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A Note from the Author




  
  
    The most important fact about autism, dyslexia, or neurodiversity in general, is that each person’s experience is different. No two autistic people (for example) are the same: we are different from each other for the same reason that non-autistic people are.

    In recent years we have seen much wider representation of disability and neurodiversity in works of fiction. Much of the time these works are criticised for not representing the entire community, and of course they don’t. It’s impossible to represent a whole population when it consists of individuals.

    Therefore, I encourage you to see the Underdogs as characters in their own right, rather than poster children for their conditions, disabilities or differences. Ewan does not represent every teenager with a PDA profile; he represents Ewan. Kate does not represent every autistic girl with severe anxiety; she represents Kate. Charlie does not represent every boy with ADHD; he represents Charlie.

    Humans are individuals in all corners of humanity. The Underdogs are no exception.

     

    – Chris Bonnello

    

  

  





  
  







Chapter 1




  
  
    A reflective road sign with a thirty-miles-per-hour speed limit suggested that a village was close by. The crumpled frame of a Citroën lay wrapped around the sign’s pole. A year ago, some idiot had tried to escape in a car.

    The driver’s body had been left for nature to sort out, and nature had done a good job of it. The skeleton slumped over the steering wheel would remain in place for decades to come, and so would the bullet that had dropped to the leather seat as the skin around it had been eaten away.

    Ewan poked his rifle through the car’s remains. They had not been ambushed this far from New London for half a year, but he wasn’t known for taking stupid risks anymore. With nothing of interest inside the vehicle, he glanced up at the sign. There was still enough daylight to read the sentence beneath it.

    
      Sandridge welcomes careful drivers.
    

    ‘Repeat after me, Ewan,’ came Alex’s deep voice, booming out from ten steps behind him, ‘we are definitely stopping here tonight.’

    ‘What, your little legs are getting tired?’

    ‘Not tired. Bored. There’s a difference.’

    It was Alex in a nutshell. The old man of the strike team, nearly in his mid-twenties, he seemed to think his extra years gave him some kind of authority. That, and not having learning difficulties.

    Ewan understood. Alex must have felt humiliated, sent out with a bunch of special school teenagers and not even being the leader. Kids in special ed were supposed to be useless. Even the clever ones.

    Ewan left the Citroën, and led Alex and Charlie into Sandridge. The other half of the squad would be less than a mile behind.

    He glanced across at Charlie, and tried to decipher his best friend’s mood. Ewan would make the same decisions however Charlie felt about them, but it was better to guess his reaction in advance. Objections were always problematic when they came from a fifteen-year-old short lad with ADHD and intermittent anger issues.

    ‘I’ll give us half an hour,’ Ewan said. ‘No more. The more walking we get done tonight, the quicker we get to the Citadel tomorrow. And the less knackered we’ll be if any gunfire starts.’

    Ewan checked around for nodding heads. Alex and Charlie would not be happy, but they knew whatever Ewan said, he meant.

    At the start of the war, there had been more than thirty people in Dr Joseph McCormick’s band of Underdogs. Less than half of them were still alive, and Ewan’s leadership had grown more uncompromising with every death. There were twelve Underdogs left now, six of them on that night’s mission. Ewan was pretty sure that was half. Two sixes made twelve, after all.

    Common sense told him a war between twelve humans and Nicholas Grant’s million cloned soldiers was already hopeless, and the British people would be imprisoned in the Citadels forever. Especially since eight Underdogs were teenagers from Oakenfold Special School. But Ewan’s whole brain was built for defiance.

    Dad would have been so proud to see his son become a soldier too, Ewan thought.

    
      But they’d never have had me in the old army. Not with a diagnosis like PDA.
    

    PDA. Pathological Demand Avoidance. Because regular autism just wasn’t enough.

    Ewan looked around the street, in search of a suitable refuge building.

    ‘Number twenty-two,’ he said.

    ‘Can’t see the house numbers from here, mate.’

    ‘Alex, you’re showing your age. Green door, halfway down on the right. At least five exits including windows, and a nice view over the fields.’

    Charlie, recklessly impulsive like most of the other ADHD guys at Oakenfold had been, made sure he was first to run down the road and hop into the stone-walled garden.

    ‘Stay there,’ he called out to Ewan. ‘Check the rest of the road. I’ve got this.’

