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Part One


Chapter 1






The shape was distant, hazy through the
valley’s sunshine, but not so much that Ruth couldn’t recognise
that it was Eli. Eli falling, his body tangled with Danny’s,
twisting over and over, fast and straight towards the rocky
scrubland below. She stuck her fist in her mouth to stop herself
from screaming. Like everyone else, she held her breath.

Near the last moment, Eli ported, blinking
out of view in an instant. Ruth’s vision blurred. She didn’t know
if she was crying or just too shocked to focus. Blindly she felt
for the wall in front of her and sat down, turning to face back
towards Junction.

The silence broke into a mad chatter. She
paid no attention, not even when someone asked a question, or when
they gripped her arm and tried to haul her away. She shook them off
and went back to staring at nothing. He had left her. She had no
idea where he had gone. She was alone.

She was in deep trouble.

Gradually she became aware that it was Gaby
sitting beside her. They weren’t alone, but they weren’t crowded
either and she felt safe enough to check Gaby’s expression. It was
worried. Probably because Ruth was massively over-reacting. She
tried to give her mind a shake. Eli was a friend, possibly now her
only friend, and she had a right to be scared for him, but he was
gone. There was nothing she could do to help him anymore, except to
rescue herself.

Gaby’s arm stole around her shoulders.
“Better?” she asked

“Getting there,” Ruth admitted. She sighed
heavily. “That all went disastrously badly.”

“Yes, I… I think Dad and the others want to
talk to you about that if you’re ready.”

Ruth looked up. Patrick was standing several
feet away talking quietly with Sarah and Chase. There was a cluster
of guards nearby, the same ones who’d been shooting at Eli on the
aqueduct, their weapons all holstered now. None of them looked
pleased. Ruth wondered if she was still under arrest. Probably her
status was less official than that. Maybe she even deserved that.
She could handle it. Resolute, she squared her shoulders. “Right.
Might as well get it over with.”

Gaby helped her stand and together they
joined the group. No one spoke to her. They led the way through the
village to Sarah’s office, where her staff went back to their desks
and pretended not to stare as Ruth passed through into the secure
back room, which Sarah locked behind them.

“Would you like some tea?” Jane asked. There
was a collection of mugs already waiting, but no sign of what else
Jane might have been doing before they arrived. The table was bare
apart from a Dictaphone. She might have been tidying up, cleaning
away whatever Ruth was no longer allowed to see. It didn’t have to
be anything more sinister than that.

“Thank you.” Ruth took the offered mug, took
a sip, found her stomach was knotted so tightly nothing would
settle in it and put the drink down again. Everyone was standing,
so she stood too and waited for someone to start.

Surprisingly, it was Sarah who began the
interrogation. Was Patrick still too angry, or had he given up? He
wasn’t looking at her, preferring to keep his eyes lowered and his
thoughts private. Both Jane and Gaby were more interested in him
than in Ruth.

“So,” Sarah said, “Eli Jones, ne Elijah
Mitchell, aka Hare.”

That was an easy enough question to begin
with, since Eli had confirmed it himself less than an hour ago. She
said “Yes.”

“Son of John Patrick, here.”

Ruth hesitated, carefully avoiding looking
at the Patricks. They were her foster family here and, as far as
she knew, she’d still be living in their house when the questioning
was over. She didn’t want to hurt them, but she didn’t want to give
them false hope either, so she decided to be brutally honest. “I
was told so, but I don’t have any proof of it. Both Eli and Finch
seem to think so.”

“Finch being Hannah Mitchell, sister of
Eli.”

“I was told so.”

Sarah huffed. “We can take a measure later
of how much you’ve been told is lies. How did Finch find out about
Eli?”

“She’s a ghost. I believe she’s always kept
in touch on some level. More recently, she was assigned to groom
him for recruitment to the Manor.”

“A likely co-incidence.”

“I didn’t say it was a co-incidence. I
suspect a higher level agent thought they could use the connection
to hold Eli tighter.”

“Which clearly worked.”

“Did you mean that sarcastically?” Sarah
raised an eyebrow to indicate that, no, she was serious. “I rather
think it’s backfired.”

“He just escaped back to the Manor with the
shell.”

“He didn’t go to the Manor.”

“Then where did he go?”

Ruth opened her mouth. She had a clear
impression of a grassy valley and sun-drenched hills, but she
couldn’t say where they were, or even why she thought of them. “I
don’t know,” she admitted, “but he won’t have gone back.”

“We can debate all day about that,” Chase
interrupted, “but it’s all conjecture.” He was the most relaxed
person in the room, more so than Ruth thought he had a right to be.
If it was an act, it was a good one, but then she’d yet to see
Chase lose his temper. His calm was contagious, some of the tension
easing at his rational voice. “If he’s at the Manor our people
there will let us know within hours. If he isn’t… Well, the kid has
the heft to have taken himself and the other boy more or less
anywhere. If they don’t turn up in Berwick, we’ll have to hope we
find him before they do.”

“That’s a slim hope,” Sarah snorted.

“Maybe.” Chase shrugged. “Maybe not. It
depends on how predictable he is and whether the shell,” he noticed
Ruth bristling and corrected, “whether Danny knows how to evade the
ghosts. Assuming Danny is willing to help and not still a Manor
stooge. Time will tell if that’s the case. Getting back to the
story, how did he wind up here in the first place? The truth, this
time, please.”

Ruth bought herself some time by taking
another mouthful of her cooling tea. She considered spinning
another lie, but she couldn’t think of one that would help her any
more than the truth and she didn’t approve of lying to no purpose,
not if she could avoid it. Besides, Eli had left. His secrets
weren’t hers to protect any more.

