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    I slammed my palms against the cold glass wall that separated us, but they didn't even flinch.  
 
    "Mom!" I roared. "Dad!" 
 
    They didn't look up. No matter what I did, they didn't look up from their work. The white lab was cold and unwelcoming but they seemed at home in it. They didn't know what was coming, it was just like any other day.  
 
    I banged my palms on the glass again, my heart thrashing with panic, but they couldn't hear me. They could never hear me.  
 
    A blue light started flashing above their heads and they both turned abruptly to stare at it. My mom dropped the vial she was holding and it smashed into a thousand tiny pieces by her feet.  
 
    "Mom!" I screamed. Tears were running down my cheeks. "Dad!" My throat was raw as sandpaper, but I kept screaming and hammering on the glass, desperate for them to listen, to run.  
 
    Mom grabbed my dad's hand. Their eyes met and the love they held for each other shone in their gaze. They knew what was coming for them but they gave their final moments to each other.  
 
    “No!" I yelled. "Please, run...please.” I sobbed as the too familiar scene played out, begging for it not to be true.  
 
    Dad pulled my mom into his arms, burying his face in her hair. Their fingers dug into each other's clothes and they held on so tightly it must have hurt.  
 
    I screamed again, agony pouring through me as the inevitable happened.  
 
    The flames dove from the ceiling in a wave. They washed over my parents, kissing their skin and wrapping them in tendrils of orange flame. I lost sight of them as they were devoured by the inferno. There was only fire, burning and my screams.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke with a jolt and gulped down a lungful of air as panic gripped me. My heart was pounding and real tears stained my cheeks. That nightmare had haunted my dreams for too long but the grief of it never lessened.   
 
    I twisted my fingers through my sheets and pressed my head back into the pillow as I closed my eyes again. My breathing slowed as reality closed in and I tried to get back to sleep.  
 
    I rolled over but light pressed against my eyelids as the panels on the walls slowly illuminated. They were designed to give the illusion of windows and reflected what was going on in the sky far, far above. Apparently today was a very grey day. Which was pretty much the same as it had been all month. Repetitive. Dull. Bleugh. Just like my life. 
 
    The idea was to give residents the feeling that we weren't enclosed by layers and layers of stone, metal and human flesh. It didn't make me feel that way. It felt like someone had decided to take up most of my wall space with stupid light boxes that forced me to wake up at an unnatural hour. But maybe that was just me. Maybe everyone else in this city didn’t mind that the Guardians did the thinking for them. Why make a decision when someone else could make it for you? Oh yeah, because I had a personality, dipshits. Gah, sometimes I just wanted to break free of this place and make my own rules. 
 
    "Good morning Maya. The time is now six thirty," a mechanical female voice spoke, breaking the silence.  
 
    I groaned and threw an arm over my eyes. Six thirty still counts as the middle of the night as far as I'm concerned, you robotic early-rising bitch.   
 
    When my parents were alive, we had a huge apartment on level one sixty two. We even had one real window, though it only looked at other buildings. After they died, I was relocated to a tiny apartment on level forty. The Guardians had wanted me to live with foster parents higher up. I’d told them where they could stick that idea. Sometimes I regretted that choice though. I’d chosen independence on a lower floor where people looked at me like I was basically a Dweller. But anything had to be better than sharing a home with some prissy top floor family who had sunbeams shining out of their asses. Right? 
 
    The TV flickered to life and I pulled a pillow over my head. Why won’t the city let me sleep today, dammit?  
 
    The news caster's voice filled the room but I tried my best to block it out. 
 
      
 
     "...population is reaching such a high that more talks to extend The Wall are underway, in order to create desperately needed new housing. An area outside The Wall on the south side is being checked for air and soil quality and, if the assessment goes well, the construction could begin soon.  
 
     Anti-extension groups are calling for population controls to be enforced rather than merely recommended, with compulsory sterilisation to be given to everyone after their first child if they live below level one hundred and after their second child if they live above. This measure is already in place for people who carry any genetic deficiencies. The discussions will start officially in two days time and the term for deliberation on this topic has been set at one month.  
 
     In other news, there have been thrilling scenes in this week's Lawless Trials. Andre Ferez has entered into the eighty second trial of his lifer sentence for killing his neighbour three years ago. If he successfully survives six more trials he will be the longest surviving lifer since the infamous Thomas Peters-"  
 
      
 
     I flicked the TV off as I opened my eyes and pushed the pillow away. I really didn't fancy waking up to shots of the Lawless Trials searing into my brain. Andre Ferez was slowly becoming a celebrity just because he was freakishly good at killing people. I wasn't about to join his fan club. Even though I had checked out his six pack two seconds before he’d slayed a dude in yesterday’s roundup. Like, only for half a blink, and only before he’d started chopping. But still, that was definitely going in Maya’s least proud moments box in the back of my brain. 
 
    When The Wall went up seventy six years ago, it quickly became clear to the City Guardians that there wasn't room to contain criminals within a conventional prison. They would have been a drain on the city resources. So, as a kind of twisted solution to the problem and a discouragement to crime, the Lawless Trials were created. Criminals were given sentences in an amount of trials they competed in rather than time spent in prison. Pretty sick and definitely not my cup of tea. 
 
    Murderers and rapists received lifer sentences which simply meant that they kept fighting until they were killed in a trial, their motivation to continue being little more than self preservation. A burglar might get a sentence of ten trials after which, if they survived, they could rejoin the population safe inside Harbour City.  
 
    It was often shown in sickening detail on the TV which was supposed to serve as a constant reminder to everyone of what awaited criminals. In reality, it had become a perverse sport with people placing bets on the survival of individuals. Hence the pseudo-celebrity status of Andre Ferez. 
 
    I understood it. I was even in support of it. I just didn't like to watch uncensored footage of people trying their hardest to kill each other in every thinkable way whilst I was eating my breakfast. I’d once been eating cheerios while watching a man’s head get cleaved off. My favourite cereal had been ruined for me for life. How sad was that? 
 
    I clambered out of bed and pulled the release catch beneath it with a sigh then pushed as the bed rotated up and over until it fitted snugly against the wall and gave me some measure of floor space.  
 
    Yawning, I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and crossed my apartment in three steps which delivered me neatly into my tiny bathroom. 
 
    The phone rang as I was getting out of the shower and I glanced at the name on the display as I answered it.  
 
    "Taylor - hey." I didn’t know why I checked really, no one else would be calling me at seven in the morning. Thinking about it, no one else ever called. But I didn’t mind that. Taylor was the only person in the world who I cared about calling. 
 
    "Hey Maya, are you up?" Taylor's irritatingly cheery voice chimed at me through the speaker. If I was the moon, Taylor was the sun by comparison. The only thing that made me shine was him. 
 
    “No," I replied through another yawn. 
 
    The shower had helped but I wasn't in a good mood. The nightmare hung heavily on me like it always did. It was a recurring bitch of a dream which just so happened to be my worst memory in living history too. Not that it was real exactly. I hadn’t been there so I couldn’t actually remember it, but my brain had stitched together the images of what I’d been told about it and made that horrifying reel to replay in my head night after night. The scars left on my heart by the loss of my parents felt like fresh wounds again and I drew in a breath as tears pricked my eyes and tried to break through the carefully woven mask I always wore. 
 
    “Well you won't want to hear the news then." I swear I could hear him grinning down the phone at me and it helped to distract me from my thoughts. 
 
    “No," I replied again to tease him. I ran a towel through my hair and wedged the phone between my ear and shoulder.  
 
    “Okay, I'll just have to go outside without you then."  
 
    I paused, the towel hanging limp in my hand as my heart did somersaults in my chest. 
 
    “Outside? As in outside The Wall?" He was winding me up, I knew it, but my stomach flipped over all the same. I’d always wanted to go outside. To see a world that wasn't contained within concrete and steel. 
 
    "Yeah. It was on the news earlier. The city needs environmental chemists to carry out soil and air checks for contaminants and they need a team of inferior science students like us to do the leg work. I just happen to know a pretty important environmental chemist-" 
 
    “Your dad," I interrupted as my excitement spilled over. If there was one thing in the world that could break my sour mood today, it was this. The thing I’d been dreaming about since I’d even learned there was anything beyond this fortress of a city which contained us.  
 
    “Yes, and this is your cue to beg." 
 
    I barked a laugh. I was the top student in our class so if I wanted to be in the team I'd be in; no questions asked. Taylor was just lucky that his dad would be able to get him on the team too.  
 
    “When?" I asked, adrenaline rushing through my blood. 
 
    “Ten minutes. I'm at your door now."  
 
    The screen next to my front door flashed a shot of Taylor standing in the corridor outside with his phone pressed to his ear and I grinned. I hung up, checked my towel was securely wrapped around me so he wouldn’t get any free tit flashes, then pressed my hand to the scanner. The door slid open to reveal possibly the smuggest looking face I'd ever seen. Taylor was taller than me by over a foot and his floppy brown hair hung into his grey eyes like always. He had the kind of face that people just liked. He could make you smile as easily as breathing. Or maybe that was just me. Whatever way, he was my favourite person in the entire world.  
 
    “I'm getting dressed, keep talking!" I demanded, grabbing some practical clothes and heading into the square meter that I called a bathroom.  
 
    My small sofa was quickly filled by Taylor. He was so tall that his legs dangled over the end of it as he sprawled out.  
 
    "So, Dad says that the desired plot isn't far from the cable car landing zone on the south side of the city. We'll be helping scout the area which extends about five miles out from The Wall. There'll be fifteen groups, one of which will be led by him." It sounded like he was speaking around a mouthful of food.  
 
    “Sounds great." I checked the mirror, grateful that my long, dark hair looked okay since there was no time to do anything else with it. 
 
    “You haven't heard the best bit." As I reentered the room he grinned at me over a big bag of snacks that he’d pilfered from my lone kitchen cupboard. He’d grown about a foot in the last year and I swear that was entirely due to the stolen food he scoffed when he came to visit me. "The area includes old world housing and Dad reckons we should be able to get a look at it and maybe even go inside."  
 
    “Really?" I gasped. I'd always wanted to see the way people used to live before The Wall. It was so hard to get a proper idea from the films we watched in Old World classes. 
 
    My grandmother remembered the old world but she wasn't supposed to tell the stories about how it all ended. The City Guardians said it was too dark a time and that we shouldn't dwell on the mistakes of the past, but rather strive for a brighter future for the population. But maybe I wanted to dwell on dark times and lean into my morbid fascination with how the world had ended. Maybe I liked learning about the wild spread of the contamination and the rabid animals which had been born of it. Wasn’t everyone in this place sick and tired of hearing about the future? The future seemed pretty black and white to me. More houses, more people, less space. But the past? That was one colourful bitch I wanted to get to know. 
 
    I’d only managed to gain small pieces of information from my grandma over the years. She would talk about the lost beauty out there, of a world that was green instead of grey. No amount of pestering would get her to talk about the end of it all and the rise of the walled cities though. Sometimes I wished I could crawl into her head and get a good look at all the memories she had stashed there. She was one of the few people left who knew what it was like to live beyond The Wall. And that made me envy her in the weirdest of ways. 
 
    Taylor had switched the TV back on in my absence and as if on cue, our daily dose of Harbour City endorsement flashed up on the screen. 
 
    “The world was once our friend," the booming voice of the narrator announced and the screen showed shots of animals running free across fields of grass. The picture changed and the camera swept across a jungle filled with trees as far as the eye could see. Next, it panned over a blue expanse of water with fish jumping above the waves. 
 
    "We lived in harmony with it," the narrator continued and the shots onscreen were barely a second long, ancient buildings, mud huts, villages, towns, cities and people. As the shots continued changing, the population expanded and grew out of control until the faceless crowds stretched out into the distance without end.  
 
    "But then we took too much." Ruined land, bombs exploding, armies fighting. 
 
    "We tried to change the natural way of things." Scientists working in labs, altering plants and trying desperately to create enough food for the people who swamped the world. 
 
    “But the world had had enough." Snapshots of huge plants growing out of control and taking over cities. Terrifying creatures roaming around unchecked. People dying and screaming and running. Finally, and worst of all, were the faces of the contaminated humans. Twisted features broken in snarls of rage, filth-covered and completely lacking in humanity. The contaminated ran rampant through the world, killing without mercy and laying ruin to everything in their path. My heart pounded wildly at the sight of it all. The pure chaos of it. I knew it looked bad, it even frightened me on a wholly primal level. But it also set my instincts alight and filled me with an energy so pure I wished I could dive into that crazed world just for a moment. 
 
    The screen faded to black and I blew out a breath as I waited for the boring bit to roll. 
 
    "Then, out of the darkness, came hope." Slowly, from a pinpoint in the centre of the screen an image grew. The Wall that surrounded our city came into focus as it towered above the vantage point of the camera. A figure shrouded in shadow stepped into view and stood with hands on his hips as the wind whipped dramatically at his hair and coat. 
 
    “The Guardians saved us from the devastation of the outside world and protected us from the contamination." The Guardian ushered an old woman carrying a baby towards the safety of The Wall. 
 
    “Striving forward together," the narrator finished as the screen brightened until it was blank and white. Slowly, words scrolled across it in blood red script. 
 
    “For the good of the population," Taylor and I both read out automatically. I sighed dramatically as I flicked the TV back off. 
 
    "Are you ready then?" Taylor asked, grabbing my hand and throwing the now-empty snack bag in the general direction of the trash can. He missed and I scowled. 
 
    “You know, if you’re gonna steal my food you could at least work on your aim.” I raised an eyebrow at him and he smirked as we headed out the door. 
 
    “But then what would you have to do all day if you didn’t have my mess to clean up?” he taunted. 
 
    “I could teach you to throw.” I danced past him with a mocking grin, pausing at the door to use the retinal scanner to lock up. The second the lock clicked, he towed me down the corridor towards the elevator. 
 
    Taylor grinned at me like I was his favourite person in the whole world and I smiled back. It always amazed me that he'd stayed my friend after I was relocated to the fortieth floor. I'd been moved more than a hundred levels lower than him and his family, but he never mentioned it. He didn't even seem to have a problem with visiting me. I’d been embarrassed at first, but he didn't seem to care at all and I loved him for that.  
 
    We moved through the nearly deserted hallways past rows of apartment doors and approached a figure who was crouched down and concealed in a shadow beyond a broken light. Something about him sent a shiver running down my spine and my hands instinctively balled into fists. 
 
    We drew level with the man and he stood up, making my heart lurch at the sight of his dark overalls. He had a tattoo that looked like some kind of twisted knot which ran from the side of his neck down beneath his collar. Ew. 
 
    "Didn't mean to scare you," he said in a gravelly voice with a smile that didn't reach his eyes.  
 
    "You didn't, she's fine." Taylor spoke as easily as he would to anyone. The man was still looking at me and my nose started wrinkling of its own accord. 
 
    “There's a broken light." He pointed to further demonstrate the obvious. Why is he being so weird? And so creepy? 
 
    “Yes," I said, managing to keep most of the unease out of my voice.  
 
    “Have a nice day." Taylor smiled pleasantly at the man who was desperately in need of a shave. And a bath. I heard they didn’t even have baths below level twenty five. It was probably just a bucket and a mop head by the time you reached ten. On level zero? They were no doubt slapping on a vat of aftershave and hoping for the best. Aftershave they stole from topside, of course. Not that I was biased or anything… 
 
    I didn’t say a word and Taylor tightened his grip on my hand, dragging me on down the corridor. 
 
    I glanced back and saw the guy watching us through narrowed eyes as we turned a corner. I narrowed my eyes right back and he shook his head at me like I was the weirdo. 
 
    “That was rude.” Taylor frowned at me.  
 
    “I know, they shouldn't be allowed up here when we're around," I began but Taylor stopped walking and jerked me to a halt beside him. "What?" I asked. 
 
     “I meant you were rude. He was just doing his job." 
 
    “But he's a Dweller," I scoffed, lowering my voice in case he heard us. I was all for silently ridiculing his bath habits, but I hadn’t missed the muscles on that dude. He could throw me over his shoulder and drag me back to his cesspit for playtime if he wanted to. I shuddered. 
 
    A small fraction of the population within the city didn't want to further themselves. They lived on the bottom floors of the housing buildings without trying to advance any higher. Generally speaking, anyone who lived below level twenty was known as a Dweller.  
 
    They were given menial jobs that basically amounted to city maintenance in various forms. They were fond of tattoos and working-out too much and had a bad reputation among the rest of the city residents. The Lawless Trials were mainly populated by Dwellers who had been caught breaking the law and I didn't doubt that plenty more of them were up to undiscovered illegal activities.  
 
    “You shouldn't be so judgmental.” Taylor scowled as he started moving down the hallway again, pulling me along behind him.  
 
    “Everyone has the opportunity to better themselves. I'm not planning on staying on forty my whole life. And there's no reason for them to stay down there; they want to be Dwellers.” I tried, and failed, to stop my lip from curling as I said the word. 
 
    “Whatever. You still don't have to be rude." Taylor looked away from me like he was disappointed and my heart twisted in my chest. I glanced back in the direction of the smeller – I mean Dweller- with a frown. It wasn’t like I wanted to be a bitch, I was just stating facts. The Wardens were always putting out warnings about making sure your doors were locked since there’d been a rise in home invasions. And who were the culprits one hundred percent of the time? Dwellers. So I may have been a harsh, cold bitch about them. But I also had my reasons. Reasons which would ensure I never woke up with a tattooed creep in my home, wielding a knife and rubbing my favourite soap up and down between his asscrack. 
 
    We arrived at the elevators and Taylor pushed the button to call one, still giving me the silent I’m-very-upset-with-your-behaviour treatment. 
 
    I rolled my eyes while he wasn't looking. I loved that boy but he could be judgemental as fuck sometimes. I was already slapped with Dweller jokes at school just because I lived on forty. He had no idea what it was like to be looked at like you were less than. And if I didn’t differentiate myself from them, then no one else in my class was going to. And yeah, maybe that made me a hypocrite. But it sure as shit didn’t make me a bullied one. 
 
    As we waited, I noticed that Taylor still had a firm hold on my hand. He'd been doing that more and more lately and I pursed my lips as I tried to come up with a way to reclaim it without offending him. I shook my hand loose, running it through my hair to give me a reason for wanting it back and Taylor threw an annoyed look at me from the corner of his eye, which suggested I hadn't been as subtle about it as I'd hoped.  
 
    The elevator dinged and opened smoothly. For once, it was empty of passengers and the space inside echoed dully as we stepped in.  
 
    The brightly lit, silver cube welcomed us onboard as it did every day with the promise of a quick and easy journey to our destination in a monotone female voice. Taylor hit the button and we headed up to level one fifty, my ears popping from the sudden upward acceleration.  
 
    I glanced at Taylor who had adopted a sullen expression. He must have gained a good foot on me now, the planes of his face were sharpening too and he was looking more like a man than the boy who I played kiss chase with as a child. The silence stretched between us and I chewed on my bottom lip.  
 
    “You need a haircut." I grinned at him as he brushed his floppy brown hair out of his grey eyes.  
 
    “So my mother keeps saying," he replied and a smile pulled at the corner of his mouth again. I felt the knot of tension in my stomach release. Just like that, we were best friends again. Like we always would be. Even if I was downgraded to a Dweller and claimed my own cesspit to splash around in, Taylor would never abandon me for it. He was a better person than me. A better person than most people. I roughened up his smooth edges and he smoothed out my rough ones. Together, we found the perfect balance.  
 
     "Level one fifty. Alight here for the Walkways," the smooth, feminine voice announced as the elevator came to a stop and the doors slid open. 
I pushed all thoughts of the Dweller aside as I remembered we were about to go out-freaking-side. The air around me smelled sweeter today. It almost smelled like destiny. 
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    There wasn't a time of day when the Walkways weren't busy.   
 
    Rows of elevators gave way to a kind of crossroads where people selected a direction and took the appropriate Walkway out of the building. We wound through the crowd, heading for the south side of the city at a fast pace.  
 
    A group of Wardens, dressed in sleek grey uniforms, marched through the crush of bodies and we hastily moved aside to allow them access to their separate walking lane. 
 
    The Wardens were appointed to patrol the city and maintain the peace. The city was under their constant surveillance, they used millions of CCTV cameras and microphones to keep an eye on us. Privacy was a concept that didn't really have much meaning within The Wall. 
 
    Harbour city was a rabbit warren of skyscrapers interconnected by huge glass Walkways. The long tubes jutted out of each building on the one hundred and fiftieth floor. They connected all of the buildings within the city and once you were in one, you moved fast or got knocked aside.  
 
    The Wardens were assigned their own lane to allow them quick, unrestricted travel throughout the city. Sometimes VIPs used the Warden lanes too but for the general population, it was all about leg power and elbows. 
 
     I could never resist sparing a few moments to gaze out through the reinforced glass and I tipped my head back as we walked, trusting Taylor to catch me if I fell. The view was really quite beautiful, especially at night. The twinkling brilliance of the city always took my breath away and the sheer scope of it was humbling in its enormity. 
 
    Someone shoved me aside and I bit my tongue to cut off a curse as I spied the bottle green uniform of the culprit. The Harvesters pushed their way between the crowd. There were six of them in all and they each held the same superior, arrogant look on their faces.  
 
    Dickwads..  
 
    “I would consider a job in hydroponics if I didn't think I’d end up like one of those stuck up douchebags," I muttered.  
 
    Taylor laughed appreciatively as the Harvesters turned off of the Walkway and headed for a hydroponics building. They did brilliant work and were rewarded with great apartments and the general respect and adoration of the public for providing the city with all the food we needed to survive. It was just a shame it tended to go to their heads and they were all pretentious assholes.  
 
    "You could just work in produce. It's almost the same," Taylor suggested as we passed an exit for a produce building. The queue outside was already long despite it being early.  
 
    "Yeah, because distributing food is exactly like helping to create it." I shook my head and upped my speed as the crowd thinned slightly.  
 
    Taylor smirked at me as his gaze skimmed the crowd. “At least you’d get to cut the queue and maybe even grab the odd snack on the sly.” 
 
    “I should have known you were thinking with your stomach,” I teased and Taylor shrugged like that was obvious.  
 
    The skyscrapers within the city were allocated for various purposes; population buildings for housing, school buildings raised the new generations to be productive members of society, health and wellbeing buildings held gyms so that people could exercise, and so on. We passed by many of them on our way to the cable cars and people swarmed on and off of the Walkways at the various exits.  
 
    It took us forty minutes of switching Walkways and passing through buildings to reach the edge of the city at the south side and enter the skyscraper designated for 'Cable cars and Wall maintenance'. We joined the back of a line and waited for a retinal scanner to register our arrival. I huffed impatiently and Taylor raised an eyebrow at me.  
 
    “What?" he asked.  
 
    "I just hate having to queue all the time," I sighed. Taylor shook his head at me, he never found the city rules as irritating as I did.  
 
    I stepped forward and leaned into the scanner. A red light blinded me momentarily and the door slid open to admit me. We moved into a wide, open hall where the other members of the expedition were already gathered and joined the back of the large group who were all converging around a small, balding man.  
 
    Professor Delo was one of the city Guardians, the scientific leader for Harbour City. He was in charge of any expeditions outside of The Wall. Not that there were many. He was also the leading expert on the contamination and its effects so was responsible for keeping the city contagion-free. It was a job he took very seriously and presumably he did it well seeing as we were all still alive. He climbed up onto something to see over the crowd, commanding the attention of the room as he laid out our objective.  
 
    "We are doing vital research for the continued prosperity of our great city," he called out in a rather wobbly voice. "But it is imperative that you all remain safe. Stay within your groups and maintain radio contact. If you think there is a reason to fear anything at all then check back with us before proceeding. If you or your equipment are compromised, your first concern is for the population. We can't risk any contamination entering the city." 
 
    A chill ran down my spine. In all the excitement about going outside The Wall for the first time, I had forgotten about the reasons for staying in. My mind brought up images of the contaminated people who used to live out there and I pushed them aside with a shudder. There was nothing left alive outside anymore. That was one thing the Guardians were sure of.  
 
    “You can collect your biohazard suits from the lovely gentleman to my left and sign yourselves in with the less lovely gentleman to my right. We will be leaving within the hour." As he finished speaking, Professor Delo dropped down into the surrounding bodies and was quickly swallowed by the crowd.  
 
    "Striving forward together!" he called out from the depths of the group as an afterthought.  
 
    "For the good of the population," everyone chanted back instantly.  
 
    “So, kids are you ready to head into the big outdoors?" Taylor's dad, Artie appeared behind us and laid a hand on each of our shoulders. He was a tall man, thick with muscles which had softened a little over the years. His head was topped with more full, black hair than a man his age deserved and a matching moustache to round it all off. He was also one of my favourite people in the whole world.  
 
    Taylor was him reborn minus the moustache and with the lighter hair he took from his mom.  
 
    "Sure Dad. I'm gonna jump in line for the biohazard suits. I don't wanna end up with a gross one or something," Taylor said as he moved away and disappeared into the crowd to the left of the room. 
 
    “Thanks for getting me in on this Artie,” I said with a wide grin. I had the distinct feeling that I must have looked as though I was about to burst with excitement. 
 
    "No problem gettin' you on board, it's my numb nuts son who I have to pull the strings for 'round here." Artie laughed, a deep rumble in his chest and I ducked aside with well practiced speed as he reached out to ruffle my hair. 
 
    “You're getting too slow old man." I flashed him a smile as I turned and moved across the room quickly, leaving Artie behind and stopping at Taylor's side. 
 
    “Do you think they come in different sizes? I wouldn't want to go out with my ankles on show and end up with them getting contaminated," he joked. 
 
    “More likely I'd be tripping over extra material in that case,” I pointed out, indicating my small stature. Shorty, midget, little legs and tiny girl were amongst the nice names I’d been called on a regular occasion but I happened to think that the best things came in small packages so screw them.  
 
    “Next!" a pale man called out as we found ourselves at the front of the queue. "One XL male one XS female," he yelled over his shoulder as he threw a brief, searching glance in our direction. "Move to the left. Next!"  
 
    We quickly shuffled aside to let the queue keep moving and had matching white suits handed to us. 
 
    "Enter the cubicles and strip off everything you're currently wearing. There are lockers out the back. Put the suit on - it should be skin tight but shouldn't cut off the blood. If you need a different size, shout." A frazzled looking woman with a bird's nest of grey hair directed us towards the changing area and I tried not to bounce with excitement as I hurried to follow her instructions.  
 
    “See you on the other side." Taylor winked at me as he disappeared behind a grey curtain and I hurried into my own cubicle to change too. 
 
    The suit was definitely skin tight. It was like a big, elasticated baby-grow with individual fingers lined with high sensitivity pads and covered every inch of my skin. It ended at my neck and ankles with a series of clips to attach the head gear and boots.  
 
    I tried not to focus on how revealing it was and moved back outside where Taylor was stepping from foot to foot. 
 
    "I feel weirdly conscious of how tight this is on my ass." He grimaced, pulling in vain at the material which was clinging to his butt cheeks. 
 
    "At least they considered your modesty," I laughed, pointing to the padded shorts area on his suit. 
 
    "Well I'm not concerned about that, but it is nice for the less well endowed men not to have to try and compete." 
 
    “You're a moron," I teased, rolling my eyes as we reached the lockers.  
 
    “You can't call me a moron; I'm your only friend, what does that say about you?" Taylor took my clothes and shoved them into the same locker as his without bothering to ask and my lips twitched at our over familiar friendship. 
 
    "That I take pity on you." 
 
    "I vote to agree." Artie had appeared with perfect timing as usual, dressed in his own biohazard suit. 
 
    "You can't agree with her again, where's the paternal bond?" Taylor asked, faking outrage. 
 
    “Are you suggesting he puts blood before the truth? We're working with facts here," I added instantly. 
 
    "I vote to agree again," Artie smiled. 
 
    "Oh no, I won't be drawn into one of these, I'm off to sign in." Taylor walked away as Artie slapped me a high five. 
 
    “He's too easy," I smiled as we watched him join the back of the other queue. Most people had already been assigned their groups and were heading to the cable cars. 
 
    We moved aside as a group bustled past us. Artie nodded to Dr Lomax who was leading them. Rebecca Adeler waddled by, trying to look superior as she shot me a scowl. Rebecca was in my class and had tried her hardest to make my life hell since I'd been sent to live on forty. The problem was, I found it hard to be intimidated by a girl who hadn't even figured out how to brush her hair properly and only lived on ninety six even with her family intact.  
 
    Most of my other classmates had avoided me since my demotion and many pointed out on a regular basis that I no longer met the requirements for our class. Luckily, the education Guardian had decided that as my demotion was due to bereavement, I could stay where I was for school. Besides, I only needed Taylor.  
 
    The room was slowly emptying as the various groups formed and were led out to the cable cars. I took a breath and tried to gather my thoughts, plucking at the material that clung to my left arm.  
 
    I’m actually going to see what the outside world looks like for myself.  
 
    "Trying not to burst?" Artie asked.  
 
    “Is it that obvious?" I attempted to stop grinning like an idiot and failed.  
 
    "Only to me, kid. Are you eating with us tonight?" 
 
    “So long as Jane isn't experimenting again," I said cautiously.  
 
    “She's sworn off home cooking, only pre-packed meals from now on." 
 
    "I've heard that before." I shook my head as if I wasn't sure, but we both knew I'd be there.  
 
    Taylor reappeared at our side. "I signed both of us in, and guess who our team leader is? One Dr Jackson."  
 
    "I've heard he's a total asshole," I said, dropping my voice.  
 
    "Yeah I think he's a real jackass," Taylor agreed.  
 
    “Who'd have thought to put a pair of idiots like you in my group?" Artie gave us a scowl while he tried to hide a smile beneath his moustache.  
 
    "That's the rest of the team over there." Taylor jerked a thumb over his shoulder towards the final group of people who were all staring at us while they waited.  
 
    I recognised another boy from our class, Daniel Pollock. He turned his gaze from mine as I glanced in their direction like I might be diseased. I didn't know why they expected me to want their approval. They certainly didn't get mine.  
 
    "Ah, that's the cue for me to make a dashing and impressive entrance, kids," Artie said, brushing down his bio-suit and running his thumb and forefinger along his moustache before he strode over to them. They instantly swarmed around him with a little too much admiration and started competing for his attention.  
 
    Artie was in his element and we moved over to join the edges of the group, waiting for everyone to settle down.  
 
    “We're going to be divided into research pairs so that's you and me," Taylor said, taking my hand as Artie started splitting everyone else into pairs.   
 
    “Is that up to you?" I asked suspiciously. 
 
    "Didn't you see who our group leader is?" He gave me his most sincere look. "Dr Jackson at your service." He bowed his head in mock introduction. 
 
    “Junior. And you aren't a doctor, either." I nudged him with my elbow.  
 
    "Ah, the insignificant details that ruin my greatest plans," he sighed.  
 
    “And save the rest of us from near certain destruction." I reclaimed my hand and tried to ignore the irritation that flashed across his features.  
 
    "Maya Summers you're with Taylor Jackson." Artie's voice floated over to us and Taylor smiled broadly in triumph.  
 
    “Group twelve, Dr Jackson?" The frazzled woman was standing by the entrance to the cable car room, ushering us towards her.  
 
    The group surged forward and we moved through a large doorway into a holding area with a sealed door on the far side of the room. Benches lined the walls and everyone took a seat. Taylor and I entered last, so I got stuck sitting next to Daniel. He wrinkled his nose and leaned away from me and I called him a dipshit beneath my breath. 
 
    The woman handed out the boots and head gear which completed our suits.  
 
    The helmet was entirely closed in with a ventilator at the front to filter the contaminants out of the air. A visor cut my peripheral vision in half and directed my sight ahead. It all clipped securely to the suit and effectively blocked out the world which was kind of claustrophobic if I spent too much time thinking about it. But then I’d spent my entire life living inside one city which was pretty claustrophobic too.  
 
    Frazzle wasn't wearing a suit so I presumed she wouldn't be joining us outside. She moved back to the door we’d just entered through and closed the vacuum seal to lock us in. The air in the room constricted around us and my ears popped. My heart started to beat a little faster and my palms grew slick inside my suit. 
 
    "Do these helmets filter out Dweller stink?" Daniel whispered loudly enough for the whole room to hear as he shuffled away from me.  
 
    The girl sitting next to him giggled appreciatively.  
 
    “You wanna watch your mouth if you don't want to end up staying behind," Taylor growled without bothering to drop his voice. 
 
    "Thats not up to you." Daniel curled his lip.  
 
    "It is up to me though." Artie moved to stand in the centre of the room with his arms folded and Daniel dropped his gaze like a whipped little bitch. 
 
    "It was just a joke," he muttered apologetically.  
 
    "Daniel, you're eighteen next week right? That must be so exciting for you," I said sweetly.  
 
    "Why?" He narrowed his eyes at me.  
 
    "You'll finally be old enough to visit the Body Perfect building. I know they don't work miracles, but there must be something they can do for your face." 
 
    Daniel opened his mouth to reply but Artie chose that moment for a not-so-subtle throat clearance and he dropped it.  
 
    I stood and flashed Artie a smile which he attempted not to return. But I wasn’t going to complain about a little preferential treatment. Ever since my parents had died, luck had always been against me so I’d take what I could get.  
 
    I wandered over to stand by the outer door, readying myself for my first ever sight of the world beyond The Wall as I pushed Daniel and his snobby friends out of my mind. I’d be the one laughing when we graduated and I got a job that earned me an apartment on the upper levels while he stayed firmly on the middle levels for the rest of his life.  
 
    The door itself was a circular piece of steel that blocked a hole in the side of The Wall. It was around two meters wide, perfectly smooth and was operated by a keypad and retinal scanner. 
 
    I reached out and placed a hand on the smooth, sandy stone of The Wall. 
 
    It was cold, even through the material of my glove and a shiver danced along my spine as I ran my fingertips along its surface. I’d never been so close to The Wall before. It was hard to take in.  
 
    "So what are you peeing yourself with? Fear or excitement?" Taylor asked in a low voice as he joined me.  
 
    "Oh, I didn't actually think about a bathroom break, maybe that would have been a good idea," I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Great, now I need to go," he groaned. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at him. “Seriously?” 
 
     "I'll make it, don't worry," he said, raising his hands placatingly and I laughed. It would be just like him to have to piss himself in his suit because he hadn’t thought to empty his bladder. 
 
    A deep vibration started to radiate through The Wall as the vacuum seals around the outer door were released and adrenaline surged through my limbs.  
 
    This is it! 
 
    Thunk, the door shifted like a plug being pulled from a sink. The thick steel split in the middle and opened smoothly to reveal the cable car landing point beyond. A whoosh of pressure pulled at me as a balance was created between the outer atmosphere and the air within the room.  
 
