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      Liz sat on the edge of the rooftop, her legs dangling out over empty air. Her body tensed as she looked out at the city, her gloved hands gripping tight to the concrete lip. Skyscrapers stretched up around her, towering over the nondescript apartment building on which she sat. In the distance, she glimpsed the first glow of the rising sun, but the city remained in shadow, all colour leached away. With strict power rations in place, there was hardly a streetlight left to cast back the gloom.

      It made the night perfect for hunting.

      Four weeks had passed since the massacre at the university, and hardly a day had gone by in which she did not curse herself for fleeing, for running away and leaving Chris to die. Never mind that there had been nothing she could have done; she blamed herself all the same.

      After all, Ashley had found the courage to stay and fight. Poor, broken Ashley, who just days before had frozen at the merest sign of danger. Liz had hardly been able to blame her—Ashley had been through more than any of them; suffered for weeks alone at the hands of Doctor Halt.

      Yet, when their backs had been against the wall, it was Ashley who had stepped up, who had fought off the Chead and given Liz and Jasmine a chance to escape.

      Liz almost hated her for doing it.

      It should have been me!

      She stood suddenly, her boots balancing precariously on the thin ledge. Fists clenched, she stared down at the hundred-foot-drop, her stomach twisting with the nausea of regret.

      She saw again Chris’s face as she’d seen him last—tight with pain, his lips drawn back in a snarl, his broken wing hanging limp behind him. Injured and outmatched, he had thrown himself between the Chead and Ashley, determined to sacrifice himself to save his friend. But Ashley had remained, and the two of them had perished in the massacre that followed.

      Liz’s only comfort was that Chris and Ashley had died believing their sacrifice had meant something—that their deaths had bought their friends time to escape, and reveal the truth to the world.

      Battling through their grief, Liz and Jasmine had carried the pendrive the professor had given them back to the safehouse and handed it over to Maria. Then, tears streaming down her face, Liz had told the old woman what had happened to her grandson. She had watched as the light faded from Maria’s eyes, as the lines on her face deepened and her smile fell away. And Liz had felt her own heart breaking, as she’d been forced to face the truth.

      Chris was gone.

      Even the hope offered by the pendrive proved short-lived. With the collaboration of the students in the lecture theatre, they had hoped to be able to convince one of the news networks to run the story. After all, those students had been the children of the rich and powerful, the future of the nation. Not even the Director of Domestic Affairs could silence them without consequences.

      How wrong they’d been.

      Within an hour, the story was all over the television, the radio, the streets. ‘Texas’ had launched a counter attack, supposedly in retaliation for the capture of their operative, slaughtering hundreds of students at the University of San Francisco.

      In response, the Western Allied States had declared war on the rogue state, enacting emergency wartime legislation. A nationwide curfew was extended to between the hours of 7pm and 7am, soldiers were brought in to patrol the streets of San Francisco, and strict rations were placed over the nation’s resources.

      Worst of all, the Draft had been resumed, requiring all able-bodied men and women to report to their nearest army recruitment office. One-in-five were to be conscripted and trained for the coming war. The process was supposed to be random, but in practice, it meant rural youth were being depleted at an alarming rate.

      Or so the rumours went.

      Liz winced as a sharp pain flared in the palms of her hands. Fingers shaking, she looked down and saw the blood staining her white gloves. Her nails had cut straight through the fine material and pierced her skin. Shaking her head, she sucked in a breath, and forced herself to relax. Rage bubbled in her chest, but she refused to set it free. A cold breeze blew across the rooftop, but her long black hoody and pants kept it from her body. Spring was well underway, but this was San Francisco, and the wind rarely let up.

      The massacre at the university had at least taught Liz one lesson—the President, the Director, the government, they would stop at nothing to win this war. No deed was too low for them, no act too foul. And if the resistance wanted to win, they needed to be just as ruthless.

      Looking down into the alleyway, Liz bent her head, listening for the tell-tale crunch of gravel beneath boots. The soldiers were growing closer, just minutes away now. Reaching up, she tucked her curly black hair behind her ears, readying herself. From the noise they were making, she guessed there were no more than six.

      She smiled. They didn’t stand a chance.

