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 When a boat arrives off the island's coast, Iris discovers that its occupant is an important figure from the mainland. But why would anyone risk such a dangerous journey, and what is the mysterious stranger's connection to Asher? 
   
 Soon, the new arrival is followed by more visitors. Two opposing armies, each determined to get the upper hand, stake their positions on the beach and before long the future of the island itself is in doubt. With Steadfall under attack, Iris realizes that Asher holds the key to the island's future. But Asher has been dead for years. 
   
 Or at least, that's what everyone thinks. Including Asher's young daughter Nissa. 

 


The Abyss is the third book in the Island series. This is the 2022 edition of the original 2017 book. 
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The Abyss  

(The Island book 3)  






Chapter One 


Iris  
    
 “There's a boat! There's a boat caught on the cable!”  
 Opening my eyes, I sit up suddenly as I realize I can hear voices outside my hut. People are running, too, and a moment later a figure appears in the open doorway.  
 “Iris!” Ripley says breathlessly. “I know this is gonna sound crazy, but people are saying there's a boat caught on the cable down by the beach!”  
 Clambering out of bed, I make my way over to the doorway. Up until about five seconds ago, I was fast asleep, having finally managed to nod off after a restless night. Now it's dawn, but whereas usually everyone would be starting their tasks for the day, right now the whole settlement is a scene of chaos.  
 “There's a boat!”  
 Turning, I find that Carmichael has come over to me.  
 “Iris, there's a boat at the beach, barely five miles from here. I saw it with my own eyes, it's caught on the cable. I don't know if anyone's onboard, but it's snagged somehow! What are we going to do?”  
 “What do we do, Iris?” another voice asks.  
 And then another.  
 And another.  
 Raising a hand for a moment, I set out across the clearing. There's chatter all around, and I know that right now people are going to be expecting me to make a decision. Even now, up ahead there's a small gaggle of residents gathering near the meeting point. I have ten, maybe fifteen steps to go before I reach them, and by that point they're going to expect me to come up with an answer. The problem is, so many of them interpret my constant silence for some kind of wisdom or thoughtfulness. Sometimes I just want to grab them and shake them, and remind them that I'm only silent because my tongue was cut out. I don't actually have any answers.  
 “Iris?” another voice says suddenly. “What are we going to do?”  
 Stopping, I realize that she's right behind me.  
 “Iris? People are saying there's a boat. Is it true?”  
 I hesitate for a moment, before turning and finding that Nissa is just a few feet away. She's wearing the new dress I sewed together for her just a couple of months ago, and her bare arms are covered as usual in stings from bushes she encountered during one of her hunting trips. She's only nine years old, but she already has lines under her eyes.  
 Suddenly she holds her hands up and puts them together, before spreading them apart again.  
 That's her way of asking what's going on, in the special language we developed a while ago.  
 I shake my head.  
 That's my way of telling her that I don't know.  
 “It can't really be a boat, though, can it?” she continues. “A boat wouldn't be allowed this close to the island.”  
 Again, I shake my head.  
 “So we have to go and look, don't we?” she adds. “We can't just sit around here. We have to go to the beach and look at this boat and figure out what it's doing here.”  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 “I'll get some things,” she says, turning and hurrying to one of the other huts. “We'll need weapons!”  
 Nine years old, and she's already so much better than anyone else when it comes to taking charge. I guess she had to grow up fast, but still, she must have some extra resolve in her heart, something that gives her strength. She's not even ten and already she'd make a better leader than I could ever be. I just wish I could persuade the others that I'm right, but without a tongue I'm not exactly in a position to make grand, eloquent speeches.  
 Nissa reminds me so much of her mother.  
 “Iris?”  
 Feeling someone nudge my arm, I turn and find that Olivia has come over to me. There's a small crowd gathering behind her already, and I know exactly what's going on. Olivia tends to serve as an intermediary, since she's pretty much the only person – apart from Nissa – who's capable of properly interpreting my home-brewed attempts at sign language.  
 The problem is, I don't really have anything to say.  
 “Who's going to go and check this boat out?” Olivia asks.  
 I pause, before tapping my own chest.  
 “And who are you taking with you?”  
 “I'll come!” Carmichael calls out.  
 I nod.  
 “And me!” Ripley adds.  
 I nod again.  
 “And me!”  
 Turning, I see that Nissa has already returned with several home-made weapons. She's carrying half a dozen spears that are easily double her height, along with some of those little wooden contraptions that I don't even understand. She looks ready and eager, and I already know that there's no point telling her to stay behind. Even if I could persuade her to agree, she'd soon come sneaking after us.  
 So I nod again, and then I hold my right hand up high.  
 “That's enough,” Olivia says, interpreting for me as she turns to the crowd. “It'll be a small group that goes.”  
 “What if there are people on the boat?” someone calls out. “What if they're hostile?”  
 Nissa turns and holds up her spears, but nobody pays her any attention.  
 “If they're hostile, we'll fight them,” she says, but still she's ignored. When she turns to me, I see a hint of indecision in her eyes, as if she's scared.  
 Of course she's scared.  
 This is the first time we've had visitors to the island since she was born.  
 Holding my hands up, I make a circle with one and a vertical line with the other. That's my attempt to tell her that everything will be okay.  
 “I know,” she replies defiantly, even though I can hear the fear in her voice. “It sounds like this boat's just drifted. Maybe it got into trouble and ended up floating here for miles and miles. There's probably no-one onboard.”  
 I nod.  
 “Then again,” she adds, “it could be a trap.”  
 I tilt my head slightly, to show her that I'm not sure what she means.  
 “We'll have to be very careful,” she continues. “We'll have to watch out in case...”  
 Her voice trails off for a moment, and then she holds her home-made spears toward me.  
 “We have these,” she adds finally. “They might be useful, right?”  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 “So we'll show them that we're not a bunch of savages,” she continues. “Even if they've got guns and things, we can still beat them in a fight.”  
 Nissa has never seen a gun in her life. She's heard about them, but she can't possibly imagine how badly we'll be overpowered if this boat does turn out to be some kind of trap. Still, I know that if I tell her to stay behind at Steadfall, she'll just creep after us anyway. At least if I take her as part of the team, I can keep a proper eye on her, and I'll just have to make sure that I keep her out of danger.  
 “Let's get moving!” Carmichael calls out, gathering some supplies from next to one of the huts. “It's going to take us a couple of hours to get there, and I want to be back before dark!”  
 “I hope it is a trap,” Nissa says firmly. “I hope they try to fight us, so we can beat their asses and teach them a lesson! Then we'll make them regret the day they ever sailed here and tried to do anything to us!”  
 If I could speak, I'd tell her how wrong she is. I'd tell her that even now, ten years after we last had any contact with the outside world, we have every reason to be terrified of someone new coming to the island. Because the truth is, ever since I heard Harold's radio message all that time ago, I've been scared that one day we'll be attacked. The others seem to have put that fear out of their minds, but I've lived with it constantly, and now suddenly this boat has arrived and I can't shake the feeling that it's bringing something bad in its wake. Even if it's not a direct attack, it's a reminder that the rest of the world exists. And that is more than enough to terrify me.  
 That, and the fact that as she gathers more weapons and tries to look tough, Nissa reminds me so much of her mother. Of Asher.  




Chapter Two 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 “Get down!” I scream. “Get -”  
 Suddenly the ground explodes beneath my feet, sending me slamming through the air in a shower of dirt and shattered roots. I slam into a nearby tree, with enough force that I instantly hear my armored suit absorbing as much of the impact as it can manage, and then I slump down to the ground as more soil comes raining down all around.  
 Damn.  
 I didn't even hear that strike coming, not until it was too late.  
 Struggling to my feet, I dust myself down and look around. It's too dark to see much with the naked eye, so I lower my helmet's visor and tap the button on the side of activate enhanced vision. When that doesn't work, I try several more times, but I can already tell that the mounting is slightly broken. Finally I raise the visor again and turn to look back toward the east, and that's when I see the huge, slowly rotating ring of light advancing this way through the forest.  
 Already, trees are shattering at their bases and falling. The ring of light doesn't even need to fire at the trees, which instead seem to surrender and fall without any attack. It's almost as if they know there's no way to fight back.  
 “Asher!”  
 Startled, I turn just as another heavily-armored figure stumbles toward me, holding a Mag-Gun. She raises her visor slightly, and I see that it's Mads.  
 “Now what?” she asks breathlessly.  
 “That thing isn't stopping any time soon,” I point out, watching as the circle of lights starts slowly turning this way. “It can't be any more than half a mile away.”  
 “Point four, to be precise,” Mads replies. “What's wrong? Is your unit glitching?”  
 “Just the overlay.”  
 “Good job we've got mine, then,” she mutters, lowering her visor and looking all around. “I don't see the others. Do you think Harold and Collins went back to the insertion point?”  
 “They wouldn't do that unless they thought we were dead,” I point out.  
 “Wouldn't be the first time they've thought that.” She looks toward the circle of lights, as the distant hum gets louder and louder. “It'll be in range any time now. That last shot must have been a stray, aimed at something else, but soon it'll start noticing us and then -”  
 “Then we're really dead,” I add, interrupting her. “Unless...”  
 “Unless what?”  
 “I heard some theories back at the base,” I continue, keeping my eyes fixed on the lights as they burn through the night air. “The only thing that can confuse their targeting system is the blasts from their own weapons. Get them to fire at enough random stuff, and the blasts will light up their scanners so much, they won't be able to see what they're really supposed to be aiming at.”  
 “I fail to see,” Mads replies darkly, “how that helps us right now.”  
 I open my mouth to reply, but at that moment I see a flicker of light briefly threading beneath the skin on her cheek, running all the way behind her ear. I'm still not quite used to the fact that she has a skeletal enhancement system beneath her skin, but I guess there'll be time to worry about that later. Like, after the war is over and we've all gone home and the world is peachy perfect.  
 “How long do you think we've got,” I ask, “before it's close enough to spot us?”  
 “I'm kinda surprised it hasn't already.”  
 “And what does that fancy internal processor tell you about our chances?”  
 “What's wrong?” she replies, as one side of her face lights up with criss-crossing lines of light just below the skin. “Jealous?”  
 “Of you having a robot attached to your bones? Not a chance. You wouldn't catch me dead with one of those.”  
 She smiles, but the threads of light are still showing through her skin, and I know what that means: the skeletal implant is running simulations, trying to determine our best shot at getting out of this mess. Billions of calculations are taking place every second in binary converters that snake around and through her bones, not just in her face but all through the rest of her body. And at the same time, she's got the smuggest grin on her lips.  
 “Impressed?” she asks.  
 “I didn't say that.”  
 “It's worth a billion, at least.”  
 I can't help shaking my head. I know Mads grew up poor, but it still seems crazy for her to be so proud of the government-owned computers system that she agreed to have grafted to her bones. I guess she just feels like she's finally worth something.  
 “Oh dear,” she says suddenly, as the threads start to fade and the lights die down beneath her skin. “The system has an idea, but -”  
 “Let me guess. Our odds aren't great.”  
 “Not really. It thinks we should carry out a suicide mission.”  
 “Like I said,” I mutter, peering past her and seeing that the lights are coming closer and closer through the dark forest.  
 “We're alone out here in the theater of war,” Mads continues, “with no back-up and apparently no support. I'm starting to think that maybe everyone else in our unit is dead, including Harold and Collins and Sumita and all the others. I think the computer might have a point, Asher. We're cannon fodder one way or the others.” She starts tapping at the side of her Mag-Gun, changing the settings. “If we're gonna die, I'd rather kill as many of those bastards as possible on my way out the door.”  
 “There has to be another way,” I reply, still watching the lights.  
 “The computer says -”  
 “I don't care what the computer says!” I hiss, lowering my visor and trying again to get the display to work, only to raise the visor again after a moment as I realize that the damn thing is blown. “I didn't come out here just to die in the mud.”  
 “Most people die in the mud out here,” she points out helpfully.  
 Before I can reply, I realize I can feel the ground starting to shudder beneath our feet. I turn to Mads and see from the look in her eyes that she feels it too, and a moment later I spot movement nearby. Turning again, I feel a sinking feeling in my chest as I realize that the lights are now coming straight for us, which means -  
 Suddenly several red laser blasts rip through the air, hitting trees all around us.  
 “Down!” Mads yells, throwing herself at me and shoving me to the ground, landing hard on top of me and then rolling off.  
 I fumble for my gun, by which point Mads is already returning fire, aiming at the ground troops that are accompanying the main weapon. I can smell each laser blast she lets off; these guns have a distinctive scorched aroma, caused by the sheer force with which they burn through the air.  
 “I guess they spotted us, then!” I shout, trying to aim before realizing that without my visor, I'm just going to be blasting into the dark.  
 Then again, occasionally I spot a flash of movement as one of the enemy troops moves in front of the ring of lights, so I guess I'm not completely blind out here.  
 “Go to hell!” I scream, firing at a silhouette that briefly runs in front of the lights' bright glow.  
 I don't know whether I hit anyone, but it's not like I have any other option. Right now, all I can do is stay right here – on my belly in the cold mud – and shoot anything that moves until eventually one of the lasers hits me, at which point I at least won't know much about what happens. So long as they get a clean shot and blow my head off, there'll be no pain.  
 “I got one!” Mads shouts triumphantly, before tilting her gun and firing in toward some nearby trees. “I swear, I saw the bastard fall!”  
 “That's great!” I reply, firing in the same direction as more blasts tear through the air just a few feet above us. “If we can get one more between us, that'll even everything out when they eventually blow our asses away!”  




Chapter Three 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “What would my mother have done about the boat?”  
 Turning, I find that Nissa has caught up to me as we make our way through the forest. I've been walking alone so far, with Ripley and Carmichael a little way up ahead, but I guess I should have known that Nissa would want to talk eventually.  
 “Would she have been cautious,” she continues, “or would she have gone in there and dragged the survivors out?”  
 Even if I had a tongue, I don't know where I'd begin answering that one.  
 “I bet she'd have gone in with all guns blazing,” she says with a smile, as if she likes the idea of her mother having been a bad-ass. “I bet she'd have taken charge of the situation and done everything right. Not that you don't do things right, Iris, but I've overheard people talking about my mother. They all seem to think she was this amazing leader who fixed problems every time they came up. I bet if she was still around, no-one'd dare try setting a trap for us.”  
 I hold a finger up, which is my way of reminding her to be cautious.  
 “I know,” she continues with a sigh, “but I'm the daughter of a great warrior. It's only natural that I'm a lot like her. I am like her, aren't I?”  
 I think about it for a moment, before nodding. I'm sure Asher would hate to be described as “a great warrior,” but the last thing I need right now is to burst this kid's bubble. Besides, the boat at the beach is probably going to turn out to be nothing more than a heap of junk, so hopefully we can get back to our normal routine by nightfall. That's what I'm counting on, at least, because the alternative – the idea that the outside world is finally coming to disturb us again – is too horrible to contemplate.  
 “But there's something I don't get,” Nissa continues. “If my mother was such a great leader, then...”  
 She pauses, but I know what she's going to ask.  
 “Then why did she die?” she adds finally, furrowing her brow. “Shouldn't she have lived forever, or at least for as long as other people? I know no-one wants to talk about it much, but I'm nine now. Don't you think I'm old enough to know the truth about what happened to her?”  
 “There it is!” Ripley yells up ahead, and I see that he's pointing toward the glittering ocean that's now visible between the trees.  
 And sure enough, I can just make out the sight of a small white yacht that looks to have run aground on the cable that surrounds the island.  
 “Okay,” Nissa says loudly, “let's go get these -”  
 She stops as soon as I put a hand on her shoulder, and I follow that move up with a brief wave of my hand, which is supposed to encourage a little caution.  
 “It's just like the others described,” Ripley says as I reach him. “It looks like an old pleasure yacht. The kind rich people used to take out for fun.”  
 Peering between the trees, I can see that he's right. The yacht seems to be about thirty feet long, and it sure doesn't look like something you'd use for a vast journey across the ocean. Nevertheless, here it is, and there's no obvious sign of damage, at least not on this side. I take a step forward down the hill that leads to the beach, but so far I can't see anything to suggest that there are people on the yacht. Not living people, at least.  
 “Wouldn't the cable have fried them?” Carmichael asks as he comes with me.  
 I shrug.  
 “Maybe the hull protected them,” Nissa suggests, stopping next to me again. “Or maybe they have some kind of defensive system. Or maybe the cable shorted. Or maybe -”  
 I hold a hand up to indicate that she needs to quieten down for a moment.  
 “It could be a trap,” she whispers. “My gut's telling me it's a trap.”  
 Glancing down at her, I can't help raising a skeptical eyebrow. She's nine years old and she's already claiming to have a gut instinct when it comes to traps. I admire her confidence, but I'd quite like her to exercise a little more caution. Just enough to keep her from getting killed as soon as a real threat shows up.  
 “That cable is supposed to be an insurmountable barrier,” Ripley points out. “Nothing should be able to get through. Or even close. I'm surprised that boat hasn't already burned to cinders.”  
 “Maybe the cable's broken,” Nissa suggests.  
 “Impossible,” Ripley replies. “They'd never let that happen.”  
 “Who wouldn't?” she asks.  
 “The people who run this island. The government.”  
 “But maybe -”  
 “Can you shut up for a moment, kid?” he adds, clearly getting impatient. “I'm going to take a closer look.”  
 He starts making his way down toward the beach, and after a moment Carmichael goes with him.  
 “Maybe nobody's maintaining things like the cable anymore,” Nissa says after a moment. “After all, people have said that it's been years and years since the last new arrivals came. Maybe the government forgot all about us.”  
 I want to tell her that's not how it works, but then again I guess I have to admit that she might have a point. After all, ten years ago I heard a radio message from Harold Mars, promising swift and brutal revenge against this island, and since then...  
 Nothing.  
 “Come on!” Nissa says suddenly, running down the slope that leads to the beach.  
 Hurrying after her, I almost lose my footing several times. By the time I reach the edge of the forest and stumble out onto the sand, I see that Nissa has caught up to Ripley and Carmichael, and that all three of them are standing at the shoreline. I look both ways along the beach, to make absolutely certain that there's no sign of anyone else, and then I start heading over to join the others.  
 “We can't get too close,” Ripley says, turning to me. “As far as we know, the cable is still active.”  
 “Then why hasn't it burned the hull of the boat?” Nissa asks.  
 I turn to her.  
 “Someone told me about electricity,” she continues. “I learned a lot, and -”  
 “Can someone shut that kid up?” Ripley mutters, wading a little further out into the shallows but then stopping again. “The glow at night has been intermittent for a while now. It's definitely possible that the charge has been dropping, but we still can't risk it. In the old days, if anyone swam too close to the cable, they got fried.”  
 “But it's not like that now, is it?” Nissa continues. “Look for yourselves!”  
 I place a hand on her shoulder, hoping to calm her down a little.  
 “Hello?” Carmichael yells, putting his hands up to his mouth in an attempt to amplify his voice. “Is anybody there?”  
 We all wait, but all we hear is the sound of the waves, along with occasional bumps as the tide tries to dislodge the boat from when it's become caught on the cable.  
 “Maybe it's a trap,” Ripley mutters.  
 “Or maybe they think we're a trap,” Nissa points out, before turning to me again. “It's obvious there's no electricity there! Not anymore! We have to go out and take a look!”  
 I shake my head.  
 “Why not?” she asks.  
 I cross my wrists together, which is our sign for something being too dangerous.  
 “But it's not!” she whines. “Come on, it's obvious! We can go out there!”  
 “Think about this for a moment,” Ripley says, as I turn to him. “There's no way a little yacht could have happened to sail out here without somebody noticing. There's supposed to be no shipping within miles of the island. Anyone who wandered this close should have been intercepted long before they hit the perimeter. Which leaves us with two possibilities. Either they were let through deliberately, or for some reason the government decided not to stop them.”  
 “Or couldn't stop them,” Carmichael adds.  
 I turn to him.  
 “We don't know what's been going on in the outside world over the past decade,” he continues. “Maybe there have been changes.”  
 I shake my head. If I could speak, I'd tell him he's a fool.  
 “It's possible,” he says. “Things might have gotten better.”  
 “Or worse,” Ripley interjects. “Things might be a thousand times worse out there. Things might be so bad, the government doesn't even need to bother thinking about us. Maybe they control everything now.”  
 “Either way,” Carmichael continues, “we have to be extremely careful how we deal with this yacht. We can't make any sudden, rash decisions.”  
 I pause for a moment, before nodding.  
 “So we need to come up with a plan,” he adds. “A calm, careful, methodical plan that -”  
 “Hey, you guys!”  
 Startled, I turn and look for Nissa. At first I don't see her, but then to my horror I spot her standing on the yacht, waving her spears at us.  
 “I told you it's safe!” she yells. “Come on! We've got to find out where this thing came from!”  




Chapter Four 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 Another laser beam rips through the air above us, missing the top of my head by inches. That must be the tenth shot that's come close over the past couple of minutes, and I'm very much aware that we're riding our luck out here.  
 “They're probably going to come around behind us!” I yell, looking first to the left and then to the right in case there's any sign of enemy soldiers trying to sneak up on us.  
 “Use your visor!” Mads shouts.  
 “It's broken!”  
 “What did you do to it?”  
 “I don't know, but does that really matter right now? The point is, it doesn't work!”  
 Spotting movement ahead, I aim my Mag-Gun and fire, blasting a tree. I have no idea whether or not I hit anyone, but I can't afford to waste ammunition by firing blinding into the dark. My heart is racing and I know that within a few minutes we're going to be sitting ducks. Looking over at Mads' gun, I see that she's already down to less than 10% of optimal energy, but she's still firing freely.  
 Either she doesn't realize she's low, which is unlikely, or she figures it doesn't make much of a difference either way.  
 “Oh hell,” she says suddenly, turning to me, “I think I know why the main weapon hasn't been used on us.”  
 I watch the ring of lights coming closer and closer, and then I glance at her. “Why?”  
 “It's me! It's the tech I'm carrying! What if they want to capture me alive, so they can use it?”  
 “They probably have that kind of tech already!” I point out.  
 “But maybe they think ours is better.”  
 “I don't see how that helps us,” I reply, before spotting movement in the distance and letting off a single shot. “If we attack, we die. If we try to retreat, we die. If we stay here, we die.”  
 The lights under her skin briefly light up as her skeletal implants start running more simulations. I can see the fear in her eyes, and I know the results of the simulations are being entered into her stream of consciousness. I honestly can't imagine what it'd be like to have a computer feeding its data directly into my brain, but right now I'm glad that at least Mads has this capability.  
 “There's nothing,” she says finally, looking toward the circle of lights. “The computer just expects us to try to take out as many of them as possible before we die.”  
 I can hear the engines of the warship starting to boom through the forest now. The lights are just part of the advance weaponry system, and I know that the actual ship itself is hundreds and hundreds of meters long. Each warship is fronted by a ring of weapons that burn bright as they fire, and most tactical analyses have assumed that they're unstoppable. We've certainly never identified any kind of weak-point in their defenses. I've seen these things in the daylight, albeit from afar, and I know that there's no way we can simply hide and let a full-loaded warship simply sail past. It'll be on top of us in about two minutes' time, and then we'll either get blasted apart by laser fire or crushed into the mud.  
 “We've got no choice, then,” I say finally, feeling a cold shudder pass through my chest. “This is it.”  
 “Maybe we can try something else,” Mads suggests.  
 “You know that's not possible,” I reply. “If we run, we'll have our backs to them. At least if we move forward, we can keep firing until the end. And who knows? Maybe the two of us can take out four or six of even eight of them. That'd be a net gain or our side, right?”  
 “It wouldn't be much of a net gain for you and me,” she points out.  
 “At least we'd die fighting,” I mutter, checking my Mag-Gun one final time. My hands are trembling, but at the same time I know there's no other way out of this mess. And in some small, crazy way, I feel just a little calmer as I run through the pre-attack checks that were drilled into my mind back at the academy. I mean, sure, I now have slightly less than 10% of my ammunition remaining, but I can still cause some damage.  
 “They're going past!” Mads hisses suddenly, nudging my arm and then pointing past me. “Look!”  
 Turning, I see several silhouettes in the distance, running between the trees. They must be able to see us, but evidently they don't think it's worth coming over and trying to take us out.  
 “Bastards!” Mads continues. “I heard about this. Sometimes they just don't bother engaging, not if they don't see any benefit. Way to make a girl feel special.”  
 “They know they can just grind us into the dirt as they go past,” I mutter.  
 “So let's prove them wrong,” Mads replies, suddenly grabbing my hand and squeezing tight. “Asher, it has been an absolute pleasure.”  
 I open my mouth to ask what she means, but then I realize she's saying goodbye.  
 “And I'll miss those nights,” she continues, “when I used to sneak into your bunk. I know what I used to say at the time, but deep down, I kinda woulda maybe been interested in sneaking in again later on. If we'd survived the war, that is.”  
 “Me too,” I reply, before I even know what I'm saying.  
 “So let's not get sentimental,” she adds, letting go of my hand and quickly checking her weapon. “There'll be time for that if we wake up somewhere cool once we're dead. Get ready to go on my mark, okay? And take as many of these bastards out as you can manage.”  
 I nod, even though I'm terrified.  
 “Ready?” she continues.  
 I nod again.  
 She hesitates, and I can tell that she's not entirely sure about this. The threads of light are glowing beneath the skin on her cheek and neck, which means the computer is running at full processing power. And then, just as I think that maybe some other idea is going to present itself, Mads adjust her grip on her gun and then yells:  
 “Now!”  
 We both stumble to our feet at the same time, standing right in the path of the vast circle of lights.  
 Screaming, I aim forward and start firing, blasting the lights with laser beams. Mads is firing too, and even though I know the odds of actually damaging this monstrosity are low, it feels good to actually make a stand.  
 So I keep screaming and firing, even as the noise of the engines becomes deafening, and even as the lights become blinding. I keep screaming right up until the moment when a vast explosion tears the ground from beneath my feet and sends me flying through the air.  




Chapter Five 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “There's nobody onboard,” Nissa announces proudly as I haul myself out of the water and onto the boat. “I've already checked!”  
 Struggling to get over the edge, I finally manage to clamber onto one of the seats. Ripley and Carmichael are already checking the boat's far end, but I take a moment to catch my breath before turning and scowling at Nissa.  
 “Impressed?” she asks with a smile.  
 Getting to my feet, I head over to her. If I could speak right now...  
 “Okay,” she continues, “I get it, you're a little bit mad, but I knew it was safe to swim out here. The boat's hull showed no sign of charring, and there was no light in the water. I've learned a lot about how electricity works, and it was blatantly obvious that for whatever reason, the cable isn't working. At least not at this part of the perimeter.”  
 I raise a finger to my lips, letting her know she should shut the hell up for a few minutes.  
 “Once I got onboard,” she adds with a grin, before turning to the others, “I checked to make sure that there's nobody hiding anywhere.”  
 Ripley opens a door that leads down into what looks like a cabin.  
 “There are just some old-fashioned charts in there,” Nissa explains.  
 “The odds of a drifting boat just happening to end up here are infinitesimally small,” Ripley mutters. “It has to have been steered her intentionally.”  
 “That's what I thought too,” Nissa announces.  
 Ripley turns to me and rolls his eyes. Clearly I'm not the only one who's finding Nissa to be a little hyper today. More hyper than usual.  
 “The weather's been pretty good lately,” Carmichael points out. “I used to have a pretty good idea of how to navigate a boat, but...”  
 His voice trails off. He stares out at the sea for a moment, before turning to me.  
 “Do you find you forget stuff over time?” he continues. “Stuff from your life before the island?”  
 I nod, even though I'm not entirely sure I agree.  
 “There are some supplies onboard,” Nissa says, bounding down into the cabin and opening the cupboards. “I estimate there's enough left here to last someone two weeks. It's mostly canned food, but we can use that, right? We can take it.”  
 “I'm sure as hell not leaving it behind,” Ripley says, heading to the rear of the boat and then leaning down to inspect the engine. “There was a lot of wind last night. Might've disguised the sound of a boat approaching, although...”  
 He turns and looks along the shoreline. First in one direction, and then the other.  
 “This thing might attract attention from other people on the island. We shouldn't be shocked if we get company later in the day.”  
 He turns to me, and I nod.  
 “But it's ours, right?” Nissa continues. “We got here first, so it belongs to us.”  
 “It belongs to whoever can stop other people taking it,” Ripley points out. “I reckon we've got as good a chance as most.”  
 “I think we should take the supplies back to Steadfall,” Nissa announces confidently, “and someone should stay here to guard the boat. I volunteer to take the first watch.”  
 I shake my head.  
 “You know I can do it,” she adds.  
 “If this thing can be brought back up and running,” Carmichael says, heading over to help Ripley examine the engine, “and if there's any fuel left, we could potentially use it to get away from the island.”  
 “And why would we want to do that?” Ripley asks him.  
 “I didn't say we did. I just said it's a possibility.”  
 “You guys talk too much,” Nissa says, standing in the doorway that leads down into the cabin. “Come on, we've got our hands on a real, live boat here! I've never even seen a boat before! We have to get it up and running, and then we can all leave the island forever!”  
 I raise a finger, which is one of my ways of urging her to calm down a little.  
 “If we did everything your way, Iris,” she continues, “we'd still be on the shore, looking out at this thing and not knowing anything about it. Come on, can't you see that sometimes we have to just get on with things?”  
 I keep the finger raised. At some point, she has to understand that a little caution can be a good thing.  
 “I'm going to check for more supplies,” she says, turning and clambering back down into the cabin.  
 I bang a fist against the side of the boat, trying to get her to come back up.  
 “Don't worry about anything, Iris!” she yells back to me. “If there's more food here, we can take it back to Steadfall and we'll be heroes! Don't you want to be a hero?”  
 I shake my head, but I guess nobody's paying too much attention.  
 Sighing, I head over to where Ripley and Carmichael are still checking the engine. They're discussing whether or not it could be made to work again, but it's quickly apparent that there's no fuel left. As the boat continues to gently bob up and down, snagged on the cable, I look both ways along the beach. There's still no sign of anyone else coming this way, and in truth we've seen few signs recently of other life on the island. That doesn't mean they're not out there somewhere, however, and I wouldn't be surprised if some day another Vargas turns up. The past ten years have given me a pretty cynical view of human nature.  
 And then, suddenly, I realize I can hear somebody sobbing nearby.  
 I look around, and a moment later Ripley and Carmichael turn to me. They must hear it too, but we stand in silence for a moment as we listen to the sound.  
 “Iris!” Nissa screams suddenly. “I'm -”  
 Suddenly she's cut off.  
 Hurrying to the door that leads into the cabin, I'm about to go inside when suddenly I see Nissa being shoved up the steps. There's a woman right behind her, blackened and sunburned, and she has an arm clamped tight around Nissa's neck and a gun aimed at the side of her head.  
 “If anyone makes a move,” the woman gasps, her voice sounding impossibly dry, “I'll blow this little bitch's head clean off her body!”  




Chapter Six 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 Spitting out mud, I try to lift myself from the mud. The whole world is echoing all around me, and I can barely see properly, and a moment later I feel a sharp pain in my shoulder. I think the blast must have knocked me out for a moment, and I feel a rush of dizziness when I try again to get to my feet.  
 “Asher!” a voice shouts suddenly, grabbing my arm. “We have to retreat!”  
 Turning, I'm shocked to see that Mads has already found me again. She's injured, with blood running down one side of her face, but it's actually her! And then, blinking, I remember standing in front of the warship and firing like a maniac, and I remember the explosion that blew me off my feet.  
 “Asher!” she hisses. “Move! We've got orders to drop back to the original insertion point. There's more cover there, and we can regroup for another push. Right now, we're out-numbered and we're losing too many people!”  
 “How do you know?” I stammer.  
 “The radio came back on for a moment,” she explains. “We don't have to throw our lives away after all!”  
 “We can't retreat!” I tell her. “If we -”  
 “Move!”  
 Pulling me between the trees, she forces me to duck as the energy beam slices through the air above us. Several more trees come down, slamming into the wet ground, as individual energy blasts are sent flashing toward our position. When I turn to look back, I see that the warship is still coming, smashing through the trees while foot-soldiers approach through the darkness below.  
 “What is that thing?” I stammer.  
 “Don't freak out on me now!” Mads shouts, aiming her gun and then firing several blasts at the enemy.  
 “Who are they?” I ask. “Who are we fighting?”  
 “For real?” she hisses.  
 I turn and fire some shots into the darkness, and now I'm down to less than 2% energy on my Mag-Gun. There are shapes up ahead, hurrying between the trees, but I can't make them out properly and I can't see exactly who or what they are. I feel dizzier than ever, but at least when there was no hope, I felt I could be brave. Now that Mads is suddenly talking about rejoining the others, I find that my hands are trembling more than ever.  
 Suddenly a blast fills my vision and I fall back. The shot misses me by inches, but a moment later I hear a cry as Mads slumps to the ground. Crawling toward her, I find that she's taken a direct hit to the chest, and the damage has broken through her armor. Blood is flowing from the wound, and she lets out a gasp of pain as she tries to get up.  
 “Run!” she shouts. “Asher, you -”  
 Before she can finish, blood starts bursting from her mouth. She tries to speak, but she simply brings up more and more blood.  
 “I'm not leaving you,” I stammer, grabbing her arms, ready to pull her to safety.  
 “Run!” she gurgles.  
 Hearing a loud creaking sound, I turn and see that the warship has begun to turn, heading straight toward us through the forest. The circle of lights is aimed almost straight at us again.  
 “Don't get yourself killed,” Mads whispers, sounding weaker by the second. “Asher, leave me! Get the hell out of here and go back to join the unit!”  
 Ignoring the advice, I start pulling her across the damp ground, but after a moment I stumble and fall. By the time I've managed to get up, the warship is even closer, sending trees crashing down all around us. For a moment, all I can do is stare up at the vast lights of the machines as it starts to fly directly over us. The engines are deafening, whipping the air all around into a gale and causing the ground to shudder.  
 “Run!” Mads screams, her voice barely audible as the warship's engines enter a new surge-cycle. At the same time, the blast from the cannon is burning the air.  
 Nearby, foot-soldiers are screaming. Are they on our side, or are they the enemy?  
 “Asher, run!” Mads shouts. “Get out of here!”  
 “Medic!” I scream, hoping against hope that someone from our side will hear me. “I need a medic!” I look around, but all I see are dead bodies scattered throughout the forest. “Medic!”  
 “Asher!” Mads continues. “It's too late!”  
 Filled with panic, I aim my gun straight up and start firing futilely at the warship's brightly-lit underside. The shots bounce off harmlessly, of course, and a moment later I realize foot-soldiers are getting closer and closer. Turning, I aim at them and fire, blasting them as fast as possible. They return fire, but their shots miss while I manage to hit two of them almost immediately. I want to charge at them, but instead I drag Mads further away, forcing myself to ignore her cries of pain until finally I manage to duck down behind an earth-bank.  
 “Okay,” I stammer, “we -”  
 “Don't touch me!” she hisses, pushing my hands away.  
 “I'm trying to help you!”  
 “I'm dying, you dumb bitch!” she shouts, as more lasers hit trees in the distance. Reaching down, she tries touching the wound on her chest, but she immediately winces and pulls her hands away. Now, however, her fingers are covered in her own blood. “Oh hell,” she continues, “it hurts. It hurts so goddamn much, Asher.”  
 As she speaks, the left side of her face lights up. The computer attached to her skull is running overtime, probably trying to find a way to save her.  
 “I know what it's going to do,” Mads says suddenly, her voice filled with horror. “Oh God, I know what's coming next.”  
 “What do you mean?” I ask. “I'm going to get you to the medics!”  
 “They put a billion-dollar computer inside me!” she hisses, as more blood runs from her mouth. “Do you know what that means?”  
 “It means -”  
 “It means those of us who entered the program were given a warning at the start. If we get hurt real bad, the computer will save itself, no matter what.”  
 “I don't know what you mean.”  
 “Kill me!” she gasps, grabbing my gun and trying to aim it at her face. “Kill me before it does what it's going to do!”  
 “What's it going to do?” I shout.  
 “The computer's attached to my bones!” she continues. “It's a skeletal enhancement! When the chips are down, the computer is programmed to save itself, no matter what that means for the rest of me!”  
 “Mads -”  
 “Damn it!” she gasps. “Okay, I want out! If anyone can hear me, I've changed my mind!”  
 She taps at her communication badge, but there's no tell-tale beep to indicate a connection has been made.  
 “I don't want this anymore!” she screams. “I'm withdrawing my consent! I gave it before, but I'm withdrawing it now and -”  
 Suddenly she reaches up with her left hand and grabs the side of her head. Still screaming, she starts digging her fingertips into the skin around her cheek and temple.  
 “Mads, what are you doing?” I shout. “I'm going to get you out of here!”  
 “It's ejecting the flesh part!” she screams, as tears stream down her face. “It's -”  
 Before she can finish, her own hand starts ripping her skin and flesh away. She lets out a pained gurgle, but I can only watch in horror as she tears her face clean away from the front of her skull. Blood pours from the wound, and one of her eyeballs gets caught on a fingertip, causing the pupil to get ripped away. Mads' fingertips scrape against the exposed bone as she finally pulls her face clean off, and a moment later she tosses the lump of bloodied flesh to the ground.  
 And then she screams again.  
 Her mouth opens wide and she lets out an agonized cry, but her hand is already scraping her exposed skull again, this time tearing away her scalp along with all the flesh on the left side of her head. Pushing her helmet aside, she rips the flesh away and then throw it aside, and now all I can see is her skull with various electrical components attached to her jaw and cheekbones. The computer's lights are flickering wildly, but Mads' hand is still scraping away as much flesh as possible until finally she lurches forward and starts gouging a hole in the side of her neck.  
 “Mads,” I stammer, “what -”  
 She gasps again, but then she turns and looks straight at me. Her remaining eye is twitching in its socket, although now I can see several small cameras arranged in a circle on the bloodied bone of her forehead.  
 “Extraction activated,” a calm voice says, speaking from a speaker embedded in her neck. “Subject -”  
 And then a shell slams into the ground right behind her, blasting her forward with such force that her bony face hits the side of my forehead and knocks me out cold.  
 The last thing I feel is an immense wall of heat, and I hear the sound of somebody screaming. It think it might be me.  




