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This book is for Dad.


Trying to come up with a joke for this has made me very aware that you could have done it in about a second and a half, with effortless intelligence and wit, and with exceptional comic timing to boot.


I then would have made fun of it anyway, because that’s just how the system works.


I know, it’s unfair. Sorry.






Gifted (adj.)


Anyone with magic – this will be apparent from their green eyes. As an employee of the Department, this will include you. Subcategories include:


Angel (n.): Our now-and-forever government. Angels are more powerful than you could dream of. As an average Gifted, your magic is nothing to theirs. There are six hundred of them crammed into the Houses of Parliament, and if even one of them wanted to kill you, they could do it effortlessly. You will never be asked to swear an oath of allegiance to them; your absolute obedience is assumed.


Pretender (n., inf.)


Slang pejorative for a person with weak magical Gifts. Their eyes tend to be a slightly lighter green than other Gifted, and infinitely more so than that of an Angel. (NB: offensive language is sternly forbidden in the Department offices.)


Leeched (adj.)


Ex-Gifted who failed their Tests as adolescents and have had their Gifts forcibly removed. In part because of resentment at this, they tend to be more likely to engage in criminal activity than the Gifted population in general.


Ashkind (n.)


Non-magicals, distinguishable by their grey irises. Ashkind make up roughly half of the global population, and roughly sixty per cent of all criminals. This is not, incidentally, grounds for arrest without adequate evidence. Ashkind, criminal or otherwise, hold citizenship just as any Gifted does. The Department does not condone Gifted-on-Ashkind violence, especially by its own troops. 


Demon (n.) 


A subset of Ashkind, with very dark grey/black eyes. They are invariably dangerous criminals, and must be captured and contained wherever they are found. Unfortunately, as these individuals are generally unwilling to give themselves up, in the vast majority of cases they must be hunted down.


Hybrid (n.)


If you even manage to detect one of them, congratulations – you’re one up on the rest of us. But if you do: don’t think. Don’t even shoot. Just run.





(Extract from Guide to the Identification of Criminals by Major David Elmsworth of the Department for the Maintenance of Public Order and the Protection of Justice, distributed to all Department employees from the Seventh to the Eighteenth Year of Angels.)


   

The Nineteenth Year of Angels




CHAPTER 1


The knock on the door came at half-past five in the morning. Rose, who had long since trained herself to be ultra-sensitive to any kind of suspicious noise, woke immediately. She stared for a few long moments at the glowing clock on her radio then turned on the light. 


Angels knew she didn’t need this now.


She sighed, wrapped herself in a dressing gown and got up. Her co-ordination was not at its best this early, but she tried to keep her footsteps light as she passed Tabitha’s bedroom. The girl got precious little sleep as it was.


Loren was waiting at the bottom of the stairs, messy-haired and disgruntled, his yellow-green eyes bleary with sleep.


‘If it’s journalists again,’ he whispered, ‘do I have your permission to kill them?’


‘Do you need it?’


‘No, but it would be nice to know you wouldn’t hold it against me.’


‘I wouldn’t do anything of the sort. I’d help.’


‘It might be messy.’


The knock came again. Loren considered, and nodded.


‘It will be messy,’ he said, and went to the door. Rose made to follow him, but he put up a hand to stop her. She ducked behind the doorframe of the living room.


‘Who is it?’ she heard Loren call hoarsely.


‘It’s me,’ came a familiar, muffled voice. Rose froze. There was a noticeable pause before Loren pulled the door open. His voice was abruptly curt.


‘I don’t know what you think you’re doing here,’ he said, ‘but I’m going to give you one chance to leave.’


A hesitation. ‘I need to talk to Rose.’


‘No you don’t.’


‘She needs to explain—’


‘Like hell she needs to explain anything to you, you traitor.’


‘Please, Loren. You don’t understand—’


Rose stepped out from behind the doorframe and waited as his voice trailed off. James Andreas stood in the doorway, dressed in khaki, pale and shivering. There was snow and streetlight glow in his red hair. He stared at her. Loren looked between them and sighed.


‘Come in,’ he told James. ‘But one wrong word …’


‘I understand,’ said James immediately. ‘I won’t … I’ll behave myself.’


‘And if you say—’


‘I understand,’ said James vehemently, almost angrily, and Loren stopped. James glanced at him, and stepped over the threshold.


‘Why are you here?’ asked Rose in a low voice. ‘It’s been—’


‘Six months,’ he said. ‘I know.’ He looked at Loren. ‘Any chance of a coffee?’


‘No,’ said Loren, and walked past him. James sighed, and gestured to the living room. Rose nodded, and sat down on her armchair. He took the opposite sofa. He’d been working in the army, apparently, over the past half-year, as a strategist. He was up for promotion. A fitting step for the man who had revealed her father’s secret to the world. That was a big break for a seventeen-year-old.


Of course it must have been embarrassing, working with David Elmsworth and his daughter for eighteen months and not suspecting a thing, but then Elmsworth had taken everyone in. And true, the story almost certainly would have broken without James. But it had been he who had filed the report, he who informed the authorities, he whose career had benefited the most from her father’s downfall. 


Rose watched him settle himself uncomfortably on the sofa. He looked up at her.


‘I need to talk to you,’ he said, somewhat lamely.


‘Clearly,’ replied Rose. From the kitchen, she heard Loren chuckle.


James bit his lip.


‘They say your father’s not cooperating with his lawyer,’ he said, softly enough that Loren would not be able to hear him. ‘They say he’s refusing to confirm his name and address.’


‘Is that why you’re here, James?’


He hesitated. 


‘No.’ 


‘Then get to the point,’ she said. ‘What do you want?’


He paused again. ‘I needed to ask you some questions.’


‘Then ask them.’


‘Why didn’t you tell anyone what he was?’


‘Because I love him,’ she said. ‘Next question.’


He persisted. ‘But why? Surely it would have been better—’


‘To hand him over,’ she said. ‘To tell people what he was.’


‘Yes.’


She leaned back into the armchair, studying him, trying to keep her voice flat. ‘James, you think he murdered those people, don’t you? Rayna Arkwood and Thomas Argent and God knows how many others?’


All sound of movement from the kitchen stopped abruptly at the mention of Loren’s sister’s name.


‘That’s not what I’m here about.’


‘Oh yes it is. You think he’s evil, and you want to get me to admit it.’


He lowered his voice. ‘Rose, he’s a monster. You don’t know what he’s capable of.’


Something inside her burned and broke. She got to her feet.