     I could feel my pulse throbbing in my wrist as my heart pounded out of rhythm.  
 
    "Please make your way onto the cable car and brace yourselves for motion," the frazzled woman called as she ushered us through.  
 
    Taylor and I were nearest to the door and as we walked out onto the platform, I could hardly breathe. We were in a tunnel built of semi-transparent perspex. Above my head was the mechanism for the cable cars and I could see the wire moving along steadily.  
 
    At either end of the tunnel were open doorways and long plastic tassels blocked the view outside. But as I watched the entrance to our left, the cable car pushed its way through them. As it got closer, dark grey smoke was blasted over and around it from vents that lined the tunnel wall, momentarily concealing it in a cloud as it was decontaminated.  
 
    The smoke disappeared and the cable car pulled level with us on the platform. Droplets of water ran down its surface and the door slid open quietly. I stepped inside with the feeling that I’d just stepped onto another planet. This was without a doubt the most adventurous thing I’d done in my entire life and it felt like waking up. Like I’d been stuck in a dream that just repeated itself day after day and now I was finally about to break the cycle. 
 
    The cable car was a large, glass sphere with a silver handrail running all the way around the middle of it. There was nothing else to prove that there was a barrier between us and the outside world so the view was completely uninterrupted. Everyone piled in behind me as it glided along the platform and then we were moving through the tassels at the tunnel's exit. 
 
    I walked straight to the far end of the space and gazed out, straining my eyes to take everything in.  
 
    I reached out and placed my hand on the glass in front of me as if I could push my way through like I needed to reassure myself that this was real.  
 
    Beyond The Wall was a wasteland. A scorched desert of grey-brown dust extending endlessly to the north, west and south. The Wardens went out to burn anything that grew there and sewed salt in the soil to keep it barren. To the east of The Wall, the ocean stretched away beyond the horizon, providing all the water the city could ever need and more. 
 
    I’d never had a clear view of the sea before.  
 
    It was just so big. I couldn't comprehend it. My eyes darted back and forth as I watched the tips of the cresting waves moving in a constant dance. The city was perched high above the shore on a row of cliffs and I couldn't even see the point at which water met land.  
 
    I turned back towards the west and the endless wasteland. For a second, I thought I saw a glimpse of green but when I looked again there was just more brown dust. My imagination was playing tricks on me. Or perhaps it was just wishful thinking. That the world outside The Wall could offer us so much more than contamination and fear. 
 
    As the ground loomed ever closer, I could see it was pockmarked with the odd interruption of rocks or other immovable pieces of the terrain which didn't hold any life. It was impossible to make out anything with any clarity but I wanted to see it all. I shuffled my feet and flexed my fingers, anxious to get moving and experience it up close for myself.  
 
    Directly below us, there were clusters of something which I guessed must be the old wood housing. They looked like little boxes from our vantage point and their roofs were a patchwork of different colours.  
 
    The scene didn't change much as we descended but the lumpy clusters of houses became more defined, their colours revealing themselves as everything from burnt red, to dark brown, to steely grey.  
 
    It wasn't a lot to look at and yet I was pretty certain that it was the most beautiful sight that I’d ever seen.  
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    The ride down took about half an hour, during which time the details on the ground became clearer and all the more alluring.  
 
    Everything seemed so alien compared to the city.  
 
    Harbour City towered above us, dominating the view to the north. The sheer scope of the place I’d spent my entire life in was beyond comprehension. It blocked out the sun and overshadowed the landscape for miles around. The Wall itself was a smooth, sand coloured mass that stretched on endlessly, without interruption, reaching up so high that it was hard to make out the top.  
 
    The tips of the skyscrapers glinted and sparkled in the midday sun high above us, sending rainbows of light dancing out across the bright, blue sky. I tried to imagine what it must be like to live in an apartment with a real window and a view over The Wall with the sun shining in every day. 
 
    Sighing, I turned my attention back to the valley filled with structures from the old world. I felt slightly dizzy and I was pretty sure skipping breakfast had been a bad shout. 
 
    The cable car finally slowed and started to turn into a big, barren area of land that had been cleared for the landing zone. The door slid open and we all stumbled out, a little lost for words. Artie gathered us together and handed out GPS devices but it was hard to keep my attention fixed on him for long. The open sky spread out above us as far as I could see. We never really got to look at it in the city with so many buildings blocking the view and I kept glancing up as if it might disappear. 
 
    "Each of these is preprogrammed with your individual search zone highlighted. Follow the directions on screen to get to your zone then search that area thoroughly. We need soil samples from six locations within your area and swabs taken inside and outside of the houses. You're encouraged to explore and report anything that strikes you as out of place or strange.  
 
    Take a pack with your test equipment and we'll meet back here in two hours. Read through your instruction booklet. The pack also contains your radio so you can check in with us at any time. Make sure to check back if you encounter any trouble. Have fun, but remember that this is important work." Artie smiled at the collected group. "Any questions?"  
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    "Great. Striving forward together," he said in dismissal. 
 
    “For the good of the population," everyone chanted back with extra enthusiasm. 
 
    I thumbed through the instructions quickly. There was a lot about protocol and what to do in case of an emergency. As far as I could gather, the message was to radio back if anything went wrong. Then there was a lengthy reminder about the risks of contamination and our duty to the safety of the population. Blah blah blah. I shut the booklet and Taylor collected our pack while I studied our route on the GPS.  
 
    “Seeing as you're so insanely strong and manly now, I'll let you carry that." I grinned at him and started heading south, trusting Taylor's long legs to help him catch up.  
 
    Within moments he fell into pace next to me just as we crested a hill and my mouth fell open.  
 
    The stark landscape suddenly gave way to a valley filled with the strange box-shaped buildings. They were all about three or four times as tall as me but no more than that. 
 
    “Is this where they lived?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "I guess so. How many people do you reckon each of them housed? They look big enough for fifteen," I said, studying the small buildings. 
 
    "Or more - maybe even twenty? Are they like little apartment blocks? How are they split? I only see one door," Taylor said. 
 
    "The GPS says we have another mile to walk before we reach our search area," I said, glancing at it. 
 
    "Okay. Let's get going then." Taylor grabbed my hand and led me down into the valley, nearly at a run. I laughed as a rush of adrenaline flooded my veins and hurried to catch up with his longer stride.  
 
    We didn't keep up the pace for long. There was too much to look at. The buildings continued in rows on either side of us, clearly built around the roads we were walking down.  
 
    It felt weird to walk on broken concrete instead of smooth glass and I kept stumbling on the rough terrain.  
 
    The structures were all different shapes and sizes and stood alone with big patches of empty, dust-filled space surrounding them. It was beautiful and strange and so open, I couldn't think of a place more different from the city I'd grown up in and just looking at it awakened an ache in me. Like I was seeing something I’d been missing even though I’d never known it before.  
 
    It was impossible to imagine the way people must have lived before. With the sky open above their heads and clean, fresh air flowing unfiltered around them. There were no rules about where you could go or when. They didn't have to worry about walking for twenty minutes just to find out a building had reached its capacity and you couldn't go in.  
 
    They didn't have to get permission to buy food for guests or to spend the night at a friend's house. They probably didn't have to be poked and prodded by doctors every month or injected with contraceptives even though you were adamant you didn't need them. I doubted they even had to get permission to have babies.  
 
    There was a plastic sign in front of one house that read 'for sale'. I frowned as I looked at it.  
 
    "What's for sale?" I asked.  
 
    Taylor glanced at it too. He kicked the ground beneath the post that held it in place then looked beyond it to the building.  
 
    "Maybe the house?" he asked doubtfully.  
 
    “You think they could pick where they lived?" I asked.  
 
    “Why not? There's plenty of options," Taylor shrugged.  
 
    I bit my lip as I considered it and Taylor lead me on again. My parents had been promoted twice while I was growing up. Both times we had been escorted to a new apartment on a higher floor. When I was sent to live on forty, I was escorted there too. They even moved our things for us. We never had a choice. I couldn't imagine having a choice.  
 
    In front of a lot of the houses were rusted metal vehicles with fraying seats inside them. They sat on wheels which had deflated and corroded. The rubber was the only thing that still held its colour. Everything else was faded and ruined but the tyres were pitch black.  
 
    "Cars," I said, pausing to look at one more closely. 
 
    "Huh?" Taylor tore his eyes away from one of the houses to follow my gaze. 
 
    “That's why the road is so big: for the cars." I pointed but Taylor still looked blank. He'd never taken as much interest in Old World classes as I did. "They used them to get around. Like the Warden buggies, but bigger." 
 
    They didn't look anything like the images I'd studied; shiny vehicles which zipped along at high speeds on big, rubber wheels. The decaying remains they left behind after nearly a hundred years were barely recognisable but I was sure that that was what I was looking at.  
 
    "What's this?" Taylor asked, walking up to a large, brown column standing alone in front of one of the houses.  
 
    The base of it sprouted from the ground and the top split into countless smaller pieces which pointed in all different directions. I ran my hand over the surface of it. It felt rough and flakey through the sensitive pads on my glove. There was a carving in the shape of a heart with the initials K.L & L.W on one side of the thick column at eye level. 
 
    “I think this is, or was, a tree," I said slowly. 
 
    "I thought they were green?" Taylor asked, looking doubtful.  
 
    “The tops were green but the bottoms were brown. Besides, this one must have been dead for at least seventy years. The green goes away when they die." 
 
    "I don't see how something like this-" Taylor knocked his fist against the tree, "-could cause so much trouble." 
 
    “You know it was more complicated than that. And anyway, it looks like they dealt with this one pretty thoroughly," I said, as I rapped my knuckles against the hollow wood too.  
 
    "We're here, look." Taylor pointed at the GPS in my hand. A green line had appeared on the screen marking the start of our search area.  
 
    We turned to look at a standard, two story structure with a faded red front door and big windows smeared with dust. There was a little white fence ringing the patch of ground outside. It had fallen down in places and some of the slats had broken. A dust-covered path lead to the door, cutting a line through the barren ground.  
 
    We moved towards it and stopped in front of the door. 
 
    “So, how does it work?" I asked, looking about for a retinal scanner. 
 
    "Oh look, fingerprint scanner," Taylor said, putting his gloved finger onto a round button by the door.  
 
    Nothing happened, no surprise there.  
 
    The door had a wooden knob that protruded from its centre and I reached out to tug on it. It didn't move so I braced my feet and pulled harder.  
 
    "A little help?" I asked Taylor and he moved to take my place.  
 
    He grasped the handle and yanked on it. It still didn't budge so he did it again. A wrenching sound filled the air and the whole thing broke off in his hand. He tumbled backwards from the momentum and collided with me.  
 
    We fell, sprawling into the dust and I cursed at him through my laughter.  
 
    “Sorry." Taylor tossed the rotten doorknob aside and turned to help me back to my feet. Our white suits were now decidedly brown and I brushed uselessly at the dirt. It refused to budge so I gave up, embracing the filth instead.  
 
    I turned back to the door with a huff of irritation. It had a round hole in its centre and as I approached it, it started to drift inwards.  
 
    I looked at Taylor and sighed. "We probably should have tried pushing it before breaking it," I joked as he grinned at me 
 
    The hinges squealed in protest after years of immobility and the door stopped moving half way open.  
 
    "I don't see any ID screens or scanners or anything," I commented. 
 
    "But there could have been anyone out here. They wouldn't have even been able to tell until they opened the door. I could be an axe murderer come to kill them," Taylor said indignantly. 
 
    “The wonders of modern technology; axe murderer deaths must have halved overnight when the scanners came along." I grinned and moved cautiously towards the building again.  
 
    This time I pushed on the door itself and it swung inward without further protest. 
 
    It revealed a hallway with more doors on either side and a staircase leading up to the next level. I approached the first door on the left of the hall and it swung open easily. 
 
    "Look at this," Taylor called from the front door. "It was locked." From this side of the door it was clear that it had been forced open at some point. The frame was splintered and shattered and the metal bolt on the lock was bent out of shape. A chill ran down my spine as I thought about what that meant. 
 
    "I suppose they had to be sure everyone made it out safely before they poisoned everything," I said slowly, hoping I was right about that. 
 
    Splinters from the broken wood littered the floor and a small table was knocked aside, blocking the hallway. Its contents were scattered across the carpet. 
 
    I continued into the next room, stepping over the broken remains of a table lamp. Glass crunched beneath my boots.  
 
    The room was big and spacious. Cupboards topped with smooth counters lined the walls but the centre of the room was empty. A round table was pushed into one corner with four chairs placed around it haphazardly, one of them laying on its side on the floor. I moved further inside slowly. I had the strangest sense that someone had just left the room despite the clear evidence to the contrary.  
 
    The wall that ran along the front of the house held a huge window which looked back out towards the street. There was a stainless steel sink beneath the window and I walked towards it. It was filled with plates and cups coated in a layer of brown sludge and I wrinkled my nose at the unappealing sight.  
 
    Thick dust coated everything, deadening every sound I made and making the place eerily quiet, my movements created a muffled crunching. It felt like I had a pillow pressed over my ears.  
 
    I moved around the room, opening cupboard doors, pulling out boxes and tins and placing them on the counter.  
 
    "So you think it's okay that they busted into people's houses even if they didn't want to leave?" Taylor asked, following me.  
 
     "I dunno T, but if the place was being poisoned they wouldn't really get a choice would they?"  
 
    He stopped to survey the room as I tugged at a ring-pull on the top of a can. The label had deteriorated to the point that I couldn't read it but the can itself had stayed sealed.  
 
    "What is it?" Taylor asked, peering over my shoulder at the contents of the can as I poured it onto the counter. A handful of glistening yellow sweetcorn tumbled out in a river of juice. It looked good enough to eat.  
 
    "Dare you to try some." I shook the can at him.  
 
    “I would, but unfortunately I'm not allowed to take my helmet off," he said, rapping his fingers against his visor. 
 
    "That's handy," I said, turning away from the mess I'd made. 
 
    "Wait a minute, where's the bed?" Taylor asked abruptly, turning on the spot to take in the whole room. 
 
    “I don't think there is one," I said. 
 
    “Did they sleep on the floor then?" He was moving the chairs aside as if they were somehow concealing it. 
 
    “I don't think so."  
 
    Taylor stood up straight and moved to the counter by the window. 
 
    “What is this stuff?" He picked up a box that I had taken from a cupboard and shook it, listening to the satisfying rattle. 
 
    “More food, I think. Look, there's a picture of a kid eating on the front." He turned the box over to look at the faded picture.  
 
    "But this is enough food for weeks," he said pointing around at the stash.  
 
    “It must have been normal. Look at this - 'food waste.'" I'd found a cupboard with big, empty plastic trash cans inside. 
 
    “They wasted food?" The look of incredulity on his face made me laugh. 
 
    "It was a different time. I guess it wasn't in such short supply back then." We studied the stash a while longer, pouring some things onto the counter and trying to guess what they might have tasted like before we got bored of the game.  
 
    "Let's check out the rest of this place," Taylor said eventually, moving back out into the hallway. 
 
    The next room was full of big, squashy chairs all pointed towards a screen in one corner. Taylor jumped on one of them and dust billowed up in a cloud that filled the room while I laughed.  
 
    There was a shelving unit to one side of the room but most of its contents had been knocked to the floor. The walls were full of framed pictures of what appeared to be a family: a mother, father, a boy and an older girl. The children had been captured at various ages coming to an end with what looked like teenage years. 
 
    I picked up a photograph of them posing in front of the building that we were standing in. The girl was strikingly attractive, long brunette hair, a stubborn set to her jaw with full lips and eyes that were deep and dark, surrounded by long lashes.  
 
    The boy was younger but not by much. He was fair haired and had tougher, stronger features but all similar enough to the girl's to mark them clearly as siblings. He was taller and much broader too but with some lasting boyishness about him. 
 
    They looked happy. Like they had actually been caught laughing rather than just fake smiling for the camera.  
 
    The house was only recognisable by its shape. It looked warm and inviting with lights twinkling from the upper windows rather than abandoned and in disrepair. The brown dirt-filled space in front of it had been a green carpet of small plants peppered with little white flowers. The huge tree stood with a crown of green leaves and a rich, deep brown trunk which had faded to a much dimmer colour with the passage of time.  
 
    "She looks like you," Taylor said, peering at the picture over my shoulder. 
 
    "Don't be absurd, she's gorgeous," I laughed.  
 
    "Yeah and she looks like you. Same mouth, something about the eyes, though not the colour."  
 
    "Maybe I have a long lost sister who got all the genetic makeup for looks while I was blessed with a natural ability for tripping over my own feet. Lucky me," I said, scathingly. 
 
    “You don't see yourself very accurately," Taylor said, quietly. 
 
    “Maybe you don't either. Your years of enduring my face have made you immune to the plainness of it." 
 
    “You don't look like you did when we were children anymore. You're different." He looked deep into my eyes for a moment longer than was comfortable and I scoffed to break the weird atmosphere. 
 
    “I still feel the same," I said, punching him playfully in the arm and placing the photo back on the shelf amid a solid inch of dust. "Besides, she must be practically a hundred now if she even survived." 
 
    I pushed past Taylor who seemed to have something further to add and darted up the stairs. 
 
    "You check that other room down there and I'll see what's up here," I called back, glad to put some distance between us. 
 
    The second storey of the house was filled by four rooms. One was the most extravagant restroom I’d ever seen. It had a huge shower, massive tub, a toilet and two sinks with space all around them which seemed to serve no purpose at all. The effect was only ruined slightly by the green tinged puddle that occupied the base of the tub. 
 
    I turned to leave and noticed a strange mark on the doorframe. It was a hand print. I leaned closer to get a better look and gasped as I realised it was made with blood, nearly falling on my ass as I stumbled back a step. I looked around at the wooden floor and I could see that more splashes lead in a trail down the stairs. It had dried to a dark brown and was hidden amid the grain of the wooden floor but I could tell that there had been a lot of it.  
 
    What the hell happened here? 
 
    I repressed a shudder and moved towards another door on the landing.  
 
    As I entered the next room, I was relieved to find something that resembled an apartment from the city. The bed was still in place, though the covers were in a heap on the floor. It was designed to sleep two people and there was a little shower room in a recess to the right of the door. A few of the drawers were open with their contents spilling out. 
 
    I moved across to lift the bed and see how the room looked once it was out of the way.  
 
    I fumbled for the release catch for a while then dropped down to lay on the floor and look for it when I couldn't locate anything. Under the bed was darkness. The light filtering through the filthy windows couldn't illuminate the shadows beneath it.  
 
    I still couldn't find a release so I braced my shoulder against the floor and shoved upwards. A cloud of dust dislodged and fell over my visor and I turned my head to the side automatically even though the helmet kept it away from my eyes. I heaved again and saw something move in the space beneath the bed.  
 
    There was no way that anything was still alive out here but I stopped, my heart pounding, as the shadows shifted and I made out a shape in the darkness. After a few seconds, nothing more happened so I wriggled forwards, reaching towards the place where I had spotted the movement. 
 
    There wasn't much room under the bed and it scraped along my back as I pressed forwards, my hand sweeping from side to side ahead of me.  
 
    I felt something brush my fingertips as I squinted into the shadows. I reached out again, grasping towards the source of the movement. 
 
    Whatever it who was still out of reach so I scrambled backwards and regained my feet, grabbed hold of the bed and wrenched it upwards.  
 
    It was much heavier than I'd expected. I managed to get it about a foot off the ground before I realised it wasn't going to fold against the wall and let it fall back to the floor with a thud.  
 
    Something was knocked out from under it and collided with my boot, I yelled out in surprise and stumbled backwards. The thing didn't move again, so I stepped forward cautiously and nudged it with my toe. It was a little black bear with a faded red label hanging from its ear. 
 
    I reached out to pick it up. 
 
    The bear looked happy, his string mouth turned up at the corners. I brushed some of the dust from him and inspected the label. It opened to reveal a message. 'I love you to the moon and back.' It made me smile. That was something my mom always used to say to me. I clutched him to my chest and turned to continue the search.  
 
    The other two rooms were both large sleeping areas too. They seemed to be designed with no real purpose other than sleep and clothes storage. All of the rooms had been left in a state of disarray with drawers turned out and a variety of possessions cluttering the floor. They each held single beds which brought my count up to four. Nowhere near our estimate of fifteen residents. 
 
    The second room was clearly filled with the belongings of the teenage girl. A large dressing table took up most of the space beside the bed and it was crammed with her things. Pictures of her with various friends were stuck all around the edge of a big mirror alongside ticket stubs for movies and bands. The table was cluttered with lipsticks, nail varnishes and bottles of perfume. Things that must have been far more widely available when she was alive.  
 
    I lifted the lid of a large wooden box which occupied the middle of the table. Inside was a horde of jewellery: rings, earrings, necklaces, bracelets. They had been preserved from the dust by the box and they sparkled in the faint light.  
 
    Even when I lived with my parents we’d never had the money for jewellery though my mom had a few pieces. She had promised me something for my sixteenth birthday but she didn't live to see it. The forgotten trinkets called to me in a way I couldn't resist and I thumbed through them greedily.  
 
    Sighing, I let the lid close on the box and started to turn away from the table. Something caught on my boot and I looked down to see a piece of paper on the floor. I scooped it up and unfolded it. The writing looked hurried and was blurred in places and it took me a moment to decipher it. 
 
    Kaitlyn. Your father and I have been selected, they've come to take us to the city. There's isn't much time and they won't let us wait for you. Find Reese and get to the waiting zone. We'll be able to get you accepted too, but you have to be there. 
 
    The hordes are heading towards the city and they'll be here soon. If you can't get there before they have to close it, stay together and find somewhere defendable. They say the phones should start working again soon. 
 
    I love you. Please hurry. 
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    I felt cold. I let the letter drop onto the dressing table and hurried back out of the room. There was no way to know if Kaitlyn had ever gotten the message. Only a fraction of the population survived the changes that happened to the world when the contamination was set loose and if she didn’t make it into one of the walled cities then she would have been doomed.  
 
    “Anything up there?" Taylor called from downstairs.  
 
    I shuddered and moved towards the sound of his voice. I called back to let him know what I'd discovered but I didn't mention the letter. I didn’t want to think about it any more than I already was.  
 
    “The other room down here just has one massive table and a bunch of chairs. Why would they use a room that's bigger than your whole apartment for a table?" he called incredulously. 
 
    I followed Taylor's voice until I found him and tried to stop thinking about Kaitlyn and her family. There was no way for me to know if she survived and the idea of her ghost haunting this old house was all too present. 
 
    “They obviously used to have a lot more space available than we have in the city. And my apartment isn't that small,” I pouted. I wanted to protest more on behalf of my accommodation but it really was very small.  
 
    “So this is basically an apartment? For one family?" Taylor asked, ignoring my comment. 
 
    I looked around again, taking in the pure scope of the place. The wide open areas, the views through the windows that actually had space beyond them. I had one room with a kitchen, bed and sofa sharing the space and another tiny box for a bathroom. That was my entire apartment within Harbour city and even that was bigger than the apartments people lived in on the lower levels. Some of them had to share public restrooms.  
 
    It must have been such a different life back then. In the city, only the privileged few got to go up onto the rooftops. Very occasionally, Taylor and I would sneak up to see the sky and breathe the fresh air. Technically when we did so we were breaking and entering but the old guy who owned the penthouse had never noticed us and we only risked it at night when he was sleeping. We knew it was stupid but it was worth it to spend a few hours under the stars.  
 
    These people had spent every day with the wind blowing around them, flowing through their hair, filling their lungs. I hoped they knew how lucky they were while it lasted.  
 
    My eyes started to fill with tears and I raised a hand to brush them away. It bumped uselessly against my visor and I cursed.  
 
    I crouched down and started taking the sample bottles out of the bag that Taylor had left in the hallway. Some contained a swab which needed to be wiped on surfaces, others were just empty bottles for collecting soil. I pulled a swab from the first one and ran it through the layer of dust along one of the counter tops in the kitchen before resealing it inside the tube. 
 
    Taylor took another swab bottle up the stairs and I headed back outside. I looked down at the little black bear that I was still holding. I wanted to take him with me but there was no way he'd make it through decontamination.  
 
    I walked around to the window and placed him on the sill so that he could watch the world go by. But as I left him there, my heart twinged with guilt. He may have had a better view now, but he still looked very lonely.  
 
    We spent the next hour exploring the rest of our area, filling our sample pots as we went. The heat of the sun piercing through the fabric of the biohazard suit was exquisite. I longed for the feel of it on my own skin. It was hard to imagine how this world used to be and although I had never experienced it, I felt like I missed it somehow. 
 
    “I think we should go up to the penthouse roof during the day," I said as we started to walk back to the cable car landing zone.  
 
    “Are you mad?" Taylor asked.  
 
    “We could make sure the guy who owns it is out," I insisted. "I want to know what the sun really feels like on my skin." 
 
    “Hot. It feels hot. I'm not going to get sent to the Lawless Trials so that you can find out what hot feels like. We'll go to the sauna next time we hit the gym." 
 
    “Great." I let the subject drop, knowing he'd come around eventually.  
 
    There was another dead tree in front of the last house in our search zone and I fell still as I stopped to look at it. This one had two pieces of rope dangling from a large branch that held a seat a few feet from the ground. It swayed in the wind as we looked at it and my heart ticked faster as I watched the movement.   
 
    While we conducted our search inside the house, we found photographs of a small child being pushed on the seat by his mother. Taylor looked at the picture for a few moments before grabbing my hand and pulling me back out to look at it again with a grin on his face which could only spell trouble. 
 
    “It moves!" Taylor announced excitedly as he pushed the seat and it flew into the air and back towards him again. "Get on." 
 
    “No way." I backed away from it as I shook my head. "Those ropes must be a hundred years old."  
 
    “Okay, I'll go and you push me." He moved around and tentatively put his weight onto it as I watched him anxiously. The ropes groaned and creaked for a few moments but they seemed to hold so Taylor carefully lifted his feet off of the ground. More creaking ensued but the ropes still held. 
 
    “I'm ready. Push," he commanded.  
 
    I walked behind him, placed my hands on his back and shoved. Not much happened. 
 
    “Stop pushing like a girl," he teased.  
 
    This time I took a few steps back and ran into it, putting my weight behind the shove. He flew forward and swung his legs out to propel him further. Taylor was whooping and laughing as he swung up towards the sky, held still for a fraction of a second, then hurtled back towards me.  
 
    I watched him swinging straight at my face and a scream of fright escaped me as I stumbled back too late. The seat and Taylor hit me hard in the chest and pain exploded through my body from the impact. I was knocked off of my feet and flew backwards through the air before crashing down onto the dusty soil. I smacked my head on something hard which thunked on the outside of my helmet and made the whole thing vibrate. My breath whooshed out and I coughed, clutching at my chest as I wheezed on the ground.  
 
    Taylor leapt off of the swinging seat and raced around to help me, dropping down at my side, his grey eyes swimming with concern. 
 
    “Are you okay?" he asked as I sat up, taking a deep breath and waiting for my head to stop spinning. 
 
    “Yeah, I think the helmet took the hit for me. It's not broken is it?" I reached up and ran my hands along the back of it but I couldn't feel anything wrong with it.  
 
    Taylor twisted my head to get a look and shrugged. "I think it's okay,"  
 
    “You think? Don't think. Is it okay or not?" My heart started to race as I considered what might happen to me if the air lock on my suit had been damaged.  
 
    “Yeah, it's fine. There's a bit of a crack on the ventilator but you can still breathe can't you?"  
 
    “If I couldn't breathe then we wouldn't be having this conversation," I growled, my fear making me lash out at him, 
 
    “That was amazing." A huge grin split Taylor's face in half and suddenly he was the little boy I had known forever. 
 
    “Which bit? The part where you flew or the part where I fell on my ass?" I grumbled through a half smile. 
 
    “My bit." He tried, without much effect, to rearrange his features to look more concerned but he was practically bursting with excitement. "You should try it." He offered me a hand and pulled me to my feet. 
 
    “Are you sure my suit is alright?" I ran a hand over the ventilator nervously while Taylor rolled his eyes.  
 
    "I told you, it's fine. So?" He gestured towards the swinging chair while I hesitated.  
 
    I considered the seat and Taylor started making chicken noises under his breath, chasing away any last feelings of doubt I had. I strode over and sat down, gingerly putting my weight onto the old plank of wood. 
 
    “Ready?" Taylor was behind me with his hands on my back before I even felt confident enough to lift my feet off of the ground.. 
 
     “Yes." 
 
     “Pick your feet up."  
 
    I did as instructed and held tight to the ropes on either side of me. Taylor's hands left my back for a moment, only to return with force, knocking me and the seat forward up into the air. I screamed in surprise, fear, exhilaration…I didn’t even know which emotion was winning out. 
 
    I’d never felt anything like it. My stomach dropped out from under me and blood pulsed in my veins. My palms were sweaty and I was utterly terrified. But I didn't want it to stop. As I swung backwards, Taylor rushed in to push me again. I swung higher this time and I tipped my head back to look up at the blue sky stretching endlessly above us.  
 
    Again and again Taylor pushed me and my stomach swooped and I squealed in delight, kicking my feet in front of me.  
 
    Eventually, the seat slowed and finally stopped still and I stood up, feeling wobbly. 
 
    “That was the best fun I have had. Ever," I said, grinning at him so hard that my face may have been in danger of splitting in half. 
 
    Taylor grinned back and was about to have another go himself when the GPS started beeping at us. 
 
    “It's time to go," he moaned. "You hogged all the fun." 
 
    “Well I'm also going to have one hell of a bruise on my ass," I said, rubbing the ache on my backside where I'd landed in the dirt. 
 
    "Does my ventilator still look okay?" I asked and Taylor tipped my head back to get a better look.  
 
    “I think so." He knocked his knuckles against it and I heard a faint pop. 
 
    “What was that?" I grabbed at the circular tube and shook it as my heart leapt in panic. "Can you hear hissing?"  
 
    “No." Taylor eyes widened in alarm as he shifted closer to me. 
 
    “Is that 'no' a real no, or is it a 'I don't want you to panic' no?" My breathing came rapidly and the hissing seemed even louder.  
 
    “No, I really can't hear it." Taylor stepped closer to me and tried to tilt his head close to my ventilator to listen.  
 
    "Call your dad," I begged and the effort of speaking sent a ringing to my ears. There wasn't enough oxygen getting into my suit. My heart was slamming against my chest so hard that it hurt and I was trying really damn hard not to freak out but it wasn’t working. 
 
    Taylor stared at me for a second before realising I meant the radio. He dropped the pack to the ground and started shoving things aside as he hunted for it. 
 
    A sample bottle tumbled over the lip of the bag and started to roll away down the road and Taylor jumped up to chase it just as I started to feel light headed.  
 
    I tried to call him back but I couldn't draw in a breath and I coughed as the stale air in my lungs tried to force its way out. My limbs felt like they were too far from my body and my pulse was echoing in my ears.  
 
    I put a hand out to the tree to steady myself but it was further away than I'd thought and I staggered, only just managing to stay on my feet.  
 
    Taylor caught the bottle and turned back, looking at me with a concern lining his features as he realised something was really wrong. 
 
    I clutched the ventilator, willing it to start working again. My lungs were burning, there was no oxygen left in my mask. I looked up at Taylor as fear gripped my heart and I stumbled onto one knee.  
 
    Taylor was already running towards me, yelling my name and he caught my arm before I could face plant into the ground.  
 
    "What is it?" he asked anxiously, peering into my eyes  
 
    "I...can't-" I wheezed, but barely a whisper left my lips. My vision was going black around the edges and I coughed again, trying desperately to get some oxygen. The air didn't feel right in my lungs. "Breathe," I managed before everything went black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The first thing I was aware of was a breeze on my cheek. Then the hard, cold ground beneath my back and a hand squeezing mine tightly. My eyes were closed but I couldn't summon the energy to open them just yet.  
 
    “Can you hear me?" Taylor begged.  
 
    "You're practically shouting down my earhole," I managed, but I felt weird and had to pause to pull in a big lungful of air. 
 
    “Thank god." He let out a shaky breath. "I didn't know if I should… But you weren't breathing and I couldn't carry you and no one came when I was shouting and then your lips went blue and-" I raised a hand in the direction of his voice and pushed it towards his mouth to stop the babbling, my hand bumping against his helmet and conveying my point. 
 
    My eyes felt heavy but I slowly opened them, squinting at the uninterrupted blue above me. I took another shuddering breath and raised my hand to my face. I pushed my long hair out of my eyes and felt it catch in the neck of the suit as I did so. My gaze slowly rested on Taylor in his full biohazard suit and I nearly stopped breathing again. 
 
    “Where's my helmet?" I gasped. 
 
    "I'm sorry, but - you were suffocating. I didn't know what else to do!”  
 
    “Did you radio back? Did they tell you it was okay?" I asked. My heart started beating so quickly that it was almost painful.  
 
    Taylor's mouth fell open "I - I'm sorry I just didn't - you looked so - I forgot about the radio." His eyes locked with mine and I could see the terror there. I took another breath. My hands were shaking, I didn't know if it was fear or something else.  
 
    "Am I green?" I asked. 
 
    “What?" 
 
    "Am I green or purple or do I have tentacles where my hair used to be?" 
 
    "N-no," he replied, smiling faintly. 
 
    "Well I feel fine. I think. Chances are this place is fine, it's right by The Wall and they're looking at expanding out here so I'm probably going to be just fine," I said, reassuring myself as much as Taylor and ignoring the amount of times I'd said the word 'fine'. 
 
    "Great, so what should we do now?" he asked. 
 
    "Radio your dad. Tell him what's happened and why we're late. We can walk while you talk." I stood up and brushed myself off as Taylor rummaged about for the radio again. I glared at my hands until the shaking stopped and I tried to force my mind away from all of the terrifying possibilities that this could present.  
 
    Before The Wall went up, anyone who was exposed to the contamination became…monstrous. They lost all sense of the person they’d been before and turned into crazed, violent creatures who craved nothing other than death and destruction.  
 
    But that wasn’t happening to me. I refused to believe it could. I still felt exactly the same. And I was going to cling to that sense of self with both hands. Because all the time that I was sure of who I was, I could convince myself that everything was going to be okay. Even if a little voice in the back of my head was insisting that it wasn’t.  
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    Artie was waiting for us when we got back to The Wall where the cable cars were moving smoothly around and around on their track. He had a grim look on his face and was alone.  
 
    His eyes flickered to me before darting away again quickly. A muscle tensed in his neck.  
 
    “I sent everyone else up. Come on, we need to get back," he said, steering us into a cable car. It turned around slowly and headed back up towards the city.  
 
