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        THIS COMMUNICATION IS BEING SENT TO ALL SCREENS

      

      

      

      Attn. Citizen,

      To support and further the peace that the new government has achieved after the final suppression of the Great Unrest, the following policies will be implemented across The Society:

      

      I. HEALTH & WELFARE REQUIREMENTS: DN8, The Society’s own health and wellbeing pill, is to be taken by all citizens every day.

      

      During a series of medical trials in selected pockets of The Society, the introduction of DN8 has had a universally positive impact on citizens and their ability to contribute to the overall good of The Society.

      

      Due to these encouraging results, DN8 will now be prescribed to all citizens over the age of 11.

      

      Households will receive their first month’s supply within the next five days.

      

      II. THOUGHT REGULATION & RELIGIOUS RESTRICTION: Religion and anti-Society comments – written, spoken, or thought  – will not be tolerated.

      

      Thoughts will be monitored in public buildings and citizens are required to monitor one another and report all anti-Society activity.

      

      In addition, from 1st November, Cognitive Surveillance Officers (CSO’s) will be equipped with portable Cognitive Activity Surveillance Systems (CASS Monitors) for use in thought-monitoring on our streets.

      

      III. ASSEMBLY ATTENDANCE: All citizens must attend the Society Assembly on the last Saturday of every month.

      

      The event will be broadcast to all screens across The Society. For those who wish to attend in person, a limited number of tickets will also be made available to attend the Assembly live in Central Square.

      

      IV. SERVICE QUALIFICATIONS: All children will be given an 11+ examination to determine their ability to serve in The Society as Worker or Elite.

      

      Worker children will be barcoded and will begin employment.

      

      Elite children will remain in school until they are 16, when they will begin employment at The Telepathe.

      

      V. LAW OF CONTRIBUTION: Without exception, all citizens over the age of 11 must be in full time education or full time employment.

      

      It is imperative that all citizens familiarize themselves with the laws detailed above. Those who break the rules of The Society are considered enemies of The Society and will be arrested.

      

      All citizens must work together to ensure the safety and prosperity of The Society. The future of The Society and the pursuit of peace depend upon your cooperation.
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      I’ve been lying in bed for half an hour, staring at the black mold on the ceiling, trying to motivate myself to get up. I can hear the TV downstairs. Mum has had it on all night. Between that and the sound of my sister Selena hacking and wheezing next to me, I’ve barely slept.

      Come on, Aura.

      I drag myself out of bed, get washed, and pull on my clothes – a brown dress, thick brown tights, and a brown cardigan. I am the height of workhouse chic.

      I brush my hair, tie the red mass up in a ponytail, and then dust some powder over my face to mimic the DN8-induced pallor I need to blend in as a Worker. The drug may have no effect on me whatsoever, but I need to look like it does.

      Downstairs, I see Mum is wrapped in a blanket on the couch, cradling a mug, her eyes fixed on the TV.

      It’s barely 6:00 a.m. The Announcement won’t come until lunchtime.

      “I didn’t hear you come to bed. Did you get any sleep?” I ask, trying to make my voice light.

      The room smells damp, mildewed, and decaying like the rest of the house. The place is a jumble of tatty furniture, threadbare carpets, and ceilings yellowed by years of nicotine abuse from former tenants.

      “Have you got a shift today?” she asks, ignoring my question.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      Even though I’m only sixteen years old, I’ve had semi-regular shifts in workhouses since my eleventh birthday, thanks to The Law of Contribution requiring employment for all citizens. It’s not paid work – or even consistent work – but we get a meal at lunchtime while we’re on shift and a parcel of food to bring home, so I take all the hours I can get.

      Somehow the corporations have managed to spin the whole ‘work-for-food-instead-of-money’ thing into a good PR story, “giving Workers a purpose instead of letting robots do all of the jobs.” They say it’s better than a free handout.

      “Well, maybe we'll both get one,” Mum says, turning up the volume on the TV.

      The presenters are discussing the executions scheduled for tonight's Assembly. According to their banter, there will be three. I don't know what Mum will do if Dad's name comes up this time.

      We've been waiting for it ever since they took him five years ago. It's the same every month: sick terror in the days leading up to the Announcement followed by sweet relief when he isn't named.

      Not that it means he's ever coming home.

      Sometimes I think it would be better to just get it over with. Then I feel disgusted at myself for thinking such a thing.

      I grab my coat from the back of the couch. “I’m going to the food bank. Shall I give Selena a shout?” I feel bad leaving Mum on her own.

      “No, let her sleep,” she says, tearing her attention away from the screen to look at me. Her eyes are red. “Tell Seb I said hi.”

      “I'll be back soon.” I kiss her on the cheek and go outside into the gray morning.

      We live on the outskirts of The Society, in the Old City. The place is falling to pieces and devoid of any of the high-tech advancements associated with the rest of The Society. It’s due to be demolished before the year is out.

      We’ve been in this particular house for three months now – a record for us – and the occasional nod or half-hearted hello is the only interaction we’ve had with our neighbors.

      I’m okay with that.

      It’s hard to tell how many families live on the block. People keep themselves well hidden. In The Society, you can’t trust anyone. The thought police are everywhere, and reporting anti-government thinking is a lucrative business.

      I walk quickly.

      Being out on the streets always makes me jittery, and Assembly Day is no different. Even with the extra noise and activity, I’m still on my guard. I don’t want to be noticed. I don’t want to be detained.

      Like every kid in The Society, I've heard the stories about the things that happen if you get detained. The worst ones are about the Chair: people with their skin burned off, their brains fried so badly they can no longer talk. I’m pretty sure the stories are made to frighten kids into submission, but I don’t want to find out the truth.

      The sky above me darkens as the big screen is flown in for tonight’s Assembly showing. The noise in the air is deafening.

      Up ahead, I can see that the line at the food bank is already out of the door. There are rich pickings here on Assembly Day, and everyone knows it – the Elite like to be seen giving something back when people are paying attention.

      When we were little, Dad would come home from the food bank on Assembly Day with all kinds of treats for Selena and me – biscuits, jam, salted peanuts – nothing you could make a proper meal with. If Mum were out, he'd let us have chocolate for breakfast, and she'd go mad at him when she got back.

      ‘It’s only once a month,’ he’d say.

      I miss him like crazy.

      One by one, people exit the dilapidated food bank building with their bags of food as the rest of us shuffle closer to the entrance, our stomachs growling.

      Three video drones circle overhead, showing the preamble for the Announcement to the waiting crowd.

      I’m almost across the threshold of the building when a black van pulls up. The silver emblem of The Society on the hood glints in the morning light.

      Cognitive Surveillance Officers. Cogs.

      The Society Rules require all public buildings and public modes of transport to have thought monitors installed, but we have CSOs to enforce the thought laws everywhere else.

      An army of man-machines, Cogs are built to inspire fear. They wear full body armor and helmets that obscure their faces, leaving only their mouths visible.

      People say that they're disfigured beneath their helmets, that their scars and self-inflicted wounds are like status symbols. I've never seen one of their faces before, and I hope I never do.

      The van driver kills the engine, and the line outside the food bank falls silent.

      In the quiet, I can hear everybody's thoughts in my head, people debating with themselves on whether to stick it out or go back home.

      I breathe and focus on my name.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      It sounds like hippy-dippy nonsense, but it works to bring me back to myself.

      Hearing people's thoughts is kind of like having tinnitus. Over the years, I’ve gotten good at blocking out the noise. Now it’s mostly like opening and closing my eyes, but when I’m in a crowd like this with so many thoughts racing, it can be exhausting.

      I was four years old when I realized that hearing other people’s thoughts wasn’t normal. When I told Mum about it, she told me to never, ever mention it again to anyone, unless I wanted to end up as one of Dr. Aldrich’s science experiments.

      The threat was enough to shut me up. Dr. Aldrich was the inventor of the Chair.

      Seven years later, Mum also had my 11+ exam results altered when it turned out I wasn't just Elite.

      “You’re Gifted, Aura,” Dad would whisper when no one else was around.

      The comments on the bottom of my exam paper, which went along the lines of, ‘Highly unusual… Further tests required,’ were erased and replaced with, ‘Worker,’ so that nobody would find out my secret.

      I don't know how Mum did it. We haven’t spoken about it since.

      The van door opens, and a black-clad figure steps out. The Cog's heavy boots crunch on the gravel as he makes his way toward us. A knot of dread forms in the pit of my stomach as the stink of his rotting flesh hits me.

      “Barcodes,” he barks at us, asserting authority just because he can.

      We snap into action – like obedient dogs – rolling up our sleeves and holding out our arms so that he can scan the black lines tattooed on our wrists.

      For the zillionth time, I'm thankful that my mind passes for being Elite because it means that my thoughts are hidden from The Society's surveillance.

      The CASS monitor on the Cog’s belt, always scanning for any illegal thought activity, stays silent for now.

      “They gave me a temporary card because of my wrist,” says an old woman at the end of the line. Her left arm is in a plaster cast. “But I – I can’t find it in my bag.” Her voice is shaking.

      “You’re telling me you’re out on the streets illegally?” the Cog sneers at her.

      “I had it when I left the house – I swear, Officer,” she chokes out. With her good arm, she rakes through her tiny bag as if the missing card will suddenly appear.

      I try to keep my eyes on the pavement. It's starting to drizzle. I watch the rivulets of rainwater making their way into the drain. A lone pigeon struts along the curb, picking at crumbs, oblivious to the situation unfolding nearby.

      “I just need to get some food. My name’s Rhoda Atkins, 101 Barrack Road. You can look me up –”

      He laughs, rattling phlegm in the back of his throat. “What makes you think I give a toss who you are or what hovel you live in?”

      She doesn’t budge. Instead, she croaks, “Please, Officer –”

      She should know better than to beg.

      “Are you hard of hearing, or am I just not speaking clearly?” He grins maniacally at the rest of us before turning back to the woman. “Go. Back. Home. And. Get. Your. I.D.,” he says, enunciating each word. “Otherwise,” he raises his weapon slowly. “I’ll put a bullet between your eyes right now and leave you to rot right here on this pavement.”

      I’m thinking of marching over to her myself and dragging her home when she finally comes to her senses and shuffles away, muttering apologies.

      The Cog moves up the line and enters the food bank, but before we can relax in his absence, the ugly, guttural tone of a CASS monitor blares out from the building’s open door.

      We all freeze.

      It's a noise I hear in my nightmares.

      What sounds like a scuffle breaks out inside the food bank. Seconds later, a body is flung out onto the wet pavement. It's a boy, not much older than I am. His face is covered in blood.

      He tries to scramble to his feet, but the Cog who started the beating is right behind him, kicking him down again, out into the crowd. The boy lets out a groan as his body skids along the pavement, stopping right in front of me.

      I catch his eye, and my heart stops.

      I know him. I used to go to school with him.

      Matty-something.

      He was a shy kid, super-bright, always by himself. I always thought he'd turn out to be Elite.

      His eyes lock onto mine. He recognizes me too. His thoughts crash like waves into my head.

      He’s going to kill me.

      Help me.

      Please.

      I don’t want to die.

      “I want a volunteer!” The Cog addresses us all. “And if I don't get a volunteer, I'm going to start shooting.” He paces up and down the line as if he's briefing a troop of soldiers. Matty looks down at the ground, shaking in fear. The Cog renews his threat. “I'll count to ten.”

      The Cog’s count is met with silence. Matty looks up.

      The Cog laughs.

      “If that’s what you want,” he says, raising his gun and pointing it at a young woman at the end of the line.

      “No! Wait! I’ll volunteer!” The man next to her puts his hand in the air.

      Satisfied, the Cog lowers his gun. He takes a few steps backward and leans against his truck.

      “This scab is an enemy of The Society, and we need to give him a suitable punishment,” he says, flexing a black-gloved hand. “Got it?”

      The volunteer nods and approaches Matty.

      At first, he dances around him, unsure of himself, of where – or how – to strike. Matty has curled himself up into a ball, protecting his head with his arms.

      The first blow lands, and he cries out. The volunteer, suddenly confident, begins to hit him without mercy.

      Someone help me.

      I can’t get him out of my head. I feel his terror as if it’s my own.

      I want to help him, but I’m powerless.

      I hate being powerless.

      People are pouring out of the food bank to watch. I let them push in front of me. Now I’m at the back of the crowd with a barrier of sweaty, dirty bodies between Matty and me.

      Events like this are a daily occurrence in The Society. I should be used to them by now, but I think if I get used to them, then the bad guys will have really won. Life shouldn’t be like this.

      Someone grabs my arm and pulls me back, into the food bank, away from the chaos.

      Seb.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I wipe the rain from my face and try to calm myself down.

      I've known Seb since we were kids. We're the same age. We were equals before the 11+ exam. Before the men in white coats inserted memory disks into our brains and categorized us.

      Like all Elites, Seb got to stay in school until he was sixteen, before starting work for the government at The Telepathe.

      He's a Clinical Research Agent – a medic – now, and he's the one person without a barcode that I talk to. I don't see him often, but we chat online, and he's here at the food bank every month, handing out parcels.

      “That was Matty,” I whisper, knowing that he knows Matty from school too.

      “I know,” he says, pulling out a chair. “Take a seat. They're going to be a while.”

      I sit, dripping rain onto the floor, and watch as he collects tins and packets of food to fill up a bag for me to take home.

      “He recognized me,” I say. “He looked right at me.”

      Seb runs a hand through his hair, “Me too.”

      He pulls up a chair opposite me and hands me the bag of food.

      “Thanks.”

      He opens his mouth as if he’s going to say something and then stops.

      “What is it?”

      He looks behind him, making sure that we’re still alone. “There’s a van leaving from The Creek tonight.”

      At first, I think I haven't heard him right.

      The Creek is the wasteland that separates the Old City from the border. It's so far from the bright lights of Central Square that unless the inhabitants cause trouble for The Society at large, they're left to get on with their misery.

      There's only one reason Seb would be telling me this.

      “Seb – ”

      “You could get out,” he says.

      My eyes dart around the food bank. The fresh blood smeared across the floor is like a warning. I can't believe Seb is saying this out loud. Defecting is as much an offense against The Society as anti-government thinking.

      Still, we were all going to go once. Before they took Dad. I used to hear him and Mum talking about a camp somewhere in the forest.

      I hold out my arm to Seb, and he scans my barcode in exchange for the food. "Wouldn't you miss me?" I ask, forcing a grin.

      “I’m being serious, Aura.”

      “Really? Because you sound completely nuts.”

      The crowd is still cheering outside. It’s an ugly sound. I can’t hear Matty’s pleas in my head anymore.

      “Do you know something?" I ask, searching his face for clues. "Are we in danger?”

      He chews his bottom lip. “I just know that you could get away from all of this.”

      Years ago, I promised myself that I wouldn't listen to my friends' or my family's thoughts, figuring that if I did, I'd be no different from the CASS monitors I despised. It would be a betrayal of trust, like reading a private journal. But sometimes, it sure is tempting.

      “Are you leaving too?”

      “I can’t.”

      Can't – or won't. Seb is Elite, so he has a comfortable life here.

      “Mum will never leave. Not with Dad still here.” I shut my eyes as I realize what my words really mean. Not until Dad is dead.

      I shake my head, trying to erase the thought.

      “You can persuade her.”

      “Even if I could, we don’t have the money.”

      He puts a hand in the inside pocket of his coat and pulls out a vial full of tiny iridescent blue pills. He hands it to me.

      “Seb?” I hiss. “What are you thinking?”

      I turn the vial over in my hand, and the little pills sparkle like jewels.

      DN8.

      “Where did you get these?”

      DN8 is the flagship product of Calvin Aldrich’s company, Edcal Pharmaceuticals. The drug is provided by the government as a “health and wellbeing pill” to stop us all from keeling over due to lack of nutrients – at least, that’s what the adverts say.

      Dad had other theories before they took him.

      He believed that DN8 regulates Workers' thought patterns, making them compliant with whatever the government wants.

      Everyone in The Society is supposed to take one pill each day, though the Elite often save theirs up to binge when they want to let their hair down.

      “That bottle is worth a ticket across the border twenty times over,” Seb says.

      Could we do it? Could I persuade Mum?

      I think of Reece. My best friend. He left for the border with his mum and his older brother over a year ago. I have no idea if he made it.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, snapping me out of my reverie.

      I check the screen and thud back into reality.

      It’s a job alert.

      “I’ve got a shift at Purity Healthcare.” I hand the vial back to Seb. “If I get caught with these, I’ll be shot.”

      He’s about to say something else when people begin to drift back into the building.

      He slips the bottle back into his inside pocket.

      “There's a van leaving at 10:00 p.m. You know how to reach me if you change your mind.” He stands up, signaling that it’s time for me to go.

      “I won’t – but thanks for looking out for me.”

      He looks disappointed. Worried. “Always.”

      I head back out into the rain.

      The Cog is tossing Matty's unconscious body into the van. The "volunteer" is dripping in sweat and looking around at the thinning crowd as if he's coming out of a trance. I'm not sure if he realizes yet what just happened.

      On my way to the bus stop, I pass Barrack Road. I leave the bag of food Seb gave me at Number 101 – my own little act of rebellion in a world gone mad.
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      The Work Alarm is ringing through the streets when I step into place at the shuttle stop with the other Workers.

      It’s 7:00 a.m. already.

      I'm just in time.

      The shuttle glides into view – a big sixty-seater – its sleek black façade out of place amongst the crumbling buildings on the block. The doors open with a hiss and we troop toward them, scanning our barcodes on the ID panel as we enter.