      Spreading her wings, Liz watched as the patrol turned the corner below and started down her alleyway. The wind caught in her feathers, trying to pull her from the roof, but she crouched slightly, resisting its call. Her heart pounded in her ears as the soldiers drew closer. Dressed in black, her wings the colour of the night, she was all but invisible to those below.

      Without a sound, Liz stepped forward into open space. Air whistled in her ears as she dropped, but she only had eyes for the soldiers below. She could see them clearly now. Their youthful faces scanned the shadows, eyes nervous, movements jumpy. Most were obviously fresh recruits, and their sun-kissed skin proved the rumours were true, that her rural countrymen were being plucked from their beds to fight the government’s war.

      Only the two at the back were different. They moved with confidence, their backs straight and eyes hard as they scanned the way ahead. The rifles in their arms were held with the casual indifference of professionals, and their pale skin betrayed their urban upbringing.

      These were the men she wanted to speak with.

      By now Liz was almost on them. With just ten feet left to fall, her wings swept out to catch the air. They gave a sharp crack and her descent slowed abruptly, giving her time to adjust course. Below, the men looked up at the sound, finally alerted to her presence, but it was far too late.

      As her boots struck the asphalt, Liz spun, her wings lashing out to catch the two leading recruits in the head. They stumbled backwards as those following screamed and lifted their rifles, but Liz was already moving, leaping through the air to land on the back of her next victim. Her weight drove him to his knees, and a single blow sent him face first into the ground.

      Standing, she searched for the fourth recruit and found her close by. The girl couldn’t have been older than Liz’s own seventeen years, but as Liz stepped towards her, she promptly dropped her gun and fled.

      Ignoring her, Liz leapt skyward as the rattle of gunfire came from behind her. Bullets flashed past, tearing stone chips from the wall of the alleyway. Tumbling head over heels, she watched as the two soldiers tried to track her flight with their weapons, but they were far too slow to catch her. Grinning, she landed between them. Her hands flashed out, catching both by the collars of their uniform. Lifting them as though they weighed no more than pillows, she tossed them backwards into either wall of the alley.

      One slumped to the ground, unconscious, but the other staggered to his feet and tried to flee. Liz was on him in an instant. Catching him by the collar, she drove him back into the wall. Baring her teeth, she pressed her face close to his.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she growled. “I thought you were looking for me?”

      The man continued to struggle, trying to break free, until she lifted him up and slammed him into the wall again. Air hissed between his teeth as his lungs emptied, and he gasped like a fish out of water. When he finally caught his breath again, he slumped in her grasp, apparently accepting his fate.

      “Where’s the Director?” Liz leaned forward to whisper the question in his ear.

      When she pulled back, the man cleared his throat, and then spat a gob of spit in her face.

      Liz’s brow hardened, and without thinking she tossed him through the air. He flew several feet before slamming down into a pile of garbage. A can rattled along the alleyway as Liz strode after him, struggling to lock her rage back in its cage. Reaching up, she wiped the spit from her face, and watched with amusement as the soldier tried to pull himself clear of the trash.

      When he finally staggered out, she leapt forward and grabbed him by the throat. Forcing him to his knees, she towered over him.

      “They didn’t tell you much about me, did they?” she hissed. “Now, where is she?”

      Since the massacre, neither the Director nor the President had been seen in public. Instead, they hid within the television, broadcasting their propaganda to the nation from behind locked doors. No one knew where they were hiding, only that they were bound to be well-protected. But that didn’t matter to Liz. She had only one desire now, one objective.

      To kill the woman who had taken Chris from her.

      The soldier’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. Rolling her eyes, Liz loosened her grip around his throat, and waited for him to speak. He gave a muted choking sound and started to cough.

      “Go…to hell–”

      Whatever else he might have said was promptly cut off as Liz slammed her boot into his unprotected crotch. He crumpled without a sound, his sudden convulsion tearing his throat from her grasp. Not that it mattered—he wasn’t going anywhere now. Laying on the ground, the man gave a low, almost inhuman moan as he clutched his groin.

      Taking a long breath, Liz knelt beside him. Her anger was raging again, begging to be released, and she felt a desperate need to indulge it. How satisfying would it feel, to watch this man die, to feel his life slowly drain away, smothered by her touch?

      Her glove was off before she realised what she was doing. Only as she reached for his unprotected throat did she stop herself.