“I’m not sure,” she began eventually. “He
was taken to the Manor seventeen days ago, the same night you took
Danny. He hated it and wanted to go home, but that’s not unheard of
in new recruits and usually they have no option but to adapt, which
they, we, I should say, usually do within the week. This time,
however, Eli had a sister who was worried about him and he took
that as encouragement. Or maybe he’s just naturally rebellious.
Whatever the case, he continued to hate the place after most people
have given up thoughts of leaving.

“Meanwhile, you started pressuring Finch to
defect, while the Manor tried to push her, or Lark, or Wren, into
closing their security breach by killing Danny, which they’re
surprisingly unwilling to do. At some point during the week the
ghosts appear to have cracked. They hatched a plot to send you the
ghost you asked for, give Danny the serum he needed to defend
himself and get Eli away from the Manor. Eli was ready to jump at
any chance. I stumbled into it almost by accident and got carried
along. So Eli and I ended up in Berwick, the ghosts gave you a tip
off and you picked us up.”

They looked at each other. Even Patrick
seemed interested, although his tormented expression didn’t reveal
what he wanted the answer to be. “The ghost we asked for?” Jane
ventured quietly. “Do you think Finch intended to help us via
Eli?”

“No.” Another gulp of tea. “I think if Finch
had really wanted to help you herself then Eli could have carried
her here. He didn’t have any trouble taking both himself and Danny
just now. If genetics plays out as it should he’ll top out at
around a 6.2 rating and Finch knows that. They’d have needed a plan
which didn’t involve Eli being banded, but what they did come up
with worked so flawlessly that I’m sure they could have worked
around that if they’d really wanted to. If I had to guess, I would
say none of the ghost trio are prepared to defect. Either they have
too many doubts about your operation or they lack the courage of
their convictions.” She shrugged, aware that might seem too casual
for the subject but not able to squash the temptation. “That wasn’t
what I meant. Have you ever met a ghost, Jane?”

Jane blinked. “No,” she admitted. “Not
knowingly, anyway. Even when the Manor held me prisoner they didn’t
send a ghost to test me. I’m immune, so there was no point. There
must have been minor ghosts among the guards, I suppose, ones whose
gifts weren’t strong enough to have active duties.”

Ruth shook her head. “I don’t think there
were. You seemed to think Eli is being ghosted, which implies to me
that you don’t know what a ghost looks like in the flesh.”

“Eli is a porter.”

“Yes. He’s also a ghost.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Apparently it is.” Ruth shrugged again,
pretending this information didn’t bother her as much as it did, as
if she’d thought through all the ramifications rather than barely
recovered from the shock. “It must be rare, though, because I
understand it was difficult to arrange and Finch didn’t inherit the
right gene combination.”

The adults in the room stirred
uncomfortably. Ruth knew she was telling the truth and she could
see it was close enough to what their spies were telling them that
they believed it. She allowed herself a private sigh of relief.
Maybe they wouldn’t lock her up after all.

“Next question,” Sarah stated. “The serum
for Danny?”

“To protect him from people like Condor,
yes.”

“It won’t do that from the strong room.”

Ruth blushed. “We had two.”

“Naturally. So you dosed the shell?” Ruth
nodded. “Any idea what gift he developed?”

“No, not yet. Maybe there isn’t one.”

“Possible, but not likely.” Sarah frowned.
“Another unknown variable, then. How did you get the serum,
anyway?”

“Eli stole it when they took him to be
banded.”

Sarah scowled. “There’s no chance you can
steal more, then? We’ll need him back for that as well.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You should be. If you’d told us all this
when you arrived we’d have had him under control.”

Ruth snapped. “Is that what you think?
Because I think you were planning to lock him up and throw away the
key, which is not the same thing.”

“He didn’t know that.”

“He’s a ghost!” Ruth threw her arms wide in
exasperation. “You have no idea what he has or hasn’t picked up.
Neither do I and I really was trying to help him.”

“So now he could have spied out all of our
secrets?”

“Peace, Sarah,” Patrick said, his voice soft
and weary. “We can’t expect to have that both ways. If we want our
own ghosts we must accept the risks they pose as well as the
rewards.” He stared down at his hands, knotted in front of him. He
made no move, yet his thoughts were so clearly turning that
everyone simply waited for him to voice them. Finally, he sighed.
“Call a general meeting, Stephen. We should confess our mistakes as
soon as possible.”

“We haven’t made any…” Patrick raised a hand
and Sarah stopped short.

“My son has run away. At best we have failed
to exploit an opportunity, at worst we have thrown it back to our
enemies. It’s hardly a success story.”

“That doesn’t mean we’ve done anything
wrong.”

Patrick shrugged. “Call the meeting. Let
everyone decide. Perhaps the others have heard more, or have useful
advice on our course of action. I, personally, agree with Stephen
that we’ll need to wait for our sources to report before we can
act, but there might be something we are overlooking.” He levered
himself up. “Now, if no one minds, I should go and repeat all of
this to my mother, who is no doubt fretting about it.”

He let himself out, with Jane following
behind like a worried shadow. Ruth waited until she was sure Chase
and Sarah were done as well and then escaped before they changed
their minds. She fled through the office and out into the sunshine.
Turning her face south she closed her eyes and took a few deep
breaths. The worst was over.

When she opened her eyes again she saw that
the street, while not crowded, was still busier than she’d ever
seen it and that most of those people were staring at her with open
distrust. It was hurtful, but not, she supposed, all that
surprising.