      As usual, the Elite seats at the front of the shuttle are empty, and the back of the shuttle is already full of Workers. There are no more seats available, so I stand, gripping the handrail. The doors snap shut.

      “For your security, your thoughts are being monitored,” the familiar message warns.

      We sweep through the Old City streets, passing derelict buildings and an occasional dead body left by the CSOs to decay in the elements as a warning to others about what happens when The Society gets crossed.

      The scenery improves as we leave the Old City behind.

      A so-called Smart City, The Society has been constructed in a series of concentric circles. This driverless shuttle travels all the way through it to get to the workhouses on the other side.

      Concrete and cement are replaced by swaths of shiny green plastic and colorful polyurethane flowers as we approach the Artificial Gardens. Here, a gargantuan portrait of President Robert Wolfe appears on the roadside, as if welcoming worthy strangers into his lands.

      Instead of entering the Gardens, we head into a tunnel, which takes us down below street level to continue our journey underground.

      Shuttles can travel over a mile in ten seconds on this section of the route, and the initial acceleration almost makes me lose my footing. I widen my stance and grip the handrail more tightly to steady myself.

      For a few moments, before the shuttle's digital windows come to life, we are cocooned in darkness, and then the video feed of the city above us begins to play.

      The Artificial Gardens whiz by in a blur of color before The Neighborhood flashes into view.

      President Wolfe’s Neighborhood project has already relocated the Workers who serve the Elite to this part of the city. The baristas, the personal shoppers, the Botox clinicians – they now live in sensor-enabled identikit houses with ‘modern surveillance and a phone app to optimize your living experience,' according to the ads.

      All of their activity is tracked and reported back to the analysts at The Telepathe. The app tells them when to eat, when to sleep, when to wake up, when to go to work. They don't need a Work Alarm here.

      Eventually, everyone left in the Old City will be moved into The Neighborhood. Once the Old City is demolished, there’ll be nowhere to hide.

      The shuttle pauses at the underground stop in The Neighborhood and more passengers join us. They wear neatly-pressed uniforms and an air of arrogance that comes from having paid jobs to go to.

      I roll my eyes at their attitude. I’m sure the time will come when they’re competing with Artificial Intelligence for their jobs like the rest of us.

      After The Neighborhood stop, the shuttle races along beneath the Golden Belt, which is home to exclusive boutiques, high-end eateries, private schools and hospitals, the state-run TV station, and the sprawling gated community known as the Inner Sanctum.

      This is where the Elite and their families reside.

      The Inner Sanctum has always been a source of wonder to me. Seb doesn’t brag about his new home, but I’ve seen the pictures online. It’s hard to believe that real people live in such unparalleled luxury.

      The Elite want for nothing, and in return, they live to serve The Society and further its agenda. I guess for them, luxury is a reasonable trade-off for freedom.

      It could have been my life, if not for Mum’s interference with my 11+.

      I cast the thought aside. My life as a Worker may be pretty bleak, but at least I’m not aiding and abetting The Society.

      The shuttle stops again. There’s a line of Workers from the night shift waiting to board.

      “Alight here for the Golden Belt. Please take all of your belongings with you.”

      The doors open, letting in a gust of air, and the passengers from The Neighborhood get out. I watch as they march off into the underground station.

      The shuttle pulls away again.

      The next stop will be Central Square – the heart of The Society and home of The Telepathe.

      The pixels in the digital windows glitter as the crystal and chrome exterior of The Telepathe rushes into view. Central Square looks deserted now, but by this evening, it will be transformed, teeming with the lucky thousands who have managed to get tickets for the Assembly while everyone else is watching at the big screens or at home on TV. The screenings are compulsory; no one misses an Assembly.

      The shuttle pushes on for another ten minutes or so before starting to decelerate.

      When we resurface onto street level, the bright lights of The Society are behind us. Soon the road turns into a dirt track.

      “Alight here for Purity Healthcare Systems. Please take all of your belongings with you.”

      Most of the workhouses are owned by corporations: Cellectra, Purity Healthcare, Clinic Inc., and Beautopia, to name a few. There are hundreds scattered around this part of the Old City, far from the Inner Sanctum and Central Square. Out of sight, out of mind, so to speak.

      The Purity Healthcare workhouse, a windowless room about half the size of a basketball court, isn’t particularly big.

      Three ceiling fans covered with layers of dirt hum quietly above two dozen sewing machines in the filthy room. Two cutting machines sit in a corner gathering dust. I think “Purity” must have been having a laugh when they came up with their name.

      The sewing machines at each workstation have little benches for the operators, with piles of white fabric set by the side.

      We scan in with our barcodes, toss our phones into a big plastic box, and find a workstation, wary of the two Cogs standing guard at each end of the room.

      Our job is to make bed sheets, pillowcases, and uniforms, cutting and stitching from the moment we arrive to the moment we leave.

      During the workday, we’re allotted a two-minute bathroom break and a ten-minute lunch break. Lunch is served at our workstations, usually a hunk of bread and a mug of soup.

      Today our schedule will be different because of the Announcement. We'll be given a hot meal in the kitchen while we watch the broadcast.

      By the time we file into the kitchen at lunchtime, my fingers are numb, and my back aches.

      Each of us grabs a bowl from a stack at the beginning of the line and fills it with a ladle full of stew from the big stainless steel urn at the end of the counter. We carry our meals to a long wooden table while the supervisor, Mrs. Proctor, wheels a TV into the middle of the room. It splutters to life, and we all fall silent.

      It’s time.

      The Society logo appears onscreen, and the music starts to play.

      I think of Mum, and wonder where she’s watching. I hope she’s at home with Selena.

      The presenter's face fills the screen, all white teeth and red lipstick. She touches her ear, listening to a message from the producer, nodding somberly, drawing out the tension. They like the Announcements to have a touch of drama.

      Dad said once that when he was a kid, the talent shows used to announce their winners like this.

      The executions are our entertainment now.

      The first mug shot appears onscreen. It’s an old man – older than Dad. I take a breath.

      “Christopher Martin, 69, has been found guilty of loitering after curfew and resisting arrest,” says the presenter.

      The kitchen remains silent. I wonder if any of the Workers here are like me, waiting to hear the fate of a loved one.

      The second mug shot is of a boy who looks to be about my age. It’s rare that a young person is executed. They’re more valuable as research subjects.

      “Adam Reeves, 17, has been found guilty of possessing Liceptopan with the intent to supply.”

      The presenter explains the charges for the benefit of her viewers: “Liceptopan, an illegal substance also known as ‘Ice,’ can cause damage to the brain and central nervous system and has been linked to Alzheimer’s Disease and stroke.”

      There’s a longer dramatic pause before the final photograph is revealed.

      I hold my breath.

      My knuckles are white, where they grip the edge of the table.

      The third picture appears onscreen, and there's a moan from the corner of the room, followed by a clang as a spoon drops onto the tiled floor.

      The Cogs raise their guns, and everyone turns to the source of the sound – a dark-haired girl whose eyes are fixed firmly on her shaking hands.

      “Maria Emery, 43, has been found guilty of possessing and circulating religious texts.”

      The slow sludge of the girl’s thoughts is almost audible.

      She knows the woman in the photo.

      I’ve seen about 40 public Announcements in my life, and this is the first time I’ve been in the same room as someone who has had a loved one in the execution lineup.

      Yet all I can think is ‘it’s not him.’

      For another month, Mum and Selena and I have hope.

      “Do we have a problem?” Mrs. Proctor asks the girl. The girl shakes her head, trying to cover her shock.

      Mrs. Proctor signals to the Cogs to remove the girl from the room. An outburst like that can't be ignored. They'll punish her when the workday ends.

      We finish our meal, and Mrs. Proctor turns off the TV, signaling that the break is over.

      “You and you.” She points to me and the blond-haired boy sitting next to me. "Clean up in here. The rest of you get back to work."

      I fill the sink with lukewarm water while Blonde Boy collects the bowls. I can’t wait to get home now. Mum will be in a good mood. We can have a game of cards and stay up late listening to stories about when she and Dad met.

      While I'm daydreaming over the dishwater, I notice the Cogs outside sucking on e-cigarettes. The window is open slightly, and I can hear snippets of their conversation. My ears prick up when I hear them mention the Old City.

      "… Jax," one of them says. When I hear my last name, I turn to the window, assuming they're talking to me – but they're not even looking my way.

      Blonde Boy piles the bowls into the water with a big slosh, and I miss what's being said.

      I glare at him.

      “… Alice… No harm to come to her visibly…” one of the Cogs is saying. There’s laughter and the sound of something being dropped into the trash.

      I put the clean bowls on the draining board for Blonde Boy to dry and put away. He seems to make a point of banging them down onto the shelves. The clatter drowns out the Cog’s conversation.

      I’m down to the last bowl.

      “…9 o’clock… Six of us…”

      My heart is pounding now.

      There’s going to be a raid.

      At our house.

      That’s why Seb was trying to get me to leave.

      I need to get out of here. I need to warn Mum.

      I consider finding a pair of scissors and gouging my arms, getting taken to a Clinic Inc. – but there’s no certainty that they wouldn’t just let me bleed out here.

      The red fire alarm in the corner of the kitchen catches my eye.

      Blonde Boy holds his hand out for the last bowl, and I fold the tea towels, my mind racing. I can't set it off in here. He would know it was me.

      The Cogs come back into the kitchen. “Back to work,” one of them grunts.

      We shuffle back into the sewing room, and I do a quick scan of the area on the way to my workstation.

      There are four fire alarms in here, one set into the wall between the lockers and the toilet cubicle. Can I trigger it without anyone seeing me?

      “There’s more cloth in the storeroom,” Mrs. Proctor calls out, noticing that I’m not working.

      “Yes, Mrs. Proctor.”

      I make my way to the storeroom and flip on the light. There's another girl here.

      She turns, startled, and drops something.

      It’s the girl who dropped the spoon. I can see from the way her eyes are dilated that she’s high on Ice.

      “What are you doing here in the dark?” I ask.

      Then I notice the matches she’s dropped.

      If I thought my plan was half-baked, hers is worse.

      “There are Cogs out there! Are you insane?”

      Suddenly she grabs me, putting a knife to my neck. It’s just a rusty little thing, the type of knife you’d use to peel carrots or potatoes, but it’s enough to end me.

      “You breathe a word of this, and I swear I'll gut you,” she slurs, her breath hot on my ear.

      “What are you going to do if someone comes in here before the fire alarm goes off?” I ask through gritted teeth. I can feel the blunt edge of the blade digging into my throat.

      “That was my mum on the screen. I need to get home for my dad,” she mumbles, struggling to get the words out.

      “Then let me help you.”

      Her grip on me loosens. She steps back.

      “How?”

      I rub my neck where the blade was. "I have a toilet break in an hour, and there's a fire alarm right outside of the cubicle. If you can get Mrs. Proctor to the opposite side of the room, I'll make sure that alarm goes off."

      She wipes her bloodshot eyes with her sleeve. “Why would you help me?”

      “Because I need to get out of here too.” I pick up a pile of cloth and turn to go.

      “Wait,” she says, grabbing for my arm, missing by a mile. “How are you not tripping every CASS monitor in here?”

      I swallow. I can’t exactly say ‘because I’m not really a Worker,’ now can I?

      “Look, do you want my help or not?” I ask, instead.

      She searches my face for clues, then seems to think better of it. “I’m Tia. Tia Emery.”

      “Aura Jax.”

      We return to work. For the next hour, I can feel Tia staring at me, watching every move I make.

      The two Cogs are in the room with us again – one stationed by the door leading to the kitchen, and the other by the exit. Every half hour, Mrs. Proctor does a circuit of the room to inspect our work before going back to her desk and tapping away on her laptop.

      At 3:30 p.m., I put down my cloth and slip my scissors into the pocket of my cardigan. Nobody but Tia gives me a second glance as I cross the room to go to the restroom. I hold my wrist over the barcode scanner at the door, and it slides open. Once I'm inside, I count to 100 before flushing, running the taps, and using the hand dryer.

      My heart is thumping in my chest.

      I leave the bathroom and quickly scan the room. The Cogs haven't moved. Mrs. Proctor is over at the far side of the room, inspecting Tia's work. I catch Tia's eye, and she gives me a slight nod.

      As I walk past the alarm, I press my index finger into the middle of the glass.

      There’s a satisfying little crunch as the seal breaks.

      A pause.

      Then the piercing shriek of the alarm.
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      Scissors and pins scatter across the workroom floor, and the Cogs spring into action, shouting at us to put our hands on our heads where they can see them.

      “Stop what you’re doing!” Mrs. Proctor bellows over the cacophony. “Make your way outside!”

      Everyone, including Proctor and the Cogs, is covering their ears, trying to block out the hellish noise. I hang back, moving toward the storeroom, letting the other workers push past me.

      When the second Cog is out of the door, I back into the storeroom and pull the door closed behind me. No one sees.

      My accomplice is already here.

      “How exactly do we get out?” she shouts over the racket.

      “Follow my lead.”

      I grab my scissors and stab at the thin glass of the storeroom window. The sound of the alarm drowns out the noise of its shattering. I climb onto a stool beneath the window and pull myself up and out, landing with a soft thump on the muddy ground outside.

      Dusk is falling. The cold air is a welcome change from the hot, stuffy workhouse. I fill my lungs, trying to clear my head. My ears are ringing from the alarm.

      Tia drops down next to me and follows me as I crawl to the edge of the building.

      “I don’t feel so good,” she grumbles.

      The alarm has stopped ringing, and I can see that Mrs. Proctor is in deep discussion with one of the Cogs. There must be 100 workers in neat rows waiting to go back inside.

      It's dark enough that if we stay low and stick to the perimeter, we can get out through the workhouse gates without being seen, but right now, there's a black Society truck parked between us and the gates, being loaded up with boxes.

      Tia groans.

      She’s doubled over, a pool of vomit beside her.

      “How much did you take?” I ask.

      “Enough,” she says, wiping her mouth.

      Ice doesn't regulate thoughts like DN8 – it just slows the processes down so much that CASS monitors can't pick them up. The after-effects are like the symptoms of a bad hangover – headaches, nausea, dehydration, dizziness, tiredness – Tia looks terrible. The Ice must be wearing off.

      I turn my attention back to the truck. Box after box is being piled into the back. I wish they would hurry up.

      “We got tickets for the live Assembly in Central Square yesterday morning,” Tia says. “Dad was convinced it was because Mum was going to be executed.” Her voice cracks. “I told him it’s just a lottery, but once he said it, I couldn’t get it out of my head. And then when I got the shift here today… I didn’t think I’d be safe around the Cogs unless I made myself brain-dead with a load of Ice. It still didn’t work.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What about you?” she asks. “Why do you need to get out of here?”

      “There’s going to be a raid at my house tonight,” I tell her. “I heard the Cogs talking.”

      The workmen loading the boxes close the doors of the truck and walk back to the workhouse toward Proctor and the Cogs.

      “About time,” I say under my breath.

      “Now?” Tia says.

      I’m about to give her the nod when I see a light flicker on inside of the truck.

      The driver is still in there.

      “Wait –”

      Before I can stop her, she darts past me, a dark shape making a run toward the fence.

      Tia, no!

      She's almost even with the truck when it starts up. The headlights come on, spotlighting her for everyone to see. Mrs. Proctor shouts something, and everyone turns.

      Tia doesn’t stop running. One of the Cogs raises his weapon.

      A shot rings out.

      He misses.

      Tia turns for a second, then moves faster, momentarily disappearing behind the truck.

      There’s a strange electricity in the air. We’re willing her on, all of us brown-clad workers, pinning our hopes for our lives on this terrified young girl running for her own life.

      When she reappears, I see that she’s almost through the gates. I’m starting to believe that she’ll get away.

      I clench my fists.

      If she can get to the trees, she might make it. The Cog aims again, and a second shot rings out.

      No.

      This one is on target.

      Tia is down.

      It’s over.

      “I think we have our perp,” the Cog shouts, his voice echoing across the forecourt. “Get the rest of them inside and put them back to work.”
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      They don't bother to move Tia's body. The truck drives around her, and the Workers file back inside to business as usual. It makes me sick, but there's no time to get sentimental. I have to get out of here.

      When I’m sure that the coast is clear, I make my move. On unsteady legs, I tear across the courtyard Tia crossed, through the gates, and along the dirt road, not slowing down until I reach the shuttle stop.

      In my mind, all I can see is Tia, face down in the dirt, and Matty, beaten to within an inch of his life.

      Somehow I make it home.

      From the outside, the house looks exactly as I left it this morning. The curtains are closed tight. The living room light is on, and the front door – a mess of peeling paint and bird poop – is intact.

      Suddenly, an image of the house, ransacked, flits into my mind’s eye: I see a flash – almost like a memory – of upturned furniture, broken glass, our stuff strewn across the floor.

      Just as quickly as the image comes, it’s gone, and I unlock the door, shaken.

      The normality of the scene inside makes me do a double-take. The front room has been tidied; the blanket is gone from the couch; the bowls are laid out for supper. There's a casserole dish in the middle of the table and half a loaf of bread.

      Selena is seated at the table, and Mum is brushing her hair.

      It almost looks homey.

      I watch them for a moment, wishing that I didn’t have to turn the world upside down again with my news.

      My sister Selena is twelve years old and skinny as a rake, with long auburn hair that runs down her back like a waterfall. Her birth was never registered because Mum and Dad were terrified that she’d turn out like me, so as far as the government is aware, she doesn’t exist.

