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1
            Chapter One

         

         I tell myself I’m ready. I prepared for this moment. Ran through every scenario. Completed visualisation exercises. None of it matters. As soon as the doors open and I step into the bright lights, panic erases every single useful thought from my mind.

         I lift my hands to shield my eyes but the chains connecting them to my waist keep them from going any higher than my chest. It’s going to be OK; I can do this. I walk forward, blinded until a tug at my chains brings me to a stop.

         My escort steps up beside me, fully anonymised in head-to-toe combat whites. I might not know who they are, but how they feel about me is crystal clear. They yank at the cuffs around my wrists, the metal biting into my skin, before undoing the restraints. The skin beneath is mottled and bruised.

         I do my best to stand perfectly still. Not to give them any other opportunity to take out their anger on me. Not that I blame them. How could I? I did this to myself.

         They unshackle every last restraint, except the thin black band around my left wrist that marks me as a traitor, and gather the chains into their arms.

         And then I’m alone.2

         Fear threatens to overwhelm me but I pull my shoulders so far back it hurts. I focus on the pain and stare straight ahead. I only have one chance. There’s no room for emotion. Failure is not an option.

         As if sensing my determination, the lights shift, illuminating the circular arena. Everyone’s here. The soldiers I grew up with who protect and govern our city: Emas. The ones who raised me. The ones I looked up to. As well as every Academy cadet, from my class all the way down to the new recruits. We trained together with one goal: become one of those soldiers and join NSDE – the Neo-Settlers Developers & Engineers.

         I don’t know whether I want to laugh or cry at how far I’ve fallen.

         The audience stands in perfect silence, looking down at me from their tiered platforms. I search for Kaven, but the arena’s lights make it impossible to distinguish facial features. The only ones I can see clearly are NSDE’s commanding officers. Unlike the crowd, standing in their silent judgement, the officers don’t seem to notice my entrance.

         The General sits front and centre. The head of NSDE. The president of Emas. My mother. Her smooth silver-flecked black hair is pulled back into a neat bun. Her trousers are perfectly creased. Her shirt sits stiff against her frame. And despite her wearing the same white uniform as the other officers, hers somehow seems brighter – crisper. 3

         I run my hands over my jumpsuit, but days of living in the same clothes creates wrinkles no amount of smoothing will get out. As for my hair … my curls have always defied taming. My fingers only exacerbate the situation.

         I lift my chin and stare at her until she finally deigns to glance in my direction. I search her face for concern. Regret. Encouragement.

         She scans my body from head to toe, and the space between her eyebrows furrows.

         What did she expect? I’ve been in detention for days. There was no way to keep up appearances.

         But the General has never cared for excuses. The only thing she hates more: weakness.

         It takes all my concentration to keep my confusion from ruining the mask of indifference I know she’ll be expecting me to wear. I can’t disappoint her. Not this time.

         Eventually, the General lifts a manicured hand and stands.

         The effect on the arena is instant. Cadets, soldiers and officers alike all snap to attention.

         I have to physically fight the instinct not to follow suit.

         Sergeant Corvon’s voice rings through the space. ‘The Academy presents Cadet Naya Tambor …’

         I flinch and don’t miss the subtle downturn of the General’s lips at my reaction. Less than a minute in her presence and I’ve already earned my first strike. 4

         I shouldn’t have let Sergeant’s voice take me by surprise. Of course he would be the one responsible for reading my charges; he’s been responsible for everything related to my life since I entered the Academy. Eleven years. Eleven years of training, mentoring, and borderline torturing. He was the closest thing my squad and I had to a parent growing up in the Academy. And now, instead of handing me a diploma and commending me on finally graduating into NSDE, he’s about to condemn me.

         Humiliation keeps me from meeting his gaze.

         The other officers pass around a tablet: my history at the Academy. I’d thought reviewing a summary of my life would take longer than a minute, but the tablet exchanges hands with surprising speed. When it’s extended towards the General, she waves it away.

         ‘… found guilty of violating multiple NSDE regulations, including but not limited to treason …’

         I stare at the General while Sergeant reads off every charge. Despite knowing them, my heart drops with each one.

         It’s going to be OK; I can do this.

         The General blinks at me, unfazed.

         ‘The Academy hereby strips the prisoner of their title. Does the judging committee agree to proceed?’

         The officers on the platform stand as one and salute.