She turned to see Gaby stepping out, looking
serious. Glum, actually. “Should we get to school?” she asked.

“No.” Gaby refused to look at her. “I think
you should give it a skip today, until Dad decides what to do.” She
paused, glancing sideways along the street. “I don’t think I know
you.” She brushed past and started uphill, leaving Ruth alone with
the stares.


Chapter 2

 


Eli hit the rocky path hard, lost hold of
Danny, staggered forwards several paces and then fell into a fence,
winding himself. Danny fell down and stayed there, wheezing. Eli
grasped the damp, rotten wood tightly, waiting for his head to stop
spinning and re-assuring himself that he was back on solid ground.
He’d begun to think the dark eddies of the void were going to pull
them under, the port had taken so long. “What the hell were you
thinking?” he snapped.

Danny shook his head. “They were shooting at
us.”

“So you threw us off a cliff? Are you
mad?”

“Probably.” Danny hung his head, wiping his
nose on his sleeve. “Wouldn’t be a surprise, would it? I’m sorry. I
won’t do it again.”

Eli threw up his arms in disgust and stormed
off, but he only got a few strides before he shivered and calmed
down. It was cold. It was a bright, clear day but in mid-November
even those were chilly. Eli wished he’d picked up his jumper, but
there hadn’t exactly been time to pack. He hadn’t even turned his
t-shirt right side out.

“Where are we?” Danny stuttered. In his
light cotton pyjamas and bare feet he was already shaking, wrapping
himself into a ball as he sat on the muddy track.

“Wales,” Eli admitted. He scanned around to
see if anyone had noticed their arrival, but, apart from a couple
of sheep, the valley was deserted. No one had followed them. It
would have been all but impossible to find their void, he supposed.
Danny’s extreme measures had that advantage, if nothing else. Eli
shuddered, wondering what might have happened if he hadn’t ported
in time, or if he’d lost hold of Danny as they fell. It was best
not to think about it. “It needed to be somewhere they spoke
English and we came here on holiday in the summer so it was fresh
in my mind.”

“Fantastic. Was it that miserable then?”

“No. I got sunburned.” The rest of his
family had only tanned. Now he knew where he got the troublesome
fair skin from. He frowned, trying to get his bearings. “It’s not
far to the town. It’s just around that hill.”

“It might not be far for you.” Danny
motioned to his feet, which were already turning blue. “It’s still
going to take me all day.”

“You didn’t have to come. You could have
stayed in balmy Junction and enjoyed your jail cell.”

“I… You make a good point.” He allowed Eli
to help him up and took a wincing step along the pebble strewn
path. “I will stop complaining. I’ll still bleed, though.”

“You can have my socks.”

“So we’ll both bleed? What sense would that
make?”

“Now that’s a Lark thing to say.” Eli smiled
at him. It felt forced, because he was still angry even as he tried
to be supportive. “Up until then you’d been very like Wren.”

Danny shrugged. “There aren’t really any
Danny things to say. I’ve never had the chance to talk before.”

“There must have been things you told the
ghosts?”

“No, not really. Finch speaks in pictures
and feelings more often than words, and the boys barely seemed to
realise I was there.”

“Oh.” Eli frowned. “Well, then. There must
have been things you wanted to say, but were overruled on.”

“There must be.” Danny sighed. “I don’t
remember what any of them were, though. It was probably when I was
very little. I’m quite used to being overruled and I try not to
have any strong opinions.”

“Maybe you should start. What do you think
we should do now?”

“We’re going into town.”

“That’s what I thought we should do.”

“Then I’m hobbling along with you. I don’t
want to be on my own.” He cast mournful blue eyes Eli’s way. “I
know that I like you, over and above what the others thought.
That’s enough to start with, isn’t it?”

“I suppose.” Eli was hardly an expert, but
it had the advantage of simplicity. And it was a relief to hear it,
since they’d be relying on each other for a while. “If we keep our
heads down we might have time to work the rest out. Do you think
you have a gift?”

Danny shook his head. “No sign of one
yet.”

“Right. We’ll have to keep an eye out for
that as well because it could get complicated. If the virus is
working to keep the ghosts out” which he prayed it was, or this
could be a very short escape attempt, “then you should be
developing a power any day now and it will be wild at first.”

Danny was very slow. Eli considered going on
ahead but he didn’t want them to be separated. He had no money to
buy shoes and he couldn’t ask authorities for help, so there didn’t
seem much point either. By the time they limped into town it was
already dark and starting to rain and all they could do was find a
sheltered bench in the park.

“You know,” Danny muttered, surveying his
broken feet, “I’m beginning to think your father isn’t all that
bad.”

“It’s a bit miserable, isn’t it?” Eli
frowned. Was he just being stubborn? He’d had fights with his Mam
and Derek as well, but he’d never actually run away before. He
didn’t count escaping from the Manor. He had been sleeping rough
with Ruth only a few days ago and he hadn’t minded, but that had
been for one night only, with rescue promised, and she was stronger
than Danny was. What was he going to do?

“Is Finch around?”

“No. I cut her off when Jane was searching
me and she hasn’t come back yet.”

“Can you call her?”

“I’ve never tried.” Eli shrugged
uncomfortably. It was easier to think of their connection as
something Finch did than to wonder if he could control it himself.
“She would call if she wasn’t busy, right?”

“We might have frozen to death by then.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

“I’m really not. I haven’t even mentioned
starving or dehydration.” He put his hand out to feel the rain. “Or
drowning.”