    I stood at the glass wall, staring down at everything we were leaving behind. After several minutes, I realised the silence had grown tense and I looked back to see Artie frowning. 
 
    “What's wrong?" I asked. My mouth felt dry.  
 
    "I hope nothing," he began and my pulse rose. "They may need to quarantine you for a few days to be sure that you don't pose a threat to the population. Also…there might be disciplinary action against the two of you for breaking protocol." He wouldn't hold my eye and I knew he was trying to downplay what he thought would happen. 
 
    "But she was dying!" Taylor burst out. 
 
    "I know." The look on Artie's face showed how much that worried him. "But there's a reason friends shouldn't be paired together on these sorts of expeditions. It's easier to think clearly with someone you have no personal connection to outside of the job. I shouldn’t have allowed the two of you to work together. This is on me, too.” 
 
    “I don't think I would have let anyone die," Taylor said incredulously. 
 
    "No. But you may have remembered to radio back before acting so rashly," Artie snapped and I almost recoiled. Artie never lost his temper. "We have the whole population to think of and we can't risk any contamination getting inside The Wall." He glanced at me and I could see the fear in his eyes.  
 
    “I feel fine," I said, trying to reassure him and myself. "And I thought we were extending The Wall to cover that area soon, so it shouldn't be contaminated should it?" I asked, staring desperately between Taylor and Artie. 
 
    “Well, no. But we were doing those tests, taking those samples today and until they come back clear we have to follow contamination protocol. I'm sorry, but I think this is going to get a lot worse before it gets any better." He bit his lip and drummed his fingers against the glass in agitation.  
 
    The cable car glided to a halt and I staggered to regain my balance, bracing myself on Taylor's arm. As I let go, I glanced at my hands and realised they were shaking again. I took a deep breath as the doors slid open to try and calm myself. 
 
    Six armed Wardens and Professor Delo were waiting for us inside the air locked space as we stepped inside. They were all dressed in their own biohazard suits and were looking at me like they were afraid I might spontaneously combust at any moment. Delo's usual look of distracted indifference was replaced with a stern frown.  
 
    As we joined them, I was very aware of the broken helmet still grasped in my hand and the fact that everyone else had theirs on. 
 
    “We ask you not to communicate any further until we are able to interview you. For the protection of yourselves and the population, you will have to be detained and checked for contaminates before we can consider you for re-introduction to the population." Professor Delo spoke in clipped tones and the Wardens moved forward to surround us. 
 
    "You will need to put on a new helmet for the journey," he said to me, handing one over with a look of disappointment on his face. 
 
    I obediently fastened the new helmet into place and surrendered my broken one to a grizzly looking Warden.  
 
    "I'm the only one who had my helmet off," I said, looking uncomfortably at the way Taylor and Artie had been surrounded by the Wardens too. 
 
    “We ask you not to communicate any further until we are able to interview you," Professor Delo repeated, his eyes hard. I nodded and he turned away to press some buttons on the control panel by the sealed door which led back into the city. 
 
    "Lift your arms please," he commanded and we all did as instructed.  
 
    A dark grey mist descended from vents in the ceiling. It crept down in twisting tendrils that snaked together. It kept coming, falling all around us and getting thicker and thicker until I could barely see my hand in front of my face.  
 
    The temperature dropped and it felt like the mist had found its way deep inside my bones, making me shiver. Then the temperature started to rise again until it became unbearably hot and the mist began to ascend, condensing as it went, and disappearing back through the vents.  
 
    The heat continued to soar and I could feel myself perspiring, though the air filtering through my helmet stayed cool and fresh. It felt like my skin was on fire and I twitched, trying to stop myself from screaming out. 
 
    As quickly as it had heated up, the temperature dropped back to normal. 
 
    “Decontamination complete," a smooth female voice announced over the speaker system.  
 
    “What the hell?” Taylor muttered. 
 
    “We ask you not to communicate any further until we are able to interview you." The ice in Professor Delo's voice was unmasked. 
 
    "Sorry," Taylor mumbled. The Warden standing behind him gave Taylor a harsh shove forwards as the door opened and we made our way out into the city.  
 
    Traversing the walkways when accompanied by a small platoon of Wardens was a very different experience. Instead of the shoving and jostling that I was used to, we were in our own lane with plenty of space between us and everyone else.  
 
    Of course we were subject to curious glances and some outright hostile glares but I tried my best to ignore those. When we needed to cross over and take the exit into the Warden Central Building, we were given a wide birth by the other travellers and made the transition easily. 
 
    We paused at the building entrance to get scanned in and I saw my name flash up next to the word detainee on the screen. 
 
    We approached the elevators at the end of a pristine corridor and the Warden to my left, a stumpy little man with a large, hooked nose, stepped forward to hit the call button. The doors slid open after a short pause and several people stared at us with an annoying amount of interest. They were all clutching tablets and wearing ID badges naming them as 'Warden Administration Clerks'. 
 
    “Official business. Out," snapped the biggest Warden at the front of our group. He was tall enough to dwarf everyone around him and had an enormous unibrow dominating his face.  
 
    I moved aside quickly as everyone within the elevator scurried to comply. A woman who lived in an apartment down the hall from mine, peered at me beadily and clucked her tongue as I was escorted past.  
 
    Unibrow tapped on the wall of the elevator twice and a screen appeared. He leaned forward to let the retinal scanner do its thing. 
 
    “Warden one-five-six-eight-seven, where would you like to go?" the smooth voice asked over the speakers. 
 
    "Interrogation," he replied in a gruff tone and the elevator plummeted down, and down, and down.  
 
    I didn't think I’d ever been as deep within the buildings as we were heading. I glanced at Taylor and he offered me his hand. I reached for him but a Warden placed his palm between ours before we could reach each other.  
 
    “No touching," she instructed firmly and I swallowed a lump in my throat.  
 
    The doors finally opened to reveal an undecorated, white hallway that stretched off into the distance. It was lit with harsh lighting that stung my eyes. There were white doors all along either side of it, numbered with odds on the left and evens on the right.  
 
    We were herded along the corridor by the Wardens until I thought I'd never see any colour but white again. Eventually, we came to a halt by a door numbered two hundred and six. 
 
    "In," hook nose ordered, putting a restraining hand on Taylor's shoulder to stop him from following me through the door. 
 
    I did as instructed and stepped into the room, turning just in time to see Professor Delo give me one last, scrutinising look. The door closed in my face, making a sucking noise as the seal fitted into place followed by four loud clunks as it locked. 
 
    At first, it was pitch black inside but at the sound of locks falling into position, a dazzling light filled the room. I stood and surveyed my cell while my breaths came quickly and I fought against the urge to crumple up into a ball and start rocking.  
 
    This can’t be happening! 
 
    Everything was white. There was a small bed to one side of the space with something blue folded on top of it and a single, hard chair sat beside it. That was it. A small opening to my right held a washroom with a shower, sink and toilet.  
 
    I could see the gleam of cameras and speakers bolted from the ceiling and I chewed on my bottom lip as I tried to figure out what I was supposed to do now. 
 
    “Hello, Maya. Please change into the outfit on the bed and place your biohazard suit by the door," a friendly male voice spoke over the speakers. 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    I moved towards the bed and picked up the pale blue tracksuit. It might not have been to my taste but at least it would give my eyes a break from all the white. I glanced up at the cameras again and moved into the wash area for a bit of privacy to change. 
 
    Taking off the clingy fabric was a relief after so long. My hair stuck to my back and I felt like I'd run a marathon. I switched the shower on and held my hand out to check the temperature. The very thought of washing myself clean loosened some of the tension that had been growing in my muscles and I stepped into the hot water, letting out a deep breath.  
 
    Everything’s going to be okay. This is just protocol. Before I know it I’ll be back in my tiny apartment and attending class with the douchebags.  
 
    Once I was clean, I felt much better, like I’d washed off anything which might have been clinging to my skin from outside.  
 
    I stepped out of the shower, drying myself on a soft towel and pulling on the blue tracksuit with a sigh of relief.  
 
    I reached out to wipe the steam from the mirror and studied myself carefully. After a close inspection, I was pleased to see I still hadn't turned orange or anything and I released a slow breath. 
 
    It’s going to be fine.  
 
    I headed back into the main room of my cell, placed the biohazard suit by the door and lay down on the bed. It was hard and the sheets were starchy but I could cope with that. 
 
    My mind spun and I wondered whether Artie and Taylor had been locked up in cells like mine. I hoped Taylor was alright, he was probably blaming himself for everything and worrying himself sick but I just had to focus on the long term. One day we’d look back and laugh about this. Our great adventure gone wrong. I just hoped that day would come sooner rather than later. 
 
    I spread my wet hair out behind me and tried not to overanalyse the workings of my body. It must have been getting late but the lights weren't getting any dimmer. My stomach rumbled, just a normal rumble for someone who hadn't eaten all day... I took a deep breath and pulled the blanket over my eyes. My lungs did not feel scratchy. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and fought back the desire to cry. I couldn’t let my imagination get carried away. Everything would be alright. I had to believe that.  
 
    I just hoped I was right. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: A close up of a clock  Description automatically generated] 
 
    When I woke, I could tell that I’d been asleep for some time. My biohazard suit was gone and a table had been placed next to the chair with a glass of milk and a bowl of porridge on it.  
 
    I tried not to think about how creepy it was that someone had come in here while I was asleep and got up to inspect the food. 
 
    I moved to the chair and tasted the breakfast. Cold. Great. 
 
    "Thanks for waking me up," I muttered to no one in particular, though I hoped they were listening in and I wasn't just starting to talk to myself. 
 
    After draining the milk I paced the room for several minutes. I glanced into the washroom and noticed a small bag of toiletries that hadn't been there yesterday.  
 
    I brushed my hair, then brushed it again. When I finished, I examined the large amount of hair left in the brush and felt a cold sweat prickle along my spine. I pulled some of it from the brush and let it run through my fingers and drift to the floor. 
 
    I looked at myself in the mirror and turned my head to get a look at my scalp. I trailed my fingers through my brunette curls and let them fall flat again. A single hair came loose and landed in the sink. I stared at it for several seconds before turning my attention back to my reflection. I reached up and took hold of a lock of my hair. Steeling myself, I tugged on it. It didn't fall out, not a single strand. I laughed shakily, sank down onto the bed and crawled back under the covers. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The table had another glass of milk and a cold soup on it this time. I drained the milk again but I wasn't going to lower myself to eating cold soup. My stomach growled in protest but I held firm.  
 
    "Can I have something hot?" I looked directly at one of the camera lenses. No response.  
 
    My mouth felt dry, chalky. I moved to the washroom and peered into the mirror. I caught hold of my tongue and pulled it out for inspection. It looked bumpy and a little white.  
 
    Is that normal? 
 
    I couldn't remember how it had looked before and my pulse raced as I wondered if it was some kind of sign of something being wrong with me. Or maybe I was just being paranoid.  
 
    I paced back into the main room and ran my tongue back and forth along the roof of my mouth. I was probably just a little dehydrated. Fatigue hit me again and I lay back down on the bed as a frown pulled at my brow. 
 
    Why am I so tired all the time?  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was fairly sure it was the desperate pleas of my stomach that roused me the next time I woke. The table now held a glass of milk and a large sandwich. At least it didn't matter that it was cold. Maybe someone had been listening to my request.  
 
    I shoved myself out of bed and practically inhaled the sandwich, groaning as the food slid down into my belly. My stomach was placated but I could have eaten twice as much and I was half tempted to lick the plate clean. 
 
    “Can I have any more?" I asked the same camera hopefully. 
 
    I paced the room again for a while, waiting for a response, but none came.  
 
    I wandered into the wash room to have another shower and saw a nice new tracksuit waiting for me. Things were looking up.  
 
    I let the shower go on until the water ran cold then brushed my hair until it was practically dry. I examined the brush again but this time there was nothing abnormal about the amount of hair I found there. I glared at it as if it might contradict me and finally placed it down when I was confident it wouldn’t.  
 
    The new tracksuit felt soft against my skin as I wandered back to the main room and I tried to focus on that. Every little positive had to be a good sign.  
 
    Unfortunately I was wide awake and out of things to do. On the plus side, a new sandwich awaited me so maybe someone really was listening to me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to my mystery sandwich source, tucking in eagerly with the slightly uneasy feeling of knowing someone had been in the room whilst I was naked next door. I downed the milk and started up my pacing again.  
 
    The hairbrush taunted me from the washroom and I threw scowls at it intermittently.  
 
    “Would it be too much bother to get some entertainment? Something to read, or a TV, or a crossword puzzle even?" I was starting to build up a picture of a friendly helper sitting and watching me somewhere and decided it wouldn't hurt to be polite. 
 
    "Please?" I added. I was going to ignore the fact that my tongue felt chalky again.  
 
    A wave of dizziness swept over me and I sat down on the bed, in moments I felt myself falling unconscious and I fought against the feeling uselessly as I sagged back against the pillows. 
 
     "The milk..." I realised, a moment before the blackness took over. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     There was an itch inside my right elbow. I sat in my bed as I ran my fingers over the tender skin and on inspection I found a small puncture hole.  
 
    My lips parted in surprise and I pulled my arm up as close to my face as I could get it. It was a little hole, the blood had congealed to fill it, but how did it get there? My mind instantly filled with images of bugs crawling out of it like in some gross horror movie.  
 
    I shuddered as I fought my overactive imagination aside and tried to think logically. Not some bug hole. It looked like the mark left by a needle.  
 
    “So you're drugging me and stealing my blood?” I asked the camera tersely. “You know I'm happy to cooperate, you don't need to do that."  
 
    I looked around. There were three sandwiches on the plate this time and a book next to it.  
 
    The hairbrush mocked me from its perch on the sink but I wasn’t going to acknowledge it.  
 
    I took my time with the sandwiches, pushed the milk aside, and spent the rest of the day reading. The book was a soppy romance novel with a dreadfully pathetic leading lady who seemed willing to undergo any humiliation for a chance with a guy who didn't seem to care about her one bit. 
 
    Eventually, I couldn't stand it any longer. 
 
    “Not to be fussy, but this," I waved the offending book towards the camera, "is trash. Could we try for something a bit more interesting next time? Please?" I grinned up at the camera hopefully.  
 
    Not feeling like pushing on with the book, I took another shower and drank the water from it rather than the tainted milk. I didn't brush my hair.  
 
    I finished the book with a scowl and tossed it down on the table. With nothing else to do, I lay back and slept.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I strode across the room and knocked the hairbrush off of the sink. It clattered noisily and a few hairs were knocked loose. They challenged me from the tiled floor. I turned on my heel and returned to the main room to inspect the new deliveries, ignoring the damn brush and it’s accusatory tone.  
 
    This time there was a new book on the table with the sandwiches and a small chocolate muffin. I devoured the sandwiches but kept the muffin for later, repeated my shower-drink to avoid the milk and had a look at the book. It was the follow-up to the book I'd read yesterday. Awful, awful, awful. 
 
    “Karen was miserable," I read aloud. "She had given up all of her friends, fallen out with her family and changed her job just to keep Eunice happy, but he still hadn't stayed with her. She reached for the phone. Begging hadn't worked yet but she had only tried a few times-" The suction noise from the door seal being released made me stop mid terrible sentence. 
 
    A woman walked in, she had long yellow-blonde hair pulled back tightly behind her head in a harsh ponytail and wore a figure-hugging, powder blue power suit. She was followed by a young man with round glasses who was carrying two chairs. I didn't recognise him but she was familiar somehow. 
 
    “Hello, Maya. Please make yourself comfortable at the table, we just have a few questions for you." Her voice was clipped and business-like.  
 
    I moved to my seat and waited while they arranged themselves opposite me. I couldn't decide how old the woman was. She looked as though she wasn't adverse to a few youth prolonging injections which was confusing my read on her.  
 
    The man looked like he was just trying to blend into the background. He kept his head down, not looking at me while arranging papers and a tablet on the table in front of him.  
 
    "My name is Lucretia Scorin. We are sorry to have kept you waiting, Miss Summers, we had to be careful about possible contaminants. Fortunately, all of our tests have come back negative, both from the testing zone and from yourself," the woman began.  
 
    “So, can I go home now?" I asked hopefully.  
 
    “I'm afraid that that's not currently an option we can offer you," she said, smiling tightly and I was fairly sure her facial muscles were having trouble remembering what shape a smile should be. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    “You broke the law, Miss Summers, that can't simply go unaddressed." She fixed me with a hard stare. "You put the needs of yourself above the needs of the population, and we have to account for that somehow." 
 
    The silence stretched on for long enough that I was sure they could hear the pounding of my heart. I slowly caught onto the fact that it was my turn to talk again. 
 
    “I didn't even know what was happening. My helmet malfunctioned. I couldn't breathe."  
 
    "We have been given a full account of the event by Mr Jackson. He told us it seemed likely you would die and he was acting in the interest of preserving your life. He also mentioned that your helmet did not simply malfunction, but was damaged when you engaged in dangerous activities which were not necessary for the work you were sent to do." She rapped her nails, which were painted powder blue to match her suit, against the table. 
 
    I silently cursed Taylor's trusting nature. He should have held his tongue on the details but now I didn’t have much choice aside from admitting to everything so say 
 
    "It didn't specify that we weren't allowed to sit in hanging seats either," I said finally, not that I expected to get away without punishment based on a technicality. 
 
    "A smart mouth won't help your case here, Miss Summers." Lucretia gave me a thin smile, or maybe it was a grimace. "The directions did specify that you should do your utmost to take care of yourselves and your equipment at all times. And, in the case of an emergency or injury the first response should always be to radio back for direction on how to proceed." She rapped her nails on the table again. I wasn't sure if it was meant to be irritating or intimidating. It was a bit of both.  
 
    "I wasn't really in any state to be radioing people. I was blacking out from lack of oxygen at the time." I scowled at the wooden table top. 
 
    "Mr Jackson mentioned that the damage to your helmet was noticed long before you began to have trouble breathing. At which point, if you had followed protocol, a unit could have been dispatched to aid you and none of this would be happening." Again with the nails. Maybe she was using the noise in place of fullstops. 
 
    "But it wasn't causing any trouble at that point," I protested weakly.  
 
    "It says clearly here-" she held out a copy of the directions we had received before setting out into the inspection zone, "-if the integrity of your biohazard suit is compromised you must radio it in without delay." She looked at me expectantly, her nails poised above the table ready to strike. 
 
    "I just didn't think." 
 
    "And that is obviously the problem. Neither of you stopped to think. And like I have said, if that were the extent of it, maybe this wouldn't be a problem but we have to consider the possible implications for the population." And the fingernails made it to the table once again. 
 
    “But you said I was clear of contamination." 
 
    "Irrelevant I'm afraid. The lack of an actual risk after the fact does not negate the risk you posed when we couldn't have known that contamination wasn't a threat." And again with the nails. I found myself wishing her polish would chip. 
 
    “So what now then?" 
 
    “Do you accept that you took the wrong course of action and placed the lives of everyone within the city of Harbour at risk due to negligence on the part of yourself and that of Mr Jackson?" 
 
    "I didn't mean to." I bit my lip. 
 
    "That is why we are calling it negligence as opposed to deliberate sabotage." Lucretia fixed me with a piercing stare. She placed her palms flat on the table and leaned forward as if she was preparing to pounce. 
 
    “I suppose so then." I couldn't help feeling that I had been backed into a corner without knowing at what point I could have changed the course of the conversation. 
 
    "Sign here to that effect then please." She snatched the tablet from the silent man, turned it around and handed it to me. He’d been filling out a form with everything we’d discussed written down word for word.  
 
    At the bottom of the page were the words 'I, Miss Maya Summers, agree that this is a true representation of the facts as I understand them.' And underneath that was a box for my signature. I used my finger to trace my name onto the tablet and it was instantly pulled back across the table. 
 
    “Thank you, Maya, you have been most cooperative." She smiled predatorily at me.  
 
    They both stood, wooden chair legs scraping across the tiles. The man gathered everything, including the two additional chairs and headed back out through the sealed door. Lucretia paused to look down at me where I still sat in front of the empty table. 
 
    "So, when will I get to leave?" I asked, hoping my ordeal was finally all over. 
 
    "Someone will come to escort you to a hearing where we will come to a conclusion about your punishment in due course. Please try to remain calm and relaxed in the meantime." She turned on her heel and headed for the door. 
 
    “Punishment?" I asked in a small voice. She hesitated by the door, one blue-taloned hand clutching the frame. 
 
    "You broke the law, Miss Summers, and we have your signed confession to that fact. There must be a punishment for endangering all of our lives wouldn't you agree?"  
 
    The door swung shut without her waiting for my response and I listened to the clicking of her high heels as she disappeared down the hallway.  
 
    She was gone, and I was all alone again.  
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    I sat staring at the white walls for a long time after Lucretia left. Eventually I decided to eat the muffin and realised they’d found a new place to hide the sedative. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I kept up a monotonous routine for eight more sleeps which I presumed equated to days. The only thing to make it more bearable were the new books I'd been given which were much more to my usual tastes. 
 
    Occasionally, I would hear shuffling footsteps outside my door but no one ever responded to me calling out.  
 
    I stopped trying to avoid the sedative when they put it in all of my food. There was no point in me starving and at least it helped to pass the time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On the twelfth day, or night, or whatever, I woke with Lucretia standing over my bed.  
 
    A group of six Wardens were positioned behind her and I spied Unibrow and Hook-nose amongst them. I sat up, blinking away my weariness and scowled back at her. 
 
    "Is there a reason you're here while I'm in bed asleep?" I challenged. My patience was wearing well beyond thin after days locked up alone in here and I wanted some damn answers.  
 
    She was wearing a beige power suit with matching nails. The colour washed her out, making her look even colder than usual. 
 
    "It's time for your sentencing." Lucretia smiled. "We’ve gone over your statement and that of your co-conspirator and have deliberated on many things from the intent behind your actions to the threat you posed to the population with them. We’ve come to our decisions accordingly. Follow me."  
 
    She turned and left without waiting to see if I was following. The Wardens looked down at me menacingly. I glared back and darted into the washroom to throw on a fresh tracksuit without asking permission. I wasn't going to find out my fate in yesterday's clothes. 
 
    The Wardens didn't look impressed when I emerged but didn't make any comments either.  
 
    My gaze snagged on a pretty blonde girl standing at the back of the group who looked like she was trying not to smile and I instantly warmed to her. 
 
    I gave her a hesitant smile in return and she moved to my side as we headed out into the corridor.  
 
    “Six Wardens seems like a bit of overkill for little you,” she teased in a whisper as we started walking. “Are you secretly an assassin or something?” 
 
    “That would be a lot more interesting than the truth,” I muttered in response.  
 
    Unibrow cut us a reprimanding glare and we fell silent as we kept walking.  
 
    We headed back towards the elevators, the numbers on the doors descending as we passed them. A Warden, who I named Needs-a-wash as a waft of rancid air blew into my face from his direction, held the elevator door open for us.  
 
    Needs-a-wash opened the secret pad as before and the retina scanner did what it does. I surreptitiously moved as far away from him as the elevator and my escort allowed as I held my breath, not looking forward to being in an enclosed space with him for the ride up. 
 
    "Warden seven-five-five-four, where would you like to go?" the smooth voice asked over the speakers. 
 
    “Transport," he replied and the elevator soared up. My ears popped and my knees buckled a little under me. 
 
    The journey took several minutes before coming to an end and we stepped out into an empty corridor. 
 
    “Level eighty, alight here for Transport."  
 
    “Are we there?" I asked. 
 
    "It's not in this tower," the pretty female Warden supplied. She had kind eyes, soft blonde hair and didn't look much older than me. I wondered what had drawn her into a career with the Wardens.  
 
    We headed on down the corridor at a brisk pace and people moved aside to let us pass. 
 
    "But there are no Walkways up here," I said to her, feeling confused. 
 
    “Wardens don't have to use the Walkways to get around," she replied before going quiet at another look from Unibrow. It may have been a frown but it was hard to tell. 
 
    At the end of the corridor, we moved through another pressure sealed door into a huge chamber with the far wall open to the air. The wind whipped around us as it was funnelled through the confined space and whooshed back outside again. My heart pumped wildly at the feeling of the fresh air on my skin and I couldn’t contain the smile which tugged at my lips.  
 
    The chamber was at least two storeys high and was lined with small helicopters. I’d seen the helicopters flying back and forth between buildings, usually whilst I was trying to forge a path along the Walkways. I’d never thought I’d get to see one up close though, let alone ride in one.  
 
    They were mainly painted the sleek grey that marked them as Warden property but here and there I spied some with different coloured paintwork. Those had names scrawled across their sides which labeled them as belonging to various high ranking officials and Guardians within the city. 
 
    Each of the helicopters were stationed on wheeled platforms which moved along tracks that crisscrossed the ground.  
 
    We moved towards a grey helicopter whose propellers were slowly starting to rotate. The pilot was already onboard and preparing for departure.  
 
    Lucretia quickly moved into the seat next to the pilot and tightened a buckle across her lap. 
 
    Hook-nose was in front of me, he jumped onboard and turned to help pull me into place behind him. I scooted over to sit by the window and peered out excitedly.  
 
    The rest of the Wardens clambered up behind me, settled into the other seats and buckled themselves in. 
 
    “Its not all bad, hey?" the female Warden whispered to me as she slid into the seat next to mine. "Laurie." She introduced herself.  
 
    “Maya." I smiled back. If she was willing to be friendly then maybe I wasn't in too much trouble. 
 
    The helicopter lurched forward as the carriage beneath it started moving along the tracks. We manoeuvred out of the line and turned sharply to face the open wall. I could hear the blades spinning faster and faster as we closed in on the exit. We passed out from under the roof of the cavernous room onto a ledge which protruded from the side of the building and the pounding of my heartbeat turned into an all out sprint.  
 
    As we reached the furthest edge where the city sprawled away beneath us, the carriage stopped moving and the helicopter began to lift into the air. 
 
    The bottom dropped out of my stomach as we soared higher. I snatched at my seatbelt in panic and fumbled with it as I tried to work out how to do it up. Laurie leaned over to do it for me and I smiled gratefully as I tried to get my breathing under control.  
 
    The platform sped away below us at an astounding rate. We got level with the top of The Wall, which was around one hundred stories up then soared over it for maybe fifty feet.  
 
    I strained my eyes, looking towards the horizon, searching for something out there past the dusty brown landscape that surrounded the city in every direction but one. As I looked towards the ocean, I could make out waves crashing to and fro, creating white lines along the deep blue surface which called to me with promises of adventure and the unknown. 
 
    The helicopter began to bank hard right and turn back over The Wall and I was soon looking out at the wasteland again, dirt and dust extending eternally.  
 
    A flash of light flared on the horizon and my lips parted as I fixed my gaze on it. I stared at the spot as we turned away and was certain I saw something glinting in the sunlight. The view was almost out of my range of sight but as I peered back, craning my neck, I swear I saw a hint of green. 
 
    Is the rest of the world still out there thriving without humans to interfere with it? 
 
    I soon forgot about the hint of the unknown as my eyes swept over the place I’d spent my entire life. The city was beautiful in its own way. I took in the dramatic buildings with metal and glass shining and glimmering in every direction. The top of The Wall was lined with countless spinning turbines which helped to generate power and cast flickering shadows over the buildings nearest to its edge.  
 
    The skyscrapers themselves were topped with solar panels. The city was entirely self sufficient and self contained. The perfect system for the preservation and continuation of human life after the end of the world. 
 
    The flight lasted about fifteen minutes. We travelled half way around The Wall then took a direct path through a gap between the towers to the biggest skyscraper in the heart of the city.  
 
    Safe Harbour was the tallest building in the city. It served as our capital building and the residence of the Guardians who ran our government. It was built out of gleaming blue glass that twisted in diamond shaped patterns running back and forth all the way around its outer edge. They reflected the light of the sky all day and night in changing shades of blue. Another landing platform awaited us, protruding from one of the upper floors and we were transported inside once we landed. 
 
    Straight away it was clear that Safe Harbour was an entirely different kind of tower than the ones I was accustomed to. Beyond the landing chamber, the hallways were carpeted and lit with soft lighting which subtly accentuated delicate wallpapers and paintings. Music played softly, welcoming us inside.  
 
    Everything screamed of luxury. I was used to grey corridors designed with practicality in mind. These corridors were obviously used to having a lot less footfall.  
 
    A girl dressed in a cleaning uniform and carrying a tray with a silver tea service on it entered a room to my right as we passed and I caught a glimpse of the apartment beyond the door.  
 
    The room was huge, three or four times bigger than my entire apartment and inside, a family sat lounging in comfortable chairs around an electric wall fire. A wave of heat washed over me. There was a TV screen the size of an entire wall playing in the background. They had a window which actually let in light from the outside. The blue glass cast a sparkling sapphire sheen across the space that illuminated everything beautifully.  
 
    The serving girl set about handing tea to the residents inside as I watched, my mouth hanging open at the sight before me. 
 
    "Move it," Unibrow growled, shoving me roughly as I fell still in awe and I stumbled ahead.  
 
    I knew that people ahead had a higher standard of living depending on how much they contributed to society, but I never imagined that kind of extravagance even existed. The Uppers didn't mix with the rest of us much; even when I’d lived with my parents I’d been far enough beneath them that I barely warranted politeness. Now they didn't even acknowledge me.  
 
    We moved quietly to the elevator in the centre of the tower which was made entirely of the same blue glass as the building's exterior. It was waiting open for us and we marched straight into the hollow space.  
 
    We rode up several floors in silence as the seriousness of my situation pressed in on me again. The wall of the elevator shaft was filled with water and little fish swam back and forth happily. It was as unbelievable as it was ridiculous.  
 
    We slid to a stop and Laurie smiled encouragingly as the doors opened, revealing a huge room. I tried not to gape as I stared at it.  
 
     It was the size of an entire floor. The blue, glass walls let in a shimmering light all around us and gave an impressive view over the roofs of many of the surrounding skyscrapers. 
 
    Seats filled with a jury ringed one quarter of the room. In front of them, a platform was raised with three people sat on it behind a table with their backs to us. Professor Delo, President Rivers, and a huge brick of a man I recognised as the leader of the Wardens, though I couldn't remember his name. My throat felt dry and I tried to swallow past a lump in it as I took in the sight of the three Guardians.  
 
    I’d been downplaying this whole thing in my head for the duration of my incarceration but maybe that had been naïve. The signs had been there. They’d locked me up for days and days in solitary confinement. And now I was being put before honest to god Guardians to decide my fate.  
 
    Fucking hell.  
 
    Laurie gave me a nudge to remind me to move and I made it out of the elevator without falling over my feet. I was ushered to a seat at the side of the jury and surrounded by the Wardens who had escorted me here. Needs-a-wash stood close behind me and I wrinkled my nose in an attempt to block him out.  
 
     Lucretia Scorin moved up onto the platform and filled the final seat at the table. She fixed a look of impatience on her face and drummed her fingernails along the table top. There were two more empty seats to my right. Before I could ask why, the elevator doors opened again and Taylor and Artie were escorted in by their own platoon of Wardens.  
 
    I looked at them as they sat down and Artie gave me a reassuring smile. 
 
    “We’ve considered the evidence presented to us already." Lucretia stood to address everyone assembled in the room. "The statements taken from the three accused all give the same account of the incident and we have no other evidence to suggest there is any more to the story. Foolish actions were followed by irresponsible decisions that were made without proper thought and resulted in a failure to keep to protocol. We now need to vote based on the evidence as to the guilt of the accused." She strolled to the far end of the table and a screen rose in front of her. 
 
    “In the case of Dr Jackson, do you find him guilty of a failure to respond in the correct manner in the case of an emergency?" she asked the room. 
 
    A flickering of hands from the audience made me notice that they all held small tablet computers which they must have been using to register their votes. 
 
    “Not guilty," Lucretia read from her own screen and a flash of relief went through me. 
 
    “Do you find him guilty of endangering the population?" Another flicker of hands from the audience. "Not guilty," she repeated with a small scowl and a sigh escaped me.  
 
    I could see now that this was all a show, a way to teach us a lesson, but we were going to be found innocent and this nightmare would all be over.  
 
    “In the case of Miss Summers, do you find her guilty of a failure to respond in the correct manner in the case of an emergency?" A pause. I forgot how to breathe and then- "Not guilty." 
 
    “Do you find her guilty of reckless activities whilst on duty in her position as a scientific researcher for our city?"  
 
    Another pause as my heartbeat thundered in my ears. 
 
    “Guilty," Lucretia said with a smug look in my direction. The word rebounded in my head as if my brain was refusing to accept what I’d just heard. I struggled to regain concentration and my hands curled into fists in my lap. 
 
    "Do you find her guilty of endangering the population?"  
 
    The next pause seemed to stretch on and on.  
 
    “Guilty."  
 
    I hadn't even considered what might happen to me if they found me guilty in all of this. 
 
    “Do you find her guilty of endangering the population intentionally?" she asked. 
 
    Lucretia’s eyes flicked down to the screen and narrowed slightly. I bit my lip so hard that I tasted blood.  
 
    “Not guilty," she announced, though she seemed far from happy with the outcome. I sighed with audible relief but it wasn't over yet. 
 
    Tap, tap, tap. Her fingernails drummed against the table as she waited for the room's muttering to quiet back down. 
 
    “In the case of Mr Jackson do you find him guilty of a failure to respond in the correct manner in the case of an emergency?" Pause. "Guilty." Lucretia gave a curt nod of approval before continuing. I looked across at Taylor in horror. 
 
    "Do you find him guilty of reckless activities whilst on duty in his position as a scientific researcher for our city?" Pause. "Guilty. Do you find him guilty of endangering the population? Guilty." She smirked and it looked like her face might crack.  
 
    What the hell is going to happen to us?  
 
    "Do you find him guilty of endangering the population intentionally?" Too long a pause followed this, some hands seemed to hover above their tablets whilst people made their decisions. I forgot how to breathe, terror gripping me at the idea of them finding Taylor guilty of such a serious crime.  
 
    Lucretia scowled at the screen as if she didn't agree with their verdict. "Not guilty," she read and moved back to her seat at the table with a look on her face like she’d smelled something awful. She drummed her nails along the side of her chair and crossed her legs, tapping her foot impatiently. 
 
    "Warden Commander Roberts will decide on the punishment as the crimes caused a danger to the safety of the population within The Wall," Professor Delo announced with a scowl in our direction. 
 
    President Rivers yawned and rearranged his toupee, seeming disinterested in the proceedings. He flicked a look at us and started fiddling with his tablet, clearly unconcerned with hearing any more. 
 
    Commander Roberts slowly climbed out of his seat. Throughout the trial his suspicious eyes had been studying our faces as if looking for answers from us and now all I could hope was that he hadn’t found us wanting.  
 