         I’m going to be sick. What was I thinking? Why did I do it? 5

         The room spins until I finally spot Kaven. My best friend. My only friend. I focus on his familiar features and force myself to breathe until I manage to regain some semblance of control.

         Unlike the General, his face is a battlefield of emotion, but the one that dominates the rest: betrayal. Why did you do it, Nay?

         My heart twists in my throat. I want to tell him the truth. I want to go back to the bunks like we used to when we were younger and tell him everything. I want him to help me come up with a solution to this problem. I know he’d do it. He’s always been there for me. He’s half the reason I made it as far as I did in the Academy.

         I look away.

         Kaven can’t help me. No one can. I got myself into this mess and I’m going to have to get myself out of it.

         ‘Tonight’s criminal stands accused of attacking an NSDE officer and pillaging supplies. The Spiravit has been tried and found guilty on all accounts.’

         Kaven’s eyes go wide, letting me know I’m no longer alone.

         I can’t force myself to turn around and face it.

         ‘As stated in the by-laws, amendment 2C, the Definitive Optimal Decision protocol will only conclude when a participating party achieves unquestionable victory.’

         I brace myself.

         ‘Tonight’s D.O.D. will be a fight to the death.’

         The crowd goes wild.6

         The blood drains from my face. I panic that I might faint but Sergeant finally locks eyes with me, as if commanding me to pull myself together. He waits until I stand steadier before concluding, ‘Naya Tambor, in accordance with NSDE and Academy laws, you have been granted one last chance for clemency. This has been sanctioned by all parties present. The rest of your fate is in your hands, and it is my duty to announce that your judgement is officially begun.’

         I whip around as a cacophony of jeers echoes around me.

         Panic nips at my heels but I shut the noise out. I shut everything that might get me killed – or worse, make me fail – into a box and shove it all away.

         This isn’t an exercise. There will be no do-over. I have eleven years of training. I have Kaven in the stands. Sergeant in the officer’s box. And the General watching.

         I’m not just going to be OK. I will come out of this. I will not fail.

         My opponent is thrust forward by prods and batons, and at first, I hesitate. It’s a boy. He might be a bit older than me, with dull grey hair and sallow skin, but he’s human.

         I stand there like an idiot and stare. I stare at the constellation of freckles running across the back of his hands and forearms. I stare at the green tingeing his fingertips. I stare at his clothes, neon-orange shirt with teal shorts, torn into rags, from what I can only guess has been endless rounds of torture.7

         What’s going on? Where’s the Spiravit? Where’s the monster NSDE’s warned us about our entire lives?

         Then he lifts his head.

         Milky white eyes stare unblinking and unseeing from yellow-green skin stretched tight over a protruding skull. Its mouth is too large, filled with too many teeth. Its arms and legs are all stringy muscles and disproportionately long. Its features shift and morph between human and monster as if it can’t decide what form to take.

         And for a split second, regret overwhelms me. This isn’t how my last year at the Academy was supposed to end. I shouldn’t be here. What was I thinking when my mother …

         The Spiravit takes the first step forward.

         Years of training kick in and I slip into a fighting stance.

      

   


   
      
         
8
            Chapter Two

            One Month Earlier

         

         
            Silence filled the corridor. The commanding officer’s quadrant was never really crowded, not like every other space in Emas, but still, it was strange to be able to walk beside Kaven and not shoved up against his shoulder. To notice the moulding along the wall where it met the floor. To hear the clack of our boots echo like gunshots in all that empty space.

            Clack. Clack. Clack.

            ‘It’s going to be OK, Nay,’ he said.

            Clack. Clack.

            I shrugged, my tongue tied up with nerves.

            Clack. Clack. Clack.

            ‘Just remember your training. Be careful not to drop your right hand. Don’t panic if you can’t figure out a solution right away. Keep a cool head.’

            He’d been giving me tips all week. Running drills with me after class. Testing me with different scenarios. I wanted to tell him to stop. He was only making my nerves worse.

            Clack.

            ‘Watch your back. Don’t let yourself get distracted and let someone sneak up behind you …’

            9I tried to focus. To internalise every word. To block out the urge to turn around and run back to the bunks. Not that it would help. They’d find me. Drag me back and give the General yet another reason to be disappointed in me.

            I took a deep breath.