“Funny. If you have any ideas let me
know.”

“I just did. Call Finch, get her to give you
the codes to an emergency kit.”

“A what?”

He sighed theatrically. “The Manor have
lockers and safe boxes set up around the place in case ghosts get
into trouble and need to get their shell out of town quickly. We’ve
used a couple ourselves in the past during training missions. It
isn’t always appropriate for me to be carrying a lot of money
around, and certainly not weapons.”

Eli found that his mouth had dropped open
and shut it with a snap. “You’re suggesting we steal from the
Manor?”

“How will I sleep tonight? Oh yes – they owe
me sixteen years of back-pay and some serious compensation.”

“I…” Swiftly, Eli decided he was not in a
position to have too many moral scruples. “It’s worth a shot.” He
closed his eyes and tried to shut out the dark flowerbeds and the
dripping water. He ignored his numb fingers and stuffed nose. He
tried to think only of Finch, of the feeling of her in his mind. It
wasn’t easy. He was constantly distracted by the sounds of passing
cars and people walking their dogs. Danny was keeping far too still
beside him and that was also distracting. His stomach was
complaining that he’d missed lunch and was late for dinner.

Without any warning, he connected. He seemed
to blink and opened his eyes on a bright, warm room. It was stone
vaulted and white washed, filled with long tables and wooden
benches. He recognised the décor as the Manor dining room, although
it was slightly smaller. She was in the Ghosts’ Wing, of
course.

She was halfway through a plate of mince and
dumplings, making Eli’s stomach grumble even more. He felt
surprise, followed almost immediately by an ecstatic welcome.
Opposite from her, Lark frowned and leaned forwards. “Did I say
something funny?” he thought.

Finch’s gaze flashed to others in the hall.
They weren’t looking at her, but they were doing it in the way of
people who had been watching a moment before. She was under
suspicion, which didn’t surprise Eli even though it seemed to be
worrying and upsetting her. She sighed. “I was thinking of things
Danny did when he was little.” Eli heard the words as clearly as if
she had spoken, though he was sure she hadn’t. She thought her
voice was deeper and louder than it actually was. Maybe that was
how it sounded in her ears. “I miss him.”

Eli sent an image of Danny now, bedraggled
and sulky as he was. “I have to think he’s okay, though,” Finch
replied.

Lark’s piercing blue eyes narrowed slightly.
He was staring intently at her face, knowing she was lying but not
sure of the truth. Eli was surprised he couldn’t tell and didn’t
guess. Maybe she hadn’t told him as much about Eli as he had
assumed she would. “Junction will try to use him.”

“Junction try to use everyone,” she returned
bitterly. “Wren has him under control for now, though.”

That did cause Lark’s eyebrows to twitch,
which Finch thought was very sweet. She liked him quite a lot, Eli
realised. He felt her blushing and hastily changed his line of
thought, trying to clarify he meant “liked” in the way he liked
Angie, not romantically. Realising he was only digging himself
deeper into that hole, he tried to picture what Danny had described
– money, first aid kit and a phone in a locked box. He could feel
Finch frowning.

She rapped her fingers across the table.
“Maybe I would feel better after some fresh air.” She picked up her
unfinished tray and took it to the collection point, moving
carefully, as though she wasn’t in any hurry. Lark was following
along, but slowly, probably still wondering what was going on.

It was Eli’s first good look at the Ghosts’
Wing. If he did go back to Junction, at least he could bribe Sarah
with new intel, if not enough to make her forgive him. It didn’t
seem that different from the Porters’ Wing he was familiar with and
Finch refused to stop or gape. She had outpaced Lark and had to
wait for him at the door. While she was there she turned her head
to a noticeboard, focussing on a bold print list in the corner.

Manchester Piccadilly, locker 148, keycode
4682.

Eli tried to repeat it and was jolted back
into his own body. His head spun and he dropped it between his
knees until the dizziness faded. Danny stroked his hair
comfortingly. “You get used to it.”

“Really?” Eli sat back up. “I don’t think I
will. It’s too weird a feeling.”

“Is it?” Danny shrugged. “Because her body
is so different from yours, or because she moves it without your
permission?”

“Both, probably.” He resisted the urge to
check all of his parts were still there. “Did it feel that way for
you when they ghosted you?”

“Hard to say. I’ve never been in anyone
else’s body and until a few days ago I didn’t have control over my
own either. Did you get what you wanted?”

“Only if you know how to stowaway on a train
to Manchester.”

Danny gave him a long look, as if considered
if he was joking. “Eli,” he said eventually, “you’re a porter.”

“Oh. Yeah, right.” He looked round to check
there was no one watching. “Do you want to come?”

“You’ve already taken me across half of
Europe today. Let’s not push our luck further than we have to.
Besides, I’d stand out in a crowd, wouldn’t I?”

Eli didn’t want to go alone, but had to
admit that Danny was right. He had curled into a ball, crushed into
the corner of their makeshift storm shelter, but it was clear he
was soaked. His pyjamas were torn and muddy and his feet were no
better. Eli surveyed himself. His t-shirt and jeans weren’t
suitable for the weather either and he was equally drenched and mud
spattered. They were attracting attention here – it would be worse
in the busy city centre. “I’ll try to be quick.”

He wandered out of the park as discretely as
he could and found an unlit alley which didn’t seem to have CCTV.
He had only been to Manchester once and that had been the airport.
With no other options, he ported to the terminal building. From
there he took several smaller ports following the rail line until
he arrived at Piccadilly station. He was exhausted and starving as
he hurried to the lockers through the evening commuter crowd. He
didn’t think Finch would tell anyone where she had sent him, but
there were other ghosts watching for porting activity and there was
no guarantee he was safe or hidden. Everyone was watching him – it
wasn’t just his paranoia.