‘I do,’ she said. ‘I know exactly what he’s capable of. James, you worked with him. You trusted him. You don’t really think he’s evil. The man you knew was not a monster, not in any voluntary sense.’


‘I didn’t know … I wasn’t paying attention. He could have …’


At her look, he faltered; she was glaring at him with such utter contempt that anger flashed across his face for a moment.


‘Get out,’ she said. ‘You don’t deserve answers.’


‘Rose, I need to know.’


‘No, you don’t,’ she said. ‘You haven’t come here for information. You’ve come here to try and convince me that he’s a killer. And that’s not going to happen.’


‘No! Rose, I just … I want to know. Do you care more about justice, about what’s right, than you do about him?’


‘Of course not, you bastard. He’s my father.’


‘I know it looks like that to you, but … the circumstances in which he found you – the fact that your birth parents never came forward – it looks suspicious. You must see that—’ 


He stopped. Loren was standing in the kitchen doorway, watching him in the half-curious way a hunter might watch a deer he had just shot. After a second’s hesitation, James burst out, ‘He’s brainwashed you, Rose, can’t you see that?’


‘Get out,’ said Loren quietly, ‘or I swear to God I will kill you.’


James got up, angry now, pulling on his coat. ‘Rose, please see sense. I’m trying to help you.’


‘Get out of my house,’ said Loren again, quite calmly. ‘Now.’


James edged his way out of the living room, backing towards the door. ‘Rose, we used to be friends.’


Loren pulled out his gun and cocked it. Rose glanced at him, worried. He was stony-faced.


‘Out,’ he said.


James’s eyes narrowed. ‘You wouldn’t shoot me. I’m a soldier.’


‘And I’m the acting head of the Department,’ said Loren. ‘You of all people should know the order in which we shoot and ask questions.’


James glared at him and pulled open the door. They watched him. His expression softened as he looked at Rose. He was close to pleading. ‘Rose, I want to trust you.’


‘Oh good,’ she said flatly.


‘Rose …’ Something strange passed over his face, a pained contortion. Then, with obvious effort, he said, ‘I am … sorry … that he is suffering.’


‘I will forgive you the day he is exonerated,’ said Rose. ‘That good enough for you?’


‘Rose—’


She glanced at Loren and stepped forward towards the door, towards James; he almost stepped back, but stopped himself just in time. ‘James,’ she said. ‘I love him, and that’s never going to change, so you may as well accept that now and work from there, all right?’


He looked at her for a long moment, muttered something under his breath, and then left, striding down the garden path and slamming the gate behind him. 


Rose looked back at Loren, who still had his gun in the air and who was staring after James, his eyebrows knit together. 


She closed the door carefully. ‘Did you hear what he said?’ 


Loren put the gun down and sat on the stairs, still staring after James.


‘I think it was “Give it time”,’ he said.


Her father had been arrested six months ago. 


He had simply walked into the office, calm and composed, exactly three weeks after the Department had found out that he had faked his own death. He had been dressed in his best suit; it had been a particularly wet June, hot and thick with damp clouds, so it must have taken effort to get there on the Tube. Rose had found out only afterwards. He must have known they’d put it on the news. 


The footage was blurry but coherent. Rose watched him, over and over again, opening the door, not flinching at the blaze of gunfire that slammed into the doorway over his head, holding out his hands to the squad team that surrounded and handcuffed him. 


Terrian was there, reading out his arrest warrant, and James, in the background, watching him with his arms folded and on his face a look of the most concentrated hatred that Rose had ever seen. Rose had looked at her father’s wry smile on fuzzy CCTV, played over and over again by sombre newsreaders, and understood.


He had always known this was how it would end.


Fifteen years working for the Department, nearly sixteen raising her – eighteen, even, from the beginning of the War – and he had always known that this was coming.


In all likelihood so had she, but she hadn’t wanted to think about it.


Later, visiting him in his cell, she’d brought him fragments of news like crumbs: that Loren was Acting Head of the Department in his absence. That Rose was living with Loren and Tabitha, his eight-year-old niece, in their spare bedroom. That the Department had banned the use of all magic, everywhere – on the streets and in homes – to try and claw back what remained of law and order. That the press had found their house, and that, shortly afterwards, so had the general public, smashing their windows and spray-painting graffiti on the walls. She didn’t tell him what they had written, and he didn’t ask.


She brought him the trial dates. Rose had notebooks full of scribbled speculation as to how the prosecution might make their case, every possible charge worked through in careful detail. 


In the end, though, there was only one charge, and it was as good as a death sentence.


Loren and Tabitha had been taken into Department custody a year ago. The reasons for their arrest were never made public, but the struggle during their arrest had claimed the life of Loren’s sister, Tabitha’s mother. Consequently he became the first person ever to escape a Department prison – and a member of the squad team that had killed his sister died in mysterious, very violent circumstances shortly afterwards. 


David, as the leader of the Department, had been in charge of hunting Loren down.


He hadn’t succeeded, as, unbeknownst to him, Loren had blackmailed Rose into helping him. 


It had taken a long time for David to forgive Rose for that. She still wasn’t sure if he had.


After his arrest warrant had been issued, the newspapers had been quick to associate David with the deaths of Loren’s sister and the squad member; but he had had nothing at all to do with them, no one cared about burden of proof anymore, it wasn’t—


At this point Rose would realise she was about to think ‘fair’, and stop herself. 


The day he had been arrested, the story had spread across the headlines slowly, fragmenting and blossoming in the way of all scandals. For this was a scandal, she had realised with some astonishment: it was the biggest power scandal in post-War history. The police and the army, after all, took orders and advice from the Department – the home of elite soldiers, the law-enforcement centre of the country. And the Department took its orders from its brilliant young leader, David Elmsworth.


For fifteen years he had worked for them, and no one had suspected a thing.


Concealment of illegal powers, the charge read. It sounded so innocent.


Most people called them ‘Hybrids’; David called it a ‘condition’. It was an illness, a disease; during the War, its victims had haunted the nightmares of ordinary soldiers. In peacetime it had sunk below the radar somewhat. But with David’s arrest it had surfaced again, and with it rising paranoia: how many of these creatures still lived unnoticed? Did all of them occupy positions of power as high up as David had? Whom could the people trust?


People like David were hard to spot because, for forty-one days out of every six weeks, they looked human. For the remainder they were … nothing. Not human, at any rate. Not sane, either. Their normal selves, their human selves, had no control over their actions. They were creatures of pure magic, and unfortunately for their victims, they were programmed to kill.


They were, in short, monsters.


And they were very hard to spot, people like David.


People like David and Rose.