            ‘… if you feel yourself getting overwhelmed, focus on the task at hand. Turn your mind off, Nay. That’s the trick …’

            I glanced up at Kaven. He didn’t get overwhelmed. Didn’t even do nerves. He didn’t get my desperate need to succeed. Why would he? Top of our squad, he’d already passed his final. Already swapped his Academy greys for NSDE whites. They fit him like he was born to wear them.

            I couldn’t help but think: that should have been me.

            But instead of glory, my Academy career was marked by years of barely scraping by. I stayed up late and woke up early to run extra drills. I gritted my teeth through extra injuries, sprained joints and pulled muscles. I worked harder than anyone else in my squad to earn my place, but NSDE didn’t care how hard you worked. How desperate you were to join. They only cared about one thing: results.

            And the secret to Kaven’s success: never thinking or feeling long enough to question a command.

            The hallway glitched. On either side of us the walls flickered. Blocks of wall started to grow into the hall, building on top of each other and further into the corridor. Glitches were always quick. It was why they could be dangerous. It took less than a single stride for a new wall to be built and our clear corridor to turn into a dead end.

            Kaven and I didn’t skip a beat. Glitches always appeared 10in pairs. Emas might not make it easy to get where you need to go but it made sure not to strand you without a way out. We turned left at the new corridor that suddenly appeared and carried on our way. The new hallway was similar to the last: white walls, grey floor, the occasional door, breaking up the monotony of white with a single black outline. Still, I frowned. Glitches were commonplace outside the compound, but they were becoming more and more prominent within lately as well. The city was struggling.

            As if sensing my thoughts, the walls flickered and shifted, widening the corridor further.

            I couldn’t tell if Emas was trying to prove to me it was all right or confirming my suspicions. I resisted the urge to run my fingers across the walls to connect to the city to find out.

            Kaven would notice. He’d ask questions. He wouldn’t like my answers.

            Kaven was right. I needed to focus. I just needed to complete one last assignment. I didn’t need to ace it. I wasn’t going after special commendations. I just needed to pass. And then I could join his squad like we’d always talked about. We could run patrols together. Work our way up. I’d find a way to repay him for helping carry me through the Academy. Together, we could find a way to finally help Emas. Who knew? I might even earn the General’s respect.

            I almost choked on the idea.

            ‘Nay?’ Kaven slowed down and looked at me in concern.

            I shook my head. ‘I’m fine.’

            I was saved from another barrage of well-intentioned nagging when we turned at yet another corner and emerged 11at our final destination. The General stood at the end of the hall in front of a door, an all-too-familiar impatient look etched on her face.

            Kaven and I stood to attention.

            ‘Tambor, with me.’ She turned into her office and added over her shoulder last second, ‘Don’t you have somewhere better to be, Private Moul?’

            I glanced at Kaven before following the General.

            Good luck, he mouthed.

            I couldn’t help thinking I was going to need it. I resisted the urge to straighten my uniform or fix my hair, and instead passed quickly through the threshold. The door shut and disappeared behind me with a soft pop.

            The room was exactly the same as every other time I’d been summoned: sparse. A desk that was empty save a single tablet atop its surface, and a chair were centred in the room, and on either side blank screens reflected my image. In all the times I’ve stood in this office, I’ve never seen them lit.

            Against the far back wall, behind the General’s desk, was a projected map of Emas. Areas of unrest or especially glitchy zones were highlighted in red. Patrols were drawn in thick blue lines. Reports of new corridors were circled in green. There were entire areas blacked out, some the size of a building, others the size of a few neighbourhood blocks. I once tried to figure out a pattern. A reason for their existence on the map. Now I rarely glanced at it.

            There was no other furniture. Nothing else on the walls. The space was as severe as the General.

            12She walked to her desk and opened a drawer, pulling out a familiar brown glass bottle before tipping a white tablet on to her palm. She tossed it into her mouth and swallowed.

            I gulped. If her headaches were bad enough to medicate, her temper would be extraordinarily short. There would be zero room for mistakes.

            I marched to my spot in front of the desk and stood at attention.

            She took a seat and scanned some documents on her tablet. Her long finger flicked the screen forward, too fast for her to actually be reading anything.

            I glimpsed diagrams. A human at the centre of some sort of circle. Lines emanating out. A couple of letters: ‘S.P.’ Before she slammed the cover back over the screen.

            She opened another drawer and picked up another, more worn tablet. It took a second for it to turn on but when it did, my picture stared up from the screen. This time the General’s finger swiped with slow, languid movements. Soft, disappointed sighs punctuated every swipe.

