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Epigraph

And I listened, and I heard
Hammers beating, night and day,
In the palace newly reared,
Beating it to dust and clay:
Other hammers, muffled hammers,
Silent hammers of decay.



from The Hammers
Ralph Hodgson (1871–1962)





PART 1 
BREAKING COVER
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1

WITH A HISS and a clunk, the doors whisked shut, depositing the woman by the bus stop. Apparently indifferent to the whipping wind and the pelting rain, she stood watching as the vehicle rumbled into motion again, grinding the gears as it wound its way laboriously down the hill. Only when it finally vanished from sight behind the briar hedges did she turn to gaze at the grassy slopes that rose on either side of the road. Through the downpour they seemed to fade into the washed-out gray of the sky itself, so that it was difficult to tell where the one started and the other finished.

Clutching her coat tightly at the neck, she set off, stepping over the pools of rainwater in the crumbling asphalt at the edge of the road. Although the place was deserted, there was a watchfulness about her as she scanned the road ahead and occasionally glanced back over her shoulder. There was nothing particularly furtive about this — any young woman in a similarly isolated spot might have taken the same care.

Her appearance offered little clue as to who she was. The wind constantly flurried her brown hair across her wide-jawed face, obscuring her features in an ever-shifting veil, and her clothing was unremarkable. If anyone had happened by, they would most likely have taken her to be a local, perhaps on her way home to her family.

The truth couldn’t have been more different.

She was Sarah Jerome, an escaped Colonist who was on the run for her life.

Walking a little farther along, she suddenly strode up the verge and hurled herself through a parting in the briar hedgerow. She alighted in a small hollow on the other side and, keeping low, spun around so she had a clear view of the road. Here she remained for a full five minutes, listening and watching and animal-alert. But other than the beat of the rain and the bluster of the wind in her ears, there was nothing.

She was truly alone.

She knotted a scarf over her head, then scrambled from the hollow. Moving quickly away from the road, she crossed the field before her in the lee of a loose stone wall. Then she climbed a steep incline, maintaining a fast pace as she reached the crest of the hill. Here, silhouetted against the sky, Sarah knew she was exposed and wasted no time in continuing down the other side, into the valley that opened out before her.

All around, the wind, channeled by the contours, was driving the rain into confused, twisting vortices, like diminutive hurricanes. And through this, something jarred, something registered in the corner of her eye. She froze, turning to catch a brief glimpse of the pale form.

A chill shot down her spine.

The movement didn’t belong to the sway of the heathers or the beat of the grasses…. It had a different rhythm to it.

She fixed her eyes on the spot until she saw what it was. There, on the valley side, a young lamb came fully into view, prancing a chaotic gambol between the tussocks of fescue. As she watched, it suddenly bolted behind a copse of stunted trees, as if frightened. Sarah’s nerves jangled. What had driven it away? Was there somebody else close by — another human being? Sarah tensed, then relaxed as she saw the lamb emerge into the open once again, this time escorted by its mother, who chewed vacantly as the youngster began to nuzzle her flank.

It was a false alarm, but there was little hint of relief, or of amusement, in Sarah’s face. Her eyes didn’t stay on the lamb as it began to scamper around again, its fleece fresh as virgin cotton wool, in marked contrast to its mother’s coarse, mud-streaked coat. There was no room for such diversions in Sarah’s life, not now, not ever. She was already checking the opposite side of the valley, scouring it for anything that didn’t fit.

Then she was off again, picking her way through the Celtic stillness of the lush green vegetation and over the smooth slabs of stone, until she came to a stream nestled in the crook of the valley. Without a moment’s hesitation, she strode straight into the crystal clear waters, altering her course to that of the stream and sometimes using the mosscovered rocks as stepping stones when they afforded her a faster means through it.

As the level of the water rose, threatening to seep in over the tops of her shoes, she hopped back onto the bank, which was carpeted with a springy green pad of sheep-cropped grass. Still she maintained the same unrelenting pace and, before long, a rusted wire fence came into view, then the raised farm track that she knew ran behind it.

She spotted what she’d come for: Where the farm track intersected the stream there stood a crude stone bridge, its sides crumbling and badly in need of repair. Her course beside the stream was taking her straight toward it, and she broke into a trot in her haste to get there. Within minutes she had arrived at her destination.

Ducking under the bridge, she paused to wipe the moisture from her eyes. Then she crossed to the other side, where she held completely still as she studied the horizon. The evening was drawing in and the rose-tinged glow of newly lit street-lamps was just beginning to filter through a screen of oak trees, which hid all but the tip of the church steeple in the distant village.

[image: ]

She returned to a point halfway along the underside of the bridge, stooping as her hair snagged on the rough stone above. She located an irregular block of granite, which was slightly proud of the surface. With both hands, she began to pry it out, levering it left and right, then up and down, until it came free. It was the size and weight of several house bricks, and she grunted with the effort as she bent to place it on the ground by her feet.

Straightening up, she peered into the void, then inserted her arm all the way to her shoulder and groped around inside. Her face pressed against the stonework, she found a chain, which she tried to pull down on. It was stuck fast. Tug as she might, she couldn’t move it. She swore and, taking a deep breath, braced herself for another attempt. This time it gave.

For a second, nothing happened as she continued to pull one-handed on the chain. Then she heard a sound like distant thunder emanating from deep within the bridge.

Before her, hitherto invisible joints broke open with a spray of mortar dust and dried lichen, and an uneven, door-sized hole opened before her as a section of the wall lifted back, then up. After a final thud that made the whole bridge quake, all was silent again except for the gurgle of the stream and the patter of rain.

Stepping into the gloomy interior, she took a small keyring flashlight from her coat pocket and switched it on. The dim circle of light revealed she was in a chamber some fifty feet square, with a ceiling that was sufficiently high to allow her to stand upright. She glanced around, registering the dust motes as they drifted lazily through the air, and the cobwebs, as thick as rotted tapestries, which festooned the tops of the walls.

It had been built by Sarah’s great-great-grandfather in the year before he’d taken his family underground for a new life in the Colony. A master stonemason by trade, he’d drawn on all his skills to conceal the chamber within the crumbling and dilapidated bridge, intentionally choosing a site miles from anywhere on the seldom-used farm track. And as to why exactly he’d gone to all this trouble, neither of Sarah’s parents had been able to provide any answers. But whatever its original purpose, this was one of the very few places she felt truly safe. Nobody, she believed, would ever find her here. She pulled off her scarf and shook her hair free.

Her feet on the grit-covered floor broke the tomblike silence as she moved to a narrow stone shelf on the wall opposite the entrance. At either end of the shelf were two rusty, vertical iron prongs, with sheaths of thick hide covering their tips.

“Let there be light,” she said softly. She reached out and simultaneously tugged off both the sheaths to expose a pair of luminescent orbs, which were held in place on top of each prong by flaking red iron claws.

From these glass spheres no larger than nectarines, an eerie green light burst forth with such intensity that Sarah was forced to shield her eyes. It was as if their energy had been building and building under the leather covers and they now reveled in their newfound freedom. She brushed one of the spheres with her fingertips, feeling its ice-cold surface and shuddering slightly, as if its touch conferred some sort of connection with the hidden city where such orbs were commonplace.

The pain and suffering she had endured under this very light.

She dropped her hand to the top of the shelf, sifting through the thick layer of silt covering it.

Just as she’d hoped, her hand closed on a small polyethylene bag. She smiled, snatching it up and shaking it to remove the grime. The bag was sealed with a knot, which she quickly unpicked with her cold fingers. Removing the neatly folded piece of paper from inside, she lifted it to her nose to sniff at it. It was damp and fusty. The message must have been there for several months.

She kicked herself for not coming sooner. But she rarely allowed herself to check at fewer than six-month intervals, as this “dead mailbox” procedure held its dangers for all concerned. These were the only times that she came into contact, indirect as it was, with anyone from her former life. There was always a risk, however small, that the courier could have been shadowed as he’d broken out of the Colony and emerged on the surface in Highfield. She also couldn’t ignore the possibility that he might have been spotted on the journey up from London itself. Nothing could be taken for granted. The enemy was patient, sublimely patient, and calculating, and Sarah knew they would never cease in their efforts to capture and kill her. She had to beat them at their own game.

She glanced at her watch. She always varied her routes to and from the bridge, and she hadn’t allowed much time for the cross-country hike to the neighboring village where she would catch the bus for the journey home. She should have been on her way, but her craving for news of her family was just too great. This piece of paper was her only connection with her mother, brother, and two sons — it was like a lifeline.

She had to know what was in it.

She smelled the note again.

It was as if there was a distinctive and unwelcome smell to the paper, rising above the mingled odors of mold and mildew in the dank chamber. It was sharp and unpleasant — it was the reek of bad news.

With a mounting sense of dread, she stared deep into the light of the nearest orb, fidgeting with the piece of paper while she fought the urge to read it. Then, appalled with herself for being so weak, she grimaced and opened it up. Standing before the stone shelf, she examined it under the green-tinged illumination.

She frowned. The first surprise was that the message wasn’t in her brother’s hand. The childish writing was unfamiliar to her. Tam always wrote the notes. Her premonition had been right — she knew at once that something was amiss. She flipped the page over and scanned to the end to check the signature. “Joe Waites,” she spoke aloud, feeling more and more uneasy. That wasn’t right; Joe occasionally acted as the courier, but the message should have been from Tam.

She bit her lip in trepidation and began to read, darting through the first lines.

“Oh no!” she gasped, shaking her head.

She read the first side of the letter again, unable to accept what was there, telling herself that she must have misunderstood it, that it had to be some sort of mistake. But it was as clear as day; the simplistically formed words left no room for confusion. And she had no reason to doubt what it was saying — these messages were the one thing she relied on, a constant in her shifting and restless life. They gave her a reason to go on.

“No, not Tam … not Tam!” she howled.

As surely as if she had been struck, she sagged against the stone shelf, leaning heavily on it to support herself.

She took a deep, tremulous breath and forced herself to turn over the letter and read the rest, shaking her head vehemently and mumbling, “No, no, no, no … it can’t be….”

As if the first page hadn’t been bad enough, what was on the reverse was just too much for her to take in. With a whimper, she pushed away from the shelf and into the center of the chamber. Swaying on her feet and hugging herself, she raised her head to look unseeingly at the ceiling.

All of a sudden she had to get out. She tore through the doorway in a frantic haste. Leaving the bridge behind her, she didn’t stop. As she stumbled blindly by the side of the stream, the darkness was gathering rapidly and the rain was still falling in a persistent drizzle. Not knowing or caring where she was going, she slid and slipped over the wet grass.

She hadn’t gone very far when she blundered straight off the bank and into the stream, landing with a splash. She lowered to her knees, the clear waters closing around her waist. But her grief was so all-consuming, she didn’t feel their icy chill. Her head swiveled on her shoulders as if she was gripped by the most intense agony.

She did something she hadn’t done since the day she’d escaped Topsoil, the day she’d abandoned her two young children and husband. She began to cry, a few tears at first, and then she was unable to control herself and they gushed down her cheeks in floods, as if a dam had been broken.

She wept and wept until there was nothing left. Her face was set in a mask of stone-cold anger as she rose slowly to her feet, bracing herself against the surging flow of the stream. Her dripping hands tightened into fists and she threw them at the sky as she screamed at the top of her lungs, the raw, primeval sound rolling through the empty valley.
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“NO SCHOOL tomorrow, then!” Will shouted to Chester as the Miners’ Train bore them away from the Colony, hurtling deeper into the bowels of the earth.

They erupted into hysterical laughter, but this was shortlived and they soon fell silent, happy just to be reunited. As the steam engine hammered along the rails, they didn’t move from the bed of the massive, open-topped train car where Will had discovered Chester hiding under a tarpaulin.

After several minutes, Will drew his legs up in front of him and rubbed his knee, which still hurt from the rather haphazard landing on the train some miles back. Noticing this, Chester shot him a questioning look, to which Will gave his friend the thumbs-up and nodded enthusiastically.

“How did you get here?” Chester shouted, trying to make himself heard over the din of the train.

“Cal and me,” Will yelled back, pointing over his shoulder to indicate the front of the train, where he’d left his brother. Then Will waved upward at the tunnel roof flashing over them, “… jumped … Imago helped us.”

“Huh?”

“Imago helped us!” Will repeated.

“Imago? What’s that?” Chester shouted even louder, cupping his hand over his ear.

“Doesn’t matter,” Will mouthed, shaking his head slowly and wishing that they could both lip-read. He gave his friend a grin and shouted, “Just brilliant you’re OK!”

He wanted to give Chester the impression there was nothing to be worried about, although his mind was clouded with concern for the future. He wondered if his friend was even aware that they were headed for the Deeps, a place the people of the Colony spoke of with dread.

Will swiveled his head around to peer at the end panel behind him. From what he’d seen so far, the train and each of the freight cars it was pulling were on a scale several times larger than anything he’d ever encountered on the surface. He wasn’t looking forward to the journey back to where his brother was waiting. Getting here had been no mean feat: Will knew that even the smallest misjudgment might have meant that he’d have slipped onto the track below and most probably been mashed by the giant wheels that ground and sparked on the thick rails. The thought alone was terrifying. He took a deep breath.

“Ready to go?” he shouted to Chester.

His friend nodded and rose uncertainly to his feet. Clinging to the end of the car, he braced himself against the incessant seesawing as the train wove around several bends in the tunnel.

He was dressed in the short coat and thick pants that were the usual garb in the Colony, but as the coat flapped open, Will was dismayed by what he saw.