Since the case had received so much publicity, David had been the subject of several dozen psychological assessments. He’d relate their questions back to Rose through the bars of his cell, smiling wryly, his hands shaking. How do you feel, Mr Elmsworth? Do you understand the charges put to you? Do you understand what’s going to happen to you? What do you think about your current situation? Do you remember much of the War? Why did you hide your condition? What do you see when you close your eyes?


How do you feel about your daughter?


It deeply annoyed David that they kept asking him about Rose, because they thought she was his pressure point, and he hated them for being right. 


Is she like you? Does she share your condition?


To which he would always reply, disgustedly, Of course not.


If they found out what Rose was, they would assume David had turned her into one of his kind, and then he was dead without doubt. And so, probably, was she.


Of course not.


Apart from David, Loren and Tabitha were the only people in the world who knew Rose was a Hybrid.


Every day for the past six months she had sat with David, separated only by the bars, as they exchanged flat bits of news during their ten minutes’ visiting time; and every day, when they came to escort her out, he would tell her he loved her, and that everything was going to be fine, in a way that suggested determined conviction for the one and half-hearted hope for the other. As they both knew perfectly well, it was not going to be all right.


But that didn’t mean it was going to be all wrong.




CHAPTER 2


David’s lawyer was a quiet woman of about thirty called Madeleine Ryan. She had a quick smile and pale grey, Ashkind eyes; non-magicals with high IQs often went into the legal profession. By all accounts she was extremely intelligent, although Rose had yet to see her in action in the courtroom. She had a fiancé working as a schoolteacher in Croydon, and they were expecting their first child in May. All of this was background Loren had managed to get from the Department files.


The reason they had chosen her was because, of all the barristers – and admittedly there weren’t many queuing up to defend David Elmsworth, but still – she had shown not the slightest sign of fear upon meeting him. Rose liked her for that.


She was not sure David did.


The day after James’s visit, Rose and Madeleine went to see David in his cell. Madeleine did not shout. She spoke in a very low, controlled voice when angry. Rose stood at the other end of the corridor for a moment, listening.


‘I don’t understand, David. What possible purpose do you think this could serve?’


‘I’m doing what I need to do.’


‘I need you to elaborate on that. Why would denying your name and address help your case? All you’re going to do is disrupt the legal process and put the judge against you.’


‘That’s not all I’m doing.’


Rose watched him. He seemed strained, but calm.


‘You know,’ he said to her. ‘You know why I’m doing it.’


‘No, I don’t,’ said Rose, pressing her fingers to her sinuses.


‘Yes, you do,’ he said. ‘Because it’s true.’


Madeleine stared between the two of them. ‘What do you mean, it’s true?’


Rose sighed. ‘Denying your address won’t do anything. They can prove that.’


Madeleine’s composure broke. ‘Rose, please. Explain.’


‘His real name isn’t David Elmsworth,’ said Rose. ‘He changed it during the War. But then—’


‘So did everyone,’ finished Madeleine, staring at him. ‘David, pointing out that the name they’re charging you under isn’t the one on your birth certificate won’t stop them charging you.’


‘It doesn’t have to.’


Rose exploded. ‘Dad! Please, tell us what you’re doing! You can’t do this on your own, you have to tell us. We’re trying to save you, here!’


He smiled. It was a very eerie smile.


‘No one can save me,’ he said.


Rose turned away from him. ‘Don’t say that. Don’t say that.’


‘She’s right,’ said Madeleine gently. ‘We have to stay positive.’


‘I am trying to. You have to trust me.’


Rose sighed. ‘Of course we trust you.’ At a dark look from Madeleine she amended it hastily. ‘Of course I trust you.’


‘That’s good,’ he murmured, and sat back down on his prison bed. 


Madeleine sighed, and changed the subject. ‘Have you thought any more about the witnesses we want to call?’


‘Not many people are willing to speak up for me these days,’ said David quietly. ‘I’m not hugely popular.’


No one answered that.


‘Has anyone from the Department spoken to you about this?’ he asked her, after a moment.


Rose glanced at him. ‘James.’


‘When?’


‘Last night.’


‘Ah.’ David leaned back. ‘I take it he was less than sympathetic to our cause.’


‘He wanted me to switch sides.’


A brief, ghostly smile. ‘Oh, there are sides now, are there?’


‘There were always sides,’ said Rose, quietly. ‘Those with you, and those against. But I will never side with him as long as he counts himself against you.’


There was a slight pause.


‘Can one of you explain something to me?’ asked Madeleine.


David inclined his head. ‘Of course.’


‘The Department are a part of the Government, are they not?’


‘We are, yes.’


Rose winced slightly at his use of the first person plural; his eyes flickered to her, and she tried to look unconcerned.


‘Then why have they turned on you like this? Why are they treating the Department now as if they were … renegades, rather than a part of their own organisation? Surely you were following their orders?’


‘They never gave us orders,’ said David calmly, leaning back against the brick wall of his cell. ‘They gave us troops and weapons and told us to do whatever we saw fit in the name of law and order. They closed their eyes and put their fingers in their ears so that if it all came out they could pretend they weren’t responsible. And I was in the unlucky position of being the perfect scapegoat when it did.’


‘And how are they treating the Department now?’


David gestured to Rose. ‘She can tell you that.’


Rose glanced at him uneasily before addressing Madeleine. ‘I think the Government are trying to pretend the Department don’t exist. They won’t do anything to help them, but they won’t stop them, either. They need the Department – they hate that they do, but they still need them. The city is unstable enough as it is. If the Government tried to get rid of the Department, everything would collapse.’


It might collapse anyway, she thought, but she didn’t say it. Madeleine had gone slightly pale at her words.


‘So if it – if it came to war—’


‘It won’t,’ said David sharply.


‘But if it did,’ pressed Madeleine, ‘what would the Government do?’


‘They’d probably complain about everything the Department did,’ said Rose with a slight smile, ‘but they’d let them do it anyway.’


Footsteps in the corridor; all three of them rose. Two soldiers rounded the corner; at the sight of their guns, Madeleine’s hand went to her stomach.


‘Time’s up,’ one of them said.


Rose glanced at her father. ‘Stay safe, okay?’


He nodded. ‘I’ll keep out of trouble. And Rose?’


‘Yeah?’


He gave her a gentle salute. ‘Fight the good fight.’


‘I always do.’


The first time she had gone back to the Department after her father’s arrest had been in August, just after Loren had been appointed Acting Head. 


His promotion had been quiet, almost unnoticed under the shockwave that followed David’s arrest. Loren was only getting the job, he knew, because there was no one else left who could do it. 