      “Tell me where she is,” Liz said, her voice husky with desire, “or die in agony.”

      On his back, the man stilled, his hands still clutching his groin. His eyes flickered up at her, then down to her naked hand. He swallowed, visibly afraid. Apparently word had spread about the awful death her touch brought.

      “I don’t…” he shook his head, his voice little more than a squeak, “I don’t know.”

      Liz sighed. “That’s too bad.” Slowly, she reached for his throat.

      The man flinched, raising his hands to fend her off. “Please! I’m telling the truth,” he stammered.

      Smiling, Liz nodded. “I know.”

      Before he could respond, her hand flashed out and caught him by the throat again. His eyes bulged and he managed a strangled cry that faded to a squeak. He batted weakly at her arms, struggling to break her iron-hold, but it was already too late.

      Liz watched dispassionately as purple lines spread up the man’s neck. He gaped at her as a low gurgling started in his chest. His feet beat helplessly at the concrete and his hands gripped her wrist, as though even now he might break her death grip. A wild ecstasy swept through her as she watched his face, as she felt the life slowly draining from him. She could almost taste his fear, his panic as death crept through his mortal body.

      When he finally stilled, Liz released him and stood. There was still one soldier left to interrogate. As she turned towards him she heard the click of steel on concrete. She froze, catching sight of the rifle in the man’s arms, pointed straight at her chest. For a second, time seemed to stand still, as Liz realised she was too far away to reach him. In the narrow alleyway, he couldn’t miss.

      The soldier grinned as he pressed a finger to the trigger.

      Before he could fire, there was a whisper of feathers, and then an emerald-winged banshee dropped from the sky and landed on the man’s neck.

      The sharp crack of the soldier’s spine breaking was still echoing through the alleyway as Jasmine settled down beside her victim. Her wings thumped one last time, sending garbage flying across the alleyway, before she tucked them neatly behind her back. Folding her arms, she raised an eyebrow.

      “You missed one,” Jasmine commented.

      Liz shook her head as she eyed the other girl. At five-foot-five, Jasmine was taller and more muscular than her, but Liz was a year older. This morning Jasmine was wearing her black hair in a ponytail, giving her a more youthful, innocent look. Of course, these days none of them were anything close to innocent.

      Straightening, Liz shook her head. “I was getting to him,” she said a little too sharply.

      “Looks like he almost got you,” Jasmine replied with a smirk.

      Liz let out a long breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. “How long were you watching?”

      “Long enough.”

      Liz glanced around the alley at the five soldiers scattered amidst the garbage. There was no sign of the one who had fled. The three recruits she’d dropped still seemed to be breathing. Finally, she looked back at Jasmine. “You could have given me a hand.”

      “And deny you the chance to let off some steam?” Jasmine laughed. “I don’t think so. We don’t need that kind of anger bottled up in our little prison.”

      Liz scowled. “You weren’t so different…not long ago.”

      Jasmine stilled. “Yes…” she glanced away, the mocking smile slipping from her lips. “And look where that got us.”

      A strained silence stretched out. Staring at her feet, Liz kicked a can down the alleyway. Looking back at Jasmine, she sighed and let the subject drop. “Well, what do you want?”

      The only times Liz saw Jasmine on her nighttime forays into the city was when they needed something from her. Unfortunately, their heightened sense of smell meant tracking each other down was becoming easier and easier.

      “What? Can’t a girl enjoy an early flight to stretch her wings?”

      Now it was Liz’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “What is it, Jasmine?” she pressed. “What’s happened?”

      Jasmine shrugged and spread her wings. They stretched out to fill the alley, her emerald feathers catching in the first rays of daylight. “I’ll explain on the way,” she grinned. “You’re not going to like it.”

      Then she was lifting off, the downward beat of her wings sending garbage swirling around the alleyway, and all Liz could do was leap after her.
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      Sam’s wings creaked as he settled himself down on the smooth granite surface. The stone was slick beneath his feet, still wet from the night’s dew, and he took a moment to balance himself before glancing around. The top of the obelisk formed a half pyramid, with the tip sliced flat rather than the usual point. He supposed someone had suggested the change to differentiate Independence Square from the Washington Monument—although by then that old relic must have been long gone, burned away by the nuclear blast that had engulfed the American capital almost two decades ago.