    Charlie kept moving as if nothing had happened. But a small fire was brewing in Ewan’s mind.

    That was all that it took. A simple command, even from someone he trusted as much as Charlie, placed enormous anxiety on his shoulders. Having PDA meant having the same need for day-to-day control that humans in general had, except basic demands pierced the heart of his comfort zone. The feeling of losing control resulted in extreme anxiety, and the extreme anxiety sometimes resulted in violence. PDA was the reason he had been excluded from half a dozen mainstream schools. The reason he couldn’t hear a request without feeling personally threatened. The reason people spent his childhood thinking he was some kind of monster rather than a terrified child.

    The fire in Ewan’s mind was put out quickly, as the silence of the evening air was ruptured. Somewhere at the far end of the road, something had fired a gunshot.

    
      Clone soldiers outside New London Citadel. I thought those days were over.
    

    The bullet had not been aimed at them. Even clones were too smart to fire from half a village away. Ewan, Alex and Charlie took their positions in the overgrown gardens.

    It was impossible, but it happened anyway. At the end of Newton Road, a young woman ran into the street.

    A human. She had to be. Eleven months had passed since Takeover Day – the single day when Nicholas Grant had marched out his cloned soldiers and imprisoned the British population in his giant walled Citadels – and in all that time, Ewan had never seen a female clone.

    Another gunshot spat up the tarmac next to her feet. She stumbled into a garden across the road, and took no chances on the front door being locked. Instead, she ran at top speed and leapt sideways into the front window.

    It didn’t smash like she had hoped. There was a faint ‘oof’ as her body slammed against the double-glazed window, and she fell to the grass with a clumsy thump.

    Ewan saw her pursuer, sheltered in a porchway further down the road. Just one soldier, and he did not move like a clone. His bodily movements seemed more flowing and athletic. He knew precisely where to position himself, conserved ammunition, and had the tacit boldness of an experienced killer. Clones were trained for combat from the moment they walked out of the factory, but you couldn’t manufacture instincts.

    ‘Gettin’ right tired of giving you chances! Next one’s going in your ankle!’

    That settled it. Clones were developed without vocal cords.

    Besides, his northern accent was too familiar.

    ‘Tell me that’s not who I think it is,’ said Alex.

    ‘It’s him.’

    Ewan prepared to shout the command, but Charlie beat him to it. His bullets rained across Sandridge into the distant porchway, and Nicholas Grant’s number two assassin leapt in surprise.

    Ewan had no idea what was happening, but it was important. Grant’s creeps never left the Citadels without good reason. Especially not Keith Tylor.

    His victim lay cowering in the garden. Her hands shielded her head and torso, as if they would help. She did not have long.

    Ewan opened fire towards the house’s front window. It shattered into a thousand glass shards, which fell like crystal rain onto the screaming figure beneath.

    
      She can thank me later.
    

    When the shards came to rest, the young woman scrambled to her feet and leapt through the empty remains of the window frame. Ewan heard a cry, and saw a knife fall from her hand. The glass must have cut her arm and forced her to drop her weapon. She was indoors, but far from safe.

    Tylor made a break across the road, showering bullets into the wall six inches from Charlie’s face. He sped to the opposite pavement, hurdled the garden fence and dived effortlessly through the empty window frame.

    Ewan led the sprint towards the house, struggling to believe how fast Tylor was. The man must have been pushing forty.

    Alex arrived first, but knew better than to follow Tylor inside. He signalled towards the side alley, and Ewan nodded.

    Before he ran, Ewan inspected the knife dropped by the window. It was coated with sticky blood, congealed like globs of jelly.

    ‘Clone blood,’ he muttered, ‘a few hours old. She’s had a busy night.’

    He ran down the alley with Charlie in tow, and paused at the end of the path. He could hear her already, grunting and rasping in the garden.

    Ewan retrieved the dental mirror from his pocket – standard equipment for Dr McCormick’s Underdogs – and poked it around the wall. Keith Tylor was between the overgrown bushes and the line of abandoned washing. The young woman was clutched in one of his arms, the muzzle of his assault rifle against her head.

    You didn’t need  a stand-off, Ewan thought towards Tylor. You could have abandoned her and leapt over the fence. Why are you keeping her with you? Who is she?

    ‘Mate,’ Ewan whispered, careful not to use Charlie’s name with an enemy nearby, ‘tell our friend the house is clear, then go with him to the back door. We need two angles on this guy.’

