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      Sam groaned as he lowered himself into the chair beside the hospital bed. His body creaked, his bones grating as the pillows took his weight. The injuries he’d taken in Alcatraz were healing quickly, but even his genetically modified body couldn’t heal half a dozen bullet wounds in a week. At least he’d still been airborne though. The girls had just taken off to test Liz’s freshly healed wings—her first flight since they’d been crushed by falling concrete.

      As for Chris…well, it was anyone’s guess whether he would ever fly again.

      Sam’s face sagged as he looked at the bed. Chris’s chest rose and fell in smooth succession. His eyelids fluttered lightly, but he had yet to open his eyes. The bruises had almost faded from his face now, but the deeper wounds still lingered. Even now, a week since their prison break, Chris remained in a coma.

      Liz had done her best to protect him. In the video that had been streamed across the globe, she had turned at the last moment and hurled herself across his body. It hadn’t been enough. As the rubble came crashing down on the two of them, a chunk of concrete had slammed into Chris’s head so hard it cracked his skull. The same block had only missed Liz by inches.

      It was a miracle any of them had survived. Even Ashley, freed from her cell, would have been killed had it not been for Mira. The grenades she’d unleashed had engulfed the Director in a ball of flame, incinerating her control watch before it could detect her death. Only that had spared Ashley and Chris a long, agonising death, electrocuted by the collars fastened around their necks. Whether Mira had known that or not, they would never know now.

      A tear trickled down Sam’s cheek. Angrily he wiped it away. Not for the first time, he cursed Liz for bringing the girl and Maria along. Alcatraz was no place for a young girl or an old woman—and both had paid for the mistake with their lives. Yet in his heart, he knew Liz hadn’t had a choice. There had been no refusing either of the two when they set their minds to something. And without poor, brave Jasmine, there’d been no one else for Liz to turn too.

      Closing his eyes, Sam took a deep, shuddering breath. Richard, Jasmine, Mira. They had lost so much, so many friends, their family, their lives. When would it end?

      He shook his head and let out the breath he’d been holding. Standing again, Sam moved across to the window. They were in a small government building that had once been an embassy from some foreign nation. Parting the curtains, he peered out into the street. A crowd of protestors thronged the sidewalk, spilling out onto the road in places. A manicured hedge and tall cast-iron fence held them back for now, but it would do little to stop the protestors if they realised who was in the building.

      Chris was a wanted man after what he’d done.

      Following the Director’s accidental confession that her government were behind the Chead epidemic, all hell had broken loose. Most of the governing bodies in the Western Allied States had collapsed overnight as the rural refugees thronging the streets of the capital unleashed two decades of pent-up rage.

      With the foundations of their nation undermined, a few officials had gathered the remnants of the police force and tried to restore order, but their best efforts had been in vain. It hadn’t taken long for open war to break out on the streets of San Francisco.

      Urban citizens, terrified for their safety, locked themselves away in their houses and apartments. But day by day, more rural refugees had poured into the city, dislodged by the hordes of Chead ravaging the countryside. As the last of the emergency services collapsed, the rioters had turned on their urban neighbours. For those who’d suffered so long under the terror of the Chead, it was impossible to believe these people in their fancy cities hadn’t been involved in the conspiracy.

      And so had begun the bloodiest week in American history.

      Outside, a few of the protestors were starting to stir, and Sam quickly drew back from the window. Despite his efforts in Alcatraz, Sam was quite sure he remained at the top of the public hit list. After all, he had stood beside the President all those weeks ago, offering his silent endorsement.

      The President himself had been the first to flee. The man was no idiot—he’d been long gone by the time the rioters reached Parliament House. Where no one knew, but it wouldn’t be long before they tracked him down. With civilisation itself on the brink of collapse, there weren’t many places left to hide.

      A hinge creaked, and Sam turned in time to see Harry push open the door. His crutches tapped on the linoleum floor as he shuffled across the room. A bandage had been wrapped around his right leg from ankle to knee. Unbeknownst to Sam, the old veteran had survived the massacre at the safehouse. The government had taken him before the dawn, shipping him off to a medical cell in Alcatraz.

      Luckily for Harry, Sam’s prison break had freed him before the Director had had a chance to question him.

      “Sam.” The old man smiled as he waddled around the bed and took Sam’s seat. “How is he?”

      “Still no change,” Sam replied. Adjusting the radio on his belt, he moved across to Chris’s bed. “The doctor says the swelling has gone down, but she’s not sure how much lasting damage the impact might have caused.”

      “Perhaps he won’t wake up,” Harry said with a sigh. “It might be for the best. It would make my job easier.”