Chapter Seven 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “Steady, lady,” Ripley says, as the boat bobs gently beneath our feet, “don't do anything rash.”  
 The sunburned woman – her skin peeling and blistered – still has her arm wrapped tight against Nissa's throat, and she still has a gun aimed at the side of her head.  
 Nissa, meanwhile, is sobbing uncontrollably, and her whole body is trembling. A moment later, hearing a faint tapping sound, I look down at her feet and see that she's soiled herself.  
 “I thought she said there was no-one on the boat!” Carmichael whispers.  
 “She's nine years old,” Ripley points out. “She might be cocky, but that doesn't mean she knows what she's doing.”  
 “Iris,” Nissa whimpers, “please -”  
 Before she can finish, the woman pulls her back and tightens her grip around her neck.  
 Nissa cries out, and I can see the fear in her eyes.  
 I hold my hands up, hoping to calm things down a little.  
 “Who are you?” the woman asks, with her eyes fixed on me.  
 “We're from the island,” Ripley tells him. “We -”  
 “I want her to talk!” the woman sneers, still watching me. “Not you two assholes!”  
 “She can't talk!” Ripley continues. “She's got no tongue!”  
 Figuring that I need to prove that he's telling the truth, I open my mouth and do my best to let the woman see my tongue's gnarled stub. As soon as I do so, an expression of disgust fills the woman's eyes.  
 “What the hell's going on in this place?” she mutters. “I thought it was supposed to be survival of the fittest around here?”  
 “Help me, Iris,” Nissa sobs, “I just -”  
 Suddenly she screams as the woman pulls her back even tighter.  
 “I don't like kids!” the woman hisses into her ear. “The only reason you're still alive is that I might need to trade you for something!”  
 Tears are streaming down Nissa's face now, and her bottom lip is trembling. For the first time in a while, she looks like what she is: a scared nine-year-old girl who's way out of her depth.  
 “You don't want to hurt a child,” Ripley says after a moment. “You're still the only one here with a gun, so you might as well let her go as a sign of good faith. Then maybe we can talk about what you want.”  
 “We don't even know that she's got ammunition,” Carmichael whispers. “She might -”  
 Suddenly the woman raises her gun and fires into the air, before quickly aiming the gun at the side of Nissa's head again. Nissa lets out a terrified shriek and squeezes her eyes tight shut, but the woman keeps hold of her.  
 “I've got enough ammunition to have just wasted that shot,” the woman points out. “Trust me, I'm not too worried on that front.” She pauses, before looking past us and watching the beach for a moment. “Am I here? Am I finally here?”  
 “That depends where you think you are,” Ripley mutters.  
 “Don't act smart,” the woman replies. “Is this the island? The one where they send people?”  
 “What's your name?” Carmichael asks.  
 “Eve,” the woman snaps back at him. “That's what you can call me, anyway.”  
 “Well, Eve,” Carmichael continues, “you look like you've had a long journey. That's some nasty sunburn you've got. I'm guessing you've been out at sea for a long time, all alone.”  
 “Not alone,” Eve replies. “Not at first, anyway. There were three of us, we can call the others Adam and the snake, but they...”  
 Her voice trails off, and I can't help noticing a faint twitch that seems to be afflicting her left eye.  
 “How did you get past the patrols?” Ripley asks. “The government has patrols in these waters, to prevent -”  
 “You're kidding, right?” Eve snaps, before starting to grin. As she smiles, flakes of burned skin lift from the sides of her face and reveal the pink flesh beneath. “The government hasn't given a damn about this place for a long time now. They told everyone the place had been shut down and sunk to the bottom of the ocean. It was only blind faith that gave us any hope of finding you at all, but a friend gave me the coordinates and I trusted him. If you think the government still has the time and resources to give a crap about this goddamn island, then you're even dumber than you look. Which would be quite an achievement.”  
 “Tell us, then,” Carmichael says, taking a step toward her. “What's going on back in the real world?”  
 “It's hell,” Eve replies. “We're losing the war, that's what's happening. There are explosions in the streets nearly every day, and I'm not even from the worst-hit city. The government keeps pumping soldiers out to restore order, but it's not working. They don't even have enough soldiers, so they use badly-trained kids instead, and they only end up making the situation worse. It's all falling apart.”  
 “Are you serious?” Ripley asks, with a hint of wonder in his voice. “After all these years, are those pricks finally losing control?”  
 “Yeah, don't celebrate too fast!” Eve sneers. “Might just be that the next pricks who come along are gonna be even worse!”  
 “That's hard to believe,” Ripley mutters.  
 “Do you know what you're talking about?” Eve shouts, tightening her grip around Nissa's throat but suddenly aiming the gun at Ripley's face. “Have you been there recently? Or have you been sitting here on this island, oblivious to the crap that's going on in the real world? We're losing the war! And no matter what you thought of the government, at least they had things under control! At least there was order in the streets!”  
 “Okay, calm down,” Carmichael says, holding his hands up as if to show that he doesn't have a weapon. After a moment he takes another step toward Eve, who immediately turns and aims the gun at him.  
 “It hurts!” Nissa sobs. “Please, Iris...”  
 I raise my right hand, telling her to wait.  
 “So why don't you tell us what you're doing here?” Carmichael asks, taking another step toward the woman. “It's not like we get new arrivals every day, and especially not by boat.”  
 Eve aims her gun briefly at Ripley, and then turns it toward Carmichael. She knows she's outnumbered, and I'm starting to think she's not as confident as she wants us to believe.  
 “This isn't an accident, is it?” Carmichael continues, with his hands still raised. “You must've come here deliberately, and you must've expected to meet people once you got here. So what was your plan? To take a scared little girl hostage? Okay, well, you've achieved that, but now what? What do you want?”  
 “I'm here to find someone,” she explains. “Someone who was sent here a long time ago.”  
 “Odds are,” Carmichael replies, “that someone's dead.”  
 “I reckon she'd have as good a chance as anyone,” Eve continues. “Even without her memories, she'd be a match for pretty much anyone she met. No offense, but most of the people who were sent to this island were wastrels and idiots. But Asher...”  
 Carmichael and Ripley both turn to look at me, and a moment later Nissa opens her eyes. She recognized her mother's name.  
 “You came for Asher?” Carmichael says after a moment, his voice filled with uncertainty.  
 “Do you know her?” Eve asks. “Do you know that name?”  
 Carmichael turns to me again.  
 “I see it in your eyes,” Eve continues, “you do know her. So where is she? What -”  
 Suddenly Ripley lunges at her, grabbing her arm and cracking her wrist against the side of the boat. Eve fights back, slamming Nissa into the deck and then swinging at Ripley, but Carmichael rushes at her and starts pulling her away. The gun fires once into the sky before falling from Eve's hand and hitting the deck. I quickly grab the weapon before hurrying forward and trying to pull Nissa away from the fight. At that moment, however, Eve manages to slam her elbow into Ripley's face, before turning and punching Carmichael and then kicking Nissa hard.  
 I raise the gun, aiming at Eve's face just as she turns to me.  
 “You wouldn't shoot,” she gasps angrily. “You don't have the guts!”  




Chapter Eight 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 Mads' remaining eye is twitching in its socket, although now I can see several small cameras arranged in a circle on the bloodied bone of her forehead.  
 “Extraction activated,” a calm voice says, speaking from a speaker embedded in her neck. “Asher, why didn't you save me?”  
 “No,” I gasp, “I -”  
 “Why didn't you save me?” she scream, lunging at me and grabbing the sides of my head. “Why did you let me die?”  
 “Mads, no!” I shout, suddenly sitting up and finding that I'm in a med lab bed with various wires running from my body, connecting me to machines and scanners on the wall.  
 “Easy, there,” a nurse says, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Welcome back to the world.”  
 “Where am I?” I gasp, looking around and seeing more machines. It takes a moment, but finally I realize that I must be back at the unit's main base. “How did I get here?”  
 “You were evacuated from the combat zone,” the nurse explains calmly. “You're a very lucky young woman. A reconnaissance team found you while they were searching for... Oh, I don't remember, they told me but it slipped my mind. Anyway, they found you unconscious out there and they brought you back with them.”  
 “Mads,” I whisper, as I feel a rush of panic rising through my chest. “Where's Mads?”  
 “I'm sorry, I don't know who you're talking about.”  
 “Mads is my friend,” I reply, “she -”  
 Before I can finish, I remember the sight of her scraping her own flesh away and revealing the computer system attached to her skull. I tell myself that must have been a nightmare, that it can't possible have happened, but the image keep replaying over and over in my mind until I realize that I've begun to zone out. Turning and looking across the room, I see that the nurse is opening some small plastic packets and dropping what look like pills into a cup.  
 “The war,” I whisper, “is it... Is it over?”  
 “Over?” She glances at me with a faint smile. “Of course not. You just got evacuated, that's all. There are still plenty of other people out there.”  
 “What about my unit?” I ask. “Please, you have to find out for me! I need to know about Mads and Harold and Collins and all the others!”  
 “I don't know anything about units,” she replies, but I can see a hint of sorrow in her eyes, almost as if she's hiding some bad news from me. “My job is to help you recover from your injuries. Which, by the way, necessitated a fresh pair of lungs as well as some serious skin growth treatments. You were badly burned.”  
 “I was?”  
 Looking down at my hands, I see that the skin around my right wrist is bright red. I pull the sleeve of my hospital gown up to the elbow, and sure enough there's a plastic gel wrap around my arm. I know enough to understand that I must have suffered serious burns, and I can just about see pink flesh beneath the wrap's translucent surface.  
 “So how good are you at relaxing?” the nurse asks. “On a scale of one to ten, I mean.”  
 “When I'm in the middle of a war and I don't know whether my friends are still alive?” I reply. “What the hell do you think?”  
 “I think you should take these,” she explains, bringing the cup of pills over and handing them to me. “Are you hungry?”  
 Looking into the cup, I see that there are half a dozen pills and tablets of varying sizes, shapes and color. The sight of them makes me nauseous, although I know from experience that there's no point trying to resist. When these people want to put something inside you, they always get their way.  
 So that's why, with a trembling hand, I take the cup.  
 “I'll fetch you some water,” the nurse says with a smile, “and -”  
 “Asher!”  
 Turning, I'm shocked to see Harold limping into the room, leaning heavily on a set of crutches. There are stitches running across his cheek and his left foot is heavily bandaged, but he hurries over to me and immediately leans close to give me a hug. Ignoring the wires and tubes that run in and out of me, I hug him back, while taking care not to drop the cup of pills.  
 “I couldn't believe it when they said you'd made it back!” he sobs, hugging me tighter and tighter. “I was so sure you'd been lost out there.”  
 “We got separated from the rest of the unit,” I reply, still shocked by his sudden return. I watch as the nurse leaves the room, and then finally Harold pulls back from the hug. “It was just me and Mads out there.”  
 “I don't even know what happened,” he says, taking a moment to disentangle himself from my various wires. “I swear, once we hit the ground, it was just chaotic. The plan fell apart within minutes and it became a free-for-all. I think we must have lost half a mile by the time the first hour was up.”  
 “Do you know where Mads is?” I ask.  
 “Mads?”  
 He hesitates, and I can see the sadness in his eyes.  
 “Asher,” he continues finally, “didn't they tell you already? Mads didn't make it.”  
 “Yeah, she did,” I reply, struggling to hold back tears. “She was hurt, her face...”  
 Pausing for a moment, I think back to the sight of her bloodied skull.  
 “It was still her,” I continue, “and -”  
 “Asher, listen to me,” he says firmly, taking my hands and squeezing them tight. “I think I can guess what you saw. I spoke to someone who knows someone. Whatever came back from the battlefield, it's not Mads. As soon as her body returned, the computer elements are stripped from her bones -”  
 “No,” I reply, shaking my head.  
 “They'll be reused,” he continues, “but Mads' body has been disposed of. There was nothing more they could have done for her.”  
 “No,” I say again, “you're lying. Or you're wrong.”  
 “I know what I'm talking about, Asher,” he says with a sigh. “I've worked in that department before, remember? I've seen it with other bodies, I know the procedure.”  
 I shake my head.  
 “Denying it won't make it any less real!” he snaps. “Get a grip!”  
 “She was talking to me,” I continue. “She was begging me to...”  
 My voice trails off as I think back to the way Mads was pleading with me to kill her. She must have known that the system in her body would get rid of the flesh, in order to improve its chance of getting back to the unit's base. She must have realized that she was about to get scraped away from her own bones. I remember the sound of her scream cutting off dead.  
 “You have to stay in reality here,” Harold says after a moment. “No amount of denial is going to bring Mads back. Nothing can do that.”  
 “How did I survive?” I whisper, replaying the final moments with Mads over and over again. “Why did I survive, and why did she die?”  
 “There's a one-word answer to that question,” Harold replies, still holding my hands tight. “And do you know what that word is?”  
 I shake my head, as tears stream down my face.  
 He leans close and kisses me gently on the forehead, and then he whispers the word.  
 “Luck.”  




Chapter Nine 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “Keep moving!” Ripley hisses, shoving Eve forward and causing her to stumble as she's led through the forest. “You won't last long here if you can't even handle a short hike.”  
 “I don't plan on lasting long here,” Eve sneers, turning to glance at me. “I've come for Asher, and what happens after that is none of your business. I'm only -”  
 “Move!” Ripley shouts, pushing her again and this time causing her to drop to her knees.  
 Grabbing Eve's collar, Ripley hauls her back onto her feet and pushes her forward.  
 This time Eve stumbles but doesn't fall, although she mutters something under her breath.  
 Carmichael is a few steps behind them, with the gun raised and aimed at the back of Eve's head.  
 Falling back from them a little, I look down at Nissa. She's clutching my hand tight, while watching Eve with an expression of pure fear. In the struggle back at the boat, she ended up getting her face bashed against the floor twice, leaving her with a bloodied wound on her right cheek. I tried to take a look at the damage, but she was sobbing and eventually I figured that Olivia can check it out once we get back to Steadfall. The physical damage should heal soon enough, but I'm more worried about Nissa's emotional state.  
 On the way to the boat, she was a cocky, slightly over-the-top nine-year-old girl with attitude.  
 Now she's almost like a zombie. She seems terrified. I don't blame her, not after her experience just now, but I'm worried she might not snap back to her old self.  
 Suddenly she stops, and I stop with her.  
 Holding my right hand up, I make a circle, which is my way of asking her what's wrong?  
 She stares at the others for a moment as they continue to walk toward Steadfall, and then she looks up at me.  
 I wait, but she remains silent. Usually, Nissa speaks so fast, it's difficult to hear what she's saying. I've never seen her like this before.  
 “She mentioned my mother,” she says finally. “She said she came to take Asher back. Why would she do that?”  
 I pause, before shrugging.  
 “Why didn't you tell her that she's dead?” she asks.  
 I shrug again, even though this time a shrug feels wholly inappropriate. It's just my way of telling her that I don't know the answer right now.  
 “Why would someone come all the way across the ocean,” she continues, “just to get my mother? You told me Asher was good at things, but other people are good at things too. It doesn't make sense why that woman would come here just for her, not unless...”  
 Her voice trails off, and she seems hesitant about completing that sentence.  
 “Is there something you haven't told me about her?” she asks finally.  
 I shake my head, even though there's plenty I haven't told Nissa about her mother. I've told her the things she needs to know, but I've held a lot back.  
 “Are you going to tell her that she's dead?” she continues. “You have to, don't you? If you don't, she'll just wonder where she is.”  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 “And if you tell her that she's dead,” she whispers, “then you have to tell her how it happened. And then you have to tell me too, don't you? Because I know it was during childbirth, but I still don't know exactly why or how.”  
 I don't know how to respond to that question, so I simply place a hand on her shoulder. Nissa's a smart girl, but I don't believe for one second that she's ready to know the truth about how she came into the world, or about what happened to Asher. That's a can that I've been kicking down the road for years now, and I'm not ready to admit the truth. Not to Nissa, and not to the rest of Steadfall. Besides, I don't even know how I'd begin to explain it all.  
 Finally I pull on her hand, hoping to get her moving again, but she stands her ground. This time, I realize that she's looking past me.  
 Turning, I see that Carmichael and Ripley are still leading Eve back toward Steadfall. When I turn back to Nissa, however, I see tears in her eyes.  
 “Are they going to tell people?” she asks.  
 I furrow my brow.  
 “About what happened on the boat,” she continues, and now her bottom lip is trembling again. “I let someone capture me, and then I got scared and I messed myself like a little girl. Are they going to tell everyone? Will everyone at Steadfall laugh at me?”  
 I shake my head.  
 “But what if they do?” she whimpers. “What if everyone finds out what happened, and they all think I'm just some stupid idiot?”  
 Again, I shake my head. I wish I could say something, I wish I could make her feel better and convince her that everyone will be far too busy worrying about the newcomer, but all I can manage are a few broad hand gestures. Maybe now that Nissa is getting older, she's going to need to be guided by someone who's able to talk to her properly.  
 “I'm sorry!” she sobs suddenly, putting her arms around me and hugging me tight. “I'm sorry I let you down!”  
 I shake my head, but I don't even know if she realizes.  
 “I was supposed to be brave,” she continue, still hugging me, “and instead I nearly got us killed. I thought I checked the cabin and that there wasn't anyone there, but that woman must have been hiding somewhere I didn't look. It's my fault she managed to attack us, Iris!”  
 Again, I shake my head.  
 She's still sobbing, however, and I honestly don't know how to make her feel better. I put my arms around her and reciprocate her hug, but deep down I'm starting to feel wholly inadequate. When we get back to Steadfall, I'm going to have to get Olivia or somebody else to talk to Nissa and explain why she has no reason to apologize. When it comes to discussions, I can manage the broad strokes, but Nissa needs someone who get down into the nitty-gritty, and that's definitely not going to be me.  
 And then, just as I'm about to pull away from the hug, I spot a figure watching us in the distance.  
 Just a silhouette, standing at the top of a hill.  
 I knew she'd be close. I knew she'd be watching. I also know that she's going to want to know everything about the woman who just arrived on that boat.  




Chapter Ten 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 “You're doing well,” the physio says as I try to support myself on the metal bars. “Don't push too hard and too fast, and you'll be recovered in no time.”  
 “I'm recovered already,” I reply, letting go of the bars and limping forward. “See? I can walk just fine.”  
 “Your ankle's broken,” he points out. “You're on a lot of pain-killers, but if you want the ankle to heal properly, you need to do proper physio.”  
 “I don't have time for this!” I tell him with a sigh. “I need -”  
 “Asher, do as you're told,” Harold replies, still watching from a seat in the far end of the room. “I'm pretty sure this gentleman isn't here because he wants the pleasure of your company. He's been assigned to help you so that -”  
 “So that I can be sent to fight again?” I snap, turning to him.  
 “No-one's going to force you to fight,” he replies. “I told you, we've been offered an early discharge and a mind-wipe after what happened out at Talton V. Believe it or not, we did so well, some people are acting like we're heroes.”  
 “I'm no hero,” I mutter darkly.  
 “Oh, I know that,” Harold continues. “Believe me, I know that better than anyone. You and I survived through sheer, dumb luck.”  
 “And is that why Mads and the others died, too?” I ask. “Sheer dumb luck?”  
 “I'll leave you two alone for a moment,” the physio says, turning and heading out of the room.  
 “Well,” Harold continues with a smile, as he gets to his feet, “I guess we succeeded in making that poor sucker feel uncomfortable.” He comes over to join me. “There's no way in hell I'm going back to war. I've already accepted the out, and I've been offered a decent job in government. Believe it or not, I think I can rise pretty high.”  
 “You're selling out?”  
 “I'm buying in.”  
 “To the propaganda.”  
 “I'm not getting my memories wiped,” he continues. “They've offered, more than once, but I told them I want to remember. Then again, I was relatively lucky. I didn't see some of the more traumatic things.” He eyes me with concern for a moment. “I didn't see my friend, and lover, get scraped off the outside of an augmented skeletal system. That's gotta be nightmare fuel and -”  
 “Did you come here purely to annoy me?” I snap.  
 “You must miss her.”  
 “That's none of your business.”  
 He puts a hand on my shoulder. “Asher, come with me. I know they'd offer you a job.”  
 “Do you really see me spending the rest of my life in a cubicle?” I ask.  
 “You could take a mind-wipe,” he continues. “All this anger and fear and pain would be gone.”  
 “And I'd forget who I am.”  
 “Not who you are. Just what you remember.”  
 “I'd forget Mads.”  
 “Would that be such a bad thing? Mads is nothing but pain for you now. Imagine having all that horror lifted from your shoulders. You could get a job in a cubicle, and the biggest hassle in your life would be working out what to wear to the office each day. All this rebelliousness would be a thing of the past.” He pauses, as if he's waiting for me to surrender and tell him I'll get my mind fixed. “You could even end up living in one of the big cities, high above the abyss.”  
 “And be like all the others?” I ask through gritted teeth. “Do you really think they've forgotten what happened to them in the war, or do you think they just pretend the memories are gone?”  
 “I think they've really forgotten, Asher. Most of them, anyway.”  
 “So why don't you want to get your mind wiped?” I ask.  
 “Like I told you, I'm fine with what happened. I can live with those memories, but only because I didn't see anyone I cared about get hurt. If I'd seen you die, for example, I'm not sure I'd be able to live with myself.”  
 “How endearing,” I mutter.  
 “It could be perfect,” he continues, reaching down and taking hold of my hands. “It could be a fresh start, Asher. Sure, it's awful that Mads is gone, but that doesn't mean your life is over. Just think about -”  
 “I don't want to talk about this right now,” I tell him.  
 “No, just think about how -”  
 “Harold, please...”  
 “Just think about it,” he says firmly, squeezing my hands tight. “The memory wipe would set you back to a good place. And then I'd still be around to help out. We could share a place, we could get to know one another again in a way that gets us past all the terrible things that happened to us out at the Talton V battlefield. 'Cause if you think about it, Asher, maybe the pair of us survived for a reason.”  
 “What reason would that be?” I ask, feeling a shudder pass through my chest.  
 “Fate.”  
 “I thought you said it was all down to luck.”  
 “Maybe I've changed my mind,” he continues. “Maybe we survived because somehow, that's what's supposed to happen.” He pauses, before leaning closer. “Don't overreact, Asher, but have you ever wondered what our child would be like? You and me, together, creating a -”  
 “I don't want to talk about this right now,” I reply, pulling my hands free.  
 “But Asher -”  
 “I have to go to my room,” I add, turning and starting to limp over to the door.  
 “Let me help you!”  
 He grabs my arm again, but this time I quickly push him away.  
 “I don't want help,” I tell him, hurrying to the door and then out into the corridor before he has a chance to come after me again.  
 “Just promise you'll think about it!” he calls after me. “It's hard to make it on your own, Asher! There's a perfect solution just waiting for you!”  
 When I reach the end of the corridor, I look over my shoulder and see to my relief that he hasn't followed me. Still, I know from experience that Harold isn't the kind of person who ever gives up. And as I step into the elevator that'll take me to my dorm floor, I can't help worrying that next time, I might have to be a little more forceful with him.  




Chapter Eleven 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “What happened to her?” Olivia asks as we stand in the doorway. “It's like she's a completely different person.”  
 Turning, I look into the hut and see that Nissa is simply sitting quietly in the far corner. She's always been such an exuberant and hyper-active girl, but her experience on the boat has clearly left her shaken. I fully understand that she's scared, and it might even be good for her to deal with the fear, but what worries me is that she'll never quite recover. She needs to strike a balance between outright recklessness on one hand, and abject terror on the other.  
 “I'll talk to her,” Olivia continues. “I've got to fix that wound on her cheek anyway, so maybe I can get her to open up a little.”  
 I nod, before turning to walk away.  
 “Who is she?” Olivia calls after me.  
 I glance back at her.  
 “Everyone's talking about the new arrival,” she continues. “About who she might be, and why she's here, and what's going on back in the world. Everyone wants to know.”  
 I pause, before nodding and then making my way across the camp toward the isolated hut at the far end. With each step I take, I become more and more aware that people are watching me.  
 Watching and waiting.  
    
 ***  
    
 “Come on,” Ripley says, standing in the middle of the hut with his hands on his hips, facing the seated prisoner, “everyone knows your name's not really Eve. So why don't you start by telling us who you really are?”  
 I wait for Eve to reply, but she simply continues to stare at Ripley with a faint, curious smile on her lips. For a woman whose hands and feet are bound, and who has no hope of escape, she certainly seems very confident. In fact, I've got a horrible feeling that she knows something we don't, and that she feels absolutely no pressure to cooperate with us at all.  
 “You've picked up a bit of a tan there, Eve,” Ripley continues, stepping around the edge of the room and stopping behind the prisoner. “You must have been at sea for a long time. I'm guessing once you were alone, you had to stay at the wheel so that the boat would keep running in the right direction. No auto-pilot, huh? And even if you tried to cover yourself up, the sun would have been too strong.”  
 He pauses, before reaching out and pressing a hand against the side of Eve's face.  
 Eve flinches, but she doesn't cry out. Instead, she looks straight at me, as if she knows that I have the answers she's after.  
 “Seems like a suicide mission to me,” Ripley mutters, making his way around Eve and stopping in front of her again. “The odds of actually reaching the island were low, and you must've known that. So you were willing to throw your life away, in order to try to get here. To try to get to Asher. If you -”  
 “I will speak only to Asher,” Eve says suddenly. “Not to you piddling little ants.”  
 “Oh, is that right?” Ripley asks.  
 Eve keeps her eyes fixed on me. “That's right,” she says darkly. “Unless there's some reason why I can't speak to her.”  
 “Maybe there is, and maybe there isn't,” Ripley replies, stepping around the prisoner once more. “The thing is, you're not really in a position to issue any demands, so perhaps you should be a little careful with what you say.”  
 “Where's Asher?” she asks.  
 Ripley glances at me. I hesitate for a moment, before nodding.  
 “Asher's dead,” Ripley continues, looking back down at the prisoner. “It's been -”  
 “No,” Eve says, interrupting him. “Asher's not dead.”  
 “Oh, I think she is,” Ripley replies with a faint smile. “Trust me, it's been a while now. Ten years, in fact. She's long gone. All that remains of her is this town. It was kind of a pet project of hers, and we've kept it alive. We even hung onto the name she had for it. Steadfall. Does that mean anything to you?”  
 “Asher isn't dead,” Eve says firmly, still watching me. “Believe me, I'd know.”  
 “And how's that? Let me guess, you've got some kind of psychic link to her?”  
 Eve smirks.  
 “Then how would you know that she died?” Ripley asks.  
 Eve continues to stare at me for a moment, and I swear she seems almost amused by this interrogation.  
 “If Asher had died,” she says finally, “then the world would have turned upside down. Plants would grow with their roots reaching to the sky and their petals smothered in the soil. Fish would walk on land and men would live in the sea. The lions would settle down for a nap with the field-mice, only for the field-mice to slaughter them in their sleep. The whole natural order of things would have to have been upended. That's the only way a soldier like Asher could possibly die on a pile of dirt in the middle of the ocean. So yeah, trust me, I'd know if she was dead.”  
 She pauses, watching me carefully.  
 “She's not dead,” she adds. “If somebody has told you that she is, then that somebody is lying to you.”  
 Ripley glances at me, but I keep my eyes fixed on the prisoner.  
 She's bluffing.  
 She has to be bluffing.  
 And yet, as she continues to watch me, I feel as if she's reading my thoughts. Or my body-language, at least. I'm so used to finding it hard to communicate with people, it's somewhat discomforting to find myself in front of someone who seems to be able to read me so well.  
 Still, this is a bluff.  
 And I don't fall for bluffs.  
 “So why don't you humor us for a moment?” Ripley asks, placing his hands on the prisoner's shoulders from behind. “What do you want with Asher? I remember her, she's smart and she's a good soldier, but she's hardly unique. There are smarter people in the world, and better soldiers.”  
 “Not here on the island,” Eve replies. “I've never seen such an unimpressive bunch of specimens. Honestly, you're not impressing anybody.”  
 “You need to watch that mouth of yours,” Ripley mutters.  
 “Or what?” she asks, looking up at him. “You wouldn't hit a lady, would you?”  
 “I might,” he says darkly.  
 “Well, that's an interesting response,” she continues with a smile. “Does it make me weird if I'm slightly turned on right now?”  
 “What do you want with Asher?” Ripley asks firmly.  
 “I want to talk to her,” Eve replies, “and I think that's my right. And trust me, when she finds out that I'm here, she's going to want to come and see me.”  
 She pauses for a moment, still looking up at Ripley, and then she turns to me.  
 “Fine,” she continues with a sigh, “I was expecting Asher to be here, but perhaps someone's going to have to get a message to her instead. Tell her somebody wants to speak to her. Somebody important. My real name is Nicole Phillips. Doctor Nicole Phillips. And these days, I'm the closest thing Asher has to a mother.”  




Chapter Twelve 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 “Do you remember what you said to me when I first selected you, Asher?”  
 I flinch as soon as she says my name. To be honest, I flinch every time Doctor Phillips says my name. She always sounds so keen to be my friend, as if she thinks that some day I'll actually come around to her way of thinking. Still, I know that rebelling would be useless, and I'd just end up getting punished, so I figure it's better to let her get on with whatever lecture she's got planned.  
 “Perhaps I should refresh your memory,” she continues, getting to her feet and heading across her office. “Join me on the balcony, won't you?”  
 Sighing, I stand and follow her. This is the third time she's insisted on meeting with me since I returned from Talton V, and I'm pretty sure that she doesn't usually pay such close attention to survivors. I keep telling myself that there's no reason for her to be interested in me, but as I head out onto the balcony and see the vast, brightly-lit city spread out before me under the night sky, I can't help worrying that maybe this time she's going to tell me what she really wants.  
 “It's beautiful, isn't it?” she says, stopping at the edge of the balcony and leaning against the railing. “How many lights do you think are in our field of vision right now, Asher? A million? Ten million?”  
 She turns to me, as if she expects an answer.  
 “I should get somebody to count some day,” she continues with a faint smile. “Just for my own idle curiosity, of course.”  
 I force a smile, but I know it's not very convincing.  
 “Come closer,” she continues, gesturing for me to join her. “There's no need to be scared, Asher. You've always had a tendency to look rather nervous around me. I'd hoped that the war might have toughened you up, and by the appearance of you it's clear you've been through a lot. But there's that look in your eyes again. Tell me, do you look at other people with the same fear, or is it just me?”  
 “I don't know,” I reply, which is a lie.  
 It's just her.  
 Still, I know she won't be happy until I've joined her at the railing, so I walked over and stop to look out across the city. Up here on the side of one of the tallest government buildings, there's quite a breeze, and for a moment I watch as transit vehicles race along tubes that snake and curl through the air. Sometimes, when I remember how many human beings are packed into just this city alone, I can't help feeling a little claustrophobic. How can there be enough air for all these people?  
 “It's so easy to be dazzled by the lights,” Doctor Phillips continues, before looking down over the balcony's edge. “I hope you don't forget, Asher, what waits at the very bottom.”  
 Peering over the edge, I look down and see more lights. Far below, however, there are dark lines running between the bases of the buildings.  
 “Have you ever been to the abyss, Asher?” Doctor Phillips asks.  
 I turn to her. “The abyss?”  
 “It's what we jokingly call the street-level area,” she explains. “About three miles below where we're standing right now, there are dark, gloomy streets filled with dark, gloomy people. They're actually the remnants of the old city, from the days before all these magnificent structures were put in place. If you compare a map of the abyss to a map of the city as it was in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, you'll see that the layout is more or less the same. It's rather quaint, really.”  
 “What's it like down there?” I ask, squinting in an attempt to get a better view. Thanks to the lights, however, I can't really see anything much at all. The huge tower blocks rise up from what looks like darkness.  
 Apparently there are people down there in the spaces between the buildings, but you'd never know that from up here.  
 “It's dank and dirty down there,” Doctor Phillips continues. “Nobody ever goes down to the abyss unless they have a very good reason. There's a lot of crime down there, Asher. Have you ever been to the markets in the outer zones?”  
 I nod.  
 “Imagine those, but with vast buildings rising up all around. Frankly, there's not even very much light down there during the daytime. The abyss is the place where the dregs of society end up. The washouts and the burnouts. The people who lost their footing in the real world and ended up with absolutely nothing. It's a hard, miserable way of living down there, Asher, and most people don't last very long. You're lucky. As an orphan from such a young age, you had no safety net in life. You could have ended up in the abyss.”  
 “It can't be that bad down there,” I point out. “At least they don't have to go to war.”  
 “They live in a war,” she replies. “Oh, it's a different type of war, I'll grant you. It's more of a daily grind, where one has to fight for survival all the time. Nobody even bothers to investigate the murders, and the bodies get dragged away to be harvested. Can you imagine such a thing? I'd say it's a waste, but then the people who live down there are already the lowest of the low.” She pauses for a moment. “Do you want to end up living and dying in the abyss, Asher?”  
 I shake my head.  
 “Because you might, you know,” she continues. “People do fall, even from up here. They make the wrong choices, and then one day they find that instead of living a happy life in one of the towers, they have nowhere to go except the dirty, stinking streets of the abyss. And let me promise you one thing, Asher. As easy as it is to fall down there, it's impossible to climb back up. People die down there.”  
 “People die up here,” I point out.  
 She smiles. “Not in the same way. The point, Asher, is that you're at a crossroads. You could have a glittering, happy life here in the city's gleaming spires, or you could end up falling until you die in the abyss. And I suppose I brought you out here because I'm worried you don't understand just how bad things could get for you if you make the wrong choices.”  
 “I think I can manage, thank you,” I tell her.  
 “You need to take the mind-wipe and forget what happened to you in the war. That's the whole point of the technology we've developed, Asher. You've been extremely useful, but now it's time to move on with your life.”  
 “And if I don't want to?”  
 She sighs, and now I can tell that she's getting irritated.  
 “There's nothing romantic about the abyss, you know,” she continues finally. “There's no -”  
 “I never said I wanted to go to the abyss,” I reply. “Maybe I want to go to the island instead!”  
 She laughs, as if the idea is crazy.  
 To be honest, until this moment I never really considered the possibility that I could escape everything in the world and go to start a new life on the island. Now that I've said the words, however, the idea suddenly seems appealing.  
 “The island is arguably even worse than the abyss,” Doctor Phillips says dismissively. “It's a place for criminals.”  
 “Not exclusively,” I point out. “You could pull some strings.”  
 “And why would I do that?”  
 “Because there's no way in hell I'm doing what you want.”  
 “Asher, I'm trying to help you,” she continues. “You can have your mind wiped tomorrow, and you can start a new position in one of the buildings by the end of the week. You can be happy!”  
 “I've seen the happy people around here,” I tell her. “I don't want to be like them.”  
 “I have to attend a call now,” she replies, “so I think perhaps you should go and consider your options. I'm going to let you relax a little, Asher, rather than trying to bang your head against a wall. That gives you a little time to decide what you're going to do, and I sincerely hope that by the time I return, you'll have made the right decision.”  
 “I will have,” I tell her. “It just won't be the one you want.”  
 With that, I turn and walk away. I know I should wait to be dismissed, but right now I don't feel like being obedient.  
 “Of course you'll make the decision I want,” she calls after me. “You're smart, Asher. You won't ruin your life just because you want to be stubborn. You'll see the light, and this time next week you'll be preparing for your fresh start. I'm right, Asher. You'll never go to the island, and I would never let you go. You're not that stupid!”  