    ‘Got it.’

    Charlie turned and ran, at surprising speed for such a short lad. His energy more than made up for his physique.

    Ewan took gentle paces into the back garden, his assault rifle aimed towards the assassin.

    If there was any panic in Tylor’s mind, none showed in his eyes. Alex and Charlie brushed the back door open, outnumbering Tylor three to one, and yet he stood with an air of authority that made Ewan deeply uncomfortable.

    He caught a glimpse of the hostage’s dirtied face. It was so worn, he could barely decipher her age. She had looked like an adult from a distance, but on closer inspection she might only have been a year or two older than him.

    But what on Earth was her story? Ewan doubted she had come from New London. Escape must have been literally impossible.

    ‘You know the drill, kids,’ said Tylor. ‘Guns down.’

    ‘Yeah,’ said Ewan, ‘because we’re easier to shoot when we’re unarmed. Not happening, Keith.’

    ‘The girl will die.’

    ‘And you’ll lose your human shield,’ said Charlie. ‘Try it, see what happens.’

    Most people would have panicked. Not Tylor.

    Alex turned on his feet and walked back into the house.

    ‘Hey!’ Ewan barked. ‘Where the hell are you going?’

    ‘There’s nothing more depressing than two teenage lads arguing over a girl. I’m heading for the road to check for stragglers.’

    Ewan saw no reason to argue, but bit his lip as Alex left. Hopefully his teammate would have enough sense to call the other group and alert them.

    ‘Well, the smart un’s gone,’ said Tylor, tightening a forearm around his struggling hostage. ‘Guess I’m left with the retards.’

    It shouldn’t have angered Ewan, but it did. The R word had been thrown at him by his enemies even before Oakenfold. Never mind that he was in a ‘mild-to-moderate’ class. Never mind that he was smart as hell in the battlefield. He would always be ‘special’, and would wear it like a tattoo until the day he died.

    
      Tylor didn’t mean it personally. Bad guys use the R word all the time. He can’t possibly know what school we went to.
    

    ‘Two retards beat one any day!’ yelled Charlie, with emerging anger in his voice.

    
      No Charlie, please not now…
    

    ‘Yeah,’ said Tylor, ‘if you’re fine with killing humans. And I dun’ think you are. Sure, you’ve took out more clones than you can count. Maybe literally. But killing me would be different, right?’

    Tylor’s intense eyes looked straight into Ewan’s.

    ‘Right?’

    Ewan did not let his face move. Did not let an eye twitch. But he could sense Charlie’s reaction at his side, as if he were trying to look unnatural with a weapon.

    ‘You’ve never killed a real guy before, have you?’ Tylor asked him.

    ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’

    ‘That means no.’

    
      It means yes. Just once. But I was a different person back then, McCormick saved me…
    

    Ewan’s brain became a wildfire of thoughts.

    
      He’s in control and he knows it. Charlie’s getting angry, and the washing line must be distracting him too. He only needs to outwit me and…
    

    ‘You are not in charge,’ Tylor said, with the slow precision of an old-school headmaster. ‘I am in charge. And you will put the gun down.’

    Authority had always been Ewan’s weakness, and it was alarming how quick Tylor had worked it out. He was in control, he was making demands, he…

    ‘Nope, we’re alone,’ said Alex, reappearing at the back door with a cool grin. ‘Now Keith, my dear numpty, why’s she still alive?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘You could have killed her and got away. Instead you got yourself trapped with no chance of escape, just for her. Why?’

    ‘I’ve been in worse messes than this.’

    ‘Then you’re a crap assassin. Answer the question.’

    Keith Tylor, secondary assassin to the most powerful man on the planet, had lost his authority. But even then, his confident expression did not falter.

    ‘Who is she, Keith?’ Ewan asked.

    ‘You really have no idea, do you?’ Tylor answered with a small laugh.

    Ewan supressed a shudder. He had never been talented at reading people, but Tylor’s face was transparent enough. He still planned to get out with his hostage. Perhaps even kill a few Underdogs on the way. He was capable of it too.

    ‘Wakey wakey Keith,’ said Charlie.

    Tylor began to laugh.

    ‘A’right, I’m surprised she needs an introduction. Gentlemen, this lovely girl is Shannon Rose–’

    It was like the sound of her name woke her up.