      Skyscrapers stretched up around the obelisk, their silent glass walls staring down at Sam’s solitary perch atop the obelisk. Absently, he wondered if today would be the day someone finally noticed him, but he doubted it. He had been coming here for weeks now, winging his way through the skies before the dawn’s light broke over the city. He found it was a good place to think, to watch and listen to the activity taking place below in Independence square. With his enhanced senses, he had little trouble viewing the crowd, while it would be all but impossible for those below to spot him perched seven hundred feet above them.

      Looking down, he scanned the crowds of people, wondering how the world had spiralled so out of control. Thousands of refugees packed the square, camping out on the cold tiles, beneath the trees surrounding the obelisk, on the sidewalks and benches—wherever they could find a hint of shelter. They had come from all across California, from small rural towns and villages, fleeing the scourge of the Chead. Rumours abounded of great packs of the creatures roaming the countryside, driving people from their homes, slaughtering them with wanton abandon. Desperate and afraid, those who’d survived had abandoned their homes and fled to the one place they believed would be safe.

      San Francisco.

      Of course, their plight had made them easy targets for the government draft, and thousands of youths had already been conscripted into the army. Many even went willingly, still believing the official story that Texas was behind the spread of the Chead virus.

      Those below were the ones who had escaped selection—those too old or young to be of use. But having finally arrived, they now found themselves shunned by a city unmoved by their plight. Ruled by their fear, the urbanites had slammed their doors in the faces of their fellow citizens, denying them sanctuary. No one wanted to risk inviting a soon-to-be Chead into their home.

      So, homeless and alone, the refugees gathered in the streets and parks, making a home for themselves wherever they could.

      But watching the first of them stir below, Sam couldn’t help but think they might be the lucky ones. It was the fate of their children that worried him, that kept him up at night, haunting his dreams.

      Because he knew all too well what the government was capable of, what they would do with all those young bodies. Halt might be dead, but the Praegressus Project lived on. Sam had seen to that. Somewhere out there, in the mountains, beneath the earth, somewhere, the experiments continued.

      How many of the conscripted youth would find themselves in cages, instead of the battlefields?

      He closed his eyes, shivering as Ashley’s words echoed through his mind.

      Halt used me, Sam. He used me to get to you. If any other kids die in their vile experiments, it will be my fault as much as yours. We have to stop them, before they hurt anyone else.

      Gritting his teeth, Sam slowly lowered himself down onto the cold granite. Dangling his legs out over the side, he tried to ignore the awful pain in his chest. How long had it been now, since that fateful day? Three weeks? Four?

      He pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans, trying to keep the tears from his eyes. Hard as it was, he had to move on, had to focus on living. It was the only way he would find the strength he needed to fulfil Ashley’s final wish—to put an end to the government’s vile experiments. Since recovering from his bullet wound, spreading the truth about the government’s role in creating the Chead had become an obsession.

      Not that it mattered—apart from the Mad Women and their limited allies, he was pretty sure everyone else thought he was mad.

      I miss you, Ash.

      He cast the thought out into the void, wondering if somewhere out there, she might be thinking the same. Yet in his heart, he knew it was impossible. He had held out hope for days after the university massacre. After everything they had been through—the trials and the torture, the bullet wounds and imprisonment, how could it be true?

      Yet, as the days had turned to weeks, the only story that emerged had been that two fugitives involved in the attack on the university had been killed by government operatives. They’d plastered Ashley and Chris’s faces all over the television, as the Director crowed of their demise.

      And beside her, as always, with his trustworthy face and easy smile, was the translator Jonathan. He would nod along to everything the woman said, before stepping up to play his role in their little act. With teary eyes he would explain how hard the government was working to bring his family’s murderers to justice, how much it meant to him to see their deaths avenged.

      It made Sam sick to his stomach to think he’d ever trusted the man.

      Even so, he was finally forced to admit the truth. If Ashley had been captured, the Director would have happily staged an execution for the whole world to see.

      No, Ashley was gone, her life snuffed out, as if it had never been.

      If only I had been there…

      Even as the thought rose, he forced it back down. Wallowing in regret would get him nowhere. With the bullet wound in his leg, he had been in no state to go with them. He would have only been a liability. If he’d joined them, none of them would have gotten out alive.