    He was huge, more muscle than man really. He swung around the table before using it to prop his mass up and crossed his arms in front of his chest, though they barely made it. I felt sorry for the table as it tried to hold his weight. 
 
    Several minutes ticked by while he considered what to do with us. I couldn't draw breath. My heart was slamming a panicked rhythm against my rib cage.  
 
    I reached my arm out towards Taylor on my right and his fingers closed around mine.  
 
    The commander raised a hand and pointed at Artie before pointing at the door without a word. Taylor watched as his dad was escorted out, a mixture of desperation and relief written over his face. A small knot in my stomach released as I watched him leave. I hoped that he hadn't been kept away from Jane this whole time. She must have been worried sick about all of us.  
 
    Commander Roberts' attention then shifted to me and he frowned, holding my gaze for a moment. I watched as his eyes moved to where my hand clutched Taylor's.  
 
    "Miss Summers is to serve three months as a message runner in the Lawless Trials, it will be strictly non-combat, but should serve to teach her what happens to people who endanger the population and so dissuade her from any similar mistakes in the future."  
 
    My heart stopped working. My pounding pulse thudded in my head and my ears rang.  
 
    "Mr Jackson will also serve three months as a messenger but will have to spend one battle running messages to the front line." He looked away from us dismissively and turned around like he hadn’t just offered up a possible life sentence.  
 
    "Striving forward together," he said, moving back to sit in his chair. 
 
    "For the good of the population," everyone in the room replied instantly. My lips stayed motionless. 
 
    A flurry of approving nods from the jury followed and I locked eyes with Taylor. Our hands were clasped together so tightly it was cutting off the blood to my fingers. The taste of blood was overpowering everything and I felt like I was about to be sick.  
 
    The punishment we’d been served was so much worse than I could have imagined. They were sending us out to fight with killers and cutthroats. We were going to the Lawless Trials. And there was no guarantee that we’d make it back.  
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    The trip back to my cell was a blur. I vaguely remembered them prising my hand from Taylor's grasp and leading him in a different direction and then the world caved in around me.   
 
    "Will we be going together?" I whispered to Laurie as she showed me back into the cell. 
 
    She glanced up at the camera in the corner of my room before whispering back. "Yes, they send out new convicts once a week. Together." And she was gone. 
 
    I was a convict which was fan-fucking-tastic. But at least Taylor and I would be together, we could keep an eye on each other. 
 
    There was a glass of milk waiting for me on the table. I strode across the room and drank it in one before collapsing onto the bed.  
 
    Tomorrow held a fate I was afraid to face but there was no avoiding it. So sleep could have me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I woke, there was no new tracksuit but my trials uniform had arrived. It comprised of a black and grey camouflage-print pair of thick, waterproof trousers and a matching coat. There was a dark green tank top to go underneath and a pair of sturdy black walking boots that buckled up tightly around my calves.  
 
    I got changed and surveyed myself in the mirror. The uniform I’d seen so regularly on the news looked strange on me. Like a nightmare given life.  
 
    I pulled my long hair back and tied it tightly behind my head, taking a steadying breath. I concentrated on my reflection, forcing back the tears which were trying to escape and letting my expression harden. I wasn't going to let this beat me and I sure as hell wasn't going to die in some filthy pit with a group of criminals. 
 
    Time to strap on my big girl boots and find out what I’m made of.  
 
    The suction release sound of the door opening drew my attention away from the mirror. 
 
    Laurie stood in the doorway with three other Wardens lurking in the corridor behind her, their backs to me. She was taller than me and looked formidable like all Wardens did, but there was a softness to her face which relaxed me a little. Somehow having her here made this all seem a little more bearable. Her mouth turned up at the corners naturally as though waiting for an excuse to smile and her blue eyes sparkled with life.  
 
    I was glad to have Laurie to escort me. I really needed to see a friendly face even if she didn't have a choice about it. 
 
    "Ready to go?" she asked brightly, like we were off for a fun day out instead of facing a firing squad 
 
    “If I say no do I get to stay here, maybe go back to my apartment and curl up under a blanket for the next three months while I pretend to serve out my sentence?" I asked, glancing around to see if I'd missed anything. Obviously I hadn't as this cell wasn’t actually mine at all but it felt odd to be leaving it after so long. 
 
    "You could give it a go," Laurie teased. I looked from her mischievous grin to the gun at one hip and taser at the other. 
 
    "Maybe not," I said, walking from the cell without looking back. The Lawless Trials might be all kinds of terrifying but remaining in that cell alone for much longer could well have meant the end to my sanity. At least this meant seeing other people, talking to them, fighting against them… 
 
    It didn't take long for me to realise we were heading to the cable cars as we traversed the city. 
 
    "No more helicopters?" I asked curiously. I realised I actually had no idea how the convicts were transported out to the battle zones for the trials. 
 
    Laurie glanced at the other Wardens before answering. "No. You’ll be transported by underground vehicle to the Lawless Trials complex," she explained quietly. 
 
    “How do they know there aren't contaminants there?" I asked as they escorted me along the Walkways.  
 
    “It's a specially selected area which had a very low contamination reading originally and has been made safe for use in the trials. It's protected like the city, though without concrete walls." 
 
    "Why don't people just run away from the trials then?" The other Wardens all gave me stern looks. "Not that I'm considering it, but the people who actually have to fight..." I trailed off.  
 
    After an uncomfortably long pause, Laurie answered. 
 
    "Because the site for the trials is a safe zone but it’s surrounded by an extremely dangerous contamination area. Only an idiot would run." 
 
    “Oh." Enough said.  
 
    We reached the cable cars on the north side of the city and headed straight to the air lock. 
 
    "No biohazard suits?" I asked as I hesitated. 
 
     "Don't worry, the landing areas are safe zones. You only had them on before because you were heading into an untested area," Laurie said, urging me forward, but I still hesitated. "Do you really think we would be going down there without suits if it was dangerous?" she pressed, clapping a hand on my arm and steering me into a waiting cable car.  
 
    The ride down still took my breath away but the excitement I’d felt before was replaced with fear. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and counted my breaths in an attempt to stay calm but I wasn’t convinced it was working. 
 
    At the base of The Wall where the cable cars turned around, a small group of people were gathered. I noticed some of them getting out of the car ahead of ours and could make out figures in the car behind us too. They were all dressed like me and were surrounded by Wardens.  
 
    There were plenty of scars and bulging muscles coupled with grimaces on faces that looked in no way approachable. I wondered if any of them weren't Dwellers aside from me and Taylor. I shifted from foot to foot at that thought but I hadn't been planning on making new friends anyway.  
 
    The Wardens were fanning out to create a circle around the prisoners and it suddenly started to hit home that this was really happening. We were being shipped off to take part in a televised fight for entertainment purely for being unlucky idiots.  
 
    Sorry Mom, Dad, I didn’t mean to screw up like this. I swear I’ll make you proud after I’ve served my term. I’ll work twice as hard to achieve every dream you ever had for me.  
 
    The door slid open as we reached the ground and Laurie pointed me towards the other prisoners. I stepped out and felt the softness of the dusty ground beneath my feet and the wind blowing in my face. It was like learning to breathe all over again. I’d never noticed how stuffy the city was but suddenly it was clear. I’d been trapped in that bubble for way too long. At least I’d get to experience a bit more of the outside world during my sentence.  
 
    Every cloud… 
 
    I peered around, hunting for Taylor and physically relaxing as I found him. He wasn't hard to spot standing to one side of the group and I swear he was taller than I remembered. At least six foot, maybe even more. Though his brown hair still fell into his eyes like the boy I’d always known.  
 
    I made my way to his side and he put an arm around me, pulling me close. 
 
    "Did they let you see your dad before you left?" I asked. 
 
    He nodded. "After the trial. Mom too." 
 
    "I guess orphans don't get visitors," I smiled bitterly. 
 
    “They said they were going to try and see you after they left me." Taylor held me at arms length and looked into my eyes with an annoying amount of concern. I shook him off and looked away from him, gazing up at the blue sky. 
 
    “I've been alone since I was twelve, don't start giving me the poor little orphan look." I walked away from him towards the rest of the group before he could reply, not wanting to hear any pointless apologies and he knew me well enough not to push it.  
 
    Taylor trailed behind, trying to wipe the pity from his face before I smacked it off. 
 
    The last cable car came to a stop and a group of Wardens twice the size of those that had escorted me disembarked led by Unibrow. They were surrounding a huge man who was restrained between them by hand and leg manacles attached to chains. His arms were roped with tattoos of various violent looking weapons and he was actually snarling like some kind of animal. He was tugging on the chains as though determined to cause as much difficulty for his captors as possible and I couldn’t help but stare at him. 
 
    His head was shaved completely bald and he had a nasty gleam in his eyes as they darted about, taking measure of all the other convicts. His gaze connected with mine and I took an involuntary step backwards, quickly turning away. 
 
    "Time to move." Laurie appeared next to me and I flinched a little as she spoke. 
 
    “Where to?" I asked.  
 
    She pointed across the open area of land to a tunnel entrance which was barely visible amongst the rocky terrain. The assembled group started heading towards it and we fell in with the masses.   
 
    “Transport takes you to the arena underground. It's safer, plus you don't know which direction you're travelling which helps with security." As she strolled along next to me companionably it was easy to forget she was a Warden. I was aware of Taylor following behind us, his eyes boring a hole in the back of my head and I guessed he was wondering why the hell I was talking to her. 
 
    The tunnel opened up ahead of us like a dark mouth ready to swallow us whole. The other convicts and Wardens were already disappearing rapidly downwards and out of sight as we moved to follow and trepidation built in my gut.  
 
    As we arrived at the tunnel entrance, we were met with a huge metal staircase that descended deep underground. Each step was dimly lit with yellow lights but they didn't give enough illumination to show much of the surrounding cavern which dropped away from us.  
 
    "Line up, keep up the pace!" Unibrow shouted from behind us.  
 
    The other Wardens started to urge the remaining prisoners on. We lined up for the stairs, four abreast. Laurie was on my right by the wall, Taylor on my left and another Warden, who I christened Fish-lips, to his left. Bodies were packed in front and behind us uncomfortably close together and I was forcibly reminded of the old world images I’d seen of stampedes.  
 
    I looked back for one last glimpse of sunlight and noticed the Wardens holding the chained man at the rear of the group as he thrashed against the chains containing him. He snarled and cursed and my blood chilled as I hurriedly looked away again. I didn’t need to be told what he’d done to know that I needed to stay the hell away from him.  
 
    My boots clanged noisily as they made the transition from stone to metal and I started my descent among the masses.  
 
    All I could hear was the pounding of feet which echoed dully in the confined space. The light was so dim that I had to stare at the steps beneath my feet, terrified that I might trip.  
 
    The tunnel felt never ending. We delved deeper and deeper underground, and it seemed like the darkness was pressing in on us. I counted two hundred steps before we hit level ground. My breath came in little huffs and I stumbled as my legs adjusted to the change in pace. I tried not to think about how much earth was suspended above my head.  
 
    We came to a halt on a platform with tracks leading from left to right before disappearing into darkness. Laurie took my arm and guided me to the far end of the platform and I dragged Taylor along too.  
 
    A whooshing noise filled the tunnel and a rush of air ruffled my hair. Two pricks of light appeared from further down the track, getting clearer and clearer as something moved closer. A chill kissed my flesh as cold air seeped into my skin and I tucked my fingers into my armpits.  
 
    A deep rumble resonated all around me as the thing approached and the tunnel itself actually vibrated. A roar echoed around the open space so loudly that it drowned out every other sound.  
 
    “This is the transport network?" I asked Laurie in a shout as the train came into view. "I thought this was just used to travel between cities?" 
 
    “And to the Lawless Trials arena. Down here we don't have to worry about contamination," Laurie yelled back in explanation.  
 
    "How can they be sure of that?" Taylor asked, cupping his hand around his mouth to be heard.  
 
    "Constant testing," said Laurie dismissively, though Taylor didn't look convinced.  
 
    The train coasted to a stop with a set of doors in front of us and several others further back along the platform. We piled in and Laurie led us to the front of the carriage. The sudden silence made my ears tingle and I wondered how loud the train would be on the inside.  
 
    The seats were all arranged in fours, facing each other. Laurie directed us into chairs that faced forwards and I took the aisle seat. There were ankle cuffs attached to the floor before each seat which she locked securely onto each of us in turn.  
 
    Satisfied, Laurie took one of the seats opposite and relaxed into it, stretching her arms out in front of her and making her shoulders pop. 
 
    "Protocol," she said apologetically, indicating our restraints.  
 
    "Don't worry about it," I reassured her. I never would have thought that I could actually like a Warden. They’d always seemed so separate from the rest of us to me. But Laurie was so down to earth that I could almost forget what she was.  "So how long will it take us to get there?" 
 
    “A few hours, but don't worry, you won't be awake for it." She smirked. 
 
    "More milk?" I scowled. 
 
    "If you're cooperative, otherwise it's a needle." She looked over my head and I craned around to see what had caught her attention. The huge man was being restrained a lot more heavily than we were and he didn't seem to be feeling cooperative. I watched a Warden preparing a needle and my eyes widened. 
 
    "Maybe two needles for him." I smiled but Laurie's face was stony as I turned back to her. She rummaged in a compartment next to her seat, took out two sealed bottles of milk and handed them to us. 
 
    “Be careful of him." She leaned close to me as she handed the bottles over before continuing in a whisper. "We aren't supposed to tell you about the other convicts but-" she paused as Fish-lips walked by. 
 
    “What?" I hissed. 
 
    "Just be careful, keep your distance. Especially you." She gave me a penetrating look which sent shivers down my spine.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder again as they plunged the needle into his neck. He was looking straight back at me and smiling, every one of his big yellow teeth on show.  
 
    I sank down into my seat and drained my milk without another word of complaint. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke to the rhythmic swaying of the train and blinked to clear the sleep from my eyes. I’d been leaning on Taylor and dribbling but thankfully he wasn't awake to notice and I wiped my chin super subtly, hoping no one else had either. I looked out of the window which was pointless as we were still in the tunnels and all I could see was my own reflection peering back at me.  
 
    "Stay fairly still or you'll have to drink more," Laurie whispered. 
 
    "Am I allowed to be awake?" I whispered back. 
 
    "Yes, just don't draw attention or they'll put you back under. They don't like to be disturbed on the journey."  
 
    I looked around at the other Wardens. They were all laughing, playing card games, watching movies on tablets and looking weirdly human. Laurie had a book and tablet set down on the seat next to her.   
 
    “You drug us so you can have fun on the journey?" I asked, keeping my voice low. 
 
    "What do you want us to do, sit here and stare at you all for three hours?" She wriggled her fingernails at me. She was in the process of painting them a violent shade of orange.   
 
    “I guess not." I smiled back, though it seemed kinda wrong all the same. 
 
    "Anyway, most convicts aren't exactly excited about this journey. It's a kindness really." She shrugged. 
 
    "Everyone wins," I said sarcastically.  
 
    “I suppose so. It's not far now anyway." Laurie smiled wryly. 
 
    "What did you mean about him?" I jerked my head in the direction of the giant behind me who was thankfully still unconscious. 
 
    "There's no reason to be worried really, they won't let him near you. You're just messengers. He’s a lifer." Laurie screwed the top back on her nail polish and chucked it on the chair with her other things.  
 
    "You mean he killed someone?" I gasped, leaning across the gap between our seats so that I could hear Laurie's whispered response. She paused and glanced about before continuing.  
 
    "You remember those girls who went missing? It was all over the news. Anyway, they weren't found alive and they didn't die easy." She frowned over my head at him. "His name is Grey Sinclair." She paused again. "The Lawless Trials are too good for some people." Her eyes blazed with anger.  
 
    “Did you know one of the girls?" I asked, surprised by her reaction. It was her job to work with criminals, she must have come across murderers before. 
 
    "Not directly, but he took a girl who was my sister's neighbour. Just a bit too close to home for my liking."  
 
    I suppressed a shiver. The people we’d be mixing with down here had done some seriously bad shit and I couldn’t let myself forget it for a second. We just needed to keep our heads down and focus on getting through our term so that we could rejoin society away from people like Grey Sinclair and try to forget this had ever happened. 
 
    Some of the other convicts were stirring now too and I sank down into my seat so as not to draw their attention. 
 
    I looked at Taylor, wondering if he might wake soon too. His face was pressed to the window with his mouth hanging open and if I’d had a sharpie to hand I’d have gone to town drawing on his face in a heartbeat. I gave him a light shove, then a harder one but he didn't wake up. I glanced at Laurie who just shrugged.  
 
    "What if he's not awake when we get there?" I asked. 
 
    “We give him a shot of adrenalin, then he wakes up perky." She smiled wickedly like she wanted to do that and I snorted a laugh. 
 
    The train started on an incline and I was pushed back into my seat by the momentum. After a few minutes we spilled out of the tunnel and daylight streamed in through the window, blinding me.  
 
    I gasped as I was given a view of the outside world, leaning around Taylor to get a better look.  
 
    We cruised to a stop at a platform surrounded by tall metal fences topped with razor wire. There were yellow signs on the fence with little pictures of a stick man being hit by a lighting bolt just in case anyone got any ideas about trying to climb them. Which I absolutely wouldn’t be doing. 
 
    I peered past Taylor to get a look at the rest of the surrounding area but all I could see was a big, grey building on the other side of the fence and even more Wardens pacing the platform as they waited for us to exit the train.  
 
    The windows on the other side of the train revealed a brown wasteland that sloped upwards beyond another fence. I couldn't tell what was beyond the hill and I could have groaned in frustration. The only good thing about being sent out here was the desperate hope I held in my heart to see more of the world beyond The Wall and we weren’t even being gifted that.  
 
    I shook Taylor as hard as I could and he mumbled something unintelligible but didn’t wake up.  
 
    Laurie got up and unchained both of our leg manacles. 
 
    "I'm actually doing a round of guarding here for the next few months, so you won't be getting rid of me just yet," she explained. 
 
    "Great, it'll be nice to have a friendly face around," I said, feeling genuinely relieved by that news. I didn’t imagine there were many Wardens who were as approachable as her and having a friendly face amongst their ranks was a definite bonus.   
 
    She smiled and helped me to pull Taylor to his feet with a grunt of effort. He staggered, clearly still under the effects of the sedative and I cursed as he leaned most of his weight on me.  
 
    “Do you want a shot to wake you up?" I asked him and he nodded sleepily. 
 
    Laurie pulled a canister marked 'adrenalin' from her bag and took out a syringe with a wicked grin on her face.  
 
    Taylor blinked at her stupidly for several seconds as he swayed against me. 
 
    “You're pretty," he slurred the words and smiled goofily.  
 
    Laurie tucked a strand of hair back behind her ear self consciously. "You might not think that in a moment." She took hold of his arm, pushed his sleeve up, and plunged the needle in. Taylor's eyes flew wide open and he instantly stopped leaning on me for support. He lunged forwards and kissed Laurie right on the lips. 
 
    I felt my mouth fall open as Laurie recovered from her shock and punched him in the gut hard enough to make him fall back into his seat.  
 
    “I'm sorry! I don't know what I was thinking," he spluttered, clutching his stomach as he tried to catch his breath. His hands were shaking and he looked about ready to bolt as his eyes darted around nervously.  
 
    “You're probably feeling like running might be a good idea. But it’s not." Laurie fixed him with a hard stare, one hand on her taser and a look in her eyes that said she’d more than happily use it. Taylor's eyes darted about like crazy but he dragged down a deep, steadying breath.  
 
    “I'm okay. It's under control." He grinned sheepishly. “Sorry about laying one on you…it feels like I could run forever though." 
 
    “Yeah it's kind of a rush. Makes some people do stupid things." Laurie narrowed her eyes at him but a faint blush coloured her cheeks. There was a knot in my stomach as I watched the two of them regarding each other. 
 
    The silence became uncomfortable and Taylor dropped his gaze to his boots. The doors suddenly opened with a hiss, saving us from the awkwardness. 
 
     "C'mon." Laurie led us out through the doors of the train and onto the platform.  
 
    The other Wardens escorted the rest of the convicts out around us and we huddled together on the concrete platform. It was cold outside, the wind blew around us mercilessly and I was glad for the thick material of my uniform though it didn't protect my face. Life within The Wall hadn’t prepared me for the reality of weather.  
 
    The training unit loomed in front of us. It was a square block of a building with bars covering the few windows. It was very small compared to my experience of buildings, only three floors high. The Wardens who had been waiting on the platform for our arrival made an outer ring around us and ushered us through the doors into the block.  
 
    Our names were called out and we were sorted into three groups. Messengers, time servers and lifers.  
 
    Grey was joined by a wicked looking woman with one side of her head shaved clean and the other covered with long, thick, blood-red hair. She had a huge, half healed scar running from the corner of her eye and up through the bald part of her scalp. Her name was Dolly Vanderhousen.  
 
    Most of the other convicts joined the time servers group and a short, red haired man named Evander Payfield joined me and Taylor as messengers, which made three of us. I wondered briefly what he’d done to get sent here but it seemed rude to ask.  
 
    We were led down a short corridor to the dorms. Taylor and I hung back, letting the real criminals take the lead and hoping they wouldn’t pay us too much attention. I didn't like the way they looked at us. Like we were easy targets.  
 
    Each group was housed separately and we stopped off outside the lifer and time server dorms while the groups were shown in. Finally, we reached the dorm assigned to messengers. 
 
    "Nice huh?" Laurie smiled as we walked into the chamber.  
 
    The dorm was a narrow room containing just six beds. The whole area was unadorned and practical. Each sleeping area contained a small table with space for clothes but nothing else. A ring along the floor encircled each one. 
 
    There were two doors at the far end of the room which led to male and female washrooms. 
 
    "Get comfortable and have some sleep. The training starts tomorrow," Laurie said as we surveyed the room. She looked like she wanted to say something else but thought better of it before turning and walking out of the dorm with a wave.  
 
    “Twelve days of training and then we get sent out into the trials," Taylor said as he read a schedule which was hung from a board on the far wall. 
 
    Evander sighed and sat on the bed nearest to the exit with his head in his hands. I picked one at the opposite end of the dorm and lay down.  
 
    A voice sounded in my ear as my head hit the pillow and I damn near leapt out of my skin in fright.  
 
    “Would you like some privacy?" It was the same smooth voice that was familiar from the city, though I couldn't see any speakers. 
 
    My heart finally recovered from the shock as I lowered myself back down onto the bed with a sigh of relief.  
 
    "Okay," I replied, unsure of what I was really being offered. 
 
    A thin wall made of reinforced, white plastic rose up from the floor around my bed and extended all the way to the ceiling, boxing me in. I was alone with enough room to stand if I wanted to and a dim light on the table made it possible to see.  
 
    "This is a safe zone, it cannot be opened from the outside except by a Warden. Please rest peacefully with full knowledge of your complete safety whilst inside," the voice explained. 
 
    I looked around in wonder, a sense of relief spilling through me at the idea of that. I’d been expecting to sleep uneasily in a building filled with criminals and murderers but this meant that I could relax. At least while I slept.  
 
    "Thanks…but can I get out again for a minute?" I asked, unsure how to control it.  
 
    The wall slid back down but an uneven, slightly raised line along the floor marked where it was hiding.  
 
    Taylor was standing just on the other side of the line, looking at me curiously.  
 
    “I couldn't get in to you," he said, looking confused. “What was that?”  
 
    “It's a safety measure, so no one murders us in the night." I shrugged, trying to make light of the fact that they obviously thought there was enough chance someone might try to kill us that we needed such elaborate protection. 
 
    “Oh good,” he said in the same mocking tone. We exchanged smiles loaded with tension and I wondered whether we’d find a way to act like our usual selves while we were here or if the weight of our situation would keep this atmosphere hanging over us for the duration. 
 
    "I'm gunna take a shower," I sighed.  
 
    “I'll join you," Taylor said, moving to follow me. I stopped to raise an eyebrow at him as I waited for him to re-think that suggestion. "I mean I'll have one too, in the men's showers. Not with you…obviously." I let him turn a good shade of beetroot before laughing and heading for the promise of hot water. 
 
    The shower unit was scarce but functional and I attempted to wash some of the tension from my limbs alongside the shampoo from my hair. 
 
    I stepped out and towelled off quickly, though there was no hairdryer so my hair had to remain dripping wet. I dressed in the soft tank top and sweatpants that had been left for me to wear at night then headed back to the dorm. It was the sort of thing I would have worn back home and it made me feel a little more settled in the strange surroundings. Evander's wall was up around his bed so the room was effectively empty. I could still hear the shower running in the men’s bathroom and I chewed on my lip as I waited for my best friend to reappear.  
 
    I sat back down on the edge of my bed, refused its offer of privacy and took a deep, calming breath.  
 
    What the hell have we gotten ourselves into? 
 
    Taylor walked back in a few minutes later wearing similar white sweatpants to mine but he’d gone without a shirt. Back home I'd noticed that his chest had grown a lot broader and his arms had filled out with muscles. But without a shirt to cover him, it was suddenly obvious that our slots in the Health and Wellbeing building's gym had changed him much more than they had me.  
 
    My eyes slid over his body and I swallowed down on a lump that caught in my throat. Sometimes it was so easy to see the goofy boy I’d always known when I looked at him, but a man was slowly taking his place.  
 
    Taylor shook his wet hair suddenly, sending a spray of cold water in my direction and I squealed as I dove for the safety of my pillow. He laughed and leapt onto the bed next to me, giving me a playful shove which I responded to with a smack from my pillow. 
 
    He snatched it out of my hands, tossing it aside before launching a merciless tickling attack on me which had me screaming for him to stop.  
 
    “Please!” I begged through my laughter. “You win!” 
 
    He slowed his attack and I instantly lunged forward to tickle him instead.  
 
    Taylor gasped with laughter, snatching my wrists into his grasp and pinning them to the mattress above my head as the weight of his body crushed me beneath him.  
 
    “Give up,” he taunted as I panted looking up at him.  
 
    “Never,” I breathed and he cracked a smile.  
 
    His gaze hooked on mine for a long moment and I was suddenly really aware of the way his body was pressed to mine, my legs parted around his hips.  
 
    I cleared my throat uncomfortably and nudged him with my knee to make him get off.   
 
    He released me instantly, rolling aside and flopping down on his back beside me.  
 
    We sat in silence for a while, staring up at the cold ceiling as we stopped giggling and the gravity of our situation sank in on us again.  
 
    "I don't want to sleep in a tank on my own tonight," I said quietly, looking at him sideways. 
 
    “I could stay." His eyes flicked to mine and back away. "In here, with you. If you like?" He shrugged like he wasn't sure if he should offer. 
 
    I considered the single bed and it crossed my mind that curling up in it with him might be a bit strange. But I really didn't want to be alone.  
 
    “I would like that," I said finally. 
 
    I tugged at the cord on my sweatpants to give my hands something to do. 
 
    Taylor looked at me again, rolling onto his side and pushed my wet hair over my shoulder. 
 
    “Come on then, shove over,” he teased.  
 
    I smirked as I shuffled aside, making room for him to lay on his back. He held an arm out and I lay on my side as I snuggled in against him, resting my head against his chest as I let out a shaky breath. 
 
    "There's no need to be afraid, they're just making an example of us. We aren't in any real danger," he said, squeezing me tightly. 
 
    "I know, but it's not like we can be sure nothing will happen. Just being around these people... You know that big guy they had in chains? Grey is his name..." I lowered my voice despite Evander being hidden behind his security wall at the opposite end of the dorm.  
 
    "I thought I recognised him from the news," Taylor said with a nod. 
 
    "Laurie seemed scared about what he might do. To me. He gave me this look." I shuddered at the memory. "We need to stay away from him." 
 
    "We will. C'mon let's try to get some sleep."  
 
    He pulled me closer and I sighed as I tried to get comfortable in the small space. It wasn't nearly big enough but Taylor let his leg dangle off of the side of the bed to give me more room. I curled up next to him and tucked myself into his side, trying not to overthink it. 
 
     It felt weird and I wished he was wearing a shirt so there would be more of a barrier between us. 
 
    “Would you like some privacy?" the smooth voice asked again. 
 
    "Yes," I replied. The wall rose up and closed us inside.  
 
    “This is a safe zone, it cannot be opened from the outside except by a Warden. Please rest peacefully with full knowledge of your safety," the voice repeated. 
 
    Taylor gently ran his fingers through my hair and I stiffened at the overfamiliar contact. He didn't say anything but he let his hand drop back to the bed as he clearly noticed me tensing up. 
 
    "Do you really think we'll be alright?" I asked after a while.  
 
    “You'll always be alright with me around." Taylor gave me a little shake and I knew he was dodging the question. I let it drop and shuffled closer to him to get more comfortable. I placed my hand on his chest and felt the steady beat of his heart beneath my fingertips. There wasn’t anything else that either of us could say so I closed my eyes and let it lull me to sleep. 
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    I woke up with puffy eyes and wet cheeks. I didn't remember crying but the evidence was there. The nightmares of my parents deaths came frequently enough for me to be used to that but I didn’t really want Taylor to know how much it still haunted me.  
 
    Thankfully, Taylor was still out of it. His arm was wrapped so tightly around me that I had to wriggle to get free. I managed to get upright and stretched, enjoying the feeling of freedom in my joints after a night spent squashed in a corner. I looked down at Taylor, tucked my legs underneath me and considered what he’d said when we were exploring the house outside The Wall.  
 
    Maybe he was right, we weren't the same as we used to be. The boy I'd grown up with was gone and there was a man slowly taking his place.  
 
    His hair was darker than it had been when we were younger and his face was all straight lines, though it hadn't lost any of its appeal, just the boyish roundness that used to be so familiar.  
 
    Looking at Taylor was like looking at myself. He was constant and steady and he made me feel like I was home no matter where we were. I supposed he would be considered handsome and I had noticed girls taking an interest in him, but to me he was just…Taylor. My one constant thing through the turbulence of my life, my rock, my shield, the purest love I knew. He was the closest thing to family I had.  
 
    Taylor stirred in his sleep and I gave him a shove. 
 
    “Wake up. I'd rather be ready before the Wardens come looking for us," I said, ducking aside as he threw the pillow my way. He sat up straight and looked at me with a frown. Waking Taylor was always risky.  
 
    “Damn. I was hoping it was all a nightmare," he grumbled, rubbing at his eyes. 
 
    "Dream on. Can we get out?" I asked the wall which obligingly slid out of place. 
 
    Laurie was standing on the other side as if she had been about to open it and I flinched in surprise.  
 
    "Hi." I smiled up at her as she took in the sight of us clambering out of the single bed.  
 
    "I didn't realise you two were together," she said, looking between Taylor and me.  
 
    “Oh fuck no." I laughed. "He's practically my brother." 
 
    “We aren't actually related though. So it's not impossible," Taylor grunted, seeming a bit pissed at my reaction. 
 
    I glanced at him but I wasn't sure what to say to that. Laurie looked between the two of us as though trying to decipher our response and snorted a laugh before she shrugged it off.  
 
    “Well, I've come to make sure you're ready for combat training, so suit up," she said. Her eyes lingered on Taylor's bare chest a moment longer than was really necessary before she turned away to wake up Evander in the other closed bed. 
 
    We put on our camouflage gear and followed her out of the dorm. She took us down a long corridor past the other dorms, which were considerably bigger than ours, to a huge training room. Evander followed us without a word. I still hadn't heard him speak and it didn't look like I was about to anytime soon. 
 
    The training room was split into three main sections. The first area had treadmills, exercise bikes and other cardio and fitness equipment. It was very similar to the gym we used in the Health and Well-being buildings back in the city.  
 
    The next section was ringed off and empty save for the floor, which was covered in crash mats. Then there was an area with target dummies in a line along the far wall and a huge rack filled with different brightly coloured guns and knives. 
 
    “As there are just three of you, I've been put in charge of your training," Laurie announced eagerly. 
 
    I glanced at Taylor nervously and he raised his eyebrows marginally in response, Laurie could only be a year or so older than us and this basically meant we were putting our safety in her hands.  
 
    Laurie tutted irritably as she sensed our scepticism. "I know I'm still fairly low level but don't look so worried. I'm more than qualified to teach you this stuff." She led the way over to the cardio equipment without waiting for us to respond and we hurried after her. “I need to push you a bit harder than usual today so that we can get fitness assessments on each of you. I know you all workout in the city so it should be easy enough." She moved to a side table and picked up three little boxes with electrodes attached to them. “I'll just hook you up to these and then if you could use a treadmill to each run ten miles as fast as you can that would be great." She smiled sweetly as she attached my electrodes then hopped onto a nearby table and crossed her legs while we got onto the treadmills. 
 
    “Go." She waved a hand at us and we started running. Laurie pulled out a book and began reading with an annoying smirk on her face. Not that I was jealous. 
 
    I’d spent two hours in the gym five times a week in the city since I was fourteen which was a little more than the standard requirements and I enjoyed it. So Laurie was right in saying it shouldn't be too much of a challenge. However, knowing we were being judged on everything we did made me push as hard as I could.  
 
    I glanced over at the other prisoners who were starting their training too. Dolly, the woman with the scar, acted like nothing I’d ever seen before. I watched as she sparred with a time server. The man approached with his fists raised and Dolly didn't react. He got close, almost close enough to reach out and grab her but she stood still, watching him through narrowed eyes.  
 
    He lunged forward but she’d already ducked aside. She used his momentum to fling him to the ground and started screaming in excitement as he fell. Dolly leapt onto his back and clawed at the man's face like she was possessed. He thrashed and tried to throw her off but he couldn't and she clearly had no intention of backing off.  
 
    Wardens started shouting warnings at her but she ignored them. After the third warning, they stepped forward and fired their tasers. She shrieked and collapsed as the man crawled aside, clutching his bleeding face.  
 
    There was a bitter taste in my mouth as I looked away and concentrated on my feet instead of the other convicts.  
 
    Laurie alternated between playing on her tablet, filing her nails, reading her book, checking our readings and getting us water as we ran. I could feel the sweat pouring off of me, but it felt good, like an outlet for the frustration I’d been feeling ever since this whole thing began. 
 
    Taylor finished first, I was fifteen minutes behind him. Evander was struggling. 
 
    Laurie gave us a ten minute break which I spent huffing in a collapsed heap on the floor, before moving us to work on the punching bags. It was actually really satisfying to smack things, but Laurie kept correcting my technique and was constantly shaking her head at me as I did it all wrong.  
 
    “Keep your thumb out of your fist or you'll break it," she called.  
 
    I adjusted my hand and swung at the bag again. 
 
    "Lead with the knuckle of you're forefinger, it's stronger and you can protect the little ones."  
 