      I often think of the life we could have had if I were a normal Elite girl rather than a freak of nature. Selena would have had the best healthcare, the best food, designer clothes, and a warm, comfortable home. Instead, she has a prison sentence.

      “Aura, you’re early!” Mum looks up, smiling. “We were going to wait for you.”

      She’s beautiful, my mum. She has blonde hair and green eyes that light up when she smiles, which doesn’t happen often enough. Even when Dad was around, she seemed to have a black cloud hanging over her, as if she was always expecting the worst.

      Mum lifts the lid from the casserole dish, and a savory aroma spills out.

      “You can thank Cellectra for the spread. I got a two-hour shift at the last minute," she says, filling the first bowl with stew. "I hope you're hungry."

      “Where are your food parcels?” Selena asks, looking expectantly at my empty hands.

      “Aura?” Mum asks, setting the bowl on the table.

      “We need to leave,” I say, sitting down opposite them. “Before 9 o’clock.”

      Mum stops what she’s doing. “What? Why?”

      Because the worst is going to happen.

      “There’s a raid tonight. They’re coming for you, Mum.”

      My words hang in the air, terrifying and unreal.

      “What do you mean?” she asks. “How do you know?”

      “I heard the Cogs talking when I was in the kitchen at the workhouse. I got home as fast as I could.”

      The color drains from Mum’s face.

      “I saw Seb this morning. He said there’s a van leaving from The Creek tonight. I think he knew – I think he was trying to warn me.” I sound breathless, hysterical.

      “We’ll pack some things, find somewhere to bed down,” Mum says, pacing around the room.

      “Somewhere to bed down?” I snap. “Didn’t you hear what I said? We’ve got about two hours. We could get out of The Society altogether tonight!”

      “Do you have any idea how much it costs to get across the border?”

      “Seb can help us,” I say, remembering the DN8.

      “And what then? Where do we go once we get out?” she says, stopping in front of me. “And what about your sister? She’s not well. On this side of the border, we have food, a roof over our heads, the Internet, the TV…”

      This makes me snort. “So that’s why you don’t want to go? You want to watch Dad die on TV?” The cruel words tumble out before I can stop them.

      She slaps me, and I recoil.

      “Pack some things,” she says. “Hide the laptop.”

      I storm up the stairs with Selena following close behind.

      “What was all that about? Did you have to be so mean to her?” Selena asks, pulling our rucksacks out of the wardrobe. She starts stuffing clothes into hers. She knows the drill. Since Dad's arrest, we've moved around a lot.

      My cheek is still stinging. “Shut up, Selena.”

      My voice is drowned out by the sound of a vehicle roaring into the street.

      We freeze.

      I hear muffled male voices and the sound of an engine outside.

      It can’t be.

      I look at the time. 7:05 p.m. It’s too soon.

      “Girls! You need to hurry,” Mum shouts up the stairs. Her voice sounds strangled.

      I open the bedroom curtain a fraction. Tendrils of fear curl up in my stomach at the silver Society emblem on the hood of the black government truck.

      The side door slides open. A team of six heavily-armed Cogs jumps out of the truck, their black boots, guns, and helmets glittering beneath the streetlights.

      “What is it? What’s happening?” Selena asks, trying to peer past me.

      “They’re here.” I grab the laptop off the bed and shove it into my rucksack. Everything else can wait. “Let’s go.”

      We tear down the stairs to see Mum hovering in the shadows by the front window. She’s turned off the main lights. The only light left downstairs is coming from a small table lamp.

      She doesn’t have a bag packed yet.

      “I've got the laptop,” I tell her. “We can head out back and come back later for our things.”

      She doesn’t budge. She looks at Selena and me as if she’s trying to memorize our faces.

      Something isn’t right.

      “Mum? Come on, let’s go!” I move toward the back door with Selena.

      “I can’t come with you,” she says, walking toward us.

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “What?”

      “It’s me they’re here for. If they don’t find me, they’ll come after us all.”

      “No,” Selena says, beside me.

      “I love you, beautiful girl,” Mum says, kissing her on the forehead.

      “Don’t do this,” Selena sobs. "Stay with us."

      “We’re not leaving without you,” I tell Mum.

      “Take this,” Mum says, ignoring me and handing Selena a small silver tablet. Liceptopan. Ice. “Swallow it down.”

      Once she’s satisfied that Selena has taken the pill, she turns back to me. “I need you to look after this for me,” she says, pressing a silver locket into my hand.

      “What is it?” I open the clasp to find a tiny gold memory disk inside.

      My skin starts to crawl.

      It can’t be.

      Memory disks are inserted into our brains during the 11+ exam so that our memories can be used as evidence against us if we commit a thought crime. The disks are not supposed to come back out.

      “Whose is this?”

      “It’s mine –”

      “You had yourself hacked?” I hiss.

      “I don’t want anyone else to see them. Promise me, Aura.”

      I snap the locket shut. “Why?”

      “They’re things I needed to get out of my head,” she says, glancing towards the front door. “You need to go.”

      “Mum –”

      Her eyes are glassy with unshed tears. “We don’t have time to argue. I can’t let them get to you. I won’t.” She hands me a pillbox. “For Selena.”

      The dull thud of the Cogs kicking against the front door echoes through the house.

      I wrap my arms around Mum, not wanting to let go.

      “You’re stronger than you know, Aura. Remember, you’re a Jax,” she whispers. “Now go. Keep your sister safe. Promise me.”

      The wooden door starts to splinter, and she pulls away from me.

      We can’t wait any longer.

      “I promise.”

      In a daze, I take Selena's hand, and we run through the tiny kitchen and out into the alleyway, locking the door behind us.

      “I don’t want to leave her,” Selena says, leaning against the overflowing dumpster at the back of the house. Her voice is already starting to slur.

      “Neither do I.”

      Out in the darkness, we can see through the gap in the kitchen curtains into the house. Mum is seated at the table, illuminated in the lamplight.

      I know we should run, get as far away from here as possible, and come back when they’ve gone, but I can’t tear myself away.

      My hesitation is a mistake.

      I hear heavy boots, low voices, and the crackle of a CASS monitor heading our way.

      They’re coming to check on the back of the house.

      And now there’s no time to run.

      I grab Selena and pull her down behind the dumpster, squeezing in between the hard plastic and the brick wall.

      The footsteps get closer.

      A pair of flashlight beams search the area, and a startled rat darts out across the alleyway into a hole in the wall.

      The footsteps stop.

      The smell of garbage mingles with the smell of rotting meat, and Selena squeezes my hand tight, her eyes wide with fear.

      There are two Cogs right alongside us at the back door.

      If they shine their flashlights behind the dumpster...

      I shut my eyes and pray.

      There’s a crack as the Cogs at the front of the house breach the door. Then, impossibly close, a thud and a bang, as the back door is kicked in too.

      They haven’t seen us.

      I let myself breathe as the two Cogs barrel into the kitchen, but I daren’t move from the cover of the dumpster.

      I adjust my position and crouch beneath the kitchen window to see what is happening.

      The Cogs at the front of the house are moving in, over the rubble.

      Inside, the main lights come on, and I see that there’s someone else with the Cogs, a tall, thin man in an expensive-looking gray suit.

      His voice carries out of the house on the night air. “Alice Jax,” he says to Mum, walking over to the table and pulling out a chair. “Or should I say, ‘Rosalie’?”

      Rosalie? What is he talking about?

      “My name is Alice,” she says.

      He lets out a soft laugh, ignoring her statement. “We’ve been searching for you for a long time.”

      He sits down, facing her. The Cogs stand in a line against the back wall, guns raised.

      “I’m sorry; have we interrupted your dinner?” The man in the suit sticks his finger into the bowl of stew Mum had set down earlier, brings his finger back to his mouth, licks it.

      “Too salty,” he says. “Did you make it yourself?”

      He pauses as if he's waiting for Mum to answer.

      She doesn’t.

      “The thing about salt is that when you use too much of it, you develop a taste for it, and eventually you can't taste the beauty of the food you're eating.”

      He tears off some bread, dips it into the stew, puts it into his mouth, and chews. Mum glances around the room.

      “My paperwork says that ‘Alice Jax’ has a daughter,” he says, swallowing. “Aurora. Sixteen… Where is she?”

      My stomach lurches.

      Mum still doesn’t answer.

      The man pulls out a handkerchief and dabs at his mouth. “I asked you a question.”

      She doesn’t say a word. One of the Cogs marches over and grabs her by the hair, moving to slam her head into the table.

      “Enough, Officer,” says the man in the suit. “There’s no need for any of that.”

      “I hate them,” Selena murmurs beside me.

      The Cog lets go, and the man leans back in his chair. Mum slumps a little in her seat.

      “Where is your daughter, Rosalie?” he asks again, inspecting his nails.

      Selena squeezes my hand.

      I’ve bitten down on my lip so hard that I’ve broken the skin. I taste blood.

      “Aurora is still at work,” Mum finally says. Her voice is bitter, defiant.

      He takes a phone from the inside of his coat and puts it down on the table. He taps on it with one finger, picking his teeth with his other hand.

      “It appears that her barcode was scanned nearly an hour ago on a shuttle heading away from her shift assignment.” He looks up, eyes flickering around the room. “Maybe she'll be back before we leave.”

      Mum doesn’t respond. The man stands up, towering over her. “Search the place,” he orders the Cogs. “We're looking for laptops, phones, tablets – and a piece of clothing from the daughter. We'll need her scent in case I need to send in a Tek pack.”

      Mum clenches her hands into fists.

      Teks are electronic dogs used for tracking. They record video with their eyes and sound with their ears, and their inbuilt CASS monitors record atypical thought. We need to be out of here before they arrive.

      The man leans against the wall, inspecting his phone as the Cogs tear the house apart, tipping furniture and smashing dishes onto the floor until it looks just like my earlier vision. He's a picture of eerie calm amid the chaos.

      There’s a crash above us as one of the upstairs rooms is ransacked.

      Then it's all over.

      The Cogs troop back down the stairs.

      They're done.

      The man walks back to the table and clears his throat. “Rosalie Cohen, aka, ‘Alice Jax,’ we are here to arrest you for crimes against The Society,” he says. “You are to be taken to a holding facility where you will be questioned and processed.”

      Selena and I can only watch from our hiding place as Mum stands up and holds her hands out in front of her, waiting to be handcuffed.

      She doesn’t struggle.

      They place a black hood over her head and lead her out of the house into the night. A sob escapes from my throat.

      The wind blows into the empty house through the shattered front door, and the truck speeds away, taking her with it.
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      I’m numb. I want to wake up and discover that this is just a nightmare, but Selena’s sobbing body next to me reminds me that I need to be strong.

      I stand, pushing the dumpster away, and we creep back into the house, shutting the smashed back door behind us. I’ve been crouched in the same position so long that pins and needles run through my legs.

      In the front room, the broken door bangs against its frame. The floor is strewn with papers, smashed dishes, and shards of glass.

      I pick my way across the debris and push the door closed. Through the cracks in the broken wood, I can see that the street outside is empty.

      Selena sits on the couch, hugging herself. Her eyes are a little clearer now. The small dose of Ice is starting to wear off.

      “Here,” I say, handing her the pillbox. “You need to take another one before we go.”

      She studies it, turning it over in her hand. “Why did that man call her ‘Rosalie?’”

      I wondered the same thing. “I don’t know.”

      “Will she be executed?”

      I can’t bring myself to lie to her and give her any hope. “I don’t know.”

      Once Mum is processed, her crimes will be detailed on The Telepathe website for everybody to see, but by then, Selena and I will be gone.

      We can't stay where we are for long if we want to avoid the Teks. The last thing we need is a pack of dogs on our trail who can capture our escape on camera.

      I pull the laptop out of my rucksack and fire it up.

      “I’m scared, Aura,” Selena says.

      I swallow, fighting down my panic. "I'm going to contact Seb. He can help us."

      I carry the laptop to the sofa and sit down beside her. “Why don’t you go and get changed? We need to look like we’re going to watch the Assembly,” I say. “There’s a lace dress in my closet that should fit you.”

      She wipes her eyes. “Okay.”

      She heads upstairs, and I open up Labyrinth to log onto ChatDust, hoping that Seb will appear.

      The government believes that everything their citizens think, and say, and do, is accessible to them – and mostly, they're right – but if you're desperate, there are ways around their all-seeing eye.

      Before his Vocation Party last year, Seb installed Labyrinth on my laptop so that we could communicate online if we ever really needed to.

      The anonymous browser bounces our connection through a series of volunteer nodes before exiting to the Internet, bypassing the government's filters and masking the connection.

      It isn’t perfect, but at the moment, The Telepathe can only decrypt random unlucky users rather than specific users on demand. I’m pretty sure that won’t be the case for long.

      Every so often, Seb and I abandon our old chat accounts and create new ones, trading usernames, chat servers, and digital fingerprints at the food bank so we can find each other online.

      It's still a huge risk, but right now, I'm out of options.

      A notification appears in my ChatDust window.

      
        
        D3888AGXX-A is online.

      

      

      It’s Seb.

      
        
        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: YOU OKAY?

        >Saturna1ia7: YOUR OFFER. AM I TOO LATE?

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: GIVE ME A SEC.

      

      

      If Seb can't help us, our options are limited. The border is a no-go without payment. My mind spins with the need for a backup plan. We'll have to hide out at The Creek. We'll have to find somewhere to bed down. We'll have to beg for what we need to survive.

      I can’t put Selena through that.

      
        
        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: WITH YOU IN 5.

      

      

      I let out a long sigh of relief.

      
        
        >Saturna1ia7: THANK YOU.

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: CALEB. THE CREEK. 10 PM.

        D3888AGXX-A is typing.

        >D3888AGXX-A: STAY SAFE.

        >Saturna1ia7: I WILL.

        D3888AGXX-A has left the conversation.

      

      

      There’s nothing to do now but wait – and hope that Seb gets here before the Tek pack does.

      I delete the conversation and use another ID to log onto the SpyMe forum.

      People use SpyMe to swap dirt on their neighbors. If they come up with anything juicy that they can report to the government, it can lead to a cash reward.

      I never post anything on it – I’m not crazy – but I want to see if there’s any information on Mum.

      An earlier thread from today catches my eye, and I go cold.

      
        
        NEW TARGET: ALICE JAX (F).

      

      

      I click on the link and scroll down the page. The latest comments are from minutes ago.

      
        
        >Iceman: HEARD THERE’S A DAUGHTER STILL OUT THERE

        >Iceman: ANYONE KNOW WHERE SHE’S HIDING?

        >Iceman: MIGHT BE A NICE PAYDAY

        >PhatKid: ANY PICS?

        >DNHate: WHAT’S HER NAME?

        >Iceman: AURORA. 16. WORKER.

        >MsFsh: WILL SEE WHAT I CAN FIND.

        >Shadow101: I MIGHT KNOW SOMETHING.

        >Iceman: PRIVATE WINDOW?

      

      

      The conversation ends there.

      I stand up, heart racing.

      Why didn’t I listen to Seb this morning? We could have been long gone by now. With Mum.

      I close the browser, restore the laptop to factory settings to remove any trace of me, and snap it shut. Then I carry it into the kitchen, drop it in the sink, and cover it with water for good measure.

      “What are you doing?”

      I look around to see Selena wearing my old dress. It’s a bit too big for her, but nobody will be looking that closely.

      “Making sure we don’t leave a footprint,” I say, turning off the tap.

      “What did Seb say?”

      “He’s going to help us. We just need to wait –”

      I hear a noise from the other side of the kitchen door. I stop short at the sound of boots crunching over gravel.

      I grab a knife from the counter, signaling to Selena to be quiet. It doesn’t sound like a Tek pack, but it could be an opportunist who’s already tracked me down.

      The noise stops. I press my face to the window, but I can’t see a thing.

      I push the door open an inch, ready to slash at whoever’s on the other side.

      “Be careful,” Selena breathes.

      I can’t see or hear anyone.

      I open the door further and scan the dark alleyway.

      It’s empty.

      Whoever or whatever it was has disappeared into the shadows.

      “What’s that?” Selena whispers.

      I look down to see a small white package propped up against the doorframe. I scoop it up and dart back inside, closing the door behind me.

      I tear open the package to reveal a vial of tiny, iridescent blue pills.

      Seb, you hero.

      “Aura?”

      “This is our ticket across the border.”
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      As a little kid, I loved Assembly night. A few times, we got tickets to attend in Central Square, and I couldn't understand why Mum and Dad weren't as excited as I was.

      One of them – usually Mum – would stay home with Selena, and I’d tell them all about it when we got back.

      I would wear a special Assembly dress – my favorite was a pale blue one with a pattern of red and pink roses – and we would catch the shuttle to Central Square and sit on any seat we wanted. It was like a carnival, with all the food and music and fireworks. You could lose yourself in the noise and the crowd, thousands of people crammed in together, and you alone in the middle of it all. I thought that was what freedom must feel like.

      I didn't know about the executions then. A lot of parents made their kids watch, but Mum and Dad always arranged it so that we went to the bathroom or the snack stand during that part of the Assembly. Later, after Reece told me about the executions, I realized there was a reason Mum spent so long touching up her hair and make-up, and Dad could never decide what he wanted to eat.

      When Reece told me, I was embarrassed that he knew something I didn't. I hated feeling naïve. I hated that Mum and Dad had hidden it from me.

