“Cyborgs!” He gasped as the XCELs’ eyes flared with bright green light.

Aurora looked at them and stood up. The grin returned to her face. “Hey, what kind of killer cyborg needs seven friends to beat up a girl?” she shouted – and charged.

As she closed the gap between them, one XCEL advanced while two others scaled the walls and tumbled with efficient grace to land behind her. Aurora avoided a lethal punch before swinging a fist at the first XCEL. It dodged easily and attacked with rapid laser claw slashes, forcing Aurora back. The two behind her closed in, manoeuvring her against a wall. She caught one with a wild swipe and knocked it to the floor, but another leaped and landed in its place within seconds.

Darren watched helplessly, the echoing ringing in his ears still causing unbearable pain. He watched as each XCEL around her grew laser claws and moved in. They all attacked at once, swaying back to avoid Aurora’s long reach, before lunging forwards. As he lay there, his monstrous ears began to adapt to the echoing sound. Just as when he listened for danger in the wilds, he began to filter out the ringing, concentrating instead on the fight.

“Darren!” he heard Aurora shout as though from a distance, a hint of panic in her voice. One of the XCELs managed to catch her hair and she screamed with pain as it wrenched her head down.

The sight in front of Darren merged with a memory of Daisy, her hair held in the fist of an XCEL, kneeling by a riverbank. Super-heated rage boiled up inside him and the world became a blur. He charged towards the fight and roared, ripped, and wrestled XCEL after XCEL, as pure fury pulsed through him. Free from thoughts and worries, his instincts drove him on to harder, faster punches as he ignored the pain of the XCELs’ spinning kicks and slashing claws.

As he fought on, he vaguely became aware of Aurora, tall with her wild hair shining under the artificial light of the London night. Even in his frenzy, he instinctively gave Aurora space to attack the XCELs, but as the fight wore on he started to become aware of her wide, fanged grin. Something of her exuberance infected his mood, bringing a shadow of his human emotions and control back to him without extinguishing his monstrous intensity. It felt strange, like he was more himself than he’d ever been before – both monster and boy. He roared with anger and joy even as he began to realize he was tiring.

As his human mind returned, he began to understand that there were tactics in how the XCELs were attacking. One XCEL (or was it a man with just one bright green cyborg eye?) stood back as though directing the others. They were making Darren work hard for every hit. He needed a plan before he tired himself out.

“Aurora!”

“What’s up?” Aurora shouted back.

“Balls!”

“Huh?”

“I’ve got balls!”

“HUH?!”

Darren pulled out the bag Marek had given him on the jet to America from his camo jacket. “Disruptor balls. It stops their brains working.”

“Could’ve mentioned that before!”

“Forgot!” Darren shouted as he knocked an XCEL off balance. “I need to stick it on them.”

Aurora dodged a slash from one XCEL and caught its arm. “Okay, setting up a slam dunk!” she called as it tried to bring its other clawed hand down on her head. She ducked under its arm and threw it at the space above Darren. He jumped and stuck the disruptor ball on the XCEL’s torso. It landed heavily and got up, apparently unhurt, but instead of returning to the ring of XCELs surrounding them, it simply stood within range of Darren’s fist. He threw a punch and it crumpled to the floor.

“Another!” Aurora shouted and Darren turned to see an XCEL flying his way. He grinned and jumped to land a disruptor on its back in mid-air and then dropped and rolled to reach the XCEL Aurora was grappling with. As he placed the disruptor ball on its neck, it slumped in Aurora’s arms, allowing her to slam it into the ground.

“Four left!”

“Cool!” Darren grinned…as his sensitive ears picked up a faint voice speaking through a radio.

“…main priority is stopping them returning to base. We have to give Genie time to eliminate Masters…”

Darren’s stomach fell away and the last of his rage was replaced by panic.

“Genie’s going to kill him!”

“What?” Aurora asked as she defended herself from two XCELs.

“She’s going to kill Marek!”

Aurora looked shocked. “Give me those balls and go.”

“But the XCELs!”

“I can handle them. Go!”

Reluctantly, Darren threw her the bag of disruptor balls and barged his way free of the XCELs. He lolloped at full speed, ignoring the exhaustion he felt and the pain from the numerous cuts and bruises he’d sustained while being too enraged to feel them. He climbed to avoid running into anyone and jumped from building to building. He had to get to his archway and use the mini-SQUID before it was too late.
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“Devlin’s climbing!” MacTire called. “Ducas, do you see him?”

“Not yet!”

“Find him!” Reaver shouted through his comm. “Ducas, your bodycam is offline. Get us visual. Mac, transfer XCEL control to Sanchez and follow.”

“Control transfer will take a couple of minutes, sir,” Sanchez advised. “Whatever tech they’re using is seriously interfering with their cognitive function.”

“Hurry!” Reaver ordered.

“On it,” Sanchez answered but then hesitated. “We’re getting a transmission on Genie’s personal frequency. Looks like a video stream.”

Reaver paced forward. “Put it on the big screen. Ducas, stay on Devlin.”

“Copy,” Ducas shouted, his voice ragged with running.

