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MARCUS





Marcus Murphy couldn’t believe what Exilon 5 promised: sunshine, space and breathable air. That’s what Harvey Buchanan said, the man who’d altered his appearance using facial manipulation techniques. Together they’d boarded the passenger ship with fake identities. The journey would take two weeks, just long enough for Marcus to get used to his new face. 

Harvey sat back and folded his arms. ‘You’re a strange man, Marcus. You’re reacting to news about Exilon 5 like it’s the first time. Haven’t you ever seen the promotional videos?’ 

It was his first time. The criminal factions, who’d ruled over Earth for seven years before the people took it back, mistrusted technology. All he knew was whatever Gaetano Agostini, his former boss, had deemed important enough for him to know. And before that, Exilon 5 wasn’t even on his radar. 

He looked around the ship’s recreation room, where they both sat. ‘It’s not like I ever dreamed of moving to the new planet. My old life was on Earth. Why waste time daydreaming about shit that might never happen?’

Harvey shook his head. ‘I’ll never understand you insular types.’

‘What the fuck’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I.N.S.U.L.A.R.,’ he spelled out. ‘You know, people who are intolerant of anyone who exists outside of their tiny world. Those who never travel, never experience other cultures... never even get the bullet train anywhere.’

‘I had nowhere to go.’ Marcus’ chest heaved at the accusation, but he kept his anger in check. The semi-crowded conditions in the room helped. ‘It’s not like I had family I could visit in South America, for fuck’s sake. Everyone I knew lived locally.’

His travel companion laughed—too hard. ‘Travelling isn’t about burdening yourself on relatives. Is that the only reason you stayed put?’

‘I had no reason to go,’ he said with a shrug. ‘What’s your point?’

‘It’s about exploring and getting to know new cultures, which is exactly what you’ll do when we get to Exilon 5. The cities are named after places on Earth—New London, New Tokyo, New Melbourne—and preserve the culture of those regions, but people from other cultures also live there. The land mass is vast with little to no ocean. The cities were built in a way so everything is connected by road or rail.’

Harvey talked to him like he was some intolerant prick from a backwater town. He lived in Hunt’s fucking Point, New York. Slap bang in the middle of city life. He may not have travelled farther than Boston, but he had street smarts. On Earth, where he worked for the criminal factions, that mattered more than having tolerance.

He thought about the man who’d taught him how to fight: Gaetano Agostini. Enzo, Gaetano’s son and a psychotic piece of shit, had taught him how to fight dirty.

Marcus hoped they were both dead. 

It was only the second day on board the passenger ship and Marcus had yet to see anyone he recognised. He checked out the sea of grinning faces—people like him lucky to escape Earth. But he was escaping for a different, more dangerous reason. In the end, he had betrayed Gaetano to save his own skin because Gaetano had set him up to fail. 

In the end, it had been Agostini or him. Even Carl, his friend, had turned on him to save his own skin. A small part of him wondered if Carl was still alive. A bigger part hoped his lying, cheating ass was burning in purgatory.

His gaze settled on a table with teenagers two over from theirs. Then he froze. His breath caught.

No way.

He blinked, once, hard. But the kid was still there.

Marcus’ eyes snapped back to Harvey, who was frowning at him.
‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s wrong with you?’

Marcus leaned in, voice tight. ‘Ben Watson. That kid whose grandfather I kidnapped? He’s sitting. Right. Over. There.’

He didn’t dare point directly—just gave the barest tilt of his elbow, eyes locked on the boy like he might vanish if he looked away.

Harvey glanced over, which drew a hiss from Marcus. ‘What the fuck? He’ll look over here and recognise me. Then he’ll tell his little buddy Bill Taggart where I am and I’ll be arrested the minute I step off this ship.’

Harvey returned his gaze to Marcus. ‘Have you looked at your reflection lately? You’re a different person. So am I. Stop your whining and just relax. He doesn’t know who you are.’

He straightened up. Harvey was right. He looked nothing like his old self. Gone was the man with a neck scar so prominent, he would be identified in a line up. In his place sat Martin Casey from Richmond, just one of the many borrowed identities that Harvey had on file in his database of dead people. He must have studied his reflection a dozen times since Harvey had completed the genetic manipulation changes to his face. Didn’t matter what he looked like. Beneath, he would always be Marcus.

More confidently now, he leaned his elbows on the table and glanced over at Ben. The teenager sat with others his age, his eyes focused on the wall rather than the conversation happening around him. The kid would always be the dipshit with connections to Bill Taggart who had refused to help him get on board this ship. If it hadn’t been for Harvey...

‘It’s about time you accepted your new look.’ His companion leaned across the table. ‘I didn’t change your face so you could hide. You’re here because I need you.’

‘Not doubting your abilities, Doc. I still need time to get used to it.’

The procedure to rearrange his face had something to do with nanotechnology. Harvey had explained it to Marcus before he’d injected thousands of nanoids directly into the muscles of his face. The nanoids worked by increasing the cell structure count, adding new muscle outside what was genetically predetermined. Before Marcus could protest, he’d felt the crawlers add bulk to his hollow cheeks and take away cells from his neck to provide more definition. When the bandages came off, Marcus had washed his face repeatedly to rid himself of the nanoids Harvey swore had died in the process to make him more appealing. 

A curious Ben glanced over suddenly, forcing Marcus to hide his face. Even with his new identity, this kid held too much power over him.

‘Can’t you do something about him? Like snuff him or something?’

Harvey checked on Ben before cutting his eyes back to Marcus. ‘You still don’t get it, do you? This spaceship returned to Earth specially to bring that runt to Exilon 5. What would Bill Taggart do if the ship arrived and the boy was found dead in some closet? We’d all be stuck in detention indefinitely until the killer was found.’ He gave the boy a glance again. ‘Besides, there’s far more interesting things happening on Exilon 5. When you get settled, you won’t even care if he’s alive.’

Now his interest was piqued. ‘Really, like what? You got criminal gangs there too?’ 

But his stomach dropped with worry. He wouldn’t work for another Gaetano.

‘Criminals are crass. Too low level.’ Harvey sat back. ‘You’re playing in the big leagues now. My sources say the peace treaty is on shaky ground and splinter organisations have formed on both the human and Indigene sides to disband it. They want to return things to how they were.’

