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Prelude: Year 2934
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NIEK DIDN’T KNOW HOW far he had run. All he knew was that he had no idea where he was now. He had left everything behind, including the watch his dad had got him for his thirteenth birthday, the one with the built-in GPS and compass that would have helped him now. He looked around, bewildered. It was a street like any other, but the buildings here were taller, made of metal and glass, which meant they were office buildings. He shivered. The night was cold, and his night clothes were scanty protection.

He had no clue what to do now, and he wished his dad were here. But if he were, then Niek wouldn’t be in this predicament. The streetlamps were quite bright, though the street was deserted, and Niek was feeling exposed. He moved to the shadows provided by the large structures. His eyes fell on a low gate which led to the underground parking lot of one of the buildings. The parking lot would be empty and would probably be warmer than out here in the street. Hesitantly, he touched the gate, but nothing happened; no alarm blared, no bots came rushing, no jolt of electricity passed through his arm. Emboldened, he pushed it open and closed it behind him once he was inside.

The road to the parking lot was dark and wound down through a tunnel. Niek walked slowly, keeping close to one of the walls of the tunnel, holding out his hand so as not to stumble into anything. Soon, he was in a cavernous lot which was lit by a couple of lights at the entrance and exit. He moved towards a pillar, looking curiously at the name board on it. “Selwood Corp.” was all that was on it. The name was vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t place it in his memory. After all, he had arrived in Prith only the previous day, so it was not to be wondered at. Too many things had happened, and perhaps he had seen the name from the hover bus. 

Had it really been only a day since he left his home in Aeras? It seemed like a lifetime. Niek slid down to the floor, his back against the pillar and his knees drawn up. He wondered what he was going to do. There was no going back to Uncle Ruben’s house. That much was certain. With his father missing and Uncle Ruben dead, Niek had no adult to turn to. Everything was looking bleak, and he threw his head back against the pillar, tears trickling down from his eyes. He dashed them away with his hand, but they kept coming.

“What are you doing here?” The voice both frightened and startled him, and he leapt to his feet. The man who spoke approached him slowly, his hands held up as if to show Niek he meant no harm, but it did not reassure Niek. There was nothing even vaguely threatening about him, and all Niek could feel was the spike in his heart rate. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, edging around the pillar. “I was just... I’ll leave...” 

He was on the outer side of the column, and he bolted for the entrance through which he had come, only to find it closed with a rolling metal shutter.

“It is a security measure,” the man said from behind him, and Niek turned around, his back to the shutter.

“Please don’t hurt me!” he said. “I just... I didn’t mean–”

A frown appeared on the man’s face. “Quinn?” he said. “Identity of the intruder?”

Niek looked around fearfully. Who was this Quinn? Where was he?

The man came closer. He was tall, taller than Niek’s dad, though not as broad. He was still holding his hands in a non-threatening way.

“Look,” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you. Okay? Quinn tells me that your name is Niek Hendriks. Is that right?”

Niek stared at the man in suspicion. “Who’s Quinn?” he asked. “I don’t see anyone, and I didn’t hear anyone tell you anything.”

The man smiled. “Quinn is my Sentient,” he said. “So, you can’t see him or hear him. Only I can hear him.”

He tapped his ear. Niek had heard of Sentients like that, though the ones he knew always talked loud enough for everyone around to hear. 

“How does your Sentient know my name?” Niek asked, still suspicious.

“Quinn scanned your fingerprints and DNA. He found a match from your school in Aeras. Mind telling me what you’re doing here, Niek? May I call you Niek or would you prefer Mr. Hendriks? My name is Selwood, Alexander Selwood.”

Alexander Selwood. Selwood Corp. There was something on the news once. 

The man was approaching Niek as he was talking, stopping a couple of feet away and holding out his hand.

Niek took a few steps forward to shake his hand. “Niek is fine,” he said, letting go of the man’s hand and stepping back hurriedly so that his back was again touching the shutter. The metal felt cold against his back through the thin fabric of his nightshirt, but it also made him feel safer.

“You may call me Alexander.” He smiled at Niek reassuringly. “Now, Quinn tells me your father is listed as Lucas Hendriks, a professor at the University of Takh, but he couldn’t find any address for your father in the University Records or anywhere else. Do you know why that is?”