On the big screen, an image flickered into life, from a CCTV camera set high on a wall, showing a room with a wide table covered in mini-robots and spare parts. The wall behind was covered in screens.

Reaver smiled. “That’s Marek’s communication centre!” He opened his comm.

“Genie?”

The camera swivelled to show Genie looking up as her hands worked at a computer keyboard. “I found him!”

Reaver softened his voice. “Excellent, Genie. You’re almost done. You just have to tune your mind to the frequency. Let the XCEL implants in your brain guide you.”

Genie shook her head. “I know, but I just feel so confused!”

“Genie, we’ve practised this. You know what to do. You’ve done it almost completely before.”

Genie’s face twisted with anguish. “I know, but what if I can still feel when it kills him? What if it makes me kill again?”

“Genie,” Reaver whispered. “We need you to do this. The world needs you to do this. You understand that, don’t you?”

“But what if I can save him?”

“Marek is a monster, Genie.”

“I know, but he’s other things. His emotions tumbled when he knew I was here. He doesn’t know what the feeling is, but I know it. I think he’s capable of love…”

Reaver’s tone hardened further. “Don’t fool yourself, Genie. What shadow of humanity Marek has will disappear at the merest hint of anger. Then you will see him for what he really is. What he was the day he gave the order for your parents’ murder. You must trust me, Genie.”

Genie stared at the camera. “NO!”

Sanchez whispered to Reaver. “She’s blocking the codes. I can’t override her. You’ve got to persuade her.”

Reaver nodded to show he understood. “Genie, please make your parents proud. Your mother made you to stop Marek. Only you can and this is the only way.”

“I want them to be proud more than anything, but please believe what I’m saying. Please, give me time to understand Marek. To find out who he really is!”

Abruptly, she stopped speaking and turned. Reaver saw Marek enter the room, a crab-like robot cradled in his arms. He froze in the doorway and then walked slowly to the table, his eyes fixed on Genie, a look of nervous confusion on his face. He set the robot down on the table and took a step towards her but stopped as she took a step away.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Don’t, don’t, don’t!” Genie answered in a strange, whispered scream.

“Don’t what?” Marek asked, caught mid-step, unbalanced physically and, it seemed, emotionally.

In Warehouse Thirteen, Sanchez broke the rapt silence. “Oh my God, he cares!”

“You’re not supposed to,” Genie whispered.

“Supposed to what?”

“To love me!”

Marek appeared both appalled and embarrassed. “Don’t be ridiculous!” He approached a step. “I just want to talk.”

“I can’t. I shouldn’t. He says you’re evil!”

Marek’s eyes narrowed with suspicion, although his hands drifted upwards as though wanting to reassure her. “Who said that?”

Genie pushed herself against the wall to keep her distance.

Reaver gritted his teeth. “Genie, I know you can feel the link now. Let yourself go. Let the XCEL technology inside you do what must be done. Do it now, Genie! Make us prouder than you ever have!”

Genie fell to her knees. “No, Uncle Nathan. Please!”

Marek froze. “Nathan? Nathan Reaver?” An ugly expression twisted his face. Genie shuddered as she looked at him.

“Do you see, Genie?” Reaver whispered. “Do you see the anger? The dark thoughts? That is the true Marek Masters!”

A fearful expression passed over Genie’s face.

Sanchez raised his head from his screen. “I’m through, I’m through! Her implants are accepting the codes!”

A look of horror crept across Marek’s face as Genie convulsed, her hands balling and unballing. He rounded the table, putting it between them, and pulled out his phone.

Suddenly, Genie’s eyes flashed with bright green light. The same green energy crackled across her skin and her expression moulded from one of angst to an emotionless mask. She turned with smooth, cybernetic elegance towards Marek and green laser claws grew from her fingers.

The XCEL-Genie launched herself towards him with terrifying speed. As he dived away, the robots on the table rose up and attacked the XCEL-Genie to protect their creator. They swarmed around her, striking with lasers, robotic claws and taser darts as she spun, slicing them from the air, kicking others across the floor and crushing mini-bots underfoot. A hail of laser throwing stars shattered a row of big screens behind Marek as he ran out of the Command & Control centre. A mini-robot extended its legs and bounced like a beach ball behind him, fending off the XCEL-Genie with a laser cutter as she followed.

“Get us visuals!” Reaver ordered.

“Trying,” Sanchez answered.

Then a Welsh voice, out of breath, crackled over the radio. “Devlin’s almost back where we first picked him up. MacTire’s not catching up.”

“Ducas, this is an order. Stop that boy with whatever means necessary!”

“Copy. Firing a stun net.”

Reaver opened his comm. “Ducas, fix your bodycam, now! We need eyes on this.”

MacTire’s voice cut in. “No need. I see Devlin. He ain’t going nowhere!”

Darren felt a surge of relief as his archway came into view. He slid to a halt in front of it and started up his mini-SQUID. He growled with frustration as the stability light stayed on amber. Then from nowhere something cold wrapped itself around him – a web of metal netting. Pain shot through his body as a massive electric shock forced him to his knees. The mini-SQUID slipped from his hands and landed a metre out of reach, the swirl of colours hovering by the archway, leaving the bunker unprotected.