Luckily the lockers were in plain view where
any agent would struggle to confront him and he remembered the code
first time. Inside there was only a nondescript backpack, which he
took and swiftly retreated back into the crowd. There was a flow of
people to and from the trains and he allowed them to push him
along, out of the bright, glass-roofed building and onto the free
city centre shuttle bus. He found a seat near the centre of the
bus, far enough away from the other passengers, and unzipped his
stolen backpack.

Sitting on the top was a gun.

He zipped it back up and hastily looked
around. No one was looking, too interested in their own phones, but
he knew he must now look suspicious because he felt it. His heart
was hammering in his chest and he had broken into a sweat. He got
off the bus at the next stop and headed for a shopping centre. He
found the nearest toilets and locked himself in a cubicle.

There was a gun and ammunition. If that
didn’t get him arrested the vicious camping knife might. In case of
accidents with these there was a comprehensive first aid kit, along
with tinned food, some blankets and a tent. In the front pocket
there was a mobile phone, a credit card with the PIN written on in
black marker and a roll of bank notes. He stuffed everything but
the cash back in, forcing the weapons to the bottom, and went
shopping.

It seemed to take an age to get everything
they would need. He was sure he had bought too much to carry. He
seemed to have carrier bags everywhere. He had been away too long
already, but he was also sure he had forgotten, or never thought
of, several essential things and it wouldn’t be safe to come back.
Finally the shops closed and he was forced to call it a night.

He returned to the same quiet back lane he’d
left from. He felt like a thief, hoarding his ill-gotten gains as
he moved from shadowy corner to dark alleyway and sneaked around
the streetlights on his way back to the park. He was a thief.

Danny was still where he had left him,
pressed as far into the shelter as he could get. His lips were blue
and Eli wordlessly produced a new coat and slung it around his
shoulders. “I got trainers as well. I didn’t know your size, so I
went large and you might have to wear a few pairs of socks. I
bought those too.”

“I’ll manage.” Danny forced a smile, which
widened at the production of takeaway coffee and sandwiches. “Now
this is more like it.” He took a large sip and sighed happily.
“What now?”

“Can you walk?”

“I can hobble.” He made no attempt to uncurl
himself, eyeing Eli thoughtfully over the rim of his cup.

“Right. I’ll do the lifting then, shall I?”
Some weary instinct deep inside of him rebelled at the thought, but
it was only one more port and then he was finished for the day. “We
should find somewhere to pitch the tent and get out of the
rain.”

He moved them a couple of miles out of town,
back the way they’d come and far enough that they wouldn’t be easy
to find if he had been tracked. The campsite was abandoned,
mid-week and out of season. It had lampposts but they weren’t
switched on and the only light came from the porch of the compact
toilet block. Eli tested the door and breathed a sigh of relief
when it opened. Then he decided to pitch the tent in the shadows at
the far end of the site, where it would be hardest to see from the
path.

It was immediately clear Danny had never
been camping in his life and it didn’t help that the ground was
sodden and it was still raining, but after an hour of puzzlement,
mistakes and snapping at each other they managed to erect the tiny
tent. Finally they had a safe place out of the weather, lit by
torchlight, where they stripped off their wet clothes and pulled on
new jumpers and sweatpants.

“Is there anything else in the bag?” Danny
nodded to the half empty backpack.

“There’s a camp-stove and enough food for a
couple of days. The money won’t last long after that, though.”

“I wasn’t planning to stay here
forever.”

“It’s not appealing,” Eli agreed. It would
be night in Junction as well, but still warmer than it was here and
he could have had a proper bed with no risk of rain dripping
through onto him. You didn’t do this for you, he reminded himself.
You’re doing it for Danny. “We’d better get some sleep. The torch
batteries won’t last forever.”

When the light was gone and the long day
over Eli lay awake listening. The trees around the campsite rustled
in the wind, softer than the rain battering the canvas above him.
Softer still the murmur of the town, which he hadn’t heard while he
was there, filled his thoughts now it was distant. If he tried he
might hear their dreams, their secrets, opening up to him. But he
didn’t want to try, didn’t want to know. Yet ears weren’t like eyes
– they weren’t so easily closed. So he lay, as the night wore on,
hearing and trying not to listen.


Chapter 3

 


“What was that about?” Lark hissed,
irritated enough to need a vocal outlet. He was striding so close
beside her she could feel his body heat all down her side but was
purposely not touching her.

“You don’t need to know everything I do,”
she hissed back. They were walking quickly in a futile lap of the
ghosts’ half of the lawn, but that wasn’t why her heart clamoured
so fast. Had she done the right thing? It was terrible, this not
knowing. She couldn’t check, not without distracting Eli when he
needed to concentrate. Why wasn’t he with their father? What had
gone wrong?

“I can’t plan if I don’t know…”

“But you keep secrets from me, don’t you?”
she snapped back. It was worth it to see the shock on his smug
face. And Eli had thought… Never mind what Eli had thought. “I can
sense you holding back sometimes, telling us the bare minimum. Do
you ever actually lie?”

He looked away and her anger dissipated like
the morning mist. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” Lark
nodded, though he stayed closed off. “This whole thing with Hare
has me on edge.” She glanced down, kicking at a microphone badly
concealed by the damp grass. There was always someone listening.
She smiled wryly, aware of the irony before she said “I thought I
caught a trace of him in there. I thought it would be clearer out
here with fewer people around, but I’ve lost it.”

