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Complete and utter darkness. The three Runners stood motionless for a minute in the dark. After what they'd gone through down in the voids, they weren't sure what to expect next. All three of them were wondering, if such cruel things had been happening under the city, what should they expect to find in the city itself? None of them said a word. They could hear the sounds of cars driving in the distance. Other than that, all each of them heard was the sound of their own hearts beating. The building they were in wasn't that big. There was a foul odor that hung in the air. Cassie lifted her hand and made her palm glow. It gave them enough light to see where they were. It looked like a small store room. There was a clear path which led from a door to the trapdoor. The rest of the floor was covered with garbage. Looking at the door, none of them knew what to expect on the other side of it. They all knew that they had very little ammo left after their gunfight in the voids. Cassie walked up to the door and tried to listen if she could hear anything on the other side of it. Axton and Berin stood behind her with their guns in hand, preparing themselves for what dangers might be waiting for them on the other side. Cassie looked back at the two before she tried to open the door. It was locked. Axton said she should see if one of the bunch of keys they used to open the trapdoor doesn't work on that door. With one hand still on the doorknob, she wanted to look through the bunch of keys but she paused when she felt a tingling sensation in her hand and forearm. To Axton and Berin, it looked as if she'd frozen in fear because she kept staring at the keys while still holding on the the doorknob. They didn't realize it yet but she was trying to use her powers to unlock the door. She tossed the keys in between the garbage when the door's lock opened. If she'd known earlier, she would've used her powers to unlock the trapdoor and the doors in the voids as well. She still had a lot to learn about her powers. Axton and Berin shook their heads when she started opening the door just far enough to peek outside. Her hands stopped glowing when she raised her gun and peek outside. All she could see was a small open patch of dirt in front of the building which looked like a parking area. On the left of the parking area was a narrow road which led to one of the backstreets of the Grade H living area. On the right, between the parking area and the city's wall was a field that was filled with piles of rusty old car wrecks. 

Cassie kept looking around as she slowly opened the door further and stepped out. Axton and Berin were so nervous when they followed her out that they started pointing their guns in random directions, thinking that Elms Cops might come charging at them at any moment. They were all so busy looking for any signs of danger that none of them looked back at the front of the building they'd just exited. There were two big bio-hazard signs on the front of the building along with warning signs to scare anyone who didn't work down in the voids away from the building. 

Cassie walked around to the side of the building where there were a few small piles of rusty scrap metal pieces. She looked at the big city and wondered where they were going to start searching for Gusta. As Axton and Berin stepped up behind her and looked at the big city, they wondered what dangers waited for them there. 

“So much city and so little time,” Berin said.

“Where should we start? Your sister could be anywhere in the city,” Axton said.

Cassie looked at the big Grade H apartment buildings and thought they should make their way to the inner city by sneaking through the living area. She was about to tell the others when they all heard the sound of a car approaching. The first thought on their minds was that it was a patrol van filled with Elms Cops. Cassie led the way as they sneaked between the piles of junk towards the Grade H living area.