A boot crunched as it trod near him. Darren turned his head, the shocks still jolting through him in waves, and looked up at a tall, vaguely familiar man with one normal eye and one bionic eye, its green light eerily reminiscent of the XCELs he’d been fighting only minutes before. His expression was unreadable as he looked at the portal and then at Darren before pulling out a pistol.

“Devlin’s incapacitated,” he said with a Texan accent into a microphone on his collar. “We have an entry point. Repeat, we have entry. Zero in on my position.”

Darren’s sensitive ears heard Ducas’s familiar Welsh accent. “Copy that. With you in five seconds.”

The man’s cybernetic eye, devoid of all emotion, flashed with a brighter green light as he raised his pistol. Darren struggled, but it was no use. He looked up at the man’s arrogant, merciless face as he took careful aim at Darren’s forehead and squeezed the trigger.

Darren closed his eyes and his ears were filled with the deafening whip-crack sound of the gun firing. Simultaneously, he heard the bullet thud into the archway. He looked up at the man, who was standing with a puzzled look on his face, his pistol hand swaying. Then he fell to his knees and pitched forwards. His face hit the ground and he lay still, a green dart sticking out of his back.

A figure emerged from the shadows. Mr Ducas looked down at Darren, his expression torn. Then he removed his earpiece and mic, dropped them to the floor and crushed them under his boot. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but instead he readied his sniper rifle and leaped through the swirling disc of colours.

Moments after Ducas was gone, the current stopped pulsing through Darren’s body. Still feeling sick from the electric shocks, he struggled to get free.

“Darren!” Aurora appeared beside him. “You okay? Hold still.” She pulled at the netting and helped Darren out. He knelt, letting the feeling of nausea pass.

She crouched beside him. “What happened?”

He looked at her urgently. “We’ve got to get inside! Ducas is in there. He shot that bloke.”

Aurora’s expression darkened. She lifted Darren to his feet, picked up the mini-SQUID and pulled Darren through. The bunker lights flickered ominously as they ran to the Command & Control centre. The scene inside was carnage. The many screens around the walls were smashed or melted while badly damaged robots covered the floor. Darren picked up what remained of Otto.

Aurora looked around. “We’re too late.”

“Don’t say that.” Darren placed Otto carefully on what was left of the table. The familiar pulsing sound of the Super-SQUID caught his ear, but also a strange, high-pitched whirring sound. “Ammo store!”

Aurora nodded and they ran through the damaged corridors as the faint whirring grew louder until it was deafening. They stepped inside the store past more damaged robots and were met with an utterly bewildering sight. Genie was floating three metres off the floor. Her expressionless eyes were shining XCEL green. A line of laser throwing stars were travelling slowly towards the remains of a robot, behind which Marek was cowering between his own giant machines.

Ahead of them, Mr Ducas was creeping, rifle in hand towards Marek. Aurora roared and charged him, causing Ducas to turn and use his rifle to parry Aurora’s flailing punch.

Darren realized Genie was being held still by the Super-SLAM, which was now smoking, the heat from it intense against Darren’s face. With a sickening feeling, Darren understood that Marek was stuck in an impossible bind. If he kept Genie in the Super-SLAM’S forcefield, he could escape, but the machine would explode and Genie would die. However, if he shut the machine down, the XCEL-Genie would kill him.

He began to move forwards, hoping there was a way to get past the Super-SLAM’s forcefield and save his friend before Genie’s laser stars broke free. He dodged around Aurora and Ducas, who were struggling for control of the rifle, but then he caught Marek’s eye.

Marek smiled a strange, alien smile – not of his usual arrogance, but of some emotion Darren had never seen on his face before. Darren stopped, giving Marek a questioning look, but Marek simply stood, putting himself directly in the path of the laser stars and threw two small black balls towards Darren. The QUIET bombs immediately expanded, growing larger than beach balls in a fraction of a second. He was too slow to avoid one, which drew him inside it.

“No!” He heard Aurora scream, as she and Ducas were pulled into the other bubble. They both floated, helpless, as the Super-SLAM exploded, filling the world outside with blinding green light.

Reaver watched the blank screen. His throat was dry as he processed what they’d just seen. When he spoke, the words felt heavy in the silence.

“Play the last minute in slow motion.”

Sanchez nodded and lined up the strange image of Marek crouching only metres away from where the XCEL-Genie floated. He pressed play and every operator silently watched Marek stand and shake his head before throwing two small spheres at the three figures of Ducas, Valero and Devlin.

“His protouniverse bombs?” Reaver asked.

“I think so. Trying to save Devlin and Valero from the blast?” Sanchez suggested.

Reaver shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like Marek.”

Sanchez slowed the video more as Marek reached a hand into his pocket and then the giant disc-shaped machine exploded in a haze of green light.

“Nothing.” Reaver managed to say into the silence. “Nothing could survive that.”

Sanchez stood up straight. “He’s dead. Marek Masters is actually dead.”

Reaver looked at the frozen explosion on screen. “Yes, Sanchez, he is.”

The room erupted in celebration. The usually disciplined operators stood and whooped, hugging each other.