Lark’s eyes narrowed, although his stiff
posture loosened slightly. He was still offended, but he was
interested as well. “Wishful thinking?” he prompted.

She shook her head, grateful for a simple,
honest answer. “He must be shielding even as he’s reaching out,
cutting himself off in the process. Self-defence is a strong
instinct.” She allowed herself a heavy sigh. “I used to do the same
thing.”

“I remember. You had to talk in short hand
because your connection broke so often.”

She smiled. “It wasn’t that bad. Like
sister like brother, possibly.”

“He isn’t getting your training.”

“No.” He wasn’t getting any training. She
shuddered. There must be chaos inside his mind right now and there
was nothing she could do. “Let’s go inside. There’s rain coming up
from the south.”

Lark nodded. He held the door open for her
and asked silently “What’s really going on?”

“Play along for now, Lark. It’ll take too
long to explain.”

He frowned, knowing how quickly she could
share memories. He wouldn’t pry, though, so had no choice but to
accede.

“You two are mad.” Wren was curled up on the
sofa watching a movie. “We have our first day off in a fortnight
and you’re outside in that? Aren’t you freezing?”

Finch laughed, noting that it sounded forced
to her ears. “It’s not a day off. You’re supposed to be watching
Danny.”

“I’m trying every ten minutes or so,” Wren
lied easily. “I can’t connect. He seems to still be out cold after
the Condor incident.”

“Fair enough.” Finch nodded, pushing him to
squeeze up so she could sit close enough to press her frozen
fingers into his warm face and steal his popcorn when he flinched.
“It is a bit chilly out,” she admitted. Eli had been cold and Danny
had looked worse. They must be back in the UK, although she still
hoped Eli had been exaggerating how much trouble they’d got
themselves into.

The film was an action blockbuster they’d
all seen before but Finch kept her eyes glued to the screen,
concentrating on distracting herself with it. She didn’t want to
look worried or as though she was plotting something. Wren helped –
a warm, undemanding presence at her side, prompting her to laugh
when she missed the jokes. He was happy pretending to be a normal
teenager and enjoying her company without looking too deeply.

Lark was prowling the room behind them,
restlessly searching for something productive to do. He couldn’t
settle with the film, the computer or the random book he tried and
got bored of his stretches before he’d finished a set. She knew he
was upset, but she doubted Frigate would notice anything different
from his normal day-off routine. He had never known how to
relax.

They were still twenty minutes from the
credits when Frigate stormed in. None of them gave her much mind
and Finch snorted to herself at how jaded they’d become. A month
ago an out of hours visit from a senior officer would have been an
unheard of terror. Today Wren hesitated before he hit pause. The
fear was still there, Finch realised. It was the respect which had
fallen.

Lark closed the textbook he was leafing
through without bothering to mark his place. “Good afternoon,” he
said, since Frigate seemed in no hurry to begin.

“Lark.” She nodded shortly and took a deep
breath. She’s just the messenger, Finch reminded herself. She knows
less than we do. “There has been a security breach. You are all
subject to holding orders.”

Finch winced, hearing both boys gasp
incredulously. She tried to conceal the flood of relief as she
realised Eli must have gotten away safely. She erected a mask of
mild concern, which was quickly battered by other emotions, fear at
the forefront. She had trapped herself. She hadn’t thought of the
consequences before she helped Eli, hadn’t allowed herself to
consider it could be traced back to her. Would she have acted
differently if she had? It was too late to guess.

“Is the breach serious?” Lark asked,
managing to sound genuinely baffled, which he probably would be
until he had a free minute to think about it. His current ignorance
wouldn’t help him, of course. He hadn’t helped Eli take the
emergency kit, but he had helped him escape the Glen and anyone
dredging their minds would find that as well.

“I cannot reveal any details until you are
cleared.” Frigate wrung her hands. “I’m sorry, Lark. I know none of
you are to blame, but it’s protocol. You must understand?”

“Of course. Shall we collect our
things?”

“Necessities will be provided. Finch, Wren,
come with me now. Lark, Director Dakota has vouched for you and
posted bail. She is coming to collect you from here.”

He blanched. Wren, either unobservant or
wanting to cut the tensions, said “You get all the perks. Going
home for the weekend.”

“Yes.” Lark forced a brittle smile. “A
silver lining to an otherwise black cloud.” As Finch and Wren got
up, he sat down. They didn’t say goodbye and he didn’t even watch
them leave, staring blankly out of the window.

Frigate closed the door softly. “Poor kid,”
she thought so loudly that for a second Finch thought she had
spoken aloud. It was very rare that thoughts escaped an agent’s
shields, but then Frigate had been having a stressful week as well.
It helped to think she was worried for them. It allowed Finch to
believe it wasn’t going to be as bad as she feared it could be.

“This way.” Finch could have guessed that
because there was an escort of four combat agents waiting for them
(possibly porters or pyros but certainly not fellow ghosts). All
wore black pants and shirts and were connected to earpieces. They
were armed but they didn’t have their weapons drawn. She fell into
step between the first pair, wishing, not for the first time, that
she was a bit taller. Or even fatter. Maybe then she wouldn’t feel
so outmatched.

People were watching as she was marched down
the hall. They weren’t obvious about it, of course, but she could
feel the pressure of their thoughts against her shields. Some were
only curious, others (Sparrow and Robin amongst them) worried. She
couldn’t tell if they were worried for her, or by her.