Chester had been nicknamed Chester Drawers at school for his imposing physique, but, looking at him now, he seemed to have wasted away. His face was gaunter and his body had lost much of its bulk. Incredible as it seemed to Will right then, his formerly hefty friend now appeared to be almost frail. Will labored under no illusions as to how appalling the conditions in the Hold were. It wasn’t long after he and Chester had first stumbled onto the subterranean world that they’d been caught by a Colonist policeman and thrust into one of the dark, airless prison cells. But Will had only been held there for about a fortnight — Chester had suffered a considerably longer ordeal. Months of it.

Will caught himself staring at his friend and quickly averted his eyes. He was racked with guilt, knowing that he was to blame for everything Chester had endured. He, and only he, had been responsible for dragging Chester into all this, driven by his impulsiveness and his single-minded determination to find his missing father.

Chester said something, but Will didn’t catch a word of it, studying his friend under the illumination cast by the light orb in his hand as he tried to read his thoughts. Every exposed inch of Chester’s face was pasted with a layer of filth from the sulfurous smoke constantly streaming past them. It was so thick that it looked like one big smudge broken only by the whites of his eyes.

From what little Will could see, Chester certainly wasn’t a picture of health. In among the dirt mask were raised purple blotches, some with a hint of redness where the skin appeared to be broken. His hair, grown so long it was beginning to curl at the ends, was greasy and stuck to the sides of his head. And from the way Chester was looking back at him, Will assumed that his own appearance was equally shocking.

He self-consciously ran a hand through his white, dirtstreaked hair, which hadn’t been cut for many months.

But there were more important things to attend to right now. Moving to the end panel of the car, Will was about to hoist himself up when he stopped and turned to his friend. Chester was extremely unsteady on his feet, although it was difficult to tell how much of this was due to the irregular swaying of the train.

“You up for this?” Will shouted.

Chester nodded halfheartedly.

“Sure?” Will shouted again.

“Yes!” Chester yelled back, nodding a little more vigorously this time.

But the process of crossing from car to car was a fraught undertaking, and after each one Chester needed to recover for longer and longer periods. Making the maneuver that much more difficult, the train seemed to be picking up speed. It was as if the boys were battling a force ten gale, their faces pulled back and their lungs filling with the putrid smoke whenever they drew breath. Added to this was the hazard of burning ash, pieces of which flared just over their heads like supercharged fireflies. Indeed, as the train continued to accelerate, there seemed to be so much of this carried in the slipstream that an orange glow pervaded the murky gloom around them. At least it meant Will didn’t need to use his light orb.

As the two boys moved up the line of train cars, their progress was slow. Chester was finding it a challenge to keep on his feet, despite using the sides of the car to steady himself as he went. Before very long there was no hiding the fact that he couldn’t cope. He dropped to all fours and it was all he could do to crawl sluggishly behind Will, his head hung low. Not about to stand by and let his friend struggle along like this, Will brushed aside Chester’s protestations, forced an arm around his waist, and helped him up.

It took an enormous effort to manhandle Chester over the remaining end sections, and Will had to help him every inch of the way. Any miscalculation would have one or both of them falling under the massive wheels.

When he saw that they only had one more car to go, Will was beyond relieved — he sincerely doubted he had it left in him to lug his friend very much farther. As he held on to Chester, they both reached across to the end panel of the last car, grabbing hold of it.

Will took several deep breaths, preparing himself. Chester was moving his limbs feebly, as if he hardly had any control over them. By now Will was supporting Chester’s full weight and barely managing. The maneuver was difficult enough in itself, but attempting it with the equivalent of a giant sack of potatoes slung under one arm risked trying too much. Will mustered all his remaining strength and hauled his friend along with him. With much grunting and straining, they eventually made it over, collapsing in a heap on the bed of the next car.

They were immediately bathed in copious light. Numerous orbs the size of large marbles rolled loosely around the floor. They had spilled out of a flimsy crate that had cushioned Will’s landing when he’d first dropped into the train. Will had already tucked a number of these into his pockets.

But at present he had his hands full as he heaved his ailing friend to his feet. With his arm hooked around Chester, Will kicked at any orbs in his path so that he wouldn’t lose his footing. These zipped around chaotically, leaving streaks of light in their wake and colliding with other spheres, which themselves were then set into motion, as if a chain reaction had been started.

Will heaved for breath, feeling the effects of the exertion as they covered the short distance they had yet to go. Even if Chester had lost a lot of weight, he was by no means an easy burden. Stumbling and tripping, and enveloped by the intense swirling light, Will looked for all the world like a soldier helping his wounded comrade back to the lines as an enemy flare caught them out in no-man’s-land.

Chester seemed to barely register what was around him. The sweat poured from his forehead in rivulets, washing streaks into the grime coating his face. Will could feel his friend’s body trembling violently against his as he panted short, shallow breaths.

“Not far now,” he said into Chester’s ear, urging him to keep going as they came to a section of the car where wooden crates were stacked. “Cal’s just up here.”

The boy was sitting with his back to them as they approached. He hadn’t moved from between the splintered crates where Will had left him. Several years younger than Will, his newfound brother bore an uncanny resemblance to him. Cal was also an albino and had the same white hair and wide cheekbones they’d both inherited from the mother neither of them had ever known. But now Cal’s head was hunched over and his features hidden as he tenderly rubbed the nape of his neck. He hadn’t been quite as fortunate as Will when he’d fallen into the moving train.

Will helped Chester over to a crate, where his friend slumped down heavily. Approaching his brother, Will tapped him lightly on the shoulder, hoping he wasn’t going to give him too much of a shock. They had been told by Imago to keep their wits about them, as there were Colonists on the train. But Will needn’t have been concerned about alarming his brother; Cal was so preoccupied by his aches and pains that he barely reacted at all. It was only after some seconds, and a few inaudible grumbles, that he finally turned around, still kneading his neck.

“Cal, I found him! I found Chester!” Will yelled, his words all but drowned out by the noise of the train. Cal’s and Chester’s eyes met, but neither spoke, being too far apart for any sort of exchange. Although they had been introduced very briefly before, it had been under the worst of circumstances, with the Styx snapping at their heels. There had been no time for any niceties.

They looked away from each other and Chester lowered himself from the crate onto the freight bed, where he cradled his head in his hands. The trek he and Will had just made down the train had sapped all his remaining strength. Cal went back to massaging his neck. He didn’t appear to be the least bit surprised that Chester was on the train. Or perhaps he simply didn’t care.

Will shrugged. “What a pair of wrecks!” he said in a normal voice, so that neither of them would hear him above the mechanical roar. But as he began to think about the future again, his anxiety returned, as if something were gnawing away at his insides.

From all accounts, they were destined for a place that even the Colonists spoke of with a hushed reverence. Indeed, it was one of the worst punishments imaginable for a Colonist to be “Banished” and expelled there, into the savage wasteland known as the Deeps. And the Colonists were a phenomenally hardy race, who had endured the toughest living conditions for centuries in their subterranean world. So how were they going to fare? Will had no doubt that they were going to be put to the test again, all three of them. And there was no escaping the fact that neither his brother nor his friend was up to facing any challenges. Not right now.

Flexing his arm and feeling the stiffness in it, Will put his hand under his jacket to probe the bite on his shoulder. He’d been mauled by a stalker, one of the ferocious attack dogs used by the Styx, and even though the injuries had been tended to, he wasn’t in great shape, either. He automatically glanced at the crates of fresh fruit around them. At least they had ample food to keep up their strength. But other than that, they were hardly well prepared.

The responsibility was immense, as if large weights had been placed on his shoulders and there was no way to shake free of them. He’d involved Chester and Cal in this wild-goose chase to search for his father, who even now was somewhere in the unknown lands they were nearing with every twist and turn of these winding tunnels. That was, if Dr. Burrows was still alive…. Will shook his head.

No!

He couldn’t let himself think like that. He had to go on believing he’d be reunited with his father, and then everything would be all right, just as he dreamed it would. The four of them — Dr. Burrows, Chester, Cal, and him — working as a team, discovering unimaginable and wondrous things … lost civilizations … maybe new life-forms … and then … then what?

He hadn’t the foggiest idea.

Will couldn’t see that far ahead, see how all this would pan out. He just knew that, somehow, there would be a happy outcome, and finding his father was the key.

It had to be.
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FROM DIFFERENT points around the floor, the sewing machines rattled and the steam presses hissed back their responses, as if they were trying to communicate with each other.

Where Sarah was sitting, the piping tones of a radio station, forever present in the background, were trying vainly to break through the mechanical din. Depressing the pedal with her foot, she whirred her machine into life, and it threw a thread into the fabric. Everyone on the floor was working flat out, as there was a rush on to get the clothes ready for the next day.

Sarah heard someone shouting and looked up — a woman was winding her way between the workbenches toward her companions, who were waiting by the exit. As she joined them, they chatted noisily, like a gaggle of overexcited geese, then pushed their way through the swinging doors.

As the doors flapped shut behind them, Sarah peered up at the dirty panes of the tall factory windows. She could see clouds gathering, making it as dark as early evening although it was only midday. There were still quite a number of other women on the factory floor, each of them isolated under a cone of illumination from their overhead light as they doggedly toiled away.

Sarah punched the button under her bench to turn off her machine and, snatching up her coat and bag, tore toward the doorway. She slipped through the swinging doors, then swept down the corridor. Through the window to his office, she could see the floor manager’s plump back as he sat hunched over his desk, engrossed in his newspaper. Sarah should have told him she was leaving, but she had a train to catch and, besides, the fewer people who knew she’d left, the better.

Once outside, she scanned the sidewalks for anyone who didn’t fit. It was an automatic gesture; she wasn’t even aware she was doing it. Her instincts told her it was safe, and she forged down the hill, branching off the main road to take a far more circuitous route.

After so many years of moving from job to job every few months and varying her accommodation with similar regularity, she lived like a ghost, among the invisible people, the illegal immigrants and petty criminals. But although she was an immigrant of sorts, too, she was no criminal. Other than the several false identities she’d acquired over the years, she would have never dreamed of breaking the law, not even if she was desperate for money. No, that brought with it the risk of arrest and of being caught up in the system. Of leaving a trace that could be detected. And that was not an option, because the first thirty years of Sarah’s life were not what would have been expected.

She’d been born underground, in the Colony. Her great-great-grandfather, along with several hundred other men, had been handpicked to work on the hidden city, swearing allegiance to Sir Gabriel Martineau, a man they believed was their savior.

Sir Gabriel had told his willing followers that, on an unspecified day in the future, the corrupt world would be wiped clean by an angry and vengeful god. All the people who inhabited the surface, the Topsoilers, would be exterminated, and then his flock, the pure people, would return to their rightful home.

And Sarah feared what her ancestors feared — the Styx. These religious police enforced order in the Colony with a brutal, single-minded efficiency. Years ago, against all odds, Sarah had escaped from the Colony, and the Styx would stop at nothing to capture and make an example of her.

She entered a square and walked a full circuit of it, checking that she hadn’t been followed. Before she made her way back to the main road, she ducked behind a parked van.

It was a very different-looking person who stepped out from behind the van moments later. She had reversed her coat to change it from the green check to a dull gray fabric and had knotted a black scarf around her head. She covered the remaining distance to the train station, her clothes almost rendering her invisible against the grimy façades of the shops and office buildings she was passing, as if she were a human chameleon.

She looked up as she caught the first sounds of an approaching train. She smiled — her timing was perfect.
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AS CHESTER and Cal slept, Will took stock of their situation.

Glancing around the train car, he realized that their first priority was concealment. He thought it highly unlikely that any of the Colonists would conduct any sort of search while the train was moving. However, if it did happen to stop, then he, Chester, and Cal had to be prepared. But what could he do? There wasn’t much to work with; he decided that rearranging the undamaged crates would be their best bet. He set about dragging them around the slumbering forms of Cal and Chester, stacking them one upon the other, to build a makeshift blind with enough room for the three of them in the middle.

As he was doing this, Will observed that the car in front had higher sides to it than theirs — indeed, than any of the other cars he’d clambered over on his earlier expedition when he’d found Chester. Imago, whether by luck or design, had dropped them into a relatively sheltered spot where they had a degree of protection from the smoke and soot flung out by the engine up ahead.

Will hefted the last crate into place and stood back to admire his handiwork, his mind already moving on to their next priority: water. They could get by on the fruit, but they would really need something to drink before long, and it would also be good to have the provisions he and Cal had bought Topsoil. That meant someone was going to have to venture forward to retrieve their rucksacks from the cars up ahead where Imago had dropped them. And Will knew that someone would be him.

Balancing himself with his arms outstretched, as if he were on the deck of a ship in choppy water, he stared at the wall of iron he was going to have to climb. He raised his eyes to the very top of it, which was clearly silhouetted by the orange glow from the little pieces of burning ash racing overhead. He estimated it was about fifteen feet high — almost twice the height of the end sections he’d clambered over before.

“Come on, you wimp, just do it,” he said, and then ran at full speed, hopping up onto the panel of the car he was in and catching hold of the higher wall of the next.

For a moment he thought he’d misjudged it and was going to slip off. With his hands gripping the car in front for all they were worth, he shuffled his feet until they were better positioned.

He allowed himself a split second of self-congratulation; it wasn’t the safest of places to hang around for long. Both cars were rocking violently and jostling him about, threatening to dislodge him from his precarious position. And he didn’t dare look down at the rails zipping beneath him, in case he lost his nerve altogether.

“Here goes nothing!” he shouted and, drawing on all the strength in his legs and arms, he hoisted himself over the edge. He slid down the inside of the car and landed in a crumpled heap. He’d done it.