Harvey had filled him in on the politics of Exilon 5 and the curtailed freedom the treaty afforded to the Indigenes. ‘I thought the treaty was supposed to be a good thing.’

‘For the ten board members maybe, and anyone working in the International Task Force. But with freedom comes fear. People feel that the Indigenes have too much freedom. Bill Taggart’s primary role as Director of the ITF is to maintain that treaty. If we can break it, the ITF falls apart and any remaining power the board members have on Exilon 5 is dissolved.’

‘So who takes over?’

‘We do.’

‘What, doctors?’

Harvey rolled his eyes. ‘No, those of genetically inferior quality who were never offered the chance to transform into a superior race.’

‘I can relate to that.’ 

All his life Marcus had sat on the outside, not only from genetic programmes but any work programmes that required a greater intellect to his own. 

Harvey’s eyes flashed with anger. ‘You and I are not the same. Get that into your thick skull right now.’ 

His heart jolted and Marcus leaned back from the man. He sounded just like Gaetano. 

‘Know your place in society and you will get on just fine.’

‘My place?’

‘Yes, Marcus, your place. I plan to break apart the oppressive, autonomous power regime that exists on Exilon 5 and give real people a shot at turning Exilon 5 into a profitable, tech-dominant planet like Earth.’

‘What’s it like now?’

‘The use of technology is discouraged in society. Yet, the government uses it. They kept all the good stuff that actually transferred.’  

‘Sounds like you need my experience, because that’s how we survived and operated on Earth—in a technology vacuum.’

Harvey blew out a breath, as if irritated. ‘The criminal factions waited for the World Government to leave before they climbed out of their sewers. You operated a regime of oppression and fear. That’s not progress, Marcus. That’s just as bad as returning to the dark ages.’

Marcus didn’t appreciate Harvey’s condescending tone. The factions did just fine. 

He folded his arms. ‘So how would you have done things differently?’

‘For a start, I would have gained the trust of those below me rather than rule with an iron fist. People will do a lot more if they feel useful to a cause.’

Bullshit. ‘What were you doing while the factions ruled Earth?’

‘Waiting for you lot to kill each other. Your business model had a short life span. If you don’t have trust, you have nothing. You didn’t care who you kill to protect your position. Power fluctuates amid a changeable environment of fear and suspicion. That’s why trust is paramount. Take Bill Taggart, for example. While I despise the man, I have to admire him. He’s done what few others have—he has the full support of the Indigenes.’

Marcus thought little of those bottom feeders. ‘Then the joke’s on him. Because they’re worthless, blood-sucking vermin.’

‘Clearly you haven’t seen them in their natural environment.’

He uncrossed his arms and leaned across the table, irritated. ‘Neither have you. You said you’ve never been to Exilon 5.’

‘Do you even know who I am?’

‘Yeah, a doc who thinks he’s better than everyone else.’

‘Fucking dipshit,’ muttered Harvey. He leaned closer. ‘I was one of the original geneticists involved in their creation. I know what their potential is because I helped to design them.’ He shook his head. ‘You are a moron. That’s why you’ll never amount to much. Where you see weakness, I see opportunity.’

Marcus could see opportunity aplenty, but his experience of the half-dead, blood-draining, bald freaks that lived in the attic of the Deighton mansion had given him an insight he was sure Harvey didn’t have. ‘We’ll have to agree to disagree.’

‘That intolerant attitude of yours won’t get you far, because when we get to Exilon 5 you’ll be working with Indigenes. We won’t break the treaty without their help. Some of them want change as much as we do.’

Fuck that. Marcus was his own man. He owed Harvey nothing. 

‘I have no ties to anyone, Harvey. I’ll find my own way on Exilon 5.’

HIs companion bared his teeth. ‘Did you think that face came for free? I own you now and if you step out of line, I can put you in the ground just as easy as I kept you out of it.’
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BILL





He paced the length of the corridor under the watchful eye of Laura O’Halloran. She looked a picture of calm. Why wasn’t she concerned about the incoming spacecraft?  

Her hand on his arm brought him to a stop. 

‘Will you stop pacing for one minute? You’re driving me nuts.’

‘I hate waiting around for other people.’

‘No, really?’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Bill Taggart, you must be the most frustrating, infuriating man I know.’

That made him smile. ‘So why are you with me?’ 

‘Eight years on, I’m still asking myself the same question.’ She kissed his mouth and it worked as the distraction she’d probably planned it to be. ‘Turns out I like a challenge. And you’re just that.’

She challenged him too, in a way that suited him. He thought back to the time she’d followed him through Sydney, right before she’d brought him to meet Stephen. The Indigene had opened Bill’s eyes to the truth about his own government. Her stubbornness and determination to do right by the Indigenes had not only intrigued him but brought his own goals into focus. Bill had been so consumed with the search for Isla Taggart he hadn’t thought to look at the people he worked for. Laura’s bravery had blown open a conspiracy that could have resulted in the deaths of countless innocent Indigenes. 

He had turned a blind eye at the time; their deaths would have been on his conscience.

The time to make amends was now. And it started with one teenager. 

He leaned in for another kiss, making this one last. Laura moaned and his grip on her tightened. He glanced around the busy New London docking station. Ben Watson could wait a few minutes more. Isla’s murder had been the worst thing to happen to him. But had she not died, he never would have found Laura.

She pulled away and took the moment with her. But the glint in her eye said, Later. 

He’d make sure of it.  

A burst of commotion separated them farther as the rarely used docking station in New London filled with extra personnel.  

The passenger ship had arrived. 

‘Time to put on your best act,’ Laura whispered in his ear.

He glanced down at the black uniform that identified him as Director of the International Task Force, a position awarded him after Tanya Li, former chairperson of the World Government, and some board members had narrowly escaped execution during a showdown with the Indigenes on Exilon 5. Tanya had agreed to certain demands rather than fight a superior race. One of Bill’s demands had been to take charge of the ITF. 

He became alert when a young soldier carrying a DPad approached him. 

‘Sir, we finally got the manifest,’ said the soldier. ‘A hundred people on board.’