Wren, only a few paces behind, might as well
have been a neutral for all she could sense of his thoughts. He
was, like her, playing the part of a dutiful agent for as long as
he was able. She blamed pride. She didn’t want to confess until she
was forced to. Or maybe she was too ashamed to embarrass Frigate,
who had mostly raised them after all.

They paused at the door Finch had never gone
through. The one that pretended to be the under-stairs cupboard of
the old, oak main staircase. The one which had no handle and no
lock. The one everyone was slightly scared of without being able to
say why. There was a security camera tucked into the corner above
them, its red light blinking as it surveyed them with its black,
vacant stare.

The door opened inwards on smooth electronic
hinges and one of her guards stepped through. Finch was pushed in
afterwards, not roughly but firmly enough to know she had no
choice. She stumbled on the small landing and fumbled until her
hand found the banister. The steps took a tight turn to her right
and ran downwards steep and uneven. She guessed the passage was
original to the house – an escape route for the family when it was
a country retreat rather than a secret base. That didn’t explain
why it had never been fitted with lightbulbs, though.

She didn’t envy those long dead ladies who’d
had to make it down in full length skirts, but she emerged at the
bottom unscathed. The chamber might have been a wine cellar at some
point, low ceilinged and vaulted, the walls constructed of
unfinished red brick. To her left a dark passage led off to what
might be more ancient storerooms or a disused, blocked-up tunnel.
She was led to the right, through a heavy metal fire door and into
the modern basement complex.

The corridors were long and functional, with
strip lighting and simple painted walls. She knew there was a
warren of passages just like this one, several levels deep, under
much of the valley. She and Lark had explored it many times,
jumping from mind to unshielded mind among the junior staff,
teaching themselves how the Manor really operated, but she’d never
been here physically before. It was colder than she’d expected.
Unless that was only her nerves.

They didn’t go far, only a few turns and
perhaps 100 yards. Her guards opened a door and, careful to keep
her shoulders straight and proud, she stepped through. Her new home
was a windowless cell, half the space taken up by a single bed and
the rest comprising a compact toilet and wash basin and a small
shelf of essentials. The furniture was good quality, as if they
were keen to show that she was valued, if not entirely trusted at
the moment. She swallowed her disappointment that Wren would be
held separately. She shouldn’t have expected any differently, but
some part of her had hoped.

“Your arm, please?”

“Is that necessary?” she objected, already
knowing the answer. “Wouldn’t a sensor net suffice?”

Frigate shook her head regretfully. “It’s
not your current activities which are in question, but your past
ones. Blocking isn’t a pleasant experience, I’m afraid, but it’s
the only certain way to eliminate you from the investigation.”

“We understand,” Wren assured her, rolling
up his sleeve. “There must be several others under suspicion?”

“I’m not at liberty to say,” Frigate snapped
in a tone which implied there was quite a few.

Wren snorted. “Fair enough. I’ll expect to
wait a while before the interrogators find time for me then.” He
glanced down at the hypodermic needle pressing against his brown
skin and added privately, only for Finch’s benefit “Serves me right
for wondering what normal life feels like.”

Finch screwed her eyes shut, taking a deep
breath and holding it. She considered refusing, but that would do
no good. It couldn’t make things much worse, either, but she didn’t
want to fight. She steeled herself to her fate and surrendered her
arm to a surprisingly gentle guard.

It was a plain injection, a shot of
colourless liquid from a normal disposable syringe. She almost
fainted in relief and the guard flashed an amused smile at her.
“Arrested, not convicted,” he said. “The blocker will wear off in a
few days.”

Finch nodded mutely, rubbing her arm
reflexively. It wasn’t much of a comfort since, without her gift to
protect them, her secrets would all be known soon and she would
then be permanently blocked. It was too late to save herself,
though.

She sat down on the bed and allowed them to
lock her in. Knowing that her gift was about to fade made her want
to stretch it out – to explain to Lark and Wren while she still
could, to say goodbye to Eli and good luck to Danny – but that
would only expose them all so she did nothing. She only sat and
waited for her world to go dark.


Chapter 4

 


There was a mural covering one wall and Ruth
pretended to be deeply interested in its abstract blocks of bright
colour, trying not to let her eyes glaze over. Behind her Patrick
and Chase were making what she hoped were final preparations for
their trip with Amy, sat at her computer behind the giant reception
desk, taking notes. They were speaking too quietly for Ruth to
overhear them and she didn’t want to ruin what little trust she had
left by seeming to eavesdrop.

With a small sigh, she wandered over to the
window and stared at the landscape instead. At least it had
movement as small puffs of cloud chased shadows through the rich,
mid-afternoon sunshine. The surface of the canal glinted with small
ripples as the water flowed down the shallow incline to Junction.
Across the valley, the little town was bustling with Saturday
shoppers in their shirt-sleeves. She thought she could get used to
living in Spain. She had to resist the urge to climb out into
freedom and away from the stifling reception room.

The phone rang and she jumped. Amy answered
in a floating language Ruth couldn’t identify. It was only a short
call and after she hung up she nodded to Patrick. “They’re ready.
Room three to their site four.”

“Site four, eh? They’re not taking any
chances.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Can’t say I blame them. Come on
then, Ruth.”

He led the way to one of the small port
rooms, greeting its armed guards companionably before locking the
three of them in. It looked identical to the chamber Ruth had
arrived in twelve days or an age ago - windowless, circular and
lined with sandstone tiles. The digital timer over the door was set
at two minutes, but was not yet counting down.

“You depart and arrive the same way?” she
asked.

“Yes.”

“Why? I mean, no one could chase your void
in reverse, right?”