            I did my best not to flinch.

            She waved in my direction. ‘At ease. At ease.’

            I shifted into the more comfortable position but my muscles stayed taut.

            She swiped the screen a bit harder. ‘Why do we have cadets go through the Academy before being eligible to join NSDE?’

            Her question caught me off guard.

            She raised a single eyebrow but didn’t look up at me.

            I hurried to answer. ‘To ensure that new recruits are 13capable of carrying out the duties and responsibilities required of NSDE members.’

            It was a textbook answer. She didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, she fired another question a first year would be able to answer. ‘And what are those duties and responsibilities?’

            ‘NSDE is charged with protecting the peace and security of Emas, ma’am.’

            She waved her fingers forward.

            ‘They mediate civilian disputes, repair and maintain the cities’ coding, and are charged with finding a solution to the cities’ glitches in order to deliver the utopia the Founders set out to deliver—’

            She slammed the little tablet on to her table, causing the screen to flicker. ‘Yes. Yes. But why do we train you in combat, Cadet? Why do we ask you to be proficient in self-defence? Why did I put you through the Academy?’ She didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘Spiravits!’

            I flinched and her fingers flexed.

            ‘Protecting Emas against Spiravit attacks is the pivotal role of NSDE. It is the one and only reason for creating the Academy. It is why I pulled strings to get you the best sergeant. Got you extra hours in the training arena. Made sure no one took it easy on you because of our relation. Was it not enough?’

            ‘No – I mean, yes, ma’am.’

            When the General looked at me, it took squeezing my nails into my fists to keep from flinching.

            ‘Then why are you still struggling?’

            It wasn’t fair. She didn’t care that I was top of my squad in maths and history. Or that I was the best in my year at coding 14and engineering. No one cared about any of it. Those skills, while useful, wouldn’t stop a Spiravit attack.

            Emas first. It was drilled into us from day one at the Academy. It was our duty to put the city’s needs and safety ahead of ourselves. Always. The fact that I didn’t even want to fight Spiravits was irrelevant.

            I had to fight. Fight for Emas. Fight to finally create a world where I could actually do what I wanted: fix the city itself. Sort through Emas’s code. Solve the power outages and glitches. Expand the code to give the city more space. I had every skill I needed and more; I could literally connect to the city. But none of it mattered, to NSDE or the General. Not yet.

            ‘Did I ever tell you about my time at the Academy?’

            That caught me off guard. The General didn’t share stories of her past. Of course, her personal records were public information, but facts and figures did little to create a picture of the General’s life before me. I cleared my throat and hoped my voice wouldn’t betray my interest. ‘No, ma’am.’

            ‘I wasn’t too unsimilar to yourself. Top of some classes. Glowing recommendations from some superiors. But where it counted … I was also soft.’ She practically spat the last word.

            I wanted to ask her if she’d wanted something more back then – something besides the fight against the Spiravits. I wanted to find a piece of her that I could finally relate to. I bit my tongue to stop the questions that bubbled to the surface. I couldn’t forget my position. The General wouldn’t. And she wouldn’t look kindly upon my speaking out of turn.

            She picked up the other tablet and flicked through the screen, before pointing it in my direction. An image was frozen 15on it. It looked as if there had been an explosion. Rubble and debris were scattered and small flames lit the darkened scene. Pale smudges lay motionless along the ground and it took a second to recognise those shapes as bodies. A wisp of a girl with stick-straight hair stood over them with her back to the camera. The only picture I’d ever seen of my mother outside of uniform was the one where she mourned over my grandparents’ bodies.

            ‘That softness cost me my parents. My home. It almost cost me …’

            I leaned forward, waiting for her to finish, but she refused to look at me, preferring to stare at the carnage on the tablet.

            The last major Spiravit attack on record, six months before I was born. I wonder what life would have been like if it hadn’t happened. If my grandparents hadn’t been targeted in that attack. If my mother hadn’t been left with crippling headaches in the aftermath.

            One Spiravit took out a four-block radius. No survivors. Of course, I understood what they were capable of. That they were a threat to NSDE. To Emas. But I also knew that ‘knowing’ didn’t actually help me. In every single training scenario, when it came down to me or the enemy, I froze.

            Sergeant. My squad. Kaven. They all tried. They approached the problem in their own way: punishments, shouts, advice. I tried anything and everything but none of it worked. When the pressure was on, I choked.

            ‘Spiravits don’t hold back. They don’t show mercy.’ The General pushed her palms down on to the table to stand up and tower over me. ‘Do you understand? Do you, Tambor?’

            16‘Yes, ma’am.’

            She pinned me in place with her stare, as if she could mould me into someone worthy of being her protégé through sheer will.

            ‘I have reviewed your records, assessed your strengths and … weaknesses, and come up with a final assignment that should complement your particular set of skills while also proving to me once and for all of your worth.’

            I gulped.

            She smoothed out the front panels of her already perfectly ironed jacket and sat back down, face reset to its usual mask of indifference. ‘Cadet Tambor, for your final assignment with the Academy, you will infiltrate a Spiravit nest.’

            I almost choked. She couldn’t be serious. She couldn’t actually be proposing to send me into the heart of those monsters. That speech about her past. An entire lifetime of warnings. There had to be a mistake.

            She raised an eyebrow.

            I swallowed the lump of objections in my throat.

            ‘There has been no mistake. We need to keep tabs on our enemy and the only way to collect the intel we require is infiltration. We can’t be lulled into complacency just because it’s been sixteen years since their last major attack. If anything, we should be more vigilant. More alert. We need to be prepared for whatever they’re planning next.’

            ‘There must be someone else, ma’am … someone more …’

            She cut me off. ‘You aren’t the first and you won’t be the last. This assignment calls for stealth and subterfuge, not violence. It will perfectly suit your specific set of … skills.’

            17I noted the derision in her voice again. It was enough to silence the questions and doubts, and light a fire within me. I’d show her. I’d prove her wrong about me. I’d show her and everyone I deserved to join NSDE. I’d keep my promise to Kaven. I’d finally show them exactly what I was worth. ‘What are the parameters?’

            ‘You will have one week to gather intel we can use: location, numbers, weapons, plans. You’ll be provided a transcriber that will record your findings and a cover story to get you in position but the rest will be up to you. Your assignment will be considered complete as soon as you’ve successfully returned the transcriber to my office after the week of intelligence gathering.’

            I wanted to ask more questions. What kind of intel were they specifically looking for? Had there been chatter of an attack? Would I be assessed on the quality of the intel or would it be enough to complete the assignment? But the General’s face invited no further questions.

            She placed a thin black cuff on the desk. ‘This is a transcriber. To anyone in NSDE it will mark you as a traitor. To anyone outside, it will appear as a simple piece of jewellery. It can record hours of data and turns on automatically at the sound of a voice. All you need to do is get them to talk. The transcriber will take care of the rest.’

            She made it all sound so easy. Just ‘get them to talk’. Ignore the fact we’ve been at war with them since before Emas was initiated. Don’t worry about the fact that they’re monsters bent on our demise.

            ‘In order for you to succeed, the Spiravits will need to 18believe you are not a threat. That you are completely alone. That you are desperate enough that you might just accept their way of life. We will need to set you up for a series of crimes so abhorrent, the Council of Officers will have no choice but to subject you to a D.O.D.’

            The Definitive Optimal Decision protocol, or Do or Die as it was known around the bunks. There hadn’t been one in decades. Only the worst of the worst underwent it: traitors, thieves, and sympathisers. The accused were given one chance: a fight to the death against a condemned Spiravit. Survival did not mean victory but a new ‘life’ amidst the Placeless. Many chose death. The Spiravits were never given an option.

            ‘No one in the Academy or NSDE can know. No one can help you. Not even me.’

            I thought about Kaven. He’d be furious if I kept this from him. That I didn’t let him help me prepare. As if he could. I’d have to do this completely on my own.

            The thought was almost enough to break my grip on my self-control. It was too much. It was too much to put on a cadet – a cadet who hadn’t even managed to graduate. I couldn’t do it. There was no way I’d be able to succeed. My heart pounded in protest.

            As if sensing my hesitation, the General paused. She peered at me and her eyes hardened. ‘You can do this.’

            I blinked, not trusting myself to speak.

            ‘Do not forget: you are my daughter. You can do this.’

            I took a deep breath, willing her words to knit themselves into my body. I could do this. I had to do this. My mind drifted 19back to Kaven and before I could stop, an idea formed words that rushed out of my mouth. ‘I have one condition.’

            The General’s mouth went so thin, it disappeared.

            I didn’t let her stop me. ‘I get to choose my squad when I graduate.’

            It was unorthodox. Squads were formed according to the strengths and weaknesses of each member. Decisions were made before we’d even graduated. I didn’t care. This whole situation wasn’t exactly by the book, and more importantly, I’d promised Kaven.

            ‘Very well.’ The General snapped the band on my wrist. ‘Oh, and one more thing. Transcribers are fail-safed to protect against capture or enemy interference. They record but they don’t play back the recordings, and perhaps more importantly, they are impossible to remove unless you have a key.’
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            Chapter Three

         

         I slam against the arena’s metal wall and wonder for the hundredth time what the hell I was thinking accepting this impossible mission. But there’s no time for regret. No time for pain. No time for second thoughts. Not if I have any hope of surviving. I drag my battered body back up.

         To say things aren’t going well would be an understatement.

         The Spiravit stares at me from the centre of the ring. One arm wrapped around its body, creepy eyes unblinking, it bares its teeth before charging at me yet again.

         I brace myself.

         Try to time its movements.

         I manage to duck out of the way of its wild punches and retreat to the other side of the arena but it chases after me. Feral. Rabid. Every bit the monster they warned us about.

         It’s relentless.

         Every time I slow, hesitate, try to communicate with it, it simply takes the advantage to launch yet another attack.

         There’s no time to think.

         21And I can’t attack back. Not if I have any hope of making it trust me.

         Frustration constricts my heart.

         How am I supposed to get it to work with me if it won’t stop attacking me?

         The crowd’s shouts intensify.

         In the officer’s deck, the General purses her lips. It’s like I can hear her voice in my head.

         What are you doing?!

         Use your training.

         Do not embarrass me.

         I want to scream at her. At Sergeant. None of my training drills prepared me for this.

         I catch a glimpse of Kaven. He’s leaning over the railing, shouting something, but it’s lost in the noise of the arena.

         The sight of him helps me calm down. I can’t panic. I have to focus. For Kaven. For the General. For Emas.

         I barely dodge another attack, but instead of blindly scrambling as far away as possible, I step just far enough away to study it for anything I might be able to use.

         Raw, burned skin circles its neck. Bruises run the length of both its arms. Dried blood stains its tattered clothing. The crowd’s jeers escalate and it flinches, further withdrawing into itself.

         If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it looks scared. I might even feel sorry for it, if I wasn’t the one with 22a black eye, numb arm and potentially cracked rib. Pausing near the centre of the ring was a mistake.

         The Spiravit moves too fast for me to follow.

         I dodge a punch aimed straight for my head but it sweeps my legs. I hit the ground with a thud and the air is knocked out of my lungs, and a second later, the Spiravit is on top of me.

         The crowd’s noise is overwhelming. They came for blood. A show. I’m painfully aware of the fact that I am not delivering.

         The Spiravit’s moves are frantic. Uncoordinated. It hits at the air instead of aiming for my head.

         I use its inexperience to grab one of its arms and pin it against my side. At the same time, I use my leg to pin its leg to the floor.

         It thrashes against me, almost dislodging its limbs.

         I grip on tighter. Grind my other foot into the floor and throw my weight to the side.

         The Spiravit doesn’t shift.

         No. No no no.

         I try again. And again.

         I can’t roll it off me.

         I catch a glimpse of the General over the Spiravit’s shoulder.

         Her lips are turned down.

         I did everything for you. Everything to set you up for this mission. You said you could do this. Do not fail me.

         Her hand reaches for a panel set in the wall and seconds later an electrical current rips across the 23floor of the arena. My joints lock. I’m vaguely aware of a thrashing body near mine but electricity fries all coherent thoughts out of my mind.

         By the time it’s over, even my hair hurts.

         The General stands in front of the glass with her hands clasped before her. Her message is clear: that’s the only time she’ll interfere.

         I hate myself for feeling grateful but as always, she was right. I’m no longer pinned. I drag myself up on to numb legs. My skin feels like pincushions and my head pounds. It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. I can’t waste this last chance. I brace myself for another onslaught, determined to somehow get through to the Spiravit, but then I catch sight of it. I freeze.

         It’s still on its hands and knees on the floor. Its hands clenched into fists. Its hair flopped forward. Its back lifts and lowers in heavy breaths. None of that matters. Its freckles – the inconspicuous brown spots covering its arms – pulse in time with its breaths. Their edges ebb and flow beyond their boundaries like liquid across its skin. It’s preparing to implode.

         My mind goes blank. Without thinking, I retreat to the furthest wall.

         I can’t die. Not here. Not in front of everyone. I can’t die a traitor.

         No. I need to do something. Anything. But what can I do?

         The Spiravit doesn’t move. It stays frozen in position, almost focused.

         24That’s it. I need to distract it. If I can pull its attention, it’ll stop the implosion. That’ll be my chance to communicate.

         Attacking it won’t work. It will make it harder for it to trust me. It will probably just fuel its rage. Something else …

         An idea embeds itself in my brain. If there was a power outage, the sudden change might just be enough to snap the Spiravit out of it. It’d give me cover to go over and talk to it. It’d give us an advantage to get out of this arena.

         But power outages don’t happen in the compound. There are fail-safes in place. Power diversions set. But if I could just get a few minutes. A few minutes out of the spotlight. A few minutes to shake sense into the Spiravit.

         I stretch my palms against the wall at my back. It’s always been harder to access the city from within the compound.

         A tingle at my fingertips lets me know I’ve somehow managed to connect.

         I focus all my energy into communicating my request.

         Cut off the power. Cut off the power. Cut off the power.

         The Spiravit throws its head back, its freckles flowing out, covering almost every bare inch of skin.

         I’m out of time.

         Please!

         The arena is plunged into darkness as an ear-piercing alarm sounds and chaos takes over.

         25I don’t waste time. All I can do is hope it was enough.

         Crawling on my hands and knees, I blindly make my way in the direction of the last place I saw the Spiravit. I hold my breath with every step forward, hoping I’m going the right way. Terrified I might actually physically run into it.

         ‘What do you want?’

         I stop short at the sound of its voice right next to me. I don’t know what I expected, but the fact it can speak catches me off guard, almost as much as the deep tenor of its voice.

         ‘Here to finish the job?’ It laughs, a dry, breathless sound. ‘Go on. What are you waiting for?’ Its laughter turns unhinged.

         ‘Stop it!’ I reach out and my hand closes around its arm. I didn’t actually think I’d make contact; I only meant to slap the floor near him. A spark flashes between us, and for a second, individual red lights fill the stadium.

         I jump back, terrified.

         The lights extinguish as soon as they appeared but a faint blue hovers in the space between me and the Spiravit.

         What was that?

         Spiravit tricks. I seethe, but scramble to regain control. I need it. I need it to take me to its nest. I need it for this week and then …

         ‘Wait … you want to work together?’

         26My jaw drops. ‘How did you … What did you …’

         ‘How do I know this isn’t actually you trying to stack the odds in your favour? You work with me while it’s convenient and at the first opportunity you betray me so you can escape. Although, as far as I can tell, you don’t really have any place to go?’

         ‘I don’t,’ I snap, my nerves frayed to breaking. Then I take a breath. I’ve got to keep going. ‘But right now, the only thing I’m focused on is getting out of this very specific situation. I’ll worry about the rest when I get to it.’

         It doesn’t respond.

         We’re taking too long. I don’t have time for negotiations. I have to take the risk. It’s now or never. ‘If you don’t want to work with me: fine. Good luck getting out of here.’

         I turn and start crawling back towards the wall.

         My heart pounds.

         What if it doesn’t follow? What if it does? How am I supposed to get us out of this?

         ‘Wait!’

         I almost collapse with relief.

         The Spiravit shuffles to catch up with me. It has no trouble finding me despite the lack of light, and sticks to my side. ‘What’s the plan?’

         ‘Plan is a generous word. I have a map.’ I tap my head before remembering it can’t see me. ‘We make our way for the exit and hope.’

         ‘You’re serious?’

         27‘Do you have a better idea?’

         We reach the arena’s wall. It’s smooth. Doorless. I raise my hand to the wall and start concentrating on conjuring one. ‘Did I not mention that our chances of escape were non-existent? If you don’t like it, improve them.’

         I can practically feel the Spiravit grit its teeth.

         If Kaven could see me now, he’d laugh. Even I can’t believe the Spiravit is falling for this act.

         The wall shifts beneath my fingers and I find a handle.

         We’re going to make it. Maybe I can do this.

         I pull the door open and every light in the arena flares back to life.

         I’m blind. I blink my eyes, desperate to clear them, but not before I realise the alarm has been shut off. The arena is silent.

         A voice shouts: ‘They’re getting away!’

         Pushing the Spiravit ahead, I dive past the threshold and slam the door shut.
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