Well, that wasn’t quite true. There was Connor Terrian, who had been filling the position in recent weeks, but no one at the Department really trusted Terrian anymore. He had been responsible for too many cock-ups in the past few months. He had also spent nearly fifteen years working with or for David, all without suspecting a thing; and it didn’t help that his son Nate was widely known to be close friends with Rose. It was a matter of public incredulity that Terrian was still working for the Department at all.


But for whatever reason, he was still there, and his hate-filled glare was the first thing Rose had to contend with upon walking into the office.


The whole room went suddenly very still and silent. Everyone stared at her. Rose met their gazes with the closest thing she had to calm. These were people she had known for years, David’s colleagues, his – well, not quite friends, but acquaintances: people who, at any rate, should not be looking at her as if she had just stepped out of a spaceship.


Terrian stepped forward.


‘You’re back,’ he said quietly.


Rose said nothing.


Terrian took another step forward.


‘You’ve got some nerve,’ he said. ‘Coming back here after what your father did.’


‘He did nothing,’ said Rose, too quickly, too loudly; any heads that had not already been turned towards them snapped around so fast she could hear necks cricking. David Elmsworth did nothing. What a ridiculous idea.


She took a deep breath, and could almost taste the scepticism and mistrust in the air. 


‘Whatever you think of my father,’ she said, ‘I am not responsible for anything he might have done.’


This was as close as she was ever going to come to an admission.


‘You knew,’ snarled Terrian. ‘All those years you were here, working with us, you knew he was a monster.’


‘I didn’t betray my own father. You hold that against me?’


‘Yes. Absolutely I do. You could have said—’


‘Connor,’ said Loren, quietly. Terrian rounded on him. 


‘Don’t you dare. You’re as close to her as anyone. You’re letting her stay in your house.’


‘She’s a child,’ said Loren. ‘Think what you like, but she’s still fifteen, Connor, and her father is in prison. She has no other home. You would have her sleep on the streets?’


Terrian spluttered, but before he could say anything, another woman spoke, her eyes on Rose. Rose didn’t recognise her. Her gaze was unsympathetic and unblinking.


‘Leave, girl,’ she said, and there was a murmur of assent from the watching Department workers. ‘Your father may have wanted to let you stay here, but we never did. You have no place here. Go.’


Her tone was firm, but not, Rose thought, unkind. 


Nonetheless, with all their eyes upon her, she felt her heart begin to break. How could this woman say she had no place here? She belonged here. This had been her home for almost her entire—


Her home.


She stared at Loren, whose gaze was just as unyielding as the rest, if less hostile. 


She has no other home.


He knew she could not stay here. His colleagues hated her. And as long as she remained within these walls, they would not forget that he was linked to her; he would have no authority.


No one wanted her here.


She swallowed. Then, slowly, her face pale and her eyes dry, she pulled on her coat and left the Department.


The months since Rose’s banishment had been long and empty. She felt her absence from the Department keenly, like cold on her skin, like a bruise. Since she no longer attended school, the pillars that had held up her life – her home, her education, the Department offices – seemed to collapse, leaving her to spend her days outside the bars of her father’s cell, or sitting with Madeleine trying to work out ways to defend him against the indefensible charge of his monstrosity.


That wasn’t to say she was completely cut off from news of the Department. She was updated on events every few days by her old schoolfriends, Nate and Maria, who spent what little time they could spare away from their medical training in the Department offices. As Terrian’s son, Nate had spent almost as much time there as Rose had growing up. Maria had very little experience in the Department, but she had a gift for going unnoticed, and – though she would never have admitted it – Rose suspected she was drawn there partly from the same morbid curiosity that had, a year ago, compelled her Ashkind sister Amelia to join the rebel army Regency. Though Maria would never admit it, they had, Rose suspected, the same hunger for adrenalin.


Rose’s greatest source of information, however, was Loren himself, who would often come home in the evenings looking tired and frustrated.


‘Bloody Terrian,’ he would mutter furiously. Almost every senior member of the Department had drawn his ire over the past few months, but it was Terrian that he focused on most often; Terrian, after all, had never trusted him, and was the most hostile to and resentful of Loren’s leadership. ‘He’s refusing to put out a manhunt for Stephen Greenlow … won’t use Department squad teams …’


This particular complaint was made on the night after James’s visit. Loren collapsed onto the sofa, looking exhausted, hands over his face. Rose sat down on the other sofa.


‘Why not?’


‘Thinks it will cause a panic. Doesn’t want to make the situation worse.’


Rose gave a hollow laugh. Stephen Greenlow was the leader of the Gospel, the smaller but far better organised of the two rebel militias the Department currently had to deal with. The Gospel was made up of Gifted and some Leeched who thought the Angelic government had been far too kind to the Ashkind after the War. They were responsible for the random killings of Ashkind that had broken out throughout London over the past few months; they had even carried out a mass Leeching, destroying the magical abilities of every Angel in Parliament, on the night David’s monstrosity had been discovered. Leaving Stephen Greenlow at large would worsen the situation far more than any manhunt could.


‘What about Regency?’ Rose asked.


Loren did not take his hands away from his face. ‘What about Regency?’


‘Have you found any of its leaders? Slythe? Vinyara?’


‘Nothing doing. Regency aren’t like the Gospel. They don’t have discipline – or not anymore. They seem to have just … dissolved. Terrian reckons it’s because you and David killed Felix Callaway. You know what he was to them. No figurehead or leader could replace him – Anthony Slythe and Isabel Vinyara are nothing in comparison. Terrian thinks they broke up when Felix died.’


Rose heard something hard in his tone. ‘And you don’t.’


Loren twisted his fingers around the back of his neck and looked up at her. He took a hissing breath through his teeth. ‘No.’


‘You think they disappeared deliberately. You think they’re hiding. That they’re waiting for something.’


Loren nodded. Rose leaned back into the sofa. ‘Interesting theory.’


‘You agree?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said, slowly. ‘I can’t believe they’ve gone entirely.’


‘Neither can I.’


They glanced at each other, and an unspoken mutual understanding passed between them. They had both known firsthand the power of Regency, and of Felix Callaway. Last year, Rose had been sent to infiltrate the organisation, disguised as Ashkind, and Loren had previously worked for them for ten years after the Veilbreak, before being driven out by Felix’s paranoia. He had been one of only two Gifted ever to have allied themselves with Regency, an Ashkind militia otherwise hellbent on destroying all Gifted. He had done so only because his sister, Rayna, had been Ashkind, and his services to Regency had been the price for her safety.