Chapter Thirteen 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “Asher's parents died in a crash when she was young,” Olivia points out as we stand outside the hut where this Phillips woman is being held. “She was raised in the system until she was about seven or eight, and then she was taken to the academy. That's what she told me, anyway.”  
 “I heard the same,” Carmichael mutters, before turning to me. “I'm sure she told you a little more about herself.”  
 He's right. Asher was never very keen on talking about her past, and she claimed to barely remember anything. At the same time, she let a few things slip now and again, although I never heard her mention anyone named Nicole Phillips. She did, however, admit that she'd fought in the war, and it's not difficult to believe that Nicole Phillips might be someone who worked with her back then. A friend, maybe, or an instructor.  
 “She seems convinced that Asher's still alive,” Olivia continues. “Until she accepts the truth, I'm not sure what we can do with her. She seems to think we're lying to her and that Asher's some kind of superhero who can't die.” She pauses. “We all saw the body, though. And Iris, you're the one who took her out to be buried, so it's not like there can be any doubt.”  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 “Whatever Doctor Nicole Phillips is doing here,” Carmichael says with a sigh, “she's unsettling people. Gossip's already spreading, and people are going to have questions soon. I say we leave Ripley in there with her for a while. If anyone can beat the truth out of her, it's him.”  
 “I'm not going to condone the use of physical violence,” Olivia replies. “Iris, you must get Ripley to stop short of actually hitting the woman. I was a nurse before I came here and I'm a nurse now. The poor woman already has substantial burns from her time out in the sun. I won't have her tortured.”  
 I shake my head, but deep down I know that I can't control Ripley. When he gets Doctor Phillips alone, he will get tough with her. And right now, despite my dislike of torture, maybe that's the best option after all. All that matters is finding out what this intruder really wants, and whether she's telling the truth when she says the government is close to collapse.  
    
 ***  
    
 Making my way through the forest, I stop suddenly as I hear the sound of twigs cracking nearby. Turning, I look around, but there's no sign of anyone. I hesitate for a moment, and then I set off again between the trees. Finally, a few minutes later, I reach Asher's grave.  
 Most people, if they happened to come this way, probably wouldn't even notice the little set of stones that I put in place to mark the spot. And even if they did notice the stones, most people would probably just figure they were left behind by someone who wandered through this clearing a long time ago. Still, when I came and dug the grave ten years ago, I knew that I had to set some kind of marker down. Besides, it was useful later to be able to show people this place. I guess that's why nobody ever questioned my version of events.  
 Crouching down, I check that the stones are firmly in place, and then I take another look at the scrap of fabric that I brought out here. I used some thread to sew a crude message into the fabric, although I had neither the time nor the resources to manage more than a few words:  
    

dr n phillips wants see you  
    
 I guess that should be enough to get the message across, so I fold the fabric carefully and then I place it beneath one of the stones. This is the spot we use whenever one of us needs to leave a message for the other, although it has been a long time since we actually communicated. For the most part, I merely spot Asher in the distance.  
 She's still nearby, and she watches us from time to time, but she never dares to get too close.  
 She doesn't want anybody else to realize that she's alive.  
 Getting to my feet, I look around again. I'm not certain, but I think that maybe Asher was following me as I came here just now. I spotted her earlier, when we were leaving the beach with our prisoner, and it's difficult to believe that Asher wouldn't be aware by now that something's going on. In fact, she probably knew about the boat before the rest of us were alerted, although I have no doubt that she would have been extremely cautious. I can't imagine how she must have reacted when she saw Nissa swimming out there so recklessly.  
 If anything ever happened to Nissa, I know Asher would blame me. And she'd be right to do so.  
 I take a step back, still looking around, still hoping that Asher will come and speak to me. I understand why she prefers to keep her distance, but at the same time it'd be useful to actually see her face. The last time I heard her voice was ten years ago, when we stood in this exact spot and she told me I'd done a good job with the grave. She filled me in on what she needed me to do back at Steadfall, and how she wanted her daughter to be raised, and then she set off into the forest. Since then, she has appeared only in the distance, and to my knowledge I'm the only person in the whole settlement who knows that she's still alive.  
 The rest believe she's rotting here in this grave.  
 Finally, realizing that there's no way she's going to come and speak to me, I turn and start making my way back toward Steadfall. After a moment, however, it occurs to me that perhaps I should take a little detour first, so I head toward the beach. I'm sure Ripley has matters in hand, and when I get to Steadfall I'll probably have to warn him to stop being so tough with Doctor Phillips.  
 Right now, however, I need to check something on that boat.  




Chapter Fourteen 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 The transit tube comes to a halt, and the doors slide open as I get to my feet.  
 The first thing I notice is that way down here at the base of the building, everything seems so much dirtier. As I step out of the chamber and into the corridor, I look up and see a series of huge metal tubes running across the ceiling. The tubes are making a persistent clanging sound, as if there's a fault that hasn't been repaired for many years. Nearby, a set of signs have been defaced, with illegible scrawls daubed all over the walls using some kind of bright neon paint. In places, the walls are even cracked, and it's evident that this place has been left untouched for many years.  
 It's hard to believe that this is the same building that – several miles above – is filled with clean, bustling communities.  
 I guess I just never thought to come down to the lower level, not until tonight.  
 My original plan was to go storming out through the main door and into the streets of the abyss, but now I'm not so sure. I head over to the huge, wall-spanning window and try to peer out, but there's way too much grime all over the glass. I try to wipe the grime away, only to find that it's mostly stuck to the outside. Making my way along the corridor, I search for a less dirty patch, and finally I discover a section that looks to have been cleaned a little more recently. Still, I have to lean close and squint in an attempt to see the street outside.  
 All the shadows are cast downward, thanks to the lights of the tall buildings all around, but the streets themselves have only occasional electric lights. I can just about make out the base of the building opposite, where there's part of an old structure that looks to have been simply divided in two, with one half crushed to make way for a new tower and the other half left leaning precariously. Just as I'm about to turn and try to find another vantage point, however, I spot a figure moving out there in the darkness, and I watch in horror as the figure hurries across the dark street and disappears into an alley.  
 She might be a monster, but I guess Doctor Phillips didn't lie about this place. The abyss is truly disgusting.  
 For a moment, I consider turning and heading back up to the higher, more reputable parts of the building. I could get into the transit tube and be up on the dorm deck in thirty, maybe forty seconds. Then again, I know I'd regret chickening out, and I keep trying to persuade myself that the abyss can't be as bad as it looks. I guess I'm just not used to life down here in the slums of the city, and if I go back up I'll simply be giving in to everything Doctor Phillips expects of me. She'd be so happy if I retreated now, so I have to at least take a look around, if only to spite that bitch.  
 Making my way cautiously along the corridor, I finally reach the door at the far end. There's a panel on the wall, waiting for my retina scan, so I lean closer and a moment later there's a beep before the door slides open. I immediately feel a blast of warm, moist air, and a moment later I'm hit by the most horrible stench of rotten, decaying matter. And then, just as I'm getting used to the smell, I realize my throat is starting to tickle. Turning away slightly, I start coughing more and more, and finally I have to cover my mouth with the sleeve of my jacket.  
 I remember somebody telling me once that the air down here could get pretty dusty, but I never expected it to be this bad.  
 I look out at the street, to make sure that there's nobody loitering nearby, and then I step out onto the sidewalk. At least, sidewalk is the word I've heard used to describe these pathways that run along the sides of the roads. I guess it was useful to have a separate section for pedestrians, back in the day when people still drove cars. Taking a step forward, I look around again, and then I tilt my head back and stare up at the vast, towering lights that run up the side of the building.  
 A few hours ago, I was up there with Doctor Phillips, looking down at the darkness of the abyss.  
 Now I'm here, looking up at the lights.  
 “It's not so bad,” I mutter. “I might even -”  
 Before I can finish, I break into another coughing fit, and this time I have to lean back against the wall. At that moment, the door slides shut nearby, and I can't help feeling that I'm suddenly cut off from everything I know. Sure, I can just go to the door at any moment and use a retinal scan to get back inside, but I still feel as if I'm lost in a strange new world. In fact, in some ways, being out here right now feels even stranger than the times I was deposited in the middle of nowhere while I was in the military. At least then, I knew I was about to engage the enemy in combat. Here, the empty streets seem to pose a different danger. An attack could come from any direction, at any moment.  
 Or not.  
 In fact, as I take slow, careful breaths, I try to remind myself that the dangers of the abyss have probably been exaggerated. After all, people like Doctor Phillips only hear second-hand stories of this place. They've never been down themselves, so how do they know what it's really like here?  
 They don't.  
 She warned me about romanticizing the poverty, but the way I see it, she's just as guilty. She romanticizes the danger.  
 Stepping along to the next corner, I'm surprised to spot an old-fashioned two-storey house with lights in the windows. The place looks friendly enough, so I cross the street and stop outside the building. I can see several people inside, and while one of them is wiping a long, curved table, the others are all slumped on stools. It takes a moment before I realize that I've heard about places like this before. I think, by pure chance, I've stumbled upon a proper old-style bar, like the bars I've read about in books. For a moment, transfixed by the sight of people sitting around like this, I step toward the window, until suddenly one of the people turns and looks straight at me.  
 I instinctively take a step back, shocked by the man's calm expression.  
 I want to run. I want to head back into the building and take a transit tube back up to the dorm area, and I want to stay there forever. At the same time, I also want to force myself to meet at least a few of the people who live down here in the abyss, so finally I head over to the door. It takes a few seconds before I realize that this is an old-fashioned door that has to be opened manually, so I take hold of the handle and push, only to find that the door is stuck somehow. When I pull, however, the door swings open and I almost hit the edge against my own head.  
 Once I've managed to navigate the door, however, I step into the bar and I'm immediately shocked by the stale smell of beer and body odor. Still holding the door open, I look around at the hunched backs of the customers, and again I feel as if I should turn and run.  
 “Are you coming in or not?” the man behind the bar asks suddenly. “Make your mind up, 'cause right now you're letting the heat out!”  




Chapter Fifteen 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 Considering she must have spent a couple of months on this boat, Nicole Phillips sure didn't have much stuff with her. Even if she jettisoned old cans and packets once she was done with them, she seems to have made the journey with no computer and no books or other documents.  
 Either she's a remarkably incurious woman, or she's done a very good job of hiding whatever she brought.  
 Making my way down into the boat's cabin, I immediately spot the panel that covers a small hatch. That's where she hid when we first came aboard, but when I crouch down and take a look inside, I find that there's nothing else squirreled away. Still, I keep going over everything Nicole Phillips said earlier, and I can't help coming to the conclusion that she's lying about something.  
 For one thing, I think she seemed far too pleased with herself.  
 For another, I'm not buying all that “I'd know if Asher was dead” rubbish.  
 If she knows Asher is still alive, then it's due to more than just some kind of vague instinct.  
 I spend the next couple of hours taking the boat's cabin apart from top to bottom. Wherever I encounter screwed panels, I find some way to tear them loose. After a while I start to worry that I'm going a little crazy, but I force myself to stay focused even after my search brings up nothing in the cabin and I resort to going back onto the main deck. I'm still convinced that there's something hidden away, so I start checking every possible hiding place.  
 And then, just as I'm starting to think I might be wrong, I find a hidden panel at the very back of the boat, on the outer side next to the engine.  
 Slipping the panel loose, I discover not only a set of switches but also a small hand-held computer. I take the computer out and press a button on the side, and a retinal scan authentication page comes up. I have no way of getting past that page, so I set the device aside and take a closer look at the switches in the compartment. Each switch has a number, but I have no idea what they do so finally I give one a try, and sure enough a secondary battery system is activated.  
 At least I know one thing for sure now:  
 Nicole Phillips was lying when she said she was out of power. This boat seems to have a fully-charged secondary E-Fln battery hidden away, which means it should be capable of getting back to the mainland.  
 Not only did she choose to come here, but she clearly prepared properly for the journey. Which means she's not as helpless as she wants us to believe.  




Chapter Sixteen 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 It's the smells that get me.  
 Whereas life high up in the buildings is carefully sanitized, and even the the war had a kind of blunt and simple stench, down here in this abyss bar I feel like I'm being assaulted from every direction by hundreds and hundreds of different smells.  
 There's the man next to me, who stinks of sweat and urine and bad breath and other things I can't even begin to identify. Then there's the bar itself, where stained patches of half-dried alcohol seem to offer their own different, conflicting smells. Nearby, an extractor fan on the wall is wafting the smell of food from the kitchen area, while there's also a stink coming from two doors on the other side of the room. I think one of the doors leads to a bathroom area, while the other maybe leads to wherever these people store their trash.  
 There are so many different smells down here, I feel like my senses are being overloaded.  
 “You want a drink or not?” the barman asks suddenly.  
 Looking up, I find that he's standing right in front of me, and he doesn't look particularly patient.  
 “You need to buy a drink,” he continues, “if you wanna use the facilities. I don't care what you do in the facilities, but you need to buy a drink first. And clean up after yourself when you're done.”  
 “Leave her alone, Ralf,” one of the nearby men says. “Can't you see what she is? She's another tourist from up high.”  
 “Yeah, I figured,” the barman continues, “but rules are rules. Lady, you need to buy a drink if you wanna stay, and I'm afraid payment has to be upfront.”  
 “Payment?” I reply, before reaching into my pockets and realizing that I didn't bring any money. “I have a credit chip,” I tell him, but I can already tell that credit chips probably aren't much use in a place like this. “I'm sorry,” I add, “I should probably leave and -”  
 “I'll buy her a drink,” the man next to me says suddenly. “Ralf, put it on my roll. Give the lady anything she likes, so long as it's no more than ten dollars.”  
 “You don't have to do that,” I tell him, barely able to meet his gaze.  
 “I'm being friendly,” he explains. “You look so lost right now, I figure you need a drink. Let me guess, you're another one of those people who decided to come down and take a look at the abyss, to find out of it's really as bad as you've heard.”  
 Finally I manage to look at him, and I see that he's an older man with scars and wrinkles on his face. One of his eyes is completely black, but the other is pale blue and a moment later he smiles, revealing stained and chipped teeth.  
 “You're not the first,” he continues, “and you won't be the last. You're lucky, though. You've come out in a decent neighborhood. There are places just a few blocks from here where someone like you wouldn't last five minutes.” He pats an empty stool. “Come on, sit down. Soak up the atmosphere for a few minutes. You can always take a long, hot shower when you get home. Wash the grime away.”  
 There's still a part of me that wants to rush out of here and go back to the dorm, but I force myself to accept the man's offer. As I sit down, I realize that it's wrong of me to feel so uncomfortable here. These are good people and I should learn to relax around them.  
 “What'll it be?” the barman asks.  
 I turn to him, but I don't know what to say.  
 “Give her an elixir,” the man next to me says. “A weak one, mind. She's not gonna be used to anything strong.”  
 “Thank you,” I stammer, but I'm becoming more and more aware that the bar's other patrons are watching me. I feel like an animal who wandered into the wrong enclosure at the zoo.  
 “Patrick,” the man next to me says suddenly, reaching out a hand.  
 “Asher,” I tell him, before I have a chance to realize that maybe I should have lied.  
 I shake his hand, and I can't help noticing that his fingers are covered in some kind of crusty substance. My first instinct is to pull away in disgust, but I manage to contain myself. After all, these people are good, hard-working human beings who just happen to be living down here in the abyss. I have to treat them with respect.  
 “You were limping when you came in,” Patrick mutters. “Not much, but enough for me to notice. And you were trying to hide it, which means you're not after sympathy. Also means maybe you don't want to show weakness. Your guard's up. Let me guess, you're just back from either training or the war itself.”  
 “I was in the war,” I tell him.  
 “Who were you fighting?”  
 I pause for a moment. “I don't know,” I say finally, feeling a little foolish. “They never really told us. All I ever saw were silhouettes in the distance.”  
 “You were fighting yourself,” he replies. “Or rather, you were fighting people just like you. Raw recruits, scared boys and girls. You do realize, I assume, that the two sides of the war are controlled by the same people.”  
 “That doesn't make any sense,” I point out. “It's not -”  
 Suddenly he starts laughing, and I realize quickly that most of the other people in the bar are laughing too. In fact, as I look around, I can't help but notice that I seem to be an object of fascination for many of the locals in here. Again, I want to turn around and run out, but a moment later the barman comes over and places a glass of dark liquid in front of me, and I realize this must be the 'elixir' that was mentioned a moment ago.  
 “Don't worry,” Patrick says as I stare down at the drink. “It's perfectly safe.”  
 I open my mouth to tell him that I'm fine, but then I tell myself that I can't afford to be rude. Finally, even though I really don't want to touch a drop of this stuff, I take the glass and -  
 Suddenly Patrick pushes the glass out of my hand, sending it smashing to the floor on the other side of the bar.  
 “Hey!” the barman hisses. “What the hell do you think you're doing?”  
 “Teaching the girl a lesson,” Patrick replies, keeping his eyes fixed on me. “What was your name? Asher?”  
 Startled, I nod.  
 “There could've been anything in that drink. Poison, a sedative, anything at all. You can't trust anyone down here in the abyss, not until you know them. And if you go around drinking to be polite, just accepting whatever you're given, then you'll end up dead or raped or worse. Do you understand?”  
 I nod.  
 “Naivety will get you killed,” he adds.  
 “I'm not naive,” I tell him.  
 “Your actions just now beg to differ.”  
 “I was just being polite!”  
 “Yeah, well...” He sighs. “Polite and naive aren't mutually exclusive. Then again, I doubt they teach you stuff like that, not where you've been living your whole life. You are from up there, aren't you? From up in one of the towers?”  
 I nod.  
 “They call this place the abyss, don't they?” he continues.  
 I nod again.  
 He chuckles.  
 “Shows what they know,” he mutters finally, under his breath, before nudging my arm as he climbs from his stool. “They're scared of us, and that's a fact. Every year they build their towers higher, to try to get a little further away from this place, but they never feel safe. And they never will, either, 'cause we'll always be here.”  
 Heading to the door, he stops for a moment to look out at the street. A moment later, he opens the door and turns to me.  
 “Come on,” he continues, “I want to show you something. You'll be safe with me. I want to show you something that'll change the rest of your life.”  




Chapter Seventeen 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “The illustrious Doctor Phillips didn't tell me anything at all,” Ripley says as we sit around a campfire. Daylight is fading fast, and Steadfall is preparing for another night. “I'll say one thing for her. She's not easy to spook.”  
 “There's no way to break into this thing,” Jon Wallace says, having been tapping at the tablet computer for the past couple of hours. “I used to know a few tricks, but these things have advanced since I came to the island.”  
 “But it's fully-functional, right?” Ripley asks.  
 “As far as I can tell,” Wallace replies.  
 “So if Phillips wanted to use it, she could?”  
 Wallace nods.  
 “We could force her to unlock it,” Ripley continues, turning to me. “In fact, I think I might quite enjoy holding her eyes open while somebody held the scanner up to her face.”  
 “She'd also have to input a voice code,” Wallace points out. “If she's smart, she'll have two codes. One to open the device properly, and one to open it in a secure mode, in case she's ever forced to do something like that. We'd never know the difference.”  
 “She's lying to us,” Ripley says with a sigh. “I mean, what was all that stuff about Asher being alive? Where did she get that from?”  
 Hearing footsteps nearby, I turn and see that Nissa is coming over to the campfire. Glancing at Ripley, I put a hand to my lips, just so he knows not to mention too much in front of the kid. The last thing I want is for Nissa to hear about the claims Phillips has been making. In fact, as Nissa sits next to me and leans against my shoulder, I can't help thinking that we really need to come up with a way to keep her as far from this situation as possible.  
 “How are you holding up there?” Ripley asks her. “Have you recovered from your -”  
 “I'm fine!” Nissa snaps.  
 He smiles. “Sure, but -”  
 “Why do people keep asking me that?” she continues with a huff, getting to her feet and storming away again.  
 “What's up with her?” Ripley asks. “I was just being polite.”  
 “You'd never think she's only nine,” Wallace mutters. “She looks a lot like Asher, though, doesn't she? In the eyes, I mean.”  
 “Every time Doctor Nicole Phillips looks at me,” Ripley continues, “I feel like she's laughing at us all. I want to go right back into that hut and teach her a lesson. Sure, she thinks she's in control right now, but trust me... I can make her talk. I just need to use my fists a little.”  
 He waits for me to respond, for me to tell him to go ahead. To be honest, I want to get information out of Phillips no matter the cost, but at the moment I'm not quite ready to sanction a full-on beating. I might, however, get to that point later.  
 “This might sound crazy,” Wallace says cautiously, “but I've got an idea. What if we put everything back in the boat, how we found it, and then we let her go?”  
 I turn to him.  
 He sounds crazy.  
 “Hear me out,” he continues. “She won't be expecting it, which means she won't have a plan for what to do. If we can make her think that we didn't find anything hidden on the boat, we can watch her and see what she does.”  
 “She'll realize that's our plan,” Ripley points out.  
 “So?” he replies. “At least we'll throw her off. We'll make her think on her feet, and she might make a mistake. At the very least, if we can observe what she does, we'll have a better idea of her limitations. Maybe she'll contact someone. Maybe she'll panic. But we can throw her out of town and see what she does next.”  
 “No way,” Ripley mutters. “I can get the information from her. I just need a few hours.”  
 I pause for a moment, trying to decide what to do, and then I point toward the east.  
 “You're giving me until sunrise?” he asks.  
 I nod.  
 “Sometimes,” he says with a sigh, “I find it hard to remember why we listen to you so much, Iris. But then I remember you've gotten us out of some tough situations in the past. Well, you and Asher, anyway.”  
 “And if brute force doesn't work by sunrise,” Wallace adds, “we'll try my way?”  
 I turn to him, and after a moment I nod.  
 “Then I guess I'd better get to work,” Ripley says, standing and brushing his hands clean before stepping around the fire. “There's a good seven to eight hours before the sun comes up, and I'm going to enjoy teach that crazy bitch a thing or two. She might think she's good at keeping her mouth shut, but she's never been on the receiving end of my approach before. I'll have her singing by the time the sun comes up.”  
 “I don't think she will,” Wallace says, tapping the computer's screen again. “The login page is for someone pretty high up. That means she's probably been trained to resist interrogation techniques. Whoever this Phillips woman is, she's not your average grunt. She has, or had, status in the government.”  
 I pause for a moment, before getting to my feet. Now that night is coming, I need to find Nissa and make sure she's okay.  




Chapter Eighteen 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 “That look on your face,” Patrick says as he glances back at me, “is priceless.”  
 I don't even know what to say to him. In truth, I'm so far beyond being shocked by the sight of life here in the abyss between buildings, I honestly don't know how to react.  
 For one thing, there's life here.  
 Lots of life.  
 Sure, most of the other people are lurking in shadows, or scurrying from dark doorway to dark doorway. Nobody seems happy to be seen out, but there definitely are people here. Even now, as we pass the gateway that leads into a pitch-black yard, I look through and at first I don't see anyone. After a couple of seconds, however, I spot shapes moving in the darkness, and I quickly realize that there are twenty or thirty people crowded into the narrow space. I can hear them whispering frantically to one another, and it's not hard to believe that I'm the cause of their fascination.  
 After all, most of the people down here are dressed in rags, whereas I'm wearing the standard off-duty tunic of a soldier.  
 “Don't worry,” Patrick says with a smile, “you're safe. Like I told you before, you're still in one of the better zones. Now, if I were to take you about three blocks that way -”  
 He points along a side-road.  
 “Well,” he adds, “let's just say that there are people who'd squeeze every last drop of use out of you. First while you're alive, and then after you're dead. Your organs alone would fetch a pretty price.”  
 Feeling a shudder pass through my chest, I look along the road for a moment. After a few seconds, however, I spot a hint of movement in the distance, and I realize to my horror that there are people moving down there.  
 “Come on,” Patrick says, and I turn to see that he's a little way ahead now. “Don't fall behind. I've got something to show you, remember? I'm sure you want to see it before you go back up to your safe little room in your nice big tower.”  
 Looking up, I'm momentarily shocked by the sight of several vast towers rising up toward the night sky. In fact, the towers are so huge and so brightly-lit, I'm not even sure I can see the sky at all. Turning, I'm mesmerized by the sight of such vast structures, and a moment later I step back and trip on a broken section of the sidewalk. I try to catch myself, but I'm too late and instead I fall, landing hard on my ass.  
 “Yeah, try not to look up too much,” Patrick continues. “You might end up with vertigo.”  
 I struggle to my feet, but I'm starting to think that this whole experience is making me more and more dazed. Turning, I look back the way we came, but I'm already not sure that I know my way home. I'm sure I could figure it out, although I'm starting to feel a little out of breath.  
 “Keep your head clear,” Patrick says suddenly, and I turn to see that he's come over to fetch me. He holds a hand up and snaps his fingers right in front of my face. “Are you okay in there? You're not freaking out on me, are you?”  
 I shake my head.  
 “Are you sure, honey?”  
 “I'm sure.”  
 “That's not very convincing,” he mutters. “Listen, maybe this is a mistake. Maybe I should just take you back to the door you came out of and -”  
 “No!” I say firmly. “I'm not some kind of precious thing that can't exist in the real world.”  
 “You call this mess the real world?”  
 “I want to see it!” I continue. “I've spent my whole life in the towers, at least as far back as I remember. I've heard stories about the abyss, but I've never been down here myself. I want to see it all.”  
 “And you're sure you're not romanticizing it?”  
 “I want to see it,” I tell him yet again. “I want to know what life is like down here. Maybe I can even help.”  
 He laughs.  
 “What's so funny?” I ask.  
 “Is that why you're here?” he replies. “Are you trying to find meaning in your own existence by helping the poor and needy?”  
 “No, of course not,” I tell him, although deep down I know that maybe there's an element of truth in what he said. “I came down here to see the things that they don't want me to see. We're always told that the abyss is a kind of hell, that it's the worst place anyone could ever end up. Worse than the war, even. I want to know if that's true. I want to know if I've been swallowing propaganda all my life and -”  
 Suddenly he starts laughing, and a moment later he pats me hard on the shoulder.  
 “You're so earnest, kid,” he chuckles, as we start walking along the sidewalk again. “Allow me to make an educated guess here. You'd just back from fighting, aren't you? Like, maybe just a few weeks?”  
 “Something like that,” I reply.  
 “And I bet you've seen some things,” he continues, steering me over to a low doorway that's set into the side of a small, squat little building that looks to be several hundred years old. “You don't have to tell me what, but I can see from the look in your eyes that you've seen terrible things.”  
 He knocks on the door.  
 “Where are we going?” I ask.  
 “Patience, girl.”  
 Turning, I look up at the vast, brightly-lit tower again. No matter how much I want to pretend that I'm enjoying seeing the depths of the abyss, I can't deny that there's a part of me that wants to go home right now.  
 “Do they know you're here?” Patrick asks.  
 I turn to him. “No.”  
 “And how do you think they'd react?”  
 For a moment, I imagine Doctor Phillips screaming at me and telling me I'm a fool.  
 “I'm not sure they'd be that pleased,” I point out. “But if they really didn't want anyone coming down to the abyss, they'd have sealed off the chamber a long time ago.”  
 “Maybe it's a test,” he replies. “Maybe they want to see what you do.”  
 “Maybe.”  
 Before I can say anything else, I hear the sound of chains on the other side of the door. A moment later the door swings open, revealing a pitch-black interior. I can hear voices in the distance, echoing through the darkness.  
 “You want me to go in here?” I ask cautiously.  
 “I can always take you back to where you came from,” Patrick replies. “If you're scared, that is.”  
 “No,” I reply, taking a deep breath, “I'm not scared. I'm never scared.”  
 “Well that's a lie. But if you're going in, then get moving.”  
 I hesitate for a moment, before ducking and stepping into the dark interior. I'm immediately struck by how cold the air feels in here, and by the fact that I can hear lots of voices in the distance. There's a very faint light at the far end of what seems to be a corridor, but suddenly I'm startled by the sound of the door slamming shut behind me. Turning, I'm just about able to make out Patrick's face, and then I hear a couple of footsteps nearby.  
 Somebody else is in here with us.  
 I'm terrified, but I can't let that show.  
 “Do you remember that drink I offered you,” Patrick says, “back in the bar?”  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 “Do you remember how I knocked it out of your hand?” he continues.  
 I nod again.  
 “Well,” he adds with a sigh, “that was my way of being fair. 'Cause now, you can't ever claim you weren't warned.”  
 “Warned about what?” I ask.  
 “About what happens in a place like this,” he continues, “when you're a goddamn naive idiot.”  
 I open my mouth to ask what he means, but suddenly I hear footsteps over my shoulder. I start turning to take a look, but a hand clamps tight over my mouth and I feel a needle sliding into my neck. I try to fight back, even as I feel myself losing consciousness, and finally I slump down into a pair of waiting arms.  
 “You were warned,” Patrick whispers into my ear. “Whatever happens next, it's your own damn fault.”  




Chapter Nineteen 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “What are they doing to the woman in that hut?”  
 Still holding Nissa's hand, I lead her around the bonfire. To be honest, I really don't want to risk her hearing anything she shouldn't, and I'm worried that sooner or later Ripley will do something that causes Doctor Phillips to cry out. Nissa's already curious, and even now she's looking over her shoulder as if she wants to go back and try peeking into the hut where Ripley's carrying out his interrogation.  
 “I hope he's not hurting her,” she continues. “I know she was mean to me, but that doesn't mean I want anyone else to do nasty things to her.”  
 Stopping, I turn and crouch down in front of her, and I give her the hand signal that means she should stop worrying. We're at the edge of the camp now, barely in the glow of the bonfire's flickering orange light.  
 “Can I go and talk to her after he's finished?” she asks. “I want to show her that I'm not scared of her.”  
 I shake my head.  
 “I want to show everyone that I'm not scared,” she continues. “I want to -”  
 “No,” I say suddenly, or at least I manage a word that sounds a little like no.  
 Nissa's eyes open with with shock.  
 Taking a deep breath, I try to stay calm. “No” is one of the very few sounds I can still just about make, even though I no longer have a tongue. I've been practicing on my own, out in the forest, hoping against hope that somehow I can start to talk again.  
 I raise my hand and wipe it across my face, which is my way of telling her to forget what she just heard.  
 “Was my mother ever scared?” she asks.  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 “When?”  
 I wish I could tell her about Vargas and Jude and Harold and all the other things that happened ten years ago, but my home-brewed sign language isn't quite that sophisticated. Sometimes I've thought that perhaps I could find a way to write it all down, but it's not as if we're blessed with vast quantities of material. Besides, she's heard the story from other people a few times, and their versions haven't been that far from the truth.  
 “Was she scared when she died?” she asks.  
 I try to work out how to answer that question. Before I have a chance to come up with anything, however, I spot something moving in the darkness beyond the fence. I flinch, worried that we might be under attack, but then I realize I can see the silhouette's figure.  
 It's her.  
 She never usually comes this close, but maybe she wants to hear Nissa's voice again. Either that, or she read the note I left earlier and she wants to know more about what's happening.  
 “I bet she wasn't scared,” Nissa continues. “I bet she was so not scared, and I bet she was brave, braver than anyone else here. I bet she died in a huge battle, fighting monsters and bad guys and saving everyone else on the island. I bet she sacrificed herself for the good of all the other people who live here.”  
 I look at the silhouetted figure for a moment, before turning to Nissa.  
 “I might not be like her yet,” she tells me, “but I will be one day. When I grow up, I'm going to be just like my mother. And if she could see me now, she'd be proud.”  
 I nod.  
 Behind her, about twenty feet away, the silhouetted figure doesn't move.  
 “Or would she be disappointed?” Nissa asks, and now there's real uncertainty in her voice. “Would she know what happened on the boat today? Maybe she'd think I'm an idiot.”  
 I shake my head.  
 “Do you think people can come back from the dead?” she continues. “I heard someone talking about ghosts once, about the idea that dead people can come back and see things and talk to us. Do you think that's true?”  
 I pause, before shaking my head again.  
 “Maybe she's out there,” Nissa adds. “Maybe somehow she can see me. Maybe she saw what happened today and -”  
 Suddenly there's a faint rustling sound in the forest. Nissa turns to look, just as the silhouetted figure steps out of view behind a tree. For a moment, I'm worried that Nissa might have seen, but then she turns back to me.  
 “It was probably just the wind,” she says cautiously. “Wasn't it, Iris?”  
 I nod, but a moment later I spot Asher's silhouette heading around the edge of the camp. She's being way more bold than usual, but it takes a few seconds before I realize that she's heading toward the hut where Ripley is interrogating Doctor Phillips. I hesitate for a moment, before turning to Nissa and giving her the hand signal that means it's time for her to go to sleep.  
 “But I don't want to,” she whines. “I want to -”  
 I indicate that the decision is final, and then I make my way back past the bonfire. I can see the interrogation hut in the distance, and I'm starting to worry that perhaps Asher came here tonight with some kind of plan in mind. Not once over the past ten years has she come this close to Steadfall. Now, suddenly, it seems that the presence of this Doctor Phillips woman has drawn Asher out of the forest. As I reach the hut, I look out at the forest, but there's no sign of anyone.  
 And then, a moment later, I hear a brief gasp of pain.  
 Whatever Ripley's doing to Doctor Phillips in there, it's clear that he's taking a very physical approach.  
 A few seconds later, there's another gasp, followed by a sudden snapping sound.  
 And then a faint but persistent whimper.  
 For a moment, I consider going in there and telling Ripley to stop what he's doing. The last thing I want is to think of myself as someone who condones torture. At the same time, I don't like this woman's sudden arrival on the island and I want to get to the bottom of her presence. I don't have to agree with what Ripley's doing, but I don't have to stop him either. Maybe I can just stay out of it until morning, and then -  
 “Bastard woman!” Ripley hisses, suddenly stumbling out of the hut, clutching his right hand. There's blood dribbling down to his wrist, and after a moment I see that the skin is badly torn.  
 From inside the hut, there's a faint chuckle.  
 “She bit me!” Ripley continues, wincing at the pain. “She bit me so hard, I think she broke my little finger! I heart it snap!”  
 He stumbles away toward Olivia's makeshift hospital, leaving me standing outside the hut. Just as I'm about to go inside, however, I spot the silhouetted figure out in the forest again.  
 “Does anyone else want to come and have a try?” Doctor Phillips calls out. “That chap wasn't nearly as impressive as he looked!”  
 I hesitate for a moment, before heading over to the fence.  
 And then she's gone.  
 I let out a faint cry, but the figure is already out of sight, and I know there's no way she'll heed any calls to come back. Clearly Asher was sufficiently curious to come and check whether this Doctor Phillips woman was really here, but I guess now she has her confirmation.  
 Whoever Nicole Phillips is, she's clearly someone who – one way or another – means a great deal to Asher.  




Chapter Twenty 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 “Do you hear them?” a voice hisses in the dark, as my head is pulled further back. “Do you hear the crowd, baying for your blood?”  
 I try to pull free, but his grip is too tight. I haven't seen this guy, but I can tell that he's big, and I honestly don't think I can fight him off. Even as I try, however, I realize I can hear cheers in the distance.  
 “You tourists always make me laugh,” the voice continues. “Patrick and the others hang around and pick you guys off whenever you venture out of the buildings. Did nobody warn you what it's like down here, pretty lady? You're about to get your arms and legs ripped off, and then we'll see what those folks out there wanna do with what's left of you. Most likely, there'll be a bidding war for your organs. A nice little auction.”  
 I try again to break free, but he's holding me in place with just one big, muscly arm that's locked around my neck. With his other arm, he's reaching down and running his bulky fingers over my body.  
 “You wanna see what life is like without any rules?” he asks, spraying the side of my neck with hot, foul-smelling saliva. “Fine. Here goes nothing. Welcome to the abyss. This is where people show who they really are.”  




Chapter Twenty-One 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “I say we cut her throat,” Ripley mutters as Olivia finishes cleaning the wound on his hand. “It doesn't matter what she's planning then, does it? We just cut her throat and burn her, and that's the end of it.”  
 “She might not be working alone,” Olivia points out, glancing at me.  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 “Then let the others come,” Ripley sneers. “We won't be so patient next time. We'll cut 'em down before they have a chance to get close.”  
 “Do you remember Tom Deckard?” Olivia asks me.  
 I nod again.  
 “He told me once,” she continues, “that we have a duty to welcome new arrivals as if they're friends. That doesn't mean being naive, or letting our guard down, but Deckard was convinced that we had to at least keep our optimism. He said that if we assume the worst about everyone, we'll end up destroying everything we're trying to build here.”  
 “He sounds like an idiot,” Ripley mutters. “Whoever he was, he sounds hopelessly -”  
 Suddenly he lets out a gasp of pain. He tries to pull his hand away from Olivia, but she holds it firmly while glancing at me with a faint smile.  
 “Sorry,” she says calmly. “I'll try to be more careful.”  
 Getting to my feet, I step around the fire and look out across the camp area. Now that morning has come, everyone is working hard. Nissa usually loiters near the men who chop wood, begging for a chance to wield an ax and complaining that nobody will let her, but this morning there's no sign of her. I know I shouldn't let myself get worried too easily, but at the same time I'd like to at least spot her once, just so I know that she's fine. Making my way across the open space, I continue to look around until finally I reach the spot where several women are skinning rabbits.  
 There's still no sign of Nissa.  
 “I haven't seen your little pal,” one of the women says. “If that's who you're looking for, she's not been around here all morning.”  
 Stepping past her, I head toward the huts at the far end of the clearing. I'm still not allowing myself to panic, not yet, but deep down I've got a feeling that Nissa might be trying in some way to prove herself. The encounter with Doctor Phillips on the boat yesterday clearly left her shaken, and I'm worried she might have come up with some harebrained scheme. All I need is to spot her, so I know she's here and she's safe, and then -  
 “Iris!”  
 Turning, I see that Carmichael is hurrying this way.  
 “I don't want to worry you,” he says as he reaches me, “but we might have a problem.”  
    