His team had had no access to the manifest before or during the flight. When the World Government board members had arrived on Exilon 5, they had ordered all interstellar communications to be disabled. This hampered Bill’s efforts to keep in touch with events on Earth. While Anton had found a back door to communicate with Jenny Waterson, his underground contact on Earth, the ships’ logs had remained too encrypted to decipher. 

‘Show me.’

The soldier handed over the DPad. Bill scrolled through the short list of names. He had expected it to be longer. He donned his professional mask in the presence of the soldier; those under his command were still loyal to the ideals of the old ITF and World Government regime, which threatened the Peace Treaty. The Peace Treaty gave Indigenes the freedom to surface safely. But suspicions on both sides around what that freedom meant had created splinter groups who opposed the accord.

He found the name he wanted and nodded at Laura. Slipping into her official role as head of ITF communications, she nodded back. 

Bill handed the DPad back to the soldier. ‘One of the passengers will come with me. He has knowledge of this world prior to the Peace Treaty. We need to question him.’

‘One of us can question him, sir.’

‘No, I’d rather take care of it myself. ETA for the spacecraft?’

‘Ten minutes. His name, sir?’

‘Ben Watson.’

The soldier nodded. ‘I’ll make sure he’s brought to you.’ 

The young man walked away to the area where the spacecraft ferrying passengers from the ship was due to arrive.

Laura moved closer to Bill. Just having her near calmed him. 

‘Are you worried about meeting Ben?’ she said.

He nodded. ‘What’s this going to achieve, other than put that teenager through hell again?’

‘It will give you and Stephen closure.’ She squeezed his arm. ‘But more important, it will give Ben Watson some answers.’




      [image: image-placeholder]Ten minutes passed before the young soldier returned with a lanky teenager almost as tall as Bill. The teen walked with confidence but his eyes revealed his wariness. 

Ben said nothing when the soldier introduced him to Bill. 

‘Thank you, Dunne.’ He ignored the teen’s gaze on him. ‘Please organise accommodation for the remaining passengers after you’ve processed them. Ms O’Halloran will see personally to Mr Watson’s accommodation requirements.’

‘Yes, sir.’

The soldier left and Bill noticed Ben’s brow lift, possibly at the formality. 

Laura offered her hand to the teen. ‘Ben Watson. I’ve heard so much about you.’ 

Ben hesitated before he shook it. 

‘Let’s get you out of here. And cover your eyes until we get to the vehicle.’

She led the way to the exit with Ben close behind her. Bill brought up the rear, grateful to have Laura there. He’d avoided social situations for most of his adult life. But this one he couldn’t escape. He had no idea what to say to the boy whose life he’d ruined to get information on Stephen.

They returned to their vehicle, parked on the side of the station that overlooked a replica of St. James’ Park in London. It was midday and the park buzzed with lunchtime activity. Bill and Laura climbed into the front of the driverless vehicle, with its command console and hidden steering wheel, while Ben, half hidden under his coat, got in the back. 

‘Did you move the docking station?’ Ben said.

Laura turned round. ‘No. We built around it.’

‘The last time I was here, the station was in the desert with nothing around for miles. You had to get a bus to it.’

‘Things look a lot different to when you were last here. New London was more of a town than a city,’ said Bill. 

He looked at the regal buildings that lined the streets to the side of the park. Beyond them were areas retaining the charm of the old world but with a New London twist. In eight years, New London had gone from a span of ten miles out in all directions from its centre to twenty-five miles in all directions—about half the size of the city on Earth. 

‘The architects designed this park and the streets just beyond. What do you think?’ he said.

Ben ignored him and stared out the window. Bill faced the front again; he hated rudeness more than small talk.

Laura gave a command to the car to drive to a location just outside the luxury area of Whitehall. When the self-driving car moved, she nudged Bill with her elbow. 

‘Talk to him,’ she whispered.

Bill coughed and turned round in his seat again. ‘Eh, Ben, you probably don’t remember me.’

‘I remember you.’ They boy’s eyes cut to Bill. They looked almost black under the car’s interior light. ‘You got me kicked off this planet.’ 

‘I didn’t personally get you kicked off—’

‘But you helped. You and that Indigene who I’ve been told is a friend of yours. Maybe you were both scheming together.’

Bill scrambled to defend himself. ‘I was monitoring Stephen. I didn’t know him at the time.’

‘But you used me to get closer. You put me on the government’s radar.’

‘Well, yes, that’s what happened, but I didn’t mean—’

‘To get me kicked off this planet?’ Ben folded his arms. ‘I know. But it didn’t stop you using me.’

‘I didn’t... shit.’ Bill rubbed his jaw. ‘Laura, a little help please?’

But Laura stifled a laugh.

He stared at her. ‘What’s so funny?’

Her laugh bubbled to the surface. ‘I rarely see anyone put you in your place. It’s a joy to witness.’ She turned to Ben, looking contrite. ‘I’m not undermining how things played out back then. But you must know your contact with Stephen was the best thing that could have happened. It led to the formation of the peace treaty.’

‘Didn’t feel like it was the best thing,’ said Ben. ‘I was only eight.’

Laura reached out a hand for Ben. He shifted away from her. 

‘I’m sorry for how the government treated you,’ she said pulling back. ‘And if Bill had been in charge back then, it wouldn’t have happened. He’s helped to get you safe passage back to Exilon 5.’

‘Eight years later. And this is my home.’

‘Better late than never.’ The calm slipped from her voice as she adjusted her position in her seat. ‘We know all about what happened to you on Earth, and according to Jenny Waterson your connection with the Indigene Isobel changed the outcome there. You’re a wilful kid, boy—young man. Our government treated you badly, but your positive experience with Stephen changed him and led to you to give Isobel a fair go. Don’t blame Bill for the direction your life took. It’s done. You can’t change anything. You must decide where you go from here.’

Bill stared at the woman he’d asked to marry him more than three times. Time and again she’d refused on the basis of it being an outdated practice. He didn’t know why she’d finally agreed on try four, but for him marriage proved his commitment to her. Listening to her defend his stupid actions, he’d never loved her more. 

Ben uncrossed his arms and stared out the window again. ‘I suppose it’s not his fault. Or Stephen’s. But still.’

‘I’m sorry for what happened,’ said Bill. ‘You were in the wrong place at the wrong time. But also in the right place.’

‘Okay.’ Ben kept his eyes on the fast-moving scenery. ‘Where are you taking me?’

