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1


BILL





He sat in a booth made of plush red leather and observed New London residents walking past the window of his favourite haunt. Oblivious to what had happened three weeks ago, less than a mile below their feet.  

Bill's stomach grumbled as the server from Cantaloupe restaurant set his steak and chips down in front of him. He hadn’t eaten all day, but the thought of going home to an apartment without Laura unsettled him more. 

Her smell still lingered in the place they called home. Most of her clothes were still there. 

Every day for the last three weeks, he’d hoped she’d return home and tell him her leaving had been a mistake. That she no longer craved an Indigene life. But to his disappointment, Stephen had confirmed that Laura was settling in well.

What had he expected? She hadn’t walked away from their marriage. Bill had forced her out.

The Cantaloupe franchise had expanded in the last eight years. The square tables, covered in red and white chequered cloth, were gone. The small window he used to idle by had been replaced with a longer one. A row of booths now looked on to the street. The upmarket restaurant had lost the homely feel he used to come here for. 

At least he still had his window seat. But the familiarity of the spot wasn’t enough to forget recent events.

A cleared-out lab, ten genetically superior Elite housed in stasis pods; nine Conditioned underlings infected with the consciousnesses of the former board members; and one Marcus Murphy in custody. 

These were the spoils gathered from stopping Tanya. 

All the doctors who had been treating the Elite had disappeared. 

Bill had found the Elite just after Harvey had, all ten of them dead in their beds. With the former geneticist’s help, he had gotten them into stasis pods and revived their withered bodies. 

He had no idea what to do with them, but letting them die while he had technology to revive them had seemed too barbaric an act. Even for him.

Bill sucked down a mouthful of scalding coffee. It jerked him awake; combined with the Actigen he had started taking again, it also made his hands shake. Slipping into old habits came easier to him without Laura there. But with old habits came hindsight as to how dangerous taking too much Actigen could be. He would not fall down that rabbit hole again. 

The lack of sleep he could handle; it was eluding him anyway. Might as well use the extra time to figure out matters. 

He’d already wiled away many hours at the ITF office after hours, searching through night-time chatter on the Wave, hoping the missing doctors would get in touch there. 

So far nothing.

Harvey Buchanan had been a strange ally in this mess. The former geneticist used to work for the World Government, using nanoid technology in the seedy black markets to alter the faces of criminals. 

But the man had a past that had only come to light after the World Government had absconded from Earth. Their departure had released hundreds of government documents detailing the secret experiments done on the first-generation Indigenes. And Harvey’s name, as a young geneticist, was all over those documents. 

While Harvey was familiar with the Indigene DNA, he had not helped to create the GS humans. Without having specific data on the Elite, all Bill could think to do was keep this elusive species alive artificially. 

Having the geneticist on side was better than not, but relying on that man for anything continued to worry Bill. Harvey would surely want payment for this. A genetic manipulation clinic had been his first request—one Bill had yet to fulfil.

Despite its bland flavour, Bill finished his steak. It was the Actigen, altering the functionality of his taste buds. More than once, he’d considered stopping its use. More than once, he’d considered packing the ITF job in and walking away. 

With a sigh, he pushed his plate away. Where the hell were those GS doctors hiding out?

A black car with tinted windows screeched to a halt outside the restaurant. A man he wished he didn’t know so well jumped out. The look on Harvey’s face told Bill he had good news. 

Harvey entered the restaurant. The bell above the door rattled overhead and a waitress greeted him with a wide smile. 

He pointed to Bill and said to her, ‘I’m not staying.’

One of the patrons called for a coffee refill and she turned away. 

Harvey slid into the booth opposite him. He was a man of average build and average height who had come to Exilon 5 wearing a new face. Now, Harvey looked like himself again—an eighty-year-old with the face of a younger man, and sandy coloured hair. But his shifting eyes revealed his true ambitious nature.

Bill stared at Harvey. ‘You’d better have good news; I don’t like being disturbed during lunch.’

Harvey glanced down at the plate of chips Bill hadn’t touched. ‘Let me help you with those.’ 

He grabbed a bunch of them and stuffed them into his mouth. 

‘I told you not to contact me unless you had some news.’

Harvey swallowed his food. ‘You also told me you didn’t want anyone to know where the GS humans were being kept, but there’s a team of doctors ill-equipped to look after them monitoring their vitals.’

Bill’s patience wore thin. ‘Harvey, what the fuck do you want?’ 

The geneticist pointed to the car sitting outside. 

‘You want me to take a ride with you, is that it?’ Bill had no time for games.

Harvey smiled and shook his head. ‘I have someone in the back who I think you’ll be very interested in talking with.’

His hope lifted. ‘You found one of them?’

‘Not one, the one. Jameson himself.’

‘Fuck!’ His outburst drew attention from the other patrons. He muttered, ‘Sorry,’ then leaned in towards Harvey. ‘Where was he?’

‘Holed up in the basement of one of the safe houses on the other side of the city. He’d been living there since the attack.’ Harvey looked out the window. ‘Thing was, he didn’t seem too bothered I’d found him. I think he was relieved.’

‘And is he willing to work with me?’

‘You mean us?’ Harvey corrected. 

Bill nodded. 

‘Yeah, wants to put right his mistakes.’

Bill clicked his fingers and called the waitress over. ‘I'm ready to pay.’

‘Right away.’ 

She tapped something on her handheld console. The bill flashed up on the table. He tagged his chip against the amount and stood.

‘Let’s go.’


      [image: image-placeholder]Dr Jameson sat quietly in the back of the automated car while it drove the three of them to a military hospital on the outskirts of New London.  

Set in the stony landscape against a backdrop of mountains, the zoned area with a single approach road loomed in the distance. It was manned by a skeleton crew now, but had been part of the old Deighton regime. 

The car pulled up to the tall gate, where a blue light scanned it. The gate opened and the car parked outside the hospital that had also been used as a genetic reversal clinic for Indigenes wishing to return to their former selves. 

Bill and Harvey got out, Jameson last. 