    Shannon shrieked, and launched her fist towards Tylor’s face. Instead, she hit his neck.

    But it was enough to silence him, and for his jugular to gush blood. When she reached back, Ewan saw the shard of window glass in her hand. Tylor stumbled, tried to re-aim his weapon, but did not detect Shannon stealing the hunting knife from his belt until it was plunged into his stomach.

    Tylor screamed and fired wildly across the garden, unable to stop himself falling backwards onto the grass. There, Shannon held down his gun arm and began a frenzied attack with the knife.

    Ewan could only watch in shock and relief as Tylor’s knife was thrust in and out, in and out, in and out of his torso, pepper-potting his chest as his yells faded. Even when he fell silent she kept stabbing, like she was trying to find something inside his body that was still alive just so she could kill it.

    It continued for half a minute before Shannon’s screams turned to tears. She crawled away from Tylor’s lifeless body and began to quiver helplessly.

    
      That’s what it’s like. When you kill a human and you’re not cut out for it. I could have told you that.
    

    Nicholas Grant’s number two assassin lay dead from half a hundred stab wounds in somebody’s back garden. He had been killed by his hostage rather than fleeing to safety without her. It was time to see who she was.

    ‘Miss Rose,’ Ewan whispered, lowering his weapon. ‘You can trust us. We’re his enemies too.’

    She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Her breathing accelerated, her hands slammed themselves over her face and she made pained, groaning noises.

    ‘Sorry Shannon,’ started Alex, ‘allow me to introduce us. We can’t use our names in the battlefield, but he’s Leader Guy, he’s Angry Guy and I’m Black Guy. There’s a bunch more Guys at home.’

    ‘“Angry Guy”?’ snarled Charlie. ‘What the hell…’

    ‘Couldn’t call you Black Guy, could I?’ answered Alex with a finger pointed to his face. ‘Had to call you something, mate.’

    Charlie opened his mouth, but Ewan cut in just in time.

    ‘We can take you with us,’ he said to Shannon. ‘We’ll protect you.’

    She fainted.

    Ewan hadn’t seen it coming. Shannon Rose left the conversation and fell to the grass, as if someone had switched her off.

    The others got over their surprise quickly. Ewan’s last sentences had grabbed their attention.

    ‘…With us?’ asked Alex, biting his lip.

    ‘She’ll get killed in New London!’ said Charlie.

    ‘Not there, guys. I’m pausing the mission. We’re taking her home.’

    Ewan did not check their faces for reactions. He was fixed on Shannon, trying to calculate how long she would take to carry. It would be dark in less than an hour.

    ‘Did you talk to the others?’

    ‘They’re coming,’ said Alex.

    ‘Good. The six of us can take turns carrying her home.’

    ‘Look mate, I’m all for helping her find her home, but–’

    ‘Does she look like she wants to go back?’

    Alex shook his head in confusion.

    ‘I don’t get it, Ewan – it’s not like you to duck out of breaking and entering. You love ammo raids.’

    ‘This is a human life,’ came Ewan’s answer, or maybe McCormick’s words through his mouth. ‘Those are rare and precious these days.’

    He could not stop his gaze from drifting to the dead body of Keith Tylor.

    
      Rare and precious. Yeah, right.
    

    ‘Besides,’ he finished, ‘I need to know why Tylor wanted her so much. The ammunition will still be there tomorrow, but if we leave her now we lose her. We’re taking her to Spitfire’s Rise.’

  

  





  
  







Chapter 2




  
  
    Kate’s brain was fighting itself again.

    The stronger part of her knew she needed to stay in the clinic, but the rest of her was distracted by the dozens of places she would rather have been. Her mattress and the downstairs sofa were the front-runners. Unfortunately, the right thing to do was remain at Shannon’s side in the makeshift clinic.

    Spitfire’s Rise was a comfortable enough place to live – certainly more comfortable than the prison at the centre of New London – but even comfortable places could be hotbeds of anxiety. Kate was in the safest place in Hertfordshire, the closest she had to a real home, and filled with dread anyway.

    Everything about the night had been overwhelming. Meeting up with Ewan’s half of the team, and being greeted by Keith Tylor’s body. The hours of carrying Shannon home. What they had found on Tylor’s smartphone.

    It hadn’t been a good night. But it had, because they’d discovered Shannon. In fact, it was a miracle.