      Sam grimaced, but he was too exhausted to argue. Harry may have fought in the American War, but he’d never experienced the trials Sam and the others had been through. Harry couldn’t understand the power Doctor Halt and the Director had wielded over those in their thrall.

      Still, even Sam was still struggling to reconcile what Chris had done.

      Out loud, he said, “Your little council still hasn’t decided what to do with him?”

      Since being freed from Alcatraz, Harry had managed to reconnect with the survivors of the Mad Women. Along with several other political prisoners he’d met among the inmates at Alcatraz, he had established a shadow government of sorts here in the embassy. Though his council held no ‘official’ power, they’d managed to talk with a few of the refugee leaders, along with some of the city’s more influential residents. And they’d gathered the remnants of the police force, restoring order to at least a few city blocks.

      Harry shook his head. “There are larger issues at hand. We will deal with him when he wakes.”

      “No doubt,” Sam mused. “What about the President? Any word on his location?”

      Leaning back in his chair, Harry eyed him closely. “We think we’ve narrowed it down to a few possibilities. He could be in San Diego, at the Naval Base there. Or Oregon. Or Albuquerque. Don’t worry, he can’t hide from us forever.”

      “And the reinforcements? Has there been any progress with Texas and Mexico?” Sam pressed. He knew Harry had managed to reach out to a few of Mike’s old contacts in Texas at least.

      “Those are details I cannot go sharing with just anyone, Samuel,” Harry replied wearily.

      Sam smiled. “But you’ll tell me, won’t you?”

      Harry laughed. “Your assistance at Alcatraz will only get you so far, my friend.”

      “Assistance?” Sam raised an eyebrow. “I’d call that a little bit more than just ‘assistance’.”

      The old veteran rolled his eyes. “You are persistent, aren’t you?” A pained look crossed his face as he stretched his injured leg. “Very well. They’re mobilising their forces, but these things take time. The first peacekeepers will reach San Diego and Albuquerque in a few days.”

      “You think we can trust them?” Sam asked.

      Harry spread his hands. “There’s not much else we can do.” His gaze travelled to the window. The protesters were beginning their first chants of the morning. “Our police are outnumbered. The army is in tatters, divided between three wayward Generals. We’re doing our best, but water, electricity, gas, they’re all just one bad day from shutting off. We need their help. If they decide not to leave…well, we’ll deal with that if it comes to it.”

      Sam nodded. Before he could reply, a movement on the bed drew his attention. Chris still lay motionless beneath the white sheets. The machines beside his bed continued their rhythmic beeping, and for a second he thought he’d imagined it. He was about to look away when Chris’s toe twitched. Then a finger. A sharp beep came from the machine as his heartbeat spiked.

      Sam shared a glance with Harry. Then he reached for his radio.
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      Liz closed her eyes as the ground fell away, the powerful beat of her wings sending her soaring upwards. Relief swept through her as the winds pushed her higher. Stretching her wings to their full extent, she drank in the freedom of flight, in the release of gravity’s relentless pull. Gliding through the sky, far above the chaos below, she almost felt free, as though she could leave behind her awful past, and soar into a new future.

      If only it were truly so easy. But somewhere below, reality waited, a truth that would not be denied. The radio weighed heavily on her belt, a constant reminder of the darkness waiting for her back at the embassy.

      Wind tugged at her hair and rustled in her feathers, racing around her, cutting off all sound of the city below, stealing away the harsh scent of gasoline and humanity. She shivered as it sliced through her thin black top, but with the summer sun beating down on her back, it was almost a relief. Her full-sleeved blouse and jeans were insufferable in the Californian heat, and the gloves only made things worse. Unfortunately, they were necessary to protect others from her deadly touch.

      Looking down, Liz watched the skyscrapers flash past. Green trees dotted the streets, their branches swaying in the breeze, but there were only a few cars outside. They crept through the rolling hills like ants, eager to avoid detection. The day was clear, and looking out over the harbour, Liz could see Alcatraz rearing up from the white-capped waters.

      She shuddered at the sight and quickly averted her gaze. In the week since their final confrontation with the Director, Liz had barely left her bed. For the first few days, sharp pains had wracked her wings with even the tiniest movement. They had taken the brunt of the explosion, as she’d spun and thrown herself over Chris. She couldn’t remember anything after that—at least not until Sam and Ashley had dug her out of the rubble that had come crashing down on them.

      The others had tried to keep her company while she healed, but Chris also needed watching, and for long hours she’d been left alone to stew in her thoughts. In her grief, and pain.