Niek shook his head, bewildered. It didn’t make any sense. How many times had he accompanied his father to the University, waiting in the staff room or his office or the grounds till he was back from his lectures? How was it that his records were suddenly gone? A sliver of fear pierced him. Had Dad been right after all? 

“I... don’t know...” His voice sounded scared, and it seemed to him that it was waiting to shatter into something if he let it, and he couldn’t let it, not in front of this stranger, no matter how kind his eyes were or how friendly his tone.

“All right, Niek,” Alexander said. “Where is your father? Do you know? I can call him for you.” He took off his jacket as he spoke and held it out. “Here, you look cold.”

Niek took a few steps to take the jacket and put it on. It was warm and comfortable, and too large for him, enveloping his thin frame like a blanket.

“I... don’t... I don’t know where he is,” Niek said, tears prickling his eyes again. 

It crashed on him then, that his father was gone without a word, leaving him, and he wanted to cry again.

“Look,” Alexander said. “I don’t know what you’re doing here, but I really can’t let you stay here. Will you come to my house with me? You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to, but I think my house will be more comfortable than a parking lot.”

“I’m fine here,” Niek said, his throat suddenly tight, and his pulse spiking.

“Is there anywhere else I can take you?” Alexander asked. “A friend of your father? A guardian he appointed?”

Niek shook his head, panic threatening to overwhelm him. “There’s...no...one.” He managed through a suddenly tight throat.

“Niek, I can’t let a child wander the streets at night or stay here. You must see that,” Alexander said.

Niek stared at the man, fear grasping his innards like a live thing. His throat and chest felt taut, as if bound tight with iron bands, and he couldn’t breathe. He opened his mouth and puked into the ground. He was dizzy and his face was wet with tears, as his lungs constricted, and he fell to his knees.

Someone caught him and rubbed his back, and Niek was aware of a voice coming from a great distance. “Quinn, take us home. Niek, stay with me, okay? You’re going to be fine. Just relax and breathe.” A hand was on his chest. “Feel that? Breathe Niek. Just breathe.”

Niek could feel the hand against his chest and the breathing against his body and he opened his mouth and gulped in air like a drowning man who had broken through to the surface. But his dizziness did not pass, and his vision started blacking out.

I can’t faint! 

His thoughts were panicked, but his overwrought brain and too tired body had finally had enough, and Niek passed out cold in Alexander Selwood’s arms.


One: Year 2936
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THE MINUTE HE STEPPED out of the house, Raul knew that something was wrong. The street in front of his house was completely deserted, not a pedestrian or a vehicle in sight. There was no sign of life in any of the adjoining buildings, either. Raul’s eyes noticed the slight movement at one corner of the street where it turned to join the main thoroughfare, though when he turned his head, there was nothing. His heart hammered as he stared hard at the place, wondering if he’d imagined the movement and then he saw it again, like a flutter of empty air. There was a stealth car there. Which meant only one thing. The Elite was on to him somehow. The car could be surveillance, but if so, the street wouldn’t be deserted. The Elite bothered to clear the streets only for a kill, and that too only when they planned to use the erupter. It was not out of any concern for bystanders. They just didn’t want to lose their quarry in a crowd. 

Raul ran. He didn’t think it would do him any good, but if he reached a busy thoroughfare, perhaps he could hide, or get lost amongst the crowds, or even catch a cab. He dropped his phone, his pad, and his watch as he ran. If he managed to lose himself in a crowd, he didn’t want to have anything on him that could be tracked. 

He wished he had some way of warning Isabel, who was still in the house, but he had more important things to worry about. He turned the corner, hoping there were no stealth cars at this end, to reach an equally empty street. He briefly debated going into one of the buildings, but he could not be certain that his house would be out of range of an explosion if the Elite caught him here. Not to speak of all the innocent people who might die. The Elite might have kept the street empty, but they would not have evacuated the buildings.

He wished he didn’t know all these details about the Elite and how they planned their kills, but it was a downside to having Alexander Selwood for a business partner. Panic was bubbling inside his chest. Knowing he was hunted seemed to have sent his brain into meltdown. 