Taking out a light orb for a proper look around, he was disappointed to find that the car appeared to be empty except for small heaps of coal. He continued farther along, and offered up silent thanks when he spied the two backpacks lying at the opposite end. He picked up the rucksacks and carried them back. Then, with as much precision as he could muster, he hurled each of them over into the car behind.

As he returned to Chester and Cal, he found they were still soundly asleep. They hadn’t even noticed the two backpacks that had miraculously appeared just outside their enclave. Knowing how weak Chester had become, Will wasted no time in organizing a sandwich for him.

When, after much shaking, Will managed to rouse Chester sufficiently to take in what was being offered to him, he fell upon the sandwich. He grinned at Will between mouthfuls, wolfing it down with some water from one of the canteens, then promptly went back to sleep.

And in the ensuing hours, that was how they occupied themselves — sleeping and eating. They put together bizarre sandwiches of chunky white bread with dried strips of rat jerky and coleslaw as filler. They even helped themselves to the rather unappetizing slabs of mushroom (the Colonists’ staple diet — giant fungi known as “pennybuns”), which they stacked atop heavily buttered waffles. And to finish off each meal, they ate so much fruit that they’d very soon plundered everything from the shattered crates and were forced to pry open some new ones.

All the time the train roared along, sinking them deeper into the earth’s mantle. Will realized that trying to communicate with the others was futile and instead lay back and studied the tunnel. It was a constant source of fascination for him as the train penetrated through the strata. He peered at the various layers of metamorphic rock they were passing through, studiously documenting his observations in his notebook in wobbly handwriting. This would be a geography report to end all geography reports. It certainly dwarfed his own excavations back in his Topsoil hometown of Highfield, where he’d barely scratched the surface of the earth’s crust.

He also noted that the gradient of the tunnel itself varied considerably — there were stretches several miles long that were clearly man-made, where the train would descend more gently. Then, every so often, the track would level out and they would pass through naturally formed caverns, where they could see towering palisades of flowstone. The sheer scale of these structures took Will’s breath away — he couldn’t get over how much they resembled melted cathedrals. Sometimes these were surrounded by moats of dark water, which lapped over the railway track itself. Then there came the roller-coaster sections of tunnel that were so sheer that the boys, if sleeping, were rolled violently against each other and shaken awake.

Suddenly, as if the train had dropped off a ledge, there was a jarring crash. The boys all sat up and were looking around with startled faces when showers of water gushed from above. It was warm, flooding the car and drenching them as effectively as if they had been thrust under a waterfall. They waved their arms and laughed at each other through the torrents until, as abruptly as it had begun, the deluge ended, and they fell silent.

A light steam rose from the freight bed, then was immediately whisked away in the slipstream. Will had noticed how it was growing appreciably warmer as the train rocketed on its way. This was barely perceptible at first, but more recently the temperature had soared alarmingly.

After a while all three of them loosened their shirts and took off their boots and socks. The air was so fierce and dry that they took turns clambering onto the tops of the undamaged fruit crates in an effort to catch a little more of the breeze. Will wondered if this was how it was going to be from now on. Would the Deeps be unbearably hot, like blasts from an open furnace door? It was as though they were on the main line to hell itself.

His thoughts were soon interrupted as the brakes squealed with such intensity that the boys were forced to cover their ears. The train slowed, then jerked to a complete halt. Several minutes later, from somewhere up ahead, they heard a clanking, and then the resounding crash of metal upon rock. Will quickly pulled on his boots and went to the front of the car. He hoisted himself up to peek over the top and see what was going on.

It was useless — farther down the tunnel there was a dull red glow, but everything else was masked by lazy shrouds of smoke. Chester and Cal joined Will, craning their necks to see over the tops of the cars. With the engine ticking over, the noise level had now fallen off to almost nothing, and every sound they made, every cough or shuffle of a boot, seemed so remote and tiny. Although it was an opportunity for them to talk, they just glanced at each other, none of them really knowing what to say. In the end, Chester was the first to speak up. “See anything?” he asked.

“You look better!” Will said to him. His friend was moving with more confidence and had hoisted himself up next to Will without any difficulty at all.

“I was just hungry,” Chester muttered dismissively, pressing the palm of his hand against an ear as if he was trying to relieve the pressure in it from the unfamiliar quietness.

There was a shout, a man’s deep voice booming from somewhere ahead, and they all froze. It was a salient reminder that they weren’t alone on the train. There was, of course, a conductor— possibly accompanied by an assistant driver, as Imago had warned them — and a further Colonist in the guard’s car at the rear. These men knew Chester was on board and it would be their job to send him on his way when they arrived at the Miners’ Station, but Cal and Will were stowaways and most probably had prices on their heads. They couldn’t be discovered, not at any cost.

The boys exchanged nervous glances, and then Cal pulled himself higher up on the end of the car.

“Can’t see a thing,” he said.

“I’ll try over here,” Will suggested, and, passing hand over hand, he moved himself to the corner of the car to try to get a better vantage point. Here he squinted down the side of the train, but he couldn’t make out anything more through the smoke and darkness. He returned to where the two other boys were perched. “Do you think they’re doing a search?” he asked Cal, who merely shrugged and looked anxiously behind them.

Without the slipstream to cool them, the heat was almost unbearable. “Man, it’s sweltering,” Chester whispered, blowing through his lips.

“That’s the least of our problems,” Will murmured back.

Then the engine juddered to life again, lurching forward in a series of fits and starts until it was once more under way. The boys remained where they were, hanging doggedly on to the side of the high car, and were soon resubmerged in the thrashing tumult of noise and the soot-heavy smoke.

Deciding they’d had enough, they jumped down and returned to their blind, although they continued to keep watch from over the tops of the crates. It was Will who spotted the reason why the train had stopped.

“There!” he shouted, pointing as the train chugged along. Two huge iron doors were opened back against the tunnel walls. They all stood up to see.

“Storm gates!” Cal yelled at him. “They’ll be shut again after us. You’ll see.”

Before he’d finished speaking, the brakes squealed and the train began to decelerate. It came to another juddering halt. There was a pause, then they heard the cranking noise again, this time from behind them. It culminated in a percussive thud that made their teeth rattle together and the whole tunnel quake as if there had been a small explosion.

“Told you, didn’t I?” Cal declared smugly in the lull. “They’re storm gates.”

“But what are they for?” Chester asked him.

“To stop the full force of the Levant Wind from reaching the Colony.”

Chester looked at him blankly.

“You know, the windstorms blowing up from the Interior,” Cal answered, adding, “kind of obvious, isn’t it?” He rolled his eyes as if he thought Chester’s question was absurd.

“He probably hasn’t seen one yet,” Will intervened quickly. “Chester, it’s like a thick dust that blows up from where we’re going, from the Deeps.”

“Oh, right,” his friend replied, and turned away.

Will couldn’t help but notice the look of irritation that flicked across his face.

As the train began to move at speed again, the boys resumed their positions among the crates. Over the next twelve hours, they went through many more sets of these storm gates. Each time, they kept on the lookout in case one of the Colonists got it into his mind to come back and check on Chester. But no one came, and after each interruption the boys settled back into their routines of eating and sleeping. Aware that sometime soon they would reach the end of the line, Will began to get ready. On top of all the loose light orbs he’d already squirreled away in the two rucksacks, he packed in as much fruit as he could. He had no idea where or when they’d find food once they were in the Deeps, and was determined they’d take all they could with them.

He’d been in a deep sleep when he was rudely awoken by the sound of a clanging bell. In a state of groggy confusion, his first thought was that it was his alarm clock waking him to get ready for school. He automatically groped over to where his bedside table should have been, but instead of the alarm clock, his fingertips encountered the grit-covered floor of the freight bed. The mechanical urgency of the bell hammered him fully awake, and he jumped to his feet, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. The first thing he saw was Cal frantically putting on his socks and boots as Chester watched him bemusedly. The harsh ringing kept going, echoing off the walls and down the tunnel behind them.

“C’mon, you two!” Cal bawled at the top of his lungs.

“Why?” Chester mouthed to Will, who could see the haunted look on his friend’s face.

“This is it! Get ready!” Cal said, securing the flap on his backpack.

Chester looked at him questioningly.

“We’ve got to bail out!” the younger boy yelled at him, gesturing at the front of the train. “Before the station.”
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ON A TRAIN very different from the one carrying her two sons, Sarah was on her way to London. She didn’t allow herself to sleep, but for much of the time feigned it, half closing her eyes in order to avoid any contact with the other passengers. The car became increasingly crowded as the train made frequent stops on the final stretch. She felt distinctly uneasy. A man with a mangy beard had boarded at the last of these stops, a wretch in a tartan overcoat, clutching a motley collection of plastic bags.

She had to be careful. They sometimes passed themselves off as tramps and down-and-outs. All the hollow-cheeked countenance of the average Styx required was several months’ growth of facial hair and a generous pasting of filth and it became indistinguishable from those poor unfortunates that can be found in the corners of any city.

It was a clever ruse, allowing them to man surveillance posts around the busier train stations for days on end, monitoring the passengers passing through. Sarah had lost count of how many times she’d seen vagrants loitering in doorways, and how, from under matted hair, their glassy eyes would probe her with all-seeing black pupils.

But was this tramp one of them? She watched his reflection in the windows as he produced a can of beer from a grubby shopping bag. He popped it open and began to drink, slopping a good measure of it down his beard. She caught him looking directly at her, and she didn’t like his eyes — they were jet-black, and he squinted as if he wasn’t quite used to daylight. All ominous signs. But she didn’t move to another seat on the train. The last thing she wanted was to draw attention to herself.

So she gritted her teeth and sat still until the train finally drew into St. Pancras station. She was among the first passengers to disembark and, once through the turnstile, she strolled unhurriedly over to where the kiosks were located. She kept her head bowed to avoid the security cameras dotted around the place, holding a handkerchief to her face when she thought she might be in range of any of them. She stopped and hovered by a shop window, observing the tramp as he crossed the main concourse.

If he was a Styx, or even one of their agents, far better she remain in a crowd. She weighed her options for escape. She was debating whether she should jump on an outgoing train when, just a few feet away from her, he stopped to fumble with his bags. Then, swearing incoherently at a man who happened to brush against him, he started toward the main doors of the station in a stumbling gait, his arms outstretched as if he were pushing an invisible shopping cart with a bum wheel. He left through the main entrance of the station.

By now Sarah was almost certain he was a genuine tramp, and she was eager to be on her way. She picked a direction at random, headed off through the crowd, and then slipped out of the station by a side exit.

Outside, the weather was fine and the London streets were full. Just the way she liked it. It was better to have a healthy throng of people milling around her — safety in numbers. The Styx were less likely to pull anything in front of multiple witnesses.

She set off at a fair pace, heading north toward Highfield. The rumble of the busy traffic seemed to coalesce into a single continuous beat, which was conducted through the pavement to the soles of her feet, until she could almost feel it resonating in the pit of her stomach. Strangely enough, it put her at ease. It was a comforting and constant vibration, as if the city itself were alive.

She looked at the new buildings as she went, turning her head away whenever she spotted one of the many security cameras mounted on them. She was astounded by how much had changed even since her first time in London. What was it, almost twelve years ago?

It is said that time heals. But that depends on what has happened since.

For so long, Sarah’s life had been a featureless and forlorn plain: She felt she hadn’t been really alive. Her flight from the Colony was still painfully vivid in her mind.

Walking the Topsoil city streets now, she found that she couldn’t stem the rush of memories as they flooded back. She began to relive the crushing self-doubt that she’d escaped from one nightmare only to be cast into another, into this alien land where the glare of the sunlight was agonizing and everything was so unfamiliar. Worst of all, she’d been torn apart by the guilt at leaving her children, her two sons, behind.

But I had no choice, I had to go….

Her baby, barely a week old, had developed a fever, a horrible, consuming fever that racked the tiny thing with violent shivering fits as it succumbed to the illness. Even now, Sarah could hear its interminable crying and remember how she and her husband had felt so helpless. They’d pleaded with the doctor for some medicine, but he said he didn’t have anything he could give them from his black valise. She’d become hysterical, but the doctor merely shook his head dourly, avoiding her eyes. She knew what that shake of his head meant. She knew the truth. In the Colony, medicines such as antibiotics were in permanent short supply. The little that had been stockpiled was for the sole use of the ruling classes, the Styx and maybe a very select band of elite within the Board of Governors.

There had been another alternative: She’d suggested buying some penicillin on the black market and wanted to ask her brother, Tam, to get hold of some for her. But Sarah’s husband was adamant. “I cannot condone such actions” were his words as he stared bleakly at the hapless infant that was growing weaker with every hour. Then he had blathered on about his position in the community and how it was their duty to uphold its values. None of this mattered one jot to Sarah; she just wanted her baby to be well again.

There was nothing else to do but continually swab the shining red face of the howling infant in an attempt to lower its temperature, and pray. Over the next twenty-four hours, the baby’s crying quieted to pathetic little gasps, as if it was all it could do to breathe. It was useless trying to feed it; it made no effort to draw milk. The baby was slipping away from her and there was nothing, absolutely nothing, she could do.

She thought she might go mad.

She went into fits of barely suppressed fury and, backing away from the crib into a corner of the room, she would try to hurt herself by frenziedly scratching at her forearms, biting her tongue lest she cry out and disturb the semiconscious child. At other times, she slumped to the floor, overcome by such a deep despair that she prayed she might also die with her child.

In the final hour, its pale little eyes became glazed and listless. Then, sitting by the crib in the darkened room, Sarah had been roused from her desolation by a sound. It was like a tiny whisper, as if someone were trying to remind her of something. She leaned over the cot. She knew instinctively that she’d heard the final breath leak from the baby’s dry lips. It was still. It was over. She’d lifted the child’s tiny arm and let it fall back against the mattress. It was like touching some exquisitely made doll.

