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ONE

The Fence
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SACHA MONTECRISTO LOOKED at the fence. He’d never seen it quite so clearly before, never with so much fear. Soon, his friend Flycatcher would be on the other side, in the outside world. Most likely, he’d never see her again.

Eva, not ‘Flycatcher,’ he reminded himself, enjoying the sound of her real name in his head. She’d given him permission to use that private name when they were alone. And she’d agreed to call him ‘Sacha’ but sometimes she forgot and called him by his camp name instead: ‘Blackbird.’

He’d woken early that morning, two weeks after his twelfth birthday, his belly hard with knots. The day had arrived. Eva had been sold to a controller. Everyone left the Foundation when they reached eighteen; you got used to it. But no one he ever really cared about.

He was as far out as you could be from the campus, right on the perimeter, the shouts of kids circling the softball court on their bikes only just audible. He took another step towards the fence, closer now, beyond the line of giant mango trees. Their dense, dark foliage was laden with heavy fruits that hung from their long stems. Viewed from within the grounds of the Foundation, the trees obscured most of the fence’s parallel wires. With the tip of his navy-blue cotton neckerchief he wiped a thin film of sweat from his upper lip. The sun was high now and the air was thick with heat, sweet with the scent of the pine forest beyond the perimeter.

There hadn’t been enough food at breakfast, but Sacha hadn’t dared to raid the pantry again. He’d sat with other kids, watching out of the corner of his eye. Across the room, Eva had been surrounded by friends close to her own age, five or six years older than him.

Quietly, without using the actual words, she was saying goodbye.

The tightness in his guts had worsened. He couldn’t bear to watch. Hunger had driven him out to the edge of the grounds, to check if the mangoes were ready, licking his lips at the thought of that honey-sweet fruit. But although he looked hard he found nothing ripe enough to eat.

His stomach growling, he turned his gaze upon the electrified perimeter fence – the fence that loomed larger in his mind every time he heard one of those stories about escape.

He tried hard not to think about the kids that had died, trying to escape. He’d been to every funeral. Grim as the occasions were, they were compulsory. Six boxes he’d watched being put into the ground. Six teenagers – one of them only thirteen.

When kids ran, it was because they were close to reaching the age where they were put up for auction. Even though six were known to have died, rumors went round that escape was possible, that it had already been done. That in the end, it came down to the question of electricity.

How many seconds did the electrical current last?

Ten seconds and you were in with a chance, he figured. If the rumors could be believed, the current alternated: on and off for ten seconds at a time.

I could make it over in ten.

Blackbird, stop! What if you can’t? Then you’re toast. Well, pork crackling, more like.

Sacha managed to drag his stare away from the fence. He scanned the wooded area for the source of the voice in his head.

You’re thinking about those escape stories, aren’t you? The stories about the kid they call the Rabbit.

Flycatcher? Eva... Where are you?

She came into view then, strolling between two mango trees, her ash-blonde ponytail swinging behind her head. Like him and just over half of the young residents and all of the adults of the Krylov Foundation, Eva was white, her Slavic heritage obvious. It wasn’t the only factor that made him wonder whether they were related, but it was probably one of the first that had triggered his curiosity.

One of the annoying things about not being told who your family were meant that everyone obsessed over details like that. But he already knew enough about how genetics worked to realize there was a chance that none of them were related. They were being bred for their talents but also and rather obviously, for their skin color and ethnic heritage.

Sacha had assumed it was so they’d blend in wherever they ended up. Yet Eva was heading to Singapore, an Asian country where white people were rare. So it couldn’t just be about that – or they’d have picked one of the two-dubs with Asian heritage.

The early morning sun lit the trees behind her, framing the slender teenager in silhouette. Sacha held his breath for a second, startled by how grown-up she looked dressed in scarlet and black, the dress uniform of the Krylov Foundation.

Eva made him feel like a kid. Sometimes he liked that. But sometimes it made him feel irritated, uncomfortable. She was smiling but he didn’t need to use his skills as an Empath to sense her true feelings. The sadness was all there in her eyes.

When Eva reached him, he glanced around, unsure where to look. He was tall for his almost-thirteen years, but she, at almost eighteen, was still a good two inches taller.

Don’t get obsessed about the fence, Blackbird. I don’t want to hear your name on that list of dead kids.

The one you called ‘the Rabbit’ didn’t die.

The Rabbit! I wish I’d never even told you about him.

If it makes you feel better – I already knew.

“So – you’re going,” Sacha said aloud, his voice so tense that he almost had to whisper to keep it from cracking.

Eva nodded. “Coming to see me off?”