    I altered my swing again and the bag thunked at the impact. Laurie crossed the floor and stood behind me, she nudged the backs of my knees so that they crumpled a bit. 
 
    “Keep your knees bent so that you can keep the movement going, and stay fluid in your motions. If you're too rigid you'll hurt yourself." 
 
    She kept offering pointers and I kept adjusting my method in accordance until she had no more to say. 
 
    Evander took another hour on the running machine and seemed to be having quite a bit of trouble with it. Laurie didn't comment, but I knew that Taylor and I had done well. 
 
    Once we’d had the longest workout of my life and I was sure I wouldn't be able to walk, run or move in any way at all by the following day, Laurie announced we were ready to begin. 
 
    I groaned audibly and she shot me a wicked look from beneath her lashes. 
 
    We moved onto the crash mats and I dragged my feet the whole way. Evander looked like he was going to collapse as Laurie showed us some basic grappling techniques. She explained ways to use an enemy's weight against them and how to dislodge a hold.  
 
    "I know you shouldn't see any combat officially, but we give you the same training as the others so you'll have a decent chance of defending yourselves in an emergency," Laurie told us. And that wasn’t terrifying at all.  
 
    We watched a ferocious looking woman who was built like a bull, fling herself at a grumpy little man from the time servers group on another mat. He screamed just before she took him out and the crunch that came from the impact made me shudder.   
 
    “How often is a messenger killed?" I asked nervously. 
 
    "Not often." Her response did little to reassure me, I was hoping for a firm never. "But it's not fair to send people out there without any training, even if they shouldn't need it. Come on, if any of you can land a hit on me I'll give you a lie-in tomorrow." She raised a hand and beckoned us forward with an annoyingly smug grin on her face. 
 
    Taylor went for it first but he swung his arms too wide and gave her plenty of warning before he even got close. After several failed attempts and more than a little laughter from me, he tried charging at her but Laurie just stepped aside at the last moment and tripped him so that he fell on his face. 
 
    Tears were running down my cheeks as I tried and failed to contain my amusement and I noticed some of the other Wardens around the room frowning over at us. 
 
    “I just don't want to hurt you," Taylor protested as he regained his feet. 
 
    "Don't worry, you won't." Laurie smiled sweetly. "Oh I meant you can't. I can take you on with my eyes closed." She stood back with her arms spread wide and shut her eyes to prove her point.  
 
    Taylor took a deep breath before starting towards her. As he drew near he snapped his fist forward and got it within inches of her stomach when Laurie twisted aside and wrapped her fingers around his wrist, using his momentum to throw him on his ass. She opened her eyes and grinned down at him. 
 
    I was gasping for breath and our red haired companion was cracking a smile too. 
 
    "I presume you're laughing so hard because you expect to find this easy?" Laurie asked, gesturing me forward. 
 
    The smile slid from my face and I shook my head. 
 
    “No. Honestly, I'll learn more from watching," I protested.  
 
    "I don't think so." She raised a hand and beckoned.  
 
    "Do you want to go first?" I asked Evander.  
 
    "No," he said simply, leaving me without a choice. 
 
    "Come on chicken, show me where I was going wrong." Taylor gave me a shove as he moved off of the mat.  
 
    I stepped forward reluctantly and stood in front of Laurie. It didn't help that she was about five inches taller than me and she still had that gun and taser lashed to her belt.  
 
    I thought about the advice she’d given me on the punchbags and tried to implement some of it.  
 
    I decided the best thing I could do would be to swing a punch at her face as quickly as possible, but she knocked it aside practically before I started. I followed with a left hook but that was no more successful. I threw a succession of punches at her face and chest and even tried to twist around and hit her in the kidney but she knocked me aside with ease every time. 
 
    After about ten minutes I was huffing and my hair was sticking to my neck and Laurie had barely broken a sweat. 
 
    “You're too hot headed. You get angry and it just gets easier to predict your moves," Laurie said, which only really helped to incite me more. I jabbed my elbow at her but she dodged it, without even looking my way and laughed as she offered Evander a chance at her.  
 
    "She can be kind of a bitch," I whispered to Taylor. 
 
    “You just can't stand losing," he replied, watching Laurie with unconcealed admiration as Evander hit the mat with a thump.  
 
    “I'll just have to be satisfied with beating you then." I smiled up at him.  
 
    “Good luck with that, shortass."  
 
    Evander crashed to the ground again and Laurie beamed.  
 
    “Okay, now I'll show you how to use some weapons," Laurie announced with a little too much enthusiasm. 
 
    The knives turned out to be plastic replicas, weighted correctly but not sharp enough to cause any real injuries. She showed us how to use them in close combat but also how to throw them at a target dummy which would light up with different colours: red for a skim, yellow for a hit in an outer limb, green for a lethal hit.  
 
    I watched as some of the time servers threw knives further along the room. Most of them were getting red or yellow lights which made me feel less worried about failure.  
 
    The first time I let the knife fly, I released it too late and it flew to the ground where it bounced on impact. The knife arced upwards and back towards me, smacking the top of my boot with a thump and I jumped half out of my skin before I remembered it couldn’t take any of my toes off. 
 
    “Aren't you glad we don't let you play with the sharp ones?" Laurie laughed and I couldn't help but agree on behalf of my pinky toe which was throbbing even through the tough boot. 
 
    I soon learned the knack of throwing the knife straight at the target and started to get some hits. The others weren't picking it up nearly as quickly and I felt a twinge of pride as I got my first green light on only my eighth throw.  
 
    Taylor pulled me into a celebratory hug and I smiled broadly. 
 
    I watched as he threw again and the target lit up yellow. 
 
    After I hit six green lights in a row, I got a big smile from Laurie which helped to sooth my hurt pride over my failure at hand to hand combat.  
 
    “We can come back to this tomorrow, now I wanna show you the fun stuff," Laurie announced once she grew bored of the knives.  
 
    She led the way to the guns, which turned out to be replicas which fired lasers.  
 
    There was everything from pistols to shotguns, rifles to revolvers. Laurie showed us how to load and fire each one in turn which took us the best part of two hours as she wasn't satisfied until we could remember how to do everything without prompting.  
 
    When we finally lined up before the targets, Laurie passed us each type of gun in turn so that we could get a feel for them.  
 
    I liked the power of the bigger guns but found it hard to hold my aim with them as the recoil knocked me off every time. Taylor found it easier to absorb the impact, probably due to his bigger arms and shoulders which seemed like an unfair advantage to me. 
 
    The pump action shotgun was my favourite, it didn't matter if the aim was a little off or if the recoil was a bit much for me as it gave such a wide range of shot when fired. Plus I liked the sound it made. It was the gun of a badass. 
 
    Laurie insisted that I got used to a pistol too, as it was a much more practical weapon to carry and rely on so I spent a lot of time learning how to use that. 
 
    I grasped the semi-automatic pistol and flicked the safety catch off as I prepared to fire. I took a deep breath as I steadied my aim at the target and exhaled as I squeezed the trigger.  
 
    The target instantly lit up green and a huge smile spread over my face as I looked to Laurie for approval. 
 
    "Nice!" She moved forwards and slapped me a high five and I began to think I might be able to do alright out there after all.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Each morning it was harder to get out of bed. I’d thought I was fit before but we were working out at a whole other level. My muscles locked up overnight which wasn't helped by the fact that Taylor and I were still cramming ourselves into one small bed but I just couldn’t bring myself to tell him to sleep in his own bed. I craved the comfort of having him close in this strange place and I hoped I was giving him that same feeling in return.  
 
    A hot shower each morning helped me to loosen up but it was followed by Laurie setting us increasingly difficult tasks. We worked alongside the lifers and time servers but never interacted with them directly. Laurie tried to keep us as far away as possible from Dolly, the lifer who's name sounded like a twisted joke to me and Grey, though I felt his eyes following me more often than I would have liked.  
 
    My aim with both knives and firearms continued to improve and I took delight in my new found talents. I could reload and reassemble each of the guns without prompting too and Laurie showed us how to clean and sharpen our knives properly. 
 
    I wasn't making much progress with the hand to hand combat though. It seemed simple when Laurie showed me how to move and keep my temper in check but I just couldn't put it into practice. Every time I failed I could feel myself getting angry which made me more predictable, which annoyed me even more, which made me lose focus and fail miserably.  
 
    Taylor threw me to the mat every time I took him on and I had no chance of ever landing a hit on Laurie as far as I could see. I did better against Evander. He still wasn't friendly which helped as I didn't feel too bad about punching him.  
 
    “Just don't let anyone get close to you," Laurie advised. "Take the shot, don't hesitate."  
 
    It was harder to avoid the lifers in the canteen. The Wardens kept an eye on us from their table at the far end of the room but they were more concerned with eating their own food, which was considerably nicer than ours. 
 
    We arrived late for dinner, I'd lost my temper during combat training and Laurie had taken pleasure in making me do a hundred push-ups. Taylor had loyally refused to leave me behind and was rewarded by joining me in my punishment.  
 
    My arms and shoulders burned with fatigue and my stomach grumbled hungrily.  
 
    The hall was laid out with rows of cafeteria tables and it was packed solid. Some of the convicts were loud and brash, shouting challenges and insults across the room to each other which occasionally deteriorated into scuffles. Others sat in silence, refusing conversation with anyone. A few groups had formed alliances, with the idea that they would stick together once the actual fighting began.   
 
    No one was interested in us. No one it seemed, except Grey.  
 
    He sat in the centre of the canteen. A crowd of men and women swarmed around him, hoping to gain an alliance with the most dangerous man in the room. It was hard to tell if he intended to stick with any of them, but he never sent them away.  
 
    His eyes followed me as we found a spot at the side of the room and sat down. I ducked my head so that I couldn't see him anymore and inspected my meal.  
 
    It was the same every day. A highly nutritious pile of slop. It tasted of something somewhere between stale bread and cold oatmeal with a few spoonfuls of salt stirred in. I sighed and started eating.  
 
    "Imagine being a lifer. This would be the only meal you would ever eat until the day you died," Taylor said, letting a wobbly spoonful slide back onto his tray.  
 
    "What's got you so cheery?" I teased.  
 
    “You know me, always looking on the bright side." He smiled widely and stuffed a huge spoonful of the mush into his mouth. "Delicious!" He rubbed his belly and sighed appreciatively. I laughed quietly.  
 
    The group sitting on our table stopped eating and glared at us. I felt a blush light my face and stared determinedly at my tray until I was sure they’d turned their attention from us.  
 
    Taylor reached across the table and took my hand. I glanced up at him in surprise.  
 
    “Don't let this place change you," he said. 
 
    “I think it's a bit late for that."  
 
    "No. It's making us stronger but it doesn't have to change who we are inside,” he growled fiercely.  
 
    I looked into his grey eyes and felt something flutter in my stomach as I failed to break his gaze.   
 
    "What's this? Love's young dream?" a gravelly voice cooed from somewhere above me.  
 
    I snatched my hand back as though it had been burnt and spun around.  
 
    Grey loomed over me, smelling strongly of sweat and looking like a cross between a pig and a boulder in a bad mood. I dropped my spoon with a clatter and shrank away from him. A small crowd of his followers gathered around our end of the table so that the Wardens couldn't see what was going on and my pulse spiked as I wondered what he wanted.  
 
    Taylor tried to stand but a huge man appeared between the crush of bodies and gripped his shoulders, pressing him back down into his seat. A cold prickle of fear ran down my spine.  
 
    Dolly slinked between the bodies surrounding us and leaned over Taylor's shoulder so that the hair that was remaining on her head trailed down his chest. She reached out and pulled his chin around so that he faced her, her nails digging into his skin.  
 
    “What a pretty face," she hissed. Taylor jerked backwards, dislodging her grip but the big guy moved to stop him from standing again.  
 
    "What do you want?" I asked in a voice which sounded braver than I felt.  
 
    "That's a good question," Grey purred menacingly. He reached out and ran a lock of my hair through his meaty fingers. I stiffened and a surge of adrenalin ran through my body but I didn't move away.  
 
    I glanced at Taylor whose jaw was locked tight, his eyes brimming with rage.   
 
    “We're just being friendly," Dolly cooed. She grinned and the movement tugged on the scar that dominated the left side of her face, making her eye bug out. She leaned closer to Taylor's face and his lip curled back in disgust.  
 
    The crowd of followers surged closer so that the press of bodies totally concealed us from view. Grey tugged at my hair again and I jerked away from him, managing to get to my feet. My legs were pressed against the table as I leaned back to avoid him, the seat I’d vacated the only thing between us.  
 
    "Don't touch me," I snarled.  
 
    I wished I had some kind of weapon but the only thing to hand was my fork. I snatched it up anyway. A fork to the face had to hurt like a bitch.  
 
    The crowd started to murmur excitedly, waiting to see what would happen next. I held Grey's eye with my chin raised and waited too.  
 
    He regarded me through narrowed eyes for a moment that stretched on agonisingly. He took a step towards me. I cringed back against the wooden table but there was nowhere for me to go. He took another step so that he was almost touching me, his legs pressed against my seat which was the only barrier keeping him away.  
 
    Grey leaned down so that his face was inches from mine and smiled slowly. Each of his yellow teeth came into focus one after another and a waft of rancid breath washed over my face.  
 
    “What are you gunna do to stop me?" he growled.  
 
    My heart stumbled mid-beat and my pulse was pounding in my ears. My grip tightened on the fork and I was sorely tempted to drive it into his gut but I was pretty sure that wouldn’t end well for me.  
 
    "Leave her alone," Taylor demanded fiercely from behind me.  
 
    Grey's eyes lifted in his direction and he started laughing. It was a deep, rumbling chuckle that rattled up his throat and through his teeth. His gang of admirers joined in appreciatively.  
 
    "Yeah, what are you gunna do lover boy?" a large man with a long beard catcalled from the crowd to my left.  
 
    Grey stopped laughing instantly. He turned and swung his fist through the air so quickly that I flinched in shock. The man with the beard hit the ground with a sickening crunch and blood streamed from his nose. He cursed and writhed on the floor as his friends backed away from him and Grey glared at him like he was daring him to fight back.  
 
    "Break it up!" Unibrow's voice boomed over the noise and relief spilled through me in a flood.  
 
    The crowd glanced at Grey as they started to disperse. He stared at me, a wicked gleam in his eyes which said he wasn’t done here. Slowly, he raised his fist and wiped the bearded man's blood down the front of my jacket before turning and walking out of the hall.  
 
    Dolly sauntered after him and the double doors swung shut behind them.  
 
    I released my fork, sank back into my seat and sat on my trembling hands as the noise surrounding us returned to normal.  
 
    Laurie had told me to keep away from him. But what was I supposed to do if he didn’t want to keep away from me? 
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    On the fifth day of training, we were working on the mats. I was doing no better and my temper was rising after being thrown onto my back for the tenth time.  
 
    “Place your feet and twist into the movement," Laurie said, sounding exasperated.  
 
    I got back into position and motioned Taylor forward. He grabbed me and I twisted, knocking him off balance but I didn't get my shoulder into place and he managed to stay on his feet.  
 
    “Again," Laurie snapped. She was turning out to be a total hard ass in her role as our trainer and I ground my teeth as I tried to get my headspace right to try again. 
 
    Taylor lunged forward and I started to move but something caught my eye on the other side of the training area and I hesitated. He hit me hard in the shoulder and I was knocked off of my feet as he flung me across the mat.  
 
    I cursed, scrambling to regain my balance as I tried to get a better look at what had distracted me.  
 
    "Really?" Laurie began, but she was cut off as a scream broke out above the rest of the noise in the room. It was swiftly followed by the buzz of several tasers. The room exploded into shouts and chaos. 
 
    Grey hit the floor with four Wardens piling on top of him, several taser cords were attached to various parts of his body. He was twitching out of control but his face was pointed in my direction and he was smiling. It was almost a snarl but I could see a light behind his eyes that hadn't been there before. He looked excited. 
 
    The Wardens, led by Unibrow, dragged Grey out of the room using metal batons to strike at him as he resisted. 
 
    As they moved away I caught a look at what had caused them to restrain him like that. One of the time servers was sprawled on the floor, his arms were twisted at an unnatural angle and a training knife protruded from his chest. The force it must have taken to get that plastic knife to cause any kind of injury was immense but as I thought of Grey's hulking mass, it didn't surprise me that he’d managed it.  
 
    A pool of blood was spreading out from the man's body and his eyes were staring lifelessly at the ceiling. 
 
    I suddenly felt cold. The sweat from my workout chilled against my skin and I shivered.  
 
    A female Warden hurried across the room carrying a large blanket and covered him up as other Wardens started to segregate all of the convicts and check that there was no more trouble brewing.  
 
    "Goddamn psychopath," Laurie muttered, ushering us back into the safety of our mat area. 
 
    “What will happen to Grey now?" I asked her. 
 
    “He'll be locked up in solitary when he's not training. But he's a lifer anyway, there's not a lot more we can do to him. He won't be allowed near the knives again though." 
 
    I couldn't quite believe what she was saying.  
 
    “But he just killed that man. He could have a family waiting for him back in the city," I protested.  
 
    Laurie fixed me with a hard stare but it was Taylor who replied. 
 
    “That's the whole point of the trials, Maya. There's no guarantee you're going home."  
 
    “But this wasn't the trials. It's just stupid training, with a stupid plastic knife!" I shouted. Some of the other Wardens were looking my way but I didn’t give a shit.  
 
    “Maya, stop." Laurie inclined her head towards the other Wardens. "Or I'll have to do something neither of us will like." Her hand was on the taser at her hip and I knew she meant it. 
 
    I shut my mouth and forced my feelings deep down into a ball of rage deep inside my chest as I headed back to the mat. 
 
    When Taylor swung at me I dodged his fist and using his momentum, managed to send him crashing to the floor. It was my first win against him on the mat but it did little to improve my mood. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I didn't sleep well that night. Nightmares haunted me every time I closed my eyes until I gave up on even trying to get some rest. I woke early and wanted to get back to training as quickly as possible. Taylor tried to argue but eventually realised it was pointless and joined me for an early workout.  
 
    There was no one around apart from a solitary Warden sat at a desk in the central corridor as we headed for the training rooms. He raised his eyes from his book to watch us pass momentarily but made no move to stop us.  
 
    The corridors echoed with our footsteps as we headed into the training room and I shivered a little in the cool air.  
 
    The clock on the wall read five thirty and I flashed a guilty look at Taylor. 
 
    “Dammit Maya, I told you it was still the middle of the night," he groaned before strolling into the empty room and laying down on one of the crash mats.  
 
    I smirked to myself as I climbed onto a cross-trainer and started exercising. Taylor's snores soon filled the silence in the room and I upped the resistance so that I was working really hard. 
 
    My skin gleamed and my breaths came in sharp bursts but I pressed on. Exercise had always been my favourite form of therapy. If I worked hard enough, I could chase the nightmares right out of my head.  
 
    Slowly, the sounds of the other convicts and Wardens waking up started to punctuate my run.  
 
    Someone entered the room and headed for the gun rack but I didn't pay them any attention.  
 
    Green light flashed in my peripheral vision. Then again, and again as whoever it was continuously hit their mark. Curiosity got the better of me and I glanced up to see who was so proficient.  
 
    It was a man I recognised from the time servers group. He had a mop of matted black hair and spent a lot of time hanging around Grey. He must have sensed me watching him because he turned suddenly to face me too. I wanted to drop my gaze but held firm instead, gritting my teeth as I refused to balk.  
 
    The man raised his gun and pointed it at me. I shielded my eyes a second too late as he pulled the trigger and the red light of the laser beam shot towards me.  
 
    I cursed as I was blinded, snarling angrily at the douchebag was responsible. 
 
    The sound of running footsteps pounded across the mats and Taylor grunted in shock as something woke him.  
 
    I stumbled to a halt and half fell from the cross-trainer. Red lines swam in my vision and made it almost impossible for me to see in the dim light. A hand curled around my arm, gripping me firmly before yanking me back towards the door.  
 
    "Get off of me!" I yelled, trying to shake them off but their hold was iron. I blinked furiously as I struggled against my attacker.  
 
    "Come on poppet, no need to fight me." I recognised Dolly's voice and my blood chilled.  
 
    I dug my heels in and they caught on the edge of one of the crash mats. I stumbled to the floor, using my weight to stop her as I swung a fist in her general direction though it met with nothing but air. My vision cleared and I could see her dirty fingernails digging into my skin.  
 
    Taylor was struggling against the man who’d blinded me as he used his training rifle like a bat.  
 
    I kicked out towards Dolly as her face started to swim back into focus. She jerked aside and released my arm with a snarl of frustration. My heart thumped wildly in my chest as panic started to take hold of me and I cursed her again as I fought to get away from her.  
 
    Something buzzed loudly by my ear and Dolly collapsed with a shriek of agony. She twitched and jerked as the taser took full effect and my lips parted in surprise as I spun to see who had come to my rescue.  
 
    I scrambled backwards and looked up to find Laurie looking fierce as she moved to stand over me. She had her gun drawn and pointed at the man with the matted hair. He stood slowly with his hands raised and dropped the training rifle he’d been using to batter Taylor.  
 
    Taylor spat a wad of blood onto the floor as he regained his feet. He offered me a hand and I stood too.  
 
    “Get back to your dorms," Laurie commanded Dolly and the man.  
 
    He stopped to help Dolly to her feet and they left without another word.  
 
    Dolly glared back at me as she went. Her hands were still twitching from the taser and if looks could kill I’d be a thousand times dead.  
 
    “New rule. You don't leave your dorm until I come and get you," Laurie said firmly.  
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Thanks, Laurie. I'm really sorry-" 
 
    "No you're not..." She smiled in a way that made my stomach churn. "Not yet." 
 
    If I'd thought the training was hard before, what followed was like some form of new and twisted torture. Laurie made us defend ourselves against her on the mat. Trying to land a hit on her was futile. Trying to avoid getting hit by her was impossible. And by the end of the day I was pretty sure I looked like a peach which had taken a tumble down a flight of stairs.  
 
    My bruises had bruises and my aching body felt like it would never recover again. But I was happy to take the brutal treatment. Because if Grey or Dolly or any of the other assholes who had been condemned alongside me came at me again, I was determined to fight back like my life depended on it. Which I was becoming increasingly concerned that it was… 
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    That night everything ached from Laurie's lesson in discipline and all I wanted was the nothingness of sleep, but it evaded me.  
 
    As I was being crushed between Taylor and the bed frame, a strange rattling noise reached me from out in the dorm beyond our security wall. It sounded like something had been knocked over and I strained my ears as I listened to make sure I hadn’t imagined it. 
 
    I was almost certain that I could hear footsteps shuffling around beyond our bunk and I swallowed thickly as a shiver danced along my spine.  
 
    Our roommate never made a peep, even during the day and once we were in the dorms he didn't reappear from his private bunk until morning, so the sounds put my nerves on edge. 
 
    “Would you like to allow access to your bunk?" the smooth voice cut into my worrying and nearly gave me a heart attack. 
 
    "No!” I whispered absolutely certain that I didn't want to let anyone into the bunk with us. 
 
    "What?" Taylor mumbled, still mostly asleep and I slapped a hand over his mouth in fear. 
 
    "Someone's out there," I hissed, but it was the wrong thing to say. As soon as the word 'out' left my mouth, the walls slid down. 
 
    Grey stood in the gloom at the exit to our dorm. He turned to face us, his eyes shining wickedly as he took in our panic and a shriek of fear escaped me.  
 
    Taylor bolted upright, trying to position himself in front of me as I grabbed his arm to stop him from leaving the ring of protection offered by the bed.  
 
    "There you are," Grey purred and he leapt into motion, racing across the room straight for us.  
 
    He moved far quicker than I would have expected based on his bulk, jumping over an empty bunk and knocking the mattress away towards the door as he came for us.  
 
    “Close! Up! Shut!” I yelled, trying to make the walls rise again but before I could figure it out, he was upon us. 
 
    Taylor shoved me backwards and moved towards Grey with a yell of anger. In his panic, he pushed me harder than he meant to and I tumbled back, falling out of the far side of the bed before sliding across the floor. My head connected with the edge of the bunk opposite and pain sliced through my skull as my vision blurred.  
 
    Taylor aimed a punch which caught Grey in the mouth but it barely seemed to register. Grey actually laughed at him as his huge fist swung back and I screamed a warning half a second before it connected with Taylor's temple. He went down hard on the other side of the bed and terror raced through me as he failed to rise again. I was frozen with shock, adrenaline coursed through my veins urging me into action but I couldn't make myself move.  
 
    Grey's attention shifted back to me and my heart leapt into my throat. I rolled under the bunk I'd collided with and started crawling beneath it. My heart was pounding and my palms were slick with sweat as I worked desperately to drag myself across the cold floor as fast as I could.  
 
    Springs squealed in protest as he jumped on top of my bed. The thump, thump, thump of my heartbeat pulsed in my ears. My elbows screamed with friction burn as I dragged myself under the next bed. I was nearly there, if I could make it to the doors there would be a Warden down the corridor and I had to be faster than him if I could just get to my feet. 
 
    I was halfway out from under the final bed as I felt his iron grasp close around my ankle and he yanked me backwards. I screamed as loudly as I could and the skin from my arms burned as I was dragged across the floor. I kicked and flailed, yelling out in sheer panic as I tried to grab hold of anything at all to stop myself from moving back into his clutches.  
 
    My fingers hooked onto the edge of the bed frame and I jerked to a halt, thrashing and kicking with my free foot.  
 
    My heel connected with his face and Grey snarled with rage as his grip on me loosened marginally. I thrashed harder, screaming again as I tried desperately to break free of his grasp.  
 
    He grunted with effort as his fingers dug into the skin around my ankle and he yanked hard. My fingernails shattered as I was ripped free of my hold on the bed frame and he dragged me out from beneath the bed.  
 
    Grey swung me like a ragdoll and I crashed down onto the mattress behind him, my head colliding with the headboard as pain splintered through my skull. Blood spilled down the side of my face but I had to keep fighting, I couldn’t stop for a moment.  
 
    He loomed over me and laughed, cracking his knuckles together as he moved forward slowly, taking his time like he thought he had me beaten.  
 
    I screamed in defiance and kicked out as hard as I could, aiming between his legs, my foot impacting with his junk. He jerked backwards with a cry of pain, doubling over as the effects of my attack washed through him. 
 
    I rolled over the bed, turning back towards the far end of the dorm and threw myself off the edge, hitting the ground on my feet. I started running instantly, but he was just as fast to recover. He caught hold of my hair and ripped me backwards with a snarl of rage, throwing me to the ground again. 
 
    Pain splintered along my spine and I gasped as the air was driven from my lungs, but I tried to scramble away all the same.  
 
    “Maybe your boyfriend wants to see what I'm going to do to you?" he growled, as he strode after me. He bent down and caught hold of me, hoisting me into his arms and ignoring my attempts to fight him off before slamming me back down onto my bed.  
 
    Grey followed me down onto the mattress, his hand locking around my throat as he snarled in my face and specks of spittle plastered my skin.  
 
    “Keep fighting me,” he purred. “I like it.” 
 
    My heart thundered against my ribs like a bird trying to break free of a cage, but it was no good. I couldn’t fight him off. He was five times my size and at least as mean as he was strong. Terror consumed me as his weight pressed me down on the bed but I couldn’t give in. I wouldn’t.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and clawed at his hand where it was locked around my throat, breaking the skin of his meaty forearm and causing his blood to spill.  
 
    Grey suddenly lurched back, twisting to look over his shoulder just as Taylor aimed a kick at his face from the bunk beside us. Blood flew from his mouth in a spray of red and his head snapped sideways with a sickening crunch. 
 
    It should have been enough to take him out, but he barely even flinched as he swung around and propelled his fist straight at Taylor.  
 
    I cried out as I scrambled upright, launching myself at Grey’s back and locking my arms around his thick neck as I clung on like a limpet and tried to hold him back. 
 
    He barely even seemed to register my weight on his back as he lunged at my best friend.  
 
    Taylor dodged the first strike but the second caught him hard in the temple and he fell back onto the bed behind him, unconscious. 
 
    I screamed again, hoping a Warden would hear before Grey caught hold of my ankle and ripped me off of his back, tossing me back down on the bed.  
 
    He loomed over me, smearing a line of blood across his cheek with the back of his hand as he shifted closer with a hungry look in his eyes. His palm clapped down over my mouth. My nostrils filled with the foul stench of him as his sweaty fingers pressed down against my face and I recoiled into the pillows beneath me. I thrashed and made all the noise that was possible but it felt like I was running out of time.  
 
    “Shut up," he snarled, his weight crushing me once more.  
 
    I kicked and bucked and tried to do everything I could to get him off me, but it didn't even seem to phase him. In fact it seemed like he was enjoying himself. I did the only thing I could and bit him. Hard.  
 
    Grey yanked his hand away in surprise but swung it back down just as quickly, punching me in the face. It was like being hit with a sledgehammer. I couldn't think. Everything went black for a few moments and a small voice in the back of my head welcomed it and reached out for the promise of oblivion.  
 
    "No," I growled, forcing the darkness away. My head swam. I blinked my eyes furiously, making them work by pure force of will. My vision blurred again then his great ugly face swung back into focus.  
 
    There was someone behind him. 
 
    All I could make out was a blur of red hair but I recognised Evander instantly. 
 
    My eyes widened as he hefted something big behind his head and swung it straight at Grey's temple.  
 
    Grey fell off of me with a grunt and crashed to the floor, making the bed vibrate with the impact. He made a sound like a feral beast and twisted to face us, a look of rage written across his features. 
 
    Evander threw the broken bed post at him and grabbed my arm. He heaved me up, away from Grey, flinging me on top of Taylor on the opposite bed as I scrambled to do as he urged. He jumped onto the end of the bed too as the electronic voice rang out. 
 
    “Would you like some privacy?"  
 
    "Yes!" Evander snapped, before it could finish asking, and the walls slid from the ground towards the ceiling. 
 
    My eyes widened as Grey charged towards us and I flinched but the security wall shot up between us before he could make it.  
 
    There was a huge crash as he hit the wall but it held. A series of pounding noises followed as he tried to force his way in. 
 
    “Would you like to allow access to your bunk?"  
 
    “No!" I shouted at the same time as Evander.  
 
    Grey’s attempts to break into us lost intensity after a few minutes and eventually stopped. 
 
    “Thank you. I don't know what he would have done to me if you hadn’t…” I trailed off as I looked up at Evander, drawing in a shuddering breath.  
 
    Tears prickled the backs of my eyes as the shock of what had just happened washed over me but I bit my lip and kept it together. I was breathing heavily and I tried to focus on slowing each breath down. In through my nose and out though my mouth.  
 
    Evander reached towards me as if he was thinking of touching my shoulder then seemed to think better of it and dropped his hand.  
 
    “Don't mention it,” he said a little awkwardly. “Is he okay?" Evander pointed at Taylor.  
 
    I leaned over him, brushing his floppy hair out of his eyes and drawing a groan from his lips. He was still unconscious but his breathing was steady.   
 
    “I think so." My hands wouldn't stop trembling so I curled them into fists by my sides. "Laurie warned me to keep away from Grey, but I didn't think he’d come looking for me."  
 
    "How did he get out of solitary? Why weren't the Wardens watching him more closely?" Evander's cheeks flushed and turned the same colour as his hair as anger swelled within him. "I bet if we tried to go wandering the corridors at night we'd be stopped before we even left the dorm."  
 
    “Maybe he killed the Warden on watch?" I suggested. 
 
    “Maybe." He didn't seem convinced but my brain was too foggy to think about it anymore.  
 
    “Evander, right?" I asked, offering him my hand. He paused and then took it, his grip stronger than I’d expected.  
 
    "People call me Evan," he replied. 
 
    "I'm Maya-" I started but a smile pulled at his lips. 
 
    "I know," he said, still holding onto my hand. He dropped it suddenly as Taylor's eyelids fluttered open.  
 
    Taylor groaned, lifting a hand to his head where a swelling had appeared on his temple.  
 
    "I'm here, it's over." I squeezed his other hand reassuringly.  
 
    "What happened?" he mumbled. 
 
    "Evan saved us," I said. Taylor turned to look at Evan who dropped his gaze to the floor. 
 
    "Thanks," Taylor said, pushing himself up and scooting along the bed to make room so that we could all sit down. He raised a hand to his face where Grey had punched him, wincing slightly as he touched the bruise that was starting to appear.  
 
    "No problem." Evan perched on the edge of the bed next to me.  
 
    We sat in silence for several minutes. I could feel the blood still trickling through my hair and I was fairly sure I had a black eye coming on. 
 
    As my heart stopped racing, a hundred little hurts presented themselves to me. I looked down at my fingernails. They were shredded and crusted with blood.  
 
    My knees were visible through tears in my sweatpants. They were red and burnt from being dragged across the hard floor as were my elbows and at some point I must have bitten my tongue. On top of all that, my head had been smacked so many times I had trouble distinguishing the lumps from the unharmed patches.     
 
    I really needed some kind of medical attention but I wasn't about to let those walls down any time soon. 
 
    "Warden entrance imminent," the smooth voice broke the tension.  
 
    The walls slid down and Laurie stood outside with Unibrow, Hook-nose and another Warden I didn't recognise.  
 
    “What the hell happened?" she gasped. 
 
    "Grey," I replied grimly. 
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    They didn't let Grey train with us any more after that. Laurie told me he’d be sent out into the trials early. She said that lifers were supposed to be locked up at night but the door to his cell had been found open and none of the Wardens seemed to know how it had happened.  
 
    Laurie wouldn't say it, but I could tell she suspected he'd been let out. She confided in me that a few Wardens enjoyed the violence their job exposed them to and things like this had happened before once or twice.  
 
    The idea of one of the people who were supposed to be protecting us being involved like that only made me more concerned about our time here. And more determined to learn how to defend myself. If I couldn’t rely on the Wardens to do their jobs then I needed to be ready if anything like that happened again.   
 
    Our training progressed well, though I had to work around the various injuries I'd received during my fight with Grey. I managed to throw my opponents on the mat more and more often but I still couldn't land a hit on Laurie. My best attribute by far was my aim. By the end of training, Laurie said I could throw a knife and aim a gun as well as a Warden. 
 
    At the end of our final day of training, Laurie gave us a few tips on surviving the trials.   
 
    "I'm hoping of course that you won't need any of this training, but I'm happy with the progress you’ve all made nonetheless. Your role as a messenger is fairly easy in theory. Just don't take stupid risks. Your only job is to run back and forth between units of your team’s fighters. Realistically, they should be using walkie-talkies but they do it this way so they have a low level punishment to hand out to people like you." She smiled like that was a good thing. 
 