      Chris…

      The air racing past her face whipped away the tears beading in her eyes. She could still feel the shock of stepping through the broken door and finding him standing there. For weeks she’d thought him dead—then suddenly he’d been there in front of her, alive, whole. In that one moment, all her hopes and dreams had come rushing back.

      Only to be torn to pieces an instant later.

      Liz shivered as she recalled the video of Mike’s execution, remembering the chill that spread down her back as Chris had stepped up and pressed the deadly jet-injector to the Texan’s neck. A moan built in her throat, and a desperate yearning filled her, to twist in the air and race back to Chris’s bed, to grab him by the shirt and shake him until he woke.

      She needed an explanation, a reason for all of it. It was as though some part of her was still waiting for Chris to wake, to tell her none of it had been real, that he hadn’t really done the things she’d seen.

      That he loved her.

      A crack of wings came from alongside Liz, and looking across, she watched as Ashley drifted into formation. She smiled as her friend’s broad white wings struck the air, sending her spiralling ahead, red hair whirling.

      Ashely had recovered well in the last week. Proper food and sleep had put some of the lost weight back on her skeletal frame. Fresh down had already sprouted where her wings had been moulting, and the life had returned to her amber eyes. There was a joy to her now, a freedom in the way she moved. But there was also grief, long silences in which she would stare off into the distance, remembering some lost moment in time.

      Ahead, the Golden Gate bridge loomed, its red pillars stretching up from the harbour, beckoning. Angling her wings, Liz turned towards it, aiming for the pillar furthest from the city. As she dropped down, her wings beat faster, sending air whirling around her, slowing her descent. She eyed the red beam cautiously, but with clear skies and warm nights its surface was dry, and she landed easily. Folding her wings, she turned and watched as Ashley followed her down.

      Turning, Liz sat on the edge of the beam and hung her feet out over the seven-hundred-foot drop. She watched the sporadic cars rumbling across the bridge as Ashley lowered herself down beside her. Then without warning, Ashley embraced her. Liz was so taken by surprise, she almost toppled from the ledge. Only her firm grip on the girder held her in place.

      When she recovered from her shock, Liz managed half a laugh and hugged Ashley back. Finally, they disentangled themselves and Liz eyed her friend. “What was that for?”

      Ashley smiled. “Because you’re here,” she sighed, her eyes creeping inexorably out towards Alcatraz. “Because for the first time since they took me, I feel like I’m really free.”

      Liz’s heart clenched. Reaching out, she squeezed Ashley’s shoulder. “I’m glad, Ash,” she whispered.

      Silently, Ashley wiped an unspilt tear from her eye. “I just wish the others were here to enjoy it with us,” she croaked, the howling wind stealing away her words.

      Liz shuddered and swallowed the sudden lump in her throat. Images flashed through her mind—Richard, collapsing beneath a hail of gunfire…Jasmine, the light slowly fading from her eyes…and poor, sweet, Mira, engulfed by the blossoming flames. Her grip on the girder tightened until her arms shook with the effort.

      It was a long time before Liz found the strength to speak again. “Jasmine…she missed you,” she said. “She told me…she hated how she never put things right with you.”

      Ashley’s eyes were distant. “I miss her too,” she murmured. “We never should have let them drive a wedge between us. We were all forced to do despicable things, but they will never define us.”

      Liz bit her lip, knowing Ashley was talking about more than just her and Jasmine. An image of Mike’s death flickered through her mind, of the Texan convulsing in the chair, strapped down, dying in agony as Chris watched on, until the camera had suddenly cut off.

      Ashley might be right—they had all done despicable things. But what Chris had done, that hadn’t been a fight to the death. His life might have been on the line, but had still been cold-blooded murder.

      And then…then there was the kiss he’d shared with the Director.

      Her gut clenched as she forced the image from her mind. It shouldn’t matter—not beside his other crimes—but it did. At least to her. Her insides turned to liquid every time she thought of him. The passion, the love of just a few short weeks ago was gone. In its place was an empty abyss that threatened to drown her.

      In her heart, she knew whatever he said, whatever explanation he offered, it wouldn’t be enough. There was no coming back from what he’d done—not for them.

      “Did you ever think it would end like this?” Liz whispered suddenly, still staring out over the harbour. “The last time we were up here…did you think this was how things would be? That we’d...that we’d lose Mira and Jasmine and Maria. That Chris would…” she swallowed, barely able to get the words out, “that Chris would betray us?”

      The wind howled around them, shrieking as it passed between the wire supports of the bridge. For a long time Ashley did not speak, did not move. She sat staring off into the distance, her scarlet hair curled around her elegantly shaped ears, her soft white wings stretched out behind her.

      “Don’t give up on him, Liz,” she said finally. “You don’t know what it was like for him, locked down there with her, without any hope. You don’t know what it was like to be her prisoner, to have her slowly crush the life from you.”