But she didn’t cry then. Her eyes were dry and resolute. At that very instant, any loyalty she had felt for the Colony, her husband, and the society in which she’d lived her whole life evaporated. And in that instant, she saw everything so clearly, as if a spotlight had been switched on in her head. She knew what she must do, with such conviction that nothing was going to get in her way. She must spare her other two children from the same fate, whatever the cost.

That same evening, as the body of the dead baby, the child that had no name, lay cooling in its cot, she had thrown a few things into a shoulder bag and grabbed her two sons. While her husband was out making arrangements for the funeral, she left the house with both her boys, heading toward one of the escape routes her brother had once described to her.

As if the Styx knew her every move, it had very quickly gone wrong and become a game of cat and mouse. While she’d struggled through the warren of ventilation tunnels, they were never far behind. She recalled how she’d stopped for a moment to catch her breath. Leaning against the wall, she cowered in the darkness with a child held under each arm. In her heart of hearts, she knew she had no choice but to leave one of them behind. She wasn’t going to make it, not with both of them. She recalled her tortured indecision at the time.

But shortly afterward, a Colonist, one of her own people, had stumbled across her. In the frantic tussle that ensued, she had fought the man off, stunning him with a wild blow. Her arm had been badly hurt in the struggle, and there was no question about it anymore.

She knew what she had to do.

She left Cal behind. He was barely a year old. She’d gently laid the twitching bundle between two rocks on the grit floor of the tunnel. Etched indelibly into her memory was the image of the child’s cocoonlike swaddling, smeared with her own blood. And the noise he was making, the gurgling. She knew it wouldn’t be long before he was discovered and returned to her husband, and that he would care for him. A scant consolation. She had resumed her flight with the other son and, more by luck than skill, had somehow eluded the Styx and broken out onto the surface.

In the small hours of the morning, they had walked down Highfield’s Main Street, her son on the pavement beside her, a toddler still unsteady on his legs. He was her eldest child and he was called Seth. He was nearly three years old. He had turned this way and that as he gaped at the strange surroundings with wide, frightened eyes.

She had no money, nowhere to go, and before long the realization hit her that it was going to be a struggle to look after even the one child.

Hearing people in the distance, she led Seth away from the main thoroughfare and down several side streets until she spied a church. Seeking refuge in its overgrown graveyard, mother and son sat on a mossy grave, smelling the night air for the very first time in their lives and looking with awe at the sodium-soaked sky above. Sarah just wanted to shut her eyes for a few minutes, but she feared if she rested for too long, she might not ever get up again. With her head spinning, she summoned all her remaining strength and got to her feet with the aim of finding some food, some water, somewhere they could hide.

She had tried to explain to her son what she intended to do, how soon she’d be back, but he just wanted to come with her. Poor little confused Seth. The expression on his face, the pure, heartrending incomprehension, was all she could bear as she hastily walked away from him. He clung to the railings around the most commanding tomb in the graveyard, which, strangely enough, had two small stone figures at its apex wielding a pickax and a shovel. Seth called out to her as she went, but she couldn’t turn to look back, her every instinct raking at her, telling her not to go.

She left the churchyard, heading she knew not where, all the while fighting the dizziness that, with each step, made her feel as though she was walking on rolling pins.

Sarah didn’t remember much after that.

She’d regained consciousness as something prodded her awake. When she opened her eyes, the light was unbearable. It was so blindingly bright, she could barely make out the face of the concerned woman who stood over her, asking her what was wrong. Sarah found she’d passed out between two parked cars. Shielding her eyes with her hands, she pulled herself to her feet and ran.

She’d eventually found her way back to Seth, but stopped as she saw figures milling around him, dressed in black. Her first thought had been that they were Styx, but then, through her watering eyes, she had been able to read the word police on the car. She’d slunk away.

Since that day, she had tried to tell herself a million times that it had been for the best, that she’d been in no condition to care for a young child, let alone go on the run from the Styx with one in tow. But that did nothing to dispel the image of the small boy’s tear-filled eyes as he reached out a tiny hand and called for her over and over again as she’d slipped into the night.

The tiny hand wavering in the light of the streetlamps, reaching for her….

Something hurt recoiled in her head, like a badly injured animal rolling itself into a ball.

Her thoughts were so vivid that, as a passerby on the pavement threw a glance at her, she wondered if she’d been talking out loud.

“Pull yourself together,” she urged herself. She had to stay focused. She shook her head to dispel the image of the little face from her mind. Anyway, it was so long ago now and, like the buildings around her, everything had changed, changed irreparably. If the message for her in the dead mailbox was true — something she couldn’t yet bring herself to believe — then Seth had become Will.

He had become someone else altogether.

After several miles, Sarah came to a busy street, with shops and a brick-built monolith of a supermarket. She grumbled beneath her breath as she was forced to stop at a crosswalk in the midst of a small crowd, waiting for the lights to change. She was uncomfortable, and huddled tightly inside her coat. Then, with a beeping, the green man lit up and she crossed the road, forging ahead of the people burdened by their shopping bags.

It began to rain, and people scurried for cover or back to their cars, leaving the streets less busy. Sarah carried on, unnoticed. She heard Tam’s voice, as clearly as if he was walking beside her.

“See, but don’t be seen.”

It was something he had taught her. As young children, in brazen disregard of their parents’ instructions, they had often sneaked out of the house. Disguising themselves by donning rags and wiping burnt cork on their faces, they had taken their lives in their hands and gone deep into one of the roughest, most dangerous places you could find in the whole of the Colony — the Rookeries. Even now she could picture Tam as he was then, his grinning, youthful visage streaked with black and his eyes shining with excitement as the two of them hared away after yet another close scrape. She missed him so much.

She was pulled once more from her thoughts. A loud exchange in a language she couldn’t understand had caught her attention. Several shops down, two workmen were leaving a café, its steamy windows illuminated by the striplights inside. She made a beeline for it.

She ordered a cup of coffee, paid for it at the counter, then took it over to a table by the window. Sipping the thin, tasteless liquid, she slipped the creased note from her pocket and slowly reread the artless handwriting. She still couldn’t bring herself to accept what it said. How could Tam be dead? How could that be? As bad as things were in this Topsoil world, she’d always been able to draw small comfort from the knowledge that her brother was still alive and well in the Colony. It was like a flickering candle at the end of an incredibly long tunnel, the hope that one day she might see him again. And now even that had been taken away from her; now he was dead.

She flipped over the note and read the other side, then read the entire letter again, shaking her head.

The note must be wrong; Joe Waites must have been mistaken when he wrote it. How could her own son, Seth, her firstborn, who was once her pride and joy, have betrayed Tam to the Styx? Her own flesh and blood had effectively murdered her brother. And if it really was true, how could Seth have been corrupted like that? What could have driven him to do it? There was equally shocking news in the final paragraph. She read the lines over and over again, about how Seth had abducted her youngest son, forcing Cal to go with him.

“No,” she said out loud, shaking her head, refusing to accept that Seth was responsible. And there it was again: Her son was Seth, and not Will, and he couldn’t be capable of any of this. Perhaps someone had tampered with the note. Perhaps someone knew about the dead mailbox. But how, and why? None of it made any sense.

She realized her hands were trembling. She rested them hard against the table, crumpling the letter in her palms. Then she cleared a small circle in the condensation on the inside of the café window and peered through. It was still too early, too light, so she decided to bide her time a while longer, drawing with the corner of a paper napkin in some coffee slopped on the scratched red melamine of the tabletop. As the coffee evaporated, she simply stared down at her front, as if she’d fallen into a trance. When, several moments later, she came to with a small start, she noticed a button on her coat hanging by a thread. She tugged at it and it came away in her hand. Without thinking, she dropped it into her empty cup and then just gazed blankly at the steamed-up windows, at the vague shapes of people hurrying by.

Finally the owner ambled over, giving the empty tables a casual swipe with his grimy dishcloth and straightening the chairs on the way. He stopped by the window and joined Sarah in looking out, then, in an offhand tone, asked if he could get her anything else. Without acknowledging him, she simply got up and made straight for the door. Angered, he snatched up her empty coffee cup and spotted the discarded button sitting in the bottom of it.

That did it. She wasn’t a regular, and she’d hogged his table, spending next to nothing.

“Ch …!” he started to yell, but only managed the first letters of “Cheapskate” before the word shriveled on his lips.

He’d happened to glance down at the tabletop. He blinked and shifted his head, as if the light were playing tricks on his eyes. There, staring back at him from the red melamine, was a surprisingly accomplished image.

It was a face, some five inches square and built up from layer upon layer of dried-out coffee, as if it had been painted with tempera. But it wasn’t the artistry that stopped him cold, it was the fact that the face had its mouth wrenched open in a jaw-breaking rictus of a scream. He blinked again; it was so unnerving that for several seconds he didn’t move, simply stared at the image. He found it impossible to associate the quiet, mousy woman who had just left his café with this shocking portrayal of anguish. Quickly he covered it with his dishcloth as he set about wiping it away.

Back out on the street, Sarah tried not to walk too quickly. Before she entered Highfield, she broke her journey to book a room in a bed-and-breakfast. There were several on the same street, but she chose one, a shabby Victorian terraced house, at random. That is how she had to be if she wanted to survive.

Never the same twice.

Never twice the same.

If she fell into any sort of routine or pattern, the Styx would be on her in a flash.

Giving a false name and address, she paid cash in advance for a single night. She took her key from the manager, a wrinkled old man, and on the way to her room checked the location of the fire escape. Just in case. Once in her room, she locked the door, wedging a chair under the handle. Then she pulled the sun-faded curtains closed and perched on the end of the bed while she attempted to gather her thoughts.

She opened the Highfield Bugle, a newspaper she’d taken from the reception desk. As she always did, she took out a pen and went straight to the classifieds, circling the advertisements for short-term employment that might suit her. Then she flicked her way back through the rest of the paper, perusing the articles without much interest. But one item caught her eye:


THE BEAST OF HIGHFIELD?

By T. K. Martin, Staff Reporter

Another sighting of the mysterious doglike animal took place on Highfield Common over the weekend. Mrs. Croft-Hardinge of the Clockdown Houses was out walking her basset hound, Goldy, on Saturday evening when she spotted the beast in the lower branches of a tree.

“It was chewing the head off something I thought was a children’s plush toy until I realized it was a rabbit and saw the blood everywhere,” she told the Bugle. “It was huge with horrible eyes and nasty-looking teeth. When it noticed me, it just spat out the head, and I could have sworn it was looking straight at me.”

Reports of the animal are confused, some describing it as a jaguar or puma, similar to the sightings of a large cat at Bodmin Moor, which began in the eighties, while others say it is more doglike in appearance. The Inspector of Parks for Highfield, Mr. Kenneth Wood, recently supervised a search after a local man claimed that the beast made off with his miniature poodle, tearing the leash from his hands. Other residents from the Highfield area have reported that their dogs have gone missing in recent months.

The mystery continues….


With aggressive jabs, Sarah began to doodle in the margin by the article. Although she was only using an old ballpoint, before long she had drawn an intricately detailed picture of a moonlit cemetery, not that different from the one in Highfield where she had taken refuge when she’d first escaped to the surface. But there the similarities ended, as she sketched a large, blank headstone in the foreground. She stared at it for a while before, using his Topsoiler name, she eventually wrote:

Will Burrows?

Sarah frowned. The anger welling up inside her from her brother’s death was so powerful, she felt as if she were being swept along on a wave. And when she arrived wherever it was taking her, she needed someone to blame. Of course, at the root of it there were the Styx, but now she allowed herself to think the unthinkable: If it really was true about Seth, then he was going to pay, and pay dearly.

Still staring at the sketch, she tensed her hand and the pen snapped, sending slivers of clear plastic shooting over the hotel bed.
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WITH GRIM FACES, the boys clung to the side of the railroad car, the tunnel wall flashing past them in a terrifying blur even though the train was decelerating as it negotiated a sharp bend.

They had already thrown the backpacks out, and Chester had been the last to hoist himself over the side and join the other two. He let his feet scrabble down until they found a ledge, then held on for all he was worth. Will was just about to shout to the other two boys when his brother beat him to the punch.

“JUMP!” Cal yelled, and let loose a howl as he thrust himself off. Will watched as he vanished into the darkness.

Will had no option but to follow his brother. He gritted his teeth and then pushed himself off, twisting around as he did so. For a split second he seemed to hang in the wind. Then he landed on his feet with a bone-jarring jolt and pitched forward into a helter-skelter sprint, running at a crazy speed with his arms outspread as he tried to keep his balance.

Everything was a confusion of acrid smoke as the enormous wheels ground just feet away from him. But he was going impossibly fast and had hardly covered any distance when his own feet tripped him up. He went flying, falling first onto one knee, and the next instant flipping onto his chest. He skidded along, his body plowing up dust in its wake. Coming to a halt, he slowly rolled over onto his back and then sat up, coughing out a mouthful of dirt. The huge train wheels continued to trundle past, and he thanked his lucky stars that he hadn’t fallen under them. He pulled a light orb from his pocket and began to look for any sign of the others.

After a while he heard a loud groaning coming from farther up the track. As he watched, Chester emerged from the smoke-ridden darkness, crawling on all fours. He raised his head like an ill-tempered tortoise and, spying Will, sped up.

“All right?” Will shouted at him.

“Oh, just brilliant!” Chester shouted as he plunked himself next to Will.

Will shrugged, rubbing the leg that had taken all the impact of his fall.

“Cal?” Chester asked.