    But wow, miracles were mentally exhausting. And she wouldn’t be able to recover her energy any time soon, stuck next to Lorraine as she performed her observation.

    ‘I think that’s as far as we’re getting tonight,’ Lorraine said in her typical matter-of-fact voice. ‘She’ll be alright, though. She’s a strong girl.’

    ‘How do you know?’

    ‘For starters, she ran across the wild Hertfordshire countryside in bare feet.’

    Kate looked at Shannon’s bandaged soles, and wondered how many hours she’d run for.

    ‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘I’ve been meaning to ask about that. Why would she–’

    ‘Ask the strike team if you want theories,’ answered Lorraine. ‘I’m just the nurse.’

    Lorraine removed her thin vinyl gloves and poked her glasses back in place, with fingers that had aged far too much for a woman in her fifties. She was not ‘just’ the group’s nurse – her role was far too important for the word ‘just’ – but she knew there was no place for her in combat. Nonetheless, she fitted her own roles perfectly: unofficial grandmother, unpaid nurse, and uncompromising matriarch of Spitfire’s Rise.

    Kate drew her attention back to the bed, and gave more thought to the mystery.

    ‘She’s not wearing anything warm,’ she said, ‘so whatever happened, she didn’t have time to prepare. And maybe Tylor took her shoes–’

    ‘All I know is that Shannon’s extremely brave,’ Lorraine interrupted. ‘She’ll recover, even if it takes time.’

    ‘You admire her, don’t you?’

    ‘She deserves it. Here, take a look at the notes I made.’

    Lorraine reached into one of her trays, and retrieved a blank whiteboard and a marker. A couple of silent scribbles later, she handed it to Kate.

    
      
        She’s awake.
      
    

    Kate froze, glanced at Shannon’s body, but saw no signs for herself. Lorraine must have detected her confusion, because she wiped the board clean and wrote two more sentences.

    
      
        Faints only last a few minutes. You carried her for hours.
      
    

    She’s been pretending all night, thought Kate. That must’ve taken some stamina.

    ‘So yes,’ Lorraine finished, ‘there’s a reason to be positive.’

    Lorraine looked right into Kate’s eyes, which made her twitch in discomfort, and then winked.

    The wink could have meant anything. Maybe something was wrong and she didn’t want Shannon to know. Or maybe it was a general hint to talk positively around her. Or both, or neither. Kate preferred people to be specific, but Lorraine must have had no choice around listening ears.

    ‘Well,’ Kate said, trying her very best to be subtle, ‘I hope she can help us when she wakes up. Ewan found something on Tylor’s phone and I wonder if she knows…’

    Lorraine raised a hand, and Kate’s voice stopped.

    
      Did I do something wrong?
    

    
      Lorraine
      wouldn’t have stopped me unless I’d made things worse.
    

    
      Oh crap, I really am making Shannon worse. I shouldn’t be here. I…
    

    Kate’s mind flew back to her list of places she wanted to be. The places she now needed to be. Her hands started to tingle, as if the blood had drained from them. Her head felt dizzy and the breath left her throat. She needed an escape from the snowballing list of everything to blame herself for, but knew she couldn’t get away with leaving the room.

    Lorraine tapped a hand against her arm.

    ‘Could you do me a favour and fetch McCormick please?’ she asked with a smile. ‘He must have finished the meeting by now.’

    Perhaps knowingly, Lorraine had blessed her with an escape route. Kate left the clinic without a word, and steadied herself on the landing next to the staircase.

    It was another ‘nothing’ that had shaken her. Just her own mind and its usual habit of inventing problems. Nothing she said could have affected Shannon half as much as Tylor did. Shannon had bigger fish to fry, if that was the right phrase.

    But that was the thing with anxiety disorders. They didn’t have to be rational.

    ‘Kate!’ came a shrill voice from the foot of the stairs.

    Before she could react, an excitable nine-year-old was running full-pelt up the staircase towards her, using his hands as well as his feet.

    ‘Hey Thomas,’ Kate said, hoping she sounded happy enough, as the boy’s arms gripped around her waist like the hug of a bear cub. Time with Thomas was always valuable, even if Kate’s energy reserves were unprepared for it.

    ‘You didn’t say hi!’ he said. ‘When you got back, I mean.’

    ‘I was kind of distracted. Has McCormick told you?’