The only other Gifted soldier in Regency, of course, had been David.


But that had been a long time ago, during the War. 


So it didn’t count.


Rose cut herself off, disgusted by the childishness of her own thoughts. But before she could say anything, Loren spoke, perhaps eager to break the silence.


‘They’re also working on a way to contain Hybrids.’


Rose stared at him. It was a moment before she could speak. ‘The Department?’


‘Yes.’


Rose gave a shaky laugh. Contain Hybrids. They had a way to contain Hybrids. It was underneath her father’s house. A thick steel cell, soundproof, scratches etched in fire on the walls. She had had four transformations during her father’s imprisonment. As the police knew about the cells, she could hardly use them anymore, so she had been forced to travel out into the countryside, to deserted fields, and hope for the best.


No one had been hurt, yet.


That was down to luck, though, and God knew she could not rely on luck. 


She glanced at Loren. ‘Whose idea was that? Terrian’s?’


‘Mine.’


She stared at him.


‘I thought it might increase your father’s chances in court,’ he said levelly, but she could tell her stare was starting to make him nervous. ‘They’d be more likely to let him walk free if they knew he would be safe when he transformed, wouldn’t they?’


‘And what word did you use when you pitched this to Terrian and the rest of the Department? Contain?’


‘Yes.’


Another brutal laugh. ‘Loren, trust me, they didn’t hear that as stop. They heard it as kill. If there was ever a chance of them showing clemency to Hybrids, it vanished with Dad. To them, the only good Hybrid is a dead Hybrid.’


She didn’t attempt to hide the bitterness in her voice. Loren said nothing for a moment. 


‘I’ll clarify, then.’


‘Why? You won’t change their attitudes towards monsters. They’re the Department. They exist to fight evildoers.’


‘You’re not evil, Rose.’


She smiled tightly. ‘I know that. But they won’t change their opinions. There are ways to slow Hybrids down, and they already know them. If you shoot it, or blind it, or make a really high-pitched noise around it, it might confuse it for a moment, but that’s not going to make any difference. You’d still die. Nothing works, Loren. Nothing can stop a Hybrid when it’s transformed. They know that. They won’t show one any mercy, not in human form. This is just a way to disguise that. They just want to look merciful.’


Loren was still watching her.


‘What?’ she said, annoyed.


He said nothing. Then: ‘You know he’s not going to be acquitted, Rose. They can prove he’s a Hybrid. They already have.’


She looked at him bleakly. ‘If we can prove it’s not his fault—’


‘That’s not the point. It doesn’t matter whether or not it’s his fault he’s a Hybrid. The point is whether he is one, and he is, Rose, that’s beyond doubt now.’


‘So you’re telling me to give up on him?’


He looked at her for a moment, and then sank back into the position he had taken when he had first sat down, half-collapsed with his head in his hands.


‘No, Rose,’ he said, wearily. ‘I’d never do that.’




CHAPTER 3


Five years earlier (aged 30)


January 16th, 11:02 a.m.


He doesn’t show them that he’s awake until he can hear Rose’s voice again.


‘Dad?’


She’s beside his bed, and there are other voices, too – male voices, one deeper than the other. Terrian and the boy. They fall quiet when she speaks.


‘Dad?’


He gathers she has been standing there for a while. When she does speak, her voice is hoarse, and breaks.


She says nothing after that.


He is quiet. He lies there in the hospital bed, gathering his thoughts. He can feel the marks the flames left on his skin. They’ve healed him well enough, but he can still feel the fire on him, red-raw and stiff and sore. He imagines he still smells of smoke.


He keeps himself still. What are they saying? Did they think he would die? He suppresses a smile at the thought of how Terrian would have reacted if the flames had killed him. He probably already has the obituary locked away in a drawer somewhere. David Elmsworth. Died aged thirty, tragically young. Valued colleague. And then Terrian would take over the leadership of the Department. He has always resented that David got it when Malia died. He thinks that, as her husband, he should have been her successor.


Be quiet. Lie still. Don’t let them know you’re awake. You don’t want to face Terrian. Not now, not like this. You only want to speak to Rose. It will be easier to try out your explanations on her first, not them. Eleven-year-olds are easier to fool than hostile and suspicious War veterans – even eleven-year-olds as clever as Rose.


Terrian and the boy are saying things to her, in gentle voices, and he listens intently because no one has told him anything and they have him so thoroughly anaesthetised that it’s a miracle he can think, let alone feel. They say things like ‘third-degree burns’ and ‘sixty per cent coverage’ and ‘two Gifted medics had to drain themselves of magic …’ He stops listening after that. Now that he is faced with the reality of it, he doesn’t really want to know.


Two Gifted medics …


He can’t make himself forget that, now that he knows.


Rose is going to ask how he sustained those burns, and he really doesn’t know what to tell her. Not the truth, obviously. It’s plausible that there might have been someone in Warsaw with a grudge against him, someone whose brother-in-law’s best friend’s nephew he killed. He might use that.


She’s also going to ask why he was gone for eight weeks, and he can’t use the truth for that, either. The first part of the truth, the part he can use, is that the Department sent him to kill the Demon ringleaders of a rebellion in Poland, and it took the lives of the rest of his team to do it, but the criminals are dead. He advised the Polish government before the attack to be more efficient in their monitoring of the Demons. They took two dozen into custody in the days after he left.


After that he wandered around Warsaw for a few weeks – knowing full well that he took a bullet within view of a camera, and that that bullet might plausibly have killed him had he not been a Gifted and able to heal himself; knowing also that, as he had taken great care not to appear on Polish CCTV since then, the Warsaw and London Departments might well think he was dead. He relished the freedom of it, for a while.


It wasn’t, he knows, cowardice, or the need for solitude. It was procrastination. 


There was something he needed to do in London, and it is done now. But it was a long time before he could do it, before he could find the courage or the energy. He didn’t want to go there again. He didn’t want to see it. 


He didn’t want to see it burn.


He stayed in Warsaw until he was brave enough to go back and do it. Perhaps it was cowardice, then.


‘Dad?’


Rose’s voice is astonished, broken, joyful, and it lifts him momentarily. When she touches his skin he feels it, a sudden stab of raw pain, and it is only when he realises that the steadying, high-pitched rhythm he can hear in the background is his heartbeat that he opens his eyes.


*


‘I’ll answer it.’


‘Is that safe?’


Loren hesitated. He glared at the door. ‘If it’s the press again, they deserve whatever I do to them.’


‘So not safe, then.’