“Dunno. Better wait for him here.” Will couldn’t tell if Chester had heard him, but his friend didn’t seem inclined to go and look for the boy, anyway.

Some minutes later, as the train continued its relentless passage past them, Will’s brother emerged through the smoky gloom with a rucksack on each shoulder, strolling jauntily, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He squatted next to Will.

“I got the bags. You all in one piece?” he yelled. There was a large scrape on his forehead, and little droplets of blood were collecting and running down the bridge of his nose.

Will nodded and looked past Cal. “Get down! The guard’s car!” he warned, pulling his brother close to him.

Tucked into the tunnel wall, they watched the light looming toward them. It was streaming from the windows of the guard’s train car, forming broad rectangles on the walls as it went. It shot past them, blasting them with a split second of illumination. As the train sped into the tunnel ahead and the light receded, growing smaller and smaller until there was nothing of it still visible, Will had an overpowering sense of finality.

In the unaccustomed silence, he got up and stretched his legs. He’d grown so used to the rocking of the train that it was a novelty to be back on terra firma again.

Will sniffed and was just about to say something to the other two boys when the train whistle blew in the distance.

“What does that mean?” he said eventually.

“It’s coming up to the station,” Cal answered, his eyes still on the darkness where they had last seen the train.

“How do you know that?” Chester asked him.

“My … our uncle told me.”

“Your uncle? Can he help us? Where is he?” Chester fired the questions at Cai in rapid succession, his face filled with anticipation at the thought that there might be someone who could come to their rescue.

“No,” Cal snapped, frowning at Chester.

“Why not? I don’t understand —”

“No, Chester,” Will interjected, shaking his head urgently. His friend could tell he needed to keep his mouth buttoned.

Will turned to his brother. “So what happens now? They’ll find out Chester’s gone when they unload the train. What then? ”

“Then nothing.” Cal shrugged. “Job done. They’ll just think he’s bailed out. They know he won’t survive for long on his own…. After all, he’s only a Topsoiler.” He laughed humor-lessly and kept on talking, as if Chester weren’t there. “They won’t send a search party or anything.”

“How can you be so sure about that?” Will quizzed his brother. “Wouldn’t they assume he’d head straight back to the Colony again?”

“Nice idea, and even if he did happen to make it all the way — on foot — the Blackheads would just pick him off as soon as he showed up,” Cal said.

“Blackheads?” Chester asked.

“Styx — that’s one of the names the Colonists call them behind their backs,” Will explained.

“Oh, right,” Chester said. “Well, anyway, I’m never going back to that foul place again. Not on your life!” he added firmly to Cal.

Cal didn’t respond, instead putting on his backpack as Will picked up the other one by its straps, testing its weight. It was heavy, stuffed to the brim with their equipment and the extra food and light orbs. He lifted it onto his back, wincing as the strap dug into his injured shoulder. The poultice Imago had applied to the wound had done wonders, but any pressure was still incredibly painful. Will tried to adjust the rucksack so that most of the weight was on his good shoulder, and they set off.

Before long, Cal sped onward at a fast trot, leaving Will and Chester to watch his bobbing silhouette advance into the murky gloom. The two of them strolled between the enormous metal girders of the train tracks. There was so much they wanted to say to each other, but now that they were alone, it was as if neither knew where to begin. Finally Will cleared his throat.

“We’ve got some catching up to do,” he said awkwardly. “Stuff happened — crazy stuff— while you were in the Hold.”

Will began to speak about his family, his biological family, whom he had met for the first time in the Colony, and what life had been like with them. Then he recounted how he and Uncle Tam had planned Chester’s escape. “It was awful when it went wrong. I just couldn’t believe it when I saw Rebecca was with the St —”

“That little brat!” Chester exploded. “Didn’t you ever think there was something seriously wrong with her? All those years you were growing up together?”

“Well, I thought she was a bit strange, but then I thought all sisters were like that,” Will said.

“A bit strange?” Chester repeated. “She’s a certifiable nutcase. You must have known she wasn’t your real sister.”

“No, how could I? I … I didn’t even know I was adopted or where I’d come from.”

“Don’t you remember when your parents first brought her home?” Chester said, sounding a little amazed.

“No,” Will replied thoughtfully. “I would have been about four, I suppose. Do you remember much from when you were that old?”

Chester made a noise as if he wasn’t wholly convinced, but Will went on with the chain of events. Trudging along beside him, Chester listened intently. Will finally came to the discussion with Imago, when he and Cal had had to decide whether they were going to return Topsoil or travel down into the Deeps.

Chester nodded.

“And that’s how we came to be on the Miners’ Train with you,” Will finished, reaching the end of the story.

“Well, I’m glad you did.” His friend smiled.

“I couldn’t leave you behind,” Will said. “I had to make sure you were OK. That’s the least I —”

Will’s voice broke. He was attempting to articulate his emotions, his remorse, for everything Chester had been put through.

“They beat me, you know,” Chester said abruptly.

“Huh?”

“After they caught me again,” he said, so quietly that Will could hardly hear him. “They threw me back in the Hold and whacked me with clubs … tons of times,” he continued. “Rebecca would come to watch.”

“Oh no,” Will mumbled.

They were both silent for a few paces as they picked their way over the massive railroad ties.

“Did they hurt you badly?” Will eventually asked, dreading the answer.

Chester didn’t reply right away. “They were really angry with us … with you mostly. They were shouting about you a lot as they hit me, saying you’d made them look like fools.” Chester cleared his throat weakly and swallowed. His speech became confused. “It was … I … they …” He took in a sharp breath. “The beatings never went that far, and all I could think was that there was something much worse in store for me.” He paused as he wiped his nose. “Then this old Styx sentenced me to Banishment, which was even more frightening. I was so scared, I completely fell apart.” Chester’s gaze dropped to the ground, as if he’d done something to be ashamed of.

He continued, a tone of the coldest controlled fury creeping into his voice. “You know, Will, if I could have, I would have killed them … the Styx. I wanted to, so much. They’re evil … all of them. I would have killed them, even Rebecca.” He stared at Will with such intensity that Will shivered — he was seeing a side of Chester he hadn’t known existed.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Chester.”

But something equally important occurred to Chester, deflecting his thoughts. He stopped short, teetering on the spot, as if he’d been slapped in the face. “What you were saying about the Styx and their … what are they called … their people up on the surface?”

“Agents,” Will helped him.

“Yes … their agents …” He narrowed his eyes. “Even if I could get back above ground again, I couldn’t go home, could I?”

Will stood before him, not knowing what to say.

“If I did, my mum and dad would be abducted, like that family you mentioned, the Watkinses. The dirty, rotten Styx wouldn’t just be after me. They’d grab my parents and turn them into slaves, or murder them, wouldn’t they?”

Will could only return Chester’s stare, but that was enough.

“And what could I do? If I tried to warn Mum and Dad, or even the police, do you think they’d believe me? They’d think I’d lost my mind or something.” His head sagged forward and he sighed. “All the time I was locked up in the Hold, all I thought about was you and me getting home. I just wanted to go home. It kept me going for all those months.” He broke into a cough, which might have masked a sob — Will couldn’t tell. Chester grasped Will’s arm and stared straight into his eyes. His expression was one of the deepest despair. “I’m never going to see daylight again, am I?”

Will remained silent.

“One way or another, we’re stuck down here for good, aren’t we? There’s nowhere for us to go, not now. Will, what are we going to do?” Chester said.

“I’m so sorry,” Will said again in a strangled voice.

Cal’s excited cries echoed from up ahead. “Hey!” he was calling repeatedly.

“No!” Will yelled back in frustration. “Not now!” He waved his light in a gesture of irritation. He needed more time with his friend. “Just wait!”

“Found something!” Cal hollered even more loudly, either not hearing Will’s response or choosing to ignore it.

Chester glanced to where the younger boy was and declared, “It’d better not be the station. I am not going to get caught again.” He took a step forward along the tracks.

“Hold up, Chester,” Will started, “hang on a second. I want to say something.”

Chester’s eyes were still red-rimmed with fatigue. As they stood there, Will fidgeted with the light orb in his hands, and from its illumination Chester could easily read the turmoil in his friend’s filth-covered face.

“I know exactly what you’re going to say,” he said. “It’s not your fault.”

“But it is!” Will cried. “It is my fault…. I didn’t mean to get you into all this. You’ve got a real family, but … I’ve … I’ve got no one to go back to. I’ve got nothing to lose.”

Chester tried to reply, reaching a hand forward, but his friend went on, growing more incoherent as he attempted to give voice to the emotions and regrets that had been knocking around in his head for the past months.

“I never should have gotten you into this … you were just helping me….”

“Look …,” Chester said, trying to calm his friend.

“My dad will be able to fix everything, but if we don’t find him … I —”

“Will —” Chester tried to interrupt once again, then allowed him to continue.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do, or what’s going to happen to us … we might never … we might die….”

“Just forget it,” Chester said softly as Will’s voice fell to a whisper. “Neither of us knew it would turn out like this, and besides” — Will saw a broad grin ease itself into place on his friend’s face — “it really can’t get any worse, can it?” Chester punched Will playfully on the shoulder, unknowingly hitting the precise spot that had been so horribly injured by the stalker dog in the Eternal City.

“Thanks, Chester,” Will gasped, clenching his teeth to stop himself from crying out from the fresh wave of pain.

“Hurry up!” Cal’s shouts came again. “I’ve found a way through here. Come on!”

“What’s he ranting about?” Chester asked.

Will tried to pull himself together. “He’s always doing this, running off,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“Oh really? Remind you of anyone?” Chester said, arching an eyebrow.

Slightly abashed, Will nodded. “Yeah … a little.” He managed to return Chester’s smile.

They caught up with Cal, who was positively vibrating with excitement, babbling something about a light.

“Told you! Look down there!” He was jumping up and down, pointing into a large passage that led away from the train tunnel. Will peered down it and saw a soft blue glow, flickering as if it was quite some distance away.

“Keep up with me,” Cal ordered and, without waiting for either Will or Chester to react, raced off at a furious pace.

Will tried to shout after him, but Cal didn’t stop.

“Who does he think he is?” Chester said, looking at Will, who just shrugged as they both followed Cal’s lead. “Can’t believe I’m being told what to do by a pesky midget,” Chester complained under his breath.

The temperature suddenly seemed to soar, making them pant. The air was so searingly dry and arid that their sweat was whisked off their skin the moment it appeared.

“Man, it is sweltering down here. It’s like Spain or something,” Chester complained, undoing several shirt buttons and scratching his chest.

“Well, if you believe the geologists, the temperature should rise one degree for every seventy feet you get closer to the earth’s core,” Will said.

“What does that mean?” Chester asked.

“It means we should be toast by now.”

As Will and Chester followed Cal, wondering what exactly they were getting themselves into now, the light grew in intensity. It seemed to pulse, sometimes bathing the jagged walls around them, and then gradually diminishing so that there was only a bluish haze ahead.

They caught up with Cal just as he reached the end of the passage. A large space opened up before them.

A single flame, about six feet high, sprouted from the central point in the space. With a loud hissing, the flame grew, the blue plume elongating until it had quadrupled in height, spearing up and licking into a circular opening in the roof above it. The heat from the flame was too much to bear, and they were forced to back away and cover their faces with their arms.
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“What is it?” Will asked, but neither Cal nor Chester answered, all three boys bewitched by its sheer beauty. For at the base of the flame, as it emerged from the blackened rock, it was almost transparent, but it transformed through a spectrum of colors, into shimmering yellows and reds, to a staggering range of greens, until it became the deepest magenta at its apex. But the overall light, the summation of these colors, was the blue that it cast around them, and which had led them here. They stood together, their eyes reflecting the iridescent display, until the hissing subsided and the flame shrank back down again.

As if they had all snapped out of a spell at the same instant, they turned to see what lay around them. They could make out a number of shadowy openings in the walls of the chamber.

Will and Chester made for the nearest of these. As they cautiously entered it, the light from the orbs in their hands mingled with the blue of the residual flame to reveal man-sized bundles leaning against the walls, two or three deep in places.

Wrapped in dusty cloth, each was bound several times around its girth with some type of twine. A few of the bundles appeared to be more recent than others, encased in a less soiled and stained cloth. But the older ones were so dirty as to be almost indistinguishable from the rock behind them. Closely followed by Chester, Will went over to one of these and held up his light to it. Strips of material had rotted and fallen away, allowing the boys to see what was inside.

“Ohmygosh,” Chester said, so quickly it sounded like a single word.

Desiccated skin was drawn tightly across a skeletal face, which stared back at them from its empty eye sockets. Here and there the dull ivory of clean bone poked through cracks in the dark skin. As Will moved his light, they could see other parts of the skeleton: Ribs protruded through the fabric, and a spiderlike hand rested against a hip covered with skin as tightly stretched as a piece of ancient parchment.

“I suppose these must be dead Coprolites,” Will mumbled as he and Chester followed the wall around, surveying the other bundles.

“Oh. My. God,” Chester repeated, slowly this time. “There are hundreds of them.”

“This has to be some sort of burial ground,” Will spoke in a subdued voice, as if showing these amassed bodies respect. “Just like the American Indians. They left their dead on wooden platforms, on mountainsides, rather than bury them.”

“So if this is some type of holy place, shouldn’t we get the heck out of here? We don’t want to upset these people, the Cupcakes or whatever they’re called,” Chester said urgently.

“Coprolites,” Will corrected him.

“Coprolites.” Chester pronounced the word carefully. “Right.”

“And another thing,” Will said.

“What?” Chester asked, turning to him.

“The name Coprolites,” Will continued, barely suppressing a grin. “That’s just what the Colonists call them. If you ever meet a Coprolite, don’t use that name, OK?”