    "How will people know not to shoot at us?" I asked, trying to hide my nerves. 
 
    "You’ll have two red stripes running around the front and back of your jackets which mark you as messengers. If someone purposefully attacks a messenger the punishment is fighting their next battle unarmed on the front line so it doesn't happen often. You'll have weapons, so don't be afraid to defend yourselves if you have to." 
 
    "Not often isn't the same as never," Taylor pointed out. 
 
    “No, but it is really rare. I've never seen it happen," she said, flicking her braid back over her shoulder a little too casually. 
 
    “Are we supposed to split up or can we move around together?" I asked. 
 
    “Technically you should split up," she said lowering her voice. "But don't bother. You'll be safer together and I don't want you getting hurt." Hook-nose was walking past us as she spoke. He stopped to look at us with a frown on his face and Laurie cleared her throat uncomfortably. 
 
    “Thank you Laurie," I said, taking her hand. "I know you had to oversee our training but you didn't have to take such an interest in making sure we were good. And you didn't have to be my friend either." 
 
    "That's okay. Just please try not to get yourselves killed." She squeezed my finger then left so that we could have one last night's sleep before our first day in the Lawless Trials. 
 
    As she moved away, Hook-nose narrowed his eyes at her and turned to join a group of Wardens who started talking in hushed tones. I bit my lip, wondering if our friendship might get her into trouble and hoping that my obvious display of affection for her wouldn’t cause her any issues.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke with a feeling of dread in my stomach. As Laurie had said, our black camouflaged jackets now had two bold, horizontal red stripes which ran around our torsos marking us out as messengers. There were also holsters and belts for the weapons we would receive later waiting for us alongside our normal uniform.  
 
    We dressed in silence, no one wanting to mention the elephant in the room while we all tried to hide our nerves before we headed down to the practice room. 
 
    The huge chamber had been cleared overnight. All of the training equipment was pushed against the walls and the convicts were assembled in a group in the centre of the wide space.  
 
    We were the last to arrive and the three of us moved quietly to join the back of the crowd. 
 
    “You'll be joining with units that already know what to do, so just take your lead from them. You may see Wardens surrounding the area but you are not to address us or try to engage us in combat. If you attempt it, you will be shot down." Uni-brow addressed the group from the front of the room, gazing around at the convicts like he was hunting for anyone who might not be taking him seriously. Once he was satisfied, he turned and opened a large, shuttered door that had been concealed behind the gun rack at the far end of the training room.  
 
    The crowd surged forward and we spilled out into the bright sunlight 
 
    Outside, a line of convicts who had completed their sentences were waiting to come back in. They were dishevelled and some were sporting various injuries but they all shared a look of relief clearly written over their faces. They’d survived their time and would be heading back on the train to rejoin the population in Harbour City. I just hoped I'd be in their position in a few months.  
 
    Laurie moved along the line of convicts until she was next to me, offering a reassuring smile which I tried to return.  
 
    We marched in a fairly well organised unit for about three miles. The immediate area was primarily brown dust and mud, just like the land outside the city, but we were surrounded at a distance on all sides by a huge, all consuming barrier of green. I couldn't take my eyes off of it. It was hard to make out any details but my heart pounded with a mixture of fear and longing as I gazed towards the distant trees.  
 
    “Is that the contaminated area?" I asked Laurie in a low tone. 
 
    "Yes." She glanced at the green wall with a shudder. "It gives me the creeps, but we do the contamination checks constantly and this cleared area is fine." 
 
    I couldn’t agree with her opinion, but I kept my mouth closed on the subject. It looked beautiful to me, like the way the world should be.  
 
    It was soon apparent that the arena wasn't just some flat, open area. As we drew closer I realised it was filled with trenches, tunnels, hideaways and general lumps and bumps in the terrain to make it easier to hide and harder to find your opponents once you were out there.  
 
    All sorts of things from big sheets of metal to brick walls were strewn about, creating pathways that crisscrossed the combat zone.   
 
    Ahead of us the other units in our team were ready for the trial, already lined up and waiting to go. In the distance, far across the arena I could just make out the opposing units lining up too. Their uniforms were dark green to mark them out as opposing soldiers and I shifted uncomfortably as I looked over at them.  
 
    "I'm patrolling the east side." Laurie pointed over to our left. "If you can aim to stay over there I can try and keep an eye on you," she whispered. 
 
    “Thanks," I whispered as she took off, swinging a rifle over her shoulder. Her hip holsters now held two pistols and the taser was gone. All of the Wardens looked more intimidating than usual and it only served to remind me of the danger waiting for me once the trial began. 
 
    The people in front of us were moving forward and being armed with knives and guns which they slid into their belts and holsters.  
 
    When it was my turn, I picked my weapons with care, fixing four throwing knifes along my belt, a pistol in a holster on my left hip and a pump action shotgun which I slung over my back. I topped it off with as much spare ammo as I could fit into my pockets and moved aside for Taylor to collect his own weapons.  
 
    I spied Grey lined up in the ranks in front of us and ducked my head. My injuries were mainly healed, though my skull still felt bruised and tender in places. I was lucky he hadn't shattered my cheek bone and I had no inclination to repeat the incident.  
 
    Taylor and Evan followed me through the crowd to the ranks on the left hand side of the unit as I moved away from Grey. With a bit of luck. He’d get himself killed out here sooner rather than later and rid the world of his presence. 
 
    We waited while the last convicts were armed and took their positions within the ranks. I could feel my pulse quickening and my palms growing slick the longer we stood there and I began to feel anxious for this whole thing to start. My mouth was dry and I licked my lips, trying to regain some moisture as we waited.  
 
    Taylor placed his hand on my back and I smiled up at him, trying to stop the trembling in my limbs. It was quiet. The air was alive with tension and the seconds dragged by endlessly as we waited for the command to begin.  
 
    I tried to slow my breathing but my pulse was thrumming uncontrollably. I didn't want to think about what might happen when we entered those trenches. I wanted to run, to get away from the Lawless Trials arena, the city and everyone in it. What kind of people sent two teenagers out into this for an honest mistake anyway? We could die out here just so that they could make a point.  
 
    I glanced at the distant forest again, wondering why no one ever took the chance at running. An image of the contaminated humans entered my thoughts. Overlong arms and mutated claws that could rip a person apart in a moment. Hungry eyes which had haunted my dreams as a child. The staring, gaunt expression of a monster that was all too human. And even if there weren't any of them left out there, it was what I would become if I was exposed to the contaminant. That was why no one ran. Death would be better than that.  
 
    "Forward!" a cry went up and the crowd around us roared as they surged towards the arena. 
 
    I blinked away my overactive imagination as Taylor grabbed me and dragged me along with him, his fingers digging into my arm as he fought not to lose me in the crowd. The crush of bodies was claustrophobic, which was definitely made worse by how damn short I was. People shoved and jostled as they made their way onto the arena and we had no choice but to go with them like we were being tugged along in a current.  
 
    The crowd finally began to thin as everyone split off in different directions and Taylor tugged me aside as we let the rest take the lead. I jumped down into a trench, quickly followed by Taylor and Evan. Everyone was disappearing into the labyrinth ahead of us and we held back as they raced away.  
 
    "Maybe it won't be so hard to survive this after all." I shrugged at the two of them as we tucked ourselves into a crevice to let the fighters surge on by.  
 
    Once the last of them passed, we cautiously followed. The walls of the trench got higher and higher as we moved along which made it gloomy. We were effectively herded onwards behind the rest as the winding path continued and I fought against the fear which was clawing at my insides. 
 
    It was eerily quiet as we slowly made our way further in. I was so focused on the path up ahead that I jumped at the sound of my own footsteps as the ground gave way to a huge puddle and I splashed into it. The rest of the soldiers had disappeared while we were hidden and I started to doubt whether it had been a good idea to get left behind. This place was eerie and the shadows were too thick. I couldn’t help but imagine enemies at every corner and my poor heart was working on overdrive as fear kept my pulse racing.  
 
    The trenches were wet, cold and dim. The lack of sound was the opposite of reassuring. I wanted to believe that we were alone, but my skin prickled as if eyes were following my every move.  
 
    It didn't take long for us to hear the gunshots start up ahead of us. I peered around a corner to see several of our fighters, dressed in our black camouflage outfits pinned down behind a brick wall by about twenty of the opposition in dark green.  
 
    "Send for back-up!" one of our guys shouted desperately as he saw me lurking by the trench entrance and I took the opportunity to flee gladly. 
 
    We turned back the way we’d come, looking for anyone else from our unit who we could send for help. We took a left at a fork in the trench and found six of our guys readying themselves to move forward. 
 
    "Back down the trench. Our fighters are pinned down by a brick wall. Around twenty opposition," Taylor said as they spotted us.  
 
    They nodded their assent, turned our way and surged in the direction I pointed without another word.  
 
    I had no intention of heading back towards the fighting, so we took the next left and found ourselves at the entrance to a huge tunnel made of corrugated metal. It opened up before us and revealed a damp passageway that turned left again sharply, cutting off the view of what lay ahead.  
 
    I glanced at the other two before heading on down but Taylor caught my arm and stepped ahead of me. I frowned at him as I let him take the lead. But I wouldn’t continue to do it every time we moved into danger. I was no one’s damsel in distress and I was determined to hold my own out here.  
 
    Once we turned the corner, it was pitch black inside the tunnel. Every move we made echoed around us, and I shifted to the side to hug the metal wall as we moved on. A few shadowy shapes were just visible around us but I couldn't make out anything properly and the darkness was terrifying.  
 
    A loud splash made me yell out and jump backwards into the tunnel wall which echoed dully with a metallic thunk. I scrambled to grab my pistol from its holster as I strained my eyes in the dark, hunting for an enemy 
 
    “Sorry! It was me. There's water here, I didn't see it." Taylor's voice came through the darkness and relief washed over me.  
 
    "How much water?" I hissed, blinking furiously as I tried to see anything in the blackness. 
 
    “Hang on," Evan said and a moment later a light flickered on. He held a small flashlight out in front of him and he swept it around as the tunnel was revealed. Taylor was illuminated in the wide space, his boots submerged in a pool of water which stretched on ahead of him. 
 
    "Where did you get that?" I asked.  
 
    "They said I could have one in place of a knife," he replied as if that was an obvious trade to make. I'd rather a knife any day but I was glad he'd taken the flashlight in that moment.  
 
    Taylor took a step and another until the water lapped up over his ankles. 
 
    “The floor slopes away, I don't know how deep it will get," he said.  
 
    I glanced back the way we’d come. I didn't really fancy getting soaked. 
 
    “Maybe we should just go back-” Evan began but he cut off as screams came from the tunnel entrance behind us. 
 
    "Go," I urged decisively, running forwards into the water. I didn't want anything to do with whatever was happening out there and getting wet was preferable to getting shot any day.  
 
    The floor dropped away quickly and the water was up to my waist within moments. I shivered as it leached the warmth from my skin. We held our guns above our heads to keep them dry and Evan pointed the flashlight ahead to lead the way.  
 
    The tunnel turned to the right and kept dropping away. I regretted never having learnt to swim but it wasn't exactly an option in the city unless you lived a lot higher than I did.  
 
    It was freezing, my teeth were chattering and I couldn't feel my feet. 
 
    The screaming behind us stopped abruptly but that didn't fill me with much confidence as we pushed on. It just meant that whoever had just killed that guy was looking for a new victim. 
 
    The tunnel started to rise again and I released a breath of relief. We tried to get a balance between moving fast enough to put distance between ourselves and any pursuers and slowly enough not to make too much noise. 
 
    Finally, we stepped out of the water, dripping wet and freezing cold but the tunnel exit loomed bright ahead, making my eyes sting as we approached it. Evan clicked off his flashlight and we holstered our guns. 
 
    "Well, this is fun," I growled, trying to stop the shivering as it took root in my limbs. 
 
    Taylor emerged from the tunnel first and started down the next trench. He'd barely gone a couple of steps when an opposition fighter jumped over a low wall to his right, a gun levelled at his head.  
 
    “We're messengers!" I screamed in panic but she just scowled and flicked the safety catch off. Before I could do anything else, a knife flew past my ear and embedded itself in her chest. I couldn't quite believe what had happened. The gun fell from the woman's hand as blood flowed down her chest. Her mouth opened in a silent scream and she collapsed to the ground.  
 
    "Evan?" I spun round to look at him in shock.  
 
    “She was going to shoot him," Evan shrugged. He looked away from the woman as her lifeless eyes gazed up at the sky. 
 
    “You saved my life man. That's both of us now," Taylor said, looking stunned.  
 
    Evan shrugged again and moved on down the path. I holstered my pistol, which had made it into my hand somehow, and reached out to grasp Taylor's hand. I tried not to look at the woman’s corpse as we passed her but my heart was still thundering from the shock of what I’d just witnessed.  
 
    A rational voice in my head was telling me that it was either her or Taylor but a slightly louder voice was screaming at me that I’d just witnessed someone dying. Dying! She was dead.  
 
    Taylor pulled his hand from mine. My nails had gouged red, moon-shaped crescents into his skin, a few of which were starting to bleed. I opened my mouth to say sorry but Taylor held my gaze and I knew that he understood. He always understood.  
 
    I clenched my jaw and pushed the vision of the soldier out of my head. She would have killed him and I wouldn't waste any tears on her. 
 
     The trenches started to twist and turn, disorientating us. 
 
    “I'm not even sure which way is east anymore," I hissed as the minutes ticked by and we only seemed to be delving deeper into the labyrinth.  
 
    A guy dressed in the colours of the opposition came tearing down a narrow gap between a wall and a huge lump of twisted metal towards us and I shrieked in alarm. He glanced in our direction, realised we were only messengers, and kept running. A few moments later he was followed by three of our unit who didn't pause either but just ran by whooping and laughing. They were actually enjoying themselves. 
 
    One of them bumped into Evan as they passed and there was a tearing sound as his sleeve caught on the guy's knife. 
 
    "Sorry man!" the guy yelled over his shoulder as he chased his friends out of sight. Evan glanced at his tattered jacket and used his own knife to cut away the torn material. As he did I noticed a tattoo, a rose tangled in thorns, that spiralled around his wrist.  
 
    “What's your deal?" I asked him suspiciously. "That's a Dweller tattoo." 
 
    Evan gave me a look that said he didn't appreciate being called a Dweller but I didn’t give a shit.  
 
    “How come you're here?" I pushed on. "What did you do?"  
 
    He regarded me for a moment before replying. "I killed a man," he said simply.  
 
    I took a step back and bumped against Taylor.  
 
    "What?" I gasped.  
 
    "I'm not like Grey. I didn't enjoy it." He looked at his boots and took a breath. "I found him attacking my neighbour. There was blood everywhere, she was screaming and I just snapped. Picked up a knife and here I am. The Guardians felt that justice had been served but they wanted to send out a message against vigilantism so I got four months as a messenger."  
 
    “That's horrible," I said finally. 
 
    “It's fine." He looked away from me. "Are we gunna stand around here all day?" 
 
    "No. Let's go," Taylor said firmly and we continued down through the gap.  
 
    The sounds of shots being fired were getting louder. We crouched by a wall and Taylor tried to pull me back as I tried to get a look at the way on. I shrugged him off with a frown and peered around the corner.  
 
    The brickwork next to my face suddenly exploded in a puff of grit and debris as a bullet hit. Adrenaline shot through my veins and I snatched my head back out of view before my attacker could take another shot. 
 
    “Are you okay?" Taylor asked anxiously, pulling me around to face him. 
 
    “Yeah," I replied, though my heart was beating so fast I thought it might be trying to break free of my chest. He kept hold of me until I shoved him off again. "Quit babying me."  
 
    A scream burst through the air close by but was quickly cut short. 
 
    “Move up!" and order was barked and the sound of quick, pounding feet moved away from us.  
 
    I waited a few moments to be sure they were gone then peeked around the corner again. A body was lying still on the ground but other than that, there was no one left in the small opening.  
 
    “It's clear," I told the others.  
 
    I ran across the gap, staying close to the ground to gain cover by a big sheet of metal. I checked it was clear again and signalled for Taylor and Evan to follow me. Up ahead we could hear shouting and we paused to listen. 
 
    “Which way did they go?" asked a rasping female voice.  
 
    “Left I think. Did you see the look on his face when I got his little mate?" I recognised that growl; Grey. 
 
    “He cried like a baby. Thought their little red stripes would stop us." The woman laughed. 
 
    "Idiots. It just makes them easy targets." Grey again. 
 
    “He didn't even raise his gun. C'mon we can catch the other two."  
 
    I peeked around the corner and spotted Dolly with her half head of vivid red hair turning to follow Grey down a narrow passageway. A messenger in green was lying dead on the ground behind them. I suppressed a shiver as I ducked back out of sight again.  
 
    "He's with Dolly," I whispered to the others.  
 
    "I heard she burnt her husband alive in their bed," Evan whispered back. 
 
    “Why?" I asked, horrified. 
 
    "Apparently he gave her a funny look." He shrugged at me. "Don't ask me to fathom the mind of a psychopath." 
 
    "Well they turned left, I vote for right," I said. 
 
    “Agreed," said Taylor instantly and Evan nodded.  
 
    We moved down the right hand path which started to widen slowly as we went. After about two hundred feet, the walls had moved so far apart that it couldn't be counted as a trench anymore and we were able to walk next to each other. I felt exposed without the walls closing in on us.  
 
    A shadow moved ahead of us and we shrank back to hug the wall on the right side of the huge trench. 
 
    For a moment nothing happened and Taylor started to move forward again but I caught hold of his arm and pointed at the ridge on the other side of the opening. A dark shape was outlined against the bright sky and as I squinted into the sun, I managed to pick out several other shapes. 
 
    "Ambush," I mouthed to the others.  
 
    Taylor pointed to his red stripes and shrugged but I wasn't convinced they’d protect us. I looked at Evan who shook his head and pointed back the way we’d come. I nodded in agreement and tugged Taylor's sleeve to make sure that he followed as we snuck back along the path to the crossroads. 
 
    "Shall we just keep heading back?" Evan asked, obviously not keen on the idea of following Grey. "I don't think running into him would make for a happy reunion." 
 
    I started to agree with him when gunshots sounded from the direction we were about to take.  
 
    “Ambush, Grey or gun fight?" I asked pointing in the different directions as I named the dangers down each of the paths. We all looked towards the sound of the gun fight just as a merciless screaming joined the sound of shots.  
 
    "Grey is probably long gone by now," Taylor pointed out.  
 
    I pushed away a shudder as we headed in the direction my attacker had taken. The gunfire was moving closer and we broke into a run, taking several turns to escape. We pulled up short inside a dug out alcove and tried to catch our breath as we listened to see if we’d been followed.  
 
    It seemed like we’d finally managed to put some distance between ourselves and the shooters and we all sagged in relief. 
 
    "Has anyone else noticed that we haven't exactly been doing much message carrying?" Evan asked. 
 
    “I get the feeling it's just a pointless title. How can they expect us to be passing around messages in this maze? We're just here to be scared straight… assuming we don’t die in the process," I replied.  
 
    "If I tell them it's worked already do you think we can go home now?" Taylor asked hopefully. 
 
    "Give it a try when we get back tonight," Evan joked and we all laughed.  
 
    "Now where?" I asked, peering around the corner.  
 
    The thudding of feet approaching reached us and we shrank back into our hidden crevice. I pulled out my pistol and took the safety off. Taylor did the same.  
 
    The pounding got louder and three members of our unit swung into view being closely pursued by seven of the opposing team. They sped past our hiding spot and out into the wide, open area outside it. 
 
    I knew we weren't supposed to intervene but before I could stop myself, I’d taken a step forward and levelled my gun at the lead pursuer, my finger on the trigger. A hand clasped around my elbow, fingers digging into the tender skin and I gasped as I was dragged back into our hiding spot. 
 
    "Do you want to get us all killed?" Evan hissed.  
 
    His gaze burned into mine as I glared at him. The moment had passed and the pursuers fell on our men with knives drawn. It was over before I could look away and their screams echoed on the wind as blood spilled over the dirt. Evan yanked me back into our hiding place.  
 
    "I could have helped them,” I growled, snatching my arm back out of his grip. 
 
    "No. You could have killed one man, then there would still be six of them. Three would have turned our way and opened fire and we have no cover here beyond these shadows. The other three still would have killed those men," Evan snapped.  
 
    "You can't know that," I spat at him. My hands trembled as I flicked the safety back into place and holstered my pistol.  
 
    "It wasn't worth the risk. If those men were here to fight then their crimes meant they deserved that punishment. Ours did not." 
 
    "So we should just let them die? Even if we could have helped?" 
 
    “Who are you to say the other men deserve death more? Just because they aren't on our side in this death game we’re being forced to play?" 
 
    I could hear the truth in his words, but it still felt wrong to let people die in front of me when I could have done something to stop it. I gritted my teeth and turned away from him as Taylor stepped between us, growling in a way that told me he agreed with Evan. Which was just perfect. 
 
    “Let's keep moving," Taylor said finally, tugging on my hand to get me moving again.  
 
    I sighed in defeat and let him lead me away from the dead men. Evan may have had a point, but that didn’t mean I liked it. And when I made it back to the city, I knew I’d never watch the Lawless Trials reports on the TV so casually ever again.  
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    We took the path the enemy fighters had arrived from, reasoning that it should be empty now. We walked in silence, taking turns to check around corners and keeping an eye out behind us. I had the feeling that we were being watched, but no matter how much I looked there was no one in sight.  
 
    After about fifteen minutes of wandering in silence, we turned into a narrow trench which was almost entirely disguised against the dark bank. The sun had started to move across the sky and clouds had closed in to further obscure the light.  
 
    It was dark inside the trench and the ground was shrouded in gloom, but we could make out shapes in the mud hidden beneath the shadows. I moved forward tentatively and nudged the nearest shape with the toe of my boot.  
 
    Something gave way under my foot and an arm flopped forward and hit my leg. I squealed in shock and jumped backwards, colliding with Taylor who slapped his hand over my mouth.  
 
    "Are you insane?" he breathed in my ear before releasing me.  
 
    “Sorry." Funnily enough I wasn't used to touching parts of a corpse.  
 
    I bent down to examine the body, a woman in the colours of our unit. I stepped over her carefully and checked the next prone form. It was another member of our unit and as we moved down the trench I counted more and more of our dead.  
 
    "Ambush?" I asked the others.  
 
    “Must have been," Taylor replied. 
 
    “Do you think we're losing the trial?" Evan asked after we passed the twelfth body. 
 
    There was a long silence while we all thought about what that might mean. If we couldn't get back out of here we could be slaughtered as the rival army chased down the last of the opposition. We were wearing the wrong colours, which marked us as the enemy, messengers or not.  
 
    "We need to take a look at what's going on," Evan finally spoke, breaking the silence that had trapped us. 
 
    “How?" Taylor asked. 
 
    "We'll have to risk getting up high, but if we can work out where we are, we might be able to find our way to Laurie," Evan replied, looking up at the edges of the trench high above our heads. 
 
    "Let's move along until we can find an easier way up," I suggested and we pressed on.  
 
    The ground squelched under our feet and the mud was sticking to our boots. It didn't help with being stealthy but at least the sound would let us know if anyone else was sneaking about too.  
 
    A shudder ran down my spine, I still couldn't shake the feeling that we were being watched.  
 
    Eventually the trench opened up and we entered an area with a low stone building in the centre. We stopped and surveyed it warily.  
 
    "What do you think?" Taylor asked in a low voice. 
 
    "That if someone was lying in wait in there we would be dead already," Evan replied. 
 
    "Do you think we can use the roof of the building to get up onto the bank behind it?" I asked, looking at the way the sloping roof reached up until it was level with the high ground above us. 
 
    Evan nodded slowly but he looked nervous about approaching the shack all the same. 
 
    "Let's get on with it then." Taylor moved towards the building and we fell in behind him with tension spilling between us.  
 
    There was an open doorway in the brick front of the building and no obvious way to climb up from the outside. The roof was made with thick red tiles that had broken away on one side, leaving a pile of smashed rubble on the ground.  
 
    We spread out to check the other sides of the building but there weren't even windows for us to use to climb up and the roof was out of reach.  
 
    "Maybe there's a way up inside?" Evan suggested. He moved forward cautiously and Taylor and I followed close behind him.  
 
    The interior of the building was dark.  
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end and I suppressed a shiver as I stepped over the threshold. Every nerve in my body was screaming at me not to go inside but I ignored the feeling and continued forwards. 
 
    The squelching of our feet was cut off as soon as we set foot on the stone floor. It was eerily quiet in the little building. The space was split into several small rooms and we were standing in a tiny entrance hall. 
 
    We carefully began to move forward into the nearest room. I glanced about anxiously. A huge, muddy footprint stained the floor next to my boot, far too big to be Taylor's or Evan's.  
 
    My head snapped up and my hand flew to my pistol just in time for me to leap back as Grey charged at me. A gun went off somewhere and the noise echoed so loudly in the confined space that it made my ears ring.  
 
    My efforts to escape propelled me backwards into Taylor and we both fell to the floor in a heap of limbs. My pistol was knocked from my grasp and skittered noisily across the floor into the darkness of the far corner. 
 
    Grey’s charge took him straight past us and he snarled with rage as he swung around again, facing me as I scrambled to my feet.  
 
    He roared angrily and charged at me again, catching me around the throat and wrenching me away from Taylor. He slammed me back against the cold, concrete wall and I kicked uselessly as the pressure on my windpipe increased.  
 
    I scratched at his hands, chunks of skin coming away beneath my fingernails, but it was no use. His hate filled gaze bored into mine and I could see my death reflected back at me in the icy depths of his eyes.  
 
    Taylor yelled out as he tried to prize Grey off of me but the beast flung his elbow back, catching him in the gut and sending him flying. 
 
    I stopped clawing at his arm and reached for my belt, the cool, metal hilt of a knife skimming my fingertips like a sweet promise.  
 
    His grip tightened agonisingly as he choked me. Sparks of light bloomed before my eyes and I felt something pop inside my neck.  
 
    I scrambled for the knife again and managed to hook it into my grasp.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and swung it at him with all the strength I could, plunging the blade into the thick muscle of his bicep. He yelled in surprise and pain, releasing me so that I fell to the floor and I lost my grip on my knife. I gasped and coughed as air found its way back into my lungs and I scrambled to regain my feet.  
 
    Taylor aimed his rifle from the floor and fired. The sound of the shot echoed around the tiny room and blood flew from a wound on Grey's leg. He rounded on Taylor with a cry of rage, kicking him in the face with his good leg before he could fire another shot.  
 
    Blood poured from Taylor’s nose and he clutched at it as he fell back to the floor again.  
 
    I threw my weight to the side and rolled over, coming up into a crouch and grabbing the shotgun from my back as I did so. I scrambled onto one knee and braced myself as Grey charged at me like a bull, roaring with rage.  
 
    I swung the shotgun up between us as my heart leapt in panic and I squeezed the trigger. The force of the recoil against my ribs knocked me back across the floor and my foot hit the wall behind me as I managed to stay upright through some miracle.  
 
    But the power of the recoil was nothing compared to the power of the shot which Grey had taken to his huge stomach. He was thrown backwards and smashed into the wall behind him, before collapsing in a heap on the ground.  
 
    I panted as I stared at him, not daring to lower my weapon despite the size of the wound he’d taken. Several heartbeats passed but he didn't move.  
 
    My hands started to shake and the gun began rattling in my grasp. Strong hands closed around mine and Taylor was suddenly staring into my eyes, pushing the shotgun down. Blood ran down the side of his face but he ignored it.  
 
    "He was going to kill you, and he was going to enjoy it. You didn’t do anything wrong," he said fiercely, not breaking eye contact with me. I stared back into his grey eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    He was right. I couldn't let what I’d done get to me. I had to own it. To know it was the only choice I had. I nodded and fought to calm my shaky breathing.  
 
    Taylor released the shotgun and I stowed it in place on my back once more.  
 
    “Where's Evan?" I asked.   
 
    He'd been in front of us as we’d entered the building but now there was no sign of him. I moved into the corner where my pistol had disappeared and felt around in the dark until I found it.  
 
    “Evan?" I called out. There was no reply and a chill raced along my skin.  
 
    Taylor wiped at his face so that most of the blood was removed before stalking across the room to hunt for him.  
 
    We moved through the doorway into the second room, stepping over Grey's legs which were splayed across the threshold.  
 
    The first thing I saw was Dolly, with her freakish half head of red hair and disfigured face, laying opposite the doorway. There was a knife protruding from her chest and a pistol still clutched in her hand. Her dead eyes were staring straight at me and I gasped in shock at the sight of her.  
 
    Evan was to the left of the doorway, sitting on the floor with his back to the wall and his eyes closed with no obvious signs of injury. 
 
    I dropped to his side, putting my hand to his cheek. It was warm and I shook him lightly to try and get a response from him.  
 
    "Evan?" I whispered, but I remembered that gunshot ringing out too loudly in the close space and making me dizzy. A tear spilled from my eye and raced down my cheek. "Evan? Please, wake up." I placed my other hand on his chest, it was warm and wet. 
 
    I leaned down, pressing my forehead against Evan's, trying to will him back to life as I felt his blood seeping through the knees of my pants.  
 
    Eventually Taylor pulled me to my feet. He wrapped his arms around me and I buried my face against his chest and sobbed.  
 
    “He didn't deserve to be here, we weren't supposed to be at risk," I cried. Taylor ran a hand through my hair. 
 
    "We need to move on," he whispered.  
 
    If his own pain hadn't been written clearly across his face too I wouldn't have listened. But he was right, we were still lost, still unsure about what was going on with the trial.  
 
    In the far corner of the room, the roof had collapsed making it possible for us to climb up to the roof like we’d planned.  
 
    We clambered up onto the pitched roof, slipping on the red tiles and crossed over towards the muddy bank. There was a gap nearly two meters wide between the roof and the bank so we moved back to get a run up.  
 
    "I'll go first." Taylor took three bounding steps and leapt across the gap without giving me a choice in the matter. He rolled as he hit the ground on the far side before climbing back to his feet and beckoning for me to follow. "Come on." 
 
    I wiped my hand over my face, smearing my tears with Evan's blood, took a deep breath and ran to the edge.  
 
    At the last second, my foot slipped on one of the loose tiles and my jump half turned into a fall. I cried out in panic and slammed into the edge of the bank before beginning to slide back down. I clawed my fingernails into the dirt and kicked to push myself up, my boots kicking clods of mud free of the wall and giving me no purchase. 
 
    Just as I was sure I was about to crash to the ground again, Taylor's hand closed around my wrist and he wrenched me over the edge with a grunt of effort.  
 
    The wind was stronger on the higher ground and it whipped my hair back from my face as we looked over the maze that was the arena.  
 
    It was hard to see too much within the dips and crevices in the earth but it was clear that there were far more enemy fighters than friends left out there.  
 
    "I think we lost already," Taylor said quietly. 
 
    I nodded in agreement, soon the buzzer would sound the end of the fight and the survivors would have to head back.  
 
    There was no clear path back to the starting zone from our position and I was more than hesitant to go back down into the trenches. We needed to find Laurie, she’d said she would be patrolling the eastern side of the arena and I was sure that if we could just get to her, we’d be able to head back to the starting point with her too. I looked around and realised thankfully, that we’d managed to head east for the most part on our journey here. From our vantage point, it was easy to see where the Wardens were patrolling the perimeter closer to the contaminated land though I couldn’t make out enough about them to recognise Laurie.  
 
     I exchanged a glance with Taylor and he pointed at a route between the trenches along the high ground. I was so sick of being lost down in those ditches that I didn’t hesitate to agree to his suggestion and we started forward purposefully. 
 
    We had to navigate our way over trenches which crisscrossed our path. Sometimes we could jump them otherwise we had to find a way around which meant doubling back on ourselves sometimes. All the while we were painfully aware of how exposed we were to anyone who might look up but it seemed like the best option available to us. 
 
    We fell into a routine of jumping, scanning the surrounding trenches for danger and moving along the banks as stealthily as possible so as not to attract any unwanted attention. It was hard going, my muscles protested and I was mentally exhausted too. I'd never had such a long day in all my life.  
 
    We finally got close enough to the Wardens to recognise them. The first we came across was a large man who stared at us suspiciously while raising his rifle before we turned away and headed on.  
 
    Laurie was posted at the furthest point along the patrol and as we recognised her, I groaned in relief upping my pace in the desperate hope that reaching her would equal safety and an end to this nightmare.  
 
    The wind picked up and whipped around us, throwing dust up into my face so that I turned away from it as I shielded my eyes. I blinked furiously to clear my vision, scrubbing at my eyes as I coughed up the dust.  
 
    A figure, clad in all black moved in the trench below us, slipping between the shadows carefully before darting around a corner and out of sight. My heart stilled and a tingle raced along my skin. I’d only caught the briefest look at him but I was sure it had been a man with hair as dark as the clothes he wore and a broad frame thick with muscle.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes to clear them and stepped forward, peering down into the trench to see if I could spot him again. Something about him had seemed…off. I couldn’t quite place it but I felt like I’d just caught a glimpse of something that didn’t belong, 
 
    "Did you see someone down there?" I asked Taylor urgently and he moved to look down into the trench at my side. 
 
    “What am I looking for?” he asked, clearly having no idea about the man in the shadows.  
 
    I kept my gaze fixed on the trench for a long moment but the man didn’t reappear and eventually I shrugged.  
 
    “I don’t know. Never mind,” I said slowly, though I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something about the man that mattered. 
 
    “Come on, Maya.” Taylor turned and walked away while I continued to hesitate.   
 
    I searched the shadows below us one last time before giving up and turning to follow. I still wasn’t sure what the man in the shadows had been doing, but it didn’t matter. We just needed to get out of here.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated] 
 
    I was crouched down, shrouded in the shadows by the wall of a trench with my scarf pulled up to cover my face and my gaze scanning my surroundings.  
 
    It had been a good day in the end. Alicia would still be pissed as hell when I got back, but once she saw my haul she’d get over it. We were running way too low on resources and weapons always fetched a good price.  
 
    I hadn't even had to fight for any of the things I’d lifted. The idiots here were so set on killing each other that there was no point in me helping them out with it. I just watched from the shadows and relieved the losers of the best of their weapons. I couldn’t take too much from any one corpse or the City officials might notice, but a gun or knife here and there weren’t going to draw too much attention. The arena they’d built out here was too big for them to search thoroughly and they wouldn’t bother for the sake of a few missing items.  
 
    All the same, I couldn’t get greedy. And I couldn’t risk anyone spotting me either. We didn’t need that kind of headache. Which was probably why there were laws forbidding anyone from coming here. Not that I gave a shit about that. I’d never been held to any law but the law of survival. And I welcomed any fucker who thought they could tell me otherwise to give it their best shot.  
 