Raul had no goal in mind. He only knew he had to get them as far away from Isabel as possible, give her time to escape. The camouflage technology which the stealth car used had one drawback- in a stationary vehicle, it gave a camouflage so perfect as to make the vehicle appear invisible, but even a slowly moving vehicle could be spotted by the ripples in the air as it moved. A speeding vehicle was more difficult to spot because the speed caused the ripples to dissipate almost immediately.

But once he started running, they would have no further reason to stay hidden. He risked a glance behind and saw he had been right. There was a car coming after him. It was in the hoverlane, and was not coming at any extraordinary speed, but it was catching up with him.

Even running for his life, Raul had to admire the efficiency of the Elite. At this hour, the streets should have been busy. Not so crowded as it would be in another hour, but busy enough for him to blend in, and yet, they had managed to keep it clear. He was hoping that they would not have cleared the main roads, and though this was the long way around, he had no other options.

He turned another corner, gasping for his breath now, and almost sobbing in relief as he reached the main road to find that it was as busy as it normally was. There were very few pedestrians, but there were a few buses moving through the road, and there were vehicles in the hover lane going in a steady stream, and Raul slowed down, to hail a cab.

Thud! Something hit him on his right arm, and the car that was following him passed him, putting on a burst of speed, and flashing their lights to get ahead of the other vehicles. He stared at his arm, where a dark stain was visible against the brown of his suit. His arm didn’t hurt much; there was nothing sticking out of it, and he wasn’t dead yet, which meant it wasn’t a spike. The erupters caused very little bleeding and pain, from what he had heard. His brain caught up in that moment, and Raul froze where he stood, horrified.

They had fired an erupter into him at the side of a busy road.

It struck Raul as ironic that even while on the verge of death, he should be concerned about the unnecessary loss of innocent lives, while the State, which was supposed to be concerned, had no compunction in causing those deaths.

Raul knew he had to get away, but he couldn’t go back, not when Isabel might still be in the house, and he couldn’t stay here. He didn’t know how long he had. He tried to remember everything Alexander or Niki, who was an expert on weapons, had ever told him about erupters. Erupters had no standard time frame. They could explode from any time within seconds to an hour. Unlike the spike, the erupter didn’t circulate in the bloodstream, but stayed where it was, so to get an erupter out was not a difficult task if he just knew how long he had and the right tools. But trying to get it out was risky without knowing how long he had. He was sure Quinn could have told him, but he had dropped his watch in the street too and he didn’t dare go back for it. 

I am a fool.

Probably no one could have tracked that watch, but years of habit—drop everything and run—was difficult to shake off. 

Raul started running again. He had only a vague idea of where he was going, his only wish to put as much distance as he could between the crowds and him. He tried to signal a hover cab, but it whizzed by without stopping. If he could get a cab, perhaps he could make it out of the city.

Soon, his legs were aching, and his breath was coming in gasps. It would not be long before he wouldn’t be able to move, and he would probably fall down. But he was not yet dead, and he was still in the city, and he was not going to give up. He was dizzy and was feeling lightheaded, but he kept running.

A car stopped and someone called his name and caught him by his arm. He winced as pain shot through his arm, and he heard an exclamation.

“Mr. Beltram! God! You’re bleeding! Get into the car.”

Someone pushed him into a car, and the car took off. Someone bandaged his arm, and gave him a glass of water, holding it to his lips, and he drank thirstily. Raul’s head cleared, and he realised he was in a car moving towards the city. David Flett’s concerned eyes turned to him from the driver’s seat, and Ellen Flett asked him solicitously from the front seat,

“How’re you feeling, Mr. Beltram?”

“What are you doing?” Raul asked. “Stop the car!”

“Mr. Beltram, you’ve lost some blood. You’ve been shot. I’m taking you to the hospital.”

Well-meaning fool! Raul felt hysterical laughter rising, but he tamped it down.

“David,” he said, though he had met the man only a couple of times and had exchanged some inane pleasantries. “David, there’s an erupter in me. I was trying to get out of the city. You have to stop the car and let me out.”

His voice was steadier than he had expected, and he saw the alarm that spread over Mrs. Flett’s face.

“An erupter?” Raul turned his head to the side to the girl sitting there, her arms around a sleeping child. He had not even noticed her sitting beside him. He remembered that David had a daughter—probably the sleeping child—so this must be her tutor or nanny.

“I’m part of the Resistance,” he said baldly.