    ‘Yeah,’ said Thomas, pulling away from Kate to reveal his cheery, excitable face. ‘So there’s thirteen of us now?’

    
      Oh, to be this boy. To only see the miracle, rather than all the questions it raises…
    

    ‘I guess so,’ she answered. ‘The meeting’s over now, right?’

    ‘Yep! It was interesting, you should’ve been there.’

    ‘I was helping Lorraine…’

    Another housemate approached the stairs, his footsteps slow and steady. Kate let go of Thomas altogether, her anxiety almost subsided.

    And there he was: the grand leader of the Underdogs. The commander of the United Kingdom’s final armed forces. A beacon of hope for the British people, in the form of a sixty-four-year-old man with glasses who fought a losing battle against hair loss. Dr Joseph McCormick strolled up the stairs as if he owned them, smiling like an old man who had kept his childhood with him.

    ‘How are you doing?’ he asked.

    ‘Fine,’ answered Kate.

    ‘That’s good. Thomas, it looks like your ears were switched off when I said the clinic was out of bounds. Downstairs please.’

    The child headed for the staircase and vanished in a string of loud stomps. Once he was out of earshot, McCormick turned back to Kate and offered a warm smile.

    ‘How are you actually doing?’

    He’s pretty perceptive for a maths lecturer, thought Kate. I guess you have to be when you lead an army of troubled teenagers.

    ‘Kate?’ he asked. ‘Are you alright?’

    Kate couldn’t put an answer together. She stared open-mouthed for a couple of seconds, then shook her head.

    ‘That’s understandable,’ said McCormick. ‘It’s hardly been your average night, has it?’

    Before Kate could answer, Lorraine opened the clinic door and started muttering to McCormick.

    ‘Since you’re spying on her, you might as well come in.’

    ‘So she’s ready?’ asked McCormick.

    ‘I think the last thing Shannon’s ready for is a chat with a complete stranger. Especially a man.’

    ‘I think he’ll do OK,’ Kate piped up. ‘He… has a good way with people.’

    Kate hoped she wouldn’t be asked to elaborate. It was not the right moment to talk about her own recovery, and how McCormick had helped.

    ‘Well he’d better prove it,’ said Lorraine. ‘Joseph, I’ll knock your block off if you make her any worse.’

    McCormick let out a discreet chuckle at Lorraine’s comment, as if she were joking.

    ‘I’ll be downstairs,’ Lorraine said as she walked, ‘keeping Thomas busy. Since he’s predictably interested.’

    ‘Thank you, Lorraine. I’ll take care of her.’

    McCormick opened the clinic door and walked to Shannon’s bedside. Kate stood in the doorway, just in case he needed protecting.

    Before the war, whoever had owned the house had used the clinic as a spare bedroom. That night, for the first time since the Underdogs moved in, it had begun to look like one again. The moment McCormick heard about Shannon he had sent a small group to decorate the clinic in preparation for her. There was a warm feel to the room now, with its walls covered in pictures and craftwork: a framed piece of artwork which read All You Need Is Love, a Keep Calm and Carry On poster from before the internet ruined it, and a homemade embroidered picture with the words Home Is Where The Family Is.

    Kate shuddered. Thomas’ mum had made that last one, about a month before she died.

    ‘Good evening, Shannon,’ said McCormick.

    No response. She was still pretending to be asleep.

    ‘It’s OK, you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. But I thought I’d give you some information, if you’d like to listen.’

    Kate kept her knees bent. Just in case.

    ‘My name’s Dr Joseph McCormick, and you must be wondering where you are. The truth is, you’re probably in the safest place in the whole country right now. We named this house “Spitfire’s Rise”, and it holds thirteen of us including you. We are the last of the free British people – our country’s remaining armed forces. Nobody in New London knows where we are, or even who we are. We’re an anonymous group of fighters hidden in the countryside, seeking to free the prisoners in the Citadels. And, more than anything else, we’re a close-knit family.’

    Kate noticed his smile widening. It didn’t seem to matter to him that Shannon wasn’t looking.

    ‘There’s nothing to fear in this house, Shannon. And we have a “no judgement” policy towards each other. Plenty of us have had difficult lives.’

    
      You’re damned right.
    

    ‘And we do an excellent job of looking after one another. Differences don’t divide people here. They’re the main thing we have in common. “United by our differences” is actually our motto. The Underdogs are a trustworthy bunch, and you may be surprised how well they can empathise with you.’