‘To your accommodation in New London but we need to make a small stop first.’

The car continued on the road that crossed the boundary lines of the city and travelled deep into the undeveloped, stony wasteland beyond.

Ben looked around. ‘Where are we? I don’t recognise this place.’

One of the designated hunting zones came into view, encased by the faint shimmer of the environmental bubble.

‘Many things have changed on Exilon 5 besides the size of New London,’ said Laura. ‘When you were last here, only humans resided on the surface. That’s still the case, but they now share the land with the Indigenes.’ She pointed at the shimmer. ‘That’s one of the hunting zones—safe areas for the Indigenes to hunt without humans tracking them.’

‘What happens if they go outside the zone?’ said Ben.

‘It’s at their risk,’ said Bill. ‘The Peace Treaty only covers the zones, not the areas outside.’

‘The Indigenes are fast,’ said Ben.

Bill smiled. ‘Yes, they are.’

‘So who runs this planet?’ Ben switched his focus from the scenery to Bill. ‘Are the ITF still in charge?’

‘Yes, and I’m their director. Laura works as my head of communications.’ Laura’s ability to read minds due to her partial transformation years ago qualified her for that role. ‘She’s also our “official” Indigene liaison.’ 

‘What happened to the World Government? I thought all the board members relocated here after the last ships left Earth.’

‘They did, but they don’t control anything. Not any more.’ Bill concentrated on a group of mountains in the distance. ‘They and a group of individuals live on the outskirts of town—a place beyond the hunting zones.’

‘What, in a new town?’

‘Sort of,’ said Bill. 

‘So why don’t they want to rule any more?’ said Ben. ‘They never struck me as the types to give up power.’

‘They still have power, just not the kind you and I have,’ said Laura. 

‘I don’t understand.’

Bill sighed; he hated talking about them. ‘The board members and a select group of two hundred people came to Exilon 5 and lived a hermitic life in the mountains. Over the next five years, the board members conspired with genetic doctors to experiment with advanced procedures they’d learned about on Earth. The numbers accompanying the board members whittled down to one hundred. The GS humans live in a place that feeds their advancement.’

‘What’s GS? And where, like on a farm?’

‘GS stands for genetically superior. And no, not a farm. They’re no longer human, thanks to the experiments. They’re like Indigenes, but they’re also not. Their group is evolving at an exponential rate.’

‘Holy shit!’ Ben leaned forward. ‘Can I see one of them?’

‘Not unless you want to die. The best thing you can do is stay away from those murdering freaks.’
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MARCUS





He waited in the holding area of the passenger ship as just one available spacecraft, carrying about twenty of the one hundred people on board, shuttled between the ship and the docking station. He and Harvey, travelling under pseudonyms beginning with the letter “C”, were next in alphabetical order to travel on the craft. With the surname Watson, Ben should have been in the last group, but the military had picked him out of line and put him on the first craft.  

Marcus pressed down his bitter rage for the teenager who, just two months ago, had been under his command. It appeared the boy had friends on Exilon 5.

The spacecraft returned to the hold a short time later and he and Harvey climbed on board. Marcus strapped in tight, remembering the journey at the start to the ship stationed above Earth’s atmosphere. He’d almost decorated the seats with his lunch. The five-minute journey down didn’t feel as rough, but when the craft landed, he scrambled to be the first to exit. He would never set foot in one of those things again. 

A dozen receiving stations similar to those on Earth beckoned. Marcus entered a different station to Harvey and queued airside for his identity chip to be scanned. 

The officer motioned him forward and he passed through the barrier to landside. While he waited for Harvey, he saw a man in his early fifties with greying hair escort Ben to the exit. A blonde-haired woman too scrawny to be Marcus’ type was with him.

Harvey joined him. ‘No issues?’ Marcus shook his head. ‘Good. Let’s go.’

He’d planned on ditching Harvey as soon as he made it through the receiving stations, but with freedom just moments away, he had no idea where to go. So, he followed Harvey to the exit, looking around for the box of gel masks that usually sat by the entrance. But all he found was a shallow dish on a table containing strange-looking eye wear.

‘Where are the masks?’

Harvey picked up a pair of dark eye glasses and pressed them to his eyes. ‘Don’t need them here, but you will need a pair of these.’

Marcus glanced at the bowl of glasses, then at the exit door made of tinted glass that gave the outside world a dark, ominous look. He picked up a pair but didn’t see why he had to wear them. The lack of gel masks and oxygen canisters worried him more.

Harvey approached the door and it opened. Marcus held his breath, not sure what to expect. Fresh air and a brightness to which he was not accustomed assaulted him.

‘Holy shit.’ He shielded his painful eyes.

‘That’s what the eye wear is for,’ snapped Harvey. ‘Put yours on.’

Marcus put the glasses on without complaint. The heat on his skin felt strange, but nice; he was used to a much colder climate on Earth. But it didn’t take long for that feeling to switch to discomfort. The heat reminded him of the old food replication terminals where the air conditioning couldn’t cope with the numbers. 

He walked on but something jerked him to a stop. ‘What the hell—?’ 

Harvey pulled him back to the entrance and nodded at a car that Ben Watson was getting into. ‘I know the man and woman with the boy. I don’t want to see them right now.’

‘What, the skinny bird and the jackass?’

‘The very same. I have a past.’

He never doubted that for a minute; Harvey Buchanan didn’t strike him as a pushover. Yet, on Earth, Marcus had wielded power while types like Harvey had kept a low profile. It encouraged him to learn more about the weaknesses of the man who claimed to own Marcus’ ass. 

He dropped his idea to ditch Harvey. He would play along for a while, get a feel for things and see where he fit in this world.

The sun felt like it cooked him from the inside. He draped his arm over his face. Even with the eyewear in place, his eyes pinched. At least the air tasted fresh. He pulled new oxygen into his lungs—not as pure as the canisters the criminal factions used, but good enough.

The vehicle carrying Ben and the pair Harvey avoided pulled away from the parking spot next to the station. Harvey emerged from his hiding place and walked to the same parking area, where two buses were parked. Marcus took in the rolling, green park the station overlooked. It reminded him of Astoria Park in Brooklyn, the place where Gaetano Agostini had run his operations.