The doctor in his sixties looked up at the hospital that had been built in haste. It lacked the finesse of the newer buildings in New London. But these places had all been designed with temporary in mind. 

Underground labs kitted out with the best equipment sat below the surface. Access through the hospital was just one way to reach them. Several tunnels had also been built to keep the old regime and a paranoid, power-hungry Charles Deighton happy. 

The former CEO of the World Government had built all his labs in the same way. This lab, with access tunnels connecting to important sites in New London, was no different. To manage security, Bill had ordered all of the tunnels to be sealed. 

One way in, one way out.

Holding on to Jameson, Bill entered the hospital through a set of double doors. Inside was a large warehouse partitioned into sections, each with a white curtain around it. 

This was where Isobel, an Indigene who had helped to topple the criminal regime on Earth, had received her genetic reversal treatment. Half a dozen medical assistants and double the amount of doctors milled around the space that no longer attracted Indigenes since the GS attacked District Three. Instead, the space was being used to treat passengers who had returned from Earth or who were travelling for the first time. Vaccines to inoculate against common Exilon 5 diseases topped the list. 

Bill walked Jameson through the space crammed with the best equipment, and more doctors and assistants than patients. The doctors looked up, some curious, others surprised. According to ITF records, Jameson had worked out of this very facility. But now, Bill controlled proceedings.

For years, the GS Elite had been using Jameson and his team of doctors to further their cause, right under Bill’s nose. They had been helping Tanya and the other Elite to transcend using Simon and other Conditioned as hosts. But Tanya had failed in the end and Simon, her chosen host, had perished because of her efforts. 

The name Jameson had sounded familiar to Bill. And it had been. 

Back when he’d been an investigator tasked to follow Stephen, he’d watched videos on the Indigenes to understand what he was about to face. A young Indigene had been captured and Jameson had taken point on the subsequent study of him. It made sense that Jameson had been Tanya’s first choice to help her to transcend.

Harvey walked ahead of the pair to the back of the room and down a corridor, where a lift waited. Not one of the turbo lifts fitted in most government buildings on Earth, but a slower one. Harvey pressed his hand to a plate that read his bio signature. 

Giving him access to these levels had been a necessity, but with the doctor back could Bill cut Harvey loose?

The lift opened and he steered Jameson inside. Harvey joined them and the lift took them down three levels. 

‘Where are we going?’ said Jameson, breaking his silence for the first time since Bill saw him. 

‘To check on our captives.’

The lift opened and Harvey exited first into a corridor with matching, smooth, concrete walls and floor. Bill escorted the doctor to the door at the end, which Harvey opened with his bioscan.

The door opened to reveal a spacious room, not as big as a docking station, but half the size. A wall of glass created a second room at the back containing ten upright stasis pods, nestled against one wall. Each pod housed one of the original GS Elite. 

The Elite Ten, all former World Government board members, had been planning to transcend their physical forms. Tanya, the ex-chair of the board, had had her sights set on the Nexus power to do it. 

On the opposite wall were another nine pods containing the Conditioned who had been forced to host the consciousnesses of the Elite. Simon, Tanya’s host and Bill’s former boss from the ITF, had been buried close to District Three. Tanya’s mind had been destroyed by the Nexus, but her body had not.

In one section of the main room, several screens flicked between the many faces of the Elite. Monitoring the screens were two doctors and two assistants.

With a click of his fingers, Harvey dismissed the doctors. 

‘No, you stay,’ he said when the assistants tried to go with them.

Jameson’s eyes fixed on the screens, then the pods. ‘They’re alive?’ He strode over to the screen that showed the resting Elite. ‘When I left them, they were dead.’

‘We resurrected them,’ said Harvey, following him. He leaned against the wall, eyes on the doctor. 

Bill sensed a fight brewing between the medical professionals for alpha position.

‘Have you spoken to them?’ asked Jameson.

Bill shook his head. ‘They’re out of it. Asleep and close to death.’ But the doctor should know all about that. ‘Of course, they wouldn’t have aged so fast without your help.’

Jameson folded his arms, looking contrite, but only a bit. ‘If it hadn’t been me it would have been someone else.’

Bill stood back and studied the faces of each of the Elite as they cycled through on screen. He still didn’t know what to do with them.

He looked at Jameson. ‘Why did you run, doctor?’ 

The doctor shrugged. ‘I didn’t know what you wanted with me.’

‘To talk.’

Jameson smiled. ‘That’s what they all say.’ He pointed at the cryogenic room. ‘After I talk, I end up in one of those stasis pods fighting for my life.’

‘I have no fight with you if you cooperate.’

The doctor lifted his hands. ‘Why do you think I’m here?’

Bill took a guess. ‘Hedging your bets?’

‘Like you are?’ The doctor turned away. ‘I’ve nothing to feel guilty about. I had no choice but to help Tanya.’

Harvey chuckled. Jameson spun round and glared at him.

Ignoring Harvey’s attempts to piss off the doctor, Bill said, ‘You had a choice. You didn’t have to help her.’

‘Helping her gave me the freedom to come and go. Had I not, she would have locked me up in their caves. I couldn’t live like they did, never seeing the sunlight again.’

Jameson’s admission reminded Bill of how Laura had felt before and after Stephen’s cure of her Seasonal Affective Disorder. Before, she had craved sunlight and despised the dark. After, the dark no longer ruled her.

A sudden pain bloomed in his chest. Bill pressed a fist to it.

Jameson was watching him—too closely. Under his scrutiny, he reined in his emotions. 

Harvey said, ‘Are we going to waste time catching up or shall we discuss their condition?’ 

Keeping the Elite alive wasn’t necessary. Tanya was dead. Simon had perished in her failed attempts to reach transcendence. The GS were no longer a threat. Yet, Bill couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t the end of it. 

He nodded at Harvey.

Jameson looked around the underground lab. ‘Deighton had this place built specially. He was a paranoid individual, a real piece of work.’

‘You just needed to know how to handle him,’ said Harvey.