He glanced downwards, shook his head. He’d promised himself that he wouldn’t cry.

Okay, we’ll say goodbye here, just the two of us.

He nodded, still unable to look her in the eye.

Give me a hug then.

He didn’t move. If she hugged him he’d cry, he was sure of that.

Eva hesitated for another second, then wrapped her arms around him. He stood awkwardly, unsure what to do with his own arms. She planted a light kiss on his forehead.

Bye, Sacha. Take care. Don’t forget me.

He said nothing, trembling from the effort to control his emotions.

And don’t cut your hair. It’s cute like this – scruffy and blond.

Eva ruffled his hair with one hand, until it was scrunched high up on his head. He pushed her away, pretended to be crosser than he really was.

I’m gonna cut it. I look like a girl!

Eva pouted in mock disappointment. “And drop the obsession with Arabic! If you have to study an extra language in your spare time, make it Mandarin!”

His heart fluttered. There could only be one reason for her to say that. “They want me to learn Polish next.”

“But try? At least try.”

If Sacha didn’t speak at least one Chinese language then the odds were that he and Eva would never see each other again. Her controller was in a place called Singapore and they spoke Mandarin there. Sacha had run the atlas program on a computer, when he’d heard.

Singapore, he wondered. What goes on there?

“Watch out for Cayman,” Eva said. She was fidgeting with the gray metal buttons on her jacket now. Soft, long-lashed eyes were on his, sad and serious. Sacha could feel her reluctance to leave. She was holding back something stronger than a few tears. “When you move up to the seniors, I mean. Cayman doesn’t really like being a sentinel. What he really likes is to hurt you younger kids.”

Sacha gave a brief nod. Eva had already given him the heads up about Cayman, twenty-four years old, real name ‘Anton Trinidad.’ Right now Cayman didn’t pay much attention to him, thank goodness, but he’d heard all the stories. Once he turned thirteen he’d be moved into Cayman’s group. Then he’d really have to be careful.

Sacha, listen. Never tell them all the things you can do with your mind. Never! Just let them carry on believing that you’re a regular two-dub, like me.

Sacha didn’t respond. A strange numbness was descending over him. It seemed so unreal that this was the last time they would speak for years – maybe forever. His mind, his feelings just didn’t want to accept it.

Stay out of trouble. And study hard so they find you a good controller. Most of all, forget that you ever heard about the Rabbit.

Finally, he looked right at Eva. She stared back. He tried hard not to notice the film of tears in her eyes. With his right hand, he reached out, tentatively and touched her arm. Eva’s eyes followed his movement, an instance of surprise. After a second, she smiled.

I’ll miss you, little brother.

Sacha’s breath stilled. If only it were literally true. Then he and Eva would be linked to each other for ever, joined by a shared, eternal ache; the parents they would never know.

I wish you weren’t going.

Me too. Wish I could stay to watch out for you.

Sacha summoned all his nerve, steadied his gaze. One day, it’ll be me who watches out for you.

Eva grinned suddenly, touched a finger to his cheek. “I believe you.”

At that moment, so did he.

Which meant that one way or another, Sacha was going over that fence.
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EVA WAS IN SINGAPORE, but it might as well have been Mars. Sacha was years away from being sold to a controller. Even then, with his languages, he wasn’t likely to end up anywhere near Eva. Over the fence was his only chance to find her. The Rabbit had done it. That meant it could be done.

Even so, it took him three months to finally screw up the courage to have a go and it didn’t go well. It turned out to be true, what they said about the Rabbit’s escape. It wasn’t just a matter of having a razor-sharp plan. You had to be lucky, too.

He made it to the perimeter fence without being noticed. He took a few minutes to breathe deep and slow until his heart no longer rattled the cage of his chest. He took a piece of raw flesh he’d scooped from the breast of a bird carcass he’d found, and skewered in with a dry twig. Then he jabbed the bird-flesh onto the electrified wire and watched it sizzle. The second the sound of cooking flesh stopped, Sacha took a leap and hopped onto the fence, counting.

Three, four. He was three wires from the top.

Six, seven. He was rolling over.

Eight; his fingers clutched at a wire midway down as he slid. Nine, he let go. He tumbled to the ground, inches away from the perimeter.

He scrambled to his feet. He absorbed the ease of his accomplishment with pure exhilaration. It never occurred to him suspect to that anything was wrong. He began to run.

That’s when the stun mines zapped him.

Stun mines? Who said anything about stun mines?