      At the next Assembly we attended, I refused to move from our spot. I wanted to see the executions with my own eyes. I thought if Reece had seen it, I should too.

      But nothing had prepared me for the explosion of blood followed by the lifeless body crumpling to the ground – I couldn't get it out of my head for weeks.

      At exactly 8:00 p.m., the TV, which is programmed to begin the Assembly broadcast automatically, blares to life, interrupting my trip down memory lane.

      It’s time to go.

      I've changed into a red dress and flat boots. Smart enough for the Assembly, but practical enough for running, if I need to run.

      I throw the soaking laptop in the trash, stuff the knife in my bag, and cast one last look around the place.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      Selena picks up her rucksack. “Ready.”

      I open the back door, and the night air rushes into the kitchen. I can hear the throng of excited voices and the clip-clop of high heels in the distance as people head to the Assembly.

      I take a breath.

      Are we really going to do this?

      We have to get to The Creek with a stolen bottle of DN8, which will get me shot if I'm caught with it.

      We have to find this ‘Caleb’ that Seb mentioned to take us to the border.

      Then we have to make it across the border and find a camp that might not even exist.

      We’re really going to do this.

      We don’t have a choice.

      We make our way along the alley behind the house, heading toward the bright lights on the main road. The Creek is just over an hour’s walk if we go by way of the big screens. It’s a longer route, but it means I don't have to take Selena through the ghetto, and we’ll have less chance of being noticed if we keep with the crowd.

      We walk toward the sound of the revelers. Soon I can see the first of the four big screens between our house and The Creek rising above the rooftops.

      “Wait,” Selena groans behind me. I turn to see her bending over, clutching her stomach. “I need a minute.” Her words ooze slowly, like treacle. She's already sick with the new dose of Ice coursing through her body.

      “We need to keep moving.”

      I know I’m pushing the pace for her, but I also know that loitering out here is asking for trouble.

      She retches, spitting up bile on the pavement. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “I’m not going without you.”

      She shakes her head, takes a deep breath, and starts coughing, phlegm rattling in her chest.

      “Come on.” I take her hand. “I’ve got you.”

      Our pace is excruciatingly slow, but we keep on. Once we turn the corner onto the main road, we meet the crowd.

      I pause to scan the area, relieved we’ve gotten this far. Selena leans against a railing to get her breath.

      I hardly recognize the place I passed just a few hours ago. The roads are closed off for the Assembly. Hundreds of people swarm the tarmac, dressed up in their finest clothes. The streets have been transformed for the evening; the crumbling houses lit up with fairy lights. The litter that was here this morning is now nonexistent, and the dirt has been swept away.

      A giant screen planted in the middle of the road counts down the minutes until show time, juxtaposing footage of the Great Unrest with stills of The Society today – we might be having fun now, but we can't forget what we've all been "saved" from.

      Some people are already taking up positions in front of the screen while others move on, making their way to the next one.

      “You okay?” I check Selena.

      She nods bravely, her eyes glazed.

      I steady her as she steps away from the railing, and we fall in again with the stream of people.

      We see barbecues and jugglers, performing monkeys, and merchandise stalls. We keep walking, passing the second and third screens.

      Half an hour into our slow journey, at screen number four, we hit a bottleneck. The people in front of us come to a dead stop.

      Frustrated, I grab Selena's hand, and we push our way through the tightly-packed bodies until we see the reason for the holdup.

      Three giant silver bears move on a glittering dance floor in front of the big screen, surrounded by an awe-struck crowd—their hulking forms shimmer and sparkle in the lights around the floor.

      According to the neon signs, you can buy gemstones with your spare change to throw at their feet and make them dance. I watch as a vendor scoops out twinkling stones and pours them into little bags for his customers.

      “Those poor bears,” Selena murmurs.

      “Don’t let anyone hear you say that,” I warn her.

      “It’s so cruel. I’d let them loose.”

      I give her a look to shut her up.

      The screen is counting down. Five minutes until show time.

      "Aurora!" I hear my name, and I tear my eyes away from the bears. "Aurora! Is that you?" A tall woman in a pink dress and matching hat pushes through the crowd, making a beeline for me.

      When she gets closer, I recognize her as one of my old teachers. Mrs. Jackson. Society History.

      Great.

      “It is you,” she smiles as she approaches. “I never forget a face.” Her eyes have an amber hue, a telltale sign that there’s too much DN8 in her system. She’s been binging.

      “How are you?” she asks, but before I can answer, she rushes on with her drug-induced prattle. “I’ve got my relocation date for the Neighborhood – I’m leaving the Old City in a week!” She looks over my shoulder. “Is your mother here? I’d love to celebrate with her!”

      I blink, not expecting the question. “Mum is watching at home tonight.”

      “At home? It’s much more fun to watch on the big screen if you don’t have a ticket for Central Square! Especially with three executions.” She nudges me and winks. “One of the prisoners is actually quite handsome!”

      I have to force myself not to react. She has no idea how absurd she sounds.

      Onscreen, President Wolfe is hovering in the wings, ready to walk out to the podium. To his left, I spot Dr. Calvin Aldrich, the President’s right hand.

      I shudder. The sight of Aldrich gives me the creeps – I can’t help but remember Mum’s warning that I might end up as one of his science experiments.

      One minute to go.

      “The President is about to make his address,” I say, trying to shut Mrs. Jackson up.

      “Ooh, I’m going to try to get closer. Give my love to your mother.” She blows me a kiss and moves toward the screen.

      The bears are led away, and people spill onto the dance floor to get a better view of the screen.

      The lights go down, and a hush falls over the crowd. Onscreen, a stray amateur firework explodes into golden tendrils, then disappears into a black sky. The camera pans across the expanse of expectant, smiling faces watching the Assembly live in Central Square.

      The President says something to Aldrich, and then, flanked by two Cogs, he steps out on stage to thunderous applause.

      People jostle past Selena and me to get closer, crushing us up against the flimsy barrier in front of the screen.

      I keep one eye on our exit route. After the executions, we can go. It’ll just look like we’re attendees heading home to The Creek.

      From our vantage point, I can see behind the screen where the bears are being poked and prodded into a makeshift pen.

      Once they’re inside, their keeper – a gaunt man in a shabby purple suit – removes their leashes and locks them in. He grabs a big plastic bucket and tips it over the top of the gate, dumping a pile of food at the bears’ feet. They wait for his command, then eat hungrily.

      “I don't feel so good,” Selena mumbles.

      I look at her. Her skin is waxy, and she's struggling to keep her eyes open. “Just hang in there a little longer.”

      “Thank you. Such a warm welcome!” Onscreen, President Wolfe is waving his hand for silence. “We begin this evening by once again cleansing The Society of enemies found in our midst.”

      The camera zooms out, and I see the silhouettes of three prisoners lined up at the side of the stage.

      There's a roar of applause, both on-screen and off.

      The spotlights come on, illuminating the prisoners as they’re led into the center of the stage.

      Wolfe pauses for effect.

      “Cast your stones.”

      This ritual happens before every execution, and the crowd at Central Square doesn't need to be told twice.

      The people around me cheer as the camera zooms in on the prisoners and the gemstones raining down on them, thrown by the enthusiastic crowd in Central Square. The gems arc and shimmer beneath the lights, some of them hitting their targets, some just scattering onto the stage.

      The woman, Tia’s mum, jerks up in shock as a tiny jewel embeds itself in her forehead.

      Angry tears well up in my eyes.

      Is this how it’s going to end for my parents?

      I hear the rumble of an engine behind me, and I glance around to see a Society truck pulling up the main road, coming to a stop at the edge of the crowd.

      The sight of it makes me uneasy.

      Onscreen, Tia's mum is read her crimes.

      Her eyes are closed. The lights are shining on the jewel embedded in her forehead, creating a kind of halo.

      Another jewel hits her in the cheek, and there's a ripple of laughter from the crowd.

      “How do you plead?”

      There's a pause, and it looks for a moment as if she isn't going to answer, but then she opens her eyes. “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.”

      The crowd around me boos and hisses at the screen, as her words break The Society’s ‘no religion’ rule one last time.

      The bear keeper has been craning his neck over the barrier, not wanting to miss any of the action. At this unexpected bit of drama, he unhooks a section and comes out front.

      Over the noise of the crowd, I hear barking, and doors slamming. I look back to see a large group of Cogs unloading Teks from the truck and guiding them into the crowd.

      “Aura – ” Selena starts.

      “I see them.”

      Four of the Cogs take up positions along the width of the road, blocking our planned exit. The others disperse among the crowd.

      Onscreen, the marksman has raised his gun, aiming it at Tia’s mum.

      Aurora Jax.

      Instinctively, I turn, but then I realize that my name wasn't spoken out loud.

      They’re here for me.

      Aurora Jax.

      We’re looking for Aurora Jax.

      Have you seen this girl?

      Have you seen Aurora Jax?

      The Cogs’ thoughts rush into my head, the different frequencies overlapping, getting louder and louder.

      My mind races as I try not to panic.

      If we run, we'll draw attention to ourselves.

      If we stay where we are, we'll be caught.

      That can’t happen.

      Bang.

      The sound of the gunshot brings me back to myself.

      Everybody cheers and stamps their feet as Tia’s mum sinks lifeless to the ground onscreen.

      Behind the screen, the bears shuffle in their pen, making strange mewling sounds. One of them backs up against the screen, and it sways slightly. The keeper barks something in their direction.

      I have an idea.

      I promised I’d keep Selena safe. One way or another, we’re getting out of here.

      “Follow me,” I tell her.

      Slowly, we weave our way through the crowd until we’re standing next to the barrier that the keeper has left ajar in front of the bear pen.

      Selena looks at me in disbelief.

      “Trust me,” I tell her. “I'm getting us out of here.”

      Nobody is looking our way.

      We slip through the opening in the barrier and disappear behind the screen.

      “What are you going to do?” she slurs. The bears look at us with big, sad eyes through the slats of the pen. I’m so close I can feel the heat emanating from their bodies.

      “I'm going to set them free like you said.”

      She looks at me as if I’ve gone mad. “Right.” She gulps and nods her head.

      The gate is fastened with a single sliding bolt and a rusty padlock.

      I pull a clip out of my hair and jam it into the lock.

      I’m an old hand at this.

      When Reece and I were younger, breaking into abandoned storerooms was our favorite pastime. Though the buildings were usually dilapidated and mostly empty, the thrill of finding a left-behind stash of sugary treats like Dinkies or crispy snacks like Waffos outweighed the risk of getting caught.

      At least in our nine-year-old minds.

      We’d sit in the dark and the damp, a tiny flashlight between us, stuffing our faces before heading home.

      That was before we learned to be afraid of Cogs and executions.

      The padlock springs open. I toss it onto the ground and slide the bolt, pulling the gate towards me a fraction.

      The bears look at me in confusion.

      Bang.

      One bear lets out a startled roar as the second gunshot booms through the speakers. The cheering and stomping in the street grow louder.

      Two of the bears start pacing in the pen, butting up against the back of the screen again.

      Still lost in the action onscreen, the keeper absently barks an order at them, but the bears are distracted, and his command is lost in the noise.

      The third bear ambles toward me, tilting his head, curious. A jolt of alarm runs through me. The animal could crush me with just one of his giant paws.

      I back out of his way as he nudges at the gate.

      The opening widens, and he pauses, considering his options.

      Bang!

      With the final gunshot, the animal behind him rears up on its hind legs, and the bear nearest me squeezes out of the gate to get out of the way.

      As he brushes past me, his thick fur leaves a glittering silver mark across my front. I brush it off and see that it's paint.

      The bears are fakes, made to look like magical creatures from the Golden Belt.

      Sensing freedom, the other bears begin to follow the first.

      This has to work.

      The animals take their time with their escape, sniffing the air and stretching their limbs. Slowly, they amble into view of the crowd.

      “What the – hey! The bears are loose!” comes a confused shout.

      Mayhem ensues.

      Screams erupt from the crowd at the sight of the three sparkling giants unleashed and outside of their pen.

      The flimsy barrier is trampled as the Assembly descends into chaos.

      Selena and I creep to the edge of the screen as the emergency lights go up. The animals panic, moving into the crowd, knocking people over as they go. The screen begins to topple, pulled forward by the mangled barrier. Everybody is running for cover.

      “You did it,” Selena breathes.

      “It was your idea,” I tell her. “Now let’s get out of here.”
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      We clamber over the twisted barrier and weave through the melee on the other side, dodging fleeing attendees. The air rings with the sound of gunshots as the Cogs struggle to bring the bears down and restore order to the crowd. We slip past the empty Society truck and press on toward The Creek.

      We’re back in familiar territory now, navigating the narrow streets leading out of the Old City. Selena moves a little faster as the Ice wears off, and soon we’ve reached our destination.

      The trouble is, now that we’re here, I’m not sure how to find Caleb.

      The tiny shacks all look empty from the street. The windows are boarded. No lights come from inside. After the chaos we left behind at the Assembly, it’s eerily quiet here.

      Dull yellow streetlights illuminate pools of stagnant water on the pavement. There are heaps of garbage everywhere. The smell makes my eyes water.

      It’s no wonder the authorities don’t set foot here often. This place makes the Old City look like the Golden Belt.

      “Which house is it?” Selena asks.

      “Good question,” I say, moving toward a house. “Let’s go round the back –”

      I hear the low growl of the Tek before I see it.

      There’s no time to hide.

      I freeze as the huge silhouette of an electronic dog appears from behind a heap of garbage, its wolverine form steaming in the cold night air.

      We’ll never outrun it.

      “Get behind me,” I tell Selena.

      Careful not to make any sudden movements, I shrug the rucksack off my back and slowly unzip it, feeling for the knife I packed, keeping my eyes on the Tek.

      I’m not fast enough.

      It bounds toward me, and I cry out as its razor-sharp claws connect with my flesh. The dog pins me to the ground with its hot, drooling, half-ton weight.

      “Selena, go,” I croak out.

      I can hear the Tek’s simple thought pattern in my head. It wants to extract information from my memory disk to take back to The Telepathe, but it can’t work out who I am.

      My vision starts to blur. All I can see are the Tek's eyes flashing red above me. Selena is screaming somewhere.

      I can’t move.

      It’s slowly crushing me.

      It’s agony.

      Just as I think that this is the end for me, the red lights stop flashing. The Tek's eyes go dark. It takes a step backward, off my chest.

      I gulp and cough, trying to fill my lungs with air as the pressure lifts.

      It looks me over one more time, then bounds back the way it came.

      Selena is by my side. “What just happened?”

      “I don’t know,” I choke.

      “I thought it was going to kill you.”

      My breath is coming in ragged gasps, and I'm soaked in sweat and Tek drool.

      “I’m fine.”

      I lie.

      Everything hurts.

      “Can you stand?”

      All I want to do is huddle here in the dirt, but I know the van for the border will be leaving soon, with or without us. I haul myself up, limbs and lungs aching, and force myself to keep going.

      “Let’s find the van.”

      There are no vehicles in front of the houses, so we stagger around to the back alley. Finally, as we round the corner at the end of the street, I hear an engine splutter.

      Parked up the street, fifty feet away, we see a battered white rust-bucket of a moving van with blacked-out windows. A figure is disappearing into the house across the street.

      We move closer to the van. I see that the driver's seat is empty. I look at the house opposite. The back gate is half-open, and the yard is full of junk – broken pots, a rubbish bin tipped on its side, a threadbare sun lounger.

      Selena and I warily cross the street and pick our way through the yard. Before I can bang on the door, it screeches open to reveal an overweight man wearing a gold chain and a t-shirt two sizes too small.

      I'm no fashionista, but even I know it's not a good look on him.

      “Who are you?” His bloodshot eyes dart from me, to Selena, and back to me again. His thoughts are muddied by a large dose of Ice.

      “Are you Caleb?”

      “Who wants to know?”

      I’m running purely on adrenalin now. For all I know, I have this all wrong. I hope I’m not dooming us both.

      “The van outside. It’s leaving here tonight, isn't it? We can pay to get in it.”

      He picks something out of his nose before standing aside. “Come on in.”

      We follow him inside. The place stinks of body odor and cigarettes.

      “Ca-leb!”

      The “house” is little more than a cobweb-filled room. Aside from a sofa, the only furnishings are a coffee table overflowing with beer cans and cigarette butts, and a filthy mattress in the corner.

      The man stands in front of us, arms folded. “He’s on the john.”

      As if on cue, a toilet flushes behind a closed door to the left. It slides open to let another man out. This man looks as if he hasn't slept for days. He has thick, matted hair and dark rings around his eyes. He studies us, wiping his wet hands on his jeans.

      Caleb.

      We’re in the right place.

      “They’re looking for you,” the first man says, by way of introduction.

      “You get beat up on the way here?” Caleb says, pulling out a cigarette and putting it between his lips. He's looking at my dress, sweaty and stained from the Tek attack.

      I ignore his comment. “We need to get across the border. We heard you were taking a van. We can pay.” My words tumble over each other.

      “Oh really?” he says, lighting the cigarette.

      I open my bag and take out the bottle of DN8. “Here,” I say, handing it over. “This should be enough.” My voice sounds shrill, scared, not like my own.

      Caleb blows out a mouthful of smoke and grabs the bottle, cigarette in hand. He gives the bottle a little shake, flicking cigarette ash onto the floor with the movement.

      “Where’d you get these?”

      “Does it matter?”

      He opens the bottle and takes a pill out to inspect.

      “I suppose not,” he smiles. “Davy, my man, check this is worth what they say, won'tcha?” He passes the pill over, and Davy disappears into the bathroom with it.