      Sam sat up as the tone of the whispering voices below changed. Leaning out over the edge, he watched as a group of old women made their way through the crowd. His heart lifted as the Mad Women returned to their station around the base of the obelisk. In silence, they began their solemn march, eyes fixed straight ahead, ignoring the soldiers stirring around the square. The green-uniformed men readjusted their rifles and looked around, but they made no move to intercept the protestors.

      Since the official story about the attack on the monument had painted the Mad Women as innocent victims, the group had returned to their march in force. And with hundreds of refugees packing the park as witnesses, there was little the government could do to stop them. Only the women still on the wanted list stayed away—such as Chris’s grandmother, Maria.

      Their courage gave Sam hope that things might still change. Yet their defiance had not come without cost. With the prospect of open war with Texas on the horizon, few citizens were willing to stand with them. Even the refugees below, persecuted as they were, directed their hatred at the Texans, for the plague the Lonestar State had supposedly unleashed on their lives. It was a strategy the President and his people had used successfully in the past, and without a way to prove his involvement with the Chead, there was little they could do to counter it.

      Still, Sam wasn’t about to give up without a fight. Swinging his backpack from his shoulders, he unpacked the shortwave radio and placed it on the granite surface. He quickly looked over the steel box, making sure it was still in one piece, and then picked up the transmitter. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. Each morning he had been broadcasting to anyone who would listen, although he had no way of knowing how many that might be. He could be talking to ghosts for all he knew.

      Clearing his throat, Sam lifted the transmitter and began to speak. “Good morning, America! Testing, testing, one…two…three. Is anybody out there? Hey, isn’t that a song about a war? Someone with the internet look that up for me…” he paused and then laughed, “Yeah, that’s what I thought, phonelines are dead. Guess you’re all in bed still or something. Come on, it’s only…oh my god it’s 6am, maybe I should go back to bed myself.”

      Standing, Sam moved to the edge of the flat surface at the tip of the obelisk. He still held the transmitter, its long cord stretching out behind him. “On second thought, it’s a beautiful morning here in San Fran. Why don’t you make a start to the day instead? There’s a lot of people here in Independence Square who’ve had a hard night’s sleep—come down and see for yourself! Or are you still listening to our noble dictator’s wild tales of covert soldiers and foreign spies?”

      Sam sighed audibly into the microphone. “Yeah, thought so. Sad to think we’ve all become such sceptical creatures. Time was, a madman could claim he would build a 2000-mile-long wall and we’d believe him. Maybe I should ask the President for an interview…think he’d let me talk this time? Haven’t you wondered why I never said anything, standing there beside him with my wings out, like some pet chimp?”

      He paused, remembering that day on the stage, the crowds thronging the streets around Fisherman’s Wharf. What if he’d said something then? If he’d stepped forward and told them all it was all a scam.

      Don’t look back. Nodding to himself, he took a breath and forged on.

      “I was in Independence Square too, when the attack went down. But I wasn’t fighting for the government. I took a bullet fighting off their soldiers, protecting the widows of our veterans. Just come down and ask the Mad Women, they’ll tell you the truth.”

      Releasing the transmit button, he chuckled softly to himself. No doubt to anyone listening, he was coming off as stark-raving-mad. “Still not convinced? How about if I told you the government were behind the Chead? That they created them twenty years ago, and have been using them ever since to control us? What’s that? You think I’m crazy? That I should be locked up in a mental asylum?”

      He paused to take a breath and then continued, “Too bad, budget cuts got rid of ‘em all. Guess a shift in Alcatraz will have to do. Maybe I’ll fly over and hand myself in. That’s right, I have wings remember?”

      Taking a break, he leaned out over the edge and felt a touch of vertigo despite the wings sprouting from his back. His lips tightened as he watched the Mad Women continue their slow march. Sadness touched him as he counted their numbers, and noted several more absentees. He shook his head, wondering where they got their courage.

      Though the Director couldn’t openly act against them, that had only slowed her crusade against the group. Over the past four weeks, dozens of the Mad Women had gone missing. At first they’d thought the women had merely given up. But when their houses were found empty, it became clear something more sinister was behind their disappearances.

      Yet, still the marches continued. Some had taken refuge in safehouses dotted throughout the city, but most refused to be driven from their homes. They stood in open
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"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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