What was the point in hiding it, anyway? He was dead already.

“Do you know how to drive?”

Raul shook his head, panic spiking. Most people never drove these days, with Sentients and auto drives built into every car. David had to have a car that needed an actual driver. 

David stopped the car but did not unlock the door at Raul’s side. “Kaylee, take Paige and go to Nathan’s house, please. Ellen-”

“I’m staying right here,” Ellen Flett interrupted.

“Mr. Flett-” the girl—Kaylee—started to object, when David turned to look at her.

“Please, Kaylee. Tell her we’ll be back soon.”

The girl got out without further demur and David started the car, turned it at the next junction, and drove away from the city.

“David,” Raul said. “I’ve no idea how long I have. This thing has been in me for over 40 minutes now. You should be saving yourself.”

“At what cost?” David asked as his car sped up. “We’re still in the city, and no matter how little time you have, you have a better chance of making it out of here with us than without.” He smiled, without turning his head, catching Raul’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. “Besides, my wife is here, and I’ve a daughter to get back to. I’m not suicidal. I’ll get you out of the city limits and leave.”

“If you can just find me a hover cab or something-”

“You know those things have scanners in them? We’re the best option here, Raul.”

“You may not have enough time!” Raul said, agonised.

“We don’t know that.” David skilfully manipulated his way between two hover buses. It helped that the road was mostly empty, but the traffic was heavy in the hover lane, which was why the buses were skimming the road. “Believe me when I say I’ve no intention of dying today, but I know I won’t be able to live with myself if I just let you out here, knowing I could have helped.”

Raul said nothing, but bitterness flooded into him as he thought that he had no intention of dying either when he left his home that morning.


Two
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THE MEETING WAS ALMOST over when the panel on Alexander’s desk beeped. Alexander wondered what had happened. Quinn would never contact him at work unless it was urgent. He leaned over to Oleg.

“Wrap things up for me, will you? I’ve to go to Niek’s school urgently.” The lie slipped out so easily, but then, he had always been a master at that.

Oleg Kosko, the head of Finance and Accounts in Selwood Corp, had been with the company for over a decade, and was amongst the most dependable people there.

“Everything all right?” He turned concerned brown eyes on Alexander.

“I hope so,” Alexander said, as he rose. “Excuse me, please.”

He left the conference room and disengaged Miley before he entered his outer office, where Tripp looked up briefly. His new assistant was from the Resistance. It had been a conscious decision on his part. His role in the Patricks’ escape meant that he could no longer be just a spectator. He could not be an active part of the Resistance yet, but he could not keep himself apart from it either. Tripp Perry was well qualified and discreet. Alexander didn’t need to hide much since Tripp already knew of his association with the Resistance.

“If anyone asks, I’ve gone to Niek’s school,” he told Tripp.

“Yes, Mr. Selwood.”

Alexander entered his office, and once the door closed behind him, he said. “Quinn, what happened?”

“Mr. Savin and Mrs. Beltram are waiting for you at your house. Mr. Savin has asked to meet with you urgently.”

Alexander wondered what it was all about. He hadn’t seen George except officially since he had taken the three Patricks to Ignis seven weeks ago, and he hadn’t heard from Raul or Isabel since their marriage five weeks ago.

“Take me home, Quinn.”

George was sitting on a chair in his living room, his body tense and his face worried. He was biting his nails, something Alexander had never seen him do. Isabel was nowhere to be seen.

“Alexander.” George rose. He looked relieved to see him. “We’ve a problem.”

“What happened?”

“Raul is dead. He was killed by the Elite an hour ago. I brought Isabel here because I didn’t know where else to take her, and-” He stopped.

Alexander had no idea what the expression on his face was, because George was definitely looking wary. All Alexander was aware of was the shock that he struggled to keep under control. He couldn’t afford to be in shock. He needed information.

“How was Raul compromised?” Alexander was surprised his voice came out so steady.

George still had a wary look in his eyes as he answered. “We don’t know. We think that we have a traitor in our midst.” He paused before rushing on. “Isabel’s in shock. I had Quinn administer a sedative to her. But-” He paused again, and this time the expression on his face was unfamiliar. Alexander couldn’t understand it. George appeared to be struggling to form words, which was so unlike him. “That’s not all,” he said, his eyes not meeting Alexander’s. “Mr. Flett... David’s in the hospital in a critical condition, and so’s his wife.”