“True, but this way if we land and it isn’t
safe there’s a place ready to retreat to.”

“Oh.” Ruth digested that. It didn’t sound
promising. “You’re not going to give me the co-ordinates, are
you?”

“No, I’m not.” Patrick took a firm hold of
her shoulder. “Take a deep breath and don’t push.”

They emerged from the void smoothly. Patrick
gave no sign that the port had been long or difficult, but Chase
had to take a forward step and doubled over for a second to wheeze.
“Do you need a moment?”

“No, I’ll be fine.” He flashed an easy
smile. “Ah, the interesting places you drag me to, and all the
interesting smells.”

The air was heavy with sour odours, not too
surprising considering they were standing in a back alley between
dumpsters. “Your criticism is noted,” Patrick allowed, waving a
hand before his nose. “It should be a bit fresher further
down.”

They emerged from hiding and progressed down
the alley to where it met a residential street, neither busy nor
deserted. The air was better, with scents of spicy cooking, car
exhausts and a salty tang which might be the sea. The streetlights
were starting to come on.

Patrick glanced one way and then the other,
apparently satisfied. “Alright, Ruth, you stay here. Stephen and I
will double-check it’s clear.”

“What? You’re leaving me alone?”

“We won’t be long.”

Ruth bit back her response to that and fumed
silently as her erstwhile guardians strode away. They hadn’t even
given her a phone. Suspiciously, she scanned the walls surrounding
her for watching cameras. Maybe it was a test, but if so the spies
were well hidden and she couldn’t spot them.

Night was falling and singers in minarets
were calling people to prayer. It stayed warm, but Ruth hugged her
arms close to her chest and huddled closer to the side of the
narrow alley she’d been abandoned in. It occurred to her that she
had no clear idea where she was. The ancient, rough plastered walls
could be almost anywhere and though the people walking by were
clearly Islamic, that only narrowed it down so far. She didn’t
recognise their language and none tried to speak to her, though
enough stared to make her nervous. It was further from home than
she’d ever been by a large margin and she didn’t want to try the
return port on her own, even before she considered the possibility
of being locked out and what Patrick would say if she bolted. Where
were they?

She started to pace anxiously, grateful for
the streetlight. Was it late as well as dark here? The few
businesses she could see seemed to be empty now.

Chase appeared behind her and she jumped
with a startled squeal. He had the decency not to laugh, however
hard his lips twitched. “They’re ready for you.”

“Lovely,” Ruth said. She wished she’d
brought her note cards. It would have given her hands something to
play with, even if she’d jotted them down too nervously and too
late last night to hope they actually made much sense. She tried to
breathe steadily. It was just another exam. She was good at
exams.

Chase re-opened the shadowed door he’d
emerged from and led her into a beautiful courtyard garden where
dusk blooming flowers provided a musky scent and flashes of bright
white finery. Ruth wished she had been in a better mood to
appreciate them. Instead, she focussed on Chase as they passed
through a short passage into another courtyard, and another. “Where
are we?”

“This is… I suppose you could call it a
guild house. It’s used by various groups the Manors, and you, would
probably call dissidents, when we need to meet up for some
reason.”

“And the Manors don’t know about it?”

“Oh no, they do. They send delegates here
themselves now and then when they want to try reconciliation and
compromise, which is the diplomatic way of saying getting what they
want without an all-out war. It’s a useful place for them, too, and
they leave it alone. They couldn’t attack it directly even if they
wanted to, though. Turkey is outside of their territory.”

“I thought the Manors were a global
network.”

“Your teachers were putting a positive spin
on it. They have a presence in most countries, but they’re not free
to operate in all of them. In some regions, they’re even
outnumbered by independent contractors such as ourselves.” Chase
paused at the threshold of a ramshackle building held together by
freshly painted render and optimism. “What do the Manors want,
Ruth?”

“You’re asking me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I’d like to hear your answer. Have a
think.” He gave her a push through the door.

The room inside was lamplit and people were
sitting cross-legged on the colourful carpets which covered the
whole floor. The atmosphere was thick and minty, as though tea had
been served. It seemed to have worked to relax everyone. They
looked more curious than angry. Patrick sat before the gathering
and gestured for her to take the space left beside him.

“This is Ruth,” he introduced simply.

There were a lot of questions and a lot of
questioners. They all introduced themselves and their organisation
but none were familiar to Ruth and after the first couple she
stopped even trying to remember them, or to guess if they had
particular motives. Most were European, some Asian or North
African. Smuggling and spying seemed to be the dominant
occupations, though a few stated they were spiritualists or
performers and one or two claimed to have passably normal jobs.
Their backgrounds didn’t make any difference in their approaches.
They were all trying to pick out inconsistencies in her story.

She told the truth, as she had told it to
Patrick the day before. She tried not to sound like she was
repeating rehearsed lines, although she had practiced, but they
asked the same questions in more ways than she had different
answers to. A few times she stumbled, mixing her words and getting
flustered. Only at these points did Patrick step in and guide her.
She didn’t know if she was flattered that he thought she could
handle herself or hurt that he didn’t protect her. It might have
been both. She was sure she was sick and frustrated by it all half
an hour before they finally stopped.

For a moment there was silence, then a woman
asked “Is it possible to be both telepathic and telekinetic?”

“No.” A German man shook his head
decisively. “The two genes cannot present concurrently. The girl
has been misled.”

A few people chimed in to agree while Ruth
fought her indignation. She was saved by a small Asian man whose
presence belied his size. “It is possible,” he said quietly. His
words were
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