“Why?”

“It’s not very flattering. It’s dinosaur droppings. It means fossilized dinosaur poo.” Will smirked as he walked a little farther along the wall of mummified bodies, until his attention was caught by one whose shroud had all but disintegrated.

He played his light on the corpse, passing the beam slowly down its length to its feet and then back up to its head again. Although the body was taller than either Will or Chester, it was so shrunken that it looked very small, and nothing at all like the cadaver of a fully grown adult. It had a thick golden bracelet around its bony wrist, in which were inset chunky rectangular gemstones of red, green, dark blue, and a few with no color at all. Their matte surfaces glinted dully, like old cough drops.

“I bet that’s gold, and I reckon those stones could be rubies, emeralds, and sapphires … and even diamonds,” Will said with bated breath. “Isn’t this just incredible?”

“Yeah,” Chester replied, without conviction.

“I must take a picture of this.”

“Can’t we just get out of here?” Chester urged as Will shrugged off his rucksack and extricated his camera from it. Then Chester noticed Will was extending a hand toward the braceleted wrist.

“Just what do you think you’re doing, Will?”

“I need to move this slightly,” Will said, “for a better shot.”

“Will!”

But Will wasn’t listening. He had taken hold of the bracelet between his thumb and forefinger and was gently rotating it.

“Don’t, Will! Will, c’mon! You know you shouldn’t …”

The whole body quaked and then simply collapsed to the floor, throwing up a plume of dust.

“Oops!” Will said.

“Yeah, oops! That’s great! Just great!” Chester gulped as they both took a hasty step backward. “Look at what you’ve done!”

As the cloud settled, Will peered shamefacedly at the small mound of bones and grayish ash before him — it resembled a pile of old branches and twigs left over from a bonfire. The body had simply disintegrated.

“Sorry,” he said to it. With a shiver, he realized he still had the bracelet in his fingers; he dropped it on top of the heap.

Any thoughts of taking pictures now abandoned, Will squatted down by his pack to put away his camera. He had just secured the side pocket when he noticed he’d picked up some dust on his hands in the process. Right away he began to inspect the ground on which he and Chester now stood. Making a face, Will quickly stood up and wiped his hands on his pants.

They were treading on several inches of dust and bone fragments from decomposed cadavers.

They were tramping in the remains of many dead bodies.

“Let’s go back a bit,” Will suggested, not wanting to upset Chester even more. “Away from these.”

“Works for me,” Chester answered gratefully, without inquiring why. “This is all way creepy.”

They both stepped back a distance, pausing as Will regarded the silent ranks against the walls.

“Thousands of them must be buried here. Generations,” he said thoughtfully.

“We should really —”

Chester stopped in midsentence, and Will reluctantly tore his eyes from the mummified corpses to focus on his friend’s anxious face.

“Did you see where Cal went?” Chester asked.

“No,” Will said, immediately concerned.

They raced back into the central chamber, paused to peer into its corners, then edged around so they could see to the far end, past the flame, which once again was beginning to hiss loudly and stretch its wispy apex toward the roof.

“There he is!” Will exclaimed in relief as he spotted the lone figure making its way determinedly into a distant corner. “Why does he never stay put?”

“You know, I’ve only known your brother for … what … forty-eight hours, and I have to tell you I’ve already had enough of him,” Chester complained, watching Will’s reaction carefully to see if he was offended.

But Will didn’t seem to mind in the slightest.

“Maybe we could tether him to something?” Chester smiled wryly.

Will hesitated for a second. “Look, we’d better go after him. He must have found something … maybe another way out,” he said, starting after his brother.

Chester glanced sidelong into the chamber containing the massed ranks of bodies. “Good idea,” he muttered and, giving an involuntary groan, took off after Will.

They ran at a trot, giving the flame a wide berth as it peaked at its full height again and radiated its intense heat. They could just about see Cal as he left the farthermost reaches of the central chamber and passed under a large, roughly hewn archway. They followed him through this and found themselves on an area of ground the size of a soccer field, with a high canopy above it. Cal had his back to them and was clearly looking at something.

“You can’t keep running off by yourself,” Will reprimanded him.

“It’s a river,” Cal said, oblivious to his brother’s irritation.

Before them was a broad channel, the water sweeping quickly past and throwing up a fine, warm spray. They could feel it on their faces even from the bank.

“Hey! Look there!” Cal directed Will and Chester.

Jutting out over the water was a pier some sixty feet in length. It was constructed from rusting metal girders, which looked irregular and handmade. Although it didn’t appear to be well built, the pier felt solid enough underfoot. They didn’t hesitate to go to the very end, where a circular platform edged with a railing fashioned from odd pieces of metal was suspended.

As their lights, which barely reached across to the opposite side of the river, picked out the white flecks of spume in the otherwise unbroken sheet of speeding black water, their minds played tricks on them and they felt as if they were racing along. Occasional splashes drenched them as the fast-flowing water dashed against the stanchions on the platform’s underside.

Cal leaned forward over the railing as he spoke.

“Can’t see the bank, or …,” he began.

“Careful,” Will warned him. “Don’t fall in.”

“… or anywhere to cross it,” he finished.

“No!” Chester immediately spoke out. “I, for one, am not putting a foot anywhere near that. The current looks really strong.”

Nobody disagreed, and the three of them stood there for a moment, welcoming the warm spray on their faces.

Will shut his eyes and listened to the sound of the water. Behind his calm exterior, he was grappling with his emotions. A part of him said he should be insisting that they cross the river, even though they had no idea how deep it was or what lay on the other side, just to keep forging ahead.

But what was the point? They had no idea where they were going, and there was nowhere they had to be. At this very moment he was deep in the earth’s mantle, farther down than anyone from the surface had probably ever been, and why? Because of his father, who, for all he knew, was already dead. Difficult as it was for him, he had to consider the possibility that he might be wasting everyone’s time chasing a ghost.

Will felt a light breeze ruffle his hair and opened his eyes. He looked at his friend, Chester, and his brother, Cal, and saw their bright eyes gleaming in their grubby faces, entranced by the vision of the underground river before them. He hadn’t ever seen either of them look more alive. Despite all the hardships they had suffered, they appeared to be happy. The doubts fell from his mind, and he felt in control of himself again. He knew it all had to be worth it.

“We’re not going to cross the river,” he announced. “Let’s just go back to the railway track.”

“Yes,” Chester and Cal both immediately answered.

“Fine. That’s decided, then,” Will said, nodding to himself as the threesome turned together and walked side by side by side back down the pier.
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SARAH STROLLED casually down Main Street, in no particular hurry. She couldn’t explain it to herself, but there was something deeply reassuring about returning to the place where she had first broken out to the surface.

It was as if by coming back, she was reaffirming that the specter she’d been running from for so very long now, the Colony hidden down below, really did exist. There’d been occasions in the past when she’d actually wondered if she wasn’t just imagining the entire thing, if the whole basis of her life wasn’t some elaborate self-delusion.

It was just after seven in the evening and the interior of the rather uninspiring Victorian building that proclaimed itself to be the Highfield Museum was in darkness. Farther along from the museum, she noticed with some surprise that Clarke Brothers, the greengrocers, appeared to have closed up shop. The shutters, painted with many coats of a treacly pea-green gloss, were firmly sealed. They must have been that way for some time, since a thick crust of fliers covered them, the most prominent advertising some recently reunited boy band and a New Year’s used car sale.

Sarah drew to a halt and stared at the shop. For generations, the population of the Colony had relied on the Clarkes for regular consignments of fresh fruit and vegetables. There were other Topsoil suppliers, but the brothers and their forebears had been trusted allies for as long as anyone could remember. Short of the possibility that they had both died, she knew they would have never closed shop, not voluntarily.

She contemplated the sealed shutters of the storefront one last time, then moved on. The closing of Clarke Brothers bore out what the note from the dead mailbox had said: The Colony was subject to a lockdown, and the majority of the above-ground supply links had been severed. It underlined just how far things must have gone down below.

Several miles later, Sarah rounded the corner onto Broadlands Avenue. As she approached the Burrows’ house, she saw that its curtains were drawn and there was no sign of life anywhere in the place, either. Quite the opposite: A discarded packing crate under the lean-to, and the unkempt front garden, spoke to her of months of neglect. She didn’t slow as she walked past it, glimpsing in the corner of her eye an uprooted real estate agent’s sign in the long grass behind the chain-link fence. She continued along the row of identical houses to the end of the avenue, where an alleyway took her through to the Common.

Sarah put her head back and flared her nostrils, drawing the air into her lungs, a mix of city and countryside smells. Exhaust fumes and the slightly sour scent of massed people fought with the wet grass and fresh vegetation around her.

Sarah kept to the perimeter path for several hundred yards and then ducked into the foliage, pushing her way through the trees and shrubs until she could see the backs of the houses on Broadlands Avenue. Moving stealthily from one to another, she observed the occupants from the ends of their gardens. In one, an elderly couple sat stiffly at a dining table, drinking soup. In another, an obese man in a vest and underpants was smoking while he read the paper.

The inhabitants of the subsequent two houses were lost to her, as both had their curtains pulled, but in the next, a young woman was standing by the windows and playing with a baby, bouncing it up and down. Sarah stopped, compelled to watch the woman’s face. Feeling her emotions and her sense of loss begin to rise within her again, Sarah tore her eyes away from the mother and child and moved on.

Finally she reached her destination. Sarah stood on the very same spot behind the Burrows’ house where she’d stood so many times before, hoping to catch the smallest glimpse of her son as he grew up, and away, from her.

After she’d been forced to leave him behind in the church graveyard, she’d searched high and low for him all over Highfield. For the following two and a half years, wearing sunglasses until she became acclimatized to the painful daylight, she’d combed the streets and hovered outside the local schools at the end of classes. But there was absolutely no sign of Seth anywhere. She’d widened her search radius, venturing farther and farther afield until she was wandering around the neighboring London boroughs.

Then, on a day shortly after her son’s fifth birthday, she happened to be back in Highfield again when she caught sight of him outside the main post office. He was steady on his feet, running around wildly with a toy dinosaur. Already he was quite different from the child she’d left behind. Nevertheless, she had recognized him immediately; he was unmistakable with his unruly shock of brilliant white hair, precisely the same as hers, although she was now forced to use dyes to mask it.

She’d followed Seth and his new mother home from the shops to find out where they lived. Her first impulse had been to snatch him back. But it was just too dangerous with the Styx still after her. So, season after season, Sarah came back to Highfield, even if just for part of a day, desperate for the briefest sighting of her son. She’d stare at him over the length of the garden, which was like some untraversable abyss. He grew taller and his face filled out, becoming so much like hers that sometimes she thought it was her own reflection she was seeing in the glass of the French doors.

And on those occasions she yearned to call out over the tantalizingly short distance, but she never did. She couldn’t. She’d often wondered how he would have reacted if she’d walked across the garden and into the house and, there, had clasped him to her. She felt her throat close up as the imagined scene unfurled before her like a preview of some television melodrama, their eyes filling with tears as they looked upon each other with startled mutual recognition. He would be mouthing the words Mother, Mother, over and over again.

But all that was history now.

And if the message from Joe Waites was to be believed, the child was now a murderer, and had to pay for his crimes.

As if she were on a rack, Sarah was torn between the love that she had known for her son and the hollow hatred that simmered at its borders, the two extremes pulling remorselessly at her. They were both so powerful that, caught in the middle, she was plunged into a state of confusion and an utter, overpowering numbness.

Stop it! For the sake of all that’s holy, snap out of it! What was happening to her? Her life, for years so controlled and disciplined, was slipping into disarray. She had to get hold of herself. She raked the nails of one hand over the back of the other, then did it again, and yet again, each time pressing harder, until she broke the skin, the stinging pain bringing a bitter relief of distraction.

Her son had been christened Seth in the Colony, but Topsoil somebody had renamed him Will. He had been adopted by a local couple called Burrows. While the mother, Mrs. Burrows, was a mere shadow of a woman, who spent her life ensconced in front of the television, Will had evidently fallen under the spell of his adoptive father, who worked as the curator of the local museum.

Sarah had followed Will on numerous occasions, trailing behind as he went off on his bicycle, a gleaming shovel strapped across his back. She would watch as the lonely figure, a baseball cap pulled low over his distinctive white locks, toiled in the rough ground at the edges of town or by the local dump. She observed him digging some surprisingly deep holes with guidance and encouragement, she assumed, from Dr. Burrows. How very, very ironic, she thought. Having eluded the tyranny of the Colony, it was as though her son was trying to return to it, like a salmon swimming upstream to its spawning ground.

But though his name had been changed, what had happened to Will? Like her and her brother, Tam, he had Macaulay blood in him; he was from one of the oldest founding families in the Colony. How could he have changed so much for the worse in those years on the surface? What could have done that to him? If the message in the dead mailbox was correct, then it was as though Will had gone insane, like some insubordinate cur that turns on its master.

A bird screeched somewhere above her and Sarah flinched, crouching defensively behind the low branches of a conifer. She listened, but there was just the wind sifting through the trees and a car alarm sounding intermittently several streets away. With a last check of the Common behind her, she edged cautiously along the end of the Burrows’ garden. She stopped abruptly, thinking she’d seen light coming from between the closed curtains of the living room. Satisfied that it was just a stray beam of early moonlight poking its way through the clouds, she peered at the upstairs windows, one of which she knew had been Will’s bedroom. She was pretty sure the place was deserted.

She slipped through the gap in the hedges where a garden gate had once hung and crossed the lawn to the back door. She paused again to listen, then kicked over a brick at the side of the doormat. She wasn’t in the least bit surprised to find the spare key still there — Dr. and Mrs. Burrows were a careless couple. She used it to enter the house.