Marcus followed Harvey, who approached the first of two buses. A sign on the front of each read: Processing.

A woman with a DPad waited by the first bus. ‘All passengers will be taken to the detention centre for processing, medical care and assignment.’

‘Detention Centre? Assignment?’ 

That wasn’t part of the deal. Marcus had agreed to a new face, meaning a better life.

‘We have to blend in,’ said Harvey. ‘We can’t exist outside of the system. ITF rules. Everyone must be useful in society.’

‘So what kind of assignments are we talking about?’ 

Please don’t say cleaner. It had been his old job before he worked for Gaetano Agostini and he'd hated every fucking minute of it. He’d been someone important on Earth. No way would he start from the bottom.

‘Whatever they need. Mostly construction jobs. There’s a lot of ongoing work, a lot of undeveloped land.’

The line moved forward and Marcus shuffled with it. ‘I didn’t agree to this, Harvey. I have no interest in being a lackey here. I’ve got skills. Management and such.’

Harvey leaned in close to his ear. ‘Lesson one: Keep your mouth shut. You’re not supposed to be here. I had to pull strings to activate your identity and put it on the grid. Don’t fuck it up for yourself. And don’t call me Harvey in front of the officials.’

He almost blurted out to Harvey that he was full of crap, and that he’d never work for him. But Marcus accepted the rare opportunity handed to him to live with a new face and a new identity on a world where no one wanted him dead. Carl, that backstabbing piece of shit, wouldn’t have made it this far. His choice to side with Gaetano probably got him killed. 

Couldn’t have happened to a nicer asshole. 

Marcus Murphy owed nothing to nobody, least of all Harvey. But he’d play along for now because, for all his ambitions and ideas, this world felt alien to him. To familiarise himself with his surroundings, he had to trust people who knew the lay of the land. He could fake it with Harvey. Or should he say John Caldwell.

‘Okay, John. Whatever you say.’

Harvey patted him on the head. ‘Good boy.’
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STEPHEN





Please stop for two minutes.  

Stephen ignored Serena’s thoughts in his head and paced nervously inside the Council Chambers in District Three. 

She switched to her voice. ‘Stephen!’

‘What if he doesn’t remember me?’

‘Of course he will. Why wouldn’t he?’

He stopped pacing. What if the boy won’t forgive me?

Serena pressed her forehead to his and replied to him telepathically. 

It was a long time ago and he’s a teenager now. He’s just survived one of the worst moments in Earth’s history. How could he not be happy to see you?

That thought unsettled Stephen and he wore out the same section of floor again. Shelves decorated one wall, filled with books Pierre had collected during his time as elder. Since Pierre’s death eight years ago, both he and Serena had carried on the elder’s tradition and collected enough books to fill several shelves. 

He stopped at a bookcase and picked up one of Pierre’s books, hoping some of the elder’s wisdom lingered and might transfer to him.

Pierre and his wife Elise had both been killed by Charles Deighton. Elise had been killed by an imprint of the late Deighton who had inhabited Anton’s body and taken over his mind. Now, no traces of the pair remained. No afterlife existed as they had once thought.

Stephen frowned at the book in his hand, then shook his head and laughed. ‘Look at me, a Council leader and scientist no less and I’m terrified of what a teenager thinks of me.’

‘It was a crucial time in your life. He was important—a catalyst in the relationship between the Indigenes and the humans.’

I treated him no better than a dog. 

Serena smiled. Throughout history, dogs were considered man’s best friend. Maybe that’s a compliment. She held out her hands. Do you want me to work my magic on you?

She referred to her ability to influence the people around her, to make them think and do what she wanted. She could also calm a room, similar to how Elise, an empath, used to when she'd been alive. His friend Arianna had taken over the position of most powerful empath in the district.

‘No, I must deal with this my way. I can’t take the easy way out. I need to face him.’

‘Okay, but whatever happens, I’ll be with you.’

Stephen pressed his forehead to hers. ‘As you’ve always been from the moment you came into my life.’

Serena had shown up in District Three at the same time Anton had returned home after months in human captivity and with a bomb set to kill the Indigenes. Elise had called Serena an Indigene in her own right, but an anomaly that required further investigation. That investigation had led them to uncover what she was—a human scientist whose DNA had been merged with Anton’s—a second-generation Indigene—to create a new Indigene. Not only could Serena control other Indigenes but also the Nexus—the place that healed their bodies and enhanced their natural abilities like telepathy and influence, and Stephen’s “reader” ability.

After Pierre’s death, Serena had chosen a life with Stephen over a return to her human life. 

‘And I’ll be here as long as you still want me—’ Her eyes cut to the open chamber door. She stood back. ‘They’re here.’

Stephen’s heart pounded fast in his chest. He wasn’t ready. When would he ever be? His meeting with Ben Watson eight years ago had gotten the boy extricated to Earth. Most of the boy’s life had been spent under the control of the criminal factions who’d taken over after the World Government had abandoned the planet in favour of Exilon 5.

He breathed in and out deeply; it did little to calm him. ‘How can I command an entire district, but I’m terrified about meeting one boy?’

Serena touched his arm. ‘Because you had a connection with him, albeit it a fleeting one. He represents who you used to be and who you have become.’

Stephen’s eyes flashed to the door when he heard three sets of footsteps approaching the Council Chambers. 

He took one last deep breath and waited. Bill Taggart appeared first, followed by Laura O’Halloran. The boy trailed behind. He was taller and more sullen than Stephen remembered. All three wore gel masks in the thin, tunnel air that suited the Indigenes most. 

Stephen walked over to Bill and gave his friend a hug. 

‘You nervous?’ Bill whispered by his ear.

‘I don’t know why.’

‘You and me both. I almost left the docking station before he arrived. Laura had to talk me into staying.’

Stephen chuckled, feeling his own load lighten. He hugged Laura next. ‘I’m glad you’re here.’ 

‘That’s what Bill said to me earlier.’

Stephen pulled back, flashing a smile. ‘He knows what he’s talking about.’ 

Laura grinned in response. 

Can’t put this off forever, said Serena.

He dropped the delay tactics and zeroed in on the boy who leaned against the wall, hands in his pockets, doing his best not to look at him.

But Stephen sensed his curiosity.

‘Hello,’ he said.

Ben flicked his eyes to him and away. ‘Hey.’