Rose went to the window and tried to spot the person who had knocked, without luck. Tabitha was on the stairs.


‘Dad?’ she asked uncertainly.


‘Stay in your room,’ said Loren sharply. Tabitha nodded and hurried back up. The knock came again. ‘We have a goddamn doorbell,’ he muttered irritably, and strode forward to wrench the door open.


Their visitor was a young man. He had thin brown hair and a sharp, birdlike face. He was not, to Rose’s great relief, anyone from the Department; but he had the bad judgement to begin with the words ‘I’m from the BBC,’ and Loren immediately slammed the door in his face.


‘Please!’ they heard him shout through the door. ‘I need to speak to Miss Elmsworth!’


Loren, with one hand on the banister, shouted at him to do something unspeakable. The instructions were detailed and complex, and had to be conveyed through ten feet and a brick wall, but the reporter got the gist. 


There was a slight pause.


Loren and Rose waited, watching each other, to hear the sound of his footsteps back up the road; but instead they heard the crunch of gravel, and Rose saw that he was standing outside the window.


She jumped back in alarm. The man was carrying a microphone and a handheld camera, and had an expression of almost overly-innocent friendliness on his face. He looked, in short, like a poorly disguised and unusually paranoid psychopath. Loren went to the drawer to get his gun.


The reporter guessed his intention. ‘Wait!’ he called. His accent was distinctly American, even through reinforced glass. ‘This is of the utmost importance!’ He fixed Rose with an unblinking stare. The friendly smile was still there. ‘It concerns your father’s safety!’


Rose, still disconcerted, glared at him. Loren now had his revolver out and was pointing it directly between the reporter’s eyes. Rose knew the man’s chances were decent – not least because the two layers of glass would deflect the path of the bullet, but mostly because Loren had not bothered to turn off the safety – but the reporter had no such weapons expertise, and held up his hands to shoulder height, white-faced. Rose saw that he had another microphone attached to his wrist.


‘Should we hear him out?’ Rose murmured to him.


‘God, no.’


‘But he said it was about Dad’s safety.’


‘He’s lying.’


‘I know. But just in case …’


Loren glanced at her. ‘I hate you.’


‘I know.’


He gave her a dirty look and went to the door, gun still out. Rose followed. She glanced again at Loren’s expression and stood back to avoid ricochets.


With his left hand, Loren opened the door. The reporter was already there.


‘Put down every single piece of recording equipment you have on you,’ said Loren, ‘or I shoot.’


The reporter laid the microphone and the camera on the ground. Loren, grudgingly, moved to let him in, but Rose put a hand on his shoulder to stop him. She was still watching the American. Slowly, and with a look of the utmost reluctance, he removed the microphone from his wrist.


‘Good,’ said Loren. ‘Now come in slowly.’


The reporter had barely crossed the threshold before Loren stopped him again. ‘Hands to shoulder height.’


The American glanced at him incredulously. ‘Why?’


‘It just looks funny.’


The reporter, now clearly convinced he was dealing with a madman, stepped forward very slowly, staring at every tile he put his weight on as if checking for landmines. Rose rolled her eyes and went into the living room. 


Loren and the American sat down on the sofa. Loren put the gun down on a cushion, so it was still clearly visible. The reporter glanced at it nervously.


‘Miss Elmsworth,’ he began, and swallowed. He looked at the revolver again, and then up at Loren, who gave the man his best, shark-like grin. ‘Miss Elmsworth. I have come to offer you a great opportunity.’


Rose did her best to look sceptical. ‘Hit me.’


‘I want to give you the chance to prove your father’s innocence to the public.’


‘I thought that was what criminal courts were for.’


He narrowed his eyes. ‘I expected you to be more welcoming. This could save your father’s life and reputation.’


‘Forgive me for not trusting the press wholeheartedly. You’ve devoted most of the last six months to ruining mine and my father’s lives.’


Loren interrupted before it could come to blows. ‘Who are you, anyway?’


The American looked disbelievingly at him. ‘Oliver.’


‘Oliver who?’


The reporter glanced again at the gun, but seemed to be regaining his confidence now that he was fairly certain he wouldn’t actually be shot. ‘Cromwell,’ he said, sarcastically. ‘No, you thug, I’m Oliver Keen. Don’t you ever watch the TV? I’m the BBC’s security correspondent. I’m the face of this trial.’


‘I think you’ll find,’ said Rose, somewhat testily, ‘that the defendant occupies that position at the moment.’


Keen turned to her. ‘Every report I do has millions of views. A single word in one of my reports can sway the public for or against your father.’


‘Are you asking me to bribe you to tell the viewing public he’s innocent?’


Keen sat forward. ‘No. No one’s going to believe that – there’s no possible way he could be acquitted, not after he’s been filmed … transforming.’ A look of revulsion crossed his face. Rose went very still. ‘No, his guilt is beyond doubt, but still, this story is gold. We’re going to ask for the rights to make a documentary about this, and I want you to help me. You and me together? We could make a stunning exposé. An in-depth study of his past, his thinking, his motivations …’


‘Motivations for what?’


Keen blinked at her, and then adopted a very pitying, gentle expression, as one might wear when having to explain the concept of death to a small child. ‘Well … he’s a monster, isn’t he?’


‘Get out,’ said Loren, suddenly, without moving.


Keen ignored him. ‘I could tell the viewers your version of the truth about David Elmsworth. A psychopath badly damaged in childhood, forced to carry out terrible acts by forces he couldn’t control—’


Rose told him to do something that made even Loren raise his eyebrows.


Keen’s eyes went cold. ‘I won’t be this kind again, Rosalyn. You don’t know what you’re saying.’


‘Yes I do. You are asking me to be complicit in lying to the public about my own father, and I am telling you to go to hell.’


Loren had his gun in his hand again. ‘You want me to do it, Rose?’


She considered. Keen, seeing her expression, stood hastily.


‘No,’ he said quickly, ‘I’ll go. But you’ll regret this.’


‘What, not killing you? No, I don’t doubt it.’


He glared at her and rushed out of the door, grabbing his equipment as he left.


When he was gone, Loren looked at her.


‘He’s going to make the documentary anyway,’ he said.


‘I know.’


‘And he’s going to be ruthless about it.’


‘I know.’


‘So what purpose did that serve, exactly?’


Rose went to the cupboard and took out a glass. She held it in her hand for a moment, and imagined what it would feel like to make it shatter. She hadn’t done magic in six months. It was killing her.


Then she put the glass back and went to the wall. She kicked it viciously.


‘Did that help?’ Loren asked, mildly.