 ***  
    
 “It's not my fault the poor fool ran away after I bit him,” Doctor Phillips says, rolling her eyes, “and it's not my fault that while he was gone, nobody was guarding the door. And it's definitely not my fault that during that short period, the little girl came in and spoke to me.”  
 She stares at me for a moment, and slowly her smile grows.  
 “She was only here for a few minutes,” she adds, “but we did have time for a little chat.”  
 “What did you say to Nissa?” Carmichael asks.  
 “Ask her yourself.”  
 “We would, but we can't find her.”  
 “Oh?” She chuckles. “Well, that's odd. I wonder where she might have gone.”  
 I step closer to her, and for a moment I want to grab her neck and shake the truth out of her.  
 “Relax,” she continues with a sigh. “My hands and ankles are bound, and I'm not in the habit of biting people. I didn't hurt a hair on her head. Nor would I have done, even if I'd been able. The truth is, that little girl has more intelligence and more strength than the rest of you put together. I came here to find Asher. I genuinely had no idea that I'd find a little copy of her.”  
 “What did you say to her?” Carmichael asks again. “Where is she?”  
 “I don't know where she is,” Phillips replies, “but as for what I said to her, don't you think it'd be unfair of me to discuss such things? I had a private conversation with the child, and what was said is really none of your business.”  
 “You're going to tell us,” Carmichael sneers, “and you're going to tell us now.”  
 Stepping past the chair where Phillips is restrained, I head over to the assortment of sharp flints and stones that Ripley was apparently planning to use. Spotting a knife on the ground, however, I pick it up and head back to the chair, and then I grab Phillips and pull her head back before placing the knife's blade against her neck.  
 “Oh,” she gasps, “are you threatening me?”  
 Staring down at her, I wait for her to tell me what she said to Nissa.  
 “You won't hurt me,” she continues, even as I press the blade harder against her skin. “What use would I be as a corpse? Why would -”  
 Suddenly she lets out a gasp of pain as the blade slices through her skin. The cut isn't too deep, not yet, but a moment later a trickle of blood runs down her neck.  
 “Ow,” she says with a faint, pained smile. “You're really trying to act tough, aren't you? Shame your -”  
 I slice the blade across her skin, and she lets out another gasp as more blood runs from the wound. I've by no means cut deep enough yet, but now I can see a flicker of fear in her eyes.  
 “I told the girl to go out into the forest,” she says finally. “I told her that whatever she wants to know, she won't find the answers here in this miserable little joke of a settlement. Honestly, after all this time I thought you'd have made a more impressive town, but this place is pathetic. I'm sure little Nissa realized that, especially once I pointed it out, and deep down she must have realized I was telling the truth.” She pauses, still staring up at me. “And you know I'm right, don't you?” she adds. “The truth... the thing she's looking for, the thing she wants most in the world... It's out there in the forest. It's waiting for -”  
 Before she can finish, I slice the knife across her throat. Filled with anger, I toss the blade aside and head to the door, before stopping and looking back at Phillips.  
 She's clearly in pain, but the knife didn't cut her jugular. Instead, there's simply some blood running down from her neck to her collarbone, but she'll be fine.  
 “What are you so worried about?” Phillips asks, keeping her eyes fixed on me. “Apart from the murderers and the rapists and the cannibals and the psychotic lunatics out in that forest, what could possibly hurt a nine-year-old girl? She'll be fine!”  




Chapter Twenty-Two 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 “No!” I scream, but it's too late. The chains pull tight, hauling me up from the ground and swinging me wildly through the air as a spotlight aims straight at my face.  
 The roar of the crowd is deafening. Something slams into me from behind, sending me swinging wildly to the far side of the chamber, where I feel a thick hand grab my ankle. I try to kick the hand away, but another hand grabs my other ankle and I'm pulled closer and closer. I wriggle wildly, trying to get away, and a moment later some kind of fluid sprays against the right side of my face.  
 “Leave me alone!” I shout, trying to kick the hands away as I feel somebody grab my foot. “Touch me again and you die!  
 A roar of laughter fills the air, and I hear a loud metallic screeching sound as the spotlight swings across the chamber and aims once more at my face. At the same time, I finally manage to kick the hands away from my feet, which at least allows me to swing back to the center. Hanging down from chains that are wrapped tight around my wrists, I try desperately to get free, but I can already feel the chains' metal edges starting to tear through my flesh.  
 “I told you she was a feisty one!” a familiar voice calls out. “She came down here to save us, but it hasn't quite worked out how she expected!”  
 There's more laughter, as I turn and look around at the crowd. There are hundreds of people packed into this small theater, and I can see men and women and even children watching me with hunger in their eyes. Some of them are eating, others are drinking, and many of them are holding what look to be homemade poles and spears. While some members of the crowd are wearing masks and oxygen equipment, others are bare-faced and almost naked.  
 “She's an ex-soldier,” Patrick continues. “I bumped into her tonight, and I immediately knew she'd be a good sport. Believe it or not, luring her here was a piece of cake. I guess she thought we'd be pleased to see someone from one of the towers.”  
 “Let me out of here!” I scream, struggling again to get free of the chains. I can feel blood trickling down my arms now, but I have to keep trying. “Let me -”  
 Suddenly I feel a massive jolt of pain run through my back. I swing wildly, and for a moment I can't see anything at all. As my eyesight returns, I look around and see that a woman from the crowd is holding a stick out toward me. At the end of the stick, there's a small electrical charge gun that's flickering with power. The bitch just stuck that thing into my back and gave me a shock.  
 “Do you wanna try that again?” I sneer.  
 She cackles with laughter and swings the stick at me. I manage to swing out of the way, but then she tries again and this time she hits my left knee. Another burst of pain ripples through my body, and this time it takes several seconds before I'm able to swing myself away.  
 “She's fit and healthy!” Patrick shouts. “Ladies and gentlemen, I think this is gonna be an all-nighter. I know I promised you dinner, but I think she might have to be breakfast again.”  
 “No!” I shout, as the woman swings the stick at me again. This time I manage to kick the tip away, but this only causes her to laugh as she adjusts her grip and tries again.  
 The stick's tip digs into my chest and I scream as another bolt of energy ripples through my body. I try to swing away, but the tip remains attached to me for several more seconds, only moving away as I feel myself slipping into unconsciousness. For a moment, I can't move my body at all, and I can feel thick saliva dribbling down my chin. Finally, however, I force myself to stay awake, and I see that the bitch is already getting ready to poke me again. She's grinning like a maniac, and the people in the seats close to her are cheering her on.  
 “Go to hell,” I stammer, already tasting blood in my mouth. “Go and -”  
 Suddenly I'm grabbed from behind and pulled back, before being let go again. I swing wildly across the chamber, heading straight toward the woman and her stick. Somehow the tip goes between my legs, and I instinctively grab on tight with my thighs. The electrified tip is buzzing just a few inches from my face, and the woman is wiggling the stick in an attempt to get it free, but I twist around and use every last ounce of strength to kick her away. As she falls back, she lets go of the stick and I swing back to the center of the chamber, and this time I have the stick clenched tightly between my thighs.  
 “I told you she's a feisty one!” Patrick yells, his voice filled with anticipation. “Military-trained, for your pleasure!”  
 A roar goes up from the crowd, as I frantically try to maneuver the stick between my legs so that I can use it as a weapon. The job isn't easy, since I don't have the use of my arms, and I'm not sure this is going to work. Finally I pull my legs up and push the stick out past my left arm, which at least means that people will have to be careful if they come close. I'm trembling with pain and fear, and I know that another of these bastards is going to come at me from any direction at any moment.  
 “Who else wants to try their luck?” Patrick yells. “Ten dollars a shot, pay from your seats!”  
 “You're all going to hell,” I stammer, looking around at them and trying to anticipate which of these monsters is going to try next. “You're all -”  
 Suddenly I freeze as I see a familiar face at the back of the crowd. A shudder runs through my chest, and I stare for a moment at Mads before finally I blink and she vanishes.  
 That wasn't her.  
 It can't have been her.  
 I hallucinated.  
 That's the only thing it could have been.  
 Suddenly something grabs me from behind. I scream and try to turn, but I feel a blade slicing through the back of my tunic and cutting my skin. As the blade twists, I realize somebody's trying to cut the tunic away, and I try to swing around so I can see the bastard. I can hear him laughing, but – no matter what I try – I can't quite manage to get a look at his face. Still, I don't need to see him properly, not if I can twist the stick around and hit him with the electric tip.  
 “How often do I bring a real, live tower-dweller to you?” Patrick shouts, as the crowd roars. “She followed me like a sick little puppy! I even gave her fair warning, and she followed me right through the door!”  
 Applause breaks out all around me, and I hear people yelling at me, telling me I'm an idiot. I'm still trying to twist the stick between my legs, but a moment later I make a mistake and feel the stick falling free. I try to catch it with my ankles, but I'm too late and I look down just in time to see it drop to the concrete floor below.  
 “Come on!” Patrick yells. “Who wants a crack at her before she's too badly hurt to even feel it? Tower-dwellers are rare, so get down here with your money and take a slice!”  
 I scream as more and more hands reach up to grab me. Scores of people have clambered from their seats, and they're all grabbing me as if they want to tear chunks of flesh from my bones. And no matter how hard I try to fight back, all I can do is cry out in pain as I twist at the end of the chain.  
 I think they're trying to tear me apart with their bare hands.  




Chapter Twenty-Three 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 Grabbing a cloth bag, I turn and hurry toward the door.  
 “Iris, wait!” Ripley says, stopping in front of me and blocking the way. “I'm sure she's just trying to wind you up. Nissa's probably -”  
 Pushing past him, I hurry out across the campsite, heading toward the rickety wooden gate that marks the edge of Steadfall.  
 “You can't go out there hunting for her like this!” Ripley continues as he follows me. “Iris, you have no idea which way she might have gone. This is a wild goose chase and all you're going to do is get yourself into trouble. You have to trust that Nissa will eventually come back.”  
 He grabs my arm, but I push him away.  
 “Iris, you have to listen to me!” he shouts, before grabbing my arm again as I reach the gate.  
 This time his grip is too strong, and I'm forced to turn and face him.  
 “At least let me come with you,” he says finally, with a sigh. “We can cover more ground together. Just don't get your hopes up too much, okay? If Nissa's out there alone, she's going to have to fend for herself.”  




Chapter Twenty-Four 


Asher  
    

Many years earlier  
    
 “Get up! You! Girl! Get up!”  
 Before I can even open my eyes, a hand grabs me by the throat and hauls me from the ground. Coughing and spluttering, I try to pull away, but I'm quickly slammed face-first against a nearby wall, and I'm helpless to fight back as thick chains are wrapped around my wrists.  
 “You're lucky,” the voice grunts. “Not many people survive their first day down here. You must be made of stronger stuff, but don't let that give you any hope. It just means it'll take longer for you to get the life pummeled out of your body. And it means we'll have to be more inventive.”  
 I open my mouth to reply, but suddenly I feel him press himself against my back. As he does so, he grinds his pelvis, and I feel his hardness poking against the small of my back.  
 “I bet you wish you were up there in one of those towers now, don't you?” he sneers. “Coming down here was a hell of a mistake. Did you think you were going to somehow save us all?”  
 “Please let me go,” I gasp, hoping against hope that maybe I can strike some kind of deal. “Please, whatever you want -”  
 “I've already got whatever I want!” he says firmly, pressing himself against me yet again. “My orders are to get you ready for another market, but nobody's gonna step in and tell me how I'm supposed to do that. You're not due in the arena for ninety minutes or so, and you're already cut up and bleeding. I doubt anyone would notice a few more wounds here and there.”  
 “Just tell me what you want,” I whimper. “If you're going to kill me, then kill me.”  
 He starts laughing.  
 I open my mouth to beg again, but this time the words catch in my throat. I want more than anything to take this bastard down. Even if I die in the process, I at least want to take him with me. Clenching my fists, I try to pull against the chains around my wrists, but they're wrapped far too tight. My only other option is to try to turn and kick him, but I doubt I'd have much luck. As his hands move down onto my waist, I can't help shuddering as I realize that there's nothing I can do to stop him. Not yet, at least. I might find a chance later, but for now he's going to be able to take whatever he wants from me.  
 And then, in the distance, there's the sound of a metal door swinging open.  
 “Saved by the bell,” the man whispers into my ear. “Well, kind of, anyway.”  
 He steps away from me, and now I can hear a set of footsteps coming this way. Just as I'm about to shout out at these people and tell them to go to hell, however, I realize I can also hear a faint sniffing sound, almost as if somebody is struggling to hold back tears. Turning, I'm shocked to see that a little girl is entering the chamber, and that she's staring at me with fear in her eyes.  
 “Sabrina,” the man says, stepping over to her and placing a hand on her shoulder. “Today's the day you're going to become a woman.”  
 The girl looks up at him.  
 “You heard me, Sabrina,” he continues. “I don't want tears or excuses. I want you to do what you've been told. Now go to the table and select your first tool.”  
 Sabrina hesitates for a moment, before turning to look at me. And then, slowly, she walks over to a table at the far end of the chamber, and I watch in horror as she picks up what looks like a whip.  
 “What are you doing?” I ask, trying not to panic.  
 “She needs toughening up,” the man says, coming over to me and grabbing the back of my collar. He smiles for a moment, before tearing my shirt open to reveal my bare back. “She's been caught crying one time too many. Patrick wants to put some steel into her soul, and he thought maybe you'd be able to help.”  
 “You don't have to do this,” I tell the girl as she walks toward me with the whip in her trembling hands. “Don't listen to them! You don't have to do any of this!”  
 She stops and looks up at the man.  
 “Of course she says you don't have to do it,” he says with a smirk. “She doesn't want to get her back shredded to pieces, does she?” He nudges the girl's shoulder. “I want to see ten lashes.”  
 “Do I have to?” the girl whispers.  
 Rolling his eyes, the man shoves her toward me.  
 “You don't have to,” I tell her, as I struggle to get free from the chains that are wrapped tight around my wrists. “You can say no! You can put that thing down and get out of here!”  
 I wait for the girl to reply, but she's simply staring straight at me. And then, just as I'm about to beg her again, she turns and leans over, and I watch with a sense of shock as she vomits. Gray liquid splatters against the stone floor, and when I look at the man I see that he's disappointed.  
 “What the hell's that for?” he asks, picking up the whip and then dragging the girl closer again. He forces the whip into her hands, before putting his hands on her shoulders and turning her to face me. “Now, do you remember when you practiced on those sacks of flour? Do you remember how you split the fabric open? There's nothing different here when you're working with real flesh, really. Just aim for between her shoulder-blades and use as much strength as you can. If you get it really right, the poor bitch's skin'll open up real nice.”  
 “You don't have to do this!” I shout. “You don't have to be what they want you to be!”  
 The man steps away from the girl, and she stares at me for a moment before looking down and adjusting her grip on the whip.  
 “You don't have to do anything you don't want to do,” I continue, and now my voice is trembling with fear. “You can get me out of here. Loosen the chains and I can leave and you'll never see me again.”  
 “I wonder what your father would say,” the man mutters, still watching little Sabrina, “if I had to report to him that you'd been soft again. He'd be disappointed, to say the least. You know he wants you to join the army some day, Sabrina. He thinks it's your only ticket out of the abyss, and I reckon he's right. So why don't you show us all what you're made of, eh? Look deep inside yourself and find the strength to cut this bitch's back up.”  
 Sabrina stares at me, and this time I think I can see a hint of resolve in her eyes. As I realize I can smell her vomit, I start pulling once more against the chains.  
 “Why do you want to do this to her?” I ask, turning to the man. “You're going to turn her into a monster!”  
 He smiles. “That's how everyone ends up eventually. There's no -”  
 Suddenly the girl cracks the whip, and I cry out as I feel an excruciating pain run up my back and across my left shoulder. I pull tight against the chains as I feel blood running down my back, and the pain seems to be getting worse by the second as I fall forward and press my face against the cold stone wall.  
 Letting out an anguished moan, I squeeze my eyes tight shut.  
 Behind me, the little girl is crying again.  
 “Not bad,” the man mutters, “but you want to get the tip all the way up. You got some skin hanging loose, though.”  
 He touches my back, and I scream again as I feel his dirty fingers poking into the torn flesh. He's pulling some skin aside, and all I can do is whimper as he runs his fingertips against the wound.  
 “That's one down,” he says finally, and then I hear him stepping back as the girl continues to sob. “Nine to go before we switch to something else. Are you ready?”  
 “No,” I whimper, “please...”  
 “I asked, are you ready?” the man continues.  
 “I don't want to,” the girl sobs.  
 “And I don't give a damn,” he says firmly. “Nine to go. Come on, let's get it down to eight.”  
 “Please stop!” I gasp. “I'll do anything, but please -”  
 Before I can finish, the whip cracks again and I feel an even worse pain splitting across my shoulders. Pulling on the chains, all I can do is scream.  




Chapter Twenty-Five 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 “I'm sure she's fine,” Ripley mutters as we hurry through the forest. “I've been thinking about it and maybe I was too alarmist earlier. The dumb kid probably got about twenty yards from the fence and then she hid. She's probably just trying to scare us.”  
 Ignoring his attempts to make me calm down, I hurry between the trees while looking out for any sign that Nissa might have passed this way. While the area immediately around Steadfall has been relatively clear for years, I know full well that the further she goes from our settlement, the more likely she is to run into whatever gangs exist out there across the rest of the island. Nissa has been protected from the worst of what happens in this place, so she has no idea what she might encounter.  
 “Plus,” Ripley continues, “she's very much like her mother, so she should be -”  
 Turning, I slam him against the nearest tree.  
 “What?” he gasps. “Asher could always take care of herself.”  
 “Asher wasn't nine years old,” Carmichael points out breathlessly as he catches up to us. “Asher has the benefit of military training, even if she didn't specifically remember much of it. Nissa's just a kid. A smart-ass kid, a tough kid, but a kid. We have to find her.”  
 “She can't have been gone for more than six hours,” Ripley points out. “How much ground can a little girl cover in that time?”  
 “A fair bit,” Carmichael says with a sigh. “Which way would she have gone? Would she have gone to the beach, or would she just have struck out on her own?”  
 “If she was smart,” Ripley continues, “she'll have made sure she could find her way back. That means taking note of landmarks.”  
 “We don't know what else Phillips said to her,” Carmichael adds. “Nissa might be angry. She might be upset. She might be panicking.” He turns to me. “What did she mean when she said the answer is out here in the forest? I got the impression she was talking about something specific.”  
 I pause, before shrugging.  
 “Do you know something we don't?” he asks.  
 I shake my head.  
 He stares at me for a moment, as if he can somehow tell that I'm lying, and then he turns to Ripley.  
 “We need to get out there and find her before somebody else does,” he continues. “We've got about twelve hours until sundown, and if her chances are slim during the day, they're slim to non-existent at night. That's when the things out there in the forest get a little braver. It's when they see the lights from our camp and edge closer, waiting to pick off anyone who strays too far. If Nissa still out here at night, they will find her.”  
 “Not if we find her first,” Ripley points out. “Right now, we're that little girl's only hope.”  




Chapter Twenty-Six 


Asher  
    

Many years earlier  
    
 “Please don't do this. Whatever they've told you, it's wrong. You don't have to prove anything. If you do this, it'll change you. They're trying to turn you into a killer.”  
 I wait.  
 She doesn't move.  
 I woke up a few minutes ago, drenched in my own sweat and blood, naked and shivering on the floor. In the darkness of the chamber, it took me a moment to realize I wasn't alone. The man is gone, but Sabrina is sitting cross-legged just a few feet away, staring at me with tear-filled eyes.  
 In her trembling left hand, she's holding a serrated knife.  
 The blade must be at least ten inches long.  
 “Did they tell you to toughen up?” I ask, trying to force a smile. “Is that what they said? That you have to be tough to survive?”  
 Again, I wait.  
 Again, she doesn't respond.  
 “Being tough doesn't mean this,” I continue. “It doesn't have to. There are other ways. You name's Sabrina, isn't it? Is that what he called you? Sabrina?”  
 I need her to acknowledge me. Instead, she simply continues to stare.  
 “I'm Asher,” I tell her, slowly forcing myself to sit up. My right hand splashes against something wet, and I look down to see a patch of my own blood, with little bubbles between my fingers.  
 When I turn to the girl again, I realize that although she's said nothing since I woke up, there are more and more tears running down her face.  
 “My name's Asher,” I stammer. “How old are you, Sabrina? Nine? Ten?”  
 I pause, before reaching out toward her. I need to show her that I'm a friend.  
 “However old you are,” I continue, “you don't need to -”  
 Suddenly she lets out a grunt and slashes the knife toward me.  
 I gasp as I pull back, feeling a sharp pain on the palm of my hand. When I take a look, I see a long cut running from just below my little finger, extending all the way to the top of my wrist. Trickles of blood are already dribbling from the wound, but the pain is nothing compared to the agony of my shredded back.  
 I try to speak again, but this time all I can manage is a faint groan.  
 I'm starting to shake, and I don't even know why.  
 “Let me take you away from here,” I manage to say finally. “Help me with these chains, and I'll get you out of here. I'll take you back to where I came from, and I'll find people who'll look after you. They won't make you hurt people, they -”  
 Catching myself just in time, I realize I can't make those promises.  
 After all, even if I got this Sabrina girl back to the building, what would happen to her? Most likely she'd be taken into the system, and then in a few years' time they'd start feeding her into military training. Maybe they'd even fast-track her development, the way they did with me. All told, she'd probably still end up with a weapon in her hand, albeit one a little more advanced than a knife.  
 She'd still become a killer.  
 “I can help you,” I continue. “I don't know how, not exactly, but I promise I'll find something. Maybe I'll take you far away from the cities. There are other places. There are towns, there are markets, where you can live a different life.”  
 Again, as I say those words, I know that what I'm promising is just another form of misery. If I took Sabrina to the markets, she'd end up scraping a living in the dirt. Either she'd have to live an honest life, or she'd become a thief. Maybe she'd find customers who'd be willing to pay her for certain services. Of course, some of those customers would be rough, and she'd have to learn to defend herself. And then, one day, she'd end up with a knife in her hand again.  
 “I can help you,” I whisper, even though I know it's not true.  
 I don't know how I could ever help this little girl.  
 “I can help you,” I say yet again, as if I'm stuck on repeat. I guess I just can't quite admit – not to her, and definitely not to myself – that there's no hope out there.  
 Suddenly she shifts her weight forward and starts crawling toward me. The knife's blade scrapes against the concrete floor, and I quickly pull back. As the chains tighten, however, I realize that there's only so far I can move, and I watch in horror as Sabrina crawls straight through the patch of blood. She doesn't seem to notice, or doesn't care, that her hands are now soaked. A moment later, I see that her lips are twitching, and I realize I can hear a faint whisper coming from her mouth.  
 “What are you saying?” I ask. “What do you want?”  
 “Prove it to everyone,” she replies, her voice sounding harsh and damaged. “Prove it to them all. Prove it to everyone.”  
 “You don't have to prove anything to anyone,” I tell her. “Please...”  
 “Prove it to everyone.”  
 “You don't have to prove anything!” I shout, raising my hands in a hopeless attempt to protect myself. “This isn't how you prove you're strong! You prove you're strong by not doing what they tell you! Don't you -”  
 Suddenly she lunges at me. I try to push her away, but I feel a sharp pain in my gut and I look down to see that she's stabbed the knife into my belly. Her trembling hand is holding the handle tight, and I can feel the metal blade scraping against a bone near my waist. For a moment I try to work out which bone – my pelvis, maybe – but then I realize that it really doesn't matter.  
 I look at her face and see more tears streaming down her cheeks.  
 “Prove it to everyone,” she whispers. “Prove it to them all.”  
 Her hand is trembling so badly, and the blade is still moving in my guts.  
 I open my mouth to tell her that I forgive her, but then suddenly I realize I can hear voices yelling in the distance. The voices quickly get louder and more panicked, and then there's the sound of gunfire. Whatever's going on beyond this chamber, it sounds as if a full-on fight has broken out, and I think I can even hear sirens. It's almost as if the war has somehow reached this godforsaken place, but I guess maybe I'm imagining the whole thing. After all, there's no hope of rescue, not down here.  
 “I don't hate you,” I whisper, as my eyes slip shut and my head tilts to one side. “I forgive you.”  
 “Prove it to everyone,” Sabrina replies, as the sound of gunfire gets louder in the distance, and as I start to lose consciousness. “Prove it to them all.”  




Chapter Twenty-Seven 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 Stopping for a moment to get my breath back, I look across the clearing and watch the forest. For a moment, I can't help hoping that I might spot Nissa in the distance, but deep down I know that would be too easy.  
 She's gone, and she could be anywhere.  
 “What's wrong?” a voice asks. “Lost another little girl?”  
 I freeze, determined to keep from turning and looking over my shoulder.  
 “One was a shame,” the voice continues, “but two would start to look like a pattern of neglect.”  
 Turning, I see that Della is standing right behind me. Or rather, a vision of Della. My sister died fifteen years ago, and it's been a decade since the last time I hallucinated her here on the island. The problem is that no matter how much I tell myself that she's not really here, I've never been able to simply force her from my mind. She comes and goes whenever she wants; or, rather, whenever something goes particularly wrong in my head.  
 “Nissa's the first child born on the island, isn't she?” Della continues. “There haven't been any born since, either. She's become something of a symbol. Sometimes, you even think she's the only thing holding Steadfall together.”  
 I shake my head, but deep down I know she's right.  
 “Think of her out there right now,” she adds, “maybe being tracked already by someone who wants a piece of her. She'll be lucky if getting murdered and eaten is all that happens to her. You remember the dark days, don't you? When you were like a dog, following that old man? Or when you were strung up and you watched another girl getting her belly ripped open? Imagine Nissa going through something that horrific.”  
 Again, I shake my head.  
 “You're wandering around blindly,” she continues. “What's the plan here? How exactly are you expecting to find her? Do you think you'll just have a stroke of luck and she'll appear in front of you? Face it, Iris. Barring a miracle, Nissa is long gone, and I honestly don't think you want to know what ends up happening to her. It's time to accept the inevitable and just hope that her death is swift and relatively painless.”  
 She pauses, before stepping closer.  
 “You know I'm right. You can try to be as brave as you like, but no amount of stubbornness is going to bring Nissa back. Just like you couldn't bring me back.”  
 Stepping past her, I set off again through the forest, determined to keep searching for Nissa.  
 “If you keep walking for too much longer,” Della calls after me, “you won't have enough time to get back to Steadfall. And you know what that means, don't you? You'll be stranded out here too. And since you've only got that knife for defense, I don't think you'll last very long. Are you seriously willing to risk your life to save a dumb kid who got herself into this mess by running away?”  
 Ignoring her, I keep walking.  
 “Face it!” she yells. “You won't -”  
 Suddenly a scream rings out. I turn and look toward the west as the scream continues, and somehow I already know whose voice I can hear. I immediately set off, racing between the trees, desperately trying to get to her before it's too late.  
 It's Nissa.  
 She's in trouble.  




Chapter Twenty-Eight 


Asher  
    

Many years ago  
    
 “Asher, listen to me,” a voice says, breaking through the sound of my own cries. “Asher, this is important. Open your eyes and focus.”  
 Letting out a sudden gasp, I open my eyes and tilt my head back. Every inch of my body is burning with pain, and I can feel hands working furiously to patch various wounds and tears. When I try to pull away, wires and tubes tug hard against my skin, and a moment later there's a sudden bump as a bright electric light flashes in front of my eyes. Looking around, I suddenly realize that I'm on a trolley, and I'm being wheeled along a corridor.  
 “No,” I stammer, slurring my speech, “what...”  
 “Asher, look at me!”  
 Turning, I see that there's a face leaning over me, running to keep up with the trolley. I blink a couple of times, trying to clear my blurred vision, and finally I realize that I recognize the face.  
 It's Doctor Phillips.  
 “Listen to me, Asher,” she continues breathlessly, clearly in a state of panic. “They're going to operate on you, okay? You're hurt, but they're going to fix you, and then you're going to recover. It'll take some time, but you're going to get better. And while you're getting better, I'm going to send you somewhere. You'll be safe there, you'll be able to look after yourself. It's a win-win for both of us.”  
 I try to ask what she means, but all I can manage is a faint, guttural groan.  
 “What the hell were you doing down there in the abyss in the first place?” she continues, as voices yell nearby. “I told you not to go there, Asher! I knew there was a chance you'd disobey me, but I never thought you'd be so foolish as to stray too far from the building! Do you realize how lucky you are that we even found you? If it wasn't for the military chip that's still in your shoulder, you'd have been slaughtered by those savages! Don't worry, though. We killed them all. Except for a child, anyway. We took her for evaluation, but she seemed mentally broken.”  
 “Please,” I gasp, although I don't know if she'll be able to understand me. There's so much blood in the back of my throat, I feel like I'm drowning, “let me...”  
 “I'm taking charge of you now,” she says firmly. “You're going far away, you're going to the island. It's a risky strategy, I know, but I'm certain you'll be fine there. And you'll be out of the way. It's the one place where nobody can come and find you. Trust me, Asher, I'm doing this for your own good. You'll thank me one day and -”  
 “Let me forget,” I gasp.  
 “We have to get her into the operating theater immediately!” a man shouts.  
 “Wait!” Doctor Phillips hisses, as the trolley comes to a rest next to a set of double doors. “Asher, I'm not sure I -”  
 “Let me forget,” I gurgle, reaching up and grabbing her hands. There are tears in my eyes, and the pain is so strong. I think I might be about to pass out. “You told me I could forget it all. The war. The fear. The horror, the... Even Mads. You told me you could wipe my mind, and I'm begging you... I don't want to remember it anymore.”  
 She stares at me, clearly shocked, and then finally she nods.  
 “Okay,” she stammers. “Yes, Asher, I'll make sure you forget. You won't even remember this conversation, but let me just say one more thing.” She squeezes my hand tight. “I won't leave you there to rot on that miserable island,” she adds. “One day, when the time is right, I'll come for you. And when I do, it'll be because I have a job for you to do, it'll be because it's time for you to step up and fight. I've always had a plan for you, Asher. It's just taking a little longer than I expected, and it's going to be a little harder, but it'll work in the end. I promise. I'll see you again on the island.”  
 “Forget,” I whisper, “please...”  
 “We need to operate now!” the surgeons says firmly. “She's at risk of bleeding out!”  
 Doctor Phillips stares at me for a moment, before taking a step back.  
 “I'll give you revised instructions in a few minutes' times,” I hear her saying as I'm wheeled into the next room. “There's an additional procedure for you to carry out. It's very simple, it's completely standard, but I want it done right. Do you understand? None of your usual butchery. You have to be careful with her.”  
 “Just let me forget,” I whisper, as I feel a needle sliding into my neck. A moment later, I realize I'm losing consciousness. “I never want to remember ever again. I don't want to save anyone. I just want to be left alone...”  
    
 ***  
    

Today  
    
 I remember.  
 Sitting on the forest floor, with my back against a tree, I stare straight ahead as I relive those final moments over and over again. For the past ten years, I've been getting little scraps of my memory back, just a flake or two at a time, and I've been struggling to fit everything together. Now, finally, all my hard work and meditation has paid off, and I've managed to remember everything.  
 I remember Doctor Phillips.  
 I remember the battle at Talton V.  
 I remember Harold.  
 I remember my parents.  
 I remember being in the abyss.  
 And I remember Mads.  
 A solitary tear runs down my cheek, but I know I can't afford to wallow in these memories for too long. In my mind's eyes, I'm already reliving the moment of Mads' death over and over again, and my chest is tightening with sorrow. I could just sit here and think about her forever, but then I'd simply waste away. If Mads could see me now, she'd be telling me to get up off my ass and start moving.  
 She'd want me to fight.  
 “One day,” I hear Doctor Phillips whispering in my head, “when the time is right, I'll come for you. And when I do, it'll be because I have a job for you to do, it'll be because it's time for you to step up and fight. I've always had a plan for you, Asher. It's just taking a little longer than I expected, and it's going to be a little harder, but it'll work in the end. I promise. I'll see you again on the island.”  
 And now she's here.  
 I heard her voice last night, when I ventured close to Steadfall. After all these years, she's finally come here, which can only mean that she wants to make good on her promise to see me again. I have absolutely no doubt whatsoever that I'm the reason for her arrival, but I still don't trust that woman, not for a second. She wants to use me for something, and I've had enough of being used by other people.  
 I need to -  
 Suddenly a scream rings out in the distance, and I scramble to my feet. As the scream continues, I realize it sounds like a young girl, and I felt a jolt of horror in my chest as I realize that as far as I know, there's only one young girl on this entire island.  
 It's Nissa.  
 My daughter's in trouble.  
 Setting off through the forest, I know I have to get to her before somebody tears her to pieces.  




Chapter Twenty-Nine 


Iris  
    

Today  
    
 I stop in a clearing and listen again, but now I can't hear Nissa at all.  
 She's out there somewhere. If anything has happened to her, I'll never forgive myself.  




Chapter Thirty 


Asher  
    
 Racing through the forest, I slam against several trees but I force myself to keep going. It's been several minutes now since I last hear Nissa crying out, but I know she can't be more than a mile away. I have to find her. I have to save her, even if -  
 Suddenly my foot catches on a trailing root and I fall, landing hard against another tree and letting out a cry of pain as I slump to the ground.  
 I immediately start hauling myself, while desperately trying to catch my breath, but then I realize that maybe I need to stay quiet for a moment so I can actually hear whether Nissa's nearby. I wait, but I can hear my own heart pounding in my chest as I turn and look at the forest all around. My daughter's out there somewhere and she's in danger, but if she's fallen silent...  
 That can only mean one thing.  
 She can't scream anymore.  
 Stepping forward, I trample across the grass before stopping again. My instinct is to run, but running is too loud. I need to stay calm and listen for something – anything – that'll let me know where I can find Nissa. I want to call out, but I also know it would be dangerous to announce my arrival too early. We're far enough from Steadfall for there to be some nasty people in this part of the forest, and the thought of my daughter being dragged away is enough to send wave after wave of panic through my chest.  
 And then I hear a brief, faint cry.  
 It's her.  
 Crashing through the forest, I hurry to the edge of a nearby clearing and look around again. Just as I'm starting to think that I might have lost her, I hear a set of grunts from nearby. I immediately reach down and take the knife from my belt, and then I set off between the trees. There's no limit to the horrors that exist in this forest, and even in the space of a few minutes Nissa could get seriously hurt.  
 Suddenly she screams again.  
 She's alive.  
 Following the sound, I finally spot something moving in the distance. I race between the trees, until finally I spill out onto a rocky outcrop that overlooks a steep drop.  
 “Help me!” Nissa shouts, backing toward the edge of the drop as a large figure tries to grab her again.  
 The figure turns to me, and I immediately see that it's a man with human bones tied around his body like some kind of homemade armor. There's a human rib-cage around his head, obscuring most of his features, but I can just about make out a pair of eyes peering at me from between two of the ribs. He lets out a grunt and starts coming toward me, causing the bones to rattle all over his body. Whoever this guy is, he's come up with a pretty neat way to use the bodies of his victims, and he must be pretty strong to carry all that extra weight.  
 “Leave her alone!” I yell, raising my knife. “You're not -”  
 Before I can finish, he lunges at me, swinging his own knife wildly.  
 I step out of the way easily enough, but in the process I feel a creaking pain in my right ankle. It's been a while since I got into a fight, and I've got plenty of old injuries that never quite healed properly. A guy like this would have been easy to take down when I was younger and fitter, but now I'm not so sure.  
 The man mumbles something, but his voice is muffled by the bone armor.  
 “You want to hurt a child?” I stammer, as I try to figure out a way to push this guy off the edge of the outcrop and send him tumbling to the rocky ground below. “Why don't you come at me first?”  
 He mumbles a reply and swings at me again. I manage to get out of the way, but again I feel a sliver of pain, this time in my chest. I also can't help noticing that I'm moving more slowly than before, which I guess is my body's way of letting me know that it's no longer in the best shape.  
 Suddenly the bone-armored man comes at me again, and this time I duck as he swings the knife. Before he has a chance to try again, I slide my own knife between the bones that cover his chest, and I think I feel the blade slicing into his skin. He lets out an anguished cry, but the bones are stopping me twisting the knife, which means I have to pull it out and stab him again. As I try to do that, however, my wrists seem to lock for a moment as an old injury flares, and I'm just a fraction of a second too slow.  
 Before I have time to react, the man's fist slams into the side of my head. I slump to the ground, and for a couple of seconds I can barely even see properly. I quickly roll away, and I feel the ground shudder beneath my feet as I get up and turn to look back at the man. I can see again now, but he's already coming to me and when I try to duck out of the way, my feet stay planted to the ground for just a moment too long.  
 His knife slashes across my chest, but the blade doesn't quite tear through the fabric of my shirt. Still, as I pull away, I know I can't count on that luck forever.  
 “Run!” I yell at Nissa, who's staring at us with a terrified look on her face. “Get back to Steadfall! Right now! Run!”  
 She turns to run, but the man spots her and tries to grab her throat. Pulling away, Nissa stumbles and falls, and I watch in horror as she slips over the edge of the outcrop.  
 “No!” I yell, rushing to help her, only for a bone-armored arm to swing against my face and knock me back.  
 I fall to the ground, momentarily too stunned to react, and then I start hauling myself up. Before I can get to my feet, however, the man lunges at me again, and this time I let out a pained gasp as I feel his knife slice into my shoulder. I try to pull away, but the blade has caught on a bone and for a moment I'm powerless to fight back. I need to think of something, but -  
 Suddenly something slams into the back of the man's head, causing him to let go of the knife and cry out as he stumbles away.  
 Shocked, I see that Iris is right behind him, and she quickly hits him again with a large rock.  
 “The joins!” I stammer, stepping back and then slipping as my damaged ankle buckles. Dropping to my knees, I feel a twinge of pain at the base of my back. “Aim for the joins between the bones!”  
 The man swings his fist at Iris, and she barely ducks out of the way in time.  
 “I'm too slow!” I yell, sliding the knife over toward her. “Go for the joins!”  
 She picks the knife up, but I can see from the look in her eyes that she has no idea what to do next.  
 “Help!” Nissa yells, and I turn toward the edge of the outcrop. There's no sign of her, but she has to be hanging just out of sight. I step toward the edge, but the armored man lunges at me and slams into my shoulder, quickly pulling his knife away and then shoving me to the ground.  
 “Go low!” I shout, turning to Iris as I realize I'm going to have to tell her what to do. “Go for the exposed sections between the bone plates on his legs!”  
 She looks down at the knife in her hands, and then she looks up as the man lumbers toward her.  
 “The knees!” I scream. “Go for the knees!”  
 She swipes the knife at the man's knees, but she misses by a mile and then she has to duck out of the way as he tries to grab her.  
 “Again!” I yell. “You've got to slow him down!”  
 I start hauling myself up again, but the pain in my back is getting worse. Pain is one thing, but these old injuries have left me way less mobile than before and I can tell that I've lost a lot of the speed I used to use in fights. I've been avoiding combat for years, and how it's clear that was a good choice.  
 “Get his goddamn knees!” I shout at Iris, as I realize that maybe she's even worse than me. “Hobble the bastard!”  