‘Do you remember me?’

Ben kept his gaze elsewhere and his jaw tight. ‘Yep.’

The reply lacked emotion, but Stephen felt the hidden anticipation, excitement and anger that rolled off Ben in waves. 

‘Do you want to sit down?’ 

Stephen pointed to the table and chairs that he’d had put in specially. Humans preferred to sit—unlike Indigenes. 

Ben folded his arms. ‘Nah, I’m okay here.’

A fuzzy feeling came over Stephen’s thoughts. He looked up at Serena to see her concentrating on Ben. 

‘Stop it,’ said Ben, his eyes cutting to her. Serena blinked once and Stephen felt her influence drop away. ‘I know what it feels like to have one of you in my head.’ 

‘Sorry, I was just trying to help,’ said Serena. 

She wasn’t used to opposition; humans found her hard to resist. But Ben appeared to be a good match for her. He wondered if the boy could help her sharpen her skills. It had been a long time since she’d met a challenging opponent.

The boy pushed off from the wall and walked over to the bookshelves. His fingers grazed the covers of two hardback books on Earth’s history. 

Serena joined him but kept a small distance. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

Ben shrugged. ‘It’s just been a long time since I’ve seen him.’ He nodded to Stephen. ‘I need to process what I feel on my own, not have you fix it. That’s what got me into this mess in the first place. I thought I needed others to fix my problems, but I had the power to do it all along.’

The teenager looked around the room, as if seeing it for the very first time. Bill and Laura’s silence, their anticipation of how the boy would react, made the atmosphere tense and awkward. Stephen both sensed and saw Ben’s hesitation. It manifested as a yellowish grey aura. 

‘How about we leave these two to talk?’ Serena suggested. 

Stephen sensed Laura battling against her abilities that flowed more freely in the district. He had felt for some time that she could influence like Serena—though not to the same degree. But he could no longer read her thoughts, not since he had treated her for her Seasonal Affective Disorder. It had ignited a change on a cellular level within her, though Laura still refused to accept that she was part Indigene.

A hesitant Bill didn’t move until Laura steered him out of the room. Bill still had questions for the boy—either that or he sought the same forgiveness that Stephen did.

When just he and Ben remained, Stephen closed the heavy, oak door that sealed the soundproofed room. Pierre had held many secret discussions here that had only led to mistrust within District Three. After his death, Serena and Stephen had adopted an open door policy. But not today. Today, this discussion would remain private.

Stephen sat at the table and a nervous-looking Ben did the same.

‘I never thought I’d get the chance to speak with you again,’ said Stephen. ‘You must have questions for me.’

‘Are you responsible for getting me passage off Earth?’

‘Partly. Bill had a lot to do with that.’

‘Well, that makes us even.’

Stephen sat back, surprised. ‘You’re forgiving me, just like that?’

Ben folded his arms, but his wariness dropped a little. ‘Isobel told me I was the reason you changed your mind about humans. Is that true?’

‘Yes. You were the catalyst. I didn’t know what you were. We called you Surface Creatures. Then you revealed that you were human.’

‘I don’t understand. Why was that such a big deal?’

‘Because we are also human, but we hadn’t used the term for what we thought was centuries.’ Stephen leaned forward. ‘The term Indigenes had stuck over the years. Though, given our origin, and the fact that our species had only really existed for fifty years, it’s possible the Indigene name was just a memory implant.’

‘So you changed your mind about humans because of my revelation?’

Stephen smiled and shook his head. That wasn’t even close. ‘You must have sensed my wariness of you at the time. Our meeting was just a mission to gather information on your species. We had minimal success with other humans. Most were aggressive towards us.’

‘Then you met me...’

‘You were innocent. A blank slate. You called me a friend without even knowing anything about me. That had not been my experience of your species up to that point.’ Stephen shifted in his seat; he would never get used to sitting. ‘Do you know why I met you the second time?’

Ben shrugged and clasped his hands. ‘Because I hadn’t given you the answer you wanted?’

Stephen laughed, just as Ben frowned. ‘You were astute back then. I see you haven’t lost that.’

‘I may have only been eight, but I knew stuff. My life was complicated then and it is now. Difference is I know better.’

Stephen stood up and paced, relieved to be out of the confines of the chair. ‘I met with you again because your innocence intrigued me. You reminded me of our young. Less developed mentally than our Evolvers, but innocent like they are. I saw my young self in you. Curious. Caring. Trusting. Truth was I didn’t like the comparison.’

Ben’s eyes tracked his movements. ‘Why?’

‘You reminded me of me, and even though we looked different it pained me to admit we were the same underneath. We were ready to fight you humans, which made us no better than humans. It began to feel like we were at war with ourselves.’

Ben concentrated on his clasped hands. ‘I was so excited when I met you. I was really into spy stories at the time. Did I tell you that?’ Stephen shook his head and Ben smiled. ‘I thought you were a spy.’

He remembered. ‘You asked me if I knew your mother.’

‘Yeah, stupid kid stuff.’ His aura had a tinge of red to it, as if he'd rather not remember. ‘I needn’t have worried so much. She didn’t care about me. Don’t feel bad for what happened. I brought it on myself.’

Stephen stopped pacing. ‘Why do you think that? None of it was your fault.’

‘I had silly notions that my father would return one day, and he would rescue me. My mother wasn’t exactly parent of the year. But he never came and nobody questioned my mother’s lack of parenting skills. Then I met you. I not only found a father figure, but a friend. You were interested in what I had to say. I don’t blame you, only me. If I had heeded the only advice my mother ever gave me, which was to never talk to strangers, we wouldn’t have met.’

‘Well, I’m glad you ignored her advice. I’m not sure how things would have played out had I not discovered the true name of your species—and ours.’ The red in Ben’s aura deepened. Stephen changed the subject. ‘How’s Isobel?’

He smiled and his aura switched to green. ‘She’s helping to integrate the Indigenes into life on Earth. They don’t need masks like the humans do. It’s weird, but Earth is the perfect place for them.’

Stephen laughed at a very old memory. ‘I said the same thing when my friend Anton and I arrived on Earth for the first time.’

‘Huh, ironic.’

‘Ironic indeed. Are you pleased to be home?’