The vehicle they'd heard approaching wasn't a patrol van. It was a big white van with the Elms family logo on the sides. It stopped in front of the small building. The two scientists in the van, who also worked in the voids, froze when they saw the building's door was wide open. It took them a moment to gather enough courage to get out of the van. They kept looking at each other as they slowly approached the open door. The rule was that anyone who entered or exited the voids through that building always had to lock the door. Finding it open left both scientists fearing that some of the women who were being tested in the voids might have escaped. The two looked at each other as if one was waiting for the other to go in first. The short scientist with the scar above his left eye took a deep breath and put on his brave face before he entered the building. The second scientist hesitated before he followed. With the door wide open, they had enough light to see that the trapdoor was also open. Keeping up his brave act, the short scientist climbed down the trapdoor and began making his way down the stairs. The second scientist looked back out the door and for a moment, he considered running away. Thinking of what Conroy and Milda would do to him if they heard he ran away, he quickly followed his colleague down the stairs. To their horror, the two discovered the bloodbath in the voids.
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The three Runners climbed over the five-foot high chain-link fence that surrounded most of the Grade H living area. They ran to the closest place to hide which was a narrow opening between the first Grade H apartment building and a big screen that was showing one of the many videos of the Elms family members telling the workers over and over again to work hard and obey their laws. Cassie peeked out from behind the screen to see if they could keep moving. She saw a Grade H worker who was late for work. The young man had overslept and was struggling to get his scooter started. He knew he was going to be in deep trouble when he got to work. Angry at himself, he kept muttering something to himself as he kept trying to start his piece of junk of a scooter. When it finally started, he rode away as fast as he could. Cassie felt sorry for the worker as she thought back to all the years that she had been an obedient little slave to the ruling family's system. She looked around to make sure the coast was clear before she led Axton and Berin out from behind the screen. They sneaked deeper into the living area.
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In their dining room, Conroy and Milda were busy enjoying a snack which consisted of lobster and caviar while one of their servants was giving them a productivity update. The young woman stood in front of a device which projected a moving hologram of the month's productivity figures. The two weren't very impressed when they saw that their city's workers' productivity figures for the month was exactly the same as the previous month. Both of them almost choked on their caviar as they began yelling at the servant as if everything was her fault. Conroy said that they should impose new labor laws that would force workers to work harder to achieve their monthly targets. Milda said that they should force workers to go help workers of the same Grade in other departments for two or three hours after their shifts in their usual working areas are over. The brother and sister duo were spitting out so many outrageous ideas that the servant struggled to type everything on her small handheld device.  

There was a knock on the door, but nobody heard it. Conroy and Milda were so worked up about the productivity figures that they were yelling and screaming their ideas for new laws at their servant. When they finally stopped yelling, they heard the knock on the door. Milda yelled at whoever was at the door to come in before she continued eating like a slob. Another servant entered the room with a phone in hand. They began insulting and threatening the poor servant for interrupting their meeting. The servant looked scared out of his wits as he hung his head in shame and slowly walked to their table. He handed the phone to Conroy before he quickly ran out of the room. Conroy answered the call with, “This better be important.”

As the other servant sneaked out of the room and Milda finished her snack, Conroy held the phone an inch away from his ear and yelled, “I'm not deaf! Stop shouting, stop stuttering and talk slower so I can understand you, you fool!”

One of the two scientists who entered the voids was the unlucky caller who was in such a state of shock that he was struggling to tell Conroy of the bloodbath they'd found in the voids. When Conroy finally began understanding what the scientist was telling him, he angrily covered his mouth with one hand and shook his head in disbelief. Milda got up and stepped closer when she saw the look on his face.

“Dead?! All of them?!...And the... the brides? The women?!...Find them!”

Conroy threw the phone against the wall as he got up. 

“What's wrong? What happened?” Milda asked.

“The brides...It sounds as if they broke free somehow. He said all the doors were open and everyone who worked downstairs... They're all dead.”

Milda kept shaking her head in disbelief. Nothing like this had ever happened in their city before. Both of them were so shocked by the news that neither of them could say a single word for a full minute. Milda shook her head, slapped her brother on the arm, and said, “Don't just stand there! We have to mobilize search parties to search for the brides outside our city! We must...”

“He said both doors were open. That means some of the women could be running around in our city,” Conroy said.

“More search parties then! They must find those women no matter where they are! Thadius will be furious if his brides are gone. We must...”

“Mother and father!... Mother and father will be furious if they found out that the brides are gone.”

Both of them were afraid of their brother. Not only because he had powers like their father and they didn't, but also because they knew he was their parents' favorite child. Of the two of them, Conroy hated this the most and he had too much hate for his brother and too much pride to admit that he feared their brother. Milda knew this, but she avoided getting into an argument with him by never talking about it or questioning him about it. The two tried to keep a calm pose as they left the room.
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As the three Runners sneaked deeper into the Grade H living area, the more they found that the streets looked like slums. The streets between the apartment buildings had cracks and potholes in them. The buildings hadn't seen a lick of that depressing shade of gray paint in years. There were piles of garbage against the sides of the buildings and the stench of raw sewage hung in the air. Axton and Berin were nauseated by the stench. Cassie was too busy looking for any Elms Cops to be bothered by it. She thought that there might be a few Elms Cops patrolling the living area. There were two who guarded the entrance to the living area to make sure that workers from the higher Grade living areas didn't enter, but none of them patrolled inside the Grade H living area. They were too disgusted by the conditions that the Grade H workers were forced to live in and they didn't really care what was going on in there. 