Reaver slipped quietly away to an empty adjoining room. There, he watched the video again – the final moments where Genie had hung, an unholy vacant expression on her face so unlike the girl he had raised for the past three years. He touched her image on the screen and finally allowed his grief to surface long enough for a tear to run down his cheek. Then he wiped his face dry and returned to the celebration, an iron-hard smile fixed in place.
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Darren woke up in the grim remains of the ammo store, the acrid smell of the smouldering fires filling his nose. Thin shards of light from cracks and deep fissures in the high ceiling fell on the wreckage of Marek’s machines. Instinctively, he knew hours had passed since the explosion. Aurora was lying on the floor. When he shook her, she groaned. There was a deep bruise on her temple where it seemed Ducas had hit her with a rifle butt. Ducas was nowhere to be seen.

“You okay?” Darren asked.

She looked around. “Oh, man…what happened?”

Darren felt a lump form in his throat and looked away, closing his eyes. “Marek’s dead.”

“No, he’s not.”

He opened his eyes to see Aurora grinning widely at him. She pointed at a disc of swirling colours behind them.

Hope swelled inside Darren as he pulled Aurora up. They looked at each other.

“On three?”

“Yeah.”

“Three!” Aurora shouted and they walked through.

Darren’s eyes adjusted to the strange light of the room they had landed in – multicoloured shards illuminating dust floating in the still air. Marek emerged from the shadows as Darren realized they were in a chapel with high, stained-glass windows. Marek looked tired, relieved and yet still anxious. His suit was torn and dirty.

“Oh, you’re both safe and out. Thank goodness!”

“You’re alive!” Darren said, smiling.

Marek smiled back, but it lacked his usual arrogant energy. “Only just and very much because of Miss Valero.” He bowed to Aurora.

Aurora let one hand drift to the wound on her head. “What did I do?”

“You charged Mr Ducas. I’m entirely certain he would have killed me before I could work out how to both escape and save Genie.”

“She’s okay?” Aurora asked.

Marek tipped his head in a cross between a nod and a shake. “She’s here, which is a start.”

Aurora smiled more sympathetically than usual. “Cool.”

Darren looked around him. “Er, Marek… How did you escape? And what are we doing in a church?”

Marek glanced up at the stone columns rising to a high wooden ceiling in between beautiful stained-glass windows where a number of robots were fixing a hole in the roof.

“Oh, this is just the chapel. Come with me!” He led them into a windy graveyard and out past the short, stubby trees that lined it. He pointed all around him. “I bought this small island a year ago. I’ve had a team of robots kitting it out. It’s been fun. A lot like Minecraft, but with real building materials. We’ll be staying in the chapel until my robots have sorted that out.”

Darren followed his gaze and saw a small castle rising towards the sky. Four turrets with cone-like roofs marked the corners. Beyond the castle, over a mile of open water, was the mainland.

Aurora laughed. “A whole castle!”

“A whole island and a few things with it,” Marek explained. “You are talking to the Lord and Chief Sheriff of Oxster Island. I’m hoping, with the help of some stunningly clever legal work and a few enormous bribes, that I can declare this island a separate country and make myself its supreme ruler.” Marek made a sweeping gesture with one three-fingered hand towards the mainland and gazed wistfully towards the horizon. “I call that particular plan ‘Marexit’.”

“Aiming high, then?” Darren grinned. “We’re up north, aren’t we?”

“Indeed, we are. Scotland to be precise.”

“Pretty cold weather,” Aurora said approvingly. “I can see us taking on Xastris from here.”

Marek’s eyes narrowed with interest. “Us?”

Darren looked sideways at her. “You’re staying then?”

Aurora grinned. “I might stick around for a while. I mean, Ducas turned up like you said, didn’t he? Even if he betrayed whoever that big guy was, he still seems to want you dead. I bet you ten bucks we see him again. I guess he might be even more dangerous now he’s got nothing to lose? I think he got out of the bunker through one of those cracks in the ceiling.”

Darren watched her, knowing there was more. Marek didn’t seem to notice. His attention had been caught by a convoy of robots. “You’re going the wrong way!” he called and ran off.

Darren gave Aurora a knowing look.

She sighed. “Marek surprised me. You were going on about how we’re all family, but I didn’t see him getting his head around that – especially when he didn’t tell you about Daisy. Then when he found out about Genie, I got how he reacted, you know? It weirded him out, but he saved her like a brother should.” She grinned broadly. “So maybe he can get the idea. And anyway, Xastris deserve serious payback for what they did to Genie.”

Darren nodded. “We can do payback.”

Aurora clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Helix 51, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Because we’re family?”

“Yup.”

Aurora thought for a moment. “I guess, Darren, that makes you Cousin Blue.”

Darren grinned wolfishly. “I’m cool with that.”

Aurora laughed and then looked up. “Oh, no. Here’s the Supreme King of the Island or whatever.”

Marek was marching back towards them. “I do apologise. I ordered some refrigeration equipment in the hope you might stay, Miss Ash. They were taking it to the chapel, not the castle.”

“Huh?” Aurora asked.

“I’m refrigerating the Western tower to make sure you feel comfortable.”