Jameson flashed him a sceptical look. ‘And you did?’

‘Yeah, I did.’ He lifted his chin. ‘I was his personal physician. He was... temperamental. Liked to have things his own way. I pretended he did.’

Bill hadn’t thought much about the man who’d almost caused a civil war between the humans and Indigenes. Had it not been for Bill and Laura’s efforts to mend fences afterwards, they might have faced a different future on Exilon 5.

His thoughts returned to the GS humans. ‘We have no information on the Elite or their changes. Do you still have the medical data?’

Jameson tapped the side of his head. ‘It’s all up here now.’

‘What can you tell me about them?’ asked Bill.

‘Not much. They underwent too many transformations for their bodies to heal properly. If it weren’t for the pods keeping them alive now, you’d have buried all ten of them.’

Tanya’s body had been recovered along with the nine other Elite, but her consciousness was lost to the Nexus. 

Bill walked up to the glass wall separating the cryogenic room from the rest of the space. Both men followed him. Not knowing the Elite’s names, he had assigned them numbers based on their position. 

‘Elite one to nine are under,’ said Bill.

‘What about their consciousnesses?’ asked Jameson.

Harvey pointed to the other side of the room and the other pods. ‘We’ve kept them separate for now. We only have Tanya’s body. We’re still not sure if keeping the bodies of the Elite alive is worth the power.’

‘All of them need to stay under,’ said Jameson. ‘And Tanya? What do you intend to do with her?’

Bill’s gaze went to the lone pod facing the glass, set between the rows of Elite and Conditioned. ‘I’m not sure yet.’

With the help of a body restraint, Tanya’s withered body stood upright inside the pod. She had lost all her hair and her mouth sagged on one side. 

Her consciousness no longer lived inside this husk, overused after too many experiments. Bill had no reason to keep her alive, but he needed someone to blame for Simon’s death. For now, her lifeless husk would do.

From his position, he studied the remaining Elite, their pods illuminated by a soft, white light. 

Nine in total. 

Nine necks bent in an almost broken fashion, mouths and eyes hidden under heavy folds of skin. All wore their usual, white robes, dressed as though they held a superior position. Three weeks had passed since their collective attack on District Three. While life had returned to normal there, Bill’s feeling of dread had not yet lifted.

His gaze went to the Conditioned next, wearing plain, white tunics and trousers. The younger, more virile, beings still housed the Elite’s consciousnesses as well as their own.

‘What can we do with them?’ he asked Jameson.

Jameson stood at his shoulder. ‘I transferred them out; I can transfer them back.’

Bill hated that the Conditioned had been used in this way. He sensed hesitation from Jameson. ‘But...?’

‘If we do, the Elite might not last long.’

‘How long do the Conditioned have with two minds?’ asked Harvey.

‘They can survive in the pods for now, but too long and their minds will begin to deteriorate,’ said Jameson. ‘You cannot keep them in suspended animation forever.’ He looked at Bill. ‘You’ll need to decide what to do with them.’

Bill knew this setup would be temporary, but he wasn’t ready yet. ‘How long do we have?’

Jameson shrugged. ‘A week, a month—six? I don’t know. We’ve never faced this problem before.’

‘And yet thanks to you, we now do.’

‘Yeah, yeah, I get the irony. Look, I’m trying to right a wrong here.’

Bill studied the first Conditioned: a male around thirty years old who had not suffered damage from Tanya’s more aggressive testing. Yet, the loss of pigmentation on his hands hinted at some genetic testing.

‘What was done to them?’ Harvey asked Jameson.

‘We isolated the third-generation gene and mutated it further,’ replied the doctor. ‘Tanya ordered the testing to be done on the stronger Conditioned first. Not all survived the rigorous testing. Many more than the one hundred that live now existed. Double that at the start. The second we began to see results, Tanya ordered the best of the tests to be performed on her and the Elite.’

Bill touched the glass wall. ‘Can we wake them up?’

‘Yes and no.’

‘Explain.’

‘If we wake up the Elite, we risk further damage to the Conditioned mind.’

Bill echoed Jameson’s earlier warning. ‘And if we take out their consciousness and return them to the Elite, we risk the Elite dying.’ 

‘Exactly. I assume you need the Elite’s bodies intact?’ said the doctor.

Bill nodded. ‘Not sure what for, but I’m not ready to let them go.’ He looked up at the first Conditioned. ‘Right now though, I need to talk to one of them.’ 
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STEPHEN





The roughly hewn walls of the district tunnels gave off a gentle hum, aligning with the calm mood in District Three. For the last three weeks, he had worked hard to purge the district of the negative energy caused by Tanya’s attack.  

Tanya’s mind was dead, along with her host Simon, but her success at reaching the Nexus had lost Stephen the trust of his charges. At least the Conditioned, forced to carry nine separate consciousnesses belonging to the Elite, had been quickly rounded up and were now under Bill’s command. 

With the help of the neurosensor, Stephen had seen a future that predicted chaos and unrest inside the Nexus. But with his envisioning skill on the blink, he didn’t fully trust that vision. Nor could he trust Margaux’s warning that the Nexus gave off the oddest feeling. 

It felt normal, as though Tanya had never made it inside. 

Okay, maybe the last time he’d used the space, the usual beat of the Nexus wall had been off by a fraction. He supposed it was to be expected. Had Tanya been rooting around his personal space, he’d need a little time to recover too.

The Nexus wasn’t his immediate concern. His envisioning skill, which had disappeared the moment the GS humans had fired up their energy-stealing machine, had yet to return on its own. With the neurosensor, Stephen had seen not only Tanya’s attack but also a new threat from the rogue groups. 

Using the same device again, Stephen searched for a clarity that had been missing from his last prediction about the Nexus. Had he been confusing the chaos and unrest with the rogue group threat? Nothing came; no dull ache in his head, no flash of images to clear up the confusion.

The future remained a mystery, despite the energy-stealing machine being out of operation.

‘Everything will return in good time,’ Serena had told him.