Closing the door behind her, she raised her head and sampled the air, which was fusty and undisturbed. No, nobody had been living there for months. She didn’t turn on the lights, even though her sensitive eyes were struggling to make out anything in the shadowy interior. Lights were just too risky.

She stole down the hall to the front of the house and entered the kitchen. Feeling around with her hands, she discovered the work surfaces were clear and the cupboards emptied. Then she backtracked into the hall again and went into the living room. Her foot knocked against something: a roll of Bubble Wrap. Everything had been removed. The house was completely empty.

So it was true: The family had been broken up. She’d read how Dr. Burrows had stumbled upon the Colony under Highfield and been transported to the Deeps by the Styx. Most likely he would have perished by now. Nobody penetrated very far into the Interior and survived. Sarah had no idea where Mrs. Burrows or her daughter, Rebecca, had gone, and she didn’t much care. Will was her concern, very much her concern.

Something caught her eye on the floor by the front door, and she crouched down to feel around. She found a pile of letters scattered on the doormat and immediately began to gather them up and cram them into her shoulder bag. Halfway through doing so, she thought she heard noises … a car door slamming … a muted footfall … and then the faintest suggestion of a low voice.

Her nerves fired like electrical short circuits. She held absolutely still. The sounds had been muffled — she couldn’t tell how far away they’d been. She strained to hear anything more, but now there was only silence. Telling herself that it must have been somebody passing the front of the house or maybe just one of the neighbors, she finished collecting the last of the letters. It was high time she left.

She hurried back through the dark hall and, stepping through the back door, had just turned to pull it shut when a man’s voice sounded not inches from her ear. It was confident and accusatory.

“Gotcha!” it announced.

A large hand clamped on her left shoulder and heaved her away from the door. She jerked her head around to catch a glimpse of her assailant. In the scant light, she saw a triangle of lean, well-muscled cheek and a flash of white collar.

Styx!

He was strong and had the advantage of surprise, but her reaction was near-instantaneous. She swung her arm against his, sweeping his hand from her shoulder, then looped her arm around his in one skillful move that put him in a painful lock. She heard his sharp intake of breath: This wasn’t going the way he thought it would.

As she arched her body to intensify the hold on him, he tried to push himself forward to relieve the pressure on his elbow joint. This brought his head within easy reach, and he’d just opened his mouth to cry out for help when Sarah silenced him with a single blow to the temple. He slumped unconscious onto the patio tiles.

She had disabled her attacker with savage precision and blistering speed, but she wasn’t about to stick around to admire her handiwork; there was more than an even chance of other Styx in the area. She had to get away.
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She tore across the garden, delving in her shoulder bag for her knife. As she arrived at the opening in the hedges, she thought she was in the clear and was already planning her escape across the Common.

“WHAT DID YOU DO TO HIM?” came a furious shout, and a large shadow loomed in her path.

She pulled the knife out of her bag, and the letters that she’d taken from the house came with it, flying through the air in a hail. But something whipped across her hand, sending the knife spinning from her grip.

In the moonlight she saw the silver glint of the insignia, the numbers and letters on the man’s uniform, and realized far too late that these weren’t Styx. They were policemen — Topsoil policemen. And she’d already knocked one out for the count. Too bad. He had gotten in her way, and her self-preservation was paramount. She probably wouldn’t have done anything differently, even if she’d known.

She tried to dodge away from the man, but he moved quickly to block her. She immediately lashed out with her fist, but he was ready.

“Resisting arrest,” he growled as he swung something at her again. A billy club! She saw it the instant before it made contact. It struck her a glancing blow to the forehead, filling her vision with cascading pebbles of bright light. She didn’t fall, but the club was quick to come again, swiping across her mouth. This time she folded to the ground.

“Had enough yet, you crazy hag?” he seethed, his contorted mouth spitting the words into her face as he leaned over her. She did her best to throw another punch at him. It was pathetically weak, and he fended it off with ease.

“Is that all you’ve got left?” He laughed caustically, then fell on her, pinning her down with his knee on her chest. It felt as if an elephant were using her as a footrest.

She tried to worm her way out from under him, but it was no use. She felt a numbness descending over her as she teetered on the edge of consciousness. Everything was going into a lopsided kaleidoscope: the trace of the club against the indigo sky, the hazy circle of the moon eclipsed by the officer’s face, a ghastly pantomime mask. She thought she was going to pass out.

No!

She couldn’t give up. Not now.

From the patio, the injured policeman moaned, and Sarah’s attacker was momentarily distracted. His arm poised above him for the next blow, he glanced quickly over at his partner. The crushing weight shifted for the briefest instant, enabling her to swallow a mouthful of air and regroup her senses.

Her hands scrambled over the ground for her knife, a rock, a stick, anything she could use as a weapon. All she found was the long grass. The policeman’s attention was back on her again; he was shouting and cursing, raising the club even higher. She braced herself, prepared for the inevitable, knowing it was all over.

She was beaten.

All of a sudden, something formless and blurred with speed attached itself to the man’s arm. Sarah blinked, and the next instant his arm was gone, his weight lifted. There was the oddest silence; he didn’t seem to be shouting anymore.

It was as if time had ground to a halt.

She couldn’t understand it. She wondered if she’d lost consciousness. Then she glimpsed two massive eyes and a blaze of teeth like a stockade of sharpened stakes. She blinked again.

Time restarted. The policeman let out a piercing scream and slid off her. He struggled clumsily to his feet, one arm hanging uselessly at his side as he tried to defend himself with the other. She couldn’t see his face. Whatever was attacking him had wrapped itself around his head and shoulders in a storm of claws and hairless limbs. She saw long, sinewy hind legs raking furiously. The policeman fell flat on his back like a bowling pin as the onslaught continued.

Fighting her dizziness, Sarah sat up. She pushed her blood-soaked bangs from her eyes and squinted, trying to see, trying to make out what was happening.

The clouds parted, allowing the weak moon to cast its light on the scene. She caught an outline.

No, it couldn’t be!

She looked again, not believing what she was seeing.

It was a Hunter, a type of large cat specially bred in the Colony.
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What in the world was it doing here?

With the most immense effort, she crawled over to a nearby gatepost and used it to drag herself up. Once on her feet, she felt so groggy and confused, she waited for several moments as she tried to collect her wits.

“No time for this,” she chastised herself as the reality of the situation came back to her. “Pull yourself together.”

Ignoring the groans and stifled pleas of the policeman as he continued to roll with the Hunter on top of him, she tottered unsteadily up the garden to where she thought her knife had landed. Retrieving it, she also gathered up the letters. She was determined not to leave anything behind. Feeling a little steadier on her feet, she turned to check on the first policeman. He lay unmoving on the patio tiles where she’d dropped him, clearly not posing any sort of threat.

Back at the end of the garden, the second policeman was on his side, his hands pressed to his face as he moaned horribly. The Hunter had detached itself and was sitting next to him, licking a paw. It stopped as Sarah approached, coiling its tail neatly around its legs, and regarded her intently. It flicked its massive eyes across to the groaning man, as if it had had nothing to do with his condition.

The fact that both policemen were injured and needed help was neither here nor there to Sarah. She felt no pity or regret at what had happened to them; they were a casualty of her own survival, nothing more, nothing less. She went over to the conscious policeman, stooping to unhook the radio from his jacket.

With a speed that took her by surprise, he grabbed her wrist. But he was weak. She broke his grip without much effort and then tore off the radio — he made no move to stop her. She threw the radio down and stamped her heel into it with a crunch of broken plastic.

With some nervousness, she took a step toward the Hunter. Although they were born killers, it was rare for them to attack people. There had been stories of them going rogue, turning on their masters and anyone else who happened to cross their paths. She had no way of knowing if this Hunter could be trusted after what it had done to the policeman. From the appearance of its bare skin stretched over its ribs, it was badly malnourished and hardly in the best condition. She wondered how long it had been fending for itself up here.

“Where did you come from?” she asked it softly, keeping a safe distance.

The animal angled its head toward her, as if trying to understand, and blinked once. She ventured closer, tentatively reaching out her hand, and it leaned forward to sniff at her fingertips. The top of its head was almost on a level with her hips — she’d forgotten just how big these animals were. Then it suddenly leaned toward her. She tensed, but it merely rubbed its head affectionately against her palm. She heard the deep rumble of a purr kick in, as loud as an outboard engine on a dinghy. That was uncharacteristically friendly behavior for a Hunter. Either it had been slightly unhinged by its Topsoil life or it thought, for some reason, that it knew her. But she didn’t have time to ponder that now — she needed to decide her next move.

She had to get as far away as she could and, as she rubbed the rather flaky and scabbed skin under the cat’s incredibly wide muzzle, she recognized that she owed the animal a debt of honor. She would have almost certainly been caught if it hadn’t come to her rescue. She couldn’t leave it behind.

“Come on,” she said to the cat, and made for the Common. Her bruised head began to clear slightly as she saw the open path ahead. They ran together toward the metal arch that marked the entrance.

Sarah was crossing the road in the direction of Main Street, but drew to a halt once she happened to glance back to make sure the cat was still with her. It was sitting on the pavement by the gate, looking down the road that branched to the right, as if it was trying to tell her something.

“Come on! This way!” she said impatiently, thrusting a finger in the direction of the town center and her hotel. “We don’t have time for this …,” she trailed off, realizing just how difficult it was going to be to get the animal through the streets and into her room without being noticed.

The Hunter remained steadfastly facing off to the right, just as it would have done when alerting its handler that it had scented quarry. “What is it? What’s there?” Sarah said, jogging back toward it and feeling a little ridiculous attempting to converse with a cat.

She looked at her watch, weighing her options. It wouldn’t be long before someone discovered the scene back at the Burrows’ house, and then the Common and the whole town of Highfield would be bristling with police. But she took consolation from the fact that nightfall had only just begun. She was in her element; she could use the darkness to her advantage. She had to put as much distance between her and the house as she could, and taking the busier streets might prove to be a mistake. Not to mention that her battered face would make her stick out like a sore thumb.

She tried to see what lay in the direction the cat was pointing: Perhaps it wouldn’t do any harm to set down a false trail, and, if necessary, take a more roundabout route back to the hotel. As she debated with herself, the Hunter pawed the pavement, eager to be on the move again.

“All right — have it your way,” she said, suddenly making up her mind. She could have sworn the cat grinned at her before it bounded off so quickly that she struggled to keep up.

Twenty minutes later, they entered a street she didn’t know and, from a signpost, she saw that they were heading toward the municipal dump. The cat hung back briefly by an entrance at the end of a long line of billboards, then turned into it. As Sarah followed, she could dimly make out an area of rough ground, overrun with weeds.

The cat galloped past a derelict car and toward one of the corners. It seemed to know precisely where it was going. It skidded to a halt and stuck its nose into the air to sniff as Sarah fought to catch up.

She wasn’t far behind it when caution urged her to swing around and make sure nobody was following them. But when she turned again to where the cat had been, it was nowhere to be seen. As good as her night vision was, she had absolutely no idea where the animal had gone. All she could see were small clumps of bushes sprouting from the muddy soil. She took her key-ring flashlight from her bag and played it before her. Several yards away from where she was searching, she spotted the cat’s head as it popped rather comically from out of the ground.

It ducked down again, disappearing from view. She went over to investigate and found there was some kind of trench there, much of which was covered by a sheet of plywood. She stuck a hand in to try to feel what lay below — there seemed to be a sizable hollow there. She heaved the sheet aside, groaning from her aching ribs as she made the opening just large enough for her to get in.

Stretching a leg tentatively into the darkness, she completely lost her footing on the loose soil. Her arms flailed helplessly as she tried to grab something to stop her rapid descent, but nothing presented itself. She fell almost twenty-five feet and landed in a sitting position with a loud crunch. Cursing quietly, she waited for the pain to subside, then switched on her flashlight again.

To her astonishment, she found she’d fallen into a pit filled with what appeared to be a mass of bones. The floor was thick with them, all picked clean of flesh and shiny white under her light. Scooping up a handful, she selected a tiny femur and examined it. And as she looked around her, she spotted several small skulls. All bore teeth marks and, from their size, could have been rabbit or squirrel. Then she noticed a much larger skull with pronounced canines.

“Dog,” she said, identifying it immediately. Stuck to the skull was a chunky leather collar, darkened with dried blood.

She was in the cat’s lair!

The newspaper article she’d read in the hotel suddenly came back to her.

“So you’re the one who’s been snatching dogs!” she said. “You’re the beast of Highfield Common,” she added with an amazed chuckle, addressing the darkness where she could hear the cat’s regular breathing.

She got herself up, the skeletons cracking and splintering beneath her feet, and began down the gallery that led off the bone pit. Its sides were battened with timbers that to her practiced eye didn’t look too sound — there were signs of wet rot and the green of excessive dampness on them. Worse still, there weren’t enough of these props to brace the roof, as if someone had been randomly removing them without any thought for what effect it might have. She shook her aching head. She certainly wasn’t in the safest of places, but she needed somewhere to recover from her injuries.

The gallery took her lower, and then she emerged from it into a larger area. She glimpsed some duckboarding on the ground, its surface covered with spreading tendrils of white rot. On this was a pair of dilapidated armchairs positioned side by side. In one of these, the cat was sitting perfectly still, as if it had been waiting for her for some time.

She shone the light around her and gasped with surprise. At its widest point, the earthen chamber was approximately fifty feet across, but at the back end the wall had evidently collapsed, a drift of spoil reaching almost as far as the armchairs. Water dripped steadily from the roof and, as she edged around the wall, she stepped straight into a puddle. It was deceptively deep, and she lost her balance.