Cassie was busy leading Axton and Berin to the opening between the wall of the fourth apartment building and a row of piles of garbage. The stench there was so overwhelming that even Cassie covered her mouth and nose. None of them saw the young woman who was digging through the pile of garbage close to the fence. With all of the Elms family's outrageous laws, the poor woman had been fined so many times that she had no money left to buy slop. She was digging through the garbage looking for anything to eat.

They sneaked to the fence on the other side of the living area and hid between the bushes that were growing all along the fence. Cassie looked at the narrow quiet street between the Grade H and Grade G living areas' fences. She didn't see anyone and she didn't hear any cars, but she did hear what sounded like sirens in the distance. They sneaked between the bushes along the fence all the way to the back of the living area. They looked around for a minute and when they didn't see any people or cars, they climbed over the fence. They tried to stay out of sight as they walked between the piles of garbage between the backstreet and the fences of the other living areas as they headed deeper into the city.
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The two scientists sat crying in their van in front of the small building as dozens of Elms Cops were moving in and out of the voids. Three black vans and a armored pink van drove up to the building. The parking area was too small for all the vans. The pink van parked behind the scientists' van and the black vans parked in the narrow road. Sixteen heavily armed Elms Cops got out of the three black vans and rushed over to the pink van. Conroy and Milda got out of the pink van in what looked like modified hazmat suits. They had already ordered many of their men to patrol the city and search for the women who they thought had escaped from the voids on their own, but they wanted to go down to the voids and see for themselves if all the scientist had told them was true.

The two scientists got out of their van. They quickly had to put their hands up in the air as they saw all the Elms Cops escorting Conroy and Milda pointing their assault rifles at them. Milda walked up to the scientists and gave each of them a slap. 

“How could you let this happen?! You had everything you needed to do what we pay you to do and a security system to keep these women in the voids! What's wrong with you lower graders? Must my family do all your thinking for you?” Milda asked.

Neither of the scientists knew how to reply. They were too scared and too shocked by the carnage in the voids to say anything. Conroy stepped up next to his sister and stared at the two.

“Worthless! Neither of you deserve to work for this family anymore! You're both fired!”

Conroy grabbed one of the Elms Cops' assault rifle and shot both of the scientists in the face. He handed the weapon back to the Elms Cop and stepped over the two dead bodies. Five Elms Cops came running out of the building after hearing the gunshots. Milda just waved at them and shouted at them to get back to work. With all their escorts, Conroy and Milda entered the building and made their way down to the voids. As they walked from one void to the next, the Elms Cops who escorted them were shocked by what they saw. Conroy and Milda on the other hand showed no emotions other than anger and worry. They obviously couldn't have cared less about the dead bodies they saw. Neither of them even gasped when they saw the bodies. Thanks to all the death and destruction their family had caused over the last how many decades, seeing dead bodies was to them like seeing dead bugs. They walked back to the milking void. Milda walked around the bodies of the dead women and looked at each of them up close. She commented on what a pity it was that some of these women weren't taken to their Harvest House. Conroy was so worried about all the brides that escaped that he began yelling at two of the Elms Cops who were closest to him. Calling them incompetent and saying that anyone who didn't have Elms blood in their veins were less than human. He continued mocking them for a minute and said that, with both trapdoors wide open, Runners could also easily have entered the city. He walked up to his sister and told her they had to think of a way to fix everything and to get the brides project up and running again in the voids. Milda didn't think they could do it. She suggested that they should try to find a way to break the news to Thadius and their parents. As much as he hated to say it, Conroy reminded her that they weren't the two favorite children in the Elms bloodline. He cringed as he reminded her that if Thadius found out, he would have a greater reason to fill their parents' minds with doubts and they would be regarded as even greater failures than they already were in their parents' eyes. He also reminded her of how ruthless their parents were and how their infinite quest for total power and perfection would make them turn on them and possibly even kill them if they found out that they had failed to keep the brides project running smoothly. Milda knew he was right. Her mind went into overdrive for a moment as she imagined all the horrible things their parents could do to them before they killed them. They knew what they had to do. Without saying anything further, the two marched out of the voids like two lunatics on a mission. But what were they going to do to get the brides project up and running again?
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More and more Elms Cops were patrolling the city's streets. They were traveling in groups of between three and six. Some groups were driving around in patrol cars and others were on foot. Dressed in combat gear and armed with assault rifles, it looked as if all of them were on their way to the front lines of a war. They were ordered by Conroy to look for the women who escaped from the voids and for any Runners that might be in the city. 