He wished he could believe her, but his belief wavered the longer his skill stayed away. It unsettled him not knowing if his future predictions were correct. 

But at least Stephen hadn’t lost all his skills. He could still see the Indigenes’ moods in colours. That information had helped him to restore a balance, missing from this district long before the GS Elite had waged war on them. 

Stephen walked through the dimly lit tunnels, navigating the uneven floor with ease. He and Serena had agreed to show their faces every day since the attack, despite the hostility levelled towards them by some. Hiding out in the Council Chambers while things were delicate would only set back their efforts to return things to normal. 

He was certain Elise, his former elder, would have agreed with his new methods. But maybe not Pierre, who had preferred secrecy to open dialogue. Stephen had emulated Pierre’s methods at the start. 

Eight years of protecting a fragile peace treaty, though, had forced Stephen to adopt a more open and inclusive style. Not only that, but many of his charges, Evolvers during Pierre’s regime, had become young adults with hot opinions and itchy feet. 

The auras of the Indigenes illuminated the dim tunnels. Greens and blues dominated the spectrum, happy and calm, but unrest had not been quelled from the district. He saw too many reds and yellows, indicating anger and indecision, for his mind to truly settle. 

The tunnels made from the gamma rock echoed back the calmer feelings of its inhabitants, so different to the jerk and pitch of what had gone before. While calm indicated a return to normality, not all problems had been rectified.

His main worry was Margaux.

Gabriel was dead and Margaux hadn’t left the district since the attack had happened. 

After he’d sent word of Gabriel’s death to District Eight, he’d received word back that new elders had been appointed to take up permanent command there. 

It was inevitable, he supposed. Without Gabriel, Margaux was no leader. Not many of her charges had cared for her wild premonitions, or her strange way of looking at the world.

Stephen entered the Central Core, a communal space often used to teach the young Evolvers. But with few Evolvers having been born in the last eight years, Stephen worried his district was losing its vibrancy. 

Before the attack, this space had been their hub of operations. After, it became an emergency trauma centre. 

Before, new tunnels had been created, and the debris used to block the tranquillity caves. After, some rocks had been returned to the Core, making what was usually a cavernous space feel claustrophobic. 

Classes to teach Indigene ways continued in one unobstructed corner of the room. Stephen wished his envisioning skill had been working. He could have predicted the carnage that took them all by surprise. He might have been able to stop it.

Crossing the Core, he assessed the current mood there. His efforts to connect shortened his breaths. Being constantly “on” and alert to new changes in moods drained him. It had been more than a week since he’d used the Nexus to heal. 

He shook the fogginess from his mind that accompanied any attempt to use his skill these days. Despite Serena’s demands that he rest, he could not. Maybe he should hunt. The lone activity usually worked to clear his mind. 

Perhaps that would be enough.

His body told a different story. Cuts on his arms and feet, caused by careless steps over uneven terrain, were slow to heal.

Maybe another trip to the Nexus would help. 

Not yet, not until he’d spoken to Serena. She’d taken a different route to him, assessing things in her own way. He hoped she hadn’t used her influence on others too much. Stephen wanted to know if the calm existed for real, not because she had created it. 

Sensing nothing of concern, Stephen headed back to the Council Chamber. For the last three weeks this had been his and Serena’s routine. 

He found her inside the Council Chamber. She was not alone. Anton and Arianna waited with her. They stood together in the middle of the room, huddled in an intimate way, as though their conversation was not meant to be heard. Stephen’s arrival startled them and their huddle broke apart. 

How was your walk? asked Serena.

Same as yesterday. You?

I can’t sense any danger. The district is calm again. She gave a slight shrug. Maybe this is all over?

Maybe. His gaze slid from her to Anton and Arianna, his two closest friends. 

He switched to his voice. ‘What’s happening on the surface?’

Anton flashed a closed smile at him. ‘Not much. With the GS humans safely locked up, there’s nothing left to fight about. The rogue humans are keeping a low profile. All of your charges are accounted for.’

At least that was something. Indigenes, unhappy with Stephen’s leadership, had been secretly meeting with the humans. Their plan? To topple ITF command. Without the ITF, the peace treaty would be no more—a result that would please both sides, apparently.

‘What are the rogue humans saying about the events here, or the missing GS humans? Are they blaming us for this incident?’

Arianna shrugged. ‘I don’t think they realised anything happened.’

He supposed that made sense. The only ones affected by the attack had been the Elite, their Conditioned vessels and the Indigenes. 

‘Still, we can’t assume that Indigenes from this district or others won’t meet up with the rogue groups again. What happened here won’t change their interest in breaking apart the ITF. If that happens, we would lose their protection.’

Anton patted Stephen on the shoulder. ‘We’ll keep watching.’

And the other districts? asked Stephen, slipping into telepathy. Using his voice drained his already low energy supplies.

There’s unrest, obviously, said Arianna, but the attack didn’t happen to them.

No, it hadn’t, but Stephen had enough experience with stubborn elders to know all would not be as open minded as Gabriel and Margaux.

His thoughts went to the latter. 

What’s to be done with Margaux? Anton asked, as though he’d read his mind. 

Stephen frowned. Nothing, why?

Anton switched to his voice. ‘I mean, does she stay here or return to Eight?’ 

Margaux had just lost her husband. He thought back to how Pierre had handled it when Elise had died. Not very well. Margaux appeared to be coping better than he had.

She can stay for as long as she needs. Her district will survive without her. They have elected new elders.

Serena said, ‘She’s not well, Stephen.’

He waved his hand, just like Pierre used to do. She’s grieving.

Serena frowned, as though his answer irritated her. There’s something else going on. During moments of lucidity she understands what has happened, but when she’s out of it she’s a rambling mess. I think you should speak to her.

He had planned to visit her, but not before he was certain the district no longer needed his full attention. Margaux had warned him the Nexus was changing, but having spent time there since the attack, and experiencing no ill effects, Stephen assumed she was not lucid.

I’ll go see her after this.