*


Five years earlier (aged 30)


January 4th: 8:08 p.m.


It is accomplished very quickly, and as if in accordance with some fated credit system, it goes wrong just as fast.


He does not remember opening the door, or coming up the stairs. He expected a flood of memories here, of all places, but his mind has stayed strangely silent on this one. Perhaps, after a decade and a half, his mental walls are doing their job. 


He doubts it, though.


It has been twelve years since he performed the last cremation. He has been fool enough to think that perhaps all remnants of him burned with the school, but he has, of course, been wrong. Wrong enough to put himself and the girl in danger.


She still doesn’t know. And for a while he has tried to believe her ignorance is enough, but it isn’t.


She has no reason to suspect. It would be entirely down to him if she did suspect. 


But the rest of the world is a lot more cynical than she is, and it is closing in on him again.


The room is painted blue and thick with dust. He remembers it, but only vaguely: the residual recollections of something forcibly forgotten. It seems to have shrunk, if only slightly, in the years since he was here. The books are undisturbed, the bed perfectly made and untouched. 


Of course, if the laws of statistics held any sway where he was concerned, this would have been one of the places torched by the rioters in the six years – six years! – of the War, and he wouldn’t have to do this.


But it wasn’t, and he does.


He takes out the old cigarette lighter from his pocket, and suddenly he is fourteen again and smoking on a street corner with Michael, and his lungs are burning with the tar but he holds it in. His hands are shaking. It takes two attempts for the flame to catch, and he presses it to the blanket until the corner of it curls into blue flame.


He is thirty years old and he has a child, and yet he stands and watches helplessly until the bed is burning, and smoke is scalding his mouth again and the flames are caressing his heels.


For the longest time he cannot move.




CHAPTER 4


‘Loren?’


He started. It was the boy, Nathaniel. Terrian’s son. He was standing over Loren’s desk with a strained expression. 


‘Can I have a word?’


‘Of course.’


Loren stood up and walked with Nate to a quiet corner of the office – if indeed such a place existed in the Department; noise, of shouting and swearing and the whirring of computers, seemed to press against the walls like expanding air. Loren glanced at the boy. He had turned sixteen a few weeks ago, Loren remembered, an adult now by post-Veilbreak law, and he looked as exhausted as anyone else here. 


Nate sat down in an empty chair and placed the sheets of paper he was holding on the desk in front of him. He spoke in a low, intent voice to Loren, who had sat down next to him.


‘Regency are kidnapping Demon kids.’


‘What?’


Nate pushed his hair out of his eyes. ‘Look.’ He pushed the papers towards Loren, who stared at them. It was the list of those declared missing in the past few weeks. ‘Look at them. Stan Roald, eight, status: Demon, reported missing on the second. Sophia Afolayan, eleven, status: Demon, missing on the fifth. Halim Samara, three, status: Demon, missing on the seventh. There are thirteen of them in the past fortnight. Think about it, Loren. Demons are a tiny fraction of the population, aren’t they? Demon kids must be even smaller. This isn’t a coincidence.’


Loren pulled the papers closer and stared at them. ‘You’re sure they’re not just the Ashkind the Gospel are killing? Part of Greenlow’s massacres?’


‘I’m sure. They’re not dead. I mean, they could be, but the bodies haven’t been found. The Gospel never clear up after themselves that thoroughly. They’re being taken. By Regency.’


Loren looked at him intently. ‘What makes you think so?’


Nate scratched the back of his neck. ‘I’m not sure. Instinct. I can’t understand why the Gospel would do it – they’d have no reason not to just kill them. And it’s … stealthy. Stealthier than it needs to be. No one cares about Demons, and Regency would go for kids because they’re easier targets. And I know Regency haven’t disappeared entirely.’ He glanced nervously around the office. ‘I know Dad thinks so, but I don’t.’


Loren said nothing, still staring at the list.


‘But Loren,’ said Nate suddenly, ‘your niece is a Demon, isn’t sh—?’


They heard it before they saw it. It was a hard crack, followed by irregular snapping noises, and it came from their left. The whole office went quiet. Loren turned and saw a bullet lodged in the reinforced glass of the window, surrounded by a multiplying white web of fractures.


‘Get down!’ he yelled.


The entire office – oh, Angels bless their emergency training – threw themselves under their desks. Those who had guns reached for them. Into each of the three remaining glass walls a single bullet cracked, and the breaks in the glass raced towards each other like drops of ice until the window was nearly opaque with fractures.


Nate was on the floor beside Loren. ‘Exactly how reinforced is that glass?’ Loren asked him quietly.


‘There’s another layer of it between us and the bullets.’


‘How long will that last?’


‘I don’t know, you think we do this routinely?’


There was a walkie-talkie lying under a desk just out of reach of Loren’s arm. Nate saw what he was looking at, and shuffled over towards it. He pushed the walkie-talkie towards Loren, muttering, ‘I was meant to be a bloody doctor,’ under his breath.


Loren caught it and pressed down the button.


‘Ground floor, we’re under attack.’


‘We know,’ came the grim reply. ‘It’s the Gospel.’


Loren swore viciously, and then recollected himself. ‘Do you need medical attention?’


‘No, not yet. They’re just shooting at your floor.’


Loren pressed his head to the carpet for a moment. ‘How many troops do we have in the building?’


‘Ready to fight? Twenty-four, sir.’


‘Send eighteen up here. I’m sending the other six our non-combatants. Tell them to get to the ninth floor.’


‘Understood.’


Loren disconnected and rolled over so he was on his back. He raised himself up on one elbow. ‘Anyone who isn’t trained to fight,’ he shouted, ‘go now. Get up as high as you can.’


There were maybe sixty people in that office, of whom twenty ran for the door. Fifty-eight fighters then, in total. Not enough. Not nearly enough.


The eighteen soldiers came into the room, crouched low, guns pointing at the windows. They looked around in bemusement at the half-shattered glass. 


‘Well, what was the point of that?’ one asked, and then the bombardment began.


When the knock came at the door, for the third time in as many days, Rose knew better than to answer it.


She suspected, of course, that it was James or Oliver Keen returned, but even if it wasn’t, by this point answering it again would be nothing less than stupid. She wasn’t going to make that mistake again. 


The visitor knocked twice: three hard raps, regular and strong. Rose ignored it.


Tabitha got up from where she sat playing with her toy farmhouse – a birthday present from Loren – and sat down in front of Rose. She said nothing, but her message was perfectly clear.


‘No,’ Rose told her. ‘I’m not doing this.’


The girl sat at Rose’s feet, patient and implacable.