      “But she didn’t crush you,” Liz replied.

      Ashley pursed her lips. “I had already been broken,” she said. Shaking her head, she looked across at Liz and smiled. “No, not broken. But I had survived the worst Halt could throw at me, and walked out the other side. Thanks to you, Liz.”

      “Me?” Liz asked, frowning.

      “When we last sat up here, you reminded me who I was, helped me find the courage to pull myself back together.” She looked away then, her voice growing sad. “Maybe you can help Chris do the same.”

      Liz swallowed. The past week, it had felt as though a vice were closing around her heart, crushing the love from her. She didn’t know how much she had left to give. “I don’t know if I can, Ash,” she murmured into the breeze, “I’m not sure he can come back from this. I’m not sure if…if I can forgive him.”

      She looked up as Ashley’s hand settled on her shoulder, and found the girl’s amber eyes staring at her. “Maybe you can, maybe you can’t.” Ashley’s voice was soft. “But at least give him a chance. Let him explain. And give yourself time to heal.”

      A long sigh escaped Liz’s lips. She wanted more than anything to follow Ashley’s advice, but she wasn’t sure if it was possible, if she could find the strength. Watching that video, it had been as though her Chris had been in that chair with Mike, as though the boy she loved had died with the Texan.

      Liz didn’t know what kind of man remained now, but she didn’t think she wanted to find out.

      Before she could put her thoughts into words, the radio on her belt crackled. They both looked down at it started to squeal, and then Sam’s distant voice whispered from the old speaker.

      “Hey girls, you there?”

      Liz’s heart lurched at the voice. There was only one reason Sam would be calling them. Hands trembling, she unclipped the radio and lifted it to her mouth. “Yes, Sam…we’re here,” she said after she pressed the button on the side.

      “Great!” his voice came again, stronger now. “Well, wherever you are, I suggest you get back here pronto. It looks like sleeping beauty is waking up.”

      At that the radio went dead. Looking up, Liz stared at Ashley. Her friend’s eyes were wide, her amber irises shining with the light of the noonday sun. For a long moment they sat there, frozen by the news, by what it meant.

      Suddenly Liz felt as though she were suffocating. She gasped, sucking in great lungfuls of air. Fire lit in her stomach. A tremor ran down her back as every hair on her body stood on end. Her mind raced, searching for a way to escape the coming confrontation, to cling to the illusion of the past week, if only for a moment longer.

      “Liz,” Ashley’s voice called her back. A firm hand gripped her by the shoulder. “Liz, it’s going to be okay.”

      Liz blinked and looked across at her friend. She nodded slowly, though the movement felt detached from her mind. A passenger in her own body, she stood as Ashley took her hand and drew her up.

      Come on, Liz,” Ashley whispered, holding her on the edge of the girder. “Let’s go see what he has to say.”
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      Chris’s wings beat harder, hurling him through the sky. Around him the dense clouds churned, enfolding him in their cold embrace, until he could see nothing but the whirling black. His heart raced as he fled the unseen creature behind him. Its howls whispered in the darkness, chasing after him. Its stench filled the air, putrid, decaying, death.

      A shadow flashed at him from the clouds, dark claws extended at his throat. His wings twisted instinctively, sending him spiralling sideways. Pain seared down his back as something struck him. Screaming, he slammed his wings down, lifting higher.

      “Chris!” a voice screamed.

      Choking, Chris spun in the air, searching for the source. His wings beat the swirling clouds as he hovered, spinning, searching. The voice was filled with warmth, with love—but also a desperate fear. It was a voice Chris had never thought he’d hear again.

      “Mum!” he called as the clouds closed around him.

      His throat contracted as a figure took shape. She strode towards him, her bare feet seeming to float on open air, green eyes aglow. Her curly auburn hair swirled in the breeze, though where Chris hovered the air was still. She drew to a stop in front of him, a ghost from the nightmare of his past.

      “Son,” Margaret Sanders whispered.

      “Mum,” Chris repeated, choking as hot tears streamed down his face.

      He drifted towards her, arms outstretched, desperate to hold her again, to be held. She smiled as he approached, a gentle warmth that reminded him of cold winter nights, of dinners by the fireplace, of the safety of childhood.

      Yet as he reached out to take her hand, her smile faded. Her face seemed to change, her lips turning hard, her eyes flickering to hazel, her hair growing straight, fading to blonde. And suddenly it was no longer his mother standing there, but the Director. Rage glinted in her eyes as she stepped forward and caught him by the wrist.

      “Christopher,” she growled. “You failed me!”