‘What do you want us to do?’ said Anton.

For the first time in three weeks, everything was under control. He had not encountered any issues for days now. 

Hunt, but don’t kill. They had a one-kill-per-day policy, as per the peace treaty. He’d hoped to be the one to use that privilege soon. He added, Relax in the Nexus.

He walked to the door. 

‘And tomorrow?’ asked Arianna.

Tomorrow we do this all over again. We’ll continue to watch the rogue human groups, see if they’re planning anything. I can’t let my guard relax around them just now.

Arianna frowned. ‘For how long?’ 

He paused, one hand on the thick wooden door. Until I can be sure we’re going to be okay.


      [image: image-placeholder]Stephen followed the western tunnel to the area of accommodation where Margaux’s quarters were located. A circular accommodation set on two levels had been cleared of other occupants to give Margaux privacy. Stephen nodded to the two guards stationed outside her room. 

In her less than lucid state, Margaux liked to wander off. He didn’t want to leave her unattended in case she injured herself.

The Indigene guards stepped aside. With trepidation and a quickening pulse, he stepped up to the door. Pressing his ear against it, he listened. Nothing. He couldn’t sense her either, but that could just be the soundproofing omicron rock and tight seal on the door, muting his efforts to sense an Indigene mind.

Stephen pushed against the unlocked door. With two guards posted outside, Margaux wouldn’t get far. 

It creaked open.

Margaux? It’s Stephen, he called out to her telepathically. It seemed to soothe her more when he conversed in this way. 

Come in. 

Her reply sounded feeble, even in his mind.

Stephen stepped into the room, seeing little at first. His sharp vision brightened the space and brought clarity to shapes and figures. The hue from the double moons seeped through the light conduit, giving the space a faint blue hue and indicating that night was upon them.

The room held nothing except for a thin mattress on the floor. Indigenes needed few comforts, elders even less so. 

Margaux sat cross-legged on the mattress, with her back to him, facing the wall. 

How are you feeling today? he asked. 

How was she feeling? A stupid question. She’d just lost Gabriel. But the elder of District Eight was not the most conventional Indigene he’d ever known. 

She turned, her eyes red and puffy looking, as though she’d been crying. But they held no tears. Her pale skin, more than a hundred years old and with only a few wrinkles, took on a ghostly appearance in the blue moonlight. She held something in her hand, a trinket that Stephen had seen Gabriel wear around his neck. A silver necklace with a cross on the end of it. 

From whom? 

It wasn’t his business to pry.

I’m fine, Margaux replied. Her gaze returned to her lap and the necklace in her hand. She brought it close to her face to inspect it.

Is there anything I can do for you? Do you need anything?

Margaux jerked her head to the door. You can get rid of my guards. I am not a child.

That he couldn’t do, not while her stability was in question. 

You’re free to leave anytime you like. 

Margaux scoffed at his suggestion. Not when I need to.

He assumed she meant when she was in one of her less lucid states.

He switched to his voice, hoping to drive the point home. ‘I can’t risk your safety. You have a habit of wandering off.’

She glared at him. ‘I need to check something. I can’t sense it while I’m like this. The only time I can feel it is when I slip away.’

‘Check what?’

She lifted her hands and, with the motion, began her slide into her other personality. ‘The Nexus, The district. The mood of this place.’

‘You don’t have to worry. Everything is back to normal.’ 

She looked up at him, then around, her eyes taking on a more manic look. ‘And the Nexus? I can feel it. A second heart beat. It calls to me.’

Stephen nodded, hoping to placate her and delay her slide into madness. He couldn’t make sense of the wilder version of Margaux.

‘It’s fine. I’ve used it. Serena has used it. Everything is fine.’

She scoffed and looked away. ‘What would you know about how it feels?’

‘More than you.’ The Nexus in District Three differed to the one in Eight. Serena’s early use of it had changed its composition. ‘Serena doesn’t sense anything out of place. I trust her judgement and my own.’

Margaux got to her feet, abandoning the necklace on the mattress. ‘Can’t you sense the changes?’ Her fingers grazed the walls. She studied the ceiling as though a masterpiece had been drawn on it. ‘They’re everywhere.’ She drew her hands to the front and studied them. ‘They’re in my blood, crawling around inside me.’

Stephen dreaded the arrival of the second person. Gabriel had been the only one who could make sense of her ramblings. 

‘You’ve used the Nexus, Margaux. You’re still here. Nothing bad is happening.’

As though a switch flicked in her brain, Margaux grunted and clawed at her skin. ‘Get them out of me!’ 

Every scratch she made drew blood, but her skin healed in an instant. That was the only good thing about this. 

Still, he hated seeing her in distress.

Margaux, please... He grabbed her hand to stop the clawing.

She jerked away from him and strode to the door, opening it. The two guards stared at her. She stood her ground.

Margaux, come back inside. 

No, I need to see the Nexus. I need to know...

‘You need help with her?’ said one nervous-looking guard.

Stephen shook his head and led Margaux back into the room, where she continued to scratch at herself. Lost inside her mind, their time in the real world had come to an end. 

Ten minutes later, she’d calmed down enough to stop pacing and sit on the mattress once more. Stephen placed Gabriel’s cross in her hand. She quietened down as she examined it. 

As Stephen left her quarters, he worried for her. 

Gabriel had been her life. District Eight her home. Without either, what would become of her?
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BILL





He, Harvey and Jameson entered the cryogenic room, while the two assistants stayed by the screens and the controls for the stasis pods. With a shake of his head, Bill assessed the scene.  

Nine Elite and ten Conditioned in stasis pods was strange enough. Working with Harvey Buchanan? Stranger still. 

If someone had told him this would be the turn of events, he’d have laughed it off as a joke.

Jameson used the intercom to speak to his assistants. With a nod at the first male Bill had picked, he said, ‘Reduce the stasis drugs on Conditioned One. Wake this one up slowly.’