Cursing, her foot drenched in muddy water, she grabbed at the nearest thing she could to steady herself, one of the roof props. Her hand came away with a clutch of soggy splinters and she fell against the wall, her leg slipping even deeper into the pool. Worse still, as the prop she’d grabbed shifted, a gap opened in the bowed timber planks supporting the roof. A torrent of soil cascaded over her.

“For heaven’s sake!” Sarah fumed. “What stupid fool built this place?”

She stepped out of the pool, wiping the soil from her eyes. At least she’d managed not to drop her flashlight, which she now used for a more detailed examination of her surroundings. She made her way carefully around the excavation, assessing the props, all of which appeared to be in various states of decay.

Pursing her lips, and asking herself what had possessed her to come down here, she turned to the cat, which hadn’t as much as moved a muscle while she’d been flailing around. It was sitting patiently in the armchair, its head held high as it studied her. She could have sworn that there was something about its expression — as if it was quietly amused by her antics.

“Next time you try to take me anywhere, I’ll think twice about it!” she said angrily.

Careful! She held her tongue, reminding herself what she was dealing with. Although the cat looked placid enough, Hunters, especially if they turned feral, could be volatile, and she shouldn’t do anything that might alarm it. She edged closer to the empty armchair, taking care not to make any sudden movements.

“Mind if I sit down?” she asked in a gentle voice, holding up her muddy palms to the cat as if to show she meant it no harm.

As she lowered herself into the seat, a thought began to nag at her. She was looking around the excavation, trying to work out exactly what it was that was bothering her, when the cat made a small lunge toward her. Sarah drew back, then relaxed as she saw it was merely rubbing its muzzle against the armchair.

Sarah noticed something draped there, and slowly reached across to take it in her hands. It looked like a piece of damp fabric. Sitting in the armchair, she spread it open. It was a mud-soaked rugby shirt of black and yellow stripes. She sniffed at it.

Despite the heavy odor of rot and damp that pervaded the air, a single smell could be perceived. Just the faintest trace. She sniffed it again to make sure she wasn’t mistaken, and then looked intently at the cat. Her brow furrowed as a notion began to take form. It gathered momentum and, like a bubble rising to the surface of water, it suddenly burst into the open.

“This was his, wasn’t it?” she said, holding the shirt in front of the cat’s scarred muzzle. “My son, Seth, wore this … and so he … he must have dug this place! Goodness, I never knew he’d gotten quite this far down!”

For a few seconds, she peered around the excavation with renewed interest. But then she was thrown once more into a tumult of conflicting emotions. Before the note, she’d have been in raptures about being here in her son’s excavation, as if it brought her closer to him. But now, she couldn’t enjoy the discovery—indeed, she felt uneasy in the place, uneasy about the hands that had created it.

Another thought exploded in her mind. She turned to the animal, which hadn’t once averted its unwinking eyes from her. “Cal? Were you Cal’s Hunter?”

At the mention of the name, the cat twitched a cheek, drops of moisture on its long whiskers sparkling in her light.

She raised her eyebrows at the animal. “You were, weren’t you?” she spluttered.

With a frown, she sank deep into thought for a few seconds. If this cat was indeed Cal’s, then it might substantiate what Joe Waites had written in his note: that Seth had forced Cal to go with him Topsoil before dragging him down to the Deeps. That would explain the cat’s presence here — it had accompanied Cal when he had escaped to the surface.

“So, somehow, you got out of the Colony with … with Seth?” she said, thinking out loud. “But you know him as Will, don’t you?” She carefully enunciated the name again, watching for a reaction from the cat. But this time there was no sign of recognition.

She fell silent. If it was true that Cal had been on the surface, then was everything else true about Seth?‘The implications were too much for her. It was as if all her love for her eldest son was slowly being sucked out of her to make room for something ugly and vengeful.

“Cal,” she said, wanting to see the animal’s reaction again. It cocked its head toward her, then slid its eyes back to the entrance of the excavation.

Wishing the cat were able to answer all the hundreds of questions knocking around her confused mind, she let her head sink back against the chair. She found herself gradually succumbing to sheer fatigue. Hearing the shifting and groaning of the timbers around her and the occasional patter of falling soil, she briefly took in the various roots dangling from the roof above, before her eyelids grew too heavy. As her finger slipped from the button on her flashlight, the chamber was plunged into darkness, and she was almost at once asleep.
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ick. But 1 opened the door anyway. What happened nextstill seems
real. These three huge men were suddenly inside my apartmen,
d one grabbed me, puting his am around my neck so it was in a

Jock. He was very strong. ke a bodybuilder, and I couldn’t move.

T couldn't do a thing.

jcer Brakes: So three men broke into your spartment, one.
you. Did they take any valuables? Cash?

ewton: No, it wasn't ke that — let me finish. One of the pair
n in front of me took something out of his pocket. I could see
it was a photograph. He held it up to the other gang member beside
him and they both glanced from it to me. Then the one with the
photograph nodded o the third man, who had me in the headiock,
and he loosened his grip just cnough so | could talk.

Officer Brakes: Then what happened?

Mr: Newton: The one.
Newton.

the photograph asked if I was Ross

Officer Brakes: They knew your name?

Mr: Newton: Yes. And I don't quite know why I did it — I suppose
because I was so scared — but I told them I was Ross Newton's
brother, staying over for the weckend. I said Ross was still at work
and would be home shortly. This scemed to cause some confusion,
and as the two men in front of me confered with cach other in 4
series of low grunts,there was another knock at my door. The men
immediately fell silent and looked uncertain what (o do, but the
gorilla who had been holding me didn't scem in the least bit azed.
He produced a nasty-looking dagger and, waming me not to make
any fulse moves, told me to answer the door. This time it was my
pizza delivery. I paid for i, the dagger pressed into my back and out
of sght of the delivery boy. Then, after 'd closed the door and was
standing there with the box ... Well, thisis even more whacked-out.
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SENSITIVE MATERIALS RETRIEVED
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Officer Brakes: Whacked-out how, M. Newion?

Mi: Nerwton: The three men sarted sniffing —like dogs or somethi
— and ordered me to open the box. It was a decp-dish “Meat Feast
my favorite, with salami, meatballs, extra pepperoni, and the thick,
cheese-stuffed crust. The men were ransfised by it, and I coulda't
help but noice that they were actually dribbling. Salivating so much
it was running down their chins! They snatched the pizza from me
and pushed me into my Barcalounger, then sat themselves down on
my sofa. Dancing with the Stars was tillplaying on my TV, and they
watched it, gorging themselves on the pizza ke it was the best thing
they'd ever tasted. They didn't say very much, except “Pretty” when
one of the female dancers caught thir cye. They made short work of
the pizza, let me tell you, and then they al got o their fect at once,
and I saw that one of them had the photograph in his hand ags

Officer Brakes: The same photo as before?

Mr: Newton: As far as I could tell. The man was studying it and
kept saring at me, then he thrust it into his pocket and mumbled
something o the others. But I did manage to catch a glimpse of the
photo before he put it away. It was  black-and-white snapshot, an old
‘one of me from my postgraduate days. Then they simply marched out
of my apartment, leaving the door open behind them. You see,the lic
had worked: My beard had fooled them into thinking I wasn't me!

Officer Brakes: So they dida't attempt to steal anything — your
walle,credit cards, cell phone?

Mr: Newton: They did not.

Officer Brakes: And did they speak with any kind of accent —
Russian? Serbian? Chinese?

M Nerton Noafc eyl s thy Gl om
Lo o,V ey et ey e spesing Gty

accents. £
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GREATER LOND(
POLICE

ing together for a safer
Hampstead

Transcript of telephone conversation between Police Officer
Brakes and Ross Newton, Saturday, 10:32 a.m.

Officer Brakes: Hello, Brakes here. How can I be of help,
M Newton?

Mr. Newtan: | want to report something that happened when I got
home from work last night.I've just this minute watched the news on
TV, about the fire at St. Edmund’s Hospital. In Hampstead. I'e
1o all my unt there . .. Professor Eastwood ... my colleagues
my frends. They're all dead.

ried

[Note: Caller agitated: difficult to understand)

Officer Brakes: Try to calm down, Mr. Newton. Take your time.
How is this related (o the fire at the hospital?

[Note: Caller taking deep breaths.]

Mr. Newton: Yes, sorry . - ' composed now. What I'm about to
tell you has nothing (o do with the fire, but it could be important
Iprobably should have reported it last night, but it's 5o bizarre

[Note: Prolonsged pause in comversation.]

Officer Brake

re you sl there, Mr. Newion?
Mr: Newton: Yes, yes, I'm here.

Officer Brakes: Like I said, just tell me in your own time,
M Newton. I's Ross Newton, ight? For the record
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Officer Brakes: And you spent the night at your apartment? I light
ofthe ncidenta the hospital and your posiion thee, the investigating
officers will need to corroborate this alibi. Do you live alone,
Mz Newton?

Mr: Newtons Yes, live alone and I was in my apartment allnight —
and i you seriously think I had anything 0 do wih the fire ... . the
firein which I've lost some of my closest frends, then I'm hanging
upright now and calling my lawyer!

Officer Brakes: That won't b necessary, Mr. Newton. I appreciate
that this i a diffcul ime or you, but know that you wll be asked for
a statement n due course. Now continue, please.

Mr: Newtons A statement? Yes, | suppose thats oy to be expected.
OK.... well, I emember that as I entered my apartment, my front
door got stuck on allthe leters and bils piled up behind it Becaus,
Ihada’t been home in weeks. I gathered up the mail and was putt
it on the table in th foyer when I got quite a shock.

Officer Brakes: The cause of that shock, Mr. Newion?

caught sight of mysel in the
mirmor tha hangs sbove the table in the hallway. You sce, I'd vowed
to myselfthat [ woulda't shave again until we had identifed th virus,
and 50 I've got quit the growth of beard now, which makes me—

Officer Brakes: Perhaps a litle (oo much detail at this stage,
Mz Newton.

Me: Newton: On the contrary, Offcer Brakes, my beardis inefutably
relevant to what happened latr. Regardless,the next ting I did was
order myself a pizza. While 1 was waiting for it 0 be delivered, 1
turned on my television to watch llthe episodes of Dancing with he
Stars that I've missed while T've been holed up in the hospital. But
1 hadn’t been watchiag for mpefe than five minutes when there was a
sharp knock at the dbor. Mylocal takeout placeis quick, but notthat

e
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Officer Brakes: Would you be able to give detailed descriptions of

these men?

Mr: Newton: Yes. They were all emarkably similar. As I told you,
they were built like tanks, with no necks to speak of, and they had
sortof squat faces. They also wore flat caps and, although it was dark
outside, sunglases.

Officer Brakes: All three of them?

Mr. Newton: Al three, exactly the same. And when they made
themselves comfortable on my couch to ea the pizza, they took off
ther caps and glasses. Their hair was so short it looked like their
heads had recently been shaved, but from what lte hair they did
c. And something clse: They had
ineredibly pale blue eyes — I suppose they might have been albinos.
Their clothes were sirange, too. They wore overcoats thatlooked as if
they could have come out of a Sherlock Holmes fl
stle, I suppose. All this sounds really strange, doesn't t?

have I could sce it was almost whi

Victorian in

Officer Brakes: It certanly does, Mr. Newton, I'll grant you that
You'll need to come down tothe station 50 we can—

Mr: Newton: Wait, there’s someone at my door. Can you hold on for

asecond while I see whoit s?

[Note: Afier another extensive pause, while Offcer Brakes waited for
M. Newton to retun, the line wens dead, and subsequent attempts
to reestablish the connection were unsuccessful. Oficers were
dispatched 1o the scene at 10:51 am. Results of their investigation

revaled s





OEBPS/images/298.png





OEBPS/images/334.png





OEBPS/images/635.png





OEBPS/images/382.png





OEBPS/images/237.png





OEBPS/images/648.png
Mr: Newton: Yes, but my friends i the unit call —called — me Fast
Newton. F-A-S-T. Because | cat o much junk food. They were health
nuts, into macrobiotcs and all that wholesome stff, while I have a
weakness for—

Officer Brakes: Mr. Newion, tell me what happened.

Mr. Newton: Oh, yes. Yes. What happened. Well, I'm a Senior

Research Assistant working under Professor Eastwood, or was until

this moming. I'm assigned (o his Viral Research Unit at the hospital,

based i the lab facilty that has just been gutted by fire. And for the

last month I seem to have done nothing but work as we've atempted
solate the pathogen spreading across the country.

cer Brakes: The so-called “Ultra Bug™?
[Note: Caller defensive]

Mr: Newton: You don't have the slightest idea how serious it i, do
you? This isat just some garden-variety flu virus, you know. The
Fact that the pathogen is transmitted by both air and water makes
it incredibly dangerous. And while it might only be causing scute
inflammation of nasal, mouth, and eye membranes in its present
form, if it mutates more lthal traits we've got a wipeout scenario on
our hands.

Officer Brakes: A “wipeout scenario.” M. Newton?

Mr. Newton: A full-blown plague, the likes of which hasa't been
scen for centuries. I’ highly probable a significant proporton of
the population would perish — would die, Offcer Brakes — if they
were infected. Given how serious the risk i, the whle Viral Unit at
St. Edmund's has been working around the clock. We'se even been
sleeping in the b on foldout cots. Al of us were exhausted, | can tell
you.And yesterday afiemoon, Professor Exstwood caught me doring at my
sk and ordered me 0 g0 home and get a good night’s et So | signed
‘mysef out of the unit an arived at my apertment st about sixo'clock.