The moment Sacha stepped on one, he felt as though freezing cold, steel claws had grabbed hold of his ankle and were flapping his whole body, wringing him like a soaking towel. He’d fallen to the ground, gulping huge gobbets of air. One minute he was free, running for it, the next second he was captured again, gasping with pain and despair.

That was just the beginning.

He didn’t pass out, but what happened next was a total blur. When they first dragged him into the compound he was shaking, violently.

He was aware of light; bright, dazzling light. He couldn’t see the faces of the people in the room with him. He couldn’t even concentrate on the thoughts he felt around him.

Sacha had heard that they flogged kids who tried to escape. The kind of treatment that left you unable to stand straight – that’s what he’d heard. So he expected a beating. When they grabbed his arms roughly, held him tight and blindfolded him, that’s what he thought was coming.

Be tough. It’ll soon be over.

There was a mean-spirited snicker, “He’s trying to be brave.”

It was the voice of a young man, a voice Sacha didn’t recognize, cold and toneless. A deeper, older voice said calmly, “He’s practically wetting his pants.”

Now that voice, he knew. Anton Trinidad, known to everyone as ‘Cayman.’ Even without seeing him, Sacha could picture the smug expression on the sentinel’s tight lips under a thin mustache. He felt bony fingers on his arm, flexing around his bicep.

Cayman: the sentinel that even other sentinels seemed to fear.

Sacha couldn’t resist. He pushed his mind into Cayman’s, seeking the images that would let him see what was going on. He made the connection just in time to see a fist swinging towards his own head. Sacha ducked, avoided the worst of the blow which still caught his ear.

GET OUT OF MY HEAD YOU LAZY TRUANT! 

Sacha cowered, terrified by the raw violence in Cayman’s thoughts.

The other voice chimed in. “Did he try to read you?”

“Bastard tried to see with my eyes...” Cayman’s voice trailed off, replaced by thoughts of barely restrained anger and revenge.

The second sentinel paused, apparently impressed. Sacha also detected what the man tried to hide – fear. “You let him off easy.”

Cayman spat. “I was aiming for his eye.”

Then Cayman grabbed Sacha’s already throbbing ear, pinched hard until tears came to his eyes.

Now you’re gonna get it.

Gasping, Sacha forced the pain out of his mind, squeezed his eyes shut. He imagined Singapore. A milky, turquoise-green sea lapping around white beaches. Streets lined with shiny trees clipped to perfection.

Don’t think about you-know-who. Don’t let them know you care.

But Sacha’s Singapore was pale, colorless. It lacked bite, anything to sink his mind into. A beach, a tree-lined avenue; to him these were only concepts – things he’d read about but never seen. His concentration lapsed. He clenched his jaw, steeled himself for the beating.

It was the wrong approach. He should have held his breath.

The first time, Cayman and his associate held Sacha underwater for around ten seconds. It felt like eternity. It was as though the fear of drowning went from being just an idea to a direct action of his muscles. His brain didn’t even seem to be in control of his body. Violently, he thrashed about. He used up every drop of energy, panicked, almost ran out of air.

When they let him up, Sacha’s two captors were laughing. Cayman said, “Comrade Montecristo; that was pathetic. You’d better make more effort than that, seriously. Or tonight, you’re going to die.”

Then, they stopped laughing. There was a tiny pause, a silence.

The second time was even more terrifying. He tried not to struggle but after around twenty seconds, he couldn’t help it. Those final few seconds, he honestly thought his lungs were going to explode.

Cayman watched Sacha splutter then said, “He’s thinking about Singapore. Why, jerk-face? Don’t tell me you’re still pining for Eva.”

Talking to Cayman, the second voice took on a sudden note of interest, “Eva? Who’s that, his girlfriend?”

“No – ‘Eva’ is the real name of Flycatcher. Oh, he was sweet on Flycatcher, weren’t you, little comrade? I bet you even imagined she was your big sister.”

“I didn’t,” Sacha mumbled. They were guessing.

They have to be guessing. I’ve never told anyone that.

Sacha trembled slightly, waiting in the darkness for Cayman to respond. But Cayman took his time, letting him sweat. “Well, all right,” the sentinel said finally, in what was almost a good-natured voice, “If you insist.”

The other voice said, “Maybe he’s blocking?”

Cayman again; “This shit-weasel? Are you on crack? He’s not a Blocker. He can’t stop us reading his mind, the chronic loser. Can’t even sense how much fun we’re having with him.”

Sacha just nodded, too terrified to speak. All he could think about was that they might do it again. He wasn’t sure he could hold out much longer without crying, without begging them to stop.

His nod wasn’t good enough; they wanted to hear his voice. Just for that, they put him in the water for a whole minute. When he surfaced, he was almost frozen with terror. He began to shake, couldn’t stop his teeth chattering.