    I trailed a thumb across the line of knives I’d gathered along my belt. Their weight was reassuring. It would be a good haul by the time I was finished.  
 
    The sounds of another fight taking place reached me from around the next corner and I slipped closer as I waited for the victor to leave. When the screaming stopped I’d make my move and see what they left behind.  
 
    I drew my hunting knife just in case and tapped the blade against my leg impatiently as the screaming lingered on. I gritted my teeth in frustration. There was no need for that kind of suffering. I hated it when they didn't kill cleanly, making people linger on the cusp of death unnecessarily. It was just plain sloppy. The sign of an untrained man.  
 
    I tipped my head back to look up at the blue sky as the clouds rolled over, darkening the world. Alicia would be losing her shit right about now. She’d know where I’d gone and I was going to be late getting back to make it worse. I’d taken my dirt bike when I left but the piece of shit had died when I was barely four miles into the forest. Which meant she’d be stuck worrying about whether or not I was dead for at least an additional twenty four hours before I could make it back to her. No doubt she’d want to beat my skull in for it and I probably owed her a free punch or two for the worry it would cause her. If she’d done this to me I’d lose the fucking plot. So maybe I was a hypocrite too.  
 
    My eyes flickered with fatigue as I waited and I stifled a yawn. I still wasn't sleeping properly. But that was nothing new. Sometimes I doubted I’d ever sleep right through the night ever again. Though if that was the only real punishment I got for what I’d done then I was getting off far too lightly. Memories and nightmares may haunt me but it didn’t change anything. Didn’t make any difference.  
 
    I inspected the sharp, slightly curved blade I was holding with a frown pulling at my brow. It didn't look like the trials blades. It wasn't standard issue. I wondered vaguely where the original owner had found such an object. It wasn’t like they had access to anything outside of the City. Not that there was any way to ask a dead man anything. And if I could ask the dead some questions it wouldn't be about a strange knife. It would be about that night and whether I could have done anything differently to change fate…whether there had ever been a chance for me to save him… 
 
    I frowned as my thoughts wandered, irritated at myself for the distraction. 
 
    I spun the knife between my fingers and aimed the blade at my skin. The metal cut into my thumb easily, sending a jolt of pain up my arm. It seared into my consciousness and I was fully awake once again. It was no time to let tiredness make me sloppy and the pain would help me focus.  
 
    Movement on the ridge above caught my eye and I turned to look as two figures passed overhead. A guy and a girl were walking along the upper bank like a pair of idiots. They may as well have been trying to get themselves killed. I shook my head in disgust and turned my attention away from them. Stupid people always set my temper rising.  
 
    Gunshots finally cut the screaming short and I listened to the stomping of feet as the victors moved away. They never thought to take weapons from the dead which was perfect for me, even if I couldn't understand it. Who left weapons just laying on the ground? It didn’t make any damn sense.   
 
    I slipped from the shadows and around the corner, moving towards the remnants of the fight with my blade held ready. 
 
    Five bodies were laid out along the ground and there was no sign of anyone still kicking. I stepped between the corpses and started removing guns and knives, strapping them to myself in any way I could. I couldn’t risk taking everything, but if I took something from each of them it would go unnoticed. Besides, I needed them more than they did.  
 
    The final body wasn't quite dead yet. Blood poured from a wound in the man's chest and pooled in the mud beneath him. He didn't have long and fate must have been feeling merciful because he’d passed out.  
 
    I reached forward to take the man's revolver from his hand and he lurched forward, snatching my arm in an iron grip as his green eyes snared my gaze.  
 
    "Help," the dying man gasped, like I might be an angel instead of a devil.  
 
    My gaze slid to his wound again. There was no surviving that shit.   
 
    “Sorry pal, but you're done. Make peace with whatever you believe in." I tried to pull away, but his grip on me tightened.  
 
    “Finish it, then,” he coughed as some of the blood found his lungs.  
 
    It was a nasty way to go.  
 
    I almost refused, kept working on my own mission, but there was no reason for the man to suffer. He was just an idiot raised in a palace of pawns, sent out here to die for his devotion.  
 
    I gave him a firm nod as I twisted the blade in my free hand, lining it up above his heart.  
 
    I offered him a moment to change his mind but he just gritted his teeth and nodded firmly.  
 
    "I hope you find a better place," I said, sliding my knife home between the man's ribs.  
 
    He died before he felt the kiss of my blade 
 
    I grunted in frustration at the pointless loss of life before cleaning my blade on his jacket and returning it to my belt.  
 
    Footsteps sounded at my back and I straightened in an instant. There were soldiers heading down the trench towards me.  
 
    I set my gaze on the far side of the trench, rolling my shoulders back before charging forward.  
 
    I leapt up and my fingers met with the top lip of the muddy wall and I grunted with the effort of hauling myself up onto the ridge. Most of the soldiers sent out here weren't strong enough to climb out of the deep trenches, making the ridges safer for me. But I’d also be more exposed up there. Though the clouds were still working in my favour so at least I wouldn’t cast much of a shadow.  
 
    I rolled onto the bank above the trench and looked around quickly as I figured out the best place to hide.  
 
    A large piece of corrugated metal jutted up from another trench a little way from me, creating a deep shadow beneath its curving shape. I darted into the cool embrace of the darkness and waited in silence for the soldiers to move away.  
 
    The guy and girl hadn't gone far and my gaze slid to their retreating forms as they headed toward the distant trees. They seemed to be having trouble jumping across the trenches. But whatever the fuck they were doing, they were so exposed up here that it was only a matter of time before someone down below spotted them and took them out. Idiots. 
 
    The group of soldiers snuck along the trench to my right, and a group of opposition were heading towards them from the other end. It was about to get messy. Which was usually a good thing for me.  
 
    A smile tugged at my lips and I ran a hand along my jaw, scraping the dark stubble which coated it.  
 
    My gaze snagged on the two idiots who were on top of the bank once more just as the girl stopped and looked around. Her long, dark hair billowed around her in the wind and I found myself unable to look away.  
 
    There was blood smeared across her cheek and I wondered if she was injured or if she’d just been caught up in the fighting.  
 
    She turned to face me, her dark eyes zeroing in on my hiding place and my breath caught in my throat. She must have seen me. There was no way she hadn’t. 
 
    I shrank back into the shadows as my muscles tightened and I moved my hand to the revolver at my hip, but her gaze moved on.  
 
    I couldn't take my eyes from her. The sun broke through the clouds and the wind sent her long hair spinning around her shoulders. She was beautiful, but it was more than that. There was something about the look in her eyes which called to me. Something which made my soul ache like it recognised her.  
 
    The guy started waving frantically and shouting something, though his voice was stolen by the wind.  
 
    Gunfire rang out in the trench behind me and the girl turned away to hurry after the guy. 
 
    But as I glanced into the trenches once more, I spotted even more soldiers coming our way. They would easily spot two idiots running about on the top of the bank and for some reason the idea of that made my blood pound in a fierce denial. 
 
    But it wasn’t like there was anything I could do about it. They sent these people out here to die. That was the kind of twisted shit they did. And there was one fierce rule which I lived by whenever I came out here. No one could ever see me and live. 
 
    So I wasn’t going to do anything about the fate I could see coming for the girl. 
 
    No matter how much I might be tempted to. 
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    "Laurie!" Taylor called out, waving a hand above his head again as we neared her position. She turned to us and raised a hand too, relief flooding her face as she saw that we were alright.  
 
    We hurried towards her and I almost wanted to cry with relief. 
 
    "Up there!" a voice shouted in the trench to our left and my heart plummeted as I realised we’d been seen.  
 
    Gunfire erupted below us and I cried out for Taylor to run as the wind whipped around us ferociously, sending my hair flying out behind me and drying the mixture of blood and tears to my face. 
 
    My eyes locked with Taylor's and he grabbed for my hand. Our fingers brushed against each other but my fist closed on empty air as something big hit me from the side and threw me off of my feet.  
 
    I screamed as strong arms locked around me and we hit the ground, rolling over the lip of another trench several feet to my left. My arms were pinned to my sides as my attacker held me and we tumbled down the steep bank so quickly that my vision blurred. We skidded across the mud and the cold wetness of it coated my clothes and sank into my hair.  
 
    We slammed to a stop as my back hit the bottom of the trench, knocking the air from my lungs.  
 
    The man who’d attacked me landed on top of me, pinning me beneath him with his hips and bracing his arms on either side of my head. I blinked the mud out of my eyes and my breath caught in my throat as I looked up at him.  
 
    He was gazing down at me, looking straight into my eyes and rendering me speechless as he failed to do anything to hurt me and just stared. His eyes were sinfully dark, filled with all manner of secrets and promises. His black hair was cut short on the sides but longer on top and it fell down over his forehead towards me. He had stubble covering his jaw which was set in a firm line and as my gaze trailed over it, my attention hooked on his mouth for a long moment. 
 
    My mind went blank, I couldn't remember where I was or what I was supposed to be doing. All I could think about was his face inches from mine, his muscular body crushing me into the dirt and the way my heart was thrumming keenly in my chest.  
 
    "Are you okay?" he asked, his voice rough as his gaze moved over my features, drinking me in. 
 
    "Erm..." I'd forgotten how words worked. Great. 
 
    "Did you hit your head?" He pulled back a few inches, running a hand along my scalp as he checked for injuries. My skin tingled where he touched it. 
 
    “No," I managed. 
 
    "I'm Coal.” He smiled briefly like he was glad I was okay, so maybe he hadn’t been attacking me after all. 
 
    "Maya,” I offered. 
 
    “We need to move, Maya,” he said, his rough voice caressing my name.  
 
    He pushed himself up so that he was straddling me and offered me his hand. 
 
    I took it and he pulled me to my feet. For a moment I didn't let go and he smirked in amusement as I blushed.  
 
    More shots were fired in the other trench and I was wrenched back to reality. I spun around, hunting the narrow trench for my best friend and realising with a wave of panic that he wasn’t with us.  
 
    “Taylor-" I looked back up to the ridge with my heart pounding as I prayed to see him leaping down to join us at any second. "Did you see-" 
 
    "The guy you were with? He went down," Coal explained dismissively as he started to move away along the trench. 
 
    “No!” I gasped, running at the trench wall and scrabbling to get back up the bank.  
 
    Coal grabbed my arm and yanked me back around to face him. 
 
    "We don't have time. I have to get out of here - you should come with me if you don't want to die." He pulled on my arm again but I jerked it back, trying to shake off his grasp which was annoyingly strong. 
 
    "I'm not leaving him!" I snarled.  
 
    A strange look passed over Coal's face and I was pretty sure he was about to leave me there but he sighed dramatically and turned his attention to the bank above me instead.  
 
    “No promises." He cupped his hands together to give me a boost back up the bank and I stepped into his grasp without hesitating. "Stay low to the ground up there," he warned and hoisted me up.  
 
    I clawed my way back up onto the muddy bank then leaned back over the edge to offer him a hand up after me. Coal took a running jump and scrambled up the bank, ignoring my offer of help as he heaved himself up to join me. 
 
    I spun to look for Taylor and cried out as I spotted him laying in the dirt a few metres away. Coal snatched my wrist into his grasp, forcing me to stay down and giving me a stern look. I gave in and started crawling forward instead of running like my heart wanted.  
 
    We crept across the ground towards Taylor's still body. My pulse pounding in my ears as I refused to accept the idea that he was anything but okay.  
 
    It seemed to take an age to get to him, staying flat to the ground and using our elbows to propel us along.  
 
    We reached Taylor where he was sprawled in the mud and I launched myself at him, tears swimming in my eyes as I grabbed his face between my hands and turned him to look at me. His eyes were closed and for a moment it seemed like the whole world caved in on me before a heavy breath spilled between his lips. He was breathing. He was alive. 
 
    A sob tore from my throat and I fell over my best friend, clutching him tightly as relief filled me and his heart pounded against my ear.  
 
    Coal moved closer to check Taylor over and discovered a deep scratch along his temple, pulling me back so that I could see it too.  
 
    "He’s one lucky son of a bitch. A bullet grazed him. But I’d say he's fine, just knocked out," Coal reported.  
 
    “Maya!” Laurie’s voice drew my attention and I looked up to find her racing towards us, a pistol held ready to fire in each hand. "Are you okay?" she panted as she came to a stop and crouched down next to us. 
 
    “Taylor's unconscious, but we think he’ll be alright," I explained. 
 
    The gunfire in the trench to our right paused and a shout went up. "We got 'em on the run boys! Let's take out the stragglers!"  
 
    Whoops and cheers followed which multiplied quickly in the trench on our left too. We crouched where we were, surrounded by fighters as they swarmed around us. 
 
    “Laurie? What do we do?" I asked in a pleading whisper, hoping she had some miraculous way to get us out of this mess.  
 
    "I'll call for back up," she replied as she holstered one pistol and pulled a radio from her belt. "Warden two-five-five-three-seven calling for reinforcements." 
 
    Coal was looking at Laurie like he was half tempted to attack her. "I need to go," he whispered to me, edging away like he might run at any second.  
 
    For the first time, I noticed his outfit, my gaze skimming over him as I realised just how out of place he looked. He wasn’t dressed like a fighter or a Warden and there was something undeniably wild about him which didn’t speak of a life caged within the city. He had a lot of guns and knives, more than anyone else I’d seen during the battle. They were strapped to every available space on his body and it was a miracle I hadn't been impaled when he’d tackled me. He wasn't wearing any camouflage, just a plain black shirt and pants, unlike anything I'd seen in the Lawless Trials before.  
 
    “Warden two-five-five-three-seven requesting immediate back up," Laurie repeated, looking anxious. She hit a display panel on the front of the radio and frowned at it. "It says my messages are being received. Why aren't they responding?" 
 
    “We're being surrounded," Coal cut in, ignoring Laurie and fixing his gaze on me. "Are you coming?" He looked about ready to bolt and I almost reached out to stop him. 
 
    "Can you help him?" I asked desperately, pointing at Taylor. There was no way I was leaving him here and no way I could carry him myself.  
 
    Coal turned away to gaze off at the forest. He started to shake his head and then looked back at me. I bit my lip and looked back steadily, just hoping that he’d help us. He was my only hope. 
 
    Coal’s jaw tightened and he gripped one of the knives at his belt before releasing it again. "Dammit," he muttered like he was already regretting his decision. "I can get you out of here, but you have to trust me." He looked at Laurie like he distinctly didn't trust her but didn't say anything more.  
 
    Gunfire rang out all around us again and my heart leapt with fear. Laurie focused on Coal properly for the first time and took in his strange appearance. Her grip tightened on her gun.  
 
    “Who the hell are-" she began but she was cut off by voices from the trench below us.   
 
    “Hey Bert, didn't you say there were people up top?" a voice shouted. "Maybe we can kill ourselves a Warden or two." 
 
    That was enough for Laurie. “What do you need me to do?" she asked fiercely. 
 
    "I'll carry him," Coal said indicating Taylor, though he didn't seem too thrilled about it. "You two just shoot anyone who threatens us."  
 
    I glanced doubtfully at Taylor, he was big and it wouldn't be easy to lift him. How quickly would Coal be able to move while holding him? 
 
    Coal didn’t seem to share my concerns as he shifted four rifles across his back and swung Taylor up into a fireman's lift over the other shoulder as he prepared to run. 
 
    I grabbed my shotgun and pumped a round into position then ran my hand over my pistol holster to check it hadn't been dislodged in the fall. 
 
    “Ready?” Coal hissed and we both nodded.  
 
    He leapt to his feet and started running without another word, Taylor bouncing on his back like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    Shots instantly started up around us and I screamed as I aimed my shotgun into the trench on our left and fired without bothering to look for a target. Laurie sent bullets flying down into the trench on our right too and the soldiers down there cried out in panic as they scattered, giving us a chance to escape.  
 
    I ran after Coal with Laurie at my side as we fought to catch up with him and we left the soldiers behind.  
 
    "Where are you taking us?" Laurie demanded in a low voice as we reached him but Coal just grunted. 
 
    We moved quickly, picking our way around the last few trenches and powering over the broken ground towards the perimeter. I could feel our pursuers gaining on us, the hairs on the back of my neck rising in warning. I looked around just in time to see a man pulling himself up over the edge of the trench but Laurie aimed a perfect shot at him, knocking him back down just as quickly.  
 
    We picked up the pace. Coal's forehead beaded with sweat as he worked to haul Taylor along but he didn’t slow despite how difficult it must have been 
 
    We made it to the perimeter where the Wardens had been patrolling but they were all gone. Coal didn’t slow down but kept running as Laurie and I hesitated.  
 
    “Is this normal?" I panted, craning my neck in both directions but the other Wardens were nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “No, we aren't supposed to leave our posts until they call time on the fight..." She glanced around like she expected to see them somewhere but aside from the sound of the convicts who were still hounding after us through the trenches, we were definitely alone. 
 
    “What now?" I begged, turning to look back as more gunfire sounded. 
 
    The soldiers were clambering out of the trenches, cutting us off from the way back. 
 
    Laurie fired at them to hold them off but we were running out of time and completely exposed out on the barren land.  
 
    "Follow me! And before you ask, you won't get contaminated," Coal shouted as he ran for the green wall of trees at the edge of the cleared zone, showing no signs of stopping or turning aside.  
 
    My heart stilled as I considered what he was suggesting but as more convicts began to scramble over the bank, I had to accept we had no choice.  
 
    “Maya?" Laurie caught my arm as I made to follow him. "Contamination is worse than death." Her eyes were wide with panic and she dug her heels in stubbornly.  
 
    “He said there's no contamination. Laurie, it's this or death."  
 
    Coal had already crossed most of the barren land and was nearly at the green barrier.  
 
    “But-" A bullet slammed into the dirt by our feet, spraying lumps of mud and rock up over our legs and I leapt back in fright.  
 
    “Laurie, come on." I grabbed her wrist and started running.  
 
    Within another moment, she was keeping pace beside me and we were sprinting to catch up with Coal. 
 
    Taylor was bouncing on Coal's back as he ran ahead of us but still showed no sign of waking up. The shouting and gunshots behind us were getting louder, closer. A meter to my right, another patch of dirt exploded in a puff of dust and I shrieked in fear.  
 
    I twisted to look back at our pursuers, swinging my shotgun up between us but they were already falling back. They weren't going to follow us once we hit that green wall. They wouldn’t risk death for the sake of us.  
 
    Coal slipped straight between two huge trees and disappeared without a moment’s hesitation.  
 
    But I couldn’t help but slow down as I reached the edge of the forest. I'd seen pictures of trees and leaves from the old world but the sight of them was unlike anything I’d ever imagined. They towered above me, casting a thick shadow which ran across the wasteland.  
 
    A leaf as tall as me and twice as wide blocked the path ahead and I pushed it aside to let Laurie pass through. She didn't look happy and I gave her a shove before she changed her mind. 
 
    I paused briefly to run the waxy leaf between my fingers taking in the strange, damp, earthy scent rising up around me.  
 
    If I was wrong about this, I was going to die.  
 
    But it didn’t feel wrong. It felt right.  
 
    I took a deep breath to steel my nerves and stepped into the cover of the trees. 
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    The green swallowed us whole.  
 
    I blinked furiously, unable to adjust to the new colour after a life spent in tones of grey, white and brown. The air was moist and everything dripped with dampness that created a constant changing melody and movement amongst the foliage.  
 
    It was so alive. There were sounds of scampering and scurrying as all manner of things moved about unseen. Movement above us caught my attention as a chipmunk, no bigger than my hand, darted up the rough bark of a giant tree, chattering away as it went. I couldn't tear my eyes away from its progress as it went. It was like looking at a ghost, a legend, a damn myth. I'd never seen any animals in the flesh before and looking at them on a screen didn’t begin to compare to the reality of looking upon one as it raced along above my head, full of life and purpose. It was like waking up in a dream or a fantasy. My brain couldn’t compute it and my mouth fell open as I stared around at everything in wonder. 
 
    My boots squelched on a layer of springy moss that carpeted the forest floor. Trailing vines brushed my hair and shoulders, hanging from outstretched branches and connecting all of the trees.  
 
    The chipmunk was joined by another and I watched as they used the vines like a pathway, zipping along them as they chased each other in circles and ran out of sight.  
 
    Coal was just visible ahead of us between the trees with Taylor still slung across his shoulders.  
 
    Laurie pushed her way through the resisting vegetation towards me. She hadn't moved for several moments after entering the trees and she looked as though she’d still rather turn back. 
 
    Coal stopped and laid Taylor down on the soft moss amongst the roots of a monstrous tree which reached up high above our heads. I had to crane my neck to see where it disappeared into the canopy.  
 
    "I can't carry him the whole way and he doesn't seem keen on waking up any time soon," Coal said, moving away as he took a lethal looking dagger from a sheath at his hip. "We'll need to make a litter to transport him the rest of the way." He started climbing the tree with the knife between his teeth and was soon high above our heads.  
 
    I eyed him anxiously, biting my lip as I watched him navigate the huge branches above our heads.  
 
    “Where are we going?" Laurie asked me in a low voice.  
 
    “I have no idea."  
 
    Coal moved to straddle a large branch and leaned down to hack at the stem of a gigantic leaf with his knife. He grunted as he worked to break the resisting stem and I watched him curiously, wondering what he was doing. His muscles flexed through his shirt as he worked and a faint blush reach my cheeks as I tried not to stare.  
 
    The stem finally gave way and the enormous leaf sailed down towards us, catching on an updraft and floating lazily before coming to rest at my feet. I stepped forward and ran my fingers along it, the leaf was firm and waxy to the touch. It was nearly as big as a bed and set in a dome shape which didn't flex under pressure. 
 
    Coal moved to an outer branch of the tree and started cutting some of the long, trailing vines which snaked down to the ground beside the leaf. He moved around the tree with such ease that it almost looked like fun and I itched with the desire to join him up there. 
 
    Taylor groaned and I crouched down next to him, pushing his hair away from his eyes. He mumbled something as my fingers moved over his skin but didn't wake up. 
 
    Coal caught hold of an uncut vine and swung back down to the ground in a move that made me feel self conscious about my general clumsiness. He landed in a crouch like he hadn’t just action manned his way down to the ground and set to work putting holes along the outer edge of the leaf and threading the vines through them to create a litter. 
 
    Laurie drifted closer to us, chewing on her bottom lip like she didn’t know what to do.  
 
    When Coal finished his work, he picked Taylor up and dumped him unceremoniously inside it. I scrambled forward to rearrange him more comfortably and felt Coal watching me as I worked. Once I was sure that Taylor was okay, I turned to look up at him and he folded his arms.  
 
    “Are you injured?" Coal asked me as I stood to face him.  
 
    I could feel the sting of several bruises and cuts along my skin but nothing serious.  
 
    “No," I replied. 
 
    "You're covered in blood," he said, looking unconvinced.  
 
    Coal stepped towards me and reached out to run his thumb over my cheek which was still smeared with Evan's blood. His touch left a burning line across my skin and I bit my bottom lip, unsure what to make of him.  
 
    “It's not mine." I looked into his eyes for a moment before brushing his hand away.  
 
    “Oh." Coal stepped back and dropped his gaze to Taylor where he lay in the leaf like he wasn’t sure what to do with him. "We need to get back to my camp." He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly twice.  
 
    "Where is your camp?" Laurie asked suspiciously as she fingered the radio in her back pocket. "I need to report in."  
 
    “Can't let you do that." Coal drew a gun and levelled it at Laurie's forehead in the space of a blink. "Hand it over with your weapons." 
 
    "I thought you were helping us?" Laurie growled, but she handed over her weapons and radio all the same.  
 
    "I am, but helping and trusting can't always keep the same company and you were a Warden after all." 
 
    “I still am." She frowned at him like he was insane and Coal smirked tauntingly.  
 
    “If you think you'll still be welcome with them after running off into the contamination zone with an escaped convict, then by all means head back. But I get the feeling you may end up seeing the Lawless Trials from the inside if you do,” he said 
 
    "I didn't have a choice, those convicts were going to kill me," Laurie protested. 
 
    “We were sent here because my helmet malfunctioned on a scouting mission outside The Wall and rather than let me suffocate, Taylor took it off of me," I added. "I don't think the Guardians care much for explanations no matter how good they are."  
 
    There was a pause, during which Coal stowed his gun and all of Laurie's. He then dropped the radio to the ground and crushed it under his boot.  
 
    "There, much better." He smiled provocatively and Laurie scowled.  
 
    “Fine, I'm coming with you. But do you really think I'd shoot you in the back after you saved our lives?" Laurie snapped. 
 
    “I haven't decided. When I do, you may get your guns back." He smiled again and turned towards the far side of the clearing just as a soft padding sound reached my ears.  
 
    A pair of blue eyes loomed between two tree trunks, the greenish light of the forest reflected within them. They were soon joined by a long snout covered with white fur and two huge, pointed, grey ears.  
 
    The creature's face was covered in fur and lined with razor sharp teeth in a gaping jaw that hung open, ready to bite. A moment later, a colossal, hulking body shrouded in long grey and white fur stepped out into the clearing. The beast regarded us with curiosity, or possibly it was evaluating which one of us would taste the best. 
 
    My first instinct was to scream but then I remembered my shotgun and snatched it from my back instead. I swung the gun up to point at the snarling face and placed my finger on the trigger. I pulled just as Coal threw out an arm knocking the barrel of my gun skyward and  sent my shot into the treetops instead.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing?" he yelled, his eyes alight with rage.  
 
    His fingers locked around my wrists and dug in hard until I released the grip on my gun. It fell to the ground and hit my boot as I gaped at him in disbelief. We stared at each other for several moments before I remembered the fanged monster which had now closed the distance between us. I lunged backwards and stumbled on a tree root but Coal held me on my feet. 
 
    “Let me go!” I gasped in panic and he did so instantly.  
 
    The animal sat down and tilted its head as it regarded us. I staggered back again while Coal narrowed his eyes at me and then his gaze suddenly softened.  
 
    “I'm sorry, I should have warned you," Coal said in a low voice. "There's no need to be afraid." He reached out a hand and ran it through the shaggy fur on the animal's head which stood and licked his fingers like it enjoyed that.  
 
    “What is it?" Laurie hissed. She’d moved away from it too, backing right up to the other side of the clearing.  
 
    “She is a dog...or a wolf, we never could be sure. I found Kaloo as a puppy years ago and she seemed to want to stay with me, so she did,” Coal explained as if that made perfect sense.  
 
    “It's a beast," I gasped, eyeing the long fangs and feet as big as my hands. The wolf stood on four legs with her back higher than Coal's hip and her head level with his chest.  
 
    "She is that, but she's my beast. You'll have to get used to her if you want your friend to make it to our camp because I don't plan on dragging him the whole way there." 
 
    "Will she hurt us?" I asked, watching her warily as she stalked about the clearing, sniffing amongst the foliage on the ground.  
 
    "Of course not. Come here." He offered me his hand.  
 
    I didn't move. Laurie took another step back. 
 
    Coal rolled his eyes and made a motion with his hand. Kaloo laid down and rolled onto her back, with her paws in the air. I couldn't help but laugh, though whether out of amusement or fear I wasn't entirely sure. Coal took my hand without giving me a choice in the matter.  
 
    "Seriously, she won't hurt you." He led me over to her and I tried very hard not to drag my feet. 
 
    "I've never met an animal before," I said, resisting a little as he pulled on my arm.  
 
    "Just run your hand over her fur." He guided my hand along the fluff on her tummy and her tail started to thump the ground vigorously. She was softer than silk and as warm as a hot water bottle.  
 
    “Hello, Kaloo," I murmured as I continued to stroke her. Her fur slid between my fingers and there was something about petting her that made my soul hum with satisfaction. "Laurie come here," I urged but Laurie had moved further back still, some of the leaves at the edge of the clearing blocking her from view.  
 
    “I can see she's perfectly friendly from over here, thank you," she called back. 
 
    “We should get going." Coal took the ends of the vines he’d bound to Taylor's litter and tied them around Kaloo's powerful shoulders. She gave his face a big lick and he cuffed her affectionately around the ears. At another sharp whistle from Coal, Kaloo took off through the dense greenery, dragging Taylor behind her.  
 
    I glanced back towards the trees which hid the Lawless Trials arena from sight, hesitating before I followed them. Coal was right, the Guardians would never accept the fact that we’d entered the forest, but following him further into the wilderness felt like an even bigger decision than just stepping into the trees. There would be no coming back from this. I had no idea what kind of punishment we might earn if we went back now. We could be given lifer sentences for endangering the population again.  
 
    It was more than the fear of what might happen if we went back though. There was a scent in the air beneath these trees which called to me on a primal level. It was something I’d never known before and it called my name with promises of adventure and freedom. There was no way I was giving that up the moment I’d found it.  
 
    So I turned my back on everything I’d ever known and headed after the stranger who’d saved my life.  
 
    The further I walked, the freer I felt. Each step was like a shackle being cut loose from my soul. And I wouldn’t be trading that feeling in for anything.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We walked for hours. During that time the sunlight which had been filtering through the tree tops creating a green haze filled with spiralling golden dust motes, had slowly disappeared. 
 
    The sounds of the forest changed subtly too. Bird songs and the chitter chatter of small mammals had slowly given way to the call of crickets and other insects that inhabited every inch of the undergrowth. I'd spent hours pestering Coal for information about every small detail of our surroundings until my voice had grown horse and I’d finally fallen silent.  
 
    "We aren't going to make it the whole way tonight. The forest isn't safe when it gets too dark," Coal said as we paused in a clearing. "There's a place to stop beyond this ridge."  
 
    “Why isn't it safe at night?" I called after him as he turned aside and clambered up the small hill.  
 
    "You don't really want to know," he replied with a slanted smile as he reached the summit and dropped out of sight.  
 
    "Yes I do!" I called after him but he didn't reply, leaving me to scramble up the thorny incline with Laurie at my side.  
 
    As we made it to the top of the hill, we found a steely blue lake breaking up the endless forest. The water stretched out before us, its surface clear and silvery with a perfect reflection of the moon and first stars of the night's sky spread across it. Coal was standing next to Kaloo at the water's edge. The huge dog leaned forward to take a drink and ripples spread away from her making the glassy surface shimmer.  
 
    A huge waterfall fell in the distance on the far side of the lake, creating a dull roar that reached out and filled the silence.   
 
    "Any chance you can swim?" Coal looked doubtfully between Laurie and me like he already knew the answer to his question. In a city built entirely of concrete and steel there wasn’t much opportunity for swimming unless you happened to live in one of the upper levels where they were rumoured to have private pools. 
 
    "No," Laurie replied as I shook my head.  
 
    “Do you possess any useful talents?" he teased as he started to pull off his boots, followed by his shirt.  
 
    I tried to think of something snarky to say in response, but the power of speech seemed to have abandoned me again as he undressed and my gaze caught on his cut abs and the swell of his biceps. He was like, next level hot, the kind of hot I’d only ever seen in ads for the Body Perfect building back in the city. If a Viking god made a baby with Queen Cleopatra and that baby had been blessed by Aphrodite then maybe they’d hold a candle to his hotness. But I wasn’t sure. My teeth sank into my bottom lip as my gaze trailed down his body, snagging on the way his pants hung low on his hips and the deep V that led beneath them… 
 
    Coal turned to look at me, tipping his head to one side as I felt a blush colouring my cheeks. He offered me a cocky smirk and his gaze slid over me slowly and my blush deepened beneath his attention.  
 
    I cleared my throat and dropped my gaze to scrutinise my boots when I couldn’t face the dark promises in his gaze anymore.  
 
    "I’ll swim this stuff across first. Wait here while I unload Sleeping Beauty and I’ll come back for you,” Coal said as if nothing had just passed between us. “Come on Kaloo."  
 
    We watched as he tossed his clothes into the leaf with Taylor and waded out into the lake. Kaloo ran headlong into the water too, dragging Taylor on his oversized leaf which bobbed along behind her as they swam out towards the waterfall.  
 
    “You can close your mouth now," Laurie teased, smirking at me. 
 
    “What?" I asked innocently. 
 
    “You know what," she said and sat down on the bank. After a moment, I joined her, choosing not to comment. Had I just been ogling the half naked man? Yes. Was I going to apologise for it? No. That memory was going up in Maya’s memory hall of fame with burning candles all around it and mood lighting. Maybe even a bit of music playing too… 
 
    We sat in silence, looking out over the lake for a few minutes as the weight of the decisions we’d made today hung over us.  
 
    “Do you think we’d know if we were contaminated?" Laurie asked, a note of fear creeping into her voice while we waited on the lakeshore.  
 
    “I'd like to think so... What are the symptoms?" I picked up a twig and used it to trace patterns in the damp, sandy bank. 
 
    “I don't know."  
 
    I pursed my lips at her answer. Why didn’t we know that? We’d been locked up inside that city for our entire lives, warned about the dangers of the outside world and the contamination which resided out here. We were shown footage of what the twisted creatures the humans left out here had become when the contaminant was set loose all those years ago. We knew that exposure caused you to lose your mind until you were consumed by rage and could act on nothing more than the most primal of desires. But how did that begin? Was it a slow process? Or did it happen in the blink of an eye? And how was Coal living out here just fine and dandy with no signs at all of becoming one of them? 
 
    "I'm sure we would have noticed the signs by now if we were infected," I reasoned, wondering if I really believed that or if I just wanted to. We looked at each other uncomfortably for a long moment and I chewed on my bottom lip.  
 
    “What are we doing out here?" Laurie asked, a desperate look filling her gaze. She was clutching the back of her neck nervously and I had to admit that I had no fucking idea.   
 
    “Sitting in the sand and waiting to cross a lake," I joked because I didn’t have a better answer. We’d just up and walked out on our entire lives. I didn’t even know what to think of the situation we found ourselves in. Yesterday I couldn’t have imagined this and now I was living it. 
 
    "You know what I meant." She tossed a pebble into the water and it splashed loudly into the silence.  
 
    "It's about the best answer I've got." I shrugged unhelpfully and she nodded, looking out over the lake again. 
 
    Laurie scuffed her boots in the dirt as we waited and I watched as Coal and Kaloo reached the waterfall on the far side of the water and disappeared beneath it.  
 
    Something rustled in the bushes behind us and we leapt to our feet, whirling around to look out at the trees. I drew my pistol and Laurie took a knife from my belt, holding it ready before her. The leaves trembled and my finger itched for the trigger. A second later a bird burst through the foliage and headed for the treetops, squawking its protest at our presence as my heart damn near exploded.  
 
    I let out a shaky laugh as I clutched at my chest and Laurie rolled her eyes as we slowly sat back down on the sand.  
 