Chapter Thirty-One 


Iris  
    
 “Get his goddamn knees!” Asher screams. “Hobble the bastard!”  
 Before I even have time to try again, the bone guy stumbles toward me and flashes his knife toward my face. I duck down and try to stab his right knee, but my blade scrapes harmlessly against one of the bones that's strapped to his legs. Instead of rolling away, however, I decide to try again, and this time the blade slides perfectly into the gap and straight into his knees.  
 He lets out a howl of pain, and I quickly pull the knife out before stabbing him again and again in the same spot.  
 Suddenly I feel something slash against the back of my neck. Scrambling out of the way, I touch the spot where I felt the pain, and sure enough there's blood running from a wound. Still, he didn't get me too deep, so I turn and duck out of the way as he comes at me again. This time, however, his leg buckles and he drops to his knees, letting out an angry roar in the process.  
 “Finish him off!” Asher yells, as she crawls toward the edge of the rocky outcrop. “Do it!”  
 I look for another gap in the guy's armor. He swings his knife at me and I step out of the way, and then I realize that my best bet is going to be slicing the knife between his rib-cage helmet. That means getting much closer, of course, and I can't help thinking that Asher would be a lot better at this. Still, as the guy mumbles something and struggles to his feet, I figure I don't exactly have time to stand around debating the issue, so I run at him and slash at his face with the knife.  
 I miss, and he swats me aside with a bone-armored arm, sending me crashing to the ground. I roll out of the way just as he slams the knife toward my face, and a fraction of a second later I hear a brief, loud snapping sound. Turning, I'm startled to see that the guy's knife actually broke when it hit the ground, leaving him with just a short, sharp stub of metal attached to the handle. Maybe I can -  
 Suddenly he comes at me again. I slash at his face, but he grabs my shoulder and slams the knife into my chest. Gasping, I feel a sharp pain digging into my left breast, although fortunately the broken blade is barely half an inch long. Still, he twists the handle and I cry out again, but then I turn my knife around and drive it between two of the ribs that cover his face. When that doesn't stop him, I pull the knife out and stab him again, then again and again, over and over until blood starts dribbling out between the ribs. Finally, feeling him starting to lean against me, I try to pull away, but he falls on top of me and we crash down to the ground together.  
 I cry out as the stub of his knife digs deeper into my chest, but all I can do is keep stabbing his face, hoping against hope that finally he'll die.  




Chapter Thirty-Two 


Asher  
    
 “Nissa!” I shout, scrambling to the edge of the outcrop and leaning over.  
 To my relief, I see that Nissa is clutching an overhanging piece of rock, holding on for dear life.  
 Reaching down, I grab her arm.  
 “It's okay!” I tell her. “I'm going to help you up!”  
 I haul her up and over the edge, and then I pull her several feet away from danger before finally letting go. Turning, I see that Iris is wriggling out from underneath the bone-armored man. It looks like she's finally got the better of that asshole, although she's bleeding from a wound on her chest. Still, right now my main concern is Nissa, so I turn back to her and see that she's shivering on the ground.  
 “It's okay,” I tell her, reaching out to take her hand, “I'm only -”  
 “Don't touch me!” she screams, suddenly pulling a knife from her belt and slashing it toward my face, missing by just an inch or two.  
 “Hey!” I hold my hands up, to show her that I'm not going to hurt her. “It's okay, you're safe now.”  
 “Who are you?” she stammers, before looking past me and watching Iris for a moment. “Iris, what are you doing here?”  
 “Who am I?” I ask, shocked that she doesn't recognize me. After all, we look so similar.  
 And then I realize the truth.  
 She was born and raised on the island. She's probably never seen her own reflection.  
 “If you move,” she sneers, with her knife still aimed at my face as she gets to her feet, “I'll kill you!”  
 “I'm not going to hurt you,” I reply.  
 “Yeah, well I'm going to hurt you if you make a move!”  
 “I'm not going to make any moves,” I tell her. “Let's just calm the situation down, okay? Iris and I are friends. We've known each other for years.”  
 “Then how come I've never seen you around Steadfall?”  
 Turning, I see that Iris is limping this way. There's blood on the front of her tunic, but the bleeding looks to have stopped. When I turn back to Nissa, I realize that she's staring at me as if she genuinely sees me as her enemy.  
 “I came to help you,” I explain. “I heard you crying out and -”  
 “Fine, you helped me,” Nissa replies, interrupting me. “Thanks, but it doesn't mean I owe you anything. You can leave now!”  
 I open my mouth to tell her that I'm her mother, but the words catch in my throat. After all this time, I never expected to come face to face with her like this. I thought I'd simply watch her from afar, and that I'd never need to let her know that I'm alive. After all, I'm better off alone and she doesn't really need me, not when she has so many people at Steadfall.  
 “I'm just someone who was passing through,” I tell her cautiously, before turning and seeing that Iris is watching me. She doesn't seem impressed. “That's all,” I continue, before turning back to Nissa. “Just a passerby who saw two people who needed help.”  
 Nissa stares at me for a moment.  
 “I'm just a stranger who was glad to help,” I explain, before taking a step back. “Nothing more, nothing less. I'll be on my way now.”  
 I hesitate for a moment, before glancing at Iris and then turning to walk away.  
 “You're a liar!” Nissa says suddenly.  
 I stop and look back at her.  
 “Two minutes ago,” she continues, “you said you know Iris. You used her name and you said you've been friends from years. So you're not just someone who was passing by.” She pauses, and now I swear I can see a hint of fear in her eyes. “Who are you really?”  
 “I'm just someone who used to hang around at Steadfall,” I reply, although I'm aware that my excuses must be getting painfully thin by now. “I'm not anyone important.”  
 “If you were at Steadfall,” she stammers, “why did you leave?”  
 “Some people don't like being around other people,” I point out. “People come to the island to get away from rules and laws, not to follow different ones.”  
 “Who is she?” Nissa asks, turning to Iris.  
 Iris glances at me, and I can tell from the look in her eyes that she thinks I should come clean. I don't know whether this is something she works on, or something that's come naturally from her being mute for over a decade, but Iris can often say so much with just a glance.  
 “I already told you,” I say finally, turning back to Nissa, “I'm no-one.”  
 “I don't believe you.”  
 She doesn't know.  
 She can't know.  
 She's just a very smart kid who's had to grow up fast.  
 “Fine,” she adds, crossing her arms. “We don't need you anyway. It's not like you were even very good in that fight. It was Iris who killed the bad guy.”  
 “Oh yeah?” I reply, before realizing this really isn't the moment to start defending my honor. What little honor I've got left, at least.  
 “Go on,” Nissa continues, “get lost. You're holding us up. Isn't that right, Iris?”  
 Iris doesn't reply. She's still watching me intently.  
 “I have places to go,” I say with a sigh, turning to walk away. “Go back to Steadfall, little girl, and make sure you don't run off again.”  
 “I don't need your advice,” she replies, “I'm fine with -”  
 Suddenly she lets out a gasp of pain.  
 Turning, I see that she's stumbled, and a moment later I spot a patch of blood soaking through the left knee of her tunic.  
 “Let me see that,” I tell her, hurrying over to get a closer look.  
 “I'm fine!” she gasps, although – as she rolls the fabric up – I see that there's a large gash on her leg, with blood already dribbling down to her ankle.  
 “Sit down,” I continue, “and we'll take a look at that.”  
 “It doesn't hurt!”  
 “Of course it hurts, and it could get infected.”  
 “So? Olivia can look at it when we get back to Steadfall.”  
 “I want to look at it now!” I say firmly, putting a hand on her shoulder, only for her to push my hand away. “Listen, Nissa, even just the walk back to Steadfall could cause more damage. You're going to sit down and let me check there's nothing lodged in there!”  
 “No!”  
 She pushes me away again, and this time there's real anger in her voice.  
 “Iris can look at it!” she continues, turning and limping over toward Iris. “It's only -”  
 Suddenly she gasps again, and this time she stumbles, dropping onto her knees. I hurry over to steady her, and this time it's abundantly clear that she's in more pain than she's letting on.  
 “We need to clean that wound,” I point out, before turning to Iris. “I know a place, not far from here. We need to get some water on the wound and then clean it before an infection can set in.”  




Chapter Thirty-Three 


Iris  
    
 “That stings!” Nissa gasps as I pour more water onto her wound. “Stop!”  
 “Let her do it,” Asher says firmly, watching over my shoulder. I know she wants to be the one cleaning Nissa's injury, but of course Nissa refused point-blank. “It's keeping you alive.”  
 “I could have walked back to Steadfall!”  
 “Do you have any idea how bad an infection can get?” Asher continues. “We don't have treatment gels or Inumoprofen here!”  
 “What are treatment gels and Imuno... Inuma... Whatever it's called, what is it?”  
 “Medicine from the mainland,” Asher says with a sigh. “The kind of stuff we agreed to live without when we chose to come to the island.”  
 “I don't need medicine,” Nissa mutters. “Olivia knows how to clean wounds using things she finds in the forest. She's really good at helping people.”  
 “Not people with infections,” Asher replies, sounding more and more tense now. “Listen, can you just keep your mouth shut for five minutes while Iris finishes up? Then you can leave. You're giving me a headache.”  
 “Yeah,” Nissa sneers, “well you're giving me a headache.”  
 I hear a sigh, followed by the sound of Asher wandering away across the clearing.  
 “I don't like her,” Nissa continues, lowering her voice a little. “I don't like her face.”  
 Glancing up at her, I see more or less the same face staring back at me. Sure, Nissa's only nine years old, but there's plenty of Asher in her features. Not that she'd know that, of course, since we don't have any mirrors on the island.  
 “You're not going to invite her back to Steadfall, are you?” Nissa asks. “I feel like she's someone who makes trouble. We should just leave her out here to wander around by herself. It's obvious that's what she wants, anyway, and -”  
 Suddenly she gasps again, as I snag a thread of torn skin on her leg.  
 “Is it going to take much longer?” she continues. “It really hurts.”  
    
 ***  
    
 “When you get back to Steadfall,” Asher says a short while later, as she and I watch Nissa limping around to check her leg, “make sure Olivia cleans the wound twice a day.”  
 I nod.  
 “Maybe even three times.”  
 I nod again.  
 “And you have to monitor for a fever. If her temperature starts going up, tell Olivia to -”  
 I put a hand on her shoulder, which causes her to stop talking for a moment.  
 “Sure,” she mutters, “I know, she's going to be fine. But she wouldn't have been, not if she'd insisted on walking all the way back to Steadfall without getting that wound dressed. What was she doing out here all alone, anyway? It's a miracle we managed to rescue her from that freak.”  
 She pauses for a moment, watching Nissa, and I can tell that something's troubling her.  
 “She doesn't know who I am,” she adds finally. “I thought she'd see the resemblance, but she's never seen her own face, has she? It's crazy, the things we don't have here on the island. I haven't seen my own face, either, not for more than a decade. I guess I must look older. More weathered.”  
 As she says those words, I feel a shudder pass through my chest. I've been very aware for a while now that I don't know what I look like since my injuries. When Vargas cut my tongue out, I suffered some small extra injuries around the edges of my mouth, and I'm pretty sure I have scars. I was never exactly beautiful to begin with, but these days I occasionally catch people looking at me as if I'm some kind of monster. Even if I had access to a mirror now, I'm not sure – after more than a decade on the island – that I'd want to look.  
 “You should get her back to Steadfall,” Asher continues, as a few drops of rain start fall. “There's bad weather coming in.”  
 I nod.  
 “And don't let her run off again,” she continues. “It's a miracle we managed to save her, and we can't rely on miracles. She needs to be safe, she needs...”  
 I wait for her to finish that sentence, but I think I know what she was going to say.  
 She's wondering whether Nissa would be better off on the mainland. Not that there's any way to get her there, of course, but I've got to admit that it's hard to imagine Nissa spending her entire life in this place. Never seeing the mainland, never seeing the rest of the world, never knowing what's out there. The rest of us chose to come to the island, but Nissa was born here.  
 And one day she'll die here.  
 “This rain's getting bad,” Asher says, as a torrential downpour starts. We both step back under the bough of a nearby tree, and a moment later Nissa runs to join us. “I know a place we can shelter, but only until the worst of the rain has passed. Then you both have to go back to Steadfall.”  
 “Says who?” Nissa asks.  
 “Says me!”  
 “Yeah, but you're not in charge of anyone,” Nissa continues. “If I want to go and explore the island, that's up to me.”  
 “Let's just get to the caves,” Asher mutters, turning and hurrying away through the forest. She says something else, but the sound of pouring rain drowns her out.  
 “Are we really going with her?” Nissa asks, sounding annoyed. “I don't like her one bit.”  
 I pat her shoulder and indicate that we should follow, but she hesitates.  
 “We don't even know we can trust her,” she points out.  
 I nod.  
 “Does that mean we can trust her,” she asks, “or that you agree we don't know?”  
 Sighing, I nudge her shoulder again, and this time she starts walking.  
 Asher is already a fair way ahead, leading us through the rain toward some kind of cave system where we can take shelter. And as the storm intensifies and thunder rumbles high above, I can't help worrying that sooner or later Nissa might guess the truth. If that happens, she's going to be devastated by the realization that her mother has been alive for all these years.  




Chapter Thirty-Four 


Asher  
    
 “No,” I reply, realizing that I have to explain it one more time, “there's no way to make the sea water drinkable. Not with the equipment we've got here, anyway. So what we -”  
 “But they have things that can do it on the mainland?” Nissa asks, interrupting me.  
 “Yes, but -”  
 “So why can't we make those things here?”  
 “We don't have the resources.”  
 “Why not?”  
 “We just don't. Listen, there are -”  
 “Do you know how they work?”  
 “How what work?”  
 “How the things that do it work,” she continues. “If you know how they work, you must be able to build them here.”  
 “They have a lot of stuff on the mainland that we don't have here,” I tell her with a sigh.  
 “Like what?”  
 “Like...”  
 Hesitating, I realize that describing the mainland to Nissa would be an impossible task. I don't even know how I'd begin, and I'd probably only end up confusing her. Besides, it's not like she's ever going to go there, so there's no need for her to hear about huge tower blocks and rapid transport systems and all the trappings of the so-called modern world. It's best to hide all that stuff from her.  
 “Can I go to the mainland some day?” she asks.  
 “Well, I -”  
 “Can I, Iris?” she adds, peering past me.  
 Sighing again, I realize that she sees Iris as some kind of mother figure, which I guess is natural. After all, Iris has been around for her whole life, whereas I gave birth to her and then I walked away from Steadfall.  
 “I want to see it,” Nissa continues, turning back to me. “I got some of the others to describe it, but I think they were lying. They said there are huge buildings that rise up into the sky with thousands and thousands of lights. And there are big machines that fly about, and people can go into those machines and get taken to places. And there are things called computers, and computers can think even faster than people, and -”  
 “Slow down,” I reply, holding a hand up to calm her a little. “Some of that stuff's real, but it all comes at a cost. You have to live by a certain set of rules, and those rules were written by terrible people.”  
 “What makes them terrible?”  
 “That would take all day to explain,” I reply, before taking my home-made leaf cup and holding it out into the rain that's still crashing down. “Let's just focus on simple things, like collecting rain water.”  
 “Rain water's boring.”  
 Sighing, I turn to her.  
 “It is!” she continues. “I want to go to the mainland! Maybe not today, but soon, and I want to see everything they've got there. And sure, I'll probably want to come back here to the island when I'm done, but don't you think that I at least deserve a chance to take a look?”  
 “It's not about what you deserve,” I reply. “Trust me, the mainland isn't a place you want to visit. The people who live in the towers have their own system, and it works for them, but there's no freedom.”  
 “What's freedom?” she asks.  
 “This. What we have here.”  
 “But we have nothing here,” she points out. “We have dirt.”  
 “You've got to -”  
 “Trust you,” she adds, interrupting me, “I know, you keep saying that. But what about the people who don't live in the towers? What about the people who live at the bottom, in the shadows of the towers? I heard someone talk about them once. It's a place called the abyss and -”  
 “Let's not talk about the abyss,” I reply.  
 “And then there are places away from the towers,” she continues. “Aren't they called slums? I want to see them!”  
 “Trust me, you don't.”  
 “But I want to make my own mind up!” she says firmly. “I want to at least see what those places are like!”  
 A rumble of thunder fills the air, and I turn to look out across the forest. Rain is falling harder and faster than ever, and the sky is darkening as evening approaches. At this rate, we're going to be stuck here in the cave system for the night, and that means I'll have to start a fire.  
 “Wait and see,” Nissa continues. “One day I'll go and see the rest of the world, and you can't stop me. Nobody can.”  
 I open my mouth to tell her she's wrong, but at that moment there's a brief flash of lightning. And in that flash, the shadows fall differently across Nissa's face, and I see somebody else's features staring back at me with absolute defiance.  
 “I have to get some wood,” I stammer, clambering to my feet.  
 “You know I'm right,” Nissa says firmly. “I'll see the mainland one day.”  
 “Maybe,” I mutter, heading further back into the cave so I can check whether we have enough kindling to get a fire started. Crouching down, I take a look, but a moment later Iris comes over and kneels next to me.  
 As I work, I can't help realizing that she's waiting for me to say something.  
 “It was her face,” I whisper finally, before glancing past her to make sure that Nissa can't overhear us. After a few seconds, I turn to Iris again. “She looks like me, but a few seconds ago the light changed and...”  
 I feel a shudder pass through my chest.  
 “For a fraction of a second,” I continue, “she looked like her father. She looked like Harold.”  
 Iris pauses, before nodding.  
 “He's as much a part of her as I am,” I point out, “and that means...”  
 I was about to say that it means she can't be trusted, that it means she has darkness in her heart, but I know it's wrong to say such things about a nine-year-old girl. At the same time, even a faint hint of Harold's face was enough to make me feel nauseous. For a moment back there, I was starting to think that maybe I could spend a little more time with Nissa, but now those thoughts are well and truly forgotten. I don't think I'll ever be able to look at her again, not without seeing that hint of Harold in her face.  
 This is just more proof that I'm not good around people. That I just cause bad things to happen.  
 “I'm going to start a fire,” I tell Iris finally. “As soon as the rain stops, you and Nissa have to get out of here and head back to Steadfall. For good.”  




Chapter Thirty-Five 


Iris  
    
 By the time darkness has fallen and Asher has finished building a fire, a massive storm has broken across the island. Thunder rumbles almost constantly, and flashes of forked lightning briefly light the sky, silhouetting the tops of the trees against the night sky.  
 Nissa is sitting in the entrance, almost in the driving rain, watching the storm.  
 “The rainy season's coming early this year,” Asher points out as she tosses some more wood onto the fire. “You're going to have to watch out for flooding. How are you doing with the project to reduce the amount of mud in the main part of the settlement?”  
 She turns to me, and I nod.  
 “Good,” she continues. “Remember that storm a few years ago? It damn near set us back an entire year in terms of building the town up.”  
 I nod again.  
 “Just because I'm not there anymore,” she adds, “doesn't mean I don't care. I keep an eye on the place, just to see how things are going. Don't worry, though. Nobody ever spots me. As far as the people of Steadfall are concerned, I've been...”  
 She glances toward Nissa, as if she's suddenly worried about being overheard.  
 “I was right, you know,” she continues finally, leaning closer to me. “Steadfall didn't need me. Nobody needed me. I was uncomfortable being a leader, and the only way to escape was to fake my death. I'm more use to that place as a symbol, than I ever was as an actual living, breathing person. If that makes me sound big-headed, then so be it. I've seen the evidence with my own eyes, Iris. Steadfall looks peaceful these days, and calm. If I'd stayed, I would have only ended up ruining it.”  
 I shake my head.  
 “I'm never going back,” she adds. “I'm not -”  
 Suddenly she looks past me, and I can immediately tell that something's wrong. I follow her gaze, just as a flash of lightning fills the air outside.  
 Nissa's gone.  
 Asher and I both scramble over to the entrance. It's impossible to see anything out there, but a moment later another flash of lightning allows me to very briefly spot Nissa clambering down the rocks that leads back to the forest.  
 I place a hand on Asher's shoulder, to let her know that I can handle this, and then I hurry out into the rain. Taking care to not slip on the wet rocks, I manage to make my way down to the forest floor. Another flash of lightning fills the sky, and I see that Nissa is only a few feet away.  
 Hurrying up behind her, I place a hand on her shoulder.  
 She spins around, letting out a shocked gasp as she sees me.  
 “What do you want?” she yells. “I'm going to explore!”  
 I shake my head.  
 “I don't like her!” she continues, looking back up toward the cave entrance. “Maybe you like her, but I don't! There's something creepy about her. I don't know what it is, but she just makes my skin crawl.” She pauses for a moment. “What's her name, anyway?”  
 I shake my head.  
 “Right,” she adds, “what's the point in asking you anything? All you can do is nod and shake your head and flap your hands about.”  
 I place a hand on her shoulder, hoping she'll calm down, but she immediately pulls away.  
 “I'm not going back in there with that woman!” she says firmly. “I don't like her, and you can't make me go anywhere near her!”  
 I shake my head.  
 “There's something wrong with her!” she yells, loud enough that I think perhaps Asher might hear her. “I can feel it in my bones! She's not a good person and I don't want her coming to Steadfall!”  
 Turning, I look back up toward the cave entrance. For a moment, I spot Asher standing in the light of the fire, but then she turns and steps back into the shadows. I turn back to Nissa, just as another flash of lightning streaks across the night sky.  
 “What was that?” Nissa asks, looking past me.  
 Following her gaze, I realize she's staring up toward the sky.  
 “I saw something up there,” she continues, her voice filled with a sense of wonder. “It was like a kind of light that wasn't supposed to be there. I've never seen anything like it before.”  
 I take hold of her arm, hoping to guide her back into the cave. We're already soaking wet out here, and I'm freezing.  
 “There was something in the sky,” Nissa says cautiously. “I saw it!”  
 I shake my head.  
 “Wait!” she continues. “Look! You'll see!”  
 I try to pull her back toward the cave, but she slips free and continues to stare up at the sky.  
 Following her gaze again, I look up but all I see are the tops of nearby tress swaying in the increasingly violent storm. This whole situation is ridiculous and I'll be lucky if I'm dry by morning. I can hear a vast roar from the forest, as strong winds batter the trees, but I honestly can't share Nissa's childish fascination with the storm. I've lived through so many rainy seasons here on the island, and they long ago lost their fascination.  
 Suddenly there's another flash of lightning, and I'm shocked to see a dark shape moving slowly across the sky.  
 “Did you see it this time?” Nissa asks, tugging my arm.  
 I wait, but now all I see is the pouring rain. Still, I'm certain I saw something, and a moment later there's another jagged bolt of lightning.  
 A heli-mag carrier.  
 There's a heli-mag carrier coming along the island's western side, and the fact that it has all its lights off means it must be trying to run in stealth mode. I remember many years ago when the first all-weather carriers were announced, it was suggested by the government that their primary operation would be in situations where nobody would expect them to be coming, and this storm sure seems like one of those situations.  
 Another flash of lighting briefly fills the sky, and this time I see that the carrier is starting to land. At this rate, it should set down about three miles away.  
 “What is it?” Nissa asks, tugging my sleeve again. “Iris, I'm scared. There was something dark moving through the sky. Do you know what it is?”  
 “It's a heli-mag carrier,” Asher says suddenly, and I turn to see that she's right behind us.  
 “What's a heli-mag carrier?” Nissa asks.  
 “It's something from the mainland,” she explains, with fear in her voice. “It's something that hasn't been to the island in almost ten years. And whoever's onboard, the fact that it's landing means it's bringing trouble.”  




Chapter Thirty-Six 


Asher  
    
 “You have to get Nissa as far away from here as possible,” I tell Iris as I gather my weapons in the cave. “Do you understand? I don't want her anywhere near whatever's about to happen.”  
 I attach three daggers to my belt, before adding a fourth. As I do so, my wrist briefly fills with pain. Even now, as I assemble some basic tools, I can feel that my body isn't in great shape. It's been ten years since I had to really move fast, and I know I'm not in good condition.  
 “Do you understand me?” I continue, turning to Iris and putting my hands on her shoulders. “You can't take her to Steadfall. Their landing site was way too close to the town for comfort, so you can't risk going back there.”  
 She hesitates for a moment, before nodding.  
 “It might be safe for you to stay here for a while,” I add. “You're fairly hidden, and I've already set up a water collection system. If the storm -”  
 At that moment, another flash of lightning fills the sky. I briefly see Nissa standing at the cave's entrance, staring out across the forest.  
 Turning back to Iris, I see that she too is looking toward Nissa.  
 “Listen to me,” I continue, trying not to panic. “I need you to keep Nissa safe. I need you to do this for me.”  
 She turns to me and nods.  
 “I heard what she said,” I add. “I know what she thinks about me, and that's fine. Maybe it's better that way. Don't ever tell her who I am. Or who I was. After I've checked out what these assholes are doing on the island, I'll go back to simply watching from afar.” I pause for a moment, and I can see the fear in Iris's eyes. “This isn't going to be good,” I point out. “If the government has sent soldiers to the island, it means something really bad is about to go down. And they landed close to Steadfall, using the storm as cover. That's not a coincidence.”  
 The storm rumbles, and for a moment I can't help trying to figure out what the intruders' next move is going to be.  
 “Phillips brought them,” I say finally. “That must be it. As soon as I heard she was on the island, I knew she had to be up to something. You should have cut her goddamn throat as soon as you saw her.”  
 Iris pauses, and then she nods again.  
 “And now I have to go,” I mutter, grabbing one final knife and slotting it into my belt, before heading over to the cave's entrance.  
 Stopping for a moment, I look down at Nissa. I feel like I should say something to her, something that might make her feel less scared, but I wouldn't even know where to begin. She's looking up at me with an expression of deep suspicion, and it's clear that she's sensed something 'off' about me. To be honest, I don't blame her. So finally, without saying another word, I hurry out into the rain.  
    
 ***  
    
 After walking through the forest for a couple of hours, I'm drenched by the time I get to the rocky outcrop that marks the edge of Steadfall territory. The rocks are wet and slippery, but I manage to clamber over them in the dark before slithering down and landing in a patch of mud. Cold water is already soaking through my clothes, and I'm shivering slightly, but I know I have to keep going.  
 And then, suddenly, I hear voices nearby.  
 Staying completely still, I watch as two dark figures make their way between the trees. I can't really see them properly, but the way they're walking makes it clear that they're wearing body armor. I can hear them talking, too, although the rain is too loud for me to make out any of the words. Still, it's obvious that they're two of the soldiers who arrived with the carrier, and a moment later a brief flash of lightning allows me to see that they're alone. They must have been sent this way as part of some advance unit, and they're heading straight toward Steadfall.  
 Once they've gone past me, I get to my feet and start walking after them.  
 The storm is my friend right now, with rain lashing down and making it impossible for anyone to hear me. Ahead, the soldiers are speaking to one another only occasionally, and they're having to really shout to be heard. One of the soldiers is falling back a little, evidently struggling to get his boots free from the mud. He's only a few feet behind the other soldier, but that's more than enough for me. I'm almost close enough to touch his shoulder now, and I can hear his muffled voice as he tries to talk to his friend.  
 He has a rifle slung over his shoulder.  
 I need that rifle.  
 I slip a knife from my belt.  
 Grabbing the soldier from behind, I hold the knife up and ram it into the gap between his helmet and his neck-piece. When the blade bumps harmlessly against something hard, however, I realize that there's something covering the gap. I quickly snap the soldier's head back and force him to the ground, and then I wrap my arms around his head and twist as hard as I can manage. I hear a faint, muffled cry, accompanied by a brief snapping sound that cuts him off short, and then I wait for a moment just in case there's still any life left in him.  
 Finally, with rain still crashing down all around us, I let go of his head and rolls his corpse over. It takes a few seconds before I'm able to slip the rifle free, but then I get to my feet just as I hear the other soldier shouting something.  
 In pitch darkness, I have to fumble with the rifle and try to remember how to activate the firing unit. Fortunately these things haven't changed much over the years, so I quickly manage to get the gun ready, and then I hear the other soldier calling out again, this time from much closer.  
 Good job these goons are so complacent.  
 Turning, I aim the rifle toward the sound of the other soldier's voice.  
 A moment later, a flash of lightning illuminates the scene, and I see that the other soldier is just a few feet away. In the brief flash of light, I see him turn toward me, so I adjust my aim slightly and then I pull the trigger.  
 Two laser blasts crackle through the air, and I hear an agonized scream as they hit something.  
 Ducking down, I wait in case he returns fire. I need another burst of lightning, just to be sure, but it takes a few more minutes before there's another flash.  
 Sure enough, the second soldier is dead in the mud.  
 Scurrying over, I take his rifle and then I start unbuckling his helmet. These things have visors I can use in the bad weather, so I slip the helmet away and put it on. Immediately, I see a remarkably clear night-vision view of the scene, and when I look down at the soldier's dead face I find that it's actually a woman. There's a trickle of blood at one corner of her mouth, and I quickly see that I shot her straight in the chest.  
 I guess they didn't even use the proper armor that protects against blast shots. The money-pinching assholes in charge of this mission probably figured they wouldn't be facing anything tougher than a few savages with knives.  
 Getting to my feet, I take a moment to adjust the visor and then I set off through the forest. I can't hear any communication chatter over the earpieces, but I guess maybe I damaged a connection when I removed the helmet.  
 Trudging through the forest, I finally stop as I see two more soldiers in the distance. They're moving slowly and carefully, and a moment later I see why.  
 They're at the perimeter of Steadfall.  
 They're getting in place to surround the town while everybody sleeps.  




Chapter Thirty-Seven 


Iris  
    
 “Who was that woman?”  
 I gesture for Nissa to come and help me with the fire, but after a moment I realize that she's still just watching me from the cave's entrance.  
 “Who was she, Iris?” she asks again. “She seemed weird, but she also seemed like she knew what she was doing. And she knew your name, so you have to know hers.”  
 I wave a hand at her, which is my way of telling her that it doesn't matter. Still, as I continue to put some more wood on the fire, I can tell that Nissa is watching me. I'm worried that she has suspicions about Asher, that she might even have figured out who we encountered in the forest, and I really don't want to have to explain why her mother has been creeping about in the forest for the past ten years.  
 “I'm scared,” she says suddenly, and I find that she's come closer.  
 Turning to her, I see the fear in her eyes.  
 “People at Steadfall always talked about how bad it'd be if the island got taken over,” she continues. “Iris, is Steadfall going to get destroyed? If it is, what'll happen to all the people there? What'll happen to Olivia and Ripley and Martin and -”  
 I put a finger against my lips, to tell her to be quiet.  
 “But what'll happen to them” she asks, and now she seems to be on the verge of tears. “Shouldn't we go and help? Wouldn't my mother want us to help? She'd be mad if she knew we were just sitting around, doing nothing.”  
 I pause, before reaching out and putting a hand on her shoulder.  
 “I'm really scared,” she adds, before stepping closer and putting her arms around me. “Please, Iris. Tell me everything's going to be okay.”  