Alexander was not aware of much except that his knees had buckled, and that George had caught him, and next thing he knew, he was lying on a couch and George was kneeling by its side, looking anxious.

“Don’t tell me I fainted,” he said as he sat up, his voice no longer steady. 

What was the matter with him? He had lost friends before, more than friends; he was used to this. Must have been the late nights working and rushing off to work without breakfast, which had been his routine the last few days, with the end of the year coming up. There was only so much even his immortal physiology could help with.

George gave a weak chuckle as he leaned against the couch, their faces close, breaths mingling. “I think you did, and the couch was Quinn’s idea, not mine.” He paused. “I’m sorry for springing all of it on you, like this. I just... I didn’t know how else to say it...”

George was never at a loss for words, not even in bed, so it was easy enough to see how shaken he was. Alexander leaned against him almost unconsciously. “What happened to David and Ellen?” he asked.

George sighed, squeezed his shoulder, leaned back, and sat on the floor. “We’re not clear, but from what we understand, Raul was shot with an erupter, but he managed to get out of the city. David and Ellen must have been in the vicinity.”

“You said their condition was critical.”

“Again, as per the information that we have.” George looked at his watch and rose. “Look, I’ve to go. I was on the scene, working, when Isabel called; I told Stan that I was taking a coffee break, but he’ll start wondering if I don’t make it back soon.”

“How did you get here?” Alexander stood up as well. There was no dizziness or nausea. But he felt restless, and angry, and so damn helpless.

“Took a hover cab. I know it’s a risk, but there was no time.” George looked distraught.

“That’s all right,” Alexander said. “Quinn will take you wherever you want to go but tell me one thing more. Did the erupter cause any other casualties? Where’s Paige?”

“Paige? Oh, David’s daughter. I don’t know, I mean, I know very little at this time. But there aren’t any other casualties, as far as I know. The explosion was outside the city, after the hover bridge, at Millen’s. It’s a deserted area, so it’s likely it didn’t kill anyone else. That was where I was, when Isabel called.”

That was something, at least. Isabel had had the presence of mind to call George before the Elite got to her too, but he still had no idea what exactly happened, or where Paige was.

“George.” Alexander put a hand on his shoulder, squeezing. “I’m sorry. I know Raul was your friend.”

George placed his hand over Alexander’s, twining their fingers. “Thank you. I’m sorry about David.”

Alexander nodded, unable to speak. “You said something about a traitor?” he asked when he could find his voice. It was good to keep his brain from going around in circles here. 

“We’ve... we’ve had some issues for the last four weeks,” George said. “We can’t say anything for certain, but... we don’t know what else to think.”

Four weeks. Alexander thought about the meeting in his company today, called to deal with the situation that arose from someone sabotaging their shipments to Ignis for the second time in the last four weeks.

“Quinn, take Mr. Savin back to Millen’s,” he said. Once George was gone, he sank to the couch, covering his face with his hands. “Quinn,” he said without removing his hands. “Check on Isabel.”

“Mrs. Beltram is asleep. Her vitals are stable.”

“Quinn... find me Paige, please.”

It took a minute, and it was one of the longest minutes of his life before Quinn said, “Miss Flett is at the home of her uncle, Nathan Huckle.”

Alexander nearly sagged with relief. “Quinn, get me an update on David’s condition,”

Again, it took a minute. 

“Mr. Flett and his wife are in the ER at the Nizhoni Institute of Medical Sciences. Both are in critical condition, but stable enough, and are scheduled for surgery.”

“Okay,” he said, interrupting. If they’re in the Institute, they would be fine. The Institute had never lost a patient to anything except old age. “Quinn, patch me into those monitors they have in Ytres, search for Raul Beltram, connect it to the media wall here.”

“Connecting,” Quinn said.

Alexander waited, leaning back, his hands clasped on his lap, knowing that even Quinn would need some time to get through Amir’s security measures. As he waited, his thoughts were playing in a loop. Four weeks. Traitor. Raul dead. David critical. He hadn’t heard from his informant in seven weeks, though he knew he was fine.