    Kate didn’t know how to react when Shannon opened her eyes and pointed them towards McCormick. It was difficult to tell whether her eye contact was a sign of trust, or whether she was sizing him up.

    
      Last time she looked at a man, she stabbed him to death.
    

    
      McCormick, why aren’t you afraid?
    

    Perhaps McCormick’s strategy was a good one. He must have been the least threatening sight Shannon had seen all evening. He was standing in such a non-threatening stance: the fingers of his wrinkled hands were interlocked in front of his waist, with his shoulders dropped and relaxed, and the smile on his face warm and welcoming.

    Besides, Kate thought, the sight of an ageing gentleman must have been a rare luxury. Men of McCormick’s age were at a natural disadvantage on Takeover Day. It was amazing that a man like him made it to Spitfire’s Rise, while the rest of his generation were herded into the giant prison at the centre of New London.

    ‘You must have a thousand questions you want answering,’ he continued, ‘and I know I won’t cover them all by rattling on. So here’s your chance to ask me anything you like, and I promise you’ll get a truthful answer.’

    It was only when McCormick stopped talking that Kate noticed how low and soft his voice had been. There was little difference between the sound of his speech and the silence that followed it.

    
      She won’t ask any questions. It would mean trusting a stranger with her words.
    

    ‘I see,’ said McCormick, unsurprised at the silence. He gestured to the door with an outstretched hand. ‘Then perhaps you’d prefer to just look around.’

    Shannon’s fingers clutched the mattress as tightly as her nails would let them. McCormick took two steps closer to her bedside, and knelt down.

    Kate prepared to jump into action. Shannon was within attacking distance of his face. But nonetheless, McCormick’s smile remained.

    ‘Shannon,’ he continued, ‘I’d like you to listen, because this is very important. I have no idea what you went through before we found you, but there are some things I am sure about. First, I know you’re safer now than you could ever be outside. I know that all twelve of us are so grateful to have a new friend, and we’ll do anything we can to make you comfortable. And I also know you’re curious about what lies outside that door. How we get our electricity, where our supplies come from, and how we’ve sheltered here for eleven months without detection.’

    At the end of the sentence, McCormick’s voice turned serious.

    ‘More than anything else, I know that the longer you lie on this bed, the harder it will be to get up. There’s so much out there to see, Shannon, and you can either lie here forever or you can learn a thing or two about where you are… and what kind of people have put their trust in you.’

    McCormick fell silent. Nothing happened for the first ten seconds. Or twenty, or thirty. But after what felt like a whole minute, Shannon started to move.

    How the hell does he do that? Kate asked herself.

    Shannon swung her legs off the side of the bed. She winced as the soles of her bandaged feet touched the floor, but McCormick produced a pair of slippers from somewhere. When she rose, a couple of paper sheets fell from her back pocket onto the bed. Kate had noticed them during the trek home, but nobody investigated when she pointed them out. Bigger things had been on their minds, and Shannon’s body had occupied their arms.

    ‘Wonderful,’ McCormick said, rising to his feet and guiding his new housemate towards the clinic door. ‘Shannon, welcome to Spitfire’s Rise.’

    Kate stepped away from the door as McCormick approached with a very slow Shannon behind him. Her hand was on his shoulder, although Kate was sure it was pain rather than affection that made her do it. In the corner of her eye she saw Ewan halfway up the stairs, hanging back to keep out of Shannon’s way. Once McCormick led her into one of the bedrooms, Ewan made his way to the landing.

    ‘Where can I get people skills like that?’ he asked.

    ‘He’d probably call it life experience. How’d the meeting go?’

    ‘There’s no denying it,’ Ewan answered. ‘It needs attacking.’

    Kate’s heart dashed to the top of her throat, then fell twice as far. She was no stranger to combat, but she had feared that conclusion ever since they had seen Tylor’s phone screen.

    ‘They don’t think it’ll be a suicide mission?’

    ‘Clearly they think it’s worth it.’

    ‘And what about you?’

    Ewan gave no answer. Kate closed her eyes, trying and failing to hide her frustration.

    ‘It was your suggestion, wasn’t it?’ she said. It was barely a question.

    ‘If there’s one thing worse than investigating this health centre, it’s doing nothing.’