Chapter Thirty-Eight 


Asher  
    
 Soldiers have taken up positions at several points around the southern perimeter, but there are plenty of gaps they haven't managed to close yet. Sneaking close to the fence, I stop for a moment to check that nobody is around, and then I clamber through into the area behind some of the huts.  
 I'm back.  
 I'm finally in Steadfall again.  
 Sure, I've been close over the past few years, but I always took care to not actually cross the perimeter fence. Now I'm here, and my heart is pounding. Unfortunately, I have absolutely no idea what to do next, because I know that even the couple of hundred people here would be no match for a squadron of well-armed soldiers. They'd be cut down before they could even get to their weapons.  
 I look around for a moment, using the helmet's night-vision to check that I haven't been spotted yet.  
 Staying low, I make my way behind the line of huts. I know there'll be some guards awake during the night, but they're probably dozing at their posts, unaccustomed to the idea that there might actually be a major threat coming closer to the town. By the time I get to the end of the line of huts, I'm starting to think that my best bet might be to wake somebody like Olivia or Ripley, and tell them to evacuate Steadfall before the place is surrounded. In fact, I -  
 Suddenly my feet bump against something.  
 Looking down, I'm surprised to see a slumped figure in the mud. I crouch down and check for a pulse, and I'm relieved to find that at least the person is alive. He must have been knocked out by someone, however, so as I get to my feet I can't help worrying that maybe the soldiers have already begun their incursion.  
 And then I feel somebody tap me on the shoulder.  
 I spin around, but I'm quickly slammed against the back of the nearest hut. Before I can fight back, a spear is placed length-ways against my throat, pushing hard.  
 It's her.  
 It's Doctor Nicole Phillips, a face I've only seen in my nightmares since I came to the island. Her features are badly burned, but I'd recognize her anywhere.  
 “How nice of you to drop by, Asher,” she says firmly, raising her voice so she can be heard over the pouring rain. “It is you under that helmet, isn't it?”  
 I clench my fists, getting ready to beat this bitch to a pulp.  
 “They're here for me,” she continues, before suddenly pulling the spear away and letting it fall to the ground. “I assume you're not too happy about the soldiers. They're here for me, and I don't mean they're here to carry out my orders. They're here to get me and take me back to the mainland.”  
 Still staring through the helmet's visor, I see her face picked out in the green glow of the night-vision system.  
 “They came sooner than I expected,” she explains. “I thought I'd have a few more days, but obviously I'm going to have to hurry things up a little. Still, you came sooner than I expected too, so that's a bonus. Come on, Asher, we should get out of here before they seal the whole town off. Trust me, your precious Steadfall will be a much safer place if they can prove to the soldiers that they don't have me here.”  
 She turns to walk away, but I grab her shoulder and pull her back, quickly slamming her against the back of the hut.  
 “I was on my way out anyway,” she continues breathlessly. “Believe it or not, I didn't come here to get this pathetic town destroyed. I'm only -”  
 “Why did you come here?” I sneer.  
 “Every second we stand here talking,” she replies, “is another second that those soldiers get closer. How long's it going to take them to completely surround Steadfall, Asher? Another five minutes? Ten? I guarantee you that their plan is to get the place contained, and then to come storming in to fetch me. Don't you think it'd be wise for us to be gone by that point?”  
 “Or we could just hand you over,” I point out. “Why do they want you, anyway?”  
 “People might die,” she continues. “If we're here, there could be a fight. If we're not here, the soldiers will see that and they'll leave. I swear, Asher, they're not here to ransack the place and burn it down. Not this time. They just want me, and if I'm not here, they will walk away and leave Steadfall exactly as they found it. Now, there'll be time for you to tell me how much you hate me later, but right now I strongly suggest that we get the hell out of here.”  
 I hesitate for a moment, before raising the rifle so she can see the tip.  
 “Move!” I say firmly.  
 “Any particular direction?”  
 “Get to the fence! Now!”  
 She smiles for a moment, before turning and starting to wade through the mud. She isn't able to move very fast, but finally we get closer to the fence. Instead of climbing over, however, she stops and stares out into the darkness.  
 I grab her arm.  
 “You don't need to drag me like a dog,” she mutters. “I'm choosing to come with you. I just want to make sure we're not walking straight into a nest of soldiers.”  
 “You could always give them the order to back off,” I point out.  
 “They're not my friends, Asher. Far from it.”  
 “So what are they doing here?”  
 “I promise they'll leave your precious little town alone once they realize I'm not there!” she calls back to me. “Believe it or not, they didn't come to slaughter anyone. They have bigger problems at the moment.”  
 “So why did they come?” I ask. “Why did you come?”  
 “I came to find something that I put here for safe-keeping,” she explains. “And they came, I assume, because they don't like the idea of people sabotaging their system from the inside and damn near bringing the government to its knees.”  
 “What are you talking about?”  
 “Don't you get it yet?”  
 Stopping ahead of me, she turns and raises her hands.  
 “You might find this difficult to believe, Asher,” she continues, “but I've been a bad girl. Unfortunately, they found out just a little sooner than I would have wanted, but that's okay. I can adapt my plan a little.”  
 “You're just trying to trick me again,” I reply.  
 “No, that's over now,” she says calmly. “Asher, a long time ago I promised that I'd come and get you. I agreed to let you come to the island because I knew it'd be a safe place to keep you out of harm's way. And to train you up a little more, toughen your soul. But that's over now, and your fun on the island has to come to and end.”  
 She pushes the rifle aside and steps closer to me, as rain continues to pour down all around us.  
 “We need you,” she explains. “You're the perfect soldier, Asher. And it's time for you to come fight in the perfect war.”  
 “I don't want your war,” I reply. “I never -”  
 Before I can finish, I spot movement behind her. Pushing her aside, I step over to the fence, just in time for the night-vision visor to show me several soldiers taking up position in the forest. I look a little further along, and sure enough there are more soldiers.  
 “Oh dear,” Doctor Phillips says behind me. “I take it from your sudden silence that we might be surrounded. Tell me, Asher... Have you ever been caught up in a siege before?”  




Chapter Thirty-Nine 


Iris  
    
 I can see lights in the distance, over on the far shore. Now that the storm is dying down a little, I can make out what looks to be some kind of temporary base being set up on the beach.  
 Whatever these people want, they're prepared for the long-haul.  




Chapter Forty 


Asher  
    
 “There are soldiers in the forest!” a voice calls out, as the first rays of morning light cast long shadows across the makeshift town. “There are soldiers everywhere!”  
 “Uh-oh,” Doctor Phillips whispers, as we watch from the cover of one of the huts. “I think the locals have noticed the problem.”  
 “Keep your mouth shut!” I hiss, staying low so that we hopefully won't be spotted.  
 “The prisoner's gone!” another voice shouts. Ripley, I think. “Carmichael was knocked out in the night. She must have run off.”  
 “They've got guns,” a woman adds. “What do they want?”  
 Pulling a little further back into the hut, I try to figure out what we're going to do next. The soldiers could easily have stormed the town by now, and they'd have had an extra advantage if they'd come during the night. The fact that they've simply taken up position, and that they're allowing themselves to be seen now that daylight has arrived, makes me think that a simple attack isn't on the cards. Not yet, at least.  
 “So tell me,” Doctor Phillips whispers, “why do you want the people of this fine little town to think you're dead?”  
 “It's better that way,” I mutter.  
 “Even your own daughter thinks you died during childbirth.”  
 I turn to her.  
 “Oh, I saw the little brat,” she continues. “What was her name again? Nasher?”  
 “Nissa.”  
 “That's right. She looks so much like you, although I think there was a hint of dear Harold Mars in the mix too. I always thought you and Harold had a bit of a -”  
 “Shut your goddamn face!” I hiss, shoving her back against the wall of the hut. “You don't know anything!”  
 “I saw Harold after he came back from the island ten years ago,” she replies, with a faint smile on her lips. “I don't think his trip had gone entirely successfully. The poor man was rather badly beaten up, and he wanted to come straight back with an assault force. Fortunately, he was overruled. Still, from what he told me, I get the impression that his visit had some benefits.”  
 “If you say one more word,” I sneer, “I'll throw you over the fence myself and let those soldiers do whatever they want with you.”  
 “That wouldn't be very nice of you,” she replies. “After all, they want to drag me back to the city and put me on trial. I'll probably end up being executed for treason. Would you really let that happen?”  
 “You're part of the government,” I point out. “You're a career bureaucrat, you're high up in the system.”  
 “I was, dear, but unfortunately my cover was blown. I was only ever part of the system because I wanted to bring it down from the inside. You'd be surprised how many of us there are, and we certainly got a lot more done than those fools like Darius Locke who thought only of bombs and demonstrations. Unfortunately – and I'm aware this is becoming something of a theme lately – our little network was uncovered before we could finish setting things up perfectly. Now we're all having to improvise, which is why I came here. Meanwhile Harold Mars is -”  
 “Harold Mars is part of the government too!”  
 “He's an infiltrator, like me,” she replies. “A rebel. A freedom fighter. Call us what you like, but we're the smart ones because we got high up into the government. It took us years, but we got seats at the big table. And that, my dear, is how to really bring the whole corrupt system crashing down. We were so close, we were just months away from our goal, but then somebody betrayed us. So that's why plan B is in operation, which is where you come in.”  
 “I'm not part of any plan!” I tell her.  
 “You were such a good soldier in the war,” she continues. “You were just fighting on the wrong side, but that couldn't be helped.”  
 “I'm not -”  
 Stopping suddenly, I see that the smile on her lips is getting a little stronger.  
 “You poor grunts are never told who you're fighting,” she whispers, leaning closer to me. “Just a faceless enemy in the night. I've heard the theories that do the rounds. Some of you think the enemy is just another city from a different part of the planet. Some of you even think the enemy is just smoke and mirrors, designed to keep a fearful population cowering at the feet of their masters.” She pauses, and now I can feel her breath against the side of my face. “You're going to come with me, Asher,” she adds finally, “and I'm going to get you to where you need to be. And then you'll see who we really are.”  
 I turn to her.  
 “What the hell?” a voice shouts suddenly, and I turn to see Ripley standing in the doorway. “Asher?”  
 I step toward him, hoping to shut him up, but then I see that there are already several other people watching us from nearby. In fact, more are arriving with each passing moment.  
 “Is it really you?” Ripley asks, clearly shocked by the sight of me. “We all thought you were dead!”  
 “I can explain,” I reply, even though I have no idea where to begin. “I just -”  
 “There are soldiers out in the forest,” he continues, stepping closer. “We don't know how many, but they've got the entire town surrounded. We have no idea what they want, but they're not letting anyone leave. We didn't get to the water-catchers yet this morning, we barely have any water at all and they won't even let us go get some more.”  
 “Did you bring them here?” a woman asks.  
 I turn to her. “No, of course not.”  
 “Did they follow you here?” another woman suggests.  
 “No,” I reply, “I have nothing to do with them. I only came back because I saw a carrier land nearby during the night.”  
 “A carrier?” the first woman stammers. “Why would they send a carrier? I thought they were going to leave us alone!”  
 “You're supposed to be dead,” Ripley says firmly, stepping toward me. “You're supposed to be buried a little way out of town. Where the hell have you been for the past ten years?”  
 “It's complicated,” I reply, although I know that's a hopelessly useless explanation. “I mean -”  
 “Thank God you're back!” a woman says, rushing toward me and hugging me tight. “What do these soldiers want from us? Why aren't they letting us go and get water?”  
 “How cute,” Doctor Phillips says behind me. “Look at their happy, hopeful faces. Their savior has returned!”  




Chapter Forty-One 


Iris  
    
 Nissa's shivering in my arms, but she hasn't spoken for a couple of hours. We're sitting in the entrance of the cave, in a spot where morning light is barely able to reach us. At least the storm has passed, but so far I've seen and heard nothing to indicate what might be happening at Steadfall.  
 At least there's been no sound of gunfire.  
 No explosions.  
 No back-up arriving with more carriers.  
 Just a kind of eerie silence that seems to have descended across the entire island.  
 At some point, I'm going to have to make a decision. We can stay here for a while, but eventually I'll have to try to figure out what's going on at Steadfall. I can't take Nissa with me, so I'll have to leave her here, and I'll also have to make sure that she knows how to look after herself if the worst happens. If Steadfall is gone, and if I don't make it back, Nissa's going to be all alone. That's effectively a death sentence for anyone on this island, let alone a nine-year-old girl.  
 And then, just as I'm trying to figure out how I can explain things to her, I hear voices in the distance and – a moment later – the crackle of a radio.  
 Grabbing Nissa, I clamp a hand over her mouth and pull her further into the cave. As I do so, I realize the voices are getting closer, and I can hear footsteps too. Nissa tries to ask me what's happening, but I've got my hand clamped so tight over her mouth, she can't get a sound out.  
 “There's nothing out here,” a male voice says, sounding a little bored. “Are we really supposed to just wander around in case somebody slips out of that crappy shanty town?”  
 “Orders are orders,” a woman replies.  
 “Sure,” the man says, “but this place gives me the creeps. I mean, look around. There's nothing here except plants and trees. How can anyone ever live like this?”  
 “Relax,” the woman sighs, “we'll be out of here in an hour or two. There's no way those savages are gonna last long.”  
 I hear the tell-tale sound of a gun being set on a harvesting loop. There's a faint whining sound in the air, and I know that these two soldiers will have plenty of other weapons with them as well. Even if I could crawl over to the knives Asher left for us, I could never fight off two armed soldiers. Our only hope is to stay low and hope that we're not spotted.  
 Looking at Nissa, I see the fear in her eyes.  
 I nod, but she still looks scared.  
 “Did you hear something?” the man asks suddenly.  
 “Like what?” the woman replies.  
 “I don't know, like a few rocks falling.”  
 “You're imagining things.”  
 “I'm serious! I think there's someone nearby!”  
 Nissa and I wait in complete silence. I know for a fact that neither of us made a noise after the two soldiers arrived, but sure enough a moment later I hear the sound of a few rocks bumping to the ground. It's possible that the storm simply dislodged some sections of the cliff-face, but I'm still worried that any sound at all will be enough to make the two soldiers start searching around. And if they do that, there's no way Nissa and I will be able to escape.  
 I look at Nissa again.  
 She's terrified, but at least she knows to stay quiet and -  
 Suddenly there's a bumping sound nearby, and I realize that the soldiers were right. There's definitely someone else near the cave entrance, and a moment later I realize I can hear another sound, almost as if...  
 Bones are rattling together...  
 Before I have time to react, I see a familiar figure stumble into sight at the cave entrance. The guy with the rib-cage helmet has somehow not only survived our earlier encounter, but he's managed to find us. There's blood all over his chest and it's hard to believe that he's still alive, but he starts lumbering toward us while screaming and holding up a makeshift ax.  
 Nissa lets out a startled cry, but I pull her closer before hauling us both up. We run deeper into the cave, and then I turn just in time to see the bone guy stumbling after us.  
 He lets out an angry, primal scream, and at that moment I realize that I can't reach the knives.  
 Suddenly two laser blasts slam into him from behind, shattering the bone around around his chest and sending him thudding into the wall of the cave. Screaming, he turns and lumbers back the way he came, but two more shots hit him square in the chest and I watch with relief as he crumples and falls out of sight.  
 Pulling Nissa back behind a section of rock, I listen to the sound of footsteps getting closer to the cave.  
 “What the hell was that thing?” the male soldiers asks, clearly shocked. “Was it a guy with, like, human bones wrapped around his body for armor?”  
 “I knew there'd be some crazy stuff here,” the female soldier replies, “but that was, like, beyond anything I imagined. He must have completely lost his mind.”  
 “Do you think there's anyone else here?” her colleague replies. “I'm not sure, but I think maybe I heard something coming from in here.”  
 “It was probably just that asshole's voice echoing.”  
 “But he seemed like he was going after something that was in the cave.”  
 “He also seemed completely insane,” she replies. “You can go and check if you want, but there's no way I'm wandering into a dark cave. There could be anything back there.”  
 With my hand still clamped over Nissa's mouth, I stay completely silent, and finally I hear the two soldiers walking away. They're still talking, but I can't make out anything they're saying, and after a few minutes their footsteps fade into the distance. I don't want to get too confident, but I think maybe they're heading off to another part of the forest.  
 Finally, I move my hand away from Nissa's mouth, although I quickly put a finger to my lips. She has to stay quiet.  
 “Is he gone?” she whispers, her voice trembling with fear.  
 I wait, listening to the silence of the cave.  
 “Iris?” Nissa says after a moment. “Is he gone?”  
 I raise two fingers, indicating that we have to wait.  
 A few minutes later, I take a cautious step out from behind the outcrop, and I look toward the cave entrance. There's no sign of anyone, and I'm starting to feel more and more certain that we've been left alone. Still, I gesture for Nissa to stay back, and then I make my way over to where our knives were left piled on the ground. Even now, I'm not completely certain that we're safe, so I step carefully over to the entrance and look out.  
 There's nobody around.  
 Turning, I wave at Nissa, and she comes out of hiding.  
 “I don't want to stay here,” she says as she gathers up the rest of the knives. “Can we go back home now?”  
 I pause, before shaking my head.  
 “Why not?” she asks.  
 I look back out at the forest. I know the are soldiers teeming all over this part of the island, but I'm pretty sure they're mostly in the area around Steadfall. If that's the case, we need to head away from Steadfall for a few miles and then wait until we get some kind of signal that everything's okay. Maybe we'll see the carrier leaving, or maybe I can eventually go and check the place out. One thing's certain, however: I'm not going to dare going back to Steadfall for at least a week, and I might even stay away for longer. I can't risk letting anything happen to Nissa.  
 “Where are we going?” she asks, as we step out of the cave. “Iris -”  
 “Don't move!” a voice shouts suddenly.  
 Turning, I'm shocked to see the two soldiers standing just a few feet away, with their rifles aimed straight at our faces.  
 “If you try to run,” the male soldier continues, “you're both dead!”  




Chapter Forty-Two 


Asher  
    
 “Why are they just watching us like this?” Ripley mutters as we stand at the fence. “I feel like a caged animal.”  
 “They're waiting for something,” I reply, keeping my eyes fixed on the two soldiers who are making no attempt to hide their presence. They're about twenty feet away, with their rifles aimed at us. “Whoever sent them, they must have told them to surround us and then make sure we see them.”  
 “Why would they be told to do that?” Ripley asks. “They're giving us time to prepare for their attack.”  
 “I don't think they're planning to attack,” I tell him. “Not unless it's a last resort, anyway. I think they're keeping us here so something else can happen.”  
 “We need water,” he points out. “They're not allowing anybody to go and fetch water.”  
 “Exactly.” I turn to him. “I think Phillips was right earlier. This is a siege.”  
 “There's no way I'm going to let them pen me in,” he mutters, before suddenly climbing over the fence. “I'm going to get water and -”  
 Before he can finish, a laser blast hits the ground just a few feet away. Stumbling, Ripley falls over the other side of the fence, and then he quickly scrambles to his feet.  
 “Get back over here!” I say firmly.  
 “They're not very good shots, are they?” he replies.  
 “That was a warning, Ripley! If you don't -”  
 Another blast rips through the air, hitting the ground just inches from where Ripley's standing. This time he doesn't need telling twice, and he quickly climbs back over the fence.  
 “They wouldn't have come all this way just to starve us out,” I continue, as I try to figure out precisely what's happening. “At some point they're going to give us an ultimatum. There's something they want here, and they think this siege is the way to get it. They could come in and take it by force, but clearly there's something holding them back.” I pause for a moment. “They're giving us a taste of what it's like to go hungry,” I add finally. “I give it a couple of hours at most before we get their list of demands.”  
    
 ***  
    
 “Of course it's me,” Doctor Phillips replies as I stand in the doorway of the hut. “I already told you that. I ran away, and they want to drag me back so I can be given a show-trial. After that, I'll be executed.”  
 “So why the siege?” I ask, leaning against the jamb. “Why not just come in here and haul your scrawny ass out?”  
 “Maybe they're just being polite.”  
 “And why don't I just drag you out myself and toss you over the fence?” I add. “Wouldn't that solve all our problems?”  
 “In a neat world, maybe. But they don't just want me, Asher. They want everything I have with me. Everything I created.”  
 “I don't see you carrying a suitcase.”  
 “They want the thing that I came to fetch.”  
 “And that would be?”  
 “You, silly.”  
 I roll my eyes.  
 “I created you,” she continues, a little more earnestly this time. “I made you who and what you are today.”  
 “You pissed me off a lot,” I reply darkly. “That's not quite the same thing.”  
 “You weren't the only one,” she says with a sigh. “There were plenty of others, but through a combination of bad luck and bad judgment the rest of them all ended up dead. In the war, mostly, or through madness. We were trying to create the perfect soldier and -”  
 “I was never the perfect soldier,” I tell her, “and these days I'm no soldier at all.”  
 “But you could be.”  
 “I don't know if you've noticed,” I reply, “but I have a slight limp now. My body's not in the best shape.”  
 “You've been battered about a little more than I anticipated on the island, Asher, but we can patch you up again. The important part is that you can still be useful to the war effort. To our war effort. You'll be fighting on the other side this time, and -”  
 “I won't be fighting on any side!” I spit.  
 “You don't even know why we're at war.”  
 “I don't care. I'm done with fighting. I came to the island to get away from all of that. I didn't even want to remember, but apparently your mind-wiping techniques have an expiry date. I remember everything.”  
 “Are you sure about that?”  
 “I remember the war. I remember Mads. I remember the abyss.”  
 “Oh, the abyss.” She chuckles. “Well, yes, I had to let you get that out of your system, didn't I?”  
 “Out of my system?”  
 “You were idolizing the idea of outsiders, Asher. You were romanticizing those awful people. That's why I let you go out of the building all those years ago, and it's why I let you get a taste of what they're capable of. The people in the abyss aren't poor little victims of their mean, oppressive government. They're the filth that produced that government. This was all part of your training, Asher. You have to see that there's nothing worth saving in those cities. Not in the towers, and certainly not down in the abyss.”  
 “You knew I'd get attacked?” I ask, unable to believe that she let me wander into danger.  
 “And then I rescued you.”  
 “Not until I'd gone through hell!” I shout, stepping toward her. Grabbing her by the collar, I slam her against the wall with such force that the roof shakes. “Do you have any idea what those monsters did to me?”  
 “Of course I do,” she replies unflappably. “I saw you on the trolley as you went into surgery, remember? And I read the medical reports. Don't worry, though. I made sure you were rescued before anything too bad could happen to you, and then I had troops go through that part of the abyss and destroy everything they found. The people who hurt you, the people who chained you up and sold tickets to your torture, were killed. I gave specific instructions that they had to burn alive.”  
 “You're lying!” I sneer. “Nobody could leave another human being to be tortured like that!”  
 “I'm not saying I enjoyed it, dear,” she explains. “It was necessary, that's all. And it has become, I believe, one of the sources of your anger. As I said earlier, I created you.”  
 Still holding her by the collar, I lean closer.  
 “When this is over,” I say firmly, “and I've made those soldiers leave the island, I will personally make sure that you pay for everything you've done. And then I will get on with my life here, the life -”  
 “And what life is that, Asher? The life of a lonely outcast?”  
 “It's what I want.”  
 “And why's that?” she snaps, finally showing some of the anger that I remember from the old days. “Why does this unimpressive pile of rocks and dirt mean anything to you at all?”  
 “I'm building something here.”  
 “This town?” She laughs. “You're lucky this town hasn't been blown away by a storm by now. This is nothing to be proud of, Asher.”  
 “I'd still defend it with my life.”  
 “Would you?”  
 “I'd do anything to keep Steadfall alive.”  
 I wait for her next bitchy comment, but instead she simply stares at me for a moment.  
 “Interesting,” she whispers finally. “You'd do anything for this place, would you?”  
 Letting go of her collar, I take a step back, just as I hear footsteps approaching the hut. Turning, I see that Ripley has come to find me.  
 “Someone wants to talk to you,” he says as soon as he reaches the doorway. “Asher, the soldiers say someone's coming to tell us why they're here. And you're the only person they'll talk to.”  




Chapter Forty-Three 


Iris  
    
 “Iris Bloom,” the guard says as he looks at his hand-held scanner. “You've certainly got quite a history, Ms. Bloom. I can see why you ended up on the island. Seems you lived on the streets for a while after your parents died.”  
 I pull again on the cuffs that are holding my wrists tight behind my back, but I already know that I won't be able to break free. These things are too tough.  
 We're on the beach, which is where the soldiers have set up a kind of temporary base. Their carrier is parked nearby, and they've already unloaded hundreds of crates that no doubt contain ammunition and various weapons. So far, I think there are about thirty soldiers here at the moment, to add to the number that already went into the forest. Based on the size of the carrier, I imagine there could be close to a hundred of these bastards on the island right now.  
 “Mother deceased,” the guard continues, scrolling down the page, “father deceased, sister...”  
 His voice trails off, and he stares at the screen for a moment before glancing at me. There's a tag on his uniform, identifying him as Sergeant A. Dylan.  
 “Sister deceased too,” he adds, with a faint smile. “That's what it says here, anyway. Della Catherine Bloom. How does that make you feel, Iris? Your little sister died all those years ago, and you couldn't do anything to help her. Why don't you articulate your feelings on that matter, huh? Come on, let me hear your thoughts.”  
 Staring at him, I realize he's making fun of me.  
 “Oh, that's right,” he continues, as several soldiers walk past on their way along the beach. “I'm told you lost your tongue somewhere along the way. You must have had some misadventures here on the island, but it's impressive that you're still alive.” He looks down at the screen again. “I must tell your case manager, Mr. Logan, that I bumped into you. I'm sure he'll be glad to know that you're still alive and kicking.”  
 I tug again on the cuffs, and now I can feel the skin chafing on my wrists.  
 “What about your friend Natasha Lincoln?” he asks. “It says here that you and she were dropped onto the island together. Do you happen to know what became of her?”  
 Staring at him, I try to work out how I can cause him the maximum amount of pain.  
 “Never mind,” he continues with a sigh, setting the scanner aside. “You'll be relieved to know, Ms. Bloom, that we have no intention of hurting you. You'll merely be held until such time as we're ready to depart, and then you'll be released back into the wild. I'm even willing to apologize to you for this terrible disturbance. I hope you understand that General Lennox would never have brought us here if there had been any other way of getting what we want. Hopefully the people at Steadfall will cooperate and we can be out of here by nightfall. Wouldn't you like that?”  
 I try to tell him to go to hell, but all that comes from my mouth is a set of vague, plaintive grunts.  
 He copies me in response, mimicking my failed attempt to speak, and then he starts chuckling to himself.  
 I step toward him, but another guard quickly grabs my wrists and holds me back.  
 “Careful,” Sergeant Dylan says, smiling at me. “We can punish you however we see fit, if you cause us any problems. Besides, you shouldn't take these things so personally.”  
 He starts copying me again, and this time one of the other guards starts chuckling.  
 I don't pull on the cuffs, though.  
 Not now.  
 I need to be smarter and wait for a chance to wipe the grins off their faces.  
 “Stick her somewhere,” Sergeant Dylan says finally, turning to one of the others. “I don't care where, but make sure it's not too close to where I'm working. I don't want to hear her weird grunts.”  
 The other guards laugh again, and a moment later I'm shoved in the back. Seething with anger, I barely manage to restrain myself as I'm forced to walk across the beach. One guard is holding my arm, while another is prodding me in the back with the tip of his gun. Ahead, there are several large containers that have been unloaded from the carrier, and it's clear that the soldiers are getting ready for a major offensive against Steadfall.  
 “Iris!”  
 Stopping suddenly, I turn and see that Nissa is running this way. Like me, she has her hands cuffed behind her back, but she bumps into me and buries her face against my chest.  
 “I thought I'd never see you again!” she sobs.  
 “Put them together,” another guard says, coming over to join us. “Make sure they're secured to something, though. We don't want them getting away and going off to warn anyone.”  
 “Warn them of what?” the first guard asks, grabbing my arm and shoving me over to one of the large metal crates. “It's not as if they could actually do anything, is it?”  
 Nissa lets out a pained cry as one of the guards links her cuffs to a chain on the side of the crate. I want to tell them to stop treating her so badly, but it's not as if I can get any words out. Besides, I'm sure they could do worse if they wanted, and the last thing I want is for them to feel like they have to make some kind of point. I can't help noticing, too, that they're much rougher with me than with Nissa. As they chain me to the crate next to her, I'm already trying to think of a way to escape, but these chains are clearly way too strong.  
 “Let me go!” Nissa screams, struggling frantically to get loose from her cuffs.  
 The guards step back, and it's clear that they're amused as Nissa tugs and tugs.  
 I try to tell her to stop, to warn her that all she's doing is wearing a bloodied cut into her wrists, but all that emerges from my mouth is a vague grunting sound. And this, in turn, causes the guards to laugh even harder.  
 “I don't want to be here!” Nissa sobs. “I want to go home!”  
 “Me too, kid,” one of the guards chuckles as he and his friends start walking away. “Everyone here wants to go home.”  
 “Iris, how do we get out of here?” she whimpers, turning to me with tear-filled eyes. “I want to go back to Steadfall! These people are scaring me!”  
 I want to tell her that everything'll be alright, but of course I can't say a word. Nissa was born here on the island, so she's never seen any kind of technology. As she looks around at the containers and weapons, and at the carrier that's parked a little further along the beach, I can't help wondering how she's managing to deal with the sight of so many new things.  
 “Iris,” she continues, “we -”  
 Suddenly a loudspeaker crackles to life nearby, and a booming voice orders soldiers to take up position further along the beach. Startled for a moment, I look around at the maelstrom of activity, and then a few seconds later I hear a sobbing sound.  
 Turning, I see that Nissa has crouched down on the ground, and now she's curling herself into a ball with her eyes squeezed tight shut.  
 “Make them stop!” she whimpers. “It's too noisy!”  
 At that moment, as if to really emphasize the cacophony all around us, the carrier's engine briefly starts up for a few seconds. Beneath my feet, the whole beach seems to rumble. The sound passes soon enough, but voices are yelling orders in the distance, and it's clear that this is way too much noise and action for a nine-year-old girl who grew up in a small community of – at most – a couple of hundred people.  
 “Make it stop!” she cries out, shaking now with fear. “Iris! Make them go away!”  




Chapter Forty-Four 


Asher  
    
 Stopping at the main gate, I see that several soldiers are watching me from the trees with their rifles aimed. I turn and look over my shoulder, and sure enough the entire population of Steadfall has gathered behind me. Their faces show a mixture of fear and anticipation, and it's clear that they're all relying on me to get us out of this mess.  
 Hearing footsteps, I turn and see that another soldier is stepping toward me. He's older than the others, and I immediately recognize the insignia on his chest.  
 This man is a general.  
 “Are you Asher?” he asks, his voice sounding harsh and scratched.  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 He takes another step toward me, and this time he holds a hand out for me to shake.  
 “General Alistair Lennox,” he announces calmly. “I hope you'll forgive our intrusion here, but we're really only here for two things, and I'm very much hoping we can be on our way before this matter gets out of hand.”  
 I pause for a moment, before shaking his hand.  
 “Let's get something out of the way right now,” he continues. “I know that Doctor Nicole Phillips is here, so I'd appreciate it if you dispense with any denials on that front. She gave us the slip before, but we tracked her here and we know she's somewhere in your little... town.”  
 He says that last word with a hint of disdain.  
 “Is that all you want?” I ask. “If we turn her over to you, you'll take her and leave?”  
 “We want what she has,” he replies, “and we want her.”  
 “You can have her,” I tell him. “Hell, I'd pay you to take her away.”  
 “And the code.”  
 “Code?”  
 “She has the code,” he continues. “I'm not at liberty to divulge more on that matter, but taking her away for trial will not be enough. We know that she has the code, and we need to take that with us as well.”  
 “I have no idea what she has with her,” I reply, “but I'm sure you have ways of getting the information out of her.”  
 “We don't know where the code is stored.”  
 “So search her boat,” I continue. “Search her. Whatever, I don't care. Get her out of here and don't turn it into our problem.”  
 I turn to tell Ripley that he needs to bring Doctor Phillips out.  
 “I need you to cooperate with us,” General Lennox says again, this time sounding a little annoyed.  
 I glance back at him.  
 “I am cooperating,” I explain. “I'm turning her over to you.”  
 “With the code.”  
 “I don't know anything about a code.”  
 “Are you sure about that?” he asks, with a hint of suspicion in his eyes.  
 “Doctor Nicole Phillips is nothing to do with me,” I explain, “or at least, she hasn't been for well over a decade. So I'm going to turn her over to you, and then you can leave with her, and I don't want to hear another word about what she's been doing or what code she's hiding or anything like that. I came to the island to get away from stuff like that. We all did. So take her away and leave us alone.”  
 “That won't be good enough,” he says firmly. “Your town is surrounded, and nobody is allowed in or out until we have what we want. And what we want is Doctor Phillips and the code.”  
    
 ***  
    
 “What code?” I ask, standing in front of Doctor Phillips in one of the huts.  
 “Code?”  
 “Don't bullshit me,” I continue. “They want you and they want a code, and apparently it's our problem if you don't turn it over to them.”  
 “Hang on,” she replies, leaning back on her stool with a faint smile. “This is starting to ring a bell. I think maybe I do remember something about a code, but the details are foggy.”  
 “The people here need water,” I point out. “And food. We don't have time for your games.”  
 “I'm trying to help,” she replies, “but you're hardly helping. Perhaps if you untied my wrists, I'd be able to think straight.”  
 I pause for a moment, before turning to Ripley.  
 “Get out of here,” I tell him.  
 He raises a skeptical eyebrow.  
 “Give me a moment alone with her.”  
 He stares at me for a few seconds, and then he shrugs as he walks out of the hut.  
 “Do you not have any water supplies here in the town?” Doctor Phillips asks as I step closer to her. “Now that's a design flaw, isn't it? You should have made sure your -”  
 I punch her hard, hitting the left side of her face and sending her falling back off the stool. She lands hard on the ground, and I have to admit to a hint of satisfaction as I hear a pained groan. Rolling onto her side, she seems genuinely winded.  
 “The code,” I say firmly. “What is it, and how do I give it to them?”  
 “Is this your plan?” she asks, struggling to sit up. There's blood on her lips. “Physical violence? I thought you were more of a smart thinker.”  
 Stepping over to her, I grab her by the hair and drag her to the wall. She struggles a little, but I quickly slam her back down to the ground and crouch next to her.  
 “What is the code,” I sneer, “and how do I give it to them?”  
 “I'm not -”  
 “General Lennox didn't say anything about you being alive or dead when I turn you over,” I continue. “Frankly, I think the code and your corpse might satisfy him.”  
 “And where exactly is the code?” she asks, before spitting out some more blood. “What does it look like? What's it held in?”  
 “It has to be something you brought with you to the island,” I point out. “Nobody here has any kind of tracking device or implant in their body, so there's no way it's hidden inside one of us.”  
 “True,” she replies, “but knowing where it isn't doesn't help you figure out where it is.”  
 She wipes blood from her lips.  
 “I know General Alistair Lennox,” she continues. “He's a tough man. He's fair, but he gets his job done. I'm sure he doesn't want to maintain this siege until everybody here drops dead from dehydration, but if that's what it takes, then that's what he'll do. Believe me, the man does what he's told, and somebody has told him to come here and get that code back. His bosses must be getting pretty desperate by now. Scared, even. They don't know exactly what's happening, but they know it could be very bad for their side in the war.”  
 “You're not really a traitor,” I reply. “You can't be. You were always so patriotic, so firmly on our side.”  
 “It's called lying, honey. What's wrong? Does it scare you that some people find it so easy to lie?”  
 I crouch next to her.  
 “Tell me about this code,” I say after a moment. “What does it do? Why are they so afraid of it?”  
 “Relax,” she replies with a smile. “Let's do this my way, and I promise everyone will be alright in the end. Even the pathetic people who live in this dumb little shanty town. What's wrong, Asher? Don't you trust me?”  




Chapter Forty-Five 


Iris  
    
 Sliding the handcuffs to the end of the metal rail, I try once again to slip them off the end. There's a support beam in the way, and the beam is firmly attached to the side of the crate, but I'm convinced that there has to be a weak spot here somewhere.  
 Feeling the ground rumble beneath my feet, I turn just in time to see that an all-terrain vehicle is being loaded off the back of the carrier.  
 They really mean business here.  
 “Make them all go away,” Nissa sobs, still whimpering on the ground. “Iris, my head hurts!”  
 As if to torment her further, several soldiers hurry past, shouting at one another. Figuring that I have to find some way to get us out of here, I start working on the handcuffs again. Somewhere, there has to be a point of weakness. I just have to find that point so I can get us both free.  




Chapter Forty-Six 


Asher  
    
 “I say we toss her out there to them,” Ripley says firmly, “and hope they realize there's nothing more we can do. Whatever this code is, we don't have it! They have to see that!”  
 “Lennox said that's not an option,” I reply, looking over toward the fence and seeing several soldiers watching us from their positions next to the trees. “The code has to be here somewhere. Did you search Phillips when you brought her here?”  
 “Intimately,” Carmichael says. “The worst part is, I think she liked it.”  
 “And there was nothing on her?”  
 He shakes his head.  
 “So it's inside her,” Ripley suggests. “Seems simple enough. She's got some kind of implant that's holding the data.”  
 “She says that's not where it is,” I reply. “I believe her. Sure, we could send her out there, but at least while we've got her here we have a chance of getting the truth from her.”  
 “Let me go in there with her for five minutes,” Ripley says. “I held back a little before. This time I'll make her realize that she doesn't have a choice.”  
 “She's waiting for something,” I explain, turning for to Carmichael, then to Olivia, and then to the others who've come to discuss our options. “She keeps saying that if we just trust her and do things her way, something's going to get us out of this. She won't say what it is, but...”  
 My voice trails off for a moment. I'm convinced that Phillips was trying to hint at something earlier, something that I'm not quite understanding.  
 “Do you really believe she's telling the truth?” Ripley asks. “The woman's an inveterate liar.”  
 “If she's lying about this,” I reply, “then why did she come here at all? I know we're out of water, but we can last a few more hours, and if we still haven't made any progress we can think about turning her over before nightfall.”  
 “You're giving her the benefit of the doubt?” Carmichael asks.  
 I turn to him.  
 “People will go along with you for now, Asher,” he continues. “They have memories of the good work you did in the past, and they're still mostly in awe of the fact that you've turned up alive. But give it a few hours, wait until they're hungry and thirsty, and the decision might just be taken out of your hands. People have short tempers when their bellies are empty.”  
    