      In the awkward silence that follows, I hear Caleb’s thoughts in my head.

      Know her from somewhere.

      Looks familiar…

      My heart starts to pound.

      Has my face has been broadcast from the Assembly already? Has an image been posted online?

      “Do I know you from somewhere?” he asks.

      Keep it together, Aura.

      I frown and shake my head. “The food bank, maybe?” I shrug. “I must just have one of those faces.”

      “What’s your name?”

      I swallow. “Tia Emery.”

      Caleb is about to say something else when Davy waddles back into the room.

      “It’s DN8, Boss. Quality stuff, too.”

      I breathe a quiet sigh of relief, silently thanking Seb. The DN8 will be worth far more to Caleb than a runaway Worker girl. “So you’ll take us?”

      “Divvy the pills up; we’ll keep half here,” he orders Davy, tossing him the bottle. “Ladies, I’ll meet you out back. Your chariot awaits.”

      We go outside the same way we came in, and hover in the yard until Caleb reappears in a cloud of cigarette smoke to lead us to the van. He opens the back door of the van, which is already packed with people: men and women, young and old.

      They look at us warily.

      “Don’t be shy – jump in,” Caleb says, slapping me on the back.

      People shuffle out of our way and we climb in, squeezing ourselves into the cramped space. He slams the door behind us.

      The van roars to life and suddenly we're moving, swaying in the vehicle over an uneven road.

      “You okay?” I whisper to Selena.

      “Yeah, you?”

      I nod and lean my head against hers, wishing Mum were with us.

      “I can't stop thinking about Mum,” Selena says.

      “Me either.”

      “I hope she's okay.”

      I squeeze her hand. “Me too.”

      Who am I kidding? How can Mum possibly be okay?

      We're one step closer to freedom, and she's a prisoner.

      Across from us, there’s a couple in their thirties having a hushed conversation. I hear them mention a ‘camp’ – maybe it's the same one Seb mentioned earlier. Maybe Reece will be there. Maybe we won't have to figure this all out alone.

      It's a glimmer of hope. I hold onto it tight.

      We travel in silence for the better part of an hour on rough-graveled back roads before Caleb turns off the headlights. Twenty minutes later, the van begins to slow down.

      “Here we are,” Caleb mutters from the driver's seat. He pauses. “Wait, somethin' ain't right.”

      He puts the van into reverse, backs into a space in the trees at the side of the road, and kills the engine.

      I move to the front of the van to see what's going on.

      The security lights surrounding the area move constantly, illuminating different sections of the barren expanse before us.

      Caleb is watching a camera crew film a cluster of huge derelict warehouses up ahead.

      I frown. Why are they filming a bunch of old warehouses?

      To the right of the warehouses, two Society vans and a long black limousine are parked up. Just beyond the vehicles, I can see the silver mesh of the border fence that separates The Society from the wilderness.

      We're so close...

      BOOM!

      There's a sudden shock of sound and light as an explosion rocks the vehicle.

      “Jesus!” Caleb shouts in surprise and I jerk back, my ears ringing.

      Seconds later, the warehouse closest to us – all 25,000 square feet of it – crumbles to the ground, a heap of flaming rubble and ash.

      The woman next to me starts screaming.

      “For the love of – will you shut up?” Caleb shouts.

      As the dust starts to settle, I notice an open back door on one of the Society vans.  Two men in black overcoats carry a body out and throw it down on top of the debris. They stand back, surveying the scene before one returns and rolls the body into a different position. He steps back again.

      “What’s going on?” the guy in the passenger seat whispers.

      “If I was a betting man, I’d say it’s the Terror Bureau,” Caleb says.

      I’ve heard that term before. It's what Dad used to call the PR team at The Telepathe – the people who create the propaganda for The Society.

      “Who?” the man asks.

      “The people who control us,” Caleb mutters, as if it's obvious.

      Outside, a cameraman is gesticulating. One of the men who carried the body partially covers it with rubble. The cameraman moves in for a close-up.

      “I’m turning back,” Caleb announces. He's panicking. “If anyone wants to get out here and risk getting caught, that’s up to you.”

      “What?"

      “No!”

      “We paid you to get us across!”

      Everybody starts protesting.

      Caleb shakes his head. “I usually only have to deal with one of the bastards on these runs. Whatever this is, it’s too many bad guys, and I'm not getting involved!”

      “We can’t go back,” I say, desperate.

      “Sorry, love. Not what I signed up for.”

      He's about to turn the key in the ignition when the man in the passenger seat pulls a gun from somewhere and pushes it into Caleb’s temple. “I’m with the girl,” he says. “We wait until they’re finished.”

      Caleb holds up his hands. “Fine,” he says through gritted teeth, cursing under his breath. “But get that gun out of my face.”

      Passenger Seat Man does as he’s told, resting the weapon on his lap.

      “Cut!” We hear someone from the film crew shout. There’s a smattering of applause and some hand-shaking, and then they start to move out, moving the body back into the truck and packing camera equipment away. Finally, they all shake hands with the Cog-on-duty before getting into their respective vehicles and driving out of view by way of the main road.

      What have we just seen?

      “You’re up,” says Passenger Seat Man, raising his gun again.

      Caleb sighs and rubs a hand over his face. “You lot wait here.”

      Passenger Seat Man rolls his window down, and we watch in silence as Caleb walks toward the border fence, hands in the air.

      “I've got payment,” he shouts, and the Cog walks toward him, gun raised.

      Caleb says something else, and I see the Cog lower his weapon.

      Caleb hands him an envelope. The Cog inspects whatever’s inside, nods, and tucks it into a pocket in his uniform. Then Caleb hands him what I think is the bottle of DN8. They briefly exchange words that we can't hear, and the Cog starts walking toward the van.

      Passenger Seat Man puts his gun back in his jacket and I sink back into the shadows, out of sight.

      The Cog peers in through the open window for a good look at us.

      “Are we good?” Caleb asks.

      “We’re good, we’re good,” the Cog nods. “I’ve got a quota to meet, that’s all.”

      “What?” asks Caleb.

      The Cog raises his gun and looks at Caleb. “I’d get out of here if I were you.”

      The atmosphere in the back of the van changes. Something is very wrong.

      “Everybody out,” the Cog barks. “Now!”

      Nobody wants to move.

      “I said, out!”

      The little boy next to me screams as the Cog pulls the trigger and shoots Passenger Seat Man in the head. The body falls forward into the dashboard like a sack of potatoes.

      Bile rises in my throat.

      This is it.

      We’re going to die.

      “I’ll give you all a ten-second head start,” the Cog smirks.

      Everything happens at once.

      Caleb slams back into the truck. The back doors open and the rest of us pour out, running for the fence.

      “Whatever happens, don’t stop until we’re through that fence,” I tell Selena.

      We're running at the back of the group, but I'm banking on the fact that the Cog can't shoot everyone at once.

      “Michael!” one of the women screams as someone fires a gun at the Cog. It’s a terrible shot. The bullet ricochets off his armor.

      The van starts up behind us, the tires squealing as Caleb reverses, hurrying to get away.

      Selena's hand slips out of mine, but we keep running. The Cog fires back at Michael – one, two shots. The bullets hit him in the chest and wound another one of the group.

      My ears are full of the passengers’ wails and the Cog's continued gunshots, but my own heart is still pumping in my chest and my lungs are still sucking in air, so I keep running.

      I’m at the fence when I realize that Selena isn’t behind me.
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      “Tonight must be my lucky night,” the Cog sneers as I turn around, clearly enjoying the look of shock on my face.

      He's behind Selena; one arm clamped around her so that she can't move. She has a gash in her knee and there's a trickle of blood running down her leg into her shoe. Her dress is torn and muddied.

      “Get away from her!” I choke through my horror.

      He lifts his gun to her temple and whispers something into her ear.

      Selena gets down on her hands and knees and leans back into a sitting position. The lifeless bodies of the other passengers lie at odd angles around her.

      “There are other ways to pay your way across the border.” The Cog holsters his gun, takes off his helmet, and throws it down.

      My stomach drops.

      His scarlet eyes look me over like a predator eyeing prey – and his face…

      His face is like something from a nightmare.

      The pale skin on the right side is almost translucent; the left side is an open wound.

      As he approaches, I see maggots crawling in the rancid flesh where his cheek should be.

      He grabs me by the shoulders and pushes me into the border fence with such force it knocks the wind out of me.

      “Don’t fight me, and I won’t kill you or your sister.” His face is so close to mine, I can feel his breath on my skin, in my nose, in my mouth. I see the maggots wriggling and squirming. I try to move, to kick out with my legs, but he’s too big and too strong.

      I can hear him in my head. His thoughts buzz through my mind like flies over a garbage heap. I can’t think straight.

      I turn my face away as he tries to kiss me. He laughs, sending a line of his saliva running down my cheek. “Play nice now. I wouldn't want to have to hand you over to the authorities,” he says, wiping my face with his hand. “You are beautiful.”

      He grunts and reaches to undo his belt, so lost in the moment that he loosens his grip on me. One hand is on the fence and the other is fighting with his belt. I react like a coiled spring.

      I turn my head to the hand on the fence and bite down on his wrist as hard as I can until I taste his blood. He howls and staggers backward. I dive away from him, grabbing handfuls of dirt from the ground.

      He’s coming at me again. He shoves me back against the fence. “You little WITCH!” he spits. I fling the dirt into his face, blinding him. He lets go of me, clawing at his eyes.

      I see stars as I try to push his thoughts out of my head. They're overpowering now — thick, unstoppable black fury.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      I need to move, get Selena, get out of his way, but I’m not fast enough. Blindly, he punches out with his arm and his fist connects with my stomach, winding me and sending me flying to the ground.

      He stands over me, his eyes streaming. “I’m going to make you watch while I have some fun with your sister, and then I’m going to kill you both,” he says through gritted teeth.

      He unholsters his gun and turns towards Selena.

      Time seems to slow. I wonder if I'm dying, if he's already shot me and I'm bleeding out on the ground.

      My vision blurs, and I no longer see the Cog in front of me. Instead, I see a mass of electromagnetic pulses that seem to make up his central nervous system, glowing like a galaxy of stars.

      Selena is screaming a million miles away.

      The sound of my breathing fills my head. Everything seems clear and still. A memory stirs inside me; something buried, something I've misplaced.

      “No one can know what you are, Aurora.”

      “AURA!” Selena screams, and for a second, I jolt back. His hands are all over her, tearing at her clothes.

      I feel as if I’m on fire. As if I am fire itself.

      “You’re stronger than you know.”

      I pick myself up off the ground, a kind of electricity pulsing through my body. My thoughts are suddenly tangible, a weapon I think I can wield.

      “Oh, I like a fighter,” the Cog laughs at Selena's struggle, and the sound swirls around in my head.

      I am not powerless anymore.

      Some instinct takes me over and I know what to do.

      NO!

      I form the thought in my mind, strong and clear, and I hurl it toward the Cog like a stone from a slingshot. The red hot pulse arcs from my mind to the Cog's body of electricity in front of me. I see it hit him square in the solar plexus.

      The Cog roars in shock as he is flung backward. The vial of DN8 flies out of his pocket and shatters, scattering hundreds of tiny blue pills across the ground where they shine like sapphires under the lights. He lands with a thump 100 feet away from us. There's a crack as his head hits the ground, and then silence.

      As the silence falls, I feel the electricity leave my body, emptying me. My legs go weak, and I feel ice cold. I'm going to be sick.

      “Aura, what did you do?” Selena is looking at me with a mixture of wonder and terror.

      I retch into the dirt. My head is pounding. My skin feels clammy. What is happening to me?

      “I think he’s dead,” Selena says. I look up and see her standing over his body. A flashing green light in the rubble behind her catches my eye.

      I wipe the vomit from my mouth. “Get his CASS monitor.”

      She tosses it to me and I stamp down hard, grinding it into the ground.
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      I’m depleted.

      I feel old. Or at least what I imagine old will feel like.

      Our progress away from the border is slow. There are miles and miles of dense forest beyond the fence. The camp we’re trying to find could be anywhere.

      I haven’t actually thought about what happens next – I don’t think I believed we’d make it this far.

      I'm chilled to the bone. There's a roaring in my ears and my vision is blurred. Still, I keep walking, deliberately setting one foot in front of the other, putting distance between us and The Society.

      We’ve been picking our way through gnarled old trees and knotted foliage for an hour before Selena breaks the silence.

      “What happened back there?”

      I have no clue how to answer, and I don’t want to stop and think about it. None of it makes any sense anyway.

      “Aura?” she presses.

      “I don’t know.”

      She grabs me by the shoulder. “You can talk to me,” she says, searching my face. “Can we stop for a bit?”

      I shake her off. “We need to keep going. We need to find the camp.”

      The truth is, I’m afraid if I stop, I’ll never start again. I’ll fall asleep and never wake up.

      “I’ll catch up to you,” she says, dropping her rucksack onto the ground in front of her.

      Selena is too much like me. Neither of us takes “no” for an answer.

      “Ten minutes,” I sigh. “It’s not safe out here.”

      I take the knife out of my rucksack and half-sit, half-collapse onto the muddy forest floor. The smell of damp, rotting leaves fills my nostrils.

      I feel relief in my legs and my lungs as soon as I sit. All I want to do is lie down and close my eyes.

      “What you did to the Cog – have you ever done that before?” she asks.

      “What do you think?”

      “Do you think you can do it again?”

      “I don’t know how I did it in the first place.”

      I feel like I’m in some kind of alternate reality where my body and my mind are two completely separate entities, each doing their own thing.

      And there's something else in the mix now too, a third entity that isn't my body and isn't my mind. I felt it grip me, and I felt it let me go. How do I explain that?

      Selena tucks her legs underneath her. “What did it feel like?”

      I close my eyes and everything comes back to me in a rush.

      It felt like time stood still.

      It felt like I was more powerful than anything in the world.

      And afterward, it felt like I was dying.

      “I don’t know, Selena. It happened so quickly.”

      She gives up on her questioning, passing me a bottle of water. I drink it down gratefully.

      “Hey, look what I found when I was packing my stuff,” she says, rooting around in her bag. She pulls out a notebook. I instantly recognize the black and white polka-dot design.

      “Is that your memory book?”

      A couple of months after my 11+, Dad gave each of us notebooks. He told us that at the end of each day, we were to write down something good that had happened. Then, if we’d had a bad day, we could read back through all of the good things and make ourselves feel better.

      I thought it was a stupid idea.

      I filled mine with angry words. I was frustrated and confused about who I was. Upset that I wouldn’t get to stay on at school and go to the Inner Sanctum like Seb. I didn’t even try to find anything good to write.

      My feelings only changed when my Dad – a good man whose only crime was to question the government – was arrested. It was only then that I understood that Mum and Dad were trying to protect me, that there was something wrong with The Society.

      Selena turns on her flashlight, which has all the power of a dying glowworm, and sits down next to me, flipping through the pages. “Aura told me my hair looked pretty,” she reads, digging me in the side with her elbow. “Thanks, Sis.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “What about this one? Dad brought a puppy home and it’s sleeping next to my bed.”

      I laugh in spite of myself. “I remember that. We had a barbeque didn’t we? You kept giving the puppy food off your plate.” I shake my head. “The next morning it had left a mess all over the floor and gone. You were devastated.”

      To this day, I think Mum let it out because we couldn’t afford to keep it. I keep that thought to myself.

      “I’m glad you still have that,” I tell her instead.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      The roaring in my ears from my encounter with the Cog is finally fading. I’m starting to hear the sounds around me: the wind blowing through the trees, owls hooting in the distance.

      “Unless you’ve also developed special night vision superpowers, I think we should stay here tonight,” Selena says.

      I give the bottle back to her. She’s right. I can barely see an arm’s length in front of me.

      I set about making a fire, but it’s hopeless in the damp. We huddle together and decide to take turns keeping watch, using the knife I brought with us as protection. I’m so exhausted that even fear has left me.

      In no time at all, I’m asleep amongst the dead leaves.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I wake with a start, my heart sinking when I remember where I am.

      I have no idea how long I’ve been out.

      Selena is asleep next to me, the knife resting on her lap.

      It’s starting to rain, and I shiver in my damp clothes.

      I hear something move nearby and I grab the knife, listening, barely daring to breathe.

      There it is again.

      I stand up and nudge Selena with my foot, trying to wake her.

      “What is it?” Her voice is thick with sleep.

      I put a finger to my lips, signaling for her to be quiet.

      A branch snaps behind me and I swing around, brandishing the knife. Adrenalin courses through me as I stare into the darkness, ready for a Tek to come crashing through the foliage, all teeth and muscle and metal.

      Instead, I’m blinded by a sudden bright light.

      I squint, covering my eyes with the back of my hand.

      “Drop the knife. Hands above your head,” says a male voice behind the flashlight shining in my face.

      I close my eyes and do as I’m told. My head aches as I try to tune into the new thought frequencies in front of me. I come up blank and I panic, wondering if what I did at the border has broken me.

      “Aura?” says a different male voice. The sound of my name brings me out of my trance. My eyes snap open, and the beam dips to the ground.

      “Aura!”

      I back up, black spots in my eyes, as someone rushes toward me.

      “It’s me. It’s Reece!”

      I can’t speak. Relief floods through me. Suddenly we’re safe. Suddenly we’re not alone.

      “I can't believe it's you.” He holds me at arm’s length, studying me, as if his eyes are playing tricks on him. “You actually made it," he says. "Your Mum…?”