Cayman gave a brief sigh of satisfaction. “Finally. Now let’s hope you’re ready to listen to some advice.”

A match was struck. He heard one of them light a cigarette.

Cayman sucked on his cigarette, sounding thoughtful. “So, this was about finding Eva. Is that it?”

Tears prickled behind his closed eyes. He hated when people made him think of Eva – he couldn’t do it now without either crying or trying to run. He saw the blow in Cayman’s mind just a fraction of a second before the slap stung his cheek.

“I said – is that it?”

Sacha managed a terrified nod. It seemed to calm Cayman down.

“Very bad move, comrade. Even for a moronic twelve-year-old like you. There’s no way to leave this place.” A sardonic laugh. “Trust me, I should know.”

There was a long, weighty pause. “Well look, comrade. It’s not for everyone, torturing people. I, however, enjoy it. I’d let our comrade, Trope here, give you a good kicking, if I only could, but you’re such a precious commodity. Can’t have your dear little bones being broken, can we?”

Sacha’s couldn’t keep the tremor out of his voice.  “I was wrong to try to escape. But... Can I go now? I won’t do it again. I promise.”

Cayman laughed, this time in genuine disbelief. “We’ve barely gotten started. Tell me, comrade, how many successful escape attempts have you heard of?”

Sacha felt the blood drain from his face and hands.

Viciously, Cayman grabbed the back of Sacha’s neck, digging his nails into the boy’s skin until he squealed. “I said, tell me.”

Sacha cried out, “None!”

“What happened to them, you sniveling little shirker? Say it!”

“They died!”

Cayman pushed Sacha’s face to the ground and held it there.

“Now we’re talking. Yes, comrade. They. Died! You went to their funerals. Do you know why they died?”

Sacha whimpered, shaking his head.

“Because they were too old to believe in fairy stories. See?  So now you listen. There is no such thing as this ‘Rabbit.’ No one has escaped the Krylov. Got that? Never!”

At that point, Sacha put up a fearsome struggle. He kicked and bit and thrashed around until they boxed his ears and pushed his head back into the water.

Cayman’s thought pounded in Sacha’s head; a final, chilling threat.

If you even think about begging for your mother, I WILL kill you.

By the time they finished with him, Sacha had swallowed water and thrown it back up, he’d choked and resigned himself to dying a few times over.  Lying where they dropped him, exhausted and bruised from their merciless grip, he actually wondered if he might be dead.
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SACHA WAS IN THE PITCH black of complete darkness; a cell, three yards square. The weight dropped off him as, he was gradually starved. The first couple of times they brought food he scoffed it down right away. Then he realized that days might go by between those pitiful plates of food. So he began saving it. A mouthful of rice was one meal, some beans the next. And the rest of the day, he stretched out on the floor conserving energy, trying not to think about his hunger.

Which was basically impossible.

As he lay, day after day in his dark cell, Sacha revisited the dream.

The dream was brief, little more than a montage of images that merged into each other with no context or story, just a strange, yearning sensation as silently, he observed. He couldn’t remember the first time it happened, wasn’t even certain that it was a dream. Maybe he’d seen all those things in real life: the fence, a cluster of royal palms, a black hawk circling the tree in lazy wheels.

But no, he reminded himself. Not the river. Some of it, he couldn’t have seen with his own eyes – he’d never actually seen a river. It had to be a dream. But in the darkness, dreams and reality tended to get mashed together.

He focused on something he’d definitely seen for real, pictured the mango tree near the softball diamond. He could visualize it perfectly, the bottle-green sheen of the leaves gleaming in the sun. They’d be ripe by now. If they let him live maybe he’d still get to eat one.

After what Cayman had said, Sacha had almost given up hope. When they began to starve him, the reality of his fate was like a punch to the eye.

Starvation. Of course. That’s what they’ll say happened to me; that I tried to run. That I starved to death. Then they’ll bury me, just like the others.

After the water torture, it was a week before Sacha heard another human voice. The loneliness of a world empty of thoughts and words was almost as suffocating as the dunking.

But when contact did arrive, his hopes dimmed. He knew that voice: Irina, a sentinel, thirty-six years old. You couldn’t trust any sentinel.

Irina spoke first. He could sense her leaning on the solid block of wood that stood between them. “Blackbird, isn’t it? What a twerp. What were you thinking, trying to escape? Don’t you know it’s impossible?”

Sacha wondered why she was talking in such a casual manner, when beneath the facade waves of pity and fear were flooding from her.