Another knock. ‘Please!’ came a voice, through the door. It was female, and shot through with true, or at least very well-feigned, desperation. ‘Please! Let me in!’


Tabitha’s black eyes were fixed on Rose.


‘No,’ said Rose, again, almost pleadingly.


‘Please!’ shouted the woman. ‘It’s my mother! Please – I think she’s dying!’


Tabitha’s eyes widened.


‘She’s lying,’ Rose said.


Tabitha got up and went to the window. Rose, in resigned despair, came with her. The visitor had the grass-green eyes of a weakly Gifted. She was pale and gaunt, with thick dark hair and lips white with fear. In her arms, half-collapsing, was a silver-haired Ashkind woman of about seventy. She wore every year of her life in the lines on her face and her failing body, but her expression was utterly serene.


‘Dammit,’ said Rose, and opened the door. The younger woman breathed her thanks and pulled her mother into the hallway. Tabitha shut the door behind them. There was a look on the girl’s face of terrible understanding. 


The elderly woman lay prostrate on the cold tiles. Rose doubted she could move. She and the daughter knelt down beside her, trying to find a pulse.


‘What can I do?’ asked Rose. ‘What do you need?’ She rounded on the younger woman. ‘Why didn’t you call an ambulance?’


‘She wanted to see you,’ said the younger woman. Her face was losing colour every second, her anguished expression deepening with the realisation of the true danger her mother was in. ‘“Take me to the Elmsworth girl.” That’s exactly what she said.’


From her tone, it was clear she understood the reason for her mother’s instruction no more than Rose did.


‘Should I get water?’ asked Tabitha, with trembling quiet. The daughter seemed to notice her for the first time. At the sight of Tabitha’s black eyes, the daughter shrieked involuntarily and recoiled.


‘You deal with her or I throw you out on the street,’ said Rose, without taking her eyes off the mother. ‘Tabitha, do you remember where the first-aid kit is?’


Tabitha nodded and rushed into the kitchen. Rose knew she would be hurt and shaken, but this was by no means the first such reaction she had received. Even those Gifted who could tolerate the society of Ashkind – and there were comparatively few of those around – reacted with disgust at the sight of Demons. Many of the Ashkind disliked them, too. 


Rose found the woman’s pulse. As she had expected, it was irregular and slowing.


‘Defibrillator?’ she asked of the daughter, who shook her head.


The mother still seemed absolutely calm. She reached out a hand towards Rose, who tried not to flinch when it touched her face. 


‘You’re … his,’ said the mother. Her voice, like her breathing, was hoarse and rasping.


Rose had no doubt as to what she meant. ‘Yes.’


The pulse flickered. It occurred to Rose that the ban on using magic probably did not extend to saving lives. She searched desperately for something to heal, but even if she could – and that was certainly not a guarantee, she had always been a terrible healer – she doubted that magic could cure old age.


Tabitha came back with the first-aid kit. ‘Here.’


Rose looked at it. Her mind had gone abruptly blank.


‘Call an ambulance,’ she told Tabitha. ‘Please.’


Tabitha nodded, looking terrified, and ran to get the phone.


‘He’s …’ whispered the mother, and her voice failed for a moment, descended into coughing. The daughter looked terrified. They waited.


‘He’s not innocent,’ said the mother, finally.


Rose tried to quell her growing anger. ‘Listen, please, just stay with me, we’re trying—’


‘He is still … lying to you. He still has not … his true … what he has done …’ She swallowed. ‘When I saw him … I recognised … I knew …’


She was losing coherence. Rose could hear Tabitha talking to the emergency-services operator. 


The daughter leaned forward. ‘Mum. Please. Don’t go. I’m here, you understand?’ She shook her mother’s shoulders, tried to get her eyes focused. ‘It’s me. Tara. I’m here.’ She spoke with the utmost tenderness, and Rose knew that she, like Tabitha, understood what this was. Grief already hung in her eyes. ‘I am here.’


She sounded desperately angry.


Tabitha came through again. ‘They’re on their way.’


The mother had not taken her eyes off Rose, their fading grey almost the same hue as her hair. ‘Tell him,’ she whispered, ‘tell him he is not free … I found him again … I know …’


The daughter, Tara, watched speechless; she was crying very quietly.


The woman’s last words were very simple. She took her hand away from Rose’s face and touched her daughter’s, and for a moment the world vanished into the two of them, and the mother said, ‘Thank you. I love you,’ and she died, the light vanishing from her eyes; the arm fell to the floor, and she was gone.


There was a soft hissing sound from the next room. Tara knelt over the corpse of her mother, blank-faced. Tabitha backed away, tearing her eyes from the body, and into the living room.


The world around Rose seemed oddly still and quiet. She tried to get up and leave Tara to grieve, but the floor lurched.


‘It’s an emergency broadcast,’ said Tabitha, from the living room, in an empty whisper. And then, more strongly: ‘Rose. Rose. That’s the Department.’


*


It was obvious enough from the start. The machine gun fire was relentless, pounding bullet after bullet into the glass. The first, half-shattered layer collapsed almost instantly. The second took longer – thirty seconds at least – and then the walls collapsed, and the occupants of the fifth floor were separated only by fifty feet of empty air from the ground. The wind could be felt almost instantly, and the light was hard and unyielding.


‘Remind me,’ Loren hissed to Nate, who knelt hard-faced on the floor beside him, gun pointed out into the sky, ‘what was that meant to withstand, again?’


He didn’t have time to reply before one of the soldiers, shuffling on his knees across the carpet, approached Loren. ‘Orders, sir?’


Before Loren could answer, a horrible, smooth, assured voice boomed artificially loud over the Department building. It was the voice, terribly familiar, of Stephen Greenlow, the leader of the Gospel. 


‘We believe you are guilty of protecting non-magicals and the supporters of non-magicals,’ said the voice. Loren saw Nate’s knuckles whiten with the force of his grip on his gun. ‘You will face the justice of the people of London. You have one chance to surrender yourselves.’


Loren raised himself on his elbows and glanced around at the office to check that the Department fighters shared his general sentiment. Then he shouted down to Greenlow and the assembled Gospel soldiers where exactly he could shove his justice.


‘Very well,’ came Greenlow’s voice smoothly, and there came the screech of feedback as his loudspeaker was turned off. 


The Department waited, tense.


A wave of heat swept over the office. Several Department members cried out.


‘What are they doing?’ asked Nate. There was no fear in his voice, only cold anger. Loren looked at him with new respect.


‘Magic,’ he said. ‘They’re doing magic.’
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