‘Maybe... I was born on this planet. But Earth had become my home.’ A grey colour overshadowed the green. ‘But my family is dead now.’ Ben looked around the chambers. ‘Your home is nice and all, but I’d rather live up there, in the sunshine. I’ve had enough of dark places to last a lifetime.’

‘Agreed. You can’t breathe the air down here anyway. The surface is safer. Laura has arranged special accommodation for you. It’s a place that helps young men and women to adjust to life on Exilon 5 and to find work, or continue their education. Whatever’s required.’

‘And that’s where I’ll live?’

‘Yes.’ Stephen sensed the boy’s hesitation. ‘You don’t approve? It will give you more freedom than you had on Earth.’

‘I had a chance to help when I was there. I would like to be useful to whatever cause you need here. I helped to bring down the criminals.’ Ben’s aura glowed orange, showing his pride. ‘Use me, or I’ll disappear.’ 

He gestured for Ben to stand. ‘It’s late so you’ll spend the night here.’

Ben tapped his mask. ‘Do I have to wear this all night?’

Stephen shook his head and opened the door. ‘We have created special rooms for such occasions. The insignia rock can draw air from the surface. You will be comfortable.’ 

‘Then you’ll find something for me to do?’

To give him no purpose on Exilon 5 would be a worse fate than to have left him on Earth. 

‘I’ll speak to Serena and Laura. No promises.’
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BILL





This feeling of contrition surprised him. He normally did what pleased him, only answering to the people who mattered most. In the early days it had been his first wife, Isla. But since he’d met Laura and Stephen, a gnawing need for self-improvement followed him like a shadow. His stomach clenched as he waited alongside Laura and Serena for Stephen and Ben to finish their talk.  

He kept quiet over how much Ben’s lack of interest in him bothered him. Nor had the boy offered thanks to Bill for rescuing him from that hellhole called Earth—a description that Jenny Waterson used often to describe his former home.

Bill shook his head. Why should Ben thank him? Hadn’t his actions extradited him to Earth in the first place? 

A kiss from Laura on his cheek snapped him out of his melancholy. 

‘Stop it,’ she said.

He looked at her. ‘Stop what?’

‘You’ve gone to that pessimistic place of yours.’

He tried to look cool. ‘No, I haven’t.’

‘Even Serena can sense it, but she’s too polite to say anything.’

Serena made a point of looking elsewhere.

‘I know when you’re working yourself up in knots.’

Bill huffed out a breath. ‘It’s your fault, you know.’

Laura’s eyes grew large. ‘Mine, how?’

‘You made me care about more than just me.’

The Council Chamber door opened before she could answer, but the smile on her face was all the reply he needed. Bill focused on Ben and braced for an irate teenager. It surprised him to find a calm one. Stephen joined Serena and they pressed their foreheads together.

Serena pulled away and spoke to Ben. ‘It’s late. I’ll show you to your quarters.’

Ben nodded, holding on tight to his satchel. ‘Got anything to eat?’

Serena looked unsure and glanced at Laura. 

‘I think I can rustle up something,’ said Laura. ‘I’ll follow you shortly.’

When Ben had left with Serena, Stephen returned to the Council Chambers. Bill and Laura followed him inside to see the Indigene stood in the middle of the room. He turned to face them. 

‘How did it go?’ said Bill. 

He may not have Stephen’s ability to sense moods or see them in colours, but his profiler past taught him how to read body language. The lack of tension in his friend’s shoulders said it had gone well. 

‘I never thought I’d have this chance to put things right,’ said Stephen. ‘What a coincidence that Isobel ended up with his adopted grandfather. We couldn’t have planned that better if we’d tried.’

‘A fucking miracle if you ask me.’ Bill ran a hand over the three-day stubble on his face. The arrival of this day, this moment, had dominated his thoughts. ‘I nearly chickened out of meeting him in the docking station.’

Stephen nodded. ‘I sensed your edginess when you brought him here. He didn’t have the worst life on Earth. From what he told me his guardian, Albert Lee, was a very kind man.’

Bill walked over to the table and sat down in a chair. ‘Dead now?’

‘Yes and his step brother. Both killed by the faction overseeing their neighbourhood. Ben’s all alone now and very eager to help out our cause.’

Laura stood next to the bookshelves. She rarely sat down, unless they were at home—a side effect of her rapid change into an Indigene before having that change reversed. 

‘You still need to talk to him, Bill,’ said Laura. ‘He may have forgiven Stephen but I sensed he’s unsure about you.’

‘You should use your detection skill more,’ said Stephen.

Laura shifted, as if uncomfortable. She rarely used her Indigene skills around people except for a trusted few, including Bill. Laura had regained her human appearance and kept her ability to detect dishonesty in others. The combination made her the perfect candidate to become Bill’s chief communication officer.

‘I agree with Stephen,’ said Bill. ‘I don’t understand why you keep it hidden. In the last eight years you used it, what, half a dozen times, and only when I’ve insisted.’

Laura crossed her arms. ‘It feels as if I’m being deceptive. The people I use it on don’t know I can see their lies.’

Stephen smiled. ‘You get used to it, believe me. When it’s all you know, you work around the ethics of knowing more than others.’

‘Maybe.’ Laura didn’t sound convinced. ‘I mean, it’s not like I can influence people like Serena, or see the future like you. Or see the inner workings of tech without opening it, like Anton can. Or know what it means to be an empath, like Arianna. You all have very important skills.’

‘You’ve developed a supercharged sixth sense—a heightened perception of deception that none of us have,’ said Stephen. ‘It’s an extension of who you were as a human.’ 

Laura huffed. ‘If I had that skill when I was just an office worker in the Earth Security Centre, I might have saved myself a lot of grief.’

‘It was your ability to see past my appearance that led me to trust you,’ said Stephen. 

‘And me,’ added Bill.

Laura rolled her eyes. ‘Great. I’ve got the power of trust.’

‘Don’t give up on your ability. The more you use it the more it will make sense,’ said Stephen.

‘Maybe.’ 

Laura’s head whipped round at a speed that used to alarm Bill. She stared at the door and Bill knew she’d heard something.

‘Do you hear that?’ said Stephen. ‘Sounds like a low rumble.’

Laura smiled. ‘That’s the sound of a hungry teenager. I’d better go before he starts to eat the dirt off the floor.’ 