    ‘Why not wait for Shannon to talk?’

    ‘You think we’ve got that long? Come on, we’re waiting for you in the kitchen.’

    Before Kate could answer, Ewan was halfway back down the stairs. She took a deep breath. To her left, McCormick led Shannon into the bathroom and said something about the water system not working, and cracked some joke about the room being useful for collecting rare species of dust.

    Kate removed her phone from her pocket, to check the photo one last time before Ewan’s meeting. It was a shot of Tylor’s screen – a photo of a photo. The best they could do was unlock Tylor’s phone with the print of his dead thumb, and take as many pictures of its screen as they could. If the phone were missing when someone found his body, it would cause a security overhaul like New London had never seen.

    But the photo gave her what she needed. A pinpoint on Tylor’s maps app, dropped at the site of an old NHS health centre just west of Hertford. It had been labelled Lt Lambourne HQ.

    Kate had never heard of Lieutenant Lambourne, nor did she know what went on at his headquarters. There were no clues about what would have awaited Shannon there, if Tylor had lived to complete his delivery.

    But something valuable was at those headquarters. Something Keith Tylor had lost his life for.

    She walked back into the clinic, where she could be alone with her thoughts. But there was no time to lose herself in her own mind.

    The bed was empty, apart from the pieces of paper from Shannon’s pocket. Kate ignored the moral question of whether to investigate: Shannon could take weeks to talk, but the paper would take seconds to read.

    What she found horrified her.

  

  	First name
 	Last name
 	Age
 	Notes
 

 	Kate
 	Arrowsmith
 	16
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnoses: Autism, Severe Anxiety.
 

 	Charlie
 	Coleman
 	15
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: ADHD.
 

 	Gracie
 	Freeman
 	15
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Global Development Delay.
 

 	Alex
 	Ginelli
 	22
 	Deputy store manager, Fixit hardware store, Bancroft Road, Brighton.
 

 	Mark
 	Gunnarsson
 	18
 	Post-16 student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: unclear.
 

 	Jack
 	Hopper
 	17
 	Post-16 student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Asperger Syndrome.
 

 	Joseph
 	McCormick
 	64
 	Lecturer in Mathematical Sciences, Greenwich University.
 

 	Thomas
 	Foster
 	9
 	Year 4 pupil, St David’s Primary School, St Alban’s.
 

 	Lorraine
 	Shepherd
 	52
 	Nurse, Queen’s Hospital stroke unit, Luton.
 

 	Raj
 	Singh
 	15
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Dyslexia.
 

 	Ewan
 	West
 	16
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Autism (PDA profile).
 

 	Simon
 	Young
 	14
 	Secondary student, Oakenfold Special School, Harpenden. Diagnosis: Down’s Syndrome.
 

 	Mike
 	Ambrose
 	28
 	DECEASED
 

 	Daniel
 	Amopoulos
 	17
 	DECEASED
 

 	Miles
 	Ashford
 	38
 	DECEASED
 

 	Sarah
 	Best
 	16
 	DECEASED
 

 	Tim
 	Carson
 	40
 	DECEASED
 

 	Ben
 	Christie
 	33
 	DECEASED
 

 	Elaine
 	Dean
 	49
 	DECEASED
 

 	Beth
 	Foster
 	38
 	DECEASED
 

 	Joe
 	Horn
 	15
 	DECEASED
 

 	Svetlana
 	Karpov
 	23
 	DECEASED
 

 	Chloe
 	Newham
 	16
 	DECEASED
 

 	David
 	Riley
 	45
 	DECEASED
 

 	Val
 	Riley
 	42
 	DECEASED
 

 	Sally
 	Sharpe
 	14
 	DECEASED
 

 	Arian
 	Shirazi
 	27
 	DECEASED
 

 	Teymour
 	Shirazi
 	25
 	DECEASED
 

 	Rosanne
 	Tate
 	73
 	DECEASED
 

 	Callum
 	Turner
 	13
 	DECEASED
 

 	Rachael
 	Watts
 	19
 	DECEASED
 

 	Roy
 	Wolff
 	51
 	DECEASED
 

 
 

  
    It was a fair assumption that there were no working printers outside of the Citadels. And the header labelled part of the date as ‘Year One’.

    There was no alternative. The database of Underdogs could only have come from a computer belonging to Nicholas Grant.
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