“And the sad part is you’re not even original. Everyone knows that you’re trying to copy that kid they all talk about – the Rabbit.”

Sacha said nothing, pushed his thoughts deep under and concentrated.

“Why are you thinking about a flying horse?” she asked.

Irina might as well have asked: Are you blocking?

“A story from the book I was studying in Arabic,” he lied. “The Book of One Thousand And One Nights.”

“Hmm. Arabic? You study Slavonic languages, don’t you?

“It’s for fun.”

A faint note of contempt entered her voice. “Ah. You actually enjoy that stuff.”

Sacha ignored her tone, he was used to disdain. Enjoying the thing you were obliged to spend all your time doing struck him as nothing more than simple survival. “Could you get it for me? It’s so wonderful. I almost took it with me. Except of course that it’s so heavy.”

“Almost took it with you? Could you be more stupid? Sheesh. Now I’m all covered in stupid!”

Her fear subsided then. As she ripped into Sacha with her sarcasm, he sensed her grow calmer. “Wow, if they ever had someone not to worry about, it’s you. How do you even remember to breathe? Even I’ve heard that story they tell about the Rabbit. You carry nothing, isn’t that what he said? Nothing, not even water. You won’t die of thirst around here. There are rivers and waterfalls and fruit. Better to carry nothing, leave your hands free. But you? You had to carry stupid tins of food. What a dunderhead!”

Sacha heard Irina shuffle to the ground and settle on the other side of the door. His heart sank a bit. The tongue-lashing was set to continue, it seemed.

“You’re lucky the stun mines didn’t injure you. A kid broke their leg once with an awkward fall. They told us to leave them for three days, crawling through the forest in agony. When we picked them up they were almost mad from thirst and about to lose their leg to infection. Didn’t get punished apart from withholding painkillers. You could hear ‘em crying all night long on the hospital wing. Didn’t get a minute’s sleep from the pain.”

Sacha rubbed his own leg, remembering.

“I remember that girl.” He shifted his position, thinking. “I went to her funeral.”

Irina sniffed. “It was quite moving. Here on the South Wing they go by ‘Atlanta’ by the way. Atlanta watched too, naturally. We always watch the funerals.”

Sacha paused, processing Irina’s comment. The person he’d known, who’d died, now goes by ‘Atlanta’? Eventually he whispered, “You’re saying that ‘Atlanta’ watched her own funeral? Like Tom Sawyer?”

Irina groaned. “Bookworm in your native language too, eh? No wonder you tried to escape, can’t imagine you were all that popular on the North Wing.”

He shook it off. Two-dubs were taught Standard American English as a native language and learned enough about American society and culture that he understood the concept of ‘popular’ – a social dominance game for mundanes but telepaths, not so much. Irina was teasing him, he realized, but he detected affection under the snarky tone.

When he didn’t reply Irina feigned a disappointed sigh, as though he’d scored a point by not taking the bait. “Yeah, like Tom Sawyer. Of course! Everyone wants to see how their friends react to their death. And you should know, it was ‘their’ funeral, Atlanta goes by ‘them’ now.”

It wasn’t as jaw-dropping as Irina’s prior announcement, but this too gave Sacha pause. He’d read about this fairly recently; in the outside world, some people were changing their pronouns, changing them to align better with how they felt, inside. This occurred more frequently in the West than in the Slavonic-speaking countries he focused on, Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Serbia. But even there, apparently. A thrill went through him, to think that such modern ideas had penetrated even the Krylov Foundation. Maybe it really was going to be better on the South Wing, freer?”

Irina continued casually, “In a week or two, we’ll watch your funeral, too. It’ll be super-sad, I reckon. You being so young and everything.”

“So... what gets buried? An empty box?”

There was a quiet chuckle. “You’re all kinds of smart, aren’t you?”

“And the Rabbit – he’s alive too?”

“Ah, so you actually believe in the Rabbit?”

“Of course.”

“Then you’re even dumber than you look! There’s no Rabbit, never has been.”

Sacha stuttered, “But you... You were just...? You were talking about him.”

Irina squealed with derision. “I was messing with you, little comrade. They’re just stories made up by you idiot Generation Five kids. If we could track down who started it, we’d bring ‘em in to tell you that. Three kids have tried to escape in the last year. And us Gen Fours – we don’t relish having to deal out this punishment, I can tell you.”

“Cayman does.”

“Oh, Cayman.” Loudly, she sniffed. “He’s just peeved that he didn’t get picked up by a fancy controller. It kills him that he’s stuck at the Krylov, being a sentinel. Don’t tell him I said this, but he’s so lame at telepathy that he’s practically a mundane. But he does love to push you Gen-Fives around, so there’s that.”