One patrol car was slowly driving down the street in front of the living areas' entrances. They stopped next to two workers who were busy trying to clean up some of the garbage in the Grade H living area. They had become fed up with living between the garbage and decided to do something about it themselves. The two Elms Cops who guarded the entrance to the Grade H living area were mocking the two of them and laughing at them. The patrol car stopped next to the two workers. The three Elms Cops all got out of the car and pointed their weapons at the workers as they approached them. They grabbed the workers, assaulted them as they forced them down on the ground only to check if they had valid Grade cards. After seeing their cards, the Elms Cops got back in their car and continued driving.

The streets in between the big factories in the industrial area of the city were being patrolled by a dozen groups of Elms Cops. Every worker who came out of one of the buildings was stopped and assaulted before their Grade cards were checked. One of the workers made the mistake of simply asking why they were doing this. He was mercilessly beaten unconscious. 

In one of the streets close to Conroy and Milda's home, another worker was stopped and assaulted. When the three Elms Cops didn't find a Grade card around this worker's neck, they pointed their weapons at him. He was yelling at them that his Grade card was in his pocket and begging them not to shoot before all three shot and killed him.

A young woman who worked in one of the factories came out of one of the side doors with a badly bleeding cut on her hand. She had accidentally cut herself while working and she was looking for someone who would help her. All of the workers who worked with her just ignored her and continued working like robots when she asked for help. One of the groups of Elms Cops saw the women running towards them. Before she could ask them for help, they shot and killed her. 
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Thadius, Slave and three of his armed guards came out of his home and walked up to a unmarked van which stood parked in the street. The four Elms Cops who stood in a row next to the van all bowed their heads when Thadius stopped in front of them and folded his arms.

“How many did you bring me?” he asked.  

The four Elms Cops appeared to be too afraid to answer him. One of them gathered all his courage to step forward and tell him that they had only managed to find and capture one Runner with powers. Thadius was furious. He began mocking and threatening the four of them, and ordered them to continue looking for people with powers on the outside. Slave smiled as she listened to how he talked to them. It gave her a sick pleasure to watch as the Elms Cops were trembling in their boots. The three guards stood behind the van with their weapons raised as one of the Elms Cops open the back of the van. In the van, there were what looked like four glass boxes with strange symbols painted on them. Between the strange symbols, each sign of the zodiac was also painted on them. These glass boxes were specially designed to be used as cells to hold people with powers. In one of these cells was a unconscious young man with those strange-looking handcuffs on which covered both of his hands completely. There were strange symbols engraved on the handcuffs as well. The Elms Cop used four strangely shaped keys to open the four locks on the cell. He tried to drag the unconscious man out of the cell alone, but one of the guards had to come help him. They dragged him across the ground to where Thadius was standing. He laughed as he looked at the man and said that he couldn't understand why someone so weak would have powers. Slave kicked the man against the leg to try and wake him up as she told Thadius that nobody with powers was a match for him. It took her a full minute to wake him up. Feeling sore and disorientated thanks to the multiple modified stunguns that were used on him, the man didn't have a clue where he was or what was going on. Thadius laughed out loud as he looked at the man in his weak and confused state. All the guards had their weapons aimed straight at the man's head as Thadius crouched down next to him and looked him in the eye.