      Then Chris was falling, his stomach rising into his chest as he plummeted through empty air. Screaming, gasping, he tried to stretch his wings, only to find them gone. Helpless, he fell. All his old fears came rushing back, and Chris found he could do nothing but scream and scream and scream…

      “No!” Chris shouted as he sat bolt upright.

      Chains rattled as he thrashed, trying desperately to cling to some impossible ledge. Eyes shut tight, the darkness still held him, pulling him back down, drawing him into the abyss. He opened his mouth to scream again.

      “Chris!” A voice called, only this one was a man’s. A hand grasped him by the shoulder

      Slowly, a trace of sanity trickled back into Chris’s consciousness. He realised he was no longer falling. Panting, he cracked open his eyes, and was met by the harsh glint of fluorescent lights. Pain lanced through his head and his vision flashed white. The strength went from him in a rush. He collapsed back on the bed.

      A dull ache began in his back as he landed on his wings, followed by a wave of relief that they were still there. Taking another breath, he tried opening his eyes again. This time it was almost bearable, though the light made his head pound like a drum. The room slowly came into focus, and he saw a familiar face staring down at him.

      “Sam?” he croaked.

      For a moment he was confused. His thoughts were a mess of splintered memories. He looked around, surprised to find himself in a hospital bed. Chains rattled again and glancing down, he found his hands cuffed to the steel rails along the side of the bed. A trail of wires and tubes led from his arm to a host of machines behind him.

      Shaking his head, he frowned, trying to piece together the memories. They returned slowly, as though trickling back through a sieve. He saw again his hellish captivity with Ashley, felt the slow dwindling of hope, the ghoulish deaths of the Director’s experiments. He remembered Ashley raging down the corridor, feral, unstoppable—then Ashley again, on the ground, helpless, being dragged to her death. And the Director, offering him her hand, pulling him to his feet, stripping the buttons from his shirt…

      He choked, trying to resist the flow of memories now, but they continued to come. He saw again the night he’d betrayed his heart, and the morning after, as he took the jet-injector and placed it to the Texan’s neck. He watched as Mike thrashed in his chair, saw his last agonised throws of death.

      Then Liz was there, and his grandmother—only for her to be stolen away forever. And Jonathan was speaking, revealing how he’d tricked them all, had revealed the truth to the world. And the Director was fleeing, escaping…until little Mira stepped up behind her, grenade clenched in her tiny fist.

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Chris felt the tears streak his cheeks.

      “You remember?” he heard Sam ask.

      Shame welled in Chris’s chest, and for a moment he wanted to deny it, to pretend he couldn’t remember, that it had all been someone else. He couldn’t bear to look in his friend’s eyes, to face Sam’s judgement, not after what he’d done. He wanted to flee, to run and hide and escape the truth.

      Instead, Chris nodded. “I remember.”

      Sam exhaled loudly.

      Opening his eyes, Chris looked up at his friend. “Where are we?” he croaked. “How am I alive?” His hand drifted towards his neck, to feel for the collar he had worn for weeks, but the handcuffs brought him up short.

      Sam’s eyes shimmered as he sat down in the chair beside the bed. “Mira…” he swallowed. “The grenades…they incinerated everything. The Director’s watch was destroyed before it could activate either of your collars.”

      “Either?” Chris whispered, his heart lurching. “Ashley…?”

      “She survived,” Sam nodded, though he didn’t smile, “and Liz. Jasmine didn’t.”

      Chris’s chest tightened. “How?”

      “She was shot, when soldiers raided our safehouse,” Sam replied. He shook his head. “It’s just the four of us left now.”

      A strained silence stretched out at that. Chris swallowed. “I shouldn’t be alive.” He looked up at Sam. “You know what I did.” It was not a question.

      Sam nodded. “The whole world saw,” he shook his head. “You really messed up this time, buddy.”

      “I know…” Chris croaked.

      “But I’m glad you’re okay,” Sam added.

      Reaching out, Sam gripped Chris’s wrist. Chris looked across at his friend. Their eyes met and Chris quickly looked away again. His vision started to blur. He didn’t deserve kindness, didn’t deserve anything but a bullet in the head. His stomach churned, and a dark gulf filled his chest, a sickly guilt that threatened to swallow him. He jerked his hand back from Sam.

      “I shouldn’t be alive,” he repeated, tears in his eyes. “I told Liz to end it, to kill the Director and end it,” he choked.

      A strained silence blanketed the room as Chris started to sob. He had killed a man in cold blood, had given himself to the woman who had tormented them, then watched as that same woman killed his grandmother. In that instant, Chris had truly been lost, had lost his will to live. After everything he
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