Aurora tutted. “Why not the East tower? I like watching the sunrise!”

Marek pursed his lips. “Honestly, Miss Valero, I refrigerate a sixteenth century tower for you and you complain about the view?”

Aurora shook her head. “Disappointing attitude, Skinny.”

Marek rolled his eyes, but then pointed to her bruised forehead. “One of my robots should take a look at that. Let’s get back to the chapel.”

He led the way, directing Aurora to a side chapel. “Otto II will take good care of you. He’s downloaded Otto’s memories from my cloud backup so his medical knowledge is bang up to date.”

“Okay,” Aurora said as she sat in a chair opposite Marek’s renewed favourite mini-robot. “Hey, Marek,” she added as Marek and Darren turned to leave. “A refrigerated West tower sounds pretty good. And call me Aurora.”

Marek raised an eyebrow. “And will you dispense with my nickname?”

“No way, Skinny!” Aurora said with an even broader grin than usual.

Marek smiled and bowed. “Very well. I’m glad we understand each other.”

As he led Darren out, his expression turned grave. “I need to show you Genie.”

Marek’s sister was asleep in a room behind the altar. Various machines monitored her life signs.

“You asked earlier how I escaped and saved her? Well, I used a disruptor ball on her the moment we SQUIDed. I had to time it perfectly for the moment the SLAM field failed. Any earlier and the interdimensional portal would have been disrupted. But at the precise moment of the explosion, I could SQUID us both here and disrupt the xenotechnology in her brain before she killed me.” He looked at Darren. “I’m sorry if that gave you a scare.”

Darren nodded and watched Genie. Strangely, she did not seem peaceful in the way sleeping people usually did. There was something unsettling about her. “She doesn’t look right.”

Marek’s brow furrowed with uncharacteristic worry as he stretched out a hand to touch her hair, but then seemed to think better of it. “You’re right. Her brain is at war with itself. Now that I’ve permanently severed her control link to Xastris, her human biology is trying to fight off the XCEL technology, while her alien biology is trying to control it. I’m doing what I can to help her.”

As they watched, Genie’s eyes flickered open. She looked around, hardly taking in what she was seeing until she saw Marek. The emotions on her face seemed impossibly deep as she stretched out her twin-thumbed left hand. Marek, for once lost for words, looked at it and then held it with his own pale mirror-image of hers. They made eye contact, Genie searching Marek’s face.

Darren shifted uncomfortably as he watched what felt like a hugely intimate moment. He sensed that some strange alien communication was happening between them as their eyes became glassy and their breathing shallow. As the moment continued, he decided to leave, pausing at the door to look back, feeling both moved and unnerved by what he had witnessed.

In the days that followed, Genie mostly slept. Marek monitored her closely and in her few waking moments, the strange, silent communication would again occur between them. At other times, Marek busied himself with directing his robots, Otto II often bouncing behind him or crouching on his shoulder. He seemed reluctant to speak to Darren or Aurora, and Darren knew better than to press the issue, remembering other times when Marek had been forced to focus his huge intellect towards understanding his or someone else’s emotions. It was, Darren suspected, as intimidating to Marek as reading was for Darren. So, he kept his distance and, instead, explored the island with Aurora.

They discovered sheep that lived on the shore that ate seaweed and scattered rather than herded if you approached them, a deserted harbour and some high black rocks that jutted out over the sea, perfect for diving. But all the time Marek and Genie hung at the back of Darren’s thoughts, making him think of Daisy and everything that had happened.

It took over a week for Genie to wake for long enough to leave her bed. She spent the morning wandering the island with Marek, deep in conversation. At midday, as she stood with her arms wrapped tightly around herself looking out to sea, Marek finally left her side. He approached Darren, who had been exercising nearby.

“You all right?” Darren asked as Marek drew close.

Marek seemed uncertain as he searched for something to say, so Darren decided to fill the silence. “I’m sorry I got so angry at you. About Daisy, I mean.”

Marek’s shoulders relaxed with relief. “No, I’m sorry. I knew I was right – that not trying to save her was the best way to get Xastris to leave your family alone, but I didn’t trust you not to overreact…”

“But I did, didn’t I?” Darren said. “I totally lost it.”

“No,” Marek said, shaking his head emphatically. “You didn’t overreact. I know that now.” He looked embarrassed. “Having Genie here is…strange for me. I find myself wanting to help her in any way I can.” He looked at Darren questioningly. “That’s normal?”

Darren smiled. “Yeah, totally.”

Marek sighed. “If I’d known how it felt, I wouldn’t have hidden Daisy’s imprisonment from you. I just thought you were being illogical.”

“Family isn’t logical.”

“It’s awful…all these…feelings…” Marek said with a tinge of distaste.

“Sisters are worth it,” Darren reassured him. “Sometimes they can be annoying, but they totally have your back.”

Marek smiled. “Well, that doesn’t sound so bad…” He seemed suddenly sad but determined. He placed one hand on his heart. “I really am sorry about Daisy.”

“Forgiven.”

Marek looked relieved. “Thank you!”

“Umm… You and Genie seem like you’ve got some weird alien thing going on?”