While the assistants worked the controls from outside the room, Bill studied the faces of the Conditioned. They had all been people who’d lived on Earth and who had probably worked high up enough in the World Government to catch Tanya’s eye. Tanya had been old school like Deighton—she’d also favoured intellect in the creation of this third, and new, species. 

He didn’t recognise any of the Conditioned who, despite their lack of hair and muted eye colour, still retained their human looks. 

Not surprising. Bill hadn’t gotten to know any colleagues back when he’d been an investigator. 

The Elite across from him? Even though their husks were severely withered, he recognised a few faces from his meetings with Tanya and the board members. But did he know any of them? No.

Would he care if any of them died? Not really. 

He couldn’t think of one person who’d sided with him; one person who had shown an ounce of compassion for the Indigenes. Daphne Gilchrist had been the only person to resist the plans to create a third species. Her difference of opinion had forced Charles Deighton to kill her, over eight years ago. 

A whirring noise started; it sounded like it came from inside the stasis pod. He remembered Laura’s stint in one of these contraptions during her transformation from human to Indigene. The only way to halt her changes had been to put her into a temporary coma. He imagined that stasis was helping to halt the mind degradation of the Conditioned too. 

His gaze slid away from the restrained Conditioned to Harvey, who had left the room. He was standing next to the assistants at the workstation and screens. He was absorbing details like a kid at a science fair. 

Maybe it had been a bad idea to involve him after the doctors went missing.

No, without Harvey’s help, Bill might have lost all of the Conditioned. And he certainly wouldn’t have known it was possible to reanimate the Elite after death. Marcus Murphy, his prisoner? Well, Harvey had a knack of keeping that former criminal from Earth under control.

‘How much longer?’ Bill asked when it looked like the Conditioned might never wake up.

‘Soon,’ replied Jameson. ‘The body needs time to rid itself of the chemicals we use to induce sleep. But be warned; you might not have a lot of time to talk.’

It was better than nothing. 

Bill studied the doctor’s face, wiped clean of emotion. One question came to mind. ‘Why did you do it?’

‘Do what?’

‘Transfer the Elite’s consciousness to the Conditioned?’

Jameson shrugged. ‘I told you. If it hadn’t been me, it would have been some other doctor.’

‘Exactly. Why did you care who carried out the transference?’

The lanky Jameson shoved his hands deep into his pockets. He bent his neck as if to come down to Bill’s level. Bill wasn’t short by any means, but the doctor towered over him.

‘I wanted to see what would happen,’ he replied. ‘These projects don’t come around too often.’

Any other answer would have been a lie. A man of science rarely passed up the opportunity to experiment on humans. Harvey’s eagerness to shadow the assistants’ work outside was testament to that. The wolf was out of his cage and running wild. It would take a big payoff to fence him in again. 

Bill refocused on the first pod to see Conditioned One’s eyes flicker open. The bald man, aged around thirty years old, blinked and looked around. A metal bar across his chest kept him upright. His eyes crinkled before settling on Bill.

‘Where am I?’ His voice sounded cracked and soft. Conditioned One cleared his throat. ‘Where is this?’

Bill touched the glass. ‘You are in a stasis pod.’

The male squirmed beneath the restraint. ‘I’m on a passenger ship? Where are you taking me?’

‘Calm down,’ said Bill. ‘You’re still on Exilon 5.’

The former human appeared to relax. 

Bill withdrew his hand from the glass. ‘What’s your name?’ 

The Conditioned dropped his unsettled gaze to him. ‘Elite Seven. Tell me, young man, is the fight over?’ 

He lifted his unbound hands, frowning at them. Then he looked across the room, probably to where his old body was.

‘Yes, it’s over,’ said Bill.

The Conditioned struggled against his restraint once more. ‘So why am I a prisoner?’

Jameson said, ‘You occupy another’s mind. Only one of you can survive in the body.’

The Conditioned stared at the doctor. ‘So save me... the Elite.’

‘What about the other mind?’ asked the doctor.

Elite Seven shrugged. ‘I am more valuable than the Conditioned I occupy. They were created to aid our transformation. What happens to him is not my concern.’ His gaze flicked over to where his original body stood upright. ‘But it appears to concern you.’

‘Yes.’ Bill saw no reason to lie. ‘The ITF is not in the habit of killing people once they’ve outlived their usefulness.’

To his surprise, Elite Seven, in the Conditioned’s body, laughed. ‘Is that so? The ITF is the most barbaric among us. All humans are.’

‘Something you used to be once.’

Elite Seven’s eyes narrowed at Bill. ‘You look familiar. Not from now, but before.’

‘I used to work for the World Government.’

Elite Seven nodded as if he remembered. 

‘Were you for change or against it?’ Bill asked him. ‘I seem to recall the board members being split on whether to give the Indigenes a chance.’

Elite Seven said, ‘For this move. Evolution? Well, I saw no harm in it.’

‘Did you advocate for transcendence?’

Elite Seven twisted against his body restraint. Even if he got loose, the pod was sealed shut, the glass unbreakable.

‘I was, until Elite One, or Tanya Li to you, changed the rules.’

One of the assistants entered the room and handed Jameson a DPad. Harvey followed clutching a second one. Both men, Bill assumed, were monitoring the vitals of the awakened Conditioned.

Jameson frowned at the DPad. ‘The Elite’s brain waves are getting stronger, Bill. Ask your questions fast.’

Bill concentrated on the Conditioned. ‘What had Tanya’s plan been?’

‘Originally?’ Elite Seven focused on the ceiling. ‘To transcend, so we could live in the power supply on Exilon 5. To control the machines, essentially.’ 

‘And then?’

He looked down at Bill. ‘Well, she got a taste of the Nexus—we all did. It invigorated us for a while, but the changes didn’t last. Tanya wanted more. We just wanted to die.’

‘Is that what you want now?’

Elite Seven studied his smooth hands. ‘In this body? No. I had just reached my seventy-fifth birthday before the more aggressive experiments started and almost killed me. But in this younger body, I could do so much more.’ He paused, looking across the room. ‘Her body is here. But her consciousness, did it survive?’