In a low voice, Sacha said, “I’m not a baby, Irina. I know most of the controllers are bad news, whatever you sentinels say. Have you ever heard from anyone after they’ve left this place?”

There was a long silence, during which he heard Irina sigh deeply, like the wind. “You got me there, comrade,” she replied. “Maybe it’s so great out there with the controllers that they never look back?”

Sacha responded swiftly; too swiftly, he realized, with a jolt. “You don’t believe that.”

On the other side of the cell door, Sacha detected a shift. Like a geometric realignment of shapes, something clicked into space.

“You’re... You can’t be. Are you?” Irina’s thoughts were jumbling now, confused. More clearly, she managed to say, “Have you been holding out on us, Alexander Montecristo?”

For long minutes Sacha was very still, his thoughts as flat and featureless as a stagnant pond.

Then Irina was gone, leaving in his mind a discovery.

Irina... sometimes she’s afraid to be around me.

She was getting too close. Irina could not find out about his special abilities. Eva had warned him, but Sacha was already careless; already allowing suspicion about him to grow.
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​IRINA BROUGHT THE NEWS. Sacha was so drained by then, so listless that he could barely even sit up when he heard her arrive on the other side of the cell door. Fingers resting lightly on his chest, he felt his ribs under the filthy fabric of the T-shirt he’d worn for the past two weeks.

“You’re out today, kid.”

Sacha trembled, held back tears of relief.

“Come on, now. Lesson learned, yes? No hard feelings, I hope. Sulking is for babies. Won’t be trying to escape again, will you?”

He was not mistaken – there was actually some warmth to what Irina said.

“Hey, be a little more cheerful! It wasn’t far back that you thought you were being starved to death.”

He managed to chuckle in a dry throat. “You almost did.”

“Stop griping. You’ll be stuffing your face soon enough. In a way, you’re getting what you wanted, aren’t you? Escape from that life, and on to another.”

“I didn’t just want to escape. I wanted to find Eva.”

Her reply was surprisingly soft and warm. “I know.”

Sacha touched the door with all ten fingers, as though indirect touch could magnify what he could already detect. Irina kept her voice light, airy and friendly, which on its own was a ground for worry. Her feelings, on the other hand, were conflicted. Sacha could sense that she was actually sad, yet curiously elated.

What does she care?

“Hey guess what, your pals on the North Wing were suitably mournful about your demise.”

Sacha thought about this for a moment. It wasn’t entirely unwelcome news, to know he was mourned. But then he remembered. “What about Eva? Does she think I’m dead, too?”

“I’m sorry, comrade. That bird has flown. Singapore? Where even is that?”

A sob choked up in Sacha’s throat.

“You okay?”

Unable to speak, he nodded. He allowed Irina, whose thoughts Sacha could sense at the edge of his mind, to hear his own.

I’m still here.

“Okay. Good. Cover your eyes. I’m opening the door.”

Light flooded in, a white so extreme that it blotted out everything. He clapped hands over his eyes.  Sacha felt an urge to throw his arms around Irina just for letting him see the sunlight again. He cracked open his eyes, letting in just a sliver of light.

She stared at him with heavy-lidded, soft, gray-blue eyes that looked older than the rest of her face; like a kindly grandmother staring at him from behind the eyes of a woman in her thirties. She ran one hand through her short, spiky-bobbed, peroxide-yellow hair. It was slightly clingy, damp from the heat of the afternoon. In her other hand was a piece of soap and a towel, which she held out to him. In silence, he took them. He sniffed the soap. Lemons. The best thing he’d smelt in his life.

“Shampoo?” he said weakly, not really daring to hope.

Airily, she told him, “Use the soap, squirt.” She turned around, indicating that he should follow her. “You reek,” she added, not unkindly.

The shower rooms were small compared to the ones Sacha was used to. In fact, there were only two. They were tiled in exactly the same style – all white with a deep blue ceiling and floor. He turned on the water, quivering from the joy of feeling hot water sluice away the grime of his ordeal. The lemon-scented soap lathered into clouds of foam, and he scrubbed himself again and again and again. His hair felt rough even after he’d washed it. Despite what Sacha had said to Eva, he still hadn’t been able to cut his hair short.

Outside the shower-room, Irina had placed a freshly-pressed day uniform on a hanger. Sacha checked the name-tag. It was one of his. He dried himself and dressed in the light blue canvas shorts and white polo shirt. He tied the blue cotton neckerchief around his neck and muttered, “Light blue.”