 ***  
    
 Crouching down at the side of one of the other huts, I take a look at the collection of sharpened sticks that somebody has left piled in the dirt. Examining one of them more closely, I see that the sharp end has been tapered expertly, clearly by someone who spent time on the job.  
 “That's all she does all day,” a voice says suddenly. “Well, that and practice throwing the damn things.”  
 Turning, I find that Olivia has come over to join me.  
 “Nissa is a warrior in training,” she explains. “She spends a lot of time trying to get better at using the sticks as a weapon. She's not bad at it, either. I mean, she's only nine, so there are limits. She's not some kind of superhero. But she can throw a mean stick, and sometimes she even gets the tips to dig into the ground. I wouldn't want to get on her bad side, not when she's got about a 25% chance to hurting me with one of these things.”  
 “I didn't know they were hers,” I reply, setting the stick down and getting to my feet. “I just saw them, that's all.”  
 “She reminds me of you.”  
 “That's great. I have to go and talk to the others now.”  
 Feeling a little flustered, I step past her.  
 “She made you,” she adds suddenly.  
 I turn to her, and then I watch as she reaches down and sorts through the sticks. Finally she holds up a smaller collection of twigs that have been bound together with some kind of bark trimming, and I realize after a moment that Nissa seems to have made a small, very crude human figure using twigs and sticks.  
 “And a bad guy for you to fight,” Olivia continues, holding up a second, slightly larger and bulkier figure. “Whenever she thought nobody was watching, she's play with them.”  
 “That's... cute,” I reply, although a shudder passes through my chest as I imagine my daughter playing dolls in the dirt.  
 “You always win,” Olivia adds with a faint smile. “Always. Although sometimes the nasty stick man runs you close. I know these homemade toys look crude, but they can keep Nissa entertained for hours. One time I happened to spot her out in the forest, playing with them in a patch of mud. She had this elaborate story figured out, and she was still playing it several hours later when I passed the area again. Of course, she stopped as soon as she realized I was nearby. She doesn't like to be seen doing kid things.”  
 “I don't blame her,” I mutter.  
 “She's nine, but she acts like someone twice that age. Sometimes, at least. Other times, her guard slips and she's more of a child. It must be hard for her, being the only kid around. She doesn't have anyone to play with.”  
 “No-one else has had children here?”  
 She shakes her head. “I think they don't see any point in bringing a child into the world, not on the island.”  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 “Not that I think you made a mistake,” she adds suddenly, as if she's worried she's said too much. “Asher, I know you -”  
 “It's fine.”  
 “I know you didn't plan to have her. I know... Well, I know it's complicated.” She pauses. “Where is Nissa, anyway? You said she's with Iris, but are you sure they're safe?”  
 “I told them to stay put and keep well out of sight,” I reply. “Hopefully they managed that.”  
 Looking at the wooden figures, I can't help trying to imagine Nissa playing in the dirt.  
 “She likes war games,” I whisper finally. “She didn't get that from me.”  
 “Maybe from her father?” Olivia suggests. “Maybe -”  
 “She doesn't have a father,” I reply, turning to her. “I mean, not really. Not one who influences her. Maybe it's just in her DNA, but...”  
 My voice trails off, and suddenly I realize that I'm allowing myself to feel sentimental. I never intended to make my presence known in Steadfall again, and I certainly never intended to get involved in Nissa's life. For the past nine years, I've kept my distance and simply observed from afar, and I have to find a way to go back to that existence. I can't exactly fake my death again, however, so this time I'm going to have to simply walk away.  
 Suddenly hearing raised voices in the distance, I turn and look past the huts.  
 “What's going on?” I whisper, hurrying over toward the gate, where a crowd has gathered.  
 “You can't keep us here!” Carmichael shouts, and I see that he's already stepped out through the gate. “We came here to get away from you! You have no authority over us!”  
 “Get him back in here!” I hiss, struggling to force my way through the crowd.  
 Already, several soldiers have their guns aimed at him.  
 “This is our land!” Carmichael says firmly. “When we came to the island, we were promised that we'd never have to deal with the rest of the world again. I don't care what you're after, you can't keep us from getting to our food and water supplies!”  
 With that, he starts walking forward.  
 Before I can yell at him to come back, one of the soldiers opens fire, hitting Carmichael square in the chest with a blast of energy. Screams ring out all around, and I race out through the gate just as Carmichael's body slumps down against the mud.  
 “Wait!” I shout at the soldiers, as they aim their rifles at me.  
 I drop to my knees and check the side of Carmichael's neck for a pulse, but I can already see that it's too late. He's dead, and when I look over at the soldiers I see that they're watching my every move.  




Chapter Forty-Seven 


Iris  
    
 Twisting the handcuffs, I try to slide them off the side of the railing that runs up the crate. There's still a section that's getting in the way, but I feel certain that I can get us out of here if I just figure out the crate's weakest part.  
 Nearby, several soldiers are watching and laughing as I continue to work, and as Nissa continues to whimper next to me.  




Chapter Forty-Eight 


Asher  
    
 “They murdered him!” Ripley shouts, and a murmur of agreement immediately rises from the crowd. “He wasn't going to hurt anyone! He was just trying to fetch food and water!”  
 “He still shouldn't have tested them like that,” I point out, trying to maintain order. “He must have known what they'd do!”  
 “How many of them are out there?” Ripley asks, turning to me. “Thirty? Forty? And maybe the same again at the beach? There are two hundred of us, Asher. Maybe it's time for us to teach them a lesson.”  
 “We'd be slaughtered!” I reply, shocked that he'd suggest something so stupid.  
 “Maybe,” he continues, “but maybe not. We're not a bunch of untrained savages, Asher. Those asshole are taking advantage of us, and now they've started killing us. You keep saying we have to wait, but sooner or later they're going to run out of patience, and then what? Will they storm the town and start killing anyone who looks at them the wrong way?”  
 “We just need -”  
 “We don't have time!” he shouts angrily. “We should just throw that bitch out to them and make them realize we don't have some stupid code!”  
 “That's not going to work,” I tell him. “We need to be logical about this and -”  
 “Who the hell put you in charge again?”  
 Turning, I see that Margaret is standing nearby. I remember Margaret from ten years ago, and she was always one of the people who argued with my decisions. Clearly the intervening years haven't softened her resolve.  
 “No offense, Asher,” she continues, “but you abandoned us.”  
 “No,” I reply, “I -”  
 “Yes, you did!” she says firmly, and several people nod in agreement. “You left us and went off on your own, and that's fine, but you can't expect to just waltz back in here and pick up where you left off. In case you hadn't noticed, we've done alright while you were gone. In fact, some might even say that we'd been doing better without you. Last time you were here, the town was nearly destroyed. We have long memories, Asher. We remember what happened with Harold and Ben and Leanne.”  
 “None of that was my fault,” I point out. “I helped save Steadfall from them!”  
 “And then we had ten years of pretty good going,” she continues, “and then you came back, and look at us now. Under siege, and all because you refuse to hand over some dumb bitch who only showed up a couple of days ago. You've got to admit, Asher, trouble's never far behind you.”  
 “I'm trying to fix this,” I reply, but I can tell that several members of the crowd are on Margaret's side. “I'm trying to help.”  
 “You didn't help Carmichael much,” Margaret says. “Steadfall was better off without you. Just like that poor little girl was better off until you showed up.”  
 I open my mouth to argue with her, but suddenly I realize that she might have a point. When Harold showed up ten years ago, it was because of me. When Deckard died, it was because of me. And now Phillips is here, and soldiers have shown up, and I can't shake the feeling that this is also because of me. I want to just fade into the background, but I keep getting dragged out into the light, and Steadfall suffers each and every time.  
 “Maybe we should put it to a vote,” Margaret says after a moment. “Democracy in action. Everyone who thinks we should give that Phillips woman to the soldiers right now, raise your hands.”  
 Scores of people raise their hands, and I can immediately tell that I have no chance of winning this vote. Out of the people gathered here right now, I probably only have the support of a few dozen.  
 “I think we have a decision,” Margaret continues, before turning to Ripley. “I say we try one more time to beat the truth out of that bitch and find out about this code, and then we send her out there to the soldiers. Once they see that we're cooperating, they'll have to end the siege.”  
 Ripley glances at me, and I can see that he's conflicted. Finally, however, he turns and starts making his way toward the hut where we've been keeping Doctor Phillips.  
 “Wait!” I shout, hurrying after him. “We can't just -”  
 “You're not in charge!” Margaret says suddenly, stepping in my way and placing a hand against my chest. “Those days are over, Asher. We've made a democratic decision and you've got no right to intervene. We're handling things our own way now.”  
 Before I can reply, I hear a cry from one of the huts, and a moment later I watch as Ripley drags Doctor Phillips out. He shoves her down into the mud, and the baying crowd surrounds them both as he grabs her hair and pulls her back up.  
 “Where's the code?” he shouts.  
 “Just be patient!” she gasps. “I don't know whether I mentioned it before, but I'm a big fan of the lost art of shutting the hell up. You don't need to know anything, so -”  
 He punches her hard, sending her crashing back down against the mud. Grabbing the back of her collar, he hauls her up again, and I see blood running freely from her mouth. Her face – already sunburned after her long journey across the ocean – is starting to lose skin in places.  
 “I'll ask you again,” Ripley says as I struggle to reach them. “Where can we find this code?”  
 With blood running down her chin, Phillips stares up at him for a moment before allowing herself a faint smile.  
 “You'll have to wait,” she stammers finally. “It'll all -”  
 “Wrong answer!” he yells, shoving her back down and forcing her face into the mud. Pushing the back of her head, he holds her down, as if he's going to drown her.  
 “Stop!” I shout. “We need her alive!”  
 I try to force my way through the crowd, but several people are holding me back and I have to shove them aside. By the time I finally get to the front, I see that Ripley is still holding Phillips' head down, and now she's struggling desperately.  
 “She's no use to anybody dead!” I point out, hurrying over to them. “Ripley, stop!”  
 He pulls her up, but she's still struggling for breath and it takes a moment before she's able to spit mud from her mouth. There's blood all over her face now, and she's letting out a series of pained gasps.  
 “One more time,” Ripley says firmly. “Where -”  
 “Stop!” I yell, trying to push him away from her, only for several other men to grab me from behind and drag me away. “This isn't going to help us!”  
 “One more time,” Ripley says again, still holding Phillips by the scruff of her collar. “Where's this code and how do we give it to them?”  
 Her face still covered in blood and mud, Phillips looks up at him. For a moment, she seems poised to surrender, and then finally she opens her mouth.  
 “Go,” she says calmly, “to hell.”  
 Suddenly a rock hits the side of her head. She cries out and turns away, but another rock hits her shoulder and then several more slam against her back.  
 “Stop!” I shout, stumbling toward the idiots who are showering her with rocks. “What's wrong with you? You're going to kill her!”  
 Finally, not knowing what else to do, I throw myself at Phillips, landing on her and sending her crashing down into the mud. Several rocks hit my back, but I know I have to keep her alive. At least while she's alive, we have a chance of ending the siege without more bloodshed.  
 And then another rock slams into my shoulder, and I feel a cracking pain.  




Chapter Forty-Nine 


Iris  
    
 I can do this.  
 I just have to pull on this end of the railing a little more, and it'll come loose from the side of the crate.  
 I just have to focus.  
 Pulling as hard as I can manage, I feel the railing shift slightly. Not by much, but maybe enough to let me try something else.  
 Nearby, two soldiers are laughing as they watch my efforts.  
 They won't be laughing when I suddenly get free.  
 Still, as I twist the handcuffs a little, I find that I can't quite get the right angle. In fact, although the railing has come loose from the crate by a few millimeters, I'm starting to think that all I've managed is to loosen the sealant layer. Stopping for a moment, as the soldiers continue to laugh, I realize with a sense of growing dread that all my efforts have been in vain.  
 I'm going to have to come up with a new idea.  
 Asher would know what to do in this situation. Asher would have gotten free by now. Or, more likely, Asher wouldn't have been captured in the first place. After all, Asher's a hardened soldier, whether she likes it or not. Whereas I'm just a thief from a market town.  
 Pulling hard on the handcuffs for a moment, I listen to the sound of the soldiers laughing.  
 There has to be a way out of this.  
 “What the hell's that?” a voice asks suddenly, and I realize the laughter has stopped.  
 Turning, I see that the two soldiers have their backs to me now. They're looking out to sea, and several other soldiers are joining them.  
 “It's some kind of illusion, right?” one of the soldiers says, his voice filled with uncertainty. “Like, a mirage or something?”  
 Looking at the horizon, I realize that there's a dark smudge coming this way. After a couple of seconds, I realize the smudge is actually several distinct shapes. Even from this distance, I can tell that they seem to be carriers, but I don't understand why the soldiers are so surprised by their arrival. I can hear raised voices all around, and more soldiers are yelling at one another, and slowly I start to realize that nobody here seems to know what's happening.  
 “It's not them, is it?” a soldier stammers. “How did they find us?”  
 “Incoming!” someone else yells.  
 Suddenly something streaks toward the beach. I realize at the very last moment that it's a missile, and I don't even have time to turn and look at Nissa.  
 A massive explosion tears the carrier apart. The beach shudders beneath my feet, knocking me down, and I hear screams as a fireball rises high into the sky. A second later there's another rushing sound, followed by a second explosion further along the beach. This time the crate rattles, and I stay down for a moment as I hear panicking voices yelling at each other.  
 Turning to Nissa, I see the fear in her eyes.  
 “Incoming!” a voice shouts again, followed by a third explosion that seems much closer. The force is enough to buck the crate, and Nissa screams as several soldiers race past us.  
 A moment later, hearing a loud roaring sound, I look up just in time to see several large black heli-mag carriers come swooping over the beach.  
 “Get in position!” a soldier yells nearby. “We're under attack!”  
 One of the carriers races out to sea and then swoops around. As it comes back this way, the carrier's lasers open fire, blasting the beach with bursts of energy. I scramble across the sand, trying to see around the other side of the crate, but the handcuffs pull tight and hold me back.  
 “Iris!” Nissa screams. “What's happening?”  
 I turn back to her, but I immediately see several more carriers swooping low. A fraction of a second later they open fire, this time aiming at several containers just a few meters from us. I instinctively reach out to grab Nissa, but I can't quite reach her. Suddenly the containers explode, blasting metal and sand toward us. The crate buckles and turns, protecting us from the worst of the shrapnel, but I land hard on my right side and feel a sharp pain in my shoulder.  
 “Iris!” Nissa shouts, her voice echoing in my ringing ears. “Help!”  
 Turning, I see that the crate has been almost completely destroyed. The metal railing has come loose, so I slide the handcuffs free before hurrying over to Nissa. I struggle for a moment to free her from the railing, and then I pull her up.  
 Behind us there's the sound of laser fire, and I turn to see that the troops on the ground are finally starting to organize. They're returning fire, aiming at one of the carriers, but a moment later I feel the heat of nearby flames. Several containers are burning, and I quickly grab Nissa's hand before leading her across the beach. The sound of gunfire is deafening, and thick black smoke is making it impossible to see more than ten feet ahead, but I'm certain we're headed the right way. If we can just get off the beach, we'll be away from the worst of the action and then maybe I can find a way to get these handcuffs off our wrists.  
 “Help me!” a voice gasps suddenly.  
 Stopping, I see that there's an injured soldier on the ground just a few feet away. His face is badly burned, but a moment later I look down at his waist and see that his legs and half his pelvis have been blown clean away, leaving glistening bloodied meat with sections of broken bone poking out. Blood is soaking into the sand, but the soldier suddenly reaches toward me with a trembling hand.  
 “Help me!” he stammers, his voice filled with fear. “I can't feel my legs.”  
 Looking down at Nissa, I see that she's standing right next to me, staring at the horrific sight of the dying soldier.  
 “Please,” the man continues, “don't leave me...”  
 With my hands still cuffed behind my back, I have to turn carefully before I'm able to grab Nissa's similarly-bound wrists. I try pulling her away, but she's simply staring in horror at the soldier.  
 “Please!” he cries, as flames start rippling across the side of his uniform. “You can't leave me here! You can't -”  
 Suddenly the flames roar across his body. He screams, but he's still reaching toward us and I can't quite manage to pull Nissa away. The man's screams are still ringing out from the heart of the inferno, and he twitches for a moment before finally slumping down against the sand.  
 All around us, more gunfire fills the air, and I can hear the roar of engines in the sky.  
 Spotting a gun on the ground, I pick it up. I can't quite manage to aim it at the link between my cuffs, but I might have a chance later.  
 “Take up defensive positions at the far end!” a woman's voice yells. “Hurry! There are more of them coming!”  
 I tug on Nissa's wrists again, but she seems frozen in place, still staring at the man's burning corpse. Realizing that I'm going to have to be a little more forceful, I take a stronger hold of her wrists and force her to come with me. She finally stumbles along, but a moment later we have to duck behind another burning crate as several laser blasts hit the ground just a few feet away.  
 “There are too many of them!” a voice screams nearby. “They've got us pinned down!”  
 Peering around the side of the crate, I see that several more carriers are already racing this way. If we make a run for the trees, we'll have to risk crossing open ground, where we'll be picked off easily enough. And if we stay here, sooner or later we're going to get caught up in another explosion.  




Chapter Fifty 


Asher  
    
 “What the hell is going on out there?” Ripley asks, as he and the rest of the crowd watch a fireball rising into the sky. “I think it's the beach!”  
 I'm still crouched over Doctor Phillips, trying to keep her safe in case anybody else decides to throw rocks. When I start to sit up, I feel sharp, tightening pains all over my back and shoulders, and I think some of the rocks might have fractured my ribs. I look down at Phillips and see that she's breathing – bloodied, but definitely still breathing – and then slowly, sorely I get to my feet.  
 At that moment, there's another loud explosion in the distance.  
 Another fireball rises into the air, and then suddenly two large black heli-mag carriers come racing straight across our position, quickly swooping around and heading back to the beach. I watch in horror as they open fire, blasting laser fire down at whoever they're attacking.  
 “Move!” a voice yells nearby. “We're under attack at the base camp!”  
 Turning, I see that the soldiers from the trees are starting to head away. They must have been called back to the beach, which at least means that the siege is over. A few seconds later, hearing a faint gasping sound, I turn and see that Doctor Phillips is sitting up.  
 Her face is bloodied and bruised, and her left eye is already swollen shut.  
 “Do my ears deceive me,” she whispers, clearly struggling to speak as blood dribbles down her chin, “or did the cavalry just arrive?”  
 “What's going on?” I ask, stepping over to her. “Is this what you were waiting for?”  
 “Let me try to explain it to you very simply,” she replies, somehow still managing to smile. “When two sides hate each other very much, they get together and make a thing called -”  
 Before she can finish, there's a loud blast in the distance. The ground shudders as I turn and see an even larger fireball rising high into the sky, accompanied this time by thick black smoke. I can hear screams, too, and occasionally a stray laser shot briefly flashes up toward the sky. There must be four or five carriers in the air at least, which means any soldiers on the beach are going to be completely outgunned.  
 “That should keep them busy for a while,” Phillips says breathlessly. “There's nothing they love more than shooting at one another. Of course, they usually do it in one of the war-zones, but I'm sure they're enjoying the chance to spread their legs a little. I suppose both sides really, really want that code.”  
 “Did you do this?” I ask, turning to her as more explosions shake the ground beneath my feet. “Did you bring them here?”  
 “Me?” She chuckles, as if she finds the whole thing amusing. “I merely came here on a little boat. It's not my fault if two armies decided to come after me. I suppose they know what I have, and they'd both like it. I can't say I blame them, really. After all, if you've got a chance to win a war, you really should give it a shot.”  
 “What do they want?” I sneer, stepping toward her. “Tell me!”  
 “I already told you.”  
 “The code? They both want the code?”  
 She smiles. “It's a very important code.”  
 “Enough games!” I shout, shoving her back and then pinning her against the side of one of the huts. “If you have this code, you have to tell me where it is right now!”  
 “I don't have the code,” she replies. “I came to the island to fetch the code.”  
 “Then what -”  
 “The code is in you, Asher.”  
 I stare at her, trying to figure out what she means.  
 “That's impossible,” I point out finally. “Before I came to the island, I had every implant taken out of my body!”  
 “I know.”  
 “They didn't leave anything!”  
 “No, they didn't.”  
 “There's nothing in me that they could possibly want!”  
 “No, there isn't.” She pauses again. “Oh, except for one thing. You do have DNA, Asher.”  
 “What are you talking about?” I ask.  
 “Don't you remember the experiments, Asher? Don't you remember screaming when you were a little girl?”  
 “I remember you doing terrible things to me!”  
 “Precisely. And why do you think that was?” She smiles. “I needed to change your DNA base markers, Asher. It's not something that anybody would ever notice on the outside, and I don't think you felt it either. I just needed to make some modifications so that if anyone ever attempt to scan those markers, they'd instantly convert into a very special type of code.”  
 “That's impossible,” I tell her. “You can't change DNA like that.”  
 “We have the technology,” she replies. “We managed to hide something in your DNA. We didn't just do it to you, of course. That would have been like putting all our eggs in one basket. We knew we needed somebody who'd go through the war, so we selected one hundred children and conducted the same program on them. And now here we are, Asher, ninety-nine horrible war deaths later, and you're the only one still standing. All of which makes you rather important.”  
 “You're lying,” I reply. “Do you seriously expect me to believe all this?”  
 “The government computers are carefully guarded,” she explains. “Loading the code of a virus into their systems is almost impossible. Believe me, I know people who spent years trying to come up with a method. But then we realized that while the government goes to great lengths to keep viruses out, they also have a voracious appetite for data.”  
 “What kind of data?” I ask.  
 “Your data. Specifically, in this case, your DNA. So we started to wonder whether we could use that to our advantage. They scanned your DNA before, of course, but the pieces weren't in place back then. The vulnerabilities didn't exist in their system. That's why a few of us have been working for years to reach this moment. And it's why we've finally made sure that the government is so desperate to get you back. They'll be so busy processing you and scanning you into their system again, they won't notice that it's exactly what we want.”  
 “That makes no sense,” I tell her. “That kind of plan wouldn't even work!”  
 “Trust me, it'll work,” she replies. “All we need is for them to take you back to the city and scan a fresh DNA sample into their system. That sample will act like a virus, sweeping through every computer in their network and allowing certain other people to burrow into critical components. And then the whole goddamn corrupt structure will come crashing down. You're the key to it all, Asher. You're the code they're after.”  




Chapter Fifty-One 


Iris  
    

Many years ago  
    
 “I thought stealing was wrong.”  
 Startled, I turn and see that Della is sitting on her bed. I'm in our rundown little room, back home before all of this started, but something feels wrong.  
 I shouldn't be here.  
 “Iris?” she continues. “I thought stealing was wrong.”  
 “So's starving,” I tell her cautiously, still trying to figure out why I feel so dazed. “Don't worry, no-one's going to miss the stuff I took.”  
 “Mum always said stealing's wrong,” she replies, looking back down at her piece of paper. “No matter what.”  
 “I got us a feast,” I tell her as I head over and sit on the dusty floor next to her creaking bed. I'm soaking wet, and I have no idea why; I can only assume it must have been raining outside, but I don't remember anything before I open my eyes a few seconds ago. Setting the muddied newspapers on my lap, I start unfolding them until I reveal the parcel of raw potato shavings. “They've still got the skin on,” I continue, hoping she'll be happy, “so they're extra good for you.”  
 “You first,” she replies cautiously.  
 “There's nothing wrong with them.”  
 “I know, but I think you should eat first.”  
 Scooping a handful of shavings into the palm of my hand, I hold them out for her. “Eat,” I say firmly, trying to copy Mum's tone of voice. Mum always got both of us to behave.  
 Mum would know what's wrong right now.  
 Reluctantly, Della leans forward and eats the shavings straight out of my hand. This is weird, I know, and messed up, but at least it works.  
 “Have you slept today?” I ask.  
 She shakes her head as she chews.  
 “Why not?”  
 She swallows. “I don't -” Coughing suddenly, she leans forward and I immediately start patting her back. I turn and reach for her inhaler, but I don't give it to her, not yet. She has so little medicine left, and I need to save it for the really bad attacks. “You have to wake up, Iris,” she adds finally. “Please! Wake up!”  
 “What do you mean?” I ask. “I'm -”  
 “Wake up!” she screams, her voice filled with abject terror. “Iris, wake up right now!”  
    
 ***  
    
 “Wake up!”  
 Opening my eyes, I see Nissa staring down at me. It takes a moment before I realize that I'm flat on my back, and there's the sound of gunfire nearby. A few seconds later, a large black heli-mag carrier flashes across the sky straight above us, and when I sit up I realize that I must have been dreaming about Della.  
 I'm on the island.  
 I'm on the beach.  
 And there's a war waging all around me.  
 “You were knocked out by the last explosion,” Nissa explains. “Iris, we have to get to the trees!”  
 Looking around, I see that the treeline is at least fifty meters away. A moment later I spot a soldier running for cover, but he's immediately cut down by a laser blast. I'm certain that if Nissa and I try the same escape route, we'll suffer the same fate. At the same time, we can't stay here forever, cowering behind a half-destroyed crate, so at some point we're going to have to find a way off this beach.  
 “What's that?” Nissa yells suddenly, looking past me.  
 Turning, I see that a large round shape is moving slowly this way across the water. I've never seen anything so massive, and it's clearly at least three or four hundred feet high. There are bright lights arrange in a circle around the object's edges, and after a moment I realize that I remember hearing a description of something similar. I might be wrong, and I hope I'm wrong, but I think this might be one of the warships that have been used during battles. They're used by the enemy against our soldiers, and now it looks like one is slowly making its way toward the island.  
 I can already hear the hum of its vast engines.  
 “Iris, I'm scared,” Nissa continues, trembling with fear as she turns to me. “I want to go home.”  
 Realizing that staying on the beach is definitely no longer an option, I peer around the other side of the nearest crate and spot the burning wreckage of a carrier on the beach. There's thick smoke rising from the debris, and I think maybe the smoke would be thick enough to give us cover if we made a run for the trees.  
 With my hands still cuffed together, I grab Nissa's wrists and start leading her back around some of the damaged containers.  
 “Where are we going?” she asks, as we get closer to the wrecked carrier and the air fills with the foul, acrid stench of burning fuel.  
 I force her to keep following, until finally we get to a temporary safe spot behind another container. I'm trying to think of some other approach that might be less risky than simply making a run for the forest, but nothing comes to mind and I'm pretty sure this is our only option.  
 In my head, I count down from three.  
 Two.  
 One.  
 No turning back.  
 Still holding Nissa's hands, I start running toward the trees. Laser bolts flash through the air nearby, but the smoke from the carrier seems to be giving us a little cover and as far as I can tell nobody's actually aiming directly at us. Hurrying as fast as I can manage, I lead Nissa past the carrier, and for the first time I actually start to think we might make it to the trees.  
 And then, suddenly, I feel her slipping her hands free from mine.  
 Stopping, I turn and see that she's staring at the side of the burning carrier. Something seems to have mesmerized her, but I don't have time to ask her what's wrong. Running back to her, I grab her hands and try to pull her again, but she seems rooted to the spot. I look over at the carrier, worried that maybe she's seen another gruesome corpse, but there's no sign of anyone. All I see is our reflections in the side of the burning carrier, and I don't understand why she -  
 Suddenly I realize.  
 Staring at the black metal, I see my own reflection.  
 And Nissa's too.  
 She's staring at the reflection of her own face. For the first time in her life, she's seeing what she looks like.  
 Before I can even think of how to react, several laser blasts slam into the ground just a few feet away, showering us with sand.  
 Grabbing her hands, I grip as hard as I can manage and this time I force her to come with me. She pulls back, but I keep hold of her and finally we reach the relative cover of the trees. Dragging her a little further, I finally lose my footing and fall, slamming hard against the ground. Hitting a tree root, I wince as I feel a burst of pain in my arm, and then I turn to see Nissa standing a few feet away, silhouetted against the fires that are burning on the beach.  
 She's not looking out at the battle, however.  
 Instead, she's staring at me, and after a moment I realize I can see tears in her eyes.  
 Struggling to my feet, I look around and see that there don't seem to be any soldiers in this part of the forest. I turn back to Nissa, but she's still staring at me and now she has an expression I don't think I've ever seen on her face before. It's almost as if she's angry.  
 Hurrying over, I drop to my knees before twisting the gun and trying to aim it at the link between my handcuffs. I'm not entirely sure I've got this right, but I guess I have to hope for the best, so finally I pull the trigger. I feel a blast against my back, but the handcuffs separate. They're still around my wrists, but at least they're not longer joined. Relieved, I take hold of Nissa's hands and hold them out, and then I blast the link between her cuffs as well.  
 Checking the charge on the side of the gun, I see that it's good for a few few shots yet.  
 “Why didn't you tell me?” Nissa whispers, her voice trembling with rage.  
 For a moment, I have no idea what she means, but then I remember the moment when she was staring at her own reflection in the side of the burning carrier.  
 She saw her own face for the first time.  
 Which means she must have seen how much she looks like Asher.  
 “Why didn't you tell me?” she screams, lunging at me and pounding at my face with her fists.  




Chapter Fifty-Two 


Asher  
    
 “Where are you taking me?” Doctor Phillips asks as I push her through the forest. “We should have stayed at Steadfall! It's not safe out here!”  
 “I'm taking you to the beach,” I reply through gritted teeth, “so I can turn you over to them.”  
 “And what about your own body?” she asks. “They won't leave without the code, Asher. You're the code.”  
 “I'm still not sure I believe a word you've been saying,” I mutter.  
 Stopping ahead, she turns to me.  
 “Keep moving!” I yell.  
 “You can't run from this,” she says firmly. “You tried running, and look how that worked out.”  
 “I didn't run from anything!”  
 “You ran from the war!” she hisses. “You ran from the battle, and now do you hear the sound of gunfire ringing out across the island? The war just followed you here, and it won't ever leave you alone. You have the heart of a fighter, Asher, and you have to embrace who and what you really are. There's nowhere else you can run from here. You're on an island in the middle of the ocean, and the war still found you.”  
 “Go to hell!” I shout, shoving her so hard that she falls back and lands hard on the ground.  
 “Did that little outburst change anything?” she asks, before slowly getting to her feet.  
 “Stay down!” I yell, quickly pushing her again.  
 She lands on her ass and lets out a grunt of pain.  
 “I didn't tell you to get up,” I continue, even though I know I must sound like a maniac. For a moment, I can't even think straight. It's as if the distant sound of gunfire and explosions is burning through my thoughts. “I need to think!” I tell her. “I need to figure out the best way to get rid of you forever!”  
 “I engineered this moment,” she replies, still sitting on the forest floor. “If I'd made it too easy for them, if I'd delivered you on a silver spoon, they'd never be so quick to take you to the city. I sent you here so that one day they'd have to make all this effort to get to you. And I made sure the other side learned they were here, so that a new front would open up in this endless war. They're going to categorize you as a top-level threat, which means that when you get back to the city, they'll take you straight to the maximum security wing at the capitol building. That's where they'll carry out your new scans, and that's where your DNA will be entered into their computer network. From there, it'll spread like a virus. The war will end.”  
 I shake my head.  
 “What's wrong, Asher?” she asks. “Are you scared of a world without war?”  
 “All I've ever wanted is a world without war!” I shout.  
 “So play your part.”  
 “I came here to get away from the world,” I continue desperately. “All I wanted was to be able to set up my own life here on the island!”  
 “And you did that.”  
 “I'm not finished yet! I have to do more work to make sure Steadfall survives!”  
 “I'm sure it'll survive just fine,” she says with a sigh. “Provided it's not obliterated in this little skirmish, at least. Face facts, Asher. Sometimes we don't get to stick around and see the things we've created. Towns. Ideas. Children.”  
 “Everything was fine until you came along,” I tell her.  
 She shakes her head. “Everything most certainly was not fine, Asher. War has been raging for as long as anyone remembers. It's time to stop that now. You can't hide here at the island forever. You have a role to play, and it's time for you to go play that role now.”  
 “I refuse,” I reply.  
 “Oh really?”  
 “I refuse to do anything,” I continue. “I'll turn you over to them, I'll tell them everything you told me, and then they'll leave.”  
 “Not without the code.”  
 “You are the -”  
 “And I keep telling you, I don't believe a word of that!”  
 She smiles. “What you believe, or don't believe, is completely irrelevant now. You have a role to play.”  
 “I have no role,” I reply, shoving her forward and forcing her to keep walking. “The only thing left for me is to deliver you to those two armies. If they want to take you, let them take you. If not, just make sure you stay the hell out of my way. You wouldn't last five minutes alone on the island.”  
 “Well on that point,” she mutters, “at least, we're agreed. I'm not -”  
 Suddenly hearing the sound of somebody crashing through the undergrowth, we both turn just in time to see a wounded, bloodied soldiers stumbling toward us. The armor around his right shoulder is mangled and his arm is missing, and blood is trickling freely from the wound. Slumping against a nearby tree, he hesitates for a moment before turning and looking at us.  
 “Which side are you on?” he gasps.  
 “Good question,” Doctor Phillips mutters.  
 “We're not on any side,” I tell the soldier, watching his hand in case he reaches for one of the guns he's carrying. “We're nothing to do with this war.”  
 “You're from the island?”  
 “This is our home,” I reply. “You shouldn't even be here.”  
 “I wish I'd come here before,” he stammers, stepping toward us before suddenly slipping and dropping to his knees.  
 Instinctively, I rush forward and support him, but I can already tell that he's lost a lot of blood. His face is pale and his eyes are starting to close, and his lips are trembling.  
 “I didn't want to fight,” he whispers. “I wanted to stay at home and work the market stall in Bayetsville. That's all I wanted. Then they closed the market and I had no job to do, so -”  
 He pauses, and then suddenly he slumps forward. I manage to catch him again, and this time I lower him to the ground. His dead eyes stare out across the forest until I close them gently, and then I sit for a moment, listening to the sound of gunfire in the distance.  
 “There but for the grace of God,” Doctor Phillips mutters, taking one of the guns from the dead man's belt and tossing it to me, before taking another gun and checking the energy levels on its side. “At least he's at peace now, and at least we didn't have to listen to a long, boring and rather sentimental story about how he wanted to be a market trader.”  
 “I thought I'd outrun this,” I whisper, staring down at the dead man's face.  
 “And you were wrong.”  
 I look up at her and see – for the first time – a hint of sadness in her eyes.  
 “If this war could be outrun,” she continues, “don't you think the rest of us would have done it long ago, Asher? Face facts. You can run for a while, but the war will always catch up to you. Even here on the island.”  
 “Then what do I do?” I ask. “How do I get away from it?”  
 “You make it stop.”  
 “How?”  
 “Do you remember how people said the revolution never came?” she replies. “It was a common phrase for a while. People said the revolution never came, so we just had to accept the world as it is. Well, I think there might still be hope yet. We might – might – be on the cusp of a revolution right now, but only if we do the things we need to do. A lot of people have been working for a very long time to get us to this point, and a lot of sacrifices were made. Asher, very few people had the right DNA to be used in this project. The others are dead. I'm not saying you're some kind of special little snowflake, Asher. I lied to you once, I told you that you were a great soldier, but to be honest I was simply trying to pump you up. The truth is, you were one of a few hundred whose DNA contained the minor mutation that would allow this plan to work. And thanks to a series of coincidences, you're the only one who's still alive. You're our only hope.”  
 “Please don't say that,” I whisper. “I can't be anyone's hope.”  
 “Tough shit!” she says firmly. “Now get up off your ass and let's go to the beach, and then maybe you'll stop being a pussy and start facing up to the opportunity that we have here.”  
 Before I can reply, I hear a familiar humming sound in the distance. I immediately tell myself that I have to be wrong, that it can't be what it sounds like, but then slowly I turn and see a circle of lights advancing across the sea and heading toward the beach. Heat from the ring of guns is already making the air shimmer.  
 It's a warship. Just like the warship I faced all those years ago in the battle at Talton V on the day Mads died. I guess the war really did come and find me again.  
 “Come on,” Doctor Phillips says, nudging my arm. “Let's go do this. You -”  
 Suddenly a blast of energy flashes through the air and I feel a heavy impact against my shoulder. Spun around by the force, I immediately drop to the ground, but the searing pain is already enough for me to know what just happened.  
 I've been shot.  