‘Dead. Along with her host.’ 

Simon. 

But Elite Seven didn’t look convinced. Because of it, a knot of worry grew larger in Bill’s gut. 

‘Did she make it inside the Nexus?’ the Elite asked. 

Bill nodded. 

‘Then there’s a chance she didn’t die.’

Stephen had said it was impossible for a foreign entity to survive in what would be a harsh environment for them. 

‘We’re certain she didn’t survive.’

Elite Seven raised a hairless brow. ‘How certain?’ He wriggled beneath his restraint again. ‘Release me and I can help.’

‘Not an option, I’m afraid.’

Elite Seven grew angry. ‘Then why keep me here at all?’

‘Because I have questions.’

‘I can answer them out there as easily as in here.’

If Bill released Elite Seven while he still occupied Conditioned One’s mind, he would be killing the host’s mind. 

‘You share a mind. You do not belong in that body.’

Elite Seven tipped his chin to his original body. ‘So why do you keep my original form?’

‘In case Tanya is not gone.’

‘Ah, so you don’t think she’s gone either?’

Bill ignored his question. ‘We need to study your genetics and how they might cause problems for the Indigenes.’

Jameson said, ‘Bill, wrap it up.’

Elite Seven huffed. ‘So you won’t let me live in this body and if you transfer me back to my own, I might die?’

‘You will, eventually,’ said Jameson.

Elite Seven thrashed about in his confinement. ‘I did not sign up for this.’

‘None of us did,’ said Bill, ‘But I’m certain you got what you wanted.’

Elite Seven glared at him. ‘And what’s that?’

‘A glimpse into the future of what we could become.’

Bill heard a whir begin once more. He turned to see Jameson making a cutting sign to the assistant outside the room. The sedative was being re-administered to Elite Seven.

Jameson shrugged at him. ‘Sorry, Bill. His brain waves were weakening the second mind too much. Any longer and we would have lost the host.’

Bill faced the pod again to see Elite Seven succumb to the drug once more, muttering, ‘I didn’t sign up for this...’

‘I hope you got what you needed from him,’ said Jameson. ‘If your goal is to preserve the submissive mind, we can’t wake the Elite mind again in this body.’

Bill nodded. ‘I got enough.’

‘What do you think will happen?’ said Harvey, almost sounding like an ally. 

In his gut and in his bones, nothing good. Stephen had told him nothing bad had happened in the district after Tanya’s attack. And if Bill wasn’t a pessimistic investigator with a nose for trouble, he might have believed him.

Without answering Harvey’s question, he said to Jameson, ‘Keep monitoring their vitals, doctor.’ 

‘For how long?’

‘Until I say so.’ To Harvey he said, ‘Keep an eye on him. Make sure he does as he’s told.’

Harvey smirked. ‘Sounds like you want more from me. I need my clinics, Bill.’

His request? To be reinstated as a legitimate geneticist with three fully staffed clinics, to start. Bill hadn’t forgotten. Nor had he forgotten how Harvey loved power and prestige as much as Charles Deighton had. Given time, what havoc could the former geneticist unleash? 

He waved off his demand and left the cryogenic room. ‘Soon, Harvey.’

If Bill had his way, never. But he sensed Harvey would not let him renege on his promise. 
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LAURA





Out in the stony landscape, Laura sighed.  

Activity of the rogue human-Indigene groups, one led by Harvey Buchanan, had died down since the GS humans attacked District Three. But the leader of District Three had ordered more surveillance, not less, of those groups above ground. 

Dressed in a black tunic and trousers, she sat cross-legged on the ground next to Serena. 

In their sights? The construction house on the outskirts of New London, the same one from which Harvey had operated. 

Laura assumed Harvey’s new distraction with the captured GS humans and their DNA had broken apart the groups’ efforts to disband the ITF. Even though she had turned her back on her old life, she still wanted to help protect the ITF and the treaty. 

Watching the house reminded her of recent surveillance sessions with Bill. Except theirs had been to watch Tanya and her band of mutated board members. The only difference between both times was her Indigene skills were sharper now. 

Both her night vision and her hearing had improved. 

The second she stopped denying her Indigene side and went to live with the tunnel dwellers, she possessed a new clarity of thought. Not about Bill, but about where her true abilities lay. 

It wasn’t to do with speed, but in seeing the lies in people. Her “deception skill” as Clement called it. The lie manifested as an impassive, dark figure or shadow behind the person. The greater the lie, the more the shadow shifted out of alignment. 

‘This is boring,’ declared Serena. 

Laura stared at one half of District Three’s elders. The title did not fit the striking, blue-eyed Indigene of a similar age to Laura, and with a rare ability to control the Nexus.

‘I agree.’ Laura stood and stretched out her aching limbs. They’d been sitting like this for hours. It was late evening, dark, and quiet. ‘Nothing’s been happening for weeks. Should we go?’

Serena appeared to think about it. Then she shook her head. ‘We stay. If Stephen is worried about the rogue humans and Indigenes resuming missions again, then we should be too.’

Laura agreed, but without intel to go on, it was difficult to know if they were even watching the right place. Stephen had been in touch with Bill, who had informed him that encrypted chatter on the interstellar wave had dried up.

Her pulse quickened at the thought of her husband, her best friend, bypassing her to speak to Stephen.

You asked him to stay away, Laura.

Her thought remained private, thanks to her improving ability to keep the Indigenes out of her head. She had Clement to thank for that.

‘Maybe we should come at it from a different angle, get the human underground operatives to do some city recon. I’m certain the group is no longer confining itself to the safe houses.’

Serena shook her head softly. ‘If we head back too early, Stephen will know and worry even more. If our being here lightens his load, then we stay.’

Laura chuckled. ‘If Bill were here, he’d probably just go up to the house and bang on the door.’

The intense look Serena gave her dried up her laughter. 

‘Do you regret walking away from him?’

Laura concentrated on the house in the distance, pushing against Serena’s attempt to influence her decision. ‘Of course, but I need to figure out things, figure out who—what—I am.’