The feed from the monitors started playing on his media wall. He watched, leaning forward, his hands on both sides of his legs, his frame tense. There was no feed after they crossed the hoverbridge to leave the city, and Alexander sat back, closed his eyes and brought his hands up to cover his face, his whole body shaking.

 


Three
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THERE WAS A BEEPING SOUND coming from his pad, and it jerked Lucas awake from the doze he had fallen into. He sat up, yawning, and picked up the pad. It was Alexander calling.

“Quinn,” he said, yawning again. “Patch your boss through to Monitor C3, will you?”

Alexander’s face was on the screen. Lucas sat up, sleep gone at the expression on the other man’s face. Alexander’s hair was tousled, the top button of his shirt was undone, and his eyes were red rimmed. Alexander had never looked anything but fully put together, and it alarmed Lucas.

“What the hell happened?” Lucas asked, concerned. The last he spoke to Alexander was after Raul’s death two days ago. Alexander had been quite composed then.

“David is dead,” Alexander said, his voice steady, in contrast to his dishevelled appearance. “Ellen is still critical. The doctors are not hopeful of pulling her through.”

“I’m sorry,” Lucas said as he drummed his fingers on the desk. “I really am.”

Lucas still was not certain how Flett could have died. If he’d died in the explosion, it would have been understandable, but he should have survived once he got into the hospital. No matter how severe the damage, Flett should have survived, and his wife too. How could any doctor say they had not much hope?

“There was a modified form of spike built into the bomb that they shot Raul with,” Alexander said, not acknowledging Lucas’ words of commiseration. “The doctors could not remove it. It worked slowly since David was under sedation and they were giving him drugs to slow the blood flow, in the hope that they could remove it, but-”

“The bastards!” The exclamation burst from Lucas. “Oh, the utter bastards! They built the spike into a bomb? My God! What would have happened if Raul hadn’t made it out of the city?”

“There’s no point in talking about what’s already done.” Alexander sounded weary. “That’s not all. I’m under investigation, which means that the Ignis project could come under scrutiny too.”

“Wait, what?” Lucas was stunned. “Why should you be under investigation?”

“I was in a partnership with Raul. They have to make sure that I knew nothing of his – affiliations.”

“So, time to activate Project Selenus.” Lucas rubbed his face. “I’ll talk to Zain.”

“No,” Alexander said. “Not yet. George said you might have a traitor in your midst. If you go ahead with Selenus now, they will know about it too. Don’t do anything till you’ve identified the spy. Raul was vetted successfully, and he had done nothing to give himself away.” He paused. “I talked to George. Twice, in the last four weeks, you have had Defenders waiting at rendezvous points. Two of my company’s shipments to Ignis were sabotaged in the same period. I don’t think that’s all just coincidences.”

“I was hoping they were,” Lucas muttered. “But if we do have a spy, how do we find him? Damnit Alexander, most of the people here have been part of the Resistance for longer than even George or Raul. I can’t believe any of them would have sold us out!”

“Most, yes, but not all,” Alexander said. “Considering it started four weeks ago, the possibility is that the traitor is someone who had been brought to Ignis around that time.”

“We haven’t brought anyone around that time,” Lucas said.

“You did.” Alexander didn’t look at all happy. “There’s Colin Blythe and the Patricks.”

“Alexander.” Lucas sighed. “Look, I know what happened is hard, and... but what you’re saying... Can you hear yourself? The Elite killed Colin’s brother, and the Patricks’ mother. Why should any of them help the State?”

“I know they’re not the most logical suspects.” Alexander admitted. “But they are the only new faces in Ignis in recent times. God knows I don’t want to suspect any of them, but... it is not outside the realm of possibility. Colin has a niece who is missing. What if the Elite has her?” He paused. “As for Dylan and Nolan, the Elite has Mason, and did you know that Mason was put in Cryo just two days after his arrest? It is unprecedented for a Rogue to be sent to Cryo that quickly.”

“You think they did it to ensure the Patricks’ co-operation?”

Lucas was disturbed. He had seen the news, which was quite unlike the Elite, too. Normally they kept details of Rogues who were arrested out of the news, though the arrests themselves were widely publicised.