“Navy blue is for North Wing. Pale blue is for South. We like to be able to spot you Southies in the woods when we go hiking.”

“The Southies go hiking, too?”

Irina smirked. “If you’re good boys and girls, you do.”

Sacha adjusted his neckerchief.

“You’re going to eat something. And then you’re going to meet your new comrades. Or should I say, your old comrades.”

Sacha stared at her, mystified, hoping for more but she just turned away. Instinctively he reached out to listen to her thoughts. Irina whirled around, grabbed him by the throat and slammed him hard against the door of the shower-room. “Don’t you dare.”

He could feel her fury, but her voice gave away very little, sounding almost reasonable. “If you ever try to probe me again without asking, I’ll get some of the other sentinels to take you out one night and get inside your head with pictures you’ll wish you’d never seen and which will never go away. Understood?”

Sacha was speechless, but not at all surprised to find her thoughts like long tendrils, reaching curiously into his own mind.

It’s always this way with sentinels. One rule for them and another for us.

He concentrated hard, recreating in his mind the blackness of the room which had been his prison for two weeks. It was surprisingly easy to make the memory ooze with detail, the kind of detail which would be impossible to create unless you’d lived through it. He imagined the sounds he’d heard each morning; echoes of balls bouncing in the yard nearby, of the morning’s flag ceremony, of children’s voices raised in song.

This could be a terrific new way to block.

When she released him, Sacha muttered, “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it. I’m not used to having another mind around.”

“Some excuse!” she said, gruffly. But the anger had vanished, replaced by something that Sacha realized to his astonishment, was shame.

In a bathroom with mildewed ceilings and faded, blue plastic floor tiles, Irina used a rusty set of electric clippers roughly to crop Sacha’s hair. What remained was a smooth blond scrub. Irina made him pick up the hair that now littered the floor. When both his hands were full of the hair clippings, Irina closed her hands tightly around his fingers and turned him to face the cracked mirror in the corner of the room.

“See that face? That’s the old Blackbird, the one who thinks it’s smart to run away from here. The one who wants to find Eva, that boy is gone. Understood?”

Sacha nodded, his eyes dry. “All right.”

“Ah, but you don’t believe it,”

“Course not, how could I?”

Irina used her toe to drag the waste basket closer. It was full of soiled tissues and plugs of hair. She opened her hands and prised open his fingers, turned them over and made him watch his hair tumble into the bin.

“You miss Eva. We’ve all lost good friends when people leave. Maybe you’ll see her again when you finally go to a controller. That’s something to hold on to, okay? But think about this: you were born for one reason only; to help other two-dubs. Survival isn’t easy in a world that would like to kill us all. Our only chance is to stick to the rules. Which doesn’t include running away. Remember – two-dubs help each other. Alone you are weak.”

Sacha stared into the mirror. His deep blue eyes stood out now, in a face free of its former flop of hair. Despite the days of darkness, he still had the keen, alert look of a bird.

Alone you are weak.

He wasn’t convinced, but he was prepared to keep an open mind. This South Wing was a new horizon. Maybe things would be different here.
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THEY PASSED A KITCHEN, from which the warm aroma of boiled chicken flooded. The cook looked up from stirring his soup. He gave Sacha only the most casual of glances, as though boys like him, exhausted, filthy and ravenous, were presented to him every day. He was almost passing out with hunger, and from the anticipation of food he wouldn’t need to ration.

In a small dining room next to the kitchen, the sentinel sat him down at a table in front of a place laid with a soup plate. She took the seat opposite. “Eat slowly. Or you’ll be sick.”

She smiled, very slightly. With that smile, her face changed, completely. It was the first sign of compassion Sacha had seen for weeks. It was almost too much for him to bear and his lips began to quiver.

The cook appeared, holding a soup tureen and ladled warm noodle soup, with generous lumps of potato and chicken.

“Tuck in. I’ve got some pudding for you if you manage that. Vanilla custard, with coconut.”

He felt weak with joy.

With a wry expression, Irina watched him pick up a spoon, his eyes gleaming with excitement. “Your comrades, by the way, will not answer to their old names.”

Sacha swallowed a mouthful of soup and regretted it immediately. Lumps of potato and carrot went un-chewed. When they landed in his stomach he felt an uncomfortable lurch. He took another spoon, this time careful to take only broth. “Comrades – you mean the ones I thought were dead?”

“Here on the ‘South Wing’ residents don’t use their real names. It helps people to forget their past.”

“But how? My real name is in my head. All the time. Anyone that wants to know it can find out in two seconds.”

“Lesson one of living on the South Wing: bury your real name. Make it recede into the Deep Place.”