    “What's taking him so long?" Laurie hissed.  
 
    “Maybe he's not coming back,” I joked.  
 
    “Thanks. That makes me feel much better." She scowled.  
 
    "Why would he drag us half way through the forest just to ditch us?" I reasoned with a shrug.  
 
    Laurie opened her mouth to respond but a soft splashing announced Coal and Kaloo returning and I looked up to see them swimming through the water like it was the easiest thing in the world. 
 
    "See?" I smirked at her and she nodded distractedly.  
 
    “I still don’t know what the hell we’re doing,” she muttered.  
 
    I tried not to stare as Coal climbed out of the lake, but failed abysmally as water raced around every curve and line on his bare chest, accentuating his muscles like it was caressing them. 
 
    Holy shit, I’m gonna need a dunk in that cold water in a minute. 
 
    “Okay, I think if you're careful you can both sit in the leaf together,” Coal said as he moved to steady it for us. “I don't want to leave one of you out here alone, it's too dark now." He eyed the trees suspiciously and a prickle ran down my spine as I looked around at them too.  
 
    “What are you so worried about?" I asked, following his gaze. The trees looked pretty much the same as they had all day, though the shadows held more secrets now. 
 
    As if in answer to my question, a burst of snarling broke the silence from somewhere in the treetops and I stumbled back a step as I tried to figure out where it was coming from.  
 
    “Probably best to find out some other time," Coal said as he helped Laurie to clamber into the leaf and held his hand out to me.  
 
    His grip was strong as he steadied me and I quickly dropped down to sit in the wax foliage before he pushed it out into the water again.  
 
    The leaf bobbed precariously but didn't sink and my pulse spiked as I clung to the edges of it and Laurie shot me a terrified look. Kaloo seemed eager to move and we were soon skimming across the water as she pulled us, a light breeze tugging at my hair. 
 
    Fear held me rigid as we moved across the huge expanse of water but it was slowly giving way to awe. I’d never done anything like this before. Never seen anything like the world that surrounded us either.  
 
    I tipped my head back to look up at the stars and a smile crept across my face as the wind kissed my cheeks.  
 
    I reached out carefully and let my fingers trail in the cool water, the sensation tingling over my skin in the most delicious way.  
 
    Coal swam along next to us, having no trouble keeping pace with our leaf-boat. I found myself wanting to learn how to swim too, it looked like a kind of freedom and I hadn’t had much of that in my life.  
 
    Laurie shut her eyes, waiting for the crossing to be over and my gut twisted guiltily. If we hadn’t tracked her down she wouldn’t have ended up out here with us and it didn’t seem like she was adjusting well. She was muttering something under her breath which sounded like 'I'm not going to drown' over and over again.  
 
    I leaned forward to hold her hand and she cracked her eyes open just enough to offer me half a smile.  
 
    It took a good ten minutes for us to cross the lake and the temperature dropped quickly around us, making me shiver as the darkness deepened.  
 
    Another snarl reached me as we reached the waterfall. It sounded closer to us this time, even with the added distance the water provided. I twisted in my seat, making the boat bob as I looked back towards the shore. I could make out something huge prowling on the bank we’d just vacated and a shiver of fear danced along my spine. 
 
    Coal raised a finger to his lips as he paused to tread water. The animal's shape was just a dark blur on the edge of the lake, I couldn't make out any details aside from the fact that it was huge. Whatever it was, I was damn glad to have all of this water separating it from us right about now.   
 
    The sounds of the waterfall turned into a dull roar as we approached it. Spray speckled my cheeks and I flinched in anticipation as we headed straight towards the rushing water.  
 
    Kaloo pulled us under the downpour without hesitation and I gasped as the freezing water drenched me and created a puddle in the base of the leaf. We continued through to a cave hidden on the other side. 
 
    Coal climbed up onto a rocky shelf with practiced movements and helped us up after him. 
 
    Laurie backed away from the edge the moment she was out of the giant leaf, heading further into the cave which had been hidden beneath the waterfall.  
 
    The falling water created a deep roar which echoed around the confined space and I looked back at it in wonder as the light of the moon danced beyond it.  
 
    Coal led me on and we moved a short distance into the cave. The passage twisted slightly, hiding the cascading water from view and deadening some of the noise as we made it into a more open cavern.  
 
    Taylor was spread out on a layer of dried grass which served as a bed and worry gnawed at me as he still failed to wake.  
 
    The cave was clearly well used, there was a stash of supplies and firewood which had been here long enough to dry out sitting by the rear wall. The space was lit by a crackling fire which illuminated the walls with dancing shadows.  
 
    Laurie had already curled up on the far side of the flames, her eyes closed as she chased sleep and I decided not to disturb her.  
 
    I stepped closer to the blackish stone, my lips parting as I took in the twisting patterns of sparkling silver lines which criss-crossed it in every direction. I’d never seen anything like it and my eyes widened as I watched the stone glimmer in the firelight. This world was so full of untold wonders. I felt like I’d just woken up for the first time in my life.  
 
    Coal shifted closer to me, walking up to stand behind me as he looked up at the stone too.  
 
    “I guess it’s easy for me to forget the beauty in the world when I’m looking at it all the time,” he murmured, his breath fluttering against the back of my neck.  
 
    “What are they?" I breathed, fascinated. 
 
    “We think it's some kind of mineral deposit," Coal replied. 
 
    "It's beautiful," I said stepping closer to the wall and running my fingers along the grooves.  
 
    Coal moved to stand next to me, running his finger in a line straight down the centre of the largest silver vein and I could feel the heat of his body as he almost touched me.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked in a rough voice, his hand falling from the stone as he looked down at me. “It's a lot to take in, leaving everything you know behind.” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, almost wanting to hide the truth which sat on the tip of my tongue. But why lie? I had no reason to hide my feelings from him.  
 
    "Being in the city always felt wrong to me somehow. I feel like... I don't know..." I shrugged as I struggled to put it into words. "I was sleeping or something, but now, I'm finally awake." I looked up at him, the light of the silver lines were reflected in his eyes. He was standing a lot closer to me than I'd realised and the space between our lips was almost non-existent.  
 
    My breath caught in my throat and my gaze trailed over his face for a long moment.  
 
    “Maybe I did you a favour then." Coal held my gaze for a few seconds longer.  
 
    I knew I should have stepped back, but it was like something was trying to pull me towards him and I couldn't resist it. His gaze slid away from me to where Taylor was sleeping and he stepped away, breaking the spell. 
 
    “We should get some sleep," he said, turning towards the fire. 
 
    I took a deep breath and looked at my boots, a small puddle had formed beneath my feet as the water dripped out of my clothes and I unzipped my jacket, laying it out beside the fire.  
 
    My boots followed it and I turned my back on Coal as I removed my pants too. There was no way I’d be able to sleep soaking wet so I just ignored the embarrassment that clawed at me and didn’t look his way as I laid my clothes beside the flames.  
 
    I shivered a little and moved to Taylor's side to check that he was positioned comfortably. 
 
    I brushed his hair out of his eyes and he groaned but still didn’t wake. Anxiety gnawed at my gut but there wasn’t anything else that I could do to help him.  
 
    “He’ll be okay,” Coal said and I looked at him through the flames.  
 
    “Do you swear it?” I asked, knowing he could do no such thing.  
 
    “Do you always put so much faith in the word of strangers?” he teased. 
 
    “I’ve never met anyone as strange as you,” I countered.  
 
    Coal snorted a laugh and I turned back to look at Taylor again. There was colour in his cheeks and he felt warm. I just had to hope that Coal was right and he’d be okay.  
 
    I dropped down beside him and laid my head against his chest like I had in the Lawless Trials’ dorm. His heart beat powerfully beneath my ear and I let the sound of it sooth me as I curled up next to him and closed my eyes. I tried to ignore the fact that I was still damp, covered in blood and mud and wearing yesterday's clothes, and exhaustion soon pressed me towards sleep.  
 
    As I drifted off, I listened to the sounds of the waterfall and the crackling fire and a strange thought passed through my mind. Despite all the weird and wonderful things that surrounded me, I felt like I was home at last. And I clung to that sense of rightness as I fell into sleep, wondering if instead of a nightmare, I might just be starting out on a dream.   
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    I woke before the sun rose. The cave was dark and the fire had burnt low and I shivered as the cold crept over me like icy fingers caressing my skin. Coal was sitting next to the fire, his back to me as he hunched forward, concentrating on something.  
 
    Laurie was breathing deeply as she slept on, her blonde hair spilling around her as her brow pinched in concern.  
 
    I checked on Taylor again but there was still no sign of him waking up and a knot tightened in my stomach as I chewed on my lip. His breathing was steady but he still wouldn't stir even when I shook him. He needed help. Soon.   
 
    I huffed out a breath and stood, moving to the cave entrance as I loosened out the tension in my limbs.  
 
    All of my training injuries coupled with the few I’d collected during the Trials had grouped together to make my muscles seize up during the night and I gritted my teeth against the pain as I walked it out. 
 
    I made it to the roaring waterfall, reaching out with cupped hands to gather some of the cold water and splashed it over my face to rinse away the blood and grime that had collected there. I scrubbed at my skin and even braved running it through my hair to remove the worst of the filth from it.  
 
    Kaloo had chosen to lay by the rushing water and icy droplets misted on her fur as she rested. She had her eyes closed but I wasn't convinced she was sleeping. I headed back across the cave towards Coal and she raised her head to watch me pass, the look in her eye letting me know she’d leap up to defend him in a heartbeat, but she made no move to stop me. 
 
    “Have you slept?" I asked in a rough voice, sinking to the ground next to him and enjoying the heat from the low flames. 
 
    “Someone needed to keep watch." He was twisting a knife between his fingers so quickly that I wondered how he hadn’t cut himself yet. He tossed it up in a flash of movement before catching it by the hilt and slamming it down into one of the logs which were waiting to feed the fire. 
 
    I fought the urge to gasp in surprise and raised my chin instead. “Aren’t you tired then?” 
 
    "I’ve rested. Besides, I don't sleep much."  
 
    I opened my mouth to ask why but changed my mind at the guarded look in his eyes.  
 
    "Do you have to be very careful living out here? Because of the contamination?" I asked him slowly, wondering how the hell he was even alive. 
 
    “The contamination?" He laughed like I’d said something funny and I frowned in confusion. "No." 
 
    “But I thought it wasn't safe out here?" I pressed. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn't say it was safe, but not because of contamination." He said the word like it was some kind of joke that I wasn't getting.  
 
    “So the safe zones are bigger than the Guardians realise?" I asked, trying to make sense of what he was saying. Or wasn’t saying. It seemed unlikely that they would make such an error.  
 
    "Do you really all sit up there believing that The Wall is the only thing between you and some mystery virus that would be your downfall?" Coal asked, leaning towards me and looking into my eyes like he really wanted to hear my answer. I felt like I was some kind of puzzle to him. Some game. And I wasn’t sure I liked it. 
 
    “Why else would they lock us all away in there?" I asked, narrowing my eyes.  
 
    Coal studied my expression for a moment, the smile slipping from his face before he replied. "Various reasons…safety being one of them I suppose," he said vaguely.  
 
    "And what would the others be?" 
 
    “Are you sure you want to ask these questions? You might not like the answers.” He cocked his head as he surveyed me like he wasn’t sure if I could handle the truth or not.  
 
    “I can handle it,” I said. “I just want the truth.” 
 
    He held my eye for a long moment and I tightened my jaw as I waited him out. I didn’t need hand holding, I just wanted honesty. 
 
    "Perhaps some of the people in your city like sitting up there in their glass castles, using the rest of you to do all of the work," he said, leaning back on his elbows as he watched my reaction.  
 
    “Anyone in the city has an equal chance to progress to a higher level if they work hard enough. Housing is allocated depending on your contribution to society so the more you give the more you get back," I quoted instantly. 
 
    “Did you rehearse that speech or has it been drummed into you so often that you actually believe it?" Laughter danced in his eyes and I bristled at the implication that I couldn’t think for myself.  
 
    "It's true. The people living on the top floors and in the better buildings have earned their place there by contributing the most to society," I insisted. 
 
    "So, what if a married couple live together and the wife contributes greatly to society but the husband does nothing?" 
 
    "They would be put somewhere in the middle," I guessed but I could tell Coal wasn't convinced. 
 
    “Then she has to suffer because of her husband and he gets to gain from doing nothing?" Coal leaned back as he waited for my answer. His black shirt rode up at the movement and my gaze caught on the inch of bronze skin that was revealed above his waistband for a moment. I got the feeling the move was intentional and I pursed my lips as I continued with my train of thought, refusing to let him distract me. 
 
    “They…well, yeah I guess. I never met anyone in that situation but that must be how it works.” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” he mocked.  
 
    "Oh hell I don't know, but there is a system in place," I said, coming up short. 
 
    “And you all just blindly believe that? How could you know who contributes the most to society? What do they base it on? Hours of work? Or is it the type of work? The amount of educational qualifications you have?" 
 
    “I presume some kind of combination of all of them," I said, but listening to it laid out like that did make me doubt how it could possibly work fairly.  
 
    "And who gets to decide that?" He wasn't finished picking holes and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to keep on trying to plug them. 
 
    "We have elected officials called Guardians, who are lead by a President and together they work for the benefit of the population by-" 
 
    “Living in the nicest apartments on the top floors of the best buildings?" Coal guessed, smiling smugly at me.  
 
    This dude has a seriously punchable face when he does that. 
 
    "Well, yes, but they contribute a lot to-" 
 
    "And by any chance do these elected officials tend to come from families that live in those kinds of apartments in the first place?" he interrupted me again.  
 
    “Anyone has the right to stand for election," I said firmly. 
 
    “But would they have the funds in place or the connections required to run a successful campaign?"  
 
    I looked at him with my lips parted, ready to argue further but I couldn't think of anything to say. My mind raced back and forth as I tried to reject his arguments but I couldn't.  
 
    "Probably not," I conceded finally. 
 
    “So the rich and powerful stay rich and powerful and the rest of you work as hard as you can to try and reach the top floors whilst never really having a chance of making it up there." He smiled knowingly at me.  
 
    I frowned. I had to admit I'd never really heard of anyone making it very far beyond their original living area. Eventually I just shrugged. I couldn’t really argue against what he was saying anyway.  
 
    “Don't you know that the so-called contamination wasn't something that just happened entirely by accident?" Coal asked and I frowned at the change of subject.  
 
    "What do you mean?" I frowned. 
 
    “I mean people are the reason we're in this mess. Though I'm probably not the best person to explain it." He shook his head and turned away but I reached out and caught his hand to make him look at me again. His fingers were rough with callouses beneath mine and my skin prickled at the contact but I refused to let go. 
 
    "Can you try?" I asked in a low voice. I’d only ever heard one explanation for what had happened at the end of the old world and I wondered how much Coal's understanding would differ from mine.  
 
    Coal looked at me for a long moment and I watched his resolve crumble as he gave in to my question. He pulled his hand away but shifted a little closer to me so that our legs were almost touching.  
 
    “The stories handed down to us say it started because there were too many people in the world, so there wasn't enough food." Coal frowned, concentrating and I shifted a little closer, aching to hear his account of things. "Scientists developed chemicals to give to the plants to make them grow bigger and faster to feed everyone…but it went wrong." I nodded, I knew that much already. "They were supposed to spend years carrying out tests but they didn't. They just started pumping it into farms all over the world. Instead of focusing on the problems that were being caused by the effects of the chemical, like the creatures and plants growing like crazy and becoming completely uncontrollable, they threw more effort into making the cities secure and finishing the Walls.  
 
    We think that they knew overpopulation was the world's main problem so they weren't exactly worried about something happening that could eliminate a good portion of that problem." 
 
    “You mean they knew what could happen?" I asked, my mind whirling at the mere suggestion of something so awful. 
 
    “Maybe. It certainly seems convenient that all of those Walls were already well underway before the crisis."  
 
    “Why did people think they were building them?" I asked, wondering how they could have gotten away with such a thing. 
 
    "Counter terrorist measures. At the time, they said they needed to create safe zones within Walls for people to get to in the event of an attack; the cities were already highly populated and lent themselves to being altered into a space ready for a massive population quarantine. 
 
    Then they selected people to live within The Wall. Supposedly it was a random ballot with some exceptions made for people who had particularly important skills. Though in the case of an attack, they said everyone would be protected inside.  
 
    They kept the news stories about the Walls and the terrorists separate to the stories about the food crisis so not many people saw the link." 
 
    "But if they were ready to shelter people in the cities then why did so many people die?" I asked. It was common knowledge that in the old world there had been billions of people whereas now the cities held only a fraction of that number.  
 
    “The changes they made were only meant to affect certain plants but whatever they did mutated and soon all of the plant life was contaminated and everything started growing quicker than it could be cut back. Then the animals that ate the plants started to change too, and some of the people. Once it was in the food chain there was no stopping it. Eventually the world had been affected so drastically that it was unrecognisable." 
 
    "What happened then?" I whispered, I knew the version that I'd been told but I wanted to hear his. 
 
    “They became something less - civilised, more primal. I don't know really. Our Elders say they lost reason and only acted on instinct, you know food, shelter, food again. And they would fight to the death for whatever it was that they wanted. They aren't people anymore, they're like a different species."  
 
    "Are they still out here?" I shifted uncomfortably at the thought. 
 
    "Yes, they live in parts of the forest far away from any civilisation. No one in their right mind would willingly go near a Creeper nest. And when people began to turn into them, everyone else headed to the cities to escape. They ran for the protection they’d been promised when their taxes were paying for The Walls to be built. But the gates were shut." 
 
    "How could they do such a thing?" I shuddered.  
 
    "Things settled down out here eventually. Not everything changed for the worse. Take Kaloo, for instance. She's bigger and stronger than the old world dogs would have been but I see no disadvantage to it.  
 
    A lot of animals gained intelligence, some of the most formidable predators that live out here used to hunt alone, now practically everything hunts in packs. They all had to change in order to survive." 
 
    "So why don't we change when we eat the food now?" I asked.  
 
    Coal shrugged. "After those first few years, the changes stopped happening. It was like rapid evolution, everything that changed stayed different but didn't continue to develop after that. Maybe the chemicals are gone now, or maybe they just stopped effecting us, I don't know. But I do know that people don't suddenly die or become something different just by being out here, or eating the food." 
 
    "So why do we still live inside The Wall? They could let us out." 
 
    "Our best guess: power. There are a lot of people who have a very comfortable lifestyle living in the tops of those buildings and that would all change if everyone beneath them was suddenly free to go and make a life for themselves outside." 
 
    "But that's awful, they can't just lock everyone away because it suits their lifestyle," I snarled.  
 
    "There are plenty of things to be afraid of out here other than the contamination." He shrugged again.  
 
    "Like what?"  
 
    "You'll find out before long." Coal stood up and held out a hand to me. "But right now, we should get moving."  
 
    He helped me up then dropped my hand and stepped back, crossing the cave quickly and leaving me to get dressed as he lifted Taylor into the makeshift litter. 
 
    Kaloo appeared at his side and stood patiently while she was strapped back onto the harness he’d made and I moved away to wake Laurie. 
 
    I didn’t know what to make of everything he’d just told me. My whole world was being brought into question and I suddenly felt like I’d been raised on a diet of lies. I wished my mom and dad were alive to hear this. They’d have known better than me what to do with the information he’d shared.  
 
    But I guessed for now, it didn’t really matter what lies I’d been told or what way the city was run. I needed to focus on getting Taylor out of here and finding him some help. Because if there was one thing in that city which I knew wasn’t a lie then it was him. And helping him was all that mattered right now.  
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    We headed back into the forest and my brain was once again assaulted by the abundance of colour that surrounded us.  
 
    A bird shrieked as it flew overhead and I shuddered, remembering the screeches from the night before. But the trees looked peaceful enough swaying in a slight breeze, high above our heads. The humidity had returned with force and I could feel the heat of the sun punching its way down into the leafy cavern that surrounded us. The water that had soaked my clothes on my way through the waterfall was quickly drying out too. 
 
    "Did you see anything strange out here last night?" I asked Laurie as we followed Coal through the trees. 
 
    "Everything out here is strange," she hissed back. I took that to mean she hadn't seen the creature watching us from the bank and let it drop. Laurie didn't seem to be taking to the changes as easily as I was.  
 
    "Are you feeling okay?" I asked her. 
 
    "In the physical sense, yes. But other than that... I've left my whole world behind. I don't even know what to think about all of this, I spent my entire life trying to become a Warden and now I know I'll never be allowed back amongst them." She shook her head, looking defeated. 
 
    "It doesn't have to be all bad, our world was confined within a Wall before. Now it stretches out without boundaries for us to explore." I couldn't keep the grin from my face as I thought about the possibilities this world presented to me.  
 
    Laurie smiled at me though the tension lingered in her eyes. "It makes it a bit easier to take in if I think about it like that I suppose." 
 
    “Try not to think about what's ending so much as what's just beginning." I nodded enthusiastically, hoping I’d cheered her up a little.  
 
    “Speaking of which." She nudged me and gave Coal a meaningful look. "What's going on with you two then?" 
 
    "Nothing," I protested, feeling my cheeks turn a violent shade of beetroot. "Besides, he doesn't even notice me," I added, dropping my voice to be sure Coal didn't overhear us.  
 
    "He doesn't stop noticing you. I'm surprised he doesn't fall over his feet from staring in your direction instead of looking where he's heading." 
 
    “That's not true. He’s just one of those guys who likes to think he can have any girl he likes because of his face and body and general hotness. Besides, he moves away from me like I'm contagious or something any time I get too close so you're way off," I said, hoping I hadn’t been that obvious in my minor infatuation with our tour guide as it seemed.  
 
    “Well maybe there's a reason for that. Like he doesn't think you feel the same or... he might be in a relationship with someone else at his camp," Laurie said, casting about for excuses. 
 
    “I don't doubt he has someone waiting for him," I replied. 
 
    “With a body like that," Laurie added as we both checked him out and burst out laughing. 
 
    Coal looked over his shoulder at us with a frown. 
 
    “What's so funny?" he asked and we laughed harder. 
 
    Coal shook his head and moved on, picking up the pace so that we struggled to keep up and I tried not to stare at his ass as I followed him. I failed. But the point was, I tried.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The day wore on and the dappled light filtering through the canopy overhead shifted, making our shadows stretch out before us. My feet were throbbing and I yearned for a soft bed and to take off my boots.  
 
    “It's not much further, maybe another hour," Coal explained as he took in our clearly exhausted expressions.  
 
    I was pretty sure we were holding him up, though he didn't say it outright. 
 
    “It's getting dark already - is it safe?" I asked, narrowing my eyes at the trees around us. 
 
    "It won't be fully dark for a while, it's generally still safe at this time," he reassured me but his eyes, which were darting back and forth around the trees constantly, betrayed his real feelings.  
 
    “Last night I thought I saw something on the riverbank, watching us as we crossed the lake," I said, moving close enough to Coal to be sure that Laurie wouldn't overhear.  
 
    He nodded, making no attempt to deny it.  
 
    “And did you think that it was aware of us?" he asked, his gaze flickering around even quicker than before.  
 
    “I got the feeling I was being watched," I agreed.  
 
    "Damn, I'd hoped it hadn't noticed us. But if it did then it’s probably on the hunt already," Coal cursed. "Kaloo!" The big dog turned her head towards us with her tongue lolling to one side. Taylor was still bumping along in the litter behind her but the beast didn’t even seem tired. Coal reached out a hand and laid it on her head. "Go home girl," he commanded. After a pause, Kaloo took off into the dense evergreen at speed and disappeared from sight, taking Taylor with her.  
 
    "Where is she going?" I demanded, my heart leaping as my best friend was stolen from me. 
 
    “She'll get him to safety. Can you manage a run?" Coal asked seriously, his tone quieting my protests.  
 
    He checked his weapons were all securely strapped down and I chewed my lip as I felt the tension rising. I evaluated my body, feeling the aches and fatigue from walking for two days straight over uneven ground but there wasn’t anything that would stop me from running. 
 
    “If it's necessary," I replied, though I didn't relish the prospect.   
 
    “Laurie, how are you doing, do you think you can run the last leg?" Coal asked her, beckoning her over too.  
 
    “What's happened?" she asked, her gaze sharpened and her hand moved pointlessly towards her empty gun holster.  
 
    "Nothing yet, can you run?" he asked again. 
 
    "Yes," she said without pause. It was easy to forget sometimes that Laurie was a trained soldier but one look in her eyes at that moment was an enough to show me what she was made of.   
 
    Coal took Laurie's pistols from his belt and handed them back to her. 
 
    "I guess this means I trust you, don't make me regret it," he said, meeting her eye as he released his hold on the weapons.  
 
    “You won't, I'm a great shot." She smiled as she fastened them back into her holsters, looking instantly happier than she had all day.  
 
    "Stay close, shout if you start to fall behind," he said as he turned away from us. 
 
    “Okay," Laurie and I replied together. 
 
    With that, he took off, forcing his way through the resisting vegetation as he dove into the forest at speed. 
 
    Roots and fallen branches littered the forest floor. While they’d been a nuisance when we were walking, when running they were just plain dangerous and my boots kept catching in them, threatening to trip me. Vines and leaves slapped my face and tugged my hair as we pushed on and I didn't have the energy to keep knocking them aside.  
 
    The dim light didn't help either and within moments my fear had turned into aggravation. I concentrated on Coal in front of me and Laurie's deep breaths behind.  
 
    Ten minutes passed and all I could feel were my lungs and legs burning in protest. My feet were so numb that I only noticed the ground when I started falling towards it. I stumbled again and again but somehow didn't actually hit the dirt. 
 
    The same snarling that I'd heard from the night before cut the air somewhere behind us. 
 
    “Is that what we're running from?" I gasped between breaths, pressing a hand to my side to try and sooth a stitch that was screaming at me to stop.  
 
    “Yes," Coal replied, throwing a concerned look up into the trees. 
 
    "It didn't sound too close," I managed. 
 
    "Let's just hope they're all together then," Coal growled. I noticed that he didn't say whether or not that was very likely but he pushed forward harder, increasing his speed again.  
 
    “How - many?" Laurie panted. 
 
    “Twenty. If we're lucky," he said. 
 
    “What are they?" I gasped.  
 
    Another screech cut the air, much closer this time. My heart leapt and adrenaline slid through my veins to urge me on. 
 
    “Cougars," he said simply, like I should have known.  
 
    Somewhere off to our left two creatures started fighting with each other. The sound of snapping jaws and aggressive snarls reached me and I tried not to visualise the size of the teeth that could make a sound like that. 
 
    We gave up any attempt at talking and just ran, fast. A vine whipped my cheek hard enough to draw blood and I scrubbed a hand across the wound, just glad that it missed my eye.  
 
    The last of the daylight slid from the world as we raced on and we were shrouded in darkness. Moonlight hung in silvery patches between the trees wherever it could find a big enough gap in the canopy and I used it to navigate my way over the unfamiliar terrain.  
 
    A shriek went up that sounded like it was directly above us and I couldn't help but look to see what it was. A huge, hulking shape was moving swiftly through the treetops. I caught a glimpse of golden fur as it jumped from branch to branch and I had to fight against the scream which lodged in my throat.  
 
    Excited shrieks and growls broke out around us in a chorus as the pack closed in and I spotted more shadows moving in the branches, easily outstripping our pace. 
 
    The sounds were like many voices of a single being and I had no doubt that they were all in eager anticipation of an easy meal. One portion of Maya ass to go with a side of leg. No fucking thank you. I did not want to end up as a snack for some monster. 
 
    “Don't stop, we're nearly there!" Coal shouted above the excited noises of the creatures which hunted us.  
 
    The branches creaked in protest as the animals bounced back and forth amongst them. The sounds of claws ripping into the wood as they took off again put my teeth on edge.  
 
    We pushed even harder. Sweat beaded my forehead and my legs felt like jelly beneath me. Adrenalin was the only thing that was forcing my limbs to move but I refused to stop. Coal had to have somewhere in mind. Somewhere safe. We could make it. I had to believe we could make it.  
 
    Coal was pulling away from us with his longer legs and knowledge of the forest to help him. I huffed air into my screaming lungs, trying desperately to match his pace. He looked left and right again and again as though he expected an attack at any moment. I couldn't help but follow suit, searching the deep darkness that surrounded us for a sign of the monsters who were hunting us.  
 
    A large patch of moonlight gave me a glimpse of more golden fur and a powerful body that sprang in and out of sight in a flash of deadly movement. I was left with an impression of a creature built similarly to Kaloo and yet very different at the same time. It was a big fucker, big enough to take me out and eat me up in a few bites.  
 
    A tree root snatched my foot from beneath me and I fell with a cry of alarm, colliding with Coal and taking him out too. We tumbled across the ground and I scrambled aside as Coal leapt up. Laurie kept her feet and unholstered a pistol in one smooth motion as a creature leapt from a branch above us and launched itself straight at Coal. 
 
    Its huge front legs reached forwards, massive paws lined with razor sharp claws that were rounded like fish hooks aimed for Coal's chest. Its face was contorted in a snarl, revealing huge canines and a massive mouth, big enough to rip a man's head off in one bite.  
 
    The deafening boom of Laurie's pistol sounded, echoing through the forest. The animal was thrown aside by the bullet as blood flew. A thin line of smoke trailed from the gun barrel as Laurie aimed the weapon again, ready to take out any others that made a charge at us.  
 
    A howl of pure rage went up from the rest of the hunting pack who had filled the trees and empty spaces all around us. The darkness was alive with the sounds of the huge creatures which surrounded us and my mouth dried out as fear took me hostage.  
 
    Coal was back on his feet and I jumped up too, drawing the shotgun from my back and pumping a round into place. Movement on my right caught my attention and I swung the gun around, pulled the trigger and sent another cougar scrambling away from us with a huge bang. I'd forgotten the recoil in my panic and the gun slammed into my stomach, driving the air from lungs. 
 
    I coughed, trying to stop the spasms in my abdomen as I pointed the gun at a rustling bush in front of us. I took a shuddering breath and tensed my muscles, ready for the kick this time as I pulled the trigger again.  
 
    A screech confirmed I'd hit my target and the leaves of the bush fell apart like a pile of green confetti. A sharp, bitter smell from the shredded foliage reached my nose. 
 
    We were surrounded. Shapes moved fluidly in the shadows, far bigger than a man and clearly in the mood for a nice human snack. I caught glimpses of huge white teeth highlighted by the light of the moon.  
 
    Constant flashes of gold or tan marked out the creatures' glossy coats amongst the darkened woodland. The snarling faces of the animals were dominated by their enormous mouths. They had small, beady eyes that darted back and forth as quickly as they jumped in and out of sight, and round ears that nestled down on top of their heads. I’d never seen creatures like them and I was pretty happy about that. In fact I’d have been happy never to see them again either. I certainly didn’t want a closer look.  
 
     I pumped another round into place, and put my left hand on the hilt of a knife. If those things came at me, I wasn’t going down easy. I’d fight tooth and nail until my last breath and if that wasn’t enough then I planned on giving them a serious bout of indigestion too.  
 
    "We need to get through there." Coal pointed ahead where the forest was thick with movement. 
 
    "How?" Laurie asked, frowning at the impossible challenge. She had a pistol in each hand now and looked ready to kick some serious ass. I just hoped it would be enough.  
 
    “By force,” Coal growled as he pulled an assault rifle from his back and took a step in the direction he’d indicated.  
 
    The cougars clearly had other ideas and with a chorus of ear splitting shrieks, they surged forward from every direction all at once.  
 
    We lurched together, put our backs to each other and opened fire. The creatures jumped, pounced and twisted, trying to get close to us and managing to avoid too much of our limited ammunition.  
 
    Again and again the sound of gunshots rang out. My arms ached from the impact of the recoil but I gritted my teeth with determination, refusing to slow. The creatures danced in and out of sight and it felt like they were toying with us, waiting for us to run out of energy…or ammo.  
 
    I pumped my final bullet into place and released a shaky breath as I waited for the next creature to attack. 
 
    Movement in the corner of my eye made me look up just as a beast leapt from a bough high above our heads. I pushed backwards with a cry of fright as I raised my gun, making the others move aside as I pulled the trigger. 
 
    My bullet hit the target but the creature’s momentum meant its body was still falling straight towards me and I didn't have time to get out of the way. I cried out as it’s solid weight hit me and I collapsed under the weight slamming into the moss-covered ground.  
 
    The thing was fucking massive and weighed a damn ton. I could barley summon enough energy to stop its weight from suffocating me let alone get out from beneath it.  
 
    A huge set of jaws surged towards my face as I tried to claw my way free and I screamed as I saw my death waiting in that open mouth. I kicked and fought as my heart thundered in panic, my eyes snapping shut at the last moment as death came on swift wings.  
 
    A gunshot fired so close to my head that my left ear popped, leaving nothing but a loud ringing rattling through my skull.  
 
    Coal stood over me with a fierce look on his face as he raised a foot and kicked the heavy creature off of me and I scrambled out from beneath it with a gasp of thanks.  
 
    My shotgun was empty so I tossed it over my shoulder and drew a knife from my belt. 
 
    I threw it as a creature darted between the trees ahead of me, but the blade sailed into the bushes as the cougar moved too fast for me to hit. I gritted my teeth and drew another blade, holding it ready but I wasn't able to line up a single target as the animals surged back and forth faster and faster with excitement and anger.  
 
    A new sound punctured the night air, breaking through the shrieking and making my heart pound with new fear. The long, low howl echoed through the trees, making the hairs along the back of my neck stand on end.  
 
    The attacks against us paused for a moment as heads snapped around to point in the direction Coal had wanted us to take. 
 
    “Hold your fire!" Coal shouted a second before Kaloo leapt from the forest, fangs bared, hackles raised and leaving havoc in her wake. 
 
    She was magnificent, jumping, snarling and snapping at our assailants. Her long, sleek fur billowed in the wind as she bounded back and forth taking on the whole pack without the slightest sign of fear.  
 
    The shrieks and growls changed marginally and the pack's attention shifted away from us to the new threat.  
 
    "Move." Coal's arm was on mine and he propelled me back around and sent me flying forward.  
 
    We ran again, somehow finding another reserve of energy to push us onward as we dove into the trees.  
 
    Coal overtook us, leading the way between the trees and I fought to keep up.  
 
    We suddenly burst from the trees to discover a collection of buildings not unlike those Taylor and I had explored outside The Wall. These buildings weren't old and in disrepair though, they were sleek and well maintained. The windows were all barred with thick, metal shutters and all but one of the buildings was locked up tight.  
 
    The door of the house directly ahead of us was wide open and a beautiful girl was running straight towards us brandