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STEPHEN





October 2163, Exilon 5:  He pushed open the hatch leading out to the stony wasteland beyond New London. Its rusted appearance helped to blend it into the background. 

Stephen crouched behind a cluster of rocks not far from the entrance and watched both the military and his intended target in the dark distance. The wolf inched towards the bait he had left to lure it away from the military. 

He stood up too fast and his foot scuffed some loose rubble. The wolf stopped and raised its head. Even from this distance away, Stephen could smell its fear. But then the wolf gave up and stalked closer to the bait once more. Serena emerged from one of District Three’s tunnels and crouched next to Stephen. She growled low as her natural hunting instincts kicked in.

The military were out there as usual, waiting in the dark. It had been three weeks since Anton had returned with a bomb that had destroyed part of their tunnels. At the same time, the military patrols had increased. He could make out their outlines as they leaned against their vehicles. Their relaxed blue and green auras told him they weren’t expecting activity tonight. 

‘They don’t know we’re here,’ he said to Serena. ‘We have time.’

Serena looked at him, then at the military. ‘Are you able to hear them this far out?’

Movement caught his eye. He cut his eyes back to the young wolf that was almost at the bait. It sniffed at the edge of the rocks. Its immaturity was working to Stephen’s advantage. The adult wolves from the biodomes were too clever to fall for one of his familiar traps. 

The military said something that caught Stephen’s attention. We’ll have to be quick. They’re thinking about making a move.

‘How do you know?’ 

‘I can hear them. They’ve spotted the wolf.’

Serena shook her head. ‘All I hear is a collective mumbling. Nothing they say is clear.’

Her inability to hear as well as other Indigenes troubled him. He switched his focus back to the wolf again. Pierre needed this kill. 

The second the wolf began tugging at the piece of meat staked into the ground, Stephen ran from his cover. Before the wolf could turn its head, he was standing before it, his eyes focused on the rivulets of blood dripping from the animal’s mouth. The wolf growled low and went on the defence just as an out-of-breath Serena caught up with him. He could hear her erratic thoughts pulling her mind in different directions.

He kept his eyes on the cagey wolf. ‘Are you okay?’ 

‘I’m fine. Why?’ She dropped into the usual hunting stance—one leg pitched in front of the other, head straining forward, back low, arms poised to snatch.

The young wolf snapped and snarled at her. He adopted the same pose, crouching low until his fingertips almost touched the ground.

He looked at Serena. ‘Is something bothering you?’ 

She shook her head, but he sensed her worry. Stephen straightened up causing her to mirror his actions. The wolf lunged at Serena, displacing the air around him.

The force of the animal knocked her to the ground and winded her. The animal pinned her shoulder down. Serena screamed. It snarled through a mouthful of Indigene flesh.

Come on, you’re stronger than it, said Stephen. You can take it.

She screamed again. ‘Get it off me!’

Unable to watch anymore, he lifted the wolf up by the scruff and snapped its neck. Stephen unclamped its mouth from Serena’s shoulder and she fell back to the ground again. The glistening teeth marks on her shoulder instantly healed. 

The muscles in his arms strained against the weight of the wolf. He threw it over his shoulder at the same time Serena scrambled to her feet. 

She grinned and wiped the dirt from her dark hunting clothes. ‘I can’t believe that just happened.’ 

‘Come on. We have to go.’

Serena glanced around her. ‘How far away are they?’

‘Not far. They’re getting into their vehicles.’

He took off, running as fast as he could with the wolf on his shoulder. Serena kept pace with him. 

‘Will you make it with that thing on your shoulder?’ she asked, panting.

I think so. His legs strained with the extra weight. Run up ahead and open the entrance. I won’t have time to stop.

Serena raced towards the cluster of rocks and the hidden entrance. She opened the metal hatch and stood back.

When Stephen was within range he launched the wolf through the hatch. His momentum carried him over a large rock and through the opening, to land on his kill. Serena pulled the hatch closed, securing it with metal bars on the inside.

‘That was close.’ 

Stephen brushed himself down and hauled the wolf with its mouth frozen mid-snarl through the tunnel. Serena followed.

‘What happened back there?’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’

The scream. It came from you.

‘No, it didn’t.’

When the wolf lunged, you screamed.

‘It took me by surprise, that’s all,’ she said.

The entrance to their district drew near. Genetic scanners above the door verified them as Indigenes. The door, constructed from the impervious omega rock, slid back into the rock face. 

‘Can you manage from here?’ Serena said when the door had closed behind them. She removed the three-piece air filtration device from her nostrils and throat.

Stephen nodded, doing the same.

‘Then I’ll talk to you later.’

She moved down one tunnel with poise and grace, vanishing from sight at the first bend. He dragged the dead animal through the cold, low-lit tunnel. The smell of fresh blood made his stomach rumble, but it wouldn’t stay fresh for long. He needed Gabriel’s help, the visiting elder from District Eight.

He sensed him close by and found him in a tunnel near to the core of District Three. Gabriel’s wife, Margaux, was with him along with three males. Margaux’s wild eyes searched the space. Stephen had sensed an unfocused mind from her when she’d arrived. Gabriel was arguing with one of the males. When he heard Pierre’s name being mentioned, Stephen’s anger flared. 

‘He’s not well,’ said Gabriel. ‘He needs time to come to terms with Elise’s death. Have some patience, please.’

‘You’re not the elder here, and tell your wife to keep her business out of my thoughts.’ The male rubbed his temple. ‘I can feel her poking around.’

A smirking Margaux concentrated on the male before switching her attention to his friends. They shook their heads as if trying to dislodge something. 

Gabriel touched her arm. ‘Margaux, please.’ 

She dropped her intense gaze and pouted. You’re no fun.

‘I have every right to be here,’ said Gabriel to the male. ‘Until Pierre is well enough to govern this district again, I am the presiding elder. Is that clear?’

‘You and your crazy wife are not welcome here.’ The male strode away before Gabriel could reply. His friends fell into line behind him. 

Gabriel rubbed his forehead and sighed. It was not the first confrontation to happen since his arrival. Three short weeks had passed since Elise, Pierre’s wife, had been killed by Anton after he’d returned from Earth with an additional personality he still harboured. Following Elise’s funeral, Pierre had locked himself in Council Chambers and had refused to come out. Uncertain whispers of what would happen added to the daily confusion in the district.

When Pierre retreated into his solitude, other districts had been asked to help govern District Three. Gabriel and Margaux, the elders from District Eight, had been the only ones to show up. Gabriel had come with a message from the other districts. ‘They will not help. They feel Pierre has betrayed their trust by keeping the Indigenes’ true origins a secret.’

‘Do you feel the same?’ Stephen had asked Gabriel.

Gabriel had shrugged. ‘Pierre had his reasons.’

Pierre’s secrets had damaged their democratic society. Now, Stephen had no idea how to help Gabriel unite a district that was falling apart without its remaining leader.

He dropped the wolf at Gabriel’s feet.

‘I see you managed to get a young one?’ said Gabriel.

‘Wasn’t easy. The military are watching.’

The visiting elder, taller than Stephen and of a sturdier build, nodded. At the age of one hundred and seven, Gabriel was thirteen years younger than Pierre. It was hoped his more youthful energy would help calm the unrest in the district.

Margaux clucked her tongue. ‘Pierre doesn’t need that.’ She kicked the dead wolf. ‘He needs something else.’

‘What does she mean?’ Stephen still couldn’t figure Margaux out.

Gabriel half smiled. ‘Just ignore her. I love my wife, but she can be a little eccentric. The Indigenes find her too difficult to handle and the Evolvers stay away. They’re used to her ramblings in our district, but here, they haven’t taken to her.’

Stephen nodded to the dead animal. ‘Can you bring some to Pierre?’

Gabriel hoisted the animal onto his shoulder. ‘I’ll pick the choicest cuts. And if he doesn’t eat it, I’ll ram it down his scrawny throat. Then I’ll kick him out of his Chambers and take up residence there, so I can have some peace.’

Stephen smiled. He confessed to liking Gabriel’s way with words. Gabriel had always seemed so unlike the other Indigenes. But with context, Stephen now understood the difference: Gabriel spoke like a human.

‘Just one other thing,’ said Stephen.

Gabriel looked back.

‘It’s about Serena.’

Margaux poked and prodded his thoughts—just like Elise used to do.

‘The female from District Eight?’

Stephen nodded. ‘I need you to meet her.’

‘I’ve tried but she’s always too busy to meet. Maybe when things calm down.’

‘No, you must meet her soon.’

Gabriel frowned. ‘What’s the rush?’

Stephen released a sigh. ‘I’m worried Serena isn’t who she says she is.’
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STEPHEN





He entered the core of District Three, a large open space with vaulted ceilings. This was where Anton had returned four weeks ago and tried to set off a bomb one week later. A low light illuminated the area, powered by a solar power feed connected to the surface. The air was cool and dry.  

Groups of Indigenes gathered and discussed just one thing: Pierre. Gabriel was doing his best to restore order, but Stephen sensed the mounting loss of faith in Pierre’s ability to lead. 

The Indigenes glared at him as he walked through the space. Word had spread that Stephen had known all along about the true origin of the Indigenes. In their minds, he’d been colluding with Pierre for months to keep it a secret. Many adopted a defensive stance, while their ghostly shadows on the walls appeared to do the same. He ignored the nastier thoughts about Anton and headed for the section with the alcoves. Set into one wall, the alcove spaces were used to teach the Evolvers about Indigene life. With classes over for the day, all except one were empty. 

Serena was staring at a drawing on the wall inside one alcove. The start of a vision jabbed him. He entered the alcove and waited by another wall for the needle-like pain to recede. The visions were a regular intrusion now. He had hoped that after three weeks, he’d have managed them by now. 

Serena continued to study the drawings she’d scrawled for him over two weeks ago. ‘I still can’t believe I drew this. How did I know how to explain your visions to you?’ 

For the past few weeks, they’d worked together on a strategy to deal with Stephen’s new ability—to predict the future through visions. Serena had sketched out how his visions worked, hoping it would help him gain control of them.

He frowned at the swirling black circle that she’d drawn with charcoal. It represented the vision moving towards him. Sweeps of yellow limonite jutted out from the black, to represent his mind breaking apart the mass to reveal the vision. She had drawn a second ball of black, more dense than the first, to show Stephen how the vision looked when he tried to fight it. Then she had increased the size of the circle to show him what caused him pain. 

Stephen focused on Serena. He confessed to knowing very little about her. She’d arrived in District Three at the same time as Anton had returned. She claimed to be from District Eight, but Serena had not tried to return to her district once in the last month. Her differences to other Indigenes worried him: her poor vision and her inability to converse telepathically. Nor could she stop his attempts to access her private thoughts. 

If Serena was an Indigene, she was a really poor one.

The last time he’d tuned into her mind was two days ago. Strange images had hit him. Serena had been standing in an apartment that reminded him of Laura O’Halloran’s one. She was staring at a picture on the mantelpiece of a woman and a child. Both had blonde hair. In a separate image, a female he didn’t recognise checked her reflection in a shiny lab instrument. She had blonde hair and blue eyes. Stephen admitted to there being vague similarities between the human and Serena. Had Serena been a scientist in District Eight? She’d never mentioned anything about it. 

That’s why he wanted Gabriel to speak with her.

Stephen’s head tingled when Serena attempted to probe his mind. Her efforts were ineffective, unpractised. He could easily hide his thoughts from her.

‘What’s wrong, Stephen?’ She turned around. Her azure-coloured eyes set his heart to beat faster.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’ve been acting strange for the last couple of days. Now you’re hiding your thoughts from me.’ 

A strange sensation washed over him and his head grew light. Serena’s influence over him was heady, irresistible. It took all his strength not to blurt out his real thoughts. ‘I’m just worried about my visions. I should be able to control them by now. The pain I get before they disappear makes it impossible for me to concentrate.’

He pushed his feelings for Serena away, because his attraction to her was more than just chemistry. She controlled him—he could feel it—the way his visions controlled his mind. But when he was with her, the pain halved and anything felt possible. 

Serena gave him a quick smile. Then a vacant look replaced the intensity in her eyes. She exited the alcove and Stephen followed after her through the core. The males in the vicinity snapped to attention when she passed them. Stephen pushed down his jealousy when he caught snippets of their desires. 

She entered the tunnel and Stephen sped up to keep pace with her. Her bare feet skimmed the hewn floor of the tunnel. Her movements were graceful and light, as though she had no care in the world. But she did. Everything about her pointed to danger. 

Where did you come from, Serena? He kept his thought private, wanting to ask her for weeks, but afraid in case she disappeared. 

He stopped, frustrated with his inability to say what was on his mind. 

Serena surprised him by slowing down and linking arms with him. 

‘Come on.’ 

‘Where are we going?’

‘Wait and see.’ 

As soon Stephen moved, she unlinked her arm and picked up the pace again. He caught up with her and grabbed her hand—a move she allowed. She even squeezed his hand in response.

‘Where did you come from?’ He tried to stuff the words back in. 

‘From District Eight.’ Serena frowned. ‘I told you.’

Yes, she had said as much. ‘Why are you here with me?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Every male in this district wants to get close to you. Why do you spend your time with me?’

Serena smiled. ‘I feel at ease with you. I don’t feel that way around the other males. I sense what they want and it scares me.’

‘How do you know I don’t want the same thing?’

Her smile faded. ‘There are things I know for certain and things that still confuse me. You are the former.’

Stephen recalled the images he’d seen in her head. ‘What are you confused about?’ 

She stopped walking. ‘I like that you don’t complicate things. I need that right now.’ 

An even pressure built in his head; he got a sudden urge to drop the subject. So he did. ‘How long before I gain control of my visions?’

‘Soon. You shouldn’t try rushing it.’

They resumed their fast walk. The omicron rock that formed the tunnel walls vibrated. It rattled his brain. 

‘I wanted to try something,’ said Serena. ‘It might or might not work.’ 

‘Try what?’

She didn’t answer him. Instead she led him to one of the tranquillity caves and looked up at the entrance. ‘This place is strange. It’s as if everything I think and feel is enhanced here.’

Stephen nodded. ‘The gamma rock has amplifying properties. It’s why they built the caves here. The Nexus works best with gamma rock.’

Serena grabbed both his hands. ‘The pain in your head is just your envisioning ability strengthening. The gamma rock might help you to control your visions—let them through. The more you fight them, the more they appear to hurt you.’

‘Makes sense when you say it, but in practice—’ A sharp pain in his head cut him off.

He hadn’t had many full-blown visions recently, only partials that he’d deflected on his own. But the vision trying to manifest now felt stronger than the rest. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the emerging vision encased in a tight black ball. The hard black casing surrounding it broke apart, sending shockwaves through his skull and brain. When enough of the casing fell away along with the pain, he opened his eyes. The vision manifested on its own, with no effort from him.

He couldn’t make out the Indigenes’ faces but the scene in his vision was clear. A hunting party circled their prey while the military watched from a distance. This was old news, but was it a vision from the past or yet to happen? He concentrated on the scene, but a new force broke the connection. Stephen gripped Serena’s hands tighter as he tried to claw it back, but the vision disappeared, like the last time.

He huffed out a breath. ‘Why can’t I control it yet?’ 

‘The ability’s still too new,’ said Serena. ‘Your brain is still figuring out how to handle it. We’ll work on some techniques that may help to relax you.’

‘If this is a part of me, I should have figured it out by now.’ Stephen released her hands and slouched against the wall.

‘Give it time. What did you learn?’

‘Nothing new. A hunting party and the military watching again.’

Serena cupped his face in a move that brought them closer than he was comfortable with. ‘Concentrate, Stephen. Tell me how far you can see into the future.’ 

He studied her eyes flecked with the usual yellow pigmentation. But an azure blue dominated her iris that was different from the usual grey. ‘What did you say you did for work in your district?’ 

Serena’s gaze lingered on his. ‘Have you tried using the Nexus to stabilise your envisioning ability?’

He’d been reluctant to use it since the last time, just before the ability had emerged. The Nexus had only aggravated his condition. ‘I don’t think I can go back there, Serena, not since... you know.’

She smiled. ‘You didn’t have me then. Besides, I’d like to see the Nexus in action.’

Her remark drew a frown from him. ‘Surely you’ve used it in District Eight?’

‘I can’t recall ever having used it.’

Stephen studied the colours of her aura; they were mostly greens and blues. He didn’t want to consider Serena a threat like Anton had been—not without evidence. ‘I’ll try it on one condition.’ 

‘What?’

‘That you connect in too.’

Serena backed up. ‘No. I wouldn’t know what to do.’

‘I’ll show you.’ 

Serena was biting her lip when he led her inside the tranquillity cave. Three dozen individual units were carved into the rock floor at a depth to where the gamma rock was at its most concentrated. Each unit could fit several Indigenes but only one could access the Nexus per unit. Stephen found two free units beside each other.

Stephen pointed inside Serena’s unit with a ten-foot drop. ‘You can use the stone steps, or you can jump straight in.’

Serena looked down, then at him. ‘How do you do it?’

He smiled at her and jumped, landing on all fours. He straightened and looked up to see Serena peering over the edge.

‘See? It’s easy. Try it.’

Serena disappeared from view. He heard her use the stone steps.

A few seconds later she called out, ‘What now?’

‘Sit on the floor, close your eyes and relax. The Nexus will find you.’

Stephen followed his own instructions and steadied his breathing. His nerves jangled at the thought of using the Nexus again, but he pushed his fear aside. He needed to be calm before entering. The Nexus demanded it. 

In his mind, the wall opposite him lost its hard rock-like appearance and transformed into a shimmering golden and orange web. A single bright white tendril of the Nexus reached through the web and wrapped around his arm. Stephen gritted his teeth when it tightened its grip. He forced his mind to relax and the tendril loosened its hold, then pulled his energy inside. The giant Nexus waited, powered by the collective energy of all the Indigenes who connected to it.

Stephen’s energy moved towards the Nexus—a large shimmering wall of energy with a luminescent ledge running along its base. Luminous balls of energy showed the location of the other units where Indigene energies were entering. On busier days, it looked like a star-filled sky. 

He identified his own unit, brighter than the rest, and counted one space across to Serena’s. She had yet to connect, but he saw the colours of her aura; no longer green and blue, but yellows and reds. Rapid movement in her unit panicked him. He pushed off from the wall and floated his energy towards her unit. A tendril snapped at her; she kept her arm out of its reach. 

‘What do I do?’ her voice sounded too high pitched. The Nexus distorted the sound from the outside. 

‘It doesn’t hurt. Just give in to it.’ He drifted over the black chasm and closer to her, with her unit to the front and the Nexus wall behind him. ‘Close your eyes and breathe. You must be calm before entering.’

With her eyes still closed, she took a few deep breaths. But her frown told him she was not calm. He moved in closer still, but hesitated when the snapping sounds increased. The tendril whipped her arm.

Serena winced when it struck her. ‘I thought you said it doesn’t hurt.’ 

It shouldn’t. The tendril, no thicker than a rope, continued to attack her. 

‘What should I do?’ 

‘I... don’t know. I’ve never seen it behave like this before.’

She pulled her arm back but the tendril only reached for her further and trapped her against the unit wall. Her frown disappeared, and the red of her aura turned a darker shade.

‘Enough of this.’ She grabbed the attacking tendril. 

It coiled around her arm and yanked her energy inside. Stephen watched helpless as it hurled her at the giant wall of the Nexus. She hit it with force, then slid down and settled on the luminescent shelf. Stephen swam frantically to reach her. 

He made it to the wall just as the gentle ripples of the Nexus wall generated by the connecting energies became small waves. Serena’s energy brightened for a second, and Stephen felt her healing being passed to him. Other connected users also drew from her power, a move which seemed to excite the Nexus. Unconnected energies found the wall, and Serena. The Nexus wall pulsated and new tendrils emerged from its shimmering magnificence to form a web around her. Trapped inside the Nexus’s prison, Serena’s energy shone brighter than the rest. When the other energies retreated, the tendrils loosened their hold on her.

Stephen stared in shock. The Nexus was acting like it didn’t want to share her. 

‘Are you sure you’ve never used the Nexus before?’ he said.

‘Never, I swear.’

‘Maybe that’s the problem—it doesn’t know how to react to you.’

‘If I’m the same as everyone else surely it would?’

Stephen had no idea how to respond. A new energy built inside the Nexus—one that made him nervous.

He glanced back at his unit. ‘I think we should disconnect.’

‘I would, but I can’t seem to move.’ 

New tiny web-like strands had emerged from the Nexus and wound around her energy. The longer she stayed on the luminescent ledge, the stronger the web became. And the more her energy faded. Stephen grappled to get nearer; the tendrils blocked his attempts to reach her. Panicked, he pulled himself free of the Nexus. Back in his own body again, he scrambled out of his unit and jumped into Serena’s. 

She still had her eyes closed; her pale face was drained of colour. This should be a peaceful experience for her, but instead of restoring her energy the Nexus was sucking it dry.

He shook her shoulder. ‘Serena, listen. I need you to break its hold. Follow my voice. I can’t help you in there. You have to do this yourself.’

He shook her harder, even though it was dangerous to disconnect the mind from the Nexus in this way. But he had to do something. He should never have encouraged her to connect without proper guidance. He’d assumed their experiences would be the same. How would he explain this to Pierre? If Serena died, it would be his fault.

No, this wasn’t over. Serena would make it. He slapped her face. 

‘Come on.’ 

Serena’s eyes shot open. The gasped as if she was reabsorbing the energy the Nexus had stolen from her. Stephen wrapped her up in his arms, worried the Nexus would try to take her again. Her body went limp. She was barely conscious.

He slung her over his shoulder. His legs strained with each step as he climbed up and out of the unit. With the floor above in sight, he shifted Serena’s body off his shoulder and rolled her onto the floor. 

Weakened by his climb, his foot slipped and he fell backwards. Air rushed around him on his way back down. He hit the floor with a thud and his head slammed against the unyielding rock. 
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DEIGHTON





In the heart of Washington DC, Charles Deighton exited his town car early, much to the annoyance of his driver. 

‘Sir, I’ve been instructed to drop you off at the club,’ he said, holding a gel mask to his face. ‘It’s not safe to walk here.’

Deighton leaned in through the open door. ‘Young man, if I want to walk, I will walk. The CEO of the World Government does what he wants.’

‘But, Sir, I was told to drive you right to the door.’

Deighton laughed off his irritation. ‘Send a couple of security men to follow me, I don’t care. I need to stretch my legs.’

He slammed the car door and checked the seal on his mask. A second car pulled up behind the town car and two genetically-altered bodyguards carrying Buzz Guns got out. The bulky giants followed Deighton. He would only tolerate their presence if they stayed out of his way. Exercise helped to clear his mind, but it wasn’t the only reason he walked the dilapidated streets of 23rd Street NW. The beggars needed to see people like him, to be reminded of their place in society. Walking also helped to stave off the worsening tremors in his legs. 

Skyscrapers enclosed the city centre that once had none. But with the limited space came a relaxation of building codes, not only in Washington, but in other low lying cities, like Dublin and Paris too. Constructions had expanded both below the streets and up into the toxic cloud line. Boarded up stores had become the new look in a city that had launched the Go Green programme. This dilapidated mess reminded Deighton of Victorian London, filled with ragged-dressed boys doing jobs for the criminals that the World Government couldn’t control. Deighton thought about Anton and Dr Caroline Finnegan. Both of them had been willing to do whatever it took to stay alive. As had he, when he’d killed one and sent the other home. 

Exilon 5 needed to become more than this disaster called Earth. Only select members of Earth’s population should be allowed to live on the new planet. That plan did not include those living on the streets. Deighton had pushed his idea of exclusivity to the board members. He couldn’t see how society could make reparations without first breaking ties with the people who continued to make society sick. But the board members, driven by their own profit-minded agendas, were difficult to convince.

Mounds of trash littered the sidewalk. Deighton stumbled when his foot caught on the edge of one bag. He righted himself before he fell. The overpowering stench from their contents seeped inside his gel mask and turned his stomach. Readjusting his mask, he glanced at the termination clinic across from him, formerly the George Washington University Hospital, then down at the bags. Their large red stickers warned him of the human waste they contained. Next time he walked around here, he’d find a less unsavoury route to the club. 

His near fall kicked off a new round of tremors in his legs. He cursed under his breath that the disease, mostly contained in his hands, had now spread to his arms and legs. Convinced his condition had stabilised, he’d even skipped that week’s muscle-stabilising shots at one of the private genetic manipulation clinics. But every new step produced a new tremor. Tears pooled in his eyes, mostly triggered by his frustration. He swiped a thumb through the wet. He would not get left behind on Earth, like the street vermin he despised.

The uneven paving demanded his attention, as did the carefully positioned street beggars, sat against store windows with feet stuck out to trip him up, or at the very least slow him down. It’s how they did their business. His high leg step and expensive shoes steered him out of their reach. A little further on, a teenage boy clutched a begging bowl. He gave Deighton a doe-eyed expression that would stir sympathy in some. Deighton ignored the theatrics and focused on the excitement in the boy’s eyes.

‘Do I look like a fucking chump to you?’ said Deighton as he neared him.

The boy perked up, switching from sitting to kneeling. He extended the bowl out, looking very much like one of the genetic degenerates he was keen to rid from this world. 

When Deighton’s thoughts slowed him down, the boy jumped to his feet. ‘Please, mister, I’m hungry. You got any food on you?’ 

Fast on your feet for someone so hungry.

Deighton pulled his coat tight around him and checked the seal on his mask.

‘Get a job and pay your own way.’ He hadn’t planned on speaking to them, only to flaunt his wealth and status. To remind himself he was better than they were.

The boy blocked Deighton.

‘Come on, mister. Been out ‘ere all day. Got nothin’ to eat. Come on. Help me out. You got credit instead of cash? I’ll take either, or both if you’re willin’. I ain’t fussed.’

The boy’s cheap cockney accent was a nice touch. Deighton’s quintessential English accent often drew out the performance. 

‘There’s nothin’ for me. I tried everythin’. Even tried gettin’ on the transfer list, but they turned me ’way. Please mister, help out a friend.’

That didn’t surprise Deighton. Irregularities in the boy’s face and posture hinted at his poor genetics. Abnormalities like his could be fixed with money or the right contacts. But the government had no intention of saving everyone.

The boy’s attitude grated on Deighton’s last nerve. ‘I know your kind, turning tricks for the men down the back alleys, pretending to enjoy it when all you’re after is your next fix. You disgust me.’

The boy’s eyes grew large. ‘Is that what you’re after, mister? I can do whatever you want.’ The cockney accent melted away. 

Deighton dug around in his coat pocket. The boy’s eager eyes followed the movement.

‘I’m flattered. But I’m far too old for you and well out of your league.’ Deighton produced a card. ‘I always carry these around for people like you. The world doesn’t need your kind. But I’m not totally without a heart. I can see you need a little encouragement.’

The boy groped for the card.

Deighton held on to it for a moment longer, staring at the boy. ‘Get going now, you don’t want to be late. I hear they’re doing a midnight special.’

The boy snatched the card from him. On it was a coupon for a half price deal at one of the termination clinics.

‘Get off the streets, you little shit,’ said Deighton. ‘And if I catch you out here whoring yourself to decent folk again, I’ll have you arrested.’

Smiling, he stepped around the boy and walked towards 22nd Street NW and his ultimate destination—Les Fontaines. The nonsense with the boy had distracted him from his tremors.

‘Son of a bitch. Think you’re better than me?’ the boy shouted after him. ‘I’ll fucking show ye who you’re dealing with, ye crusty old shit. Come back here and fight me like a man. Fucking coward.’

Deighton’s shoulders shook with laughter as he rounded the corner on I Street NW. From there, he looked back at the boy. The boy dropped his bowl and followed him. Deighton shivered with excitement. With the right trigger, people always revealed their true colours.

‘Who the fuck do ye think ye are?’ 

Another beggar, older than the boy, jumped to his feet.

Deighton frowned. ‘What happened to your accent? No need for it anymore?’ His bodyguards moved closer; with a raised hand he indicated for them to stay back. He wanted the boy to think he had a chance at winning this.

The boy lunged at Deighton, but the second beggar yanked the boy back and whispered in his ear. 

‘I don’t care who he is,’ said the boy. ‘He won’t speak to me like that.’ 

‘That’s right, listen to your friends if you know what’s good for you.’ Deighton’s creaking laugh broke up the words.

He nodded to the beefed-up bodyguards, who would have snapped the boy’s neck had he asked. But Deighton preferred it when people put up a fight. The weapons were out and a distinctive crackle of electricity filled the air. His guards pumped a few non-lethal shots into the boy. The boy jerked and hit the ground.

Deighton left the writhing boy behind. Tears soon replaced his laughter as his condition—the condition he’d hid for so long—made his future uncertain. He’d worked hard to keep it a secret and to find a solution to his problem. Serena was that solution. 

Les Fontaines came into view. Out of the three private clubs in the city, this was his favourite. He descended three steps and stopped in front of a rusted metal door with a small rectangular panel in the centre. He knocked on the door: a single rap, followed by three quick successive raps. His left hand shook, forcing him to grab it and dig his fingernails in until he could no longer bear the pain. He let go and hissed at the pain, but at least his hand was steady again. The panel slid back to reveal a pair of bloodshot eyes. The thick metal door creaked open.

A man wearing a gel mask scanned Deighton’s identity chip and unclipped the red velvet rope. He called the turbo lift in the box-sized foyer where Deighton waited with his bodyguards. Deighton noticed a faded tattoo on the doorman’s right hand. A tribal mark, possibly. Several tribes immersed in old world cultures still existed, but risked being left behind as society moved on. Would new tribes form after his plans for alteration, or would the new Exilon 5-bound race transcend such triviality?

The lift doors opened on the seventy-seventh floor: the penthouse. He stepped into the bright restaurant, pulling his jacket sleeve down to hide the nail indentations in his hand. His bodyguards sat down at a table close to the door.

Les Fontaines was a quirky French restaurant offering the best views of Paris. High-definition visualisation screens offered varying 360 degree views of Paris. The view alternated between the Champs-Élysées, the Eiffel Tower, Notre Dame, and various other well-known places in Paris.

A waiter greeted Deighton and showed him to his usual table. The waiter handed him a gold DPad with the menu on it. Marble floors, tempered glass tables and chairs covered in deep purple velvet added to the expense. So too did the real waiters. A bust of Oscar Wilde—the controversial Irish writer who lived and worked in Paris—was near one window. A painting by Vincent Van Gogh hung on one wall. The works of dead artists, once worth a small fortune, meant little to people fighting for survival, but they still held value for the rich.

Deighton thought about Serena—his latest creation. Peter Cantwell, the original founding member of the World Government, had plans to protect the human race from itself. Deighton wondered if his dead mentor would have been proud of his achievements.

A waiter hovered close to his table. Deighton didn’t look up as he said, ‘Where’s François tonight?’

‘He’s in the back. Do you want to speak to him?’

Deighton hesitated. ‘No.’ He was in no mood for company.

‘Can I get you something to drink? Water?’

‘Get me a glass of Merlot 2122, from François’s personal stock.’

‘And to eat?’ The waited shifted nervously.

‘I need more time.’ The waiter left and Deighton relaxed into his chair.

Serena’s alteration had turned out better than he could have hoped. He’d sent her to Exilon 5 without the board members’ approval or without extensive testing of her genetic code. But he already had what he needed: a sample of her DNA. Serena and Anton would serve other purposes now: to cause mayhem among the Indigenes. He needed the board members to focus on his plan: a new alteration programme that would pick and change the best humans. But while the Indigenes lived, his plan would not work. Only one species deserved to live on Exilon 5—the one to be created in Serena’s image.

Deighton looked around the room. He recognised a few faces—high-level personnel from World Government, heads of security—all people he had supervised once. Now he had employees who did that work.

The waiter returned with a glass of Merlot and spilled some on the table. 

‘Watch what you’re doing,’ said Deighton. ‘I’m not paying for that. I’ll expect to see a discount on my bill.’

The waiter flushed crimson.

‘Get me some water, then take my order.’

The waiter hurried away.

Deighton’s left hand shook again. He set the DPad down and sat on his hand to keep it still. The words on the menu blurred as his mind drifted elsewhere—to Anton and the events at the Galway Medical Facility. In the doctor’s absence, he’d ordered the medical team to wipe Anton’s memories of his time on Earth. They’d then implanted a tracer and recording device in his head. Deighton wanted to show the board members evidence that the Indigenes were dangerous and should be eliminated. The device in Anton’s head would monitor his activities and should have recorded the moment when Anton had delivered the bomb to Exilon 5. That should be proof enough of his volatility. But first, Deighton needed access to the feed.

When he’d killed Dr Finnegan, there had only been enough time to implant a tracer and recording device in one head—Anton’s or Serena’s—before the facilities were placed on lockdown. Anton was dispensable—Serena would serve another purpose. Daphne Gilchrist had arranged for the pair to be transported to Exilon 5. 

But the tracking device in Anton’s head had yet to connect to the military’s equipment on Exilon 5. Something to do with a dampening field around the Indigene’s lair, they said. For Deighton to access the recorded footage, apparently Anton needed to leave the tunnels. 

He despised relying on others. Had Anton triggered the bomb successfully? Who had been killed? Were the Indigenes destroying each other? How had they reacted to Anton’s personality transplant?

It frustrated him to rely solely on reports from the ground troops on Exilon 5. They had confirmed sightings of Serena out hunting at night. She looked at ease with other Indigenes. It thrilled him to hear that the Indigenes had accepted his protégé—the one he had falsely accused of murdering Dr Finnegan—into the fold.

Deighton needed all the ammo he could get. The pro-Earth board members who had invested heavily in Earth were reluctant to move to a planet where the Indigenes threatened any business potential. He could now report back the Indigenes had accepted Serena—a murderer—into their community. He would tell them a full-scale Indigene retaliation would happen soon and the time to take control of Exilon 5—in new bodies and with a new plan—was now. He would insist that the Indigenes be eliminated. Then they could start over—a new race without the flaws of the old one. Remove the threat of retaliation and new investments could be made. The potential for massive financial gains would be limitless.

A different waiter returned with a glass of water and put it down. He didn’t seem so nervous. ‘Can I take your order, sir?’

Deighton focused on the menu listing. He thought about asking François for a more personal rundown of the specials, but he didn’t want him seeing his tremors—news travelled fast among the elite.

His options were Vietnamese dog, genetically modified bluefin tuna, or veal—the latter sourced from one of the few meat farms still in existence. Deighton despised the bland flavour of replicated meat. The World Government had commissioned farms to exclusively supply a select number of restaurants similar to Les Fontaines around the globe.

‘Get me the veal,’ said Deighton. The waiter nodded, and Deighton handed him the DPad.

He sat back and released his hand. It was numb but at least the tremors had stopped. His plan was to get to Exilon 5 where he stood a better chance of finding a cure for his medical condition. Or he could find the cure on Earth—a more difficult prospect—that would improve his chances to transfer to Exilon 5. Preliminary genetic tests would show his faulty genes, cured or not. Deighton could skip the testing phase with the right connections. Or, he could go straight to the end prize and alter his genes to become a better version of himself.

To do that, he needed to convince the new chair, Tanya Li, to accept his accelerated plans for alteration. His life depended on it. 

The veal arrived and Deighton stabbed the bloody meat with his fork. The prongs struck bone and sent a shudder up his arm. It reminded him of when he’d killed Caroline Finnegan. He carved off a slice of meat and shoved it in his mouth. Blood dripped down his chin; he dabbed at it with the edge of his pristine white napkin, staining it pink. He scooped up his wine glass and silently toasted Serena—the product of his persistence. The liberal board members with an eye on Exilon 5 would demand her return to test her code. The conservatives wouldn’t care; their interest was in keeping people, not Indigenes, on Earth.

Deighton drank some wine and put his glass down. The waiter appeared with the bottle and filled the glass half way. Deighton tapped the edge of the glass and the waiter continued to pour almost to the top.

‘Leave the bottle,’ he demanded. He planned to get drunk tonight.

The waiter complied and left.

Deighton relaxed under the wine’s influence. He was keen to forget a few things, like his problem with the new Chair for one. Tanya Li, who had been distracted by a personal matter, was back and focusing on ways to increase the transfer numbers to Exilon 5. And Deighton was running out of ways to push ahead with his suggestions, without drawing attention to his personal problems.

He gulped down more wine. The soothing warmth of the alcohol bolstered his confidence. The news about the tracer and recording device in Anton’s head would satisfy the board members for now, but he would make no mention of Anton’s personality adjustment. Deighton had his reasons for turning the Indigene into a suicide bomber with a particular target in mind. The tracer and recording device would get them inside the Indigenes’ underground fortress. While the rough location of their tunnels was known, the World Government had been unable to pinpoint their exact location. New cities were being built strategically to hem them in. 

He finished his glass of wine and poured another.

There was still the problem of accessing Anton’s feed. 

He sat back in his chair.

It was settled. Tomorrow, Deighton would suggest to the board members that they drive the Indigenes to the surface, up to their world where they couldn’t hide.