“It’s not weird, is it, Marek?”

Both Darren and Marek jumped. They had been so deep in conversation that neither had noticed Genie drifting up behind them. She smiled, quietly amused at their reaction.

“You all right, Darren?” she added in her Brummie burr.

He smiled and raised a hand to answer her greeting.

Marek adjusted his tie. “I agree. The ‘alien thing’ we have going on is not weird at all. Not for us, anyway. Genie is surprisingly different to me.”

Genie explained. “It’s like we each have half of an ability our shared alien parent had. He can put thoughts in a mind while I can take them out.”

Marek nodded. “She’s been delving into my memories. I’m surprised by how normal that feels – it seems to appeal to my alien thought processes.”

Genie looked slightly apologetic. “I’ve been trying to work out what’s true and what’s false in everything Xastris told me. I’m not going to lie, it’s been really hard.”

Darren found himself remembering Marek’s discoveries at the farmhouse where he grew up. “Marek can help you with that.”

Marek nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I suppose I can. If you stay, of course.”

Genie touched a finger to her chin and made a mock thoughtful face to match Marek. “Just checking for better offers… No…okay, I’ll stay.” She gave Darren a sideways glance. “If you’re okay with that?”

Darren gave a thumbs up.

Marek looked at the sky with a pained expression. “You’ll find Darren has a unique eloquence at times like this. Words of one syllable or shorter can be surprisingly informative.”

Genie giggled. “I’m sure I can fill in the gaps.”

Darren elaborated, “You’ve got some serious skills and you’re Marek’s sister so…” He grinned and gave the thumbs up again.

 Marek rolled his eyes. “I’m not sure ‘serious skills’ quite covers it, but never mind. If you’ll allow me to change the subject, now I have the both of you here, I wanted to talk about what next.”

Genie pulled a face. “I need time to get a handle on my XCEL implants.”

Marek waved a confident hand. “I assumed that would be the case. So, listen –” Marek looked at Darren – “Xastris think I’m dead, which is incredibly useful, but they’ll think you and Aurora are now on the run. Me being dead could be really convenient for a few weeks. I did it before and it really helped. We could find a lot of things out.”

“Yeah?” Darren thought to himself. “What if we could make it longer?”

Marek frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Could you come up with a false trail? You could SQUID me into different places so I get seen and then SQUID me out? They’ll think I’m surviving on my own.”

Marek slapped his forehead. “Darren Devlin, that’s a brilliant idea!”

 Genie nodded. “We could plant clues on social media. Make sure the sightings all link up so Xastris find them.”

Darren smiled. “Brilliant ideas. That’s me.”

Marek laughed. “Of course, you’ll have to do things to get noticed. Perhaps steal food like someone on the run would or demolish the odd building. They’d expect that of you.”

Darren gave him a stern stare. “No crimes. No dodgy stuff.”

“What, not even the crown jewels?”

“No, Marek. Can’t I just help people?”

“Help?” Marek considered the idea and made an unconvinced expression.

Genie cut in. “You know, that could work.”

Marek frowned at her. “You really think so?”

“I do, you know. It would have to be spectacular help to cause any strong social media chatter though, wouldn’t it, Marek? I mean, proper superheroing.”

“Superheroing?” Darren asked, an excited feeling starting in his chest.

Marek nodded his head and tipped it from side to side as he started to like the idea. “Stopping the odd robbery perhaps, or whatever crimes in progress I can identify by hacking CCTV networks. It’d be a bit of a pain, wouldn’t it?”

“Nah, it’d be okay.” Darren tried to sound casual which forced Genie to stifle a giggle.

Marek didn’t notice. “You really don’t mind? It would help us a lot.”

“No, I don’t mind,” Darren said, patting Marek’s arm to make it seem like he was making a sacrifice.

Darren felt a large hand on his shoulder and heard Marek squeak as Aurora’s other hand landed on his.

“What’s getting you three excited?” Aurora stood between the two boys, a playfully curious expression on her face.

“Superheroing.” Genie wrapped her arms around herself and gave Aurora a careful smile as she moved to complete the circle. She looked between Darren and Marek and her smile became mischievous. “I get the feeling this could be exciting.”

Aurora gave her an encouraging grin and then looked at Marek. “Cool! Care to explain?”

Marek inclined his head towards Darren and extended one hand with a dramatic flourish. “Darren has a plan…”
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Darren lolloped towards the church with Genie and Otto performing a double piggyback. As they drew closer, Darren heard an argument over the usual robot activity.

“Aurora, after all we’ve achieved that would be madness!”

“You got a funny definition of madness, Skinny!”

Genie dismounted, causing Otto to convert to beach ball mode and bounce away. She gave Darren a quizzical look. He shrugged and led the way in.

“What’s up?” he asked Aurora and Marek, who were staring furiously at each other.

“Ah, Darren will you talk some sense into her?”

“Blue, just take a look at the screen. We’re running out of time!”

“We simply can’t save every last man, woman, child and cat up a tree!”

“If it was you, you’d want us there in a heartbeat!”

“QUIET!” Darren roared, “What are you arguing about?”

Genie pointed at the central big screen. “That.”