“Welcome to Death Angeles, you pathetic insect. Prepare yourself to take part in the games. Prepare yourself to die. Take him to the cells!”

Two of the Elms Cops were accompanied by one of the guards as they dragged the man away by his feet. Slave stepped closer to Thadius and began touching his arm as she told him that she believed none of the people with powers they'd captured for the games would have enough elemental power to challenge him. He began groping her as he told her that he wanted to show the workers in his city that they had more reasons to fear him other than his last name. He told her that he wanted to try and syphon the powers of as many fallen men and women who die during the games. Doubts about whether or not he could do it still lingered in the back of his mind, but ultimately he wanted to have as much powers as his parents. But this proved how little he knew about his mother's powers...
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Back in the city streets of Sin Detroit, the Elms Cops weren't only assaulting the workers and checking their Grade cards anymore. One young woman who was on her way to work was grabbed on the sidewalk by three Elms Cops and stripped of all her clothes. She tried to put up a fight, but two of the Elms Cops held her while the third looked at her naked body from head to toe as if he was examining her. They forced her into the back of a van. Another young woman was grabbed on the street close to the Harvest House. Four Elms Cops stripped her, held her down as she was kicking and screaming while a fifth one looked her over. The same thing happened in the Grade G living area were three women were stripped, examined and taken away. What were these Elms Cops doing? They were acting on the direct orders from Conroy and Milda. The duo knew that for their men to catch enough female Runners on the outside would take too long. To get the brides project up and running again, they had to look for and take women in their city who met all the physical requirements to be Code P and Code B candidates. With no regard for what all these women had to endure, the two of them used the authority and power they had to solve their problem. They didn't want to look for more scientists, doctors and specialists to get the brides project going again. So with no medical knowledge, the Elms Cops just judged the women on their physical appearances.  
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Cassie, Axton and Berin's hearts were racing. They could hear the screams of one of the women who was being stripped and examined by the Elms Cops in the Grade G living area. With their guns in hand, they were hiding between the bushes as another van came driving by on the backstreet. It was the fourth van that drove past them. The three Runners were starting to think that they might have been spotted and reported to the Elms Cops, and that all the Elms Cops driving around might be looking for them. They had to wait a minute to make sure there wasn't a van, patrol car or Elms Cop in sight before they continued sneaking between the bushes. None of the three knew where to start looking for Gusta and all three of them were too nervous to say a word to each other. They sneaked all the way to the street between the Grade G and Grade F living areas and hid behind the bushes on the corner. All three of them froze when they heard another woman screaming somewhere close to where they were. Axton had to grab Cassie from behind and hold her back. The first thought in her mind when she heard the scream was that it could be Gusta. Without thinking of the dangers, she almost bolted out from between the bushes into the street. Berin had to help Axton pull her back. Whispering, they asked her if she was crazy enough to go out into the open with what little ammo she had left. Realizing that she would've put her life and her two companions' lives in danger, she apologized to them. She peeked out from between the bushes and saw two patrol cars and a van in the middle of the street about a hundred yards from the corner where they were hiding. A total of twelve Elms Cops were busy stripping and examining three women from the Grade G living area. One of the Elms Cops pointed his assault rifle at one of the women's faces and was about to shoot her because he thought she wasn't good enough to be in the brides project. Luckily for her, one of his colleagues stopped him and told him to leave her. They took two of the three women, put them in the back of the van and drove away leaving the third woman naked and crying in the middle of the street. All three of the Runners felt like they wanted to go and help her, but they knew they couldn't risk being seen. They could hear her crying as she got up, quickly climbed over the fence and ran to her apartment. None of the three Runners could believe what was going on in Sin Detroit. They didn't have a clue about Conroy and Milda's plan to restart the brides project. They quickly sneaked across the street, in between the rows of bushes growing along the outside of
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