      I shake my head.

      He looks more rugged and world-weary than the boy I used to know, and when he wraps his arms around me, I can feel that he’s skin and bone – not the athletic boy I remember. But he’s still Reece. The best friend I ever had.

      I don’t want to let him go.

      “You’re lucky we found you,” he says into my hair. “We don't usually come out this far.”

      “I take it you know each other?” the other man says, moving the beam of the flashlight to where Selena is sitting.

      Reluctantly I let Reece pull away from me, and I get a look at the other guy, a man with wild gray hair who looks as if he's in his late fifties. He's carrying a metal trap.

      “Tomas, this is my friend, Aura, and her sister, Selena,” Reece introduces us. “I can vouch for them.”

      Tomas nods. “Are you girls okay?”

      We must look a sight, our Assembly clothes torn, covered in sweat and mud.

      The impact of everything that has happened in the last 24 hours comes crashing in.

      My legs buckle.

      Reece grabs my arm. “Hey, steady on there.”

      “I’m surprised you made it across,” Tomas says. “The place was swarming with Cogs and cameras earlier.”

      “The van we were in got there just as they were packing up.”

      “The van?” Tomas asks. “Are there others with you?”

      I shake my head. “We were with a group of people leaving from The Creek. They’re all dead.” I swallow. “We all had payment for the Cog on duty, but he started shooting anyway. We made it to the forest before he got to us.”

      I can feel Selena’s eyes boring into the back of my head.

      “And the Cog?” Tomas asks, scanning the forest. “What happened to him? Should we be expecting company?”

      “He got caught in the crossfire.” The lie rolls off my tongue.

      “He’s dead?” Reece asks.

      “He’s dead.”

      “You’re sure about that?” Tomas asks.

      “I’m sure.”

      I killed a Cog.

      The thought settles in my head.

      Tomas nods in approval. "Good riddance." He slings the empty trap over his shoulder and looks at Selena and me. "Come on," he says. "Let's get you girls back to camp."

      Reece grins at me, and I feel like we’ve passed some kind of test.

      We pick up our rucksacks and follow Tomas deeper into the forest. His flashlight casts long shadows in front of us.

      “You were lucky you weren’t caught up in that explosion,” Tomas shouts back. “Lit up the whole sky.”

      “We saw it from the van,” I say. “They blew up one of the warehouses so they could catch it on camera.”

      We walk the rest of the way in silence, listening out for every snap of a branch underfoot, making sure we’re not being followed.

      Finally, we see a light up ahead; it shines like a beacon into the darkness of the night.

      “Here we are,” Reece says, looking back at me. “Welcome to our camp.”
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      The trees thin out, and the forest opens up to reveal a huge clearing filled with tents of all shapes and sizes packed tightly together. There must be hundreds of them.

      A roaring fire blazes ahead of us, illuminating the camp around it. I count sixteen men and women sitting around the fire, warming their hands and talking low. I spot Reece’s older brother, Clark, and his mum, Mags. They get up when they see us.

      “Look who we found!” Reece shouts.

      Mags looks stunned. “Aura? Selena – is that you?” she asks, looking us up and down.

      “Hi, Mags.” Tears well up in my eyes. Mags used to come over and look after us when we lost Dad, when Mum was in a bad place grieving over him.

      She rushes to us and hugs us both. I can feel her bones through her baggy clothing. Like Reece, she’s wasting away.

      “Let me look at you.” She pushes my hair away from my forehead and kisses me, then does the same with Selena. “I’m glad I waited up for our huntsmen now!”

      “Give them some space, Mum,” Clark laughs.

      “We’ve come back empty-handed, Maggie,” Tomas says, throwing the trap down on the ground.

      Mags waves the bad news away. “There’s stew in the pot,” she says. “And you’re not empty-handed. Let’s get these girls something to eat and drink.”

      She leads us over to the fire. The welcome from the people gathered around it is lukewarm. I can hear them muttering as we approach.

      “More mouths to feed…”

      “Who are they?”

      “Are we just supposed to trust them?”

      “Everybody, meet Aura and Selena,” Reece says, talking over them. “Friends from the Old City.”

      A few people mumble acknowledgment. Others just stare. I can't say I blame them. It seems we may be just another strain on their resources.

      “I’ll introduce you properly in the morning,” Reece winks.

      “Grab yourselves a seat,” Mags says, nodding at a pair of rickety deck chairs.

      We take off our rucksacks and sit down in front of the fire.

      There's a large pot warming over the flames. The steam rises into the night air as Mags gives it a stir. She fills two small bowls and hands one to me and one to Selena.

      The stew is thin and watery, but it’s food. The warmth of the fire feels good on my skin. It’s a relief to have finally stopped moving, even if my head is still pounding.

      “How’d the two of you get across the border?”

      I look at the speaker, a man seated opposite us, next to Clark. He is smiling at us, but the smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “You must be quite a duo –”

      “Here comes trouble,” Clark interrupts his neighbor before I can respond. He’s looking over my shoulder.

      “Oh great, more mouths to feed,” says a voice behind me.

      Clark stands up and I turn in my seat to see a tall, thin man with a crew cut moving toward us, staggering as if he’s drunk.

      “That’s enough, Brown,” warns Clark.

      The conversational atmosphere around the campfire changes. I stiffen, on guard again.

      Out of habit, I try to tune in to the man’s thoughts, but just like in the woods, I come up blank. It’s as if someone has put their hands over my ears or covered my eyes.

      “Go and sleep it off, Brown,” Tomas says, coming between Clark and Brown. “These girls have been through enough –”

      “We’re starving as it is, and we’ve got a baby due any day,” he slurs. “We talked about this.”

      “No, you gave us your opinion,” Clark says. “That doesn’t mean everybody agreed with you.”

      “We should be helping our own first, you hear me?” he spits. “I can’t remember the last time I had a full stomach!”

      I bristle, feeling my cheeks color.

      “Shut it, Brown; you’ve had too much to drink,” warns Tomas.

      “We're at capacity. That's all I'm saying. I'm right, aren't I?” Brown looks at the faces around the fire. Too many people are nodding their agreement.

      “I said, that’s enough,” Tomas steps towards Brown.

      “Okay, old man, keep your pants on, I’m going.” He staggers away without looking back.

      “Don't listen to him. You two are family, as far as I'm concerned,” says Mags, handing me a mug of tea. “And so is he. His baby will want for nothing; we'll all make sure of that.”

      “He raises a good point, though,” says the man sitting opposite. “We don’t have the resources to support more people in this camp. That’s a simple truth. It would have been a strain even if that last raid had gone well.”

      “James – ” Reece says.

      The man – James – holds up his hands defensively. “Maybe it’s time to talk about the bunker Helen found.”

      “Talking about me again?” says a new female voice.

      I jump, splashing my tea down my front as a pile of rabbits – five of them tied together by their hind legs – lands in front of me.

      Tomas whistles and there’s a smattering of applause. “Helen, you’re a bloody lifesaver,” he says, inspecting her catch.

      I look around to see a tall, dark-haired girl standing behind me, holding a bow. “Thankfully, not all of us are terrible at trapping,” she smiles, looking at Reece.

      “If only you’d been a few minutes earlier,” Tomas says. “I could’ve shoved one of them down Brown’s throat.”

      “Aura, Selena – this is Helen,” Reece says.

      “Hi,” she says, looking me over.

      “Aura and I have been friends since we were kids,” Reece says. “She finally made it out.”

      She nods. “Good for you.”

      She gives Reece a peck on the cheek. “I’m going to get cleaned up,” she says. “Tomas, you can take care of the rabbits?”

      Once Helen is out of earshot, James resumes the earlier conversation. “Five rabbits won’t get us very far. I say we call a camp meeting tomorrow to discuss a way forward. Brown might lack charm and decency, but he’s saying what a lot of us are thinking.”

      “Fine, we’ll talk, but you know my concerns about that bunker,” Tomas says. “We don’t know what we might be walking into.”

      “I hear you,” James says, rising. “But we’ve got to try something different to supply the camp. We can’t keep on the way we’ve been going.”

      “I think I’ll take myself off to bed too,” Mags says with a sigh. She sounds tired of the conversation. “I’ll see you all in the morning. Get some rest,” she says, squeezing my shoulder.

      “’Night, Mags.” I watch her go.

      “Where do we sleep?” Selena yawns.

      “You two can have my tent tonight,” Reece says. “Come on. I'll show you.”

      “I’ll finish my tea first,” I say, wanting to spend some more time out in the open air.

      Reece takes Selena to his tent, and Tomas goes to prep the rabbits for the next day. Most of the others around the fire drift off to bed.

      Even after the hellish day we’ve had, I can’t help enjoying the sound of the breeze in the trees. The crackle of the fire. The quiet conversation of the others in their tents.

      “You okay?” Reece sits down beside me.

      I breathe in the clean air, feeling safe for the first time since Dad’s arrest. “I will be.”

      “I can't believe you're here.”

      “Me either,” I say.

      “What happened to your mum?” he asks. “I didn't want to ask when Selena was here.”

      “There was a raid. Earlier tonight.”

      In my mind, I see the Cog grabbing Mum’s hair, ready to smash her head down on the table. The memory lasts a split second before it’s gone.

      “I’m sorry,” he says.

      “She wouldn't leave with us. She thought they'd just come after us all if she did."

      “They would have.”

      Even as he says it, I know it’s true. But I should have tried harder. Convinced her to come.

      “And your Dad?”

      “He’s still alive. As far as we know.” I swallow what’s left of my drink.

      Reece puts a hand on my knee. “How’s it been since we left?”

      I think back. The fifteen months we’ve been apart seem like a lifetime.

      “There’s surveillance on public transport now, and the Cogs are on every street corner," I tell him. “Oh, and the Old City is going to be demolished. They don't seem to care about how many people still live there.”

      Reece raises an eyebrow. “Sounds like you got out at the right time.”

      He throws another log onto the fire. The flames swell as he pokes it.

      I change the subject. I’d rather be with Mum and Dad again. “Things here don’t seem great.”

      “We were doing okay until a few months ago,” he says. “There was a food warehouse near the border that we could get in and out of. We’d hit it on Assembly night between patrols, but the last two raids have been disastrous.”

      “Why?”

      He runs a hand through his hair as if he’s not sure he should tell me. “Last month, Clark was heading up the raid. One of the guys who was with him was caught. Ripped apart by Teks.” He swallows. “Clark only just managed to get away.”

      I don't know what to say. I'd imagined Reece in some idyllic Never-Never-Land, away from The Society rules and dangers. Not starving and unsure how to survive.

      “It messed Clark up pretty bad. He feels responsible…” Reece pauses. “That's why I was out with Tomas tonight, to hit the warehouse again, but when we saw all the Cogs and the film crew, we didn't hang around. We left to check the traps instead.” He shakes his head and half-smiles.

      “What do you know about this bunker that James is talking about?” I ask.

      He sighs. “There are too many of us and not enough food to go around, so lately we’ve had to go further into the forest to find game.

      “A few weeks ago, Helen was hunting in a new spot and she saw a girl she’d never seen before. Helen followed her and saw her go through a hidden door into what we’re guessing is some kind of underground bunker. A lot of people have talked about a raid there ever since.”

      “Tomas didn’t seem too keen on the idea,” I say.

      “We don’t know who she is or how many people may be with her. Tomas is worried about losing anybody else after Clark’s raid. But like James said, we can’t keep doing what we’re doing.”

      “Well, if you need volunteers to raid a bunker, I'm in,” I tell him. “I want to pull my weight.”

      Reece nods. “Let’s see what tomorrow brings.” He sounds older than his years. He nudges a log with the toe of his boot and sparks dance above the flames.

      “Helen seems nice, by the way,” I say.

      “Yeah,” he smiles. “You’ll like her. I like her.”

      "How long have you two been together?"

      "About five months,” he says.

      "How long has she been here?"

      "Five months,” he smiles, and I laugh.

      I'm surprised. I've never seen Reece interested in a girl before. Mum and Mags always thought him and me would end up together, but the idea makes me cringe. He’s always been like a brother to me.

      I stifle a yawn. “I think I’d better get some sleep.”

      He gets up and holds out a hand for me. “I’ll give you the grand tour tomorrow.”

      He leads me to his tent, and I quietly unzip the tarpaulin and crawl in, trying not to wake Selena. The inside smells faintly of muddy boots and sweat, but I don’t care. The thought of resting my pounding head on a pillow for a few hours is blissful.

      I unroll my sleeping bag and lay it down next to Selena. I shimmy inside without changing my clothes and snuggle into her for warmth. Selena stirs, but she doesn’t wake up.
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      I wake to the sound of a man's laughter. For a moment I don't remember where I am. Then the memories of the previous day come crashing in: the raid on the house, the shooting, the Cog all over me, my… power.

      I have power.

      And Reece found us.

      We’re in the camp. We’re safe.

      Selena has already left the tent. Her sleeping bag is neatly folded up next to me.

      I wish she’d told me where she was going before just disappearing.

      I climb out of my sleeping bag. My skin feels clammy and dirty. At some point today, I need to have a good wash.

      I pull a sweater on over my ruined Assembly dress, run my fingers through my tangled hair, and open the tent flap onto a chilly morning.

      I quickly scan the sea of canvas in front of me and relax a little when I catch a glimpse of a smiling Selena, arm-in-arm with Mags, walking away from our tent further into the camp.

      As I make my way toward the group sharing a meager breakfast by the re-lit campfire, the conversation quiets. Among those gathered, I spot Brown, and a heavily pregnant woman who I presume is his partner. The two of them glare at me. Brown isn't any friendlier when he's sober.

      I leave them and move on in search of Reece.

      I find him putting up a tent. “For you and Selena,” he explains. “Did you sleep okay?”

      “I did, thanks,” I say, distracted as once again, I try to tune into the thoughts of the people around me, only to find nothing there.

      I used to hate the constant buzz of other peoples’ thoughts in my head, but now I feel as if I’m missing a vital part of myself and how I navigate the world. Whatever happened to me at the border – that surge of energy and power – has taken it away.

      “Where are Selena and Mags going?” I ask Reece.

      “To get water,” he says. "If you give me a hand with this, I’ll give you the tour.”

      He throws the red canvas over the frame, and I pull it down at my side. We attach guide ropes and hammer in pegs to anchor the tent.

      “Right, then,” Reece says when we're done. “Let me show you around.”

      The camp is a hive of activity, people coming in and out of camp with firewood and containers of water, dodging skinny children running around in the mud.

      I couldn’t see just how big the camp was last night, but in the daylight, the tents seem to stretch on for miles.

      “The medical tent is the big white one over there, and the one next to it is the food store,” Reece says, gesturing to two large tents up ahead. “After a warehouse raid or a successful hunt, the supplies go straight to the food store to be sorted by Elsa. She rations everything out and makes sure we have enough to last the month. She's had a pretty tough job lately.”

      Medical tent. Food store. Elsa.

      I trail slightly behind Reece, making mental notes and taking in the scenery, listening to the birds, enjoying the morning sun on my face. It’s odd not having to wait for a work alert, not having to watch my back.

      I’ve never experienced anything like it.

      I feel free.

      “This is the bathroom,” Reece calls back to me after a while, disappearing down a grass bank.

      I follow him toward the sound of running water, coming to a stop at the edge of a river. I dip my hands into the cold water and splash it onto my face.

      “I need to get back here with soap and fresh clothes,” I mutter.

      Reece laughs. “I didn't want to say anything, but that’s a really good idea.” He has a mischievous glint in his eye.

      I glare at him. “Thanks a bunch!” I pretend to be offended and shove him into the water, soaking myself in the process.

      It almost feels like old times.

      “I’ve missed you,” he says.

      “Come on, don’t get mushy on me.” I pick up a stone and throw it into the water.

      Outside of my family, Reece knows more about me than anyone on this earth. We used to tell each other everything. He knows that I'm Elite, and that I’m masquerading as a Worker, but he thinks we were hiding my status because my family, like his, was opposed to the government and getting ready to defect.

      But for all we shared, he doesn't know that I can hear thoughts or that the wiring in my “Elite” brain is… unusual.

      I want to confide in him about what happened with the Cog at the border, but where would I even start?

      Now isn't the time, anyway. He doesn't need burdening with my issues on top of everything that's going on in the camp.

      I’ll tell him one day. Maybe.

      A heron lands on the other side of the river and stands stock-still, watching for fish in the water flowing by.

      “Do you think there are other camps like this one?” I ask.

      “I don’t know.” He leans back against the riverbank and closes his eyes. “When we first arrived, we sent scouts out to look for other settlements, but none of them came back.”

      He is quiet. I wonder if he knew the scouts who didn’t return.

      “How often do new people come here?” I ask, thinking of Caleb and his van.

      “You and Selena are the first in a couple of months.”

      “Reece!” a male voice shouts, and the startled heron flaps away. I hear someone running toward us on the riverbank above.

      “That’s Clark,” Reece says, getting up. “We’re down here!” he shouts back.

      A red-faced Clark appears at the top of the bank. “You’d better come. Brown’s in a rage,” he says. “They’re calling a meeting now.”
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      There are hundreds of people at the campfire when we get back. I leave Reece and join Selena, who is standing at the back of the crowd with Mags. Tomas seems to be holding court at the front.

      “What have I missed?” I whisper to Selena. She looks well. She's been washed and changed, and she has some color in her cheeks for once.

      “Just a bit of ranting and raving."

      “You were up and out early,” I comment.