A 24-hour news channel was showing helicopter footage of a road bridge over a river. One end was blocked by a landslide that had damaged the bridge, causing it to lean. The streetlights that spanned it flickered in the darkness. Darren saw with a sickening feeling in his stomach, that a bus had crashed through the barrier at side of the bridge. It was balanced precariously halfway into mid-air.

“There’s kids on it!” Aurora shouted. “It’s a school bus, Darren!”

Marek shouted back, “No, no! We’re not saving them! Disasters happen every day. We can’t stop them all. There are things called emergency services to deal with that.”

Genie pulled a face. “The tickertape says the landslide is blocking rescue vehicles, Marek. The army has scrambled a specialist helicopter to steady the bus, but it’s hundreds of miles away.”

Aurora pointed at Genie. “See?!”

Darren raised a hand. Aurora and Marek watched him. “This could be just another rescue, right?”

“Right, Blue!”

Marek waved one long, perfectly straight finger. “Wrong! That accident is almost fifty miles away from where you were only just over an hour ago. If I SQUID you there, Xastris will know I’m alive. There’s no other way you could get there in time.”

“Priorities, Marek!” Aurora’s voice was just short of shouting. “Xastris are going to find out sooner or later.”

“Then it should be later! With them thinking I’m dead, I’ve been able wreak quiet havoc with their operations. All over the world, they keep giving ground, closing operations I threaten. Do you know why that is? It’s because there is one, huge game-changing operation that they are determined to defend. A few more weeks, just a few more weeks, and I’ll know all about it. But right now all I have for sure is a codename – Serpent Strike. We can’t risk the chance to know more!”

Even as Darren watched, the bus tipped a little more towards the river far below it. He had to fight the urge to reach a hand into the screen to pull it back. “Marek—”

“No!” Marek shouted, “It’s too far away!”

“No, it’s not.” Genie folded her arms and then waved one finger. “If they hitched a lift and travelled at an average of forty miles per hour, they’d make it with four minutes to spare.”

Aurora crossed her arms to point at both Genie and Marek. “She did the math. Now you SQUID us in!”

“NO!” Marek screamed. “It’s incredibly unlikely!”

Darren spoke softly. “Marek, mate. Sometimes, there’s no decision to make.”

Both Genie and Aurora nodded in agreement.

Marek seemed to deflate. “Darren, please. This bus is just a battle. We’re trying to win a war.”

Darren approached him. “There are kids on that bus. Xastris are the ones who kill kids. We’ve got to be better than them.”

Marek’s face twisted as he fought back a wave of anger. His eyes flicked between the three others. Finally, he spoke through clenched teeth. “Get in the Super-SQUID.”

Darren jumped through the SQUID portal and found himself behind a girder at one end of the bridge. The news helicopter hovered in the middle distance. He broke into a fast lollop, leaving Aurora trailing in his wake.

He heard screams from inside the vehicle and, with a horrible groan of twisting metal, it began tipping further over the edge – slowly at first and then faster. The cries grew louder. Darren leaped and flung out an arm. It was a desperate lunge from too far away. The rear bumper agonisingly drifted a centimetre beyond his fingers. Desperately, he dug two of his hard nails into the bumper’s metal, but he was dragged off his feet by the bus’s weight as it began to fall towards the river below. Pulling himself upright, Darren slammed his boots against the crash-flattened metal barrier and gripped the bumper with his free hand. He roared with effort as he pulled back with all his monstrous strength and got a second hand on to the bumper. The bus hung, creaking as it swung slightly with only its spinning rear wheels still over the bridge. Darren breathed deeply and heaved, but he couldn’t bring the bus back up. Even as he tried, he felt his muscles tire from the effort. He was only seconds away from having a terrible decision to make – let go or fall with it.

“I’m with you, Blue!” Two big hands gripped the bumper beside his own. “Ready?”

“Yeah!”

Together, Darren and Aurora pulled. The bus rose centimetre by hard won centimetre. Slowly, the work became easier as more of the bus’s weight moved back over the bridge until it balanced perfectly. Just a bit further and the bus would safely tip onto the tarmac, but then she shouted, “STOP STOP STOP. RIGHT NOW!”

“What is it?” Darren asked through gritted teeth.

“Engine’s still on. If these tyres touch the bridge, the whole bus’ll drive over the edge!”

Darren realized she was right. From inside the bus, he heard crying. He guessed the children couldn’t be more than six years old. He looked at Aurora who was sweating. “We can’t hold this forever.”

“You reckon we could bust the engine?” she asked.

Darren studied the back of the bus. Waves of heat flowed from the engine compartment. “You know how they work?”

“No.”

“I could punch a hole in it?” Darren suggested.

Aurora’s expression reminded Darren of an unimpressed mamma bear. “You’d get a bad burn doing that.”

“Worth it to save them,” Darren argued.

“No way, Blue. Must be a better way!”

“If we can get them out…”

“Then let it fall?”

“Yeah.” Darren leaned to take a better look at the bus. “I could rip a hole in the roof. No broken glass that way.”

Aurora followed his gaze. “Lift them out one by one?”

Darren nodded. “Think you can hold it if I climb up?”