Between mouthfuls, Sacha considered this. Irina named comrades that were not dead, after all, but now lived on the South Wing: Boa, Howler, Jaguar, Puma, Crox, Atlanta and Treefrog. He remembered some from before, not all.

Irina continued, “You might remember some of their real names. Not a good idea to remind anyone. Surefire way to catch a beating.”

Seven kids, he thought. None of them called ‘Rabbit’. But only six tried to escape.

Sacha glanced up to catch Irina smirking at him. The bliss of eating had thrown his concentration. Now he noticed the weariness in her blue eyes, the pale skin around them lightly grey, as though she hadn’t slept well in a long time.

Bet my thoughts are leaking.

“That’s right.” She grinned. “Like a sieve! Thanks for the concern but you should worry more about yourself. Look kid, no one has ever escaped, or died trying. We grab everyone.”

“You said seven names.”

“Correct-o.”

He hesitated. “I only remember six funerals.”

“That’s because we didn’t give the first one a funeral.”

“Why not?”

“We hadn’t thought of it.” Irina paused, as though she wasn’t sure whether she was allowed to say any more. “In fact... the funerals were his idea.”

“Whose? Rabbit’s?”

“Ho ho,” Irina replied, deadpan. “No, but you’re on the right track. A two-dub with the distinction of being the youngest person ever to attempt an escape. Although to be strictly accurate, he had help from an adult, that first time. We call him ‘the Jaguar.’”

Above them, a ceiling fan turned slowly, barely moving the stifling air. It was the only sound, apart from the clinking of Sacha’s spoon as it made frequent return visits to his pudding. He couldn’t remember a better meal and he definitely couldn’t remember being allowed to have second helpings. As Irina warned might happen, he felt sick.

It’s worth it.

He sensed Irina’s thoughts reaching out to him once again. He was prepared for the intrusion this time. In an imaginary boulevard of an imaginary Singapore, Eva sat on a bench eating ice cream.

Irina glanced at him, curious. “Why Singapore?”

He pretended to be distracted. “Hmm?”

“Eva? You were close to her?”

Sacha said nothing, acting embarrassed to be caught day-dreaming about Eva.

“You believe she’s your sister, don’t you?”

Now that was unexpected. His theory about Eva usually stayed deep, deep under cover. Then he remembered what Cayman had said. He must have leaked more than he thought when they tortured him.

“Yes,” Irina said gently. “Cayman told me.”

“She could be,” said Sacha, defensively.

“Well, of course – any Gen Five could be your brother or sister. Doesn’t mean that they are.”

“I feel something when I’m around her.”

“So you persuade yourself that she’s your older sister to stop you feeling weird?”

He reddened. “It’s not like that. I mean, that’s not how she makes me feel.”

“Then, how?”

Sacha struggled for words. He wished that Irina was an Empath so that he could just let her in to see for herself. The way Eva used to.

“I can’t explain it,” he said, giving up. Because it sounded just too ridiculous to admit the truth – that he wanted Eva to be his sister so that they’d always be connected, more than friends, a bond that time and distance couldn’t break. Because he wanted what none of them were allowed: family.

Of course – sentinels instructed two-dubs that they were all family, all related, descended from five, first generation – the ‘Tunguska Generation’ – children back in Siberia. Most of the time though, the Krylov Foundation didn’t feel like a family. It felt like a prison. With Eva, Sacha had felt different. With Eva, he’d felt like it could be home.

As his serving of vanilla custard disappeared, Sacha slowed down. The sweet, creamy dessert was so delicious that he wanted to prolong the pleasure, even though he could feel his stomach beginning to cramp with the new sensation of being stretched.

“What are the others like?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

“Are they nice?” He glanced at her, hopefully.

She considered. “I’d say that on the whole, no.”

“So they’re mean?”

“They’re careful. ‘Cautious,’ might be a better word.”

“Do they get beaten?”

“You mean, punishments, like on the North Wing?” Irina shook her head. “The kids on the South Wing have all endured the same punishment as you. It’s the last one they ever need. But some of them have a temper, it’s a fact. Can’t guarantee they won’t try to beat on you. So, watch yourself!”

But he refused to let her jokey tone distract him from finding out as much as he could about these new camp-mates, who could either make his life hell, or just maybe, help turn it into a home. “No punishment beatings? What are they scared of, then?”

Irina didn’t answer for a moment. She watched Sacha scrape his bowl. He put the spoon down and gave her an expectant look. He repeated, “What?”

She smiled and looked suddenly sad. “Well, Blackbird, they’re scared of each other.”

And just like that, his hopes took a dive.
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