      “I slept well. I didn’t cough all night.”

      I hadn’t noticed, but she’s right. I can’t remember the last time I slept a night without her coughing in my ear.

      “Just let me know before you run off next time, okay?”

      Somebody shushes us.

      “If we try to access that bunker, we'll be putting this camp in danger,” Tomas is saying. “We have young children here; we have a pregnant woman,” he searches out Brown's partner in the crowd. “We have no idea who is down there, how many of them are down there, or how much firepower they have -”

      “We’re already in danger of starving!” someone shouts.

      James joins Tomas at the front. “Let’s keep this a calm, sensible discussion,” he says. In spite of his words last night, he’s playing the voice of reason.

      I watch him, wary. I might not be able to hear his thoughts, but there’s something about him I don’t trust.

      “Tomas is right to be cautious," he says. "But we do have a choice: We can do what we’ve been doing and hope that our luck changes, or we can take a shot that the people in the bunker have a more reliable supply source and risk investigating. Either way, I think we’re big enough to handle trouble if it comes.”

      He lets his words sink in.

      “There’s nothing to say that our luck won’t change." He looks around the crowd. “But there’s nothing to say that it will.” He looks at Tomas, as if he's daring him to disagree.

      “There are hundreds of people here and we're running out of food. What happens when we're too weak to go out on another raid?” Brown says. “What happens when the baby is born, and Imogen can't provide breast milk because she's malnourished? And we don't know who else might join us on this side of the border. Two more people arrived just yesterday!”

      Selena and I look at each other as others in the crowd turn our way. I want the ground to swallow us up.

      “Brown is right,” James says, “and while we don’t want to turn away people in need, that is what we’ll have to do unless we change our situation.” He looks sideways at Tomas. The older man lets out a frustrated laugh and shakes his head, conceding.

      “Well, it seems we’re all in agreement,” James says, assuming control of the crowd now. “What we need to decide, then, is how we go about it.”

      Before I can talk myself out of the idea, I put my hand in the air. Selena raises an eyebrow.

      “Aura?” James acknowledges me, surprised.

      Everybody turns to look at me.

      “I might have an idea.”
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      The forest is dark, and a light rain is falling when I set off for the bunker with Reece and Helen, Tomas, Brown, and James.

      We walk briskly and quietly, the only sounds around us coming from the patter of the rain and the occasional hoot of an owl.

      We’re miles out from camp and even farther from the border now, in the thick of a forest I barely knew existed outside The Society.

      Reece and Helen are up ahead, slashing at branches and vines with crude brush hooks, following Helen's original trail from the day she found the bunker: small pieces of string tied around the trees to mark her path in case she needed to find it again.

      “So you know Reece well?” James falls into step beside me.

      I shrug. “We’ve been friends since we were four years old,” I tell him. “We were neighbors in the Old City. My parents moved us around a lot, but Reece and I always found each other.”

      “Did things change when he found out you were Elite?”

      I look around sharply and James gives me a slow smile. “The barcode doesn’t fool me. I can see it in the way you carry yourself.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “And you’re Elite,” he says, "but don’t mind me. Workers, Elite, we’re all just human, right?”

      The last thing I want is to get into a discussion with him about my complicated life story. “If I was Elite, do you really think I'd be tramping around in the forest on this side of the border, looking for supplies for defectors in an illegal camp?” I say, attempting to laugh off his assertion.

      Before he can respond, Helen calls back to us, “We’re here.”

      In the half-light, I can see that the trees thin out up ahead, leading into a small clearing. We crouch down in the undergrowth as we move nearer.

      James looks at me. “Let’s just see what you’re made of, Aura.”

      I pause. The way he says it makes me uneasy.

      “We’ve got your back,” Reece says, mistaking my hesitation for fear.

      My rucksack snags on tree branches as I push my way through to the clearing.

      I'm going to act as a decoy – an injured wanderer lost in the forest. We hope that if the girl Helen saw finds me here, we can overpower her and take her hostage so we'll have bargaining power with any other occupants of the bunker.

      I walk into the clearing and crouch down on the forest floor, the wet grass soaking my jeans.

      Five pairs of eyes watch me from the trees.

      I don’t have long to wait.

      I hear the sound of a lock turning, foreign in the middle of the forest, and I shift my position to get a better look. Moments later, a girl appears out of the undergrowth.

      She's dressed all in black, her ebony hair tied in a ponytail. In spite of the rifle slung over her back, she looks relaxed, unguarded. She doesn't notice me.

      “Hey, can you help?” I call out. She freezes, suddenly alert, looking around for the source of my call.

      “Thank God!” I say, pretending relief. “I didn’t know there was anyone else out here!”

      She takes the rifle off her back, eyes darting left and right, and slowly walks over to me.

      She stops about a foot away and studies me as if I’m a rare artifact. The expression on her face moves from indifference to confusion and then, weirdly, to something like realization.

      “Hi, I fell and –”

      I didn’t see you coming.

      Her words surge into my head with such force that it makes my eyes water.

      “How did you do that?” I say under my breath.

      I’m stunned. I have heard others’ thoughts all my life, but I’ve never met anyone who could speak directly to me with their thoughts.

      She takes another step toward me. Heat and energy emanate from her in waves.

      What happened? She’s concerned.

      Shaking myself out of my awe-struck haze, I remember the task at hand.

      I’m blowing it.

      “I fell,” I tell her. “I think I twisted my ankle.”

      She considers this for a second, then puts down the rifle next to me and holds out a gloved hand to help me up.

      This is exactly what we hoped she would do.

      I let her take all of my weight, and as she pulls me up, Helen and Brown enter the clearing.

      “Hands up,” Helen says. “If you go for the gun, I’ll put an arrow in your neck.” Her bow is raised, an arrow ready to fly.

      The girl looks at me. She drops my hands and gives me a rueful smile as I balance easily on my own.

      You tricked me. That won’t happen again.

      She turns to face Helen and Brown. “Who are you people?” she asks.

      Brown marches toward her, blade in hand.

      The girl waits until he’s an arm’s length away before pushing him in the chest with surprising strength, sending him flying across the clearing. He collides with a tree and thuds to a stop, his blade landing inches from his leg. His head falls forward, a strange choking sound coming from his throat.

      Helen frowns, her bow and arrow wavering.

      We’ve seriously underestimated this girl.

      I reach out to grab the rifle on the ground beside me, but the girl is lightning fast. One second, I’m behind her, reaching for the gun, and the next, it’s in her hands and aimed at me.

      Move.

      Her voice is in my head again. She presses the butt of the gun into my back, directing me forward.

      I do as she tells me, even though no one else can hear her.

      Helen lowers her weapon.

      “The rest of you can show yourselves,” the girl says, scanning the trees. “Watch out for the traps.”

      James, Reece, and Tomas step into view, shock and frustration etched on their faces, hands up in surrender.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” Tomas says, looking at Brown, still gurgling against the tree at the edge of the clearing.

      “He’ll be fine,” she says. “What are you doing out here?” She’s completely in control.

      James clears his throat. “Our people are starving,” he says. “We need help.”

      She laughs. “It doesn’t hurt to be nice when you ask someone for help.”

      “What’s your name?” James asks, lowering his arms.

      She pauses.

      “Neeve,” she finally says.

      “Neeve. I’m James. This is Helen, Reece, Tomas, Aura, and Brown.” He nods at each of us as he makes introductions. “We have a camp a few miles’ walk from here. There’s a baby due any day, kids who haven’t had a proper meal in weeks. We’re trying to survive, that’s all,” he says.

      Do they know about you?

      I flinch as the words seep into my head.

      I don't know what you mean.

      “I understand surviving,” she says to James. The pressure from the gun leaves my back. “We survive.”

      “Who's we?” Helen asks. "How many of you are out here?"

      “Let me see,” Neeve says, pretending to count. “Two.”

      “Two?” Reece asks.

      “I live with my father,” she says.

      Reece tries to hide his disappointment. A food store for two people won’t help the hundreds in his camp.

      “We can probably spare something for the children and the pregnant woman,” Neeve says. Her eyes settle on Brown. “Aura, you come with me. The rest of you can stay here with your friend. He's going to be pretty confused when he comes around.”
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      I follow Neeve through a tunnel of foliage that is invisible from the clearing. I don’t see the wooden frame of the bunker entry until we’re up close.

      She kicks away a pile of branches and presses her palm to the ground. I watch in fascination as the grass beneath her hand starts to shift and pixelate, transforming into a steel grate concealed in the earth.

      I’ve never seen anything like it. “What is that?”

      “CamoFilm,” she says. “Telepathe Tech.”

      I frown. Telepathe Tech? I glance behind me, but I can’t see Reece and the others beyond the leaves and branches. I hope I’m not walking into a trap here.

      “To keep the place hidden,” Neeve says.

      She pulls up the grate and reaches down into the darkness to flip on a light switch. The dull orange bulb reveals a metal staircase leading below the ground.

      She closes the grate behind us, and the outside world disappears. The smell of soil and damp wood fills my nostrils as we make our way down.

      At the bottom of the steps, Neeve unlocks a metal door, and a pale light spills out.

      The room we enter is surprisingly spacious. Solar lamps give the room a milky glow, illuminating four floor-to-ceiling wooden beams in each corner of the room. A colorful threadbare rug lies in the center of the space. I notice another doorway on the wall to my right.

      A large paisley-patterned sheet is attached to a curtain rail on the wall opposite me, giving a backdrop to an unmade sofa bed in front of it. To my left is a shelf full of books, a TV on a stand, and a half-open door leading to a kitchen. To the right, a metal dining table is cluttered with the remains of a meal.

      There are four metal stools around the table and a small silver clock on a ledge in the corner, counting out the seconds.

      “Wow, look at this place,” I say. “How long have you been here?”

      “About four years,” Neeve says, putting her rifle down on the table.

      She pulls open the sheet along the back wall. My eyes widen at the sight of a larder stacked high with tins and packets of dehydrated food.

      This is not just a few supplies to support two people.

      “Where did you get all of this stuff?” I ask.

      “That's none of your business.”

      “I wouldn't ask if we weren't desperate,” I say. “Can we come to some kind of arrangement so the camp can survive?" I have to try, for the sake of the others.

      “What do you have to trade for the supplies?”

      I hesitate.

      I can't think of anything.

      “You can take what you can fit in your bag,” she finally says.

      She sits down at the table, studying me as I fill my rucksack with packets of dehydrated vegetables and synthetic protein.

      “Outside, you asked if they know ‘about me,’” I say.

      “And you said you didn't know what I meant.”

      I take a breath. “The thing is, I don’t really know about me.”

      She sighs and looks at me with something like pity in her eyes. “Well, I’m what some people call Gifted,” she says. “I’m a Prophet…” She pushes a stray hair behind her ear. “And I didn’t see you coming. Which means you’re Gifted too because no Worker or Elite could have got past me."

      My stomach flutters. A Prophet?

      I’ve heard of Prophets.

      Reece used to talk about these ultra-rare people in the same way that people talked about God or angels in the time before religion was banned in The Society.

      He was fascinated with the very idea of their existence. I always thought it was a load of mystical rubbish.

      “So you can see the future?” I ask, overriding the rational side of me that says to ignore her.

      She smiles. “I see what might happen, lots of different variables.”

      I swallow. “I’ve always been able to hear people’s thoughts…” I break off and look at her, ready for her to laugh, or to hush me like Mum would have, but she's listening to me as if my experience is the most normal thing in the world. “I had to train myself to block them out, to stop myself from going mad.”

      She nods with understanding.

      “But something happened to me a couple of nights ago,” I say.

      “What happened?” she asks.

      It feels good to confide in her.

      I can’t believe I’m confiding in anyone.

      I close my eyes, remembering the look of shock in the Cog's eyes. The force at which he shot backward — the electric thrill when his heart stopped beating, and we were safe.

      I should be careful.

      “I was attacked while my sister and I were getting across the border,” I say, holding back, telling only half the story. “After it was over, I couldn’t hear thoughts anymore. And now… It’s like a part of me is gone.”

      “That makes a lot of sense to me.”

      “It does?"

      “A couple of years ago, I thought I lost my own Gift.” She shuffles in her seat. “I was angry – so sick of being cooped up in this… cave. I was tired of my visions, the nightmares, and the constant migraines that come with them.”

      I remember my pounding head after killing the Cog.

      “One night, I took so much Ice that my mind went numb. I left here and just kept on walking, in too much of a fog to know where I was going or what I was doing.”

      She looks up at the ceiling. “I ran into a gang of Cogs and a Tek pack.” She shakes her head. “They left me for dead.”

      I don’t know what to say. I reach out to touch her arm. Warmth floods through my body at the contact.

      “Everything stopped after that,” she says. “The dreams, the visions, everything. My mind was finally my own. It was what I'd always wanted, but for the first time in my life, I felt vulnerable. I wasn't me anymore.”

      “How long did it last?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “A few days. But that time without the visions made me appreciate what I am, what I've always been. It made me realize that I'm not a freak. I have power – even if it is insignificant…” Her voice trails off.

      My mouth feels dry. I’ve always felt like a freak, a misconfiguration. Neeve's perspective is different.

      “Seeing the future is hardly insignificant,” I say.

      “My father would disagree,” she shrugs. “Besides, Prophets can only see the possible future. There are people who can knock a man off his feet with a single thought. That's a power worth having.”

      I go cold.

      “Who are they?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “They’re called Influencers,” she says. “They’re the rarest of the rare.”

      I swallow.

      Is that what I am?

      An Influencer?

      A door bangs open beneath us.

      “That’ll be my father.” Neeve stands up and pulls the paisley curtain closed over the larder. “He won’t appreciate me decimating our supplies.”

      “Right,” I say, fastening my bag, suddenly all fingers and thumbs. “I should go.”

      I'm reluctant to leave, though. I want to know more, about everything.

      The handle turns and the door on the right opens.

      A bespectacled man with thinning, mouse-brown hair steps into the room. His translucent skin gives him an otherworldly look.

      “Aura, this is Edward, my father,” says Neeve. “Father, this is Aura. I found her in the woods.”

      My eyes meet his, and the world as I have known it disintegrates.

      Reality skews, and my mind breaks away from my body. The next thing I know, I'm looking down on myself from above. Neeve sits motionless beside me. The clock has stopped ticking. Everything is a watery haze.

      You’re Aurora Jax.

      You’re Alice’s daughter.

      It's not just his thoughts coming into my mind. It’s as if Edward has walked right up to me and whispered in my ear, yet somehow, he’s still in the doorway.

      I should probably be afraid, but I’m not.

      How do you know who I am?

      Suddenly I’m no longer in the room at all. I’m inside a vision, someone else’s memory.

      It's like a freeze-frame with blurred edges; the image undulates in and out of focus.

      I see my mother. She looks young. Scared.

      I don’t understand.

      A searing heat rips through my head and our minds collide. Images are coming to me thick and fast. No sooner have I focused on one than it moves to the next. It feels like a head rush.

      This man knew my mother. He helped her. But he’s trapped here… What?

      As his memories seep into my consciousness, I can feel my memories transferring to him.

      I can’t make it stop.

      Neeve is by the table, still frozen in time, along with our bodies.

      What is happening to us? My mind is wild.

      I don’t know, Edward responds, and the connection between us starts to break down.

      Come back without your friends, his voice echoes in my head.

      The visions recede.

      The present comes screaming back at me and I jerk back into my body. It’s like being spat out.

      I'm back in the room.

      There is banging coming from above, outside the bunker.

      The clock begins ticking the seconds again, and Neeve rushes over to me as I sink to my knees.

      Across the room, Edward collapses.

      Everybody’s thoughts come crashing into my head at once.

      Reece. James. Helen. Brown. Tomas.

      Where is she?

      Where’s Aura?

      What’s happening in there?

      She’s betrayed us.

      Where’s the doorway?

      We shouldn’t have let her go in by herself.

      I don’t trust her.

      Can you hear me, Aura?

      What’s taking so long?

      She could be hurt!

      It’s agony. It's power.

      “Are you okay?” I hear Neeve ask Edward.

      I close my eyes, shutting the thoughts down one by one until it’s quiet, under control.

      Breathe.

      Just breathe.

      I’m back.

      I’m me again.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.
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      The metal door into the bunker closes behind me as I climb up the steps.

      My head is pounding.

      “I’m coming out,” I shout.

      I pause at the top, one hand on the grate above, and take a big gulp of air. Tiny stars appear in front of my eyes.

      Come on, Aura.

      I turn the handle and push the grate open.

      Reece, Helen, Tomas, and James peer down at me.

      “Hi,” I say.

      Reece holds out a hand. “We were getting worried,” he says, helping me up. “We couldn’t see where you’d gone.”

      I brush myself off and he looks down at the ground, confused. The CamoFilm has fallen back into place, concealing the grate. I don’t explain.

      “What took you so long?” James asks.

      I shrug. “They didn't want me to see where they kept their supplies… but,” I plaster a smile on my face, "I think I got enough dehydrated vegetables and protein for a decent meal tonight.”

      It’s not the outcome we’d hoped for, but it’s something.

      “Good lass,” Tomas says.

      As Neeve promised, Brown is back on his feet, albeit a little subdued after his injury. He gives me a grudging nod.

      “Was the girl telling the truth? Is it just her and her father?” James asks.

      “Yes – but they’re heavily armed,” I tell him, sensing that he may be plotting a hostile takeover. I don’t trust James, and I feel a strange loyalty to Neeve and Edward.

      James doesn’t say anything.