‘And you can’t do that with Bill by your side? For as long as I’ve known you both, you’ve been the best of friends.’

Thinking about how she’d left things with him turned her stomach.

‘If I could ignore my changes and pretend to be only human, he’d be here with me instead of you.’ Her words came out sharper than she’d intended. With a sigh, she added, ‘I’m sorry, Serena. I just don’t want to talk about it.’

Serena slipped into a deep silence, something that came natural to her. But given Laura’s heavy mood, it only made her feel worse. 

The truth she refused to admit out loud worried her: the longer she stayed away from Bill, the harder it was to reach out to him. Surely, that spoke more about her feelings than anything else?

‘You and Clement seem to be getting on well.’ 

The innocent statement from Serena made Laura squirm. 

Yes, she and the Indigene from District Eight had gotten close over the last few weeks. Clement had vivid blue eyes like Serena, which also made him a third-generation Indigene. Serena had been the first to be created from a second-generation Indigene’s DNA—Anton’s to be precise. Clement had been working undercover with the human-Indigene rogue groups to learn more about their plans to overthrow the ITF. 

Despite the quiet activity of the groups, Laura felt in her gut their plans were not yet done. 

‘Clement is helping me to understand my skill, that’s all.’ 

If it hadn’t been for him, she might have struggled more with her life change.

‘That’s good,’ said Serena. 

She fell silent again, which only made Laura’s guilt blossom in her chest. She suspected the Indigene with the ability to influence others’ behaviour was not done with her advice. 

She was right.

‘Just be careful. He is very fond of you.’

‘He’s just a friend, Serena. A good one after everything I went through to get here.’ 

Serena held her hands up. ‘I’m not saying anything. I just want you to keep your eyes open.’

Laura bristled at Serena’s accusation. 

She clambered to her feet, shaking off the simmering tension between them. ‘There’s nothing going on. And I’d appreciate it if you’d mind your own business. I’m a grown woman. I can make up my own mind about people—or, in this case, Indigenes.’

Too annoyed to stay, Laura ran in the direction of the district, kicking up landscape dust with her bare feet. She barely got a mile before Serena caught up with her. 

With a hand on her shoulder, the leader of District Three jerked her to a stop. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s good of Clement to help you.’

‘It is.’ Laura shucked her off. ‘Thanks.’

Serena nodded at the safe house in the dark distance. ‘How about we call it a night?’

‘What about Stephen?’ 

‘Don’t worry about him.’

Laura resumed her return to District Three, this time at a walking pace. ‘My head’s not in it. Sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’ Serena walked beside her, hands behind her back. ‘Why don’t you use the Nexus to help sort out your mind?’

Laura hadn’t used it, for fear it would erase her human side. ‘I’ll think about it.’

They arrived back at the district and the door made of strong omega rock. Opening it, they found an anxious Stephen waiting on the other side. 

‘Why are you two back so early? Did something happen?’ His eyes honed in on Serena.

Serena’s concern for her mate was evident on her face. Stephen had been shouldering the responsibility for the entire district alone. Laura felt bad her discomfort had broken up their surveillance tonight.

‘It was my fault,’ she said.

Serena smiled and took his hand in hers. ‘Everything is fine. Laura was feeling ill and wanted to return early.’

Stephen switched his grey eyes, flecked with yellow, from Serena to Laura. She suppressed a shiver beneath a gaze that could get as intense as Serena’s. 

‘You should use the Nexus to heal.’

Laura offered him a smile. ‘Thanks, but I think I just need sleep. I’m still part human, you know.’

Serena flashed a smile at her, a sad one that held another apology. Laura patted her on the arm to acknowledge it and left the pair to it. They vanished in a blurry haze down one tunnel. 

Laura’s own speed, while impressive, did not match the gait of those who were fully Indigene.

Instead, she ambled down a tunnel, feeling the wall and the vibrations it gave out. 

That was a new experience. 

She’d been having many new experiences of late, probably due to spending so much time in the district. Despite her feelings of guilt, it had been the right decision to leave Bill. Had she not, her skills might have taken years to manifest properly. 

At least, that’s what she told herself as she arrived at her accommodation in the south of the district.

She opened her door and stepped into the darkened room illuminated by a single shaft of blue light from the double moons. With a heavy sigh, she swapped her black clothes for a lighter coloured tunic. 

Oddly, she no longer felt the cold she once had as a human. Yet, she still felt connected to her past.

A knock on her door startled her. Nobody knew she had returned early from her surveillance mission. 

She opened it, surprised to find Clement standing there. As tall as Stephen and with similar features to the Indigenes—almost translucent skin and a hairless head—his startling blue eyes made him stand out. 

With his hands behind his back, he said, ‘I heard you return. Did everything go okay?’

She nodded. ‘No issues. I just needed to come back.’

His eyes widened and he stepped closer. ‘Are you okay?’

Laura smiled back, shivering at his sudden proximity. ‘I’m fine, Clement. Stop worrying about me.’ 

Clement had barely left her side since the GS humans’ attack. He’d been her rock, filling the void that gnawed at her gut and kept her awake whenever she thought about Bill.

A smile quirked the edges of his mouth. ‘I can’t help it. You are my student. I need to look after all my protégés.’ 

His fingers grazed her arm. The fleeting touch was enough to stir an emotion within her.

She pulled back and laughed, to hide her discomfort. ‘I’m your only student.’

Clement pursed his lips. ‘Yes, you are right.’ He lifted his hairless brow. ‘Are you ready to resume your lessons?’

Laura looked back inside her room with its single mattress, a time piece—borrowed—and her backpack. The latter was filled with a couple of changes of clothes and a picture of Bill she still hadn’t taken out. Being in this space gave her too much time to think.

‘Unless you have other matters to attend to?’ he added. 

She turned back to see the hopeful look in Clement’s eyes as he waited for her response.

Closing the door behind her she said, ‘Nothing that can’t wait. Let’s go.’
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