She left Bill and Stephen alone.

Stephen joined Bill at the table. ‘She could be even more useful if she stops fighting her Indigene side.’ 

Bill couldn’t agree more. But any time he brought the subject up, Laura shut the discussion down. ‘It’s no use either of us telling her how useful her deception skill is. She has to experience it.’

‘Laura’s feelings about her being an imposter are potent. Serena senses that better than I can.’

‘Do the other Indigenes feel that way about her?’

‘Some do. They still fight their origin. That’s natural.’ Stephen stood up, restless. He picked a book off the shelf and studied the spine. ‘But we’ve got bigger problems to deal with.’

Bill nodded. ‘Like the genetically superior humans?’ 

After the peace treaty agreement, the board members had arrived from Earth with two hundred selected humans, dozens of Earth doctors and data detailing new genetic practices from their study of the Indigenes. Five years of experimentation had followed and the numbers had whittled down to just one hundred. Bill had established the new numbers through ITF monitoring and Tanya’s own confirmation. During that time, Tanya had continued to preside over ITF matters and the peace treaty. Three years ago, the group had relocated to a set of caves in a mountainous range. Their genetic experiments to improve the code in a select few appeared to change them physically. Tanya Li had aged significantly and showed no further interest in protecting the treaty. Her lack of interest had allowed rogue elements on both the Indigene and human sides to test the strength of that accord. 

‘When they arrived on this planet, we didn’t interfere with their plans.’ Stephen returned the book to the shelf. ‘Their activities were of no concern to us. The treaty gave us what we wanted: the freedom to hunt without persecution. But in the last few months I’ve detected an increased presence outside the caves they rarely left before. That makes the Indigenes uneasy and it has led some to attack humans.’

The attacks were a problem; they violated the treaty. 

‘I don’t know why the GS live in isolation or why they built that environ,’ said Bill. ‘I haven’t spoken to Tanya since she relocated to the caves.’

Stephen had reported back on the movements of the GS while out hunting. A prediction had hit him three months before it happened: He’d seen them build the environ, covered in white tarpaulin, located two miles from the caves. Stephen had no answers for Bill as to why they’d built it.

Bill continued. ‘In the last few days, my team has reported a small drain of power from New London’s solar station. It appears the GS have infiltrated the feed by running a cable from the base station to the city.’

‘What are they using the power for?’

‘No idea. The cable leads back to their environ. Whatever they have inside needs energy.’

‘Have you tried disconnecting it?’

Bill nodded. ‘I sent out a group of engineers to take a look. The GS are using an interactive cable that’s embedded into the main supply at a halfway point. We need to do more analysis on how the cable has attached itself to the feed. If we just yank it out, we risk shutting down the power to the city.’

‘What about your former boss, Simon Shaw? He’s one of them. Why not ask him what’s going on?’

Bill hadn’t seen Shaw in almost eight years, not since he first came to Exilon 5. Bill had introduced him to Stephen, who had given him a tour of District Three. That was before Bill had learned of Simon’s involvement in Tanya’s GS human experiments. Simon had been a friend once who’d helped him out on more than one occasion. But now, Bill had no idea what the experiments had done to him.

‘I can’t be sure if the Simon I knew even exists any more.’

‘A quiet group of genetically enhanced humans can’t be a good thing, Bill.’

He had to agree. ‘But the splinter groups forming on both sides worry me more. Groups of who knows what size preparing to fight each other? We could be facing another war, worse than what happened eight years ago.’ 

The war eight years ago between board members, their soldiers and the Indigenes had ended Pierre’s life, but had also cemented an uneasy treaty.

‘That time was different.’ Stephen paced. ‘That dissent amounted to nothing. Pierre had abandoned his leadership duties after Elise died. The district was in turmoil. None of us knew what would happen to our race.’ He stopped pacing. ‘But when he died, Serena and I secured a future through the treaty. Dissent while things are good doesn’t make sense. We are in a better position than before the treaty.’

Bill stood up and joined Stephen by the bookshelves. ‘It appears some don’t agree with you. To be honest, that damn treaty is held together with paper and glue. One hundred genetically enhanced humans with numbers too small to do damage on their own evolve every day. But with a new race comes a new set of problems. What are they becoming? Where do they fit into society? Will they issue demands?’

‘I know. It’s the Indigene situation all over again.’ Stephen sighed. ‘Give me some time to analyse the root of this new Indigene dissent.’

Despite his investigator background, Bill preferred action and real solutions over analysis. But Stephen knew best how to handle the situation with his charges.

‘What about the unrest on the human side?’ said Bill. 

That was Bill’s problem. How to handle it? He’d no idea.

‘We need spies,’ said Stephen. 

Bill perked up at that actionable idea. ‘Anyone in mind?’

‘Well, Laura for a start.’

‘No. Absolutely not.’

‘Come on, Bill. She should put her Indigene skill to use and weed out the liars.’ 

‘It wouldn’t work. They all know she works for the ITF.’

‘How about we alter her appearance so she’s unrecognisable?’

While Bill liked the idea in general, he hated it for Laura. He’d almost lost her once, during her Indigene transformation. 

‘There must be another way.’

‘I can’t think of one and we have to act soon, Bill.’

‘I’ll give it some thought.’ 

‘I thought you preferred to move fast on ideas?’

Bill almost laughed at the irony. But when it came to Laura’s safety, he had all the patience in the world.

Stephen held his hands up. ‘I sense your unease. We can talk about other solutions. I might have an idea about something else.’

‘What?’

‘The boy, Ben. He wants something to do, a reason to live. It could help to heal his wounds.’

When his first wife Isla had died protecting the Indigenes, Bill had found solace in ignoring others’ problems. Life had been simpler back then. But Laura had come along and shown him a better life, one where he didn’t turn his back on society. 

He would see the boy right. He owed Ben that much. 

‘I’ll see what I can find for him to do.’ Maybe Laura would have a use for him. ‘Jenny Waterson said he was good at gathering intel and staying off the radar. She found him hiding in the back of their car once. Didn’t even know he was there—’ Bill stopped talking when Stephen’s expression brightened. ‘What?’

‘I think we should call a meeting with the representatives to discuss the GS and the splinter groups. I’ve just thought of a better idea.’
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