      We divide the supplies between us and begin the trek back to the camp.

      I try to ignore my aching body and fuzzy head. I’m glad to have been able to help the camp, but I can’t wait to crash out in Reece’s tent and figure out what just happened to me.

      We’re about a mile from camp when we hear screaming.

      “What was that?” Reece says.

      “Nothing good,” James replies ominously.

      My heart stops. Selena.

      We break into a run, hurtling into the camp – to find a war zone.

      Dozens of tents have been destroyed. Everywhere around the camp, people huddle together for comfort, many in tears. Children are being carried out of the wreckage of the camp to the relative safety of the woods.

      The short-circuited body of a dead Tek lies by the campfire, its twisted metal form steaming in the cold air.

      I spot Mags coming out of the medical tent.

      “Mum!” Reece shouts over to her. “Are you okay?”

      She rushes over to us and holds him tight.

      “What happened?” Helen asks. “How is there a Tek here?”

      My mouth is dry.

      The Tek couldn’t possibly have followed my scent from the border where the Cog was killed. Could it? Maybe it’s a terrible coincidence. It might not have been here for me.

      “It just appeared out of the trees,” Mags says. “It was hunting for something.” She searches me out, looking into my face. “Aura, Selena is in the medical tent –”

      The world tilts. “No – ”

      “She’s had a nasty bite, but she’s going to be okay.”

      I dump my bag on the ground and run into the medical tent.

      Inside, I find twenty or so beds filled with battered and bloodied bodies.

      My mind spins. What if it was searching for me? Did I lead that thing here? To harm all of these people?

      "Selena?" I scan the beds. The air in here smells of antiseptic.

      “Aura.” I hear her voice, spot her auburn head. She’s sitting up in one of the beds at the back.

      I hurry toward her, pulling a plastic chair up to the bedside. She's lying on top of the sheets. Her leg is bandaged. She has dried blood on her arm and the side of her face.

      “Mags told me what happened,” I say. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here.”

      “It came into our tent,” she says. “It looked me over like it couldn’t understand who I was. It was the same thing the Tek did to you at The Creek.” She shakes her head. “I think it was going to leave me alone, but when they started shooting, it went crazy. It attacked me and everyone else.” She looks around the tent at the others who’ve been wounded.

      “Clark brought it down with his gun.” She grimaces and shifts her position.

      I could have lost her.

      The realization hits me like a body blow.

      I promised Mum. My one job was to keep Selena safe, not try to save a camp that hates us for being here.

      I swallow my guilt. “Hang in there. The painkillers will kick in soon.” I stroke her head, trying to give her some comfort.

      “What are we going to do?” she asks. “What if there are more?”

      I take her hand in mine. It's ice-cold, still clammy from shock.

      “Don’t worry about things that might not happen.”

      I know it’s a cop-out, but I don’t want to cause her more distress. And I don’t have an answer for her.

      The tent flaps open, and a weeping woman enters, looking for her son.

      “Did you get some supplies?” Selena asks me.

      I nod. “The plan worked.”

      “That’s good news.”

      She moves down the bed to lay her head on the pillow.

      I think about telling her what happened with Neeve and Edward, but her eyelids flicker and her breathing slows as she starts to drift off.

      I watch her chest rise and fall. Better not to worry her; she has enough to deal with at the moment.

      The pained expression leaves her face as the drugs finally begin to take effect.

      “I love you, Aura,” she says, groggy.

      “I love you too.”

      I stand up. “Get some rest. I’ll come see you in the morning.”

      She mumbles something I can’t make out. I pull the blanket over her and head out of the tent into the night air.

      Ignoring the hubbub around the dead Tek, I make my way to the river.

      I need to think.

      After talking to Selena, I don't think the attack was a coincidence. And if the Tek was following my scent, there’s a chance that more will come.

      Unless I take my things and leave.

      I could get myself far away from the rest of the camp, lead any incoming Teks away from Selena, keep her safe that way.

      I’m not worried about fending for myself.

      The heron has returned, standing motionless on the opposite bank, its pale blue feathers reflecting the moonlight.

      The encounter with Edward in the bunker floods my mind.

      What if I am an Influencer?

      Was I meant to find Edward?

      He knew Mum; I'm sure of that. If I understand his memories right, he even helped her in some way.

      “Hey.”

      I turn to see Reece walking toward me.

      “Hey.”

      He sits down beside me.

      “I wondered where you’d got to.”

      “Did I miss anything?”

      “Tomas thinks the Tek was an obsolete machine set loose by its handler. From what Clark says, the thing went down too easily to have been a tracker.”

      I remember what Selena said about its visit to our tent. “You can’t be sure of that.”

      “I know.” He sighs. “But we can’t relocate the camp yet, even if it was a tracker. We have too many injured. We’re setting traps and increasing the numbers on the watch.”

      “Tomas doesn't want everyone to panic,” I say.

      “Something like that.”

      I shake my head. "You need to convince him to move everyone out anyway. As soon as it’s light.”

      “Why? What do you know?” he asks, alarmed.

      As I should have done when we got here, I finally tell him about the Cogs searching for me at The Assembly and the Tek who attacked me at The Creek.

      “I thought we'd gotten out before they could track us, but now I'm not so sure,” I say. “I need to talk to Selena, and then I need to go.”

      “Go where? I’ve only just got you back!”

      It’s a good question. I don’t have a good answer. I just know that I have to leave to keep everyone safe.

      “You need to promise me you’ll take care of Selena,” I say.

      “This is madness,” he shakes his head. “I can't just let you take off on your own.”

      I need to tell him about me, about the Cog at the border. Right here, right now.

      I throw a stone at the river and watch it skip along the surface of the water and disappear.

      The heron flies off.

      I take a deep breath. “Reece, I need to tell you something.”

      My heart is thumping in my chest.

      Once I say this, I can't unsay it.

      “You can tell me anything; you know that.”

      I nod.

      “Do you remember years ago, when you told me about Prophets and Influencers - and I said it was a load of nonsense?”

      He looks at me as if I’ve flipped. “What has that got to do with anything?”

      “Do you remember?”

      “Yeah I do, but –”

      “Look, I lied about the night we came here,” I say. “The people we were with didn’t shoot that Cog who attacked Selena and me.”

      He frowns, trying to work out what I’m saying. “Okay… so… what happened?”

      I swallow.

      However I say it, I’m going to sound insane.

      “It was me,” I say.

      “You shot him?”

      “Yes. I mean, no.” I shake my head, “I didn’t shoot him.”

      “What, then?”

      In my head, I see the points of energy in the Cogs' body, glowing like a constellation in the night sky.

      “This is going to sound completely crazy. It… it was as if I could see inside of him.”

      “Go on,” he says, his tone cautious.

      “He had Selena. He was hurting her. All of my anger and fear crystallized into something I could wield like a weapon.”

      “Aura, what are you saying?”

      I love him for being so calm, for acting as if this is an everyday conversation.

      “I killed the Cog. Without laying a finger on him,” I swallow. “I killed him with a single thought.”

      I'm shocked to hear the words come out of my mouth. They float in the air between Reece and me.

      I look into his eyes. “I think I’m an Influencer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Reece looks at me as if he’s waiting for a punch line.

      I feel exposed, vulnerable. “Say something.”

      “You're serious,” he says, searching my face.

      “Of course I'm serious.”

      He exhales. “You think you’re an Influencer.” He speaks slowly, as if he’s trying the idea on for size.

      “You know Mum was always telling me to keep my head down and my mouth shut,” I say, thinking aloud. “Maybe that’s why. Because she’s always known.”

      Reece frowns, no doubt wondering why I’m telling him all of this now.

      After a while he asks, “How did it feel? Killing the Cog?”

      I rest my chin on my knees. “It was kind of like I was connected to something bigger than myself,” I tell him. “Like I could move mountains if I wanted to.”

      I study him to see his reaction. There’s something like awe in his brown eyes.

      “If you’re an Influencer, that means you can hear my thoughts, doesn’t it?” he asks.  “You could hear them all the time.”

      “I could,” I tell him, “but mostly I block them out because you’re my friend.”

      He nods and runs a hand through his hair. “You’re going to have to give me some time on this one.”

      “Hey, Reece, is she with you?” someone shouts above the riverbank.

      “That’s Helen,” Reece says, standing up.

      “Aura. Is she with you?” Helen shouts again.

      I get up and brush myself off.

      “I’m here. What’s going on?”

      Helen jogs toward us with a look of panic in her eyes.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “It’s Brown. He’s telling everyone that the Tek was here because of you. He’s going to burn down your tent. He has everyone all whipped up –”

      “He’s going to do what?”

      “He said it’s no coincidence that a Tek showed up this deep in the forest, the day after you two got here…”

      No.

      He’s right about the Tek. I’m convinced of that. But Selena’s few possessions, her memory book – everything she has is in that tent.

      My lungs burn as I race back to the camp. Reece and Helen trail behind me.

      When I get there, it’s too late.

      There’s an ugly black mark on the ground where Reece’s tent used to be, and a small crowd gathered around the smoking rubble. Mags is there, looking worried. James stands beside her, his expression blank.

      Brown notices my arrival. “I’m just trying to protect the camp,” he says, not meeting my eyes. “That thing must have been tracking you and your sister.” Everybody else turns to look at me.

      “If I’d thought I was being tracked, I never would have come here,” I tell them.

      James walks towards me. “I believe you,” he says. “But you need to leave. We can’t risk having you anywhere near this camp.”

      I nod. “I’ll go as soon as it gets light. But Selena…” I break off. There’s no way I’m subjecting her to life on the run. She needs a home. “You have to let her stay.”

      Reece and Helen fall into place beside me.

      “Absolutely not,” James says. “We’ve been here for over three years without setting eyes on a single Tek, and the day after you arrive, we’re attacked and left with twenty wounded.”

      Mags steps forward. “Nobody knows that young girl exists,” she says, her voice quiet.

      James frowns. “What does that mean?”

      “It means they can't be looking for Selena because her birth wasn't registered,” I say. “She doesn't even have a memory disk.”

      A murmur runs through the small crowd at this new piece of information.

      James shakes his head in disbelief.

      “Please…” I'm not above begging him. “I promise you. It's me they’re searching for.”

      “What kind of people would turn an innocent child away?” Mags asks, appealing to his humanity.

      “Fine,” James says eventually. “She can stay.”

      I’m about to thank him when someone screams at the back of the crowd. We all turn to see what has prompted it.

      “Oh my God… oh goodness… no…” Terror runs through the camp like wildfire.

      There, emerging from the trees, is another Tek.
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      People charge away from the edge of camp, scrambling over each other to escape the creature.

      The Tek ignores the sudden burst of movement and its instinct to chase, keeping its laser eyes focused only on me.

      There’s nowhere to hide.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      Any second now, it’s going to launch itself at me.

      Unless I can stop it.

      I clench my fists.

      Remembering how I killed the Cog at the border, I try concentrating on the mass of muscle and metal staring me down, and push everything else around me away.

      I hear the creature’s thoughts circling in an endless loop.

      It can see me; I know I am what it wants, but like the Tek at the Creek, something doesn’t compute in its programmed brain. Its mind is riddled with confused signals. One plus one doesn’t equal two anymore.

      The Tek lopes toward me, hackles up, teeth bared, a line of saliva spilling from its mouth.

      Nobody is coming to help me. They’ve all run for it.

      In the darkness, I can see the shining points of electricity in the Tek’s body, the real living parts of the creature mingling with the cold machinery driving it toward me.

      I step forward, heat and power surging through my body.

      I want it to erase me from its mind.

      To never come for me again.

      To forget that I exist.

      Down.

      The thought ricochets out of my mind to the creature’s central nervous system, stopping it in its tracks. It licks its lips and whimpers before lying down on the ground and resting its head on its paws, submitting itself to me.

      I take a step closer.

      It lowers its eyes to the ground.

      BANG!

      The gunshot echoes around the camp, sending rooks flapping up from the trees in all directions.

      My connection with the dog breaks.

      The Tek yelps, turning towards the sound. I fight a sudden wave of nausea, my vision blurring.

      Through my blurred vision, I see a figure in the trees.

      It’s Neeve.

      Her gun aimed at the Tek's head.

      “Kill it!” people are shouting. “Bring it down!”

      The Tek is snarling again, furious, ready to kill. It leaps at Neeve, but the hulking creature can’t match her for speed. She springs back and aims the rifle again.

      BANG!

      BANG!

      The Tek collapses in a heap, its electrics fried. I watch its red eyes go dark.

      Everybody rushes towards Neeve, clapping and cheering.

      I bend over, resting my hands on my legs, trying to catch my breath.

      Suddenly Reece is beside me. “You could have been killed,” he says.

      “I’m fine.”

      The blood is pumping in my ears.

      Then Neeve is standing over me. “I’m impressed,” she says.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “Come back to the bunker with me. We need to talk.” She pauses. “Based on what I just saw, I think you have something to trade for supplies after all.”
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      Neeve is tight-lipped on the way back to the bunker. “My father will explain everything,” is all she says when I ask her to elaborate.

      I don’t push her. My head is still fuzzy from my connection with the Tek. Honestly, I’m glad to be away from the camp, and from Brown and James.

      The forest is dark, the wet ground covered in a thin layer of mist. For a few moments, I think I hear howling, dogs barking in the distance, but Neeve doesn't seem to notice. I put it down to my imagination.

      Soon I’m following her down into the bunker again.

      I brace myself as I step inside, half-expecting the world to implode when I see Edward again.

      This time, though, nothing happens.

      Edward is sitting on the sofa-bed, covered in a blanket. He looks as if he’s aged ten years.

      “Aura. I see you’ve recovered much more quickly than I have,” he says when he sees me.

      “There’s been a lot going on,” I offer, wishing I’d had time to recover slowly from our earlier encounter.

      The floor around the sofa-bed is strewn with books and papers.

      He notices me looking at them. "I've been doing some research," he says by way of explanation. "Would you like some tea?"

      “Sure.”

      He untangles himself from the blanket and tries to stand, immediately making a grab for the arm of the chair.

      “Father –” Neeve says.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” he says, righting himself.

      When she’s convinced he’s not going to fall, she leaves us, disappearing through the door on the right.

      I follow Edward into the cramped kitchen I noticed earlier. Along the back wall, a wooden bench acts as a counter, almost every inch of it filled with empty food packets and piles of dishes. Above the bench is a shelf holding a handful of plates, glasses, and mugs. To the left of the bench, a stove is hooked up to a gas canister; next to the stove, there's a small sink. I see a broom and an overflowing trashcan in the corner.

      “I’m glad you came back,” Edward says, filling a kettle with water.

      “Neeve says I have something to trade for supplies,” I say, “and I want to help the people in the camp.” I figure it’s better to keep things at surface level for now.

      He puts the kettle on the stove and fires up the gas. “We’ll come to that,” he says. “But first, we need to talk about what happened earlier.”

      So much for surface level.

      He takes two mugs from the shelf and puts a tea bag in each. I notice his hands are shaking.

      “What did happen earlier?” I ask. “I saw… I think I saw your life.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to find out,” he says. “It seems that our memory disks were attempting to synchronize.”

      He’s serious.

      “What? Why? How is that possible?”

      “I’ve yet to find a definitive answer.”

      The kettle shrieks and he pours boiling water into the mugs. A sweet, spicy smell fills the air.

      “This may sound like an odd question, Aura, but I need to ask: do you know what you are?”

      My stomach flip-flops when he says this.

      “I have an idea.”

      He hands me one of the mugs and I follow him back into the living room.

      “Have you ever heard of the Triptych?”

      “Not the term, no,” I say.

      “Among the Elite population, there are three extremely rare types – and I mean one-in-a-billion rare,” he says. “Some call them Gifted. Scholars and Scientists refer to them as the Triptych.”

      He sits on the sofa-bed and I pull out a chair at the table.

      “There are Prophets, like Neeve, who see possible futures and can communicate telepathically. There are Savants – the slaves of The Telepathe – who see and feel and hear everything all at once – ”

      “Why do you call them slaves?” I interrupt.

      He purses his lips. “Because they spend their whole lives in a laboratory, hooked up to machines that translate the contents of their minds into government intelligence,” he says. “They’re not allowed to leave.”

      I wish I hadn’t asked. Is that what would have happened to me?

      “Then there are Influencers,” Edward says. “The rarest of all. They can absorb aspects of others' Gifts after only the briefest contact."

      My heart starts to thump.

      The truth about who I am is so close I can almost touch it.

      “Influencers hear thoughts in the same way that an average person hears someone talking.” He blows on his tea. “They can transmit messages through a subject’s nervous system to affect their thoughts and behavior, visualizing the electromagnetic field within the body to isolate nerves and cause physical pain to the subject.”

      Goosebumps appear on my arms.

      He’s describing what I did to the Cog.

      “But I don’t need to tell you that, do I?” Edward says.

      I stare into my mug. “Something did happen at the border last night,” I say, and I tell him the same story I told Reece.

      “I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t have any control over it.” I look up at him as I finish. “And then afterward… I thought I was dying.”

      He nods. “I would expect that wielding such power is very draining,” he says. “The average human brain processes at a rate of about 60 bits per second.” He leans forward in his seat. “But an Influencer’s brain is like a supercomputer, with the potential to process 64 billion bits per second. When this is translated into an external force, it takes a heavy physical toll – on both the Influencer and their subject.”

      The information spills into my mind and pools there. Edward is describing a different world from the one I know, some kind of parallel universe that I had no idea existed.
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