“Have I got a choice?”

“Don’t think so.”

Aurora clenched her jaw and adjusted the position of her bare feet on the crash barrier. “Do it!”

Darren let go and Aurora let out a grunt of effort, but the bus didn’t tip any further.

“Right then,” Darren muttered to himself and climbed onto the side of the bus. Around him, wind and rain swirled. Far below, foamy water churned ominously around dark rocks. He edged his way up and slid onto the roof.

“Don’t…hang…around,” Aurora called in a strained voice.

He didn’t answer as he gripped as well as he could with his left hand and then punched through the roof. Screams filled his ears as he carefully made the hole larger and then hung, bat-like through the hole. Twenty-seven school kids watched him. They ranged in age from four to seven and most looked petrified.

Darren did his best to sound reassuring. “Hang on, yeah? We’re going to get you out.”

His words were met with a flood of relieved expressions.

“Any of you hurt?”

One boy answered with a question. “Are you in the army?”

Darren glanced at his camo. “Umm, no. We’re just going to save you.”

The boy pointed to another boy. “You should save Wasim first. He’s hurt his arm.”

Darren looked at Wasim who immediately shook his head. “No, get the driver.”

The driver was slumped unconscious over the wheel, her foot lodged on the accelerator pedal. Even if he’d wanted to get her out first, he knew he couldn’t. His additional weight at the front of the bus might make it tip over the edge. This wasn’t something he thought the children needed to hear. “I get that, Wasim.” He said, “but I think she’d want you lot out first.”

Wasim nodded. “Oh, yeah okay.”

Darren held out an arm. “Can you come here and grab hold?”

Wasim carefully moved along the bus. He looked wide-eyed at Darren and reached up with his uninjured hand. Darren smiled reassuringly and lifted the boy onto the roof. Suddenly, Darren’s feet slipped on the wet metal and they both skidded towards the edge of the bus. Darren rammed his blunt nails into the roof and brought them to a halt, centimetres from the edge. Below them, the river churned.

Wasim gripped him hard and whispered, “I’m scared.”

So am I, thought Darren. “Just don’t look down and you’ll be okay.”

Wasim screwed his eyes shut as Darren edged his way towards the back of the bus.

Aurora focused on Wasim. “Hey, kid!” she said in a soft, bright voice that seemed quite unlike the Aurora Darren usually saw. She smiled warmly. “You think you can climb on my shoulders?”

Wasim managed a nod. Darren lifted him down until he could wrap his legs around Aurora’s neck.

“That’s great!” she told him. “Now try to climb down to me.”

Wasim did as he was told until he could drop to the ground. He sat down with relief and smiled up at the two of them.

“Perfect!” Aurora said. “Now you go sit over there.”

“Okay!”

Aurora turned to look at Darren. She suddenly seemed exhausted. “Darren, you need to hurry up. The bumper’s twisting off and everything else is too hot to hold!”

Darren turned and swung himself back down into the bus. A further twenty-six times, he carried a kid to the bridge. Some cried while others remained silent, but none of them looked down until they chambered onto Aurora.

Darren climbed down after the last boy and grabbed the bumper. “Take a break.”

Aurora let go and rolled her neck. “Thanks. The bumper’s not going to last much longer. You seen the fixings? They’re bending out of shape. There’s nowhere else cool enough to hold.”

“Only the driver to get. She’s unconscious.” Darren answered. In the distance, he heard the sound of emergency vehicles. His could tell they were still some distance away. He looked at the sky, wondering if the army helicopter would turn up soon, but all he could see was the news helicopter hovering over the scene.

“Darren.” Aurora’s expression was unusually sympathetic as she took hold of the bumper beside him. “You don’t have to.”

Darren looked at her. His arms ached and the rain was making the bus ever more slippery. The thought of risking going to the very front of the bus made him feel sick. It felt so tempting to wait for adults to arrive and take the hard decisions, but Aurora had been right about the bumper. They had minutes or maybe less before it ripped free. He imagined the bus falling with the driver in it. “Just hold on.”

“Darren.” Aurora held his gaze, “You really don’t have to.”

Darren tried to smile. “I know.”

He climbed up once more and eased himself through the hole in the roof. The bus creaked and swayed ominously as he approached the front. Even though it was lighter without the children, his weight so far beyond the edge threatened to tip the bus over despite Aurora’s efforts. The driver still lay slumped unconscious over the wheel. The engine cut out as he carefully pulled her away from her seat, protecting her head and neck as best he could. One last climb, he thought to himself.

Suddenly, Aurora gave a bear-like bellow. There was a wrenching sound and the entire bus pitched forwards and began to fall. Instinctively, Darren kicked at the bus door and then lost his footing as the bus spun, flinging him out into the open air. He fell backwards, wind streaking past him, his arms wrapped desperately around the driver. The bus fell below them and Darren braced himself. He knew with horrible certainty that he was going to die. The only thing he could hope for was that his body would cushion the fall enough for the driver to survive. Darren realized that he was screaming, but then another sound filled his ears. The bus had hit the water, sending a huge plume of spray into the air. Darren closed his eyes, knowing that impact was only a heartbeat away.
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