Chapter Fifty-Three 


Iris  
    
 “She's my mother and you didn't tell me!” Nissa shouts, still trying to hit me as I hold her by the wrists. “She's alive!”  
 It's taking all my strength to keep her from punching me, and she's showing no sign of calming down. Finally, figuring that I have to do something, I twist her around and push her against a tree, but even this doesn't seem to help. She's furious, filled with a kind of burning rage that I don't think I've ever seen before in my life, and I'm certain that as soon as I let go of her wrists she'll come at me again.  
 “Why didn't you tell me?” she screams. “Why didn't she tell me?”  
 She tries to kick me. When that doesn't work, she finally stops trying to attack, and I wait a moment before very slowly and very cautiously letting go of her wrists.  
 “Why didn't anyone tell me?” she sobs, with tears streaming down her face. “I thought she was dead! She was standing right in front of me! She was talking to me, and she didn't say anything! Does she even know who I am?”  
 I pause, before nodding.  
 “So why didn't she tell me?”  
 Even if I could speak, I don't know how I'd answer that question. As Nissa slumps down sobbing and puts her face in her hands, I feel as if I'm completely incapable of helping her. In the distance, more booms signal explosions at the beach, and I can hear both the sound of gunfire and the sound of soldiers screaming as they die. We need to get out of here, but I know I can't possibly get Nissa to move, not now. Finally, crouching down, I try to move her hands away from her face, but she shoves me back. She's sobbing so hard, her shoulders are trembling.  
 Reaching out, I place a hand on her shoulder, but she quickly pulls away.  
 A moment later, there's a rumbling sound in the distance. I turn and look back toward the beach, and I spot a large circle of lights moving beyond the treeline. The warship must have finally made landfall, and I'm sure that thing will have no trouble cutting its way through the forest. A weapon that size could level the whole of Steadfall in about five minutes, and none of our sticks or stones or knives have a hope of slowing its progress.  
 Suddenly Nissa punches my shoulder, but then she puts her hands back over her face.  
 “She had your best interests at heart,” I want to say. “She did it for you.”  
 Then again, those would just be platitudes, and I'm sure Nissa would see through them quickly enough.  
 “Does she even like me?” she whimpers finally, lowering her hands once more and staring at me with tear-filled eyes.  
 I nod.  
 “Does she care whether I live or die?”  
 I nod again.  
 “Is she ever going to tell me who she is?”  
 I pause, and then I shrug.  
 “Everyone said she died when I was born,” she continues. “Was everyone lying to me?”  
 I shake my head.  
 “So they all thought she was dead too?”  
 I nod.  
 “Did you know she was alive?”  
 I pause.  
 “Iris,” she says after a moment, her voice trembling with fear, “tell me the truth. Until she showed up the other day, did you know she was alive?”  
 I nod.  
 “Did you always know?”  
 I nod again.  
 “So why didn't you tell me?”  
 Taking a deep breath, I realize I have no way to answer.  
 “There's no point talking to you anyway,” she says suddenly, her voice filled with scorn. “All you can do is nod and shake your head and shrug, and make a few signs with your hands. You're useless!”  
 I nod.  
 “Why didn't she tell me?” she sobs, and this time she leans forward and puts her arms around me. “Why did she act like I was just some stupid kid she'd only just met?”  
 In the distance, a high-pitched scream rings out. More soldiers are dying, and I can hear the slow, persistent hum of the warship moving across the beach. The ground is rumbling gently, and when I look over my shoulder I see that the warship is making its way toward the tree-line. Based on its current trajectory, I'd say it's aiming straight for Steadfall. Sure, warships move slowly, but they're basically impossible to stop. A moment later, I hear a crunching sound, and I watch as the first trees start to fall.  
 “Maybe she thinks I'm not good enough,” Nissa says.  
 I shake my head, before getting to my feet. Reaching down to her, I wait for her to take my hand so we can run, but she simply stares straight ahead into the forest.  
 Tapping her shoulder, I point toward the trees, indicating that we need to keep moving.  
 “Where is she right now?” she asks.  
 I shrug.  
 “Is she at Steadfall?”  
 I pause, before holding my hands up to indicate that I don't have a clue.  
 “I bet she is,” she continues, wiping her eyes. “Everyone always said that she was a fighter. They weren't lying about that, were they?”  
 I shake my head.  
 “She seemed stiff and slow,” she adds, finally standing up. “Like she'd been hurt. She was still good at fighting when that man attacked me, but she couldn't just cut him down. She needed your help. Was she injured once? Is that why she's not as fast anymore?”  
 I nod.  
 “So she needs us.”  
 I tilt my head slightly.  
 “If she's going to fight,” she continues, “she needs help. She needs all the help she can get, and that includes us. We have to go and find her!”  
 I shake my head.  
 “You can't stop me,” she says, her voice trembling with fear. “She needs us.”  
 I reach out to grab her arm, but she pulls away. And then, before I can try again, she turns and runs toward the beach. I try to cry out, but all I manage is a faint grunt. Nissa is already in the distance now, running toward the sound of gunfire, silhouetted against the explosions that are rocking the beach every few seconds.  
 Struggling to my feet, I set off after her.  




Chapter Fifty-Four 


Asher  
    
 Letting out a cry of pain, I stumble against a tree before looking at my left shoulder. Sure enough, I took a glancing hit from a stray laser blast, and my skin and flesh are still sizzling and bubbling. When I try to move my left hand, I find that I can barely even make my fingers twitch, and the pain is getting worse by the second.  
 Suddenly the sound of distant explosions seems to make my head shake. Filled with a sense of panic, I turn and look all around, and for a few seconds I honestly can't remember whether I'm on the island or back in the war. The ground is shuddering beneath my feet, but I know I have to keep going. Despite barely being able to walk, I force myself to stumble through the forest.  
 The pain in my shoulder is getting worse. I feel as if the meat is still cooking from the heat of the blast, and -  
 “Don't move!”  
 Turning, I see a heavily-armored soldier aiming a gun at me from just a few feet away. Most of her face is covered by her visor, but I can just about tell that it's a woman. There are burn marks on her chest-padding, and it's clear that she's taken some hits.  
 “You're under arrest!” she barks. “All inhabitants of the island are considered enemy combatants until further notice!”  
 “That's not how it's supposed to work,” I whisper, leaning against the nearest tree as I try to stay on my feet. “I came here to get away from you.”  
 “You'll come with me now,” she continues, “and -”  
 Suddenly she stops speaking.  
 I wait for her to continue, for her to bark more of her stupid orders, but she seems genuinely shocked by something. A moment later, she lowers her gun, and then I watch as she raises her visor and stares at me with a horrified expression on her face.  
 “What is it?” I ask, wincing as the pain continue to build in my shoulder. “What do you want from me?”  
 “It's you,” she replies breathlessly. “When they said the name of the person we'd come to find... I thought it was too much of a coincidence, but it's really you!”  
 “I don't know who you are!” I shout. “I don't -”  
 “Prove it to everyone,” she continues, stepping toward me as the expression on her face changes from shock to anger. “Prove it to them all. Prove it to everyone.”  
 “What?” I stammer, before remembering where I've heard those words before. “No, please...”  
 “It's you!” she screams, lunging at me and grabbing me by the throat.  
 Falling back against the tree, I try to push her away, but my left arm is useless and my right isn't strong enough. She's gripping my throat tight, as if she's trying to squeeze every last breath from my body.  
 “I never forgot your face!” she sneers. “I dreamed about you! You were in all my nightmares!”  
 Reaching down, I fumble for a moment before feeling the handle of a blaster poking out from a holster around her waist. I manage to take the gun out and turn it so that it's aimed up at her face, but at the last moment I realize I can't pull the trigger. It's definitely Sabrina, the little girl from the abyss, but she's all grown up now and there's so much hatred in her eyes. Even as she continues to throttle me, my finger brushes against the gun's trigger but refuses to press down. I can't kill her. There has to be a way to help her, to somehow -  
 Suddenly there's a blast of light and Sabrina slumps against me. Startled, I see that one side of her face has been blown away, and a moment later her lifeless body falls to the ground.  
 “Were you just going to wait there and let her do that?” Doctor Phillips asks breathlessly, lowering her gun. “Seriously, Asher? Why didn't you fight back?”  
 “It wasn't her,” I whisper, kneeling down and rolling the body onto its back. “It can't have been her.”  
 And yet, as I look at her bloodied face, I realize that it really might be Sabrina. It's hard to believe that after all this time, our paths could have crossed again, but I think this young woman was once the little girl who was forced to torture me back in the abyss. Even now, smoke is rising from what's left of her face, but one of her eyes is intact and I gently force it shut. I guess I was right about what would happen to her. She was taken into the system and she became a soldier, and now she's dead.  
 “It's time, Asher,” Doctor Phillips says, as more explosions rock the beach. “Both sides are here because of you and me. The original plan has to change a little, but don't worry, I'm very good at thinking on my feet. I need you to surrender to our side, so that they'll take you back to the city. That's the only way the plan can work. I know you don't understand right now, but you don't need to understand. You just need to trust me.”  
 “What if I refuse?” I ask, turning to her. “What if I don't want any part of this?”  
 “Then they'll rip this island apart to find you.”  
 “Why couldn't you leave me alone?” I continue. “That's all I wanted, to be left alone by the rest of the world.”  
 “I'm afraid it doesn't work that way,” she replies, before turning and starting to make her way between the trees, heading toward the gunfire on the beach. “You have a job to do.”  
 I look back down at Sabrina's smoking body for a moment, and then I start to follow. I don't even know why, but I let Doctor Phillips lead me through the forest until we're almost at the edge of the beach.  
 “What will they do to us when they take us back?” I ask.  
 “I told you,” she replies, stopping and letting me step past her. “They'll scan your DNA into their system. From there, your DNA will function as a virus, coursing its way through their network. The best part is, you don't even need to understand the brilliance of the idea. You just need to play your part.”  
 “And then?”  
 “What do you mean?”  
 “Then what happens?”  
 “The revolution, if all goes to plan. I once heard a rather nihilistic young woman proclaim that the revolution would never come. She said if it was coming, it would have arrived by now. I've got to admit, I laughed at her. I wanted to tell her that these things simply take time, but I didn't bother. What would be the point? Words are easy, Asher. It's actions that are so very important, especially at a time like this when the fate of the world hangs in the balance.”  
 Beneath my feet, the ground shudders again. At this rate, the island is going to get ripped apart by the sheer force of the fighting.  
 “I want to come back here,” I whisper. “When I've done whatever you want me to do, I want to come back to the island.”  
 “Maybe.”  
 “Maybe?”  
 “That's the deal,” I continue, turning and watching as the warship continues to move slowly across the beach, blasting at everything in its path. “I get to come back to the island and then I want to be left alone forever.”  
 “That's entirely possible.”  
 “You have to promise me.”  
 “I'm in no position to do that.”  
 “Because they'll lock you up for treason?”  
 “Oh, no,” she replies. “I don't think I'll let that happen.”  
 Turning to her, I see a faint smile on her lips.  
 “I've witnessed human nature at its best,” she continues, “and at its worst, and I don't think there's very much difference. The revolution is coming, but whether it succeeds is another matter. Either way, whatever comes next, it'll just fester over time. That's how humanity works, Asher. Everything rises and then everything falls, and this will just go on and on until the last miserable member of our species is dead. I'm tired, and I don't want to watch it anymore. I'd rather go out at the high point, when there's still potential and nothing has been spoiled. So you'll have to take this last part of your journey without me. It's been a pleasure watching you grow up, but I'm out of here.”  
 “You're staying on the island?” I ask.  
 “No,” she replies, and her smiles grows. “Too many people. I've played my part. They can do the rest themselves, and I think I finally realized that I want to be alone. Properly alone, where no fuckers can ever bother me again.” She pauses for a moment. “Good luck with the revolution, Asher. I have faith in you. You and I are more similar than you'd like to admit.”  
 I open my mouth to ask what she means, but suddenly she raises her gun and places it under her chin.  
 “No!” I scream, at the exact moment that she pulls the trigger.  
 The blast blows her head apart, spraying nearby trees with blood and bone and brain matter. Her body falls back and slumps against the forest floor with a section of her spine poking out through the top of her neck's bloodied stump, and her right hand twitches for a moment before falling still.  
 Blood is dribbling down the side of the trees, as the whine from the recently-fired gun finally comes to an end.  
 And then, right behind me, there's a huge explosion that knocks me down to my knees.  




Chapter Fifty-Five 


Iris  
    
 A massive explosion rocks the beach, sending me tumbling down against the sand. Landing hard, I roll onto my side and immediately get back up, but in that split second I've already lost sight of Nissa.  
 “Iris!” she screams suddenly, and I turn to see her waving at me from the other side of some burning metal. “I've got a plan!”  
 Stumbling toward her, I come to a halt after a few steps as I realize that the huge warship is coming this way. The beach is shuddering beneath my feet, and for a moment I can only watch in horror as the warship rumbles across the sand. There's more and more smoke rising from burning debris all over the beach, but a moment later the smoke clears slightly and I'm just about able to make out the silhouette of Nissa running.  
 She's not running toward me.  
 She's running through the smoke, across blood-soaked sand.  
 She's running toward the warship.  




Chapter Fifty-Six 


Asher  
    
 “Get down!” I scream. “Get -”  
 Suddenly the ground explodes beneath my feet, sending me slamming through the air in a shower of dirt and shattered roots. I slam into a nearby tree, with enough force that I instantly hear my armored suit absorbing as much of the impact as it can manage, and then I slump down to the ground as more soil comes raining down all around.  
 Damn.  
 I didn't even hear that strike coming, not until it was too late.  
 Pausing for a moment, I listen to the sound of gunfire in the distance. People are shouting and screaming, dying as loudly as human beings can die, and the ground is trembling beneath my hands and my knees and my feet. Something's wrong, there's something I'm missing, but right now all I know is that the sound of warfare is making my skull rattle.  
 I have to fight.  
 Struggling to my feet, I dust myself down and look around. It's too dark to see much with the naked eye, so I lower my helmet's visor and tap the button on the side of activate enhanced vision. When that doesn't work, I try several more times, but I can already tell that the mounting is slightly broken. A moment later, however, I realize that my fingers seem to be slipping through the space where the visor should be, as if it's not really here at all.  
 “Asher!”  
 Startled, I turn just as another heavily-armored figure stumbles toward me, holding a Mag-Gun. She raises her visor slightly, and I see that it's Mads.  
 Mads?  
 I haven't seen Mads in so long. I thought she was...  
 “Now what?” she asks breathlessly.  
 “That thing isn't stopping any time soon,” I point out, watching as the circle of lights starts slowly turning this way. The warship is on the move again, crossing the beach. Beach? Shouldn't we be in the forest? “It can't be any more than half a mile away.”  
 “Point four, to be precise,” Mads replies. “What's wrong? Is your unit glitching?”  
 “Just the -”  
 “I'm dead, Asher.”  
 I turn to her, and I see the cold, blank look in her eyes.  
 “You have to break out of this,” she continues. “Asher, you're not at Talton V, not anymore. You have to remember where you really are.”  
 “I'm in the war,” I reply, although I can hear the uncertainty in my own voice. “I'm fighting, I'm -”  
 “That was a long time ago,” she says firmly, interrupting me. “Asher, there's something else you need to do.”  
 “No,” I reply, “I -”  
 Suddenly I spot a dead body on the ground nearby. Staring at the bloodied pulp of bloodied meat around the body's neck, I realize I remember watching Doctor Phillips shoot herself in the head. For a moment, all my thoughts seem to be colliding in my head, smashing against one another. I feel dizzy, but I know I have to stay on my feet.  
 “You know what you have to do,” Mads says, and when I turn back to her I see that she's reaching up to touch her own face. “You're a lot of things, Asher,” she adds. “You're sure not a coward.”  
 With that, she starts scraping her face away, ripping the skin and flesh from the bones to reveal an augmented skeletal frame that was buried deep in her body a long time ago. I've seen this happen before, I know that now, and suddenly I realize that I'm not back at Talton V at all.  
 I'm on the island.  
 “Save them,” Mads says, as blood pours from what's left of her face. “Save Steadfall.”  
 I blink and she's gone, replaced by the sight of the warship rumbling across the beach.  
 “I surrender,” I whisper, before feeling a rush of panic in my chest.  
 Looking around, I realize that I don't have long left. I set off through the forest, racing between the trees as I desperately try to get to the group of soldiers taking cover at the far end of the beach. The ground is rumbling harder and harder beneath my feet, as if the entire island is in danger of being shaken apart, and almost every other step is a stumble or a fall. Finally I reach the edge of the forest, and I tumble down a sandbank before running again, this time past burning war machines and pulverized bodies.  
 I can see a group of soldiers ahead, and two of them have already turned to train their weapons on me.  
 “Stop!” I scream. “I surrender!”  
 Waving at them frantically, I come to a halt just a few meters from where the soldiers are standing. I can't see their faces, since they have their visors lowered, and I know that at any moment they could decide to shoot. My only hope is that Doctor Phillips was telling the truth, and that somehow the soldiers will recognize me. It seems insane to believe that they came all this way just to fetch me, that I could in any way be important, but a moment later one of the soldiers lowers his gun and then – seconds later – the other does the same.  
 I hear the crackle of radios, and then General Alistair Lennox steps into view.  
 “I have the code,” I tell him breathlessly. There are tears streaming down my face, and I'm terrified, but I know I have to do this. “Phillips is dead, and the code you want is inside me somehow. I don't understand how, exactly, but that's what she told me right before she died.”  
 I wait, but Lennox seems unconvinced.  
 “My name is Asher,” I continue, “and -”  
 “I know who you are,” he spits back at me. “I just don't know whether I believe you:”  
 “They're here for the code too,” I reply, turning and pointing toward the warship that's rumbling this way. “Between your army and theirs, this island is never going to survive this battle. So I'm telling you the truth now.” I turn back to him. “I'm what you're after. I'm the one.”  
 He pauses for a moment, and now I think I can see a flicker of doubt in his eyes.  
 “We intercepted some communications between Nicole Phillips and an unknown agent,” he says finally. “These communications do seem to indicate that the code is hidden in the body of somebody on the island. Given the few other scraps of information we've obtained, and some messages we've picked up from the other side, I'm inclined to believe that you might be telling the truth.”  
 “Sir,” a soldier says, hurrying over to him, “we've just confirmed that there's no signal from Phillips' implants. She appears to be dead.”  
 “I told you,” I say firmly, “I'm what you want. So take me away from here before the island gets ripped apart.”  
 I wait for an answer, but Lennox still doesn't seem entirely convinced. For a few seconds, I'm actually convinced that he might order my execution.  
 “We're getting out of here,” he says suddenly, before turning to two nearby soldiers. “Restrain this prisoner and prepare for immediate evacuation. We're taking her back to the city.”  
 The soldiers hurry over and grab my arms. My instinct is to fight back, to fight and scream, but that's an instinct I have to ignore. Right now, my only option is to hope that Doctor Phillips was telling the truth.  
 “Just so you know,” Lennox continues, stepping closer as the soldiers prepare to load me into a heli-mag carrier, “I'll find out if you're lying. I'll make sure that every part of you is checked and double-checked, scanned and re-scanned. If we have to tear you apart to find this code, that's exactly what we'll do.”  
 “I know,” I reply, as I realize that Doctor Phillips might have been right all along. “I'd expect nothing less.”  
 “Get her onboard,” he sneers to one of the soldiers, “and when we get back to the city, scan her into the system. She looks half-feral after all this time on the island. I wouldn't be surprised if she's barely even human anymore.”  
 With that, I'm shoved toward the carrier. I can feel a gun poking against my back, and voices are yelling all around me as the soldiers prepare to leave. Once they're gone, the other side should leave too. Whatever happens to me – whether Doctor Phillips' insane plan was real or not – at least the island should be left alone. Turning and looking over my shoulder, I see that the beach is now a war-zone, but I'm certain that Iris will have taken Nissa somewhere safe.  
 Maybe I'll get back to the island one day. Maybe I won't. But so long as Nissa can live here without being troubled by the outside world, this will all have been worth it.  




Chapter Fifty-Seven 


Iris  
    
 “I'm going to block the engines!” Nissa screams, grabbing twisted pieces of metal and hauling them toward the side of the rumbling warship. “I'm going to throw things into the engines to make the whole thing explode!”  
 I try to grab her arm and pull her back, but she's too quick for me. I try again, but she's already scurrying across the sand.  
 When I cry out, all that emerges from my mouth is a kind of garbled groan.  
 All around us, the air is shimmering thanks to the immense heat of the warship. I can barely see Nissa up ahead as she struggles to drag more metal toward the machine's path, but at this rate she's going to get herself killed. Struggling forward, I try desperately to reach her, but the ground is shaking beneath my feet and I can barely manage to stay upright. The noise is deafening, and finally I feel a sharp pain in my left ear as the drum bursts. Dropping to my knees, I briefly cry out, but I quickly force myself to get back up.  
 I have to save Nissa.  
 Suddenly I hear the roar of the warship's engines as they change tone, and I look up just in time to see that the vast ring of guns is starting to turn. Shocked, I look along the beach and see several carriers taking off, and I realize that the other soldiers are starting to leave. I still don't quite understand why they were here in the first place, but either they've decided to give up, or they've got what they wanted and they're taking it away.  
 I should be relieved, but deep down in the pit of my belly I've got a bad feeling about this.  
 “I did it!” Nissa yells. “Iris, I made them go!”  
 Turning, I see that she's running toward me. Behind her, the warship is turning and aiming its guns toward the carriers, and it's clear that it's no longer interested in attacking anything on the island.  
 “Iris, did you see?” Nissa shouts. I grab her as she reaches me. “They're running away! It must be because I was going to destroy their engines!”  
 I want to tell her that she's crazy, that she's completely deluded, but right now all I can do is watch as the warship starts firing at the carriers. The idea that a little girl could stop a weapon of that size is ludicrous, but I can't fault Nissa for having a lot of confidence. At the moment, all that really matters is that the soldiers – from both sides – leave the island and never, ever come back.  
 “What are they doing?” Nissa shouts suddenly, her voice filled with panic. “Where are they taking her?”  
 I look over my shoulder, toward the retreating line of the army at the shore's northern end. At first I can't work out what Nissa's talking about, but then I spot several soldiers leading a figure toward one of the last carriers, and I'm shocked to realize that I recognize their prisoner.  
 “Why's she letting them take her away?” Nissa asks, struggling to break free as I hold her tight. “Why isn't she fighting?”  
 I have no answer. All I can do is watch as Asher steps obediently into the carrier. Her head is bowed, and even from this distance I can tell that she seems to have accepted her fate. The old Asher – the Asher I've known for the past fifteen years – would rather go die than submit to this kind of treatment and leave the island, yet now I can see that she's calmly letting the soldiers do whatever they want. None of this makes any sense, and all I can hope is that she has some kind of plan.  
 “I have to save her!” Nissa yells, suddenly slipping out of my grip and racing along the beach.  
 I set off after her, dodging piles of burning machinery and bloodied corpses, as more carriers roar overhead and race away from the beach. The warship is still firing at the carriers furiously, but it's not managing any direct hits, while ahead there's only one carrier left.  
 “Don't go!” Nissa screams as I try to reach her. “Don't -”  
 Before she can finish, a damaged defense drone explodes just a few meters away. An explosion shakes the beach and sends a fireball bursting across the sand, and I'm immediately blown off my feet and sent slamming into the side of a burning truck. Slumping down against the sand, I feel a rush of heat against the back of my neck, and I find that my legs are shaking as I force myself back up.  
 Barely able to walk, I start making my way toward the defense drone's burning wreckage, but there's no sign of Nissa anywhere. She was much closer to the explosion, and thick black smoke is making it almost impossible for me to spot her. I limp as close to the flames as I dare, but the heat beats me back so I stumble around to the other side and finally I spot Nissa on the ground.  
 I hurry over and drop to my knees, just as she lets out a faint groan and tries to sit up.  
 One side of her face is covered in blood, and I see to my horror that the skin seems to have been blown clean away. She clearly took the brunt of the explosion on her left side, where her tunic has been left tattered and her arm is clearly broken in several places.  
 “Iris?” she stammers, her voice trembling with shock as she looks down at her injuries. “Help me...”  
 I reach under her battered body and lift her up, somehow finding the strength to get to my feet and start carrying her away from the flames. I can feel her blood soaking through the arms of my tunic, and a moment later she reaches up with her undamaged right hand and clings to my shoulder. She's not even sobbing; instead, she seems to be in complete shock, although her shoulders are starting to tremble and finally I realize I can hear a faint whimpering sound coming from her lips.  
 I want to tell her that everything will be okay, but there's nothing I can say.  
 Suddenly hearing the roar of a carrier's engine, I look along the beach and see that the final machine is preparing to rise up from the island. The door on the side is still open, and I watch with a growing sense of disbelief as I realize that I can see Asher being chained to a railing on the main flight deck.  
 “Where are they taking her?” Nissa asks, her voice still trembling. “Why isn't she fighting them?”  
 I stumble forward, and a moment later I make eye contact with Asher. She stares at me, and I can see the fear on her face as the carrier shudders slightly and finally starts to rise into the blue sky.  
 “Where's she going?” Nissa screams, trying desperately to get out of my arms as she reaches her undamaged hand toward the carrier. “Come back! Don't go with them! You have to come back!”  
 Asher simply stands on the flight deck and looks down at us as the carrier rises and rises.  




Chapter Fifty-Eight 


Asher  
    
 They look so small down there on the beach, surrounded by the burning wreckage of war. Nissa seems hurt somehow, but she's alive and I know Iris will look after her.  
 Suddenly the carrier's door slides shut and I feel the engine rumble as we swing out across the beach. I instinctively pull my wrists against the chains, but I quickly remember that there's no point fighting back. All I can do now is hope and pray that Phillips was telling the truth, and that the island – without me – will be left in peace.  




Chapter Fifty-Nine 


Iris  
    
 “She's going to be okay,” Olivia says as she comes out of the hut, with blood on her hands. “It's not going to be pretty, but the injuries will heal. She might have limited use of her left hand and leg, but she'll survive.”  
 “The beach is covered in metal and bodies,” Ripley mutters darkly, turning to me. “There's a split of opinion here. Half the people think we should scavenge again, and half think we should push it all into the ocean. Personally, I'm sick of everything that comes from the outside world. I want to get rid of it all.”  
 I raise a hand, indicating that this is something we can discuss later. I know that over the next few days we'll have to make some important decisions, but at least the war machines never quite made it as far as Steadfall. The town is a little damaged, and people are shaken, but fundamentally the place still stands. We need to figure out what to do next, but we have time for that. Right now, there's something else I need to be doing, although I don't know where to begin.  
    
 ***  
    
 “She was a warrior,” Nissa whispers, keeping her voice uncharacteristically quiet as she struggles to speak. The left side of her mouth is badly cut, and I can see the shock and fear in her eyes. “Why didn't she fight them?”  
 Sitting with Nissa in the darkness of the hut, I can't help thinking that even if I could speak, I'd have no idea what to say. I saw the look on Asher's face as she was flown away, and that sight has been haunting me ever since. Over the past twenty-four hours, I've been trying to figure out what she was thinking. I never once saw Asher back down from a fight, yet she seemed to submit to the soldiers without a fight. I have all the same questions as Nissa, but no answers.  
 “A real warrior wouldn't let herself get captured,” Nissa continues. “A real warrior -”  
 She flinches as I place a hand on her shoulder.  
 I wait for her to continue, but there are tears welling in her eyes now and she seems a little flushed. It's clear that her faith in Asher has been shaken, and I never realized until now just how important that faith has been to her. Ever since she was old enough to understand that her mother was gone, Nissa has idolized Asher and aspired to live up to an impossible standard. Now that she's met Asher and seen her in action, the bubble has been burst.  
 And that's when I realize that there's only one thing I can do now.  
 Slowly, I hold my hand out toward her, but this time I don't touch her shoulder.  
 This time, I wait.  
 She looks at my hand with suspicion, as if she expects me to try forcing her into something.  
 “I just want to sit here,” she whimpers finally.  
 I shake my head.  
 “There's nothing out there,” she continues. “People are going to look at me funny, like I'm a monster.”  
 Again, I shake my head.  
 “They are!” she hisses, and it's the first time she's raised her voice since we got back from the beach. “Half my face is missing!”  
 She reaches up and touches the skinless side of her face, although she immediately flinches. There are various balms glistening in the meat, and I'm sure that Olivia has applied the right home-brewed concoctions, but the damage is still very much evident.  
 “I don't want to go out into that stupid town,” Nissa continues, with a hint of bitterness. “Steadfall is stupid! This whole island is stupid!”  
 I wait, with my hand still outstretched.  
 “What do you want?” she shouts.  
 Still, I wait.  
 “Shut up!” she yells, before finally taking my hand. “Fine, whatever you want me to do, show me. But then you have to leave me alone! Deal?”  
 She gets up from the ground and I lead her out of the hut. As soon as we're in the company of others, Nissa holds her damaged hand up to the other side of her face, to cover her injuries. She starts walking faster, as if she wants to get out of sight, and I'm very much aware that most of the other townsfolk are watching us now.  
 As we reach the gate, Ripley furrows his brow.  
 I nod briefly, to let him know that everything is under control.  
 He opens his mouth, as if he's about to ask a question, but then he seems to think better of getting involved. Turning, he gets back to work on some wooden sticks he's been sharpening all morning in anticipation of creating a better defense system.  
 I lead Nissa out of Steadfall and into the forest, leading her between the trees.  
 “Where are we going?” she whines. “Iris, I don't want to be out! I still feel poorly!”  
 There's no way I can answer her, so I simply keep walking. Nissa, in turn, doesn't slip her hand away, even though she has ample opportunity. Still grumbling and complaining, she nevertheless keeps pace with me as we pass the edge of the forest and see smoldering piles of burned machinery that have been left on the beach. I feel Nissa squeeze my hand a little tighter, as if she's troubled by the memory of the few hours when the war briefly came to the island. I don't blame her for feeling a little scared, and sure enough she loosens her grip a little as we finally make our way past the rocky outcrop that separates this beach from the next section.  
 “My legs hurt,” she tells me a few minutes later. “Iris, there's nothing to see! Can't I just find somewhere to rest?”  
 Still we keep walking, and still she holds my hand. It's hard to believe that she hasn't figured out where we're going by now, but then again I guess sometimes I forget that she's just a kid. At the age of nine, she's already lived through so much, and there's a part of me that wants to take her somewhere else on the island – away from Steadfall, away from her mother's memory – so that she can try to grow up on her own terms.  
 I know that wouldn't work, however, which means that I'm going to have to take the harder option.  
 The more dangerous option.  
 The more terrifying option.  
 Finally we stop at the shore of the next beach along, and I look down at Nissa's face. She's staring straight ahead, and her tears have begun to dry. I can tell that she doesn't quite understand what I'm suggesting, but after a moment she furrows her brow a little more, as if she's concentrating very hard and trying to figure out the plan. And then, slowly, I see a sense of realization cross her features. Her eyes widen a little and her mouth opens, and I see fear and anxiety and hope and determination in her face all at once.  
 She's not going to turn this chance down.  
 She's going to want to do it.  
 I watch her for a moment longer, as the waves crash against the shore, and then I turn and look out toward the damaged but still seaworthy boat that brought Doctor Nicole Phillips to the island. I'm no expert, but I'm pretty sure that with a little work and a lot of luck, this boat will have no trouble taking us back to the mainland in search of Asher.  




Chapter Sixty 


Asher  
    
 “Get her in here,” Lennox sneers as I'm led through a set of double doors, into an office that I immediately recognize.  
 Once, years ago, this is where Doctor Phillips told me about the abyss. I guess at some point Lennox took the place over, and I can't help but notice that all the doctor's plants and paintings have been taken away, leaving the office bare and utilitarian.  
 Beyond the desk, the windows look out across a view of the city at night. Millions of lights shine bright on the sides of tower buildings, and I can only assume that the abyss still exists in the dark in-between spaces.  
 “I'm taking special charge of your interrogation,” Lennox says firmly as I'm shoved toward him. “I hope you feel privileged.”  
 “Go to hell,” I mutter, wincing as I feel a broken rib burning in my chest. “Go -”  
 Suddenly he kicks my legs from under me. I slam down so hard and so fast, I don't have time to react. Even if I did, my arms are chained behind my back and I'd never be able to stop myself hitting the floor. I land with a gasp, and my head bumps down, banging my forehead against the marble. I immediately roll onto my back, but two soldiers haul me up onto my feet.  
 “Sir,” a woman's voice says nearby, “you have a call on line one.”  
 “Tell them to try again later,” Lennox says firmly, not taking his eyes off me.  
 “Sir,” the woman continues, “it's important. John Logan wants to -”  
 “John Logan wants to stop bugging me every five minutes,” Lennox replies, interrupting her as he steps closer to me. “Della, tell your sponsor to leave a message, and I'll get back to him when I get the chance. And tell him I might be busy here for the rest of the night.”  
 “Of course,” she replies, and I hear her hurrying away. She sounded young, maybe still in her teens. Too young to be bowing and kneeling in front of a man like Alistair Lennox.  
 “I can't claim to understand why Phillips went all the way to the island to find you,” Lennox tells me, “but I'm going to figure it out sooner rather than later. I don't need you to say a word. I'll root around inside your body and your mind, and I'll peel away every thought you ever had until I understand you inside and out. Doctor Nicole Phillips was part of a very dangerous group that managed to sneak into our midst here in the city. It's our responsibility now to figure out how far their rot spread, and to make sure that it's all flushed out.”  
 He pauses, as if he's waiting for me to speak, and then he takes another step closer.  
 “At least you've accepted the inevitable,” he continues. “That's good, Asher. Hopefully you'll make this a little less traumatic than it needs to be.”  
 He turns to the soldiers.  
 “Scan her. I want an up-to-date bio record.”  
 “A bio record already exists,” one of the soldiers replies. “It's a little old, but it should still -”  
 “I want an up-to-date bio record,” Lennox says again, sounding more than a little annoyed. “Who knows what she might have contracted out there on that savage island? Get her into the database one more time.”  
 I'm quickly shoved forward, and I start walking toward a scanning terminal on the far side of the room. As I walk, I think back to Doctor Phillips' claim that my DNA has somehow been turned into a kind of virus that can cripple the city's entire network. The idea seems completely absurd, but then I guess only an absurd idea would ever have a chance of working against an enemy that prides itself on covering all its bases. As I reach the terminal, I feel a crushing sense of anticipation in my chest.  
 “Hand on the scanner,” one of the soldiers grunts.  
 I pause for a moment, worried that I might be about to lose the one thing I still possess.  
 Hope.  
 “I said, hand on the scanner!”  
 He grabs my hand and forces it against the clear panel, and the machine immediately comes to life. I watch as a thin beam of light flashes across and then through my hand, and then I see that the machine is already sequencing the DNA sample it just obtained.  
 25% complete.  
 50% now.  
 76%.  
 93%.  
 Sequencing complete. I guess my sample is in the system now. With every computer in the network locked down to avoid incursions, these scanners seem to be the only way through the firewall.  
 I feel dizzy.  
 “Alright, you're done.”  
 My hand is yanked away and then somebody grabs my shoulder, quickly spinning me around until I find myself once again facing General Lennox.  
 “Boys,” he says firmly, “I'd like a few minutes alone with this young lady, if that's alright with you.”  
 Immediately, the soldiers starts walking to the door. Unless something major has changed over the past few years, they must be aware that it's against protocol to leave a prisoner alone with any one officer, but I guess Lennox has a way of ignoring the rigors of any protocol that gets in his way. As the soldiers leave the room and the door slides shut behind them, however, I can't help feeling a shudder pass through my chest as I realize that I'm now completely alone with a man who can basically do whatever he wants. Even all those years ago, before I went to the island, there were whispers of prisoners who'd disappeared after being taken into Lennox's custody.  
 “Do you know what I think?” he asks, taking another step toward me, until the lights from outside catch the edge of his features. “I think you're too stupid to even know how you were supposed to be used.”  
 I swallow hard.  
 “I think you're in way over your head,” he continues, with a faint smile, “and you've been riding your luck. Unfortunately, Asher, your luck is about to -”  
 Suddenly his face falls noticeably darker, then darker still, and I realize after a moment that the lights beyond the window must have gone out.  
 Turning, I look toward the other towers in the city, and I watch with a sense of shock as all the lights switch off. It takes only a few seconds before the entire city is in darkness. Even this room is now completely unlit, and a moment later I realize I can see something else outside, beyond the tall, pitch-black towers.  
 For the first time in the city, I can see the stars.  
 “What the hell's going on?” Lennox mutters, and I hear him storming over to his desk. He taps at one of the screens, but evidently the entire network is down.  
 The city has fail-safe after fail-safe, and it's supposed to be impossible for something like this to happen. I look out at the darkness again, convinced that at any moment the lights will come back. As the seconds pass, however, I feel a growing sense of awe as I realize that Doctor Phillips might have been telling the truth after all. Maybe my DNA sample did act as a code, coursing quickly through the networks and shutting down the power. And if the code succeeded at that, it's impossible not to wonder what else it might have done.  
 “Do you remember how people said the revolution never came?” I hear Doctor Phillips' voice whispering in my head. “It was a common phrase for a while. People said the revolution never came, so we just had to accept the world as it is. Well, I think there might still be hope yet. We might – might – be on the cusp of a revolution right now, but only if we do the things we need to do.”  
 “What did you do?” Lennox stammers, clearly shocked.  
 A moment later, I hear a faint clicking sound, followed by another and then another.  
 Turning, I see him silhouetted against the stars, holding his right hand toward me. It's obvious that he's trying to fire a gun, but even the weapons are networked around here.  
 “What did you do?” Lennox asks again, before tossing the gun aside and storming toward me across the pitch-black office. “Tell me! How did you make this happen?”  
 “I -”  
 Before I can finish, he lands a punch on the side of my face. I fall back against the wall and then I slump to the floor, and I can already feel blood in the back of my throat. I start to get up, but then I flinch as I hear Lennox coming closer.  
 “What did you do?” he shouts, before kicking me hard in the side of the head.  
 I slump back down, and now I can feel loose teeth.  
 “What did you do?” he screams again, and this time he unleashes a series of kicks against my chest. “Tell me what you did! Tell me how to undo it!”  
 Each kick seems to crack a fresh rib, and I can barely breathe as I slump down against the floor. In this cold, dark room high up near the top of a powerless tower, I turn my face toward the window in a desperate attempt to protect myself. The kicks continue, however, and Lennox yells over and over again, demanding to know what I've done and how it can be reversed.  
 Outside, the only lights are the stars in the night sky. I can just about see the reflection of my face, and after a moment I realize that – although my body is shuddering under the force of more and more kicks – I'm actually starting to smile. 
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