“It is possible, don’t you think?” Alexander said. “After the publicity the State gave to the arrest and sending to Cryo of Mason, I’m inclined to think that if there’s a spy, it must be one of the Patricks, if not both. I think we can discount Ashley. Even Thaxter wouldn’t stoop so low as to use a child.” He paused. “Talk to Zain. Get Amir to find out if any unauthorised communication channels are open in Ignis. Keep an eye on the Patricks.” He bent his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “If it is them,”—he said, lifting his face and looking at Lucas—“I’m so sorry for bringing them there.”

Lucas felt a tug of sympathy for Alexander. It couldn’t be easy for him to admit that the family for whom he had fought so hard could, in fact, turn out to be traitors.

“I’ll talk to Amir and Zain. In the meantime, Project Selenus? Looks like it’s time. You may say it’s too soon, but we need to be prepared, especially if there is a spy in Ignis.”

Project Selenus had been their back-up plan. In case Ignis was ever threatened.

“I still say wait, but whatever you decide, tell Zain to keep everyone out of the loop on this one. No one except you, Amir, Joyce, and Zain should know.” Alexander sounded firm. “Also, I’ve found out the whereabouts of Kanye Okilo.”

Lucas could not hide his shock. Kanye Okilo was the scientist who had invented a process which made it possible to create atmospheres around planets and satellites. His invention had allowed them to colonise and build resorts in the moons around Prith. Okilo had gone missing around ten years back, just four years after his invention was patented, and no one had heard of him since.

“Where is he?” Lucas asked.

“The Elite has him,” Alexander said. “They’ve had him all this time.”

“Oh God!” Lucas muttered.

They didn’t need Okilo. His invention was enough, but it would have been good to have him on their side.

“My informant has informed me that Okilo is working under duress,” Alexander said.

“You’re not suggesting we break him out of the Central Console!” Lucas said, disbelief patent in his tone. It was insanity!

“Not immediately,” Alexander said. “But you can have it in your bucket list.”

Lucas nodded. At least they wouldn’t have to do anything crazy now. Talking of crazy, “Is Isabel still staying with you?”

Alexander nodded. “I dare not send her to Ignis till you discover and deal with the spy. She’s still very fragile, emotionally and physically.” He sighed. “I don’t know how to help her, but she’s a target, and she’s safe here.”

Lucas echoed the sigh. “I’ll talk to Zain,” he said. “We’ll deal with this. Does the investigation mean that you won’t be able to come to Ignis?”

“So far, they’ve not restricted my movements, but I still think it’s best that I stay away till it’s over,” he said. “I know you were looking forward to Niek’s visit during the holidays, but till you sort out the threat at your end, I think he’s better off here. Anyway, his holidays are still a while away.”

“I agree,” Lucas said, though he could not help the wave of disappointment that washed over him.

“I’ve made arrangements to have him, and Isabel sent to Ignis if it looks like the investigation is not going the way we want it,” Alexander was saying. “Lesser of the two evils and all that.”

“Thank you,” Lucas said. It was strange how easily he had come to accept Alexander’s role in his son’s life. It was like having a co-parent. Almost.

“What are you planning to do right now?” Lucas asked.

“I’m planning to get drunk,” Alexander said, showing a bottle full of an amber liquid with greenish highlights. “Courtesy of an old friend back in the 27th Century. Will get even people like us drunk.”

Lucas nodded as he disconnected the call. It wasn’t the healthiest way to deal with grief, but it seemed justified this once. It was not as if he had any room to judge, considering how he had been after Jan’s death. If not for Cody, he would never have pulled himself back together. That was not counting how he had been after Holly’s death. He had no room to talk when it came to dealing with grief.

 

images/image.png
NIRANJAN





cover.jpeg
NIRANJAN

BOOK TWO OF
THE ELITE AND THE ROGUES













images/image-1.png





images/image-2.png
THIS BOOK CONTAINS THE FOLLOWING
CONTENT AND TRIGGER WARNINGS

1. DEATH, MURDER
2. POISON, BLOOD, VIOLENCE, TORTURE
3. DOMESTIC ABUSE
4. GRIEF, LOSS, PAIN
5. ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION
6. MENTION OF PAEDOPHILIA
7. DEATH OF LOVED ONES
8. PREGNANCY
9. GUN VIOLENCE
10. DRUGS
1. TRAUMA, PTSD
12. GASLIGHTING





images/image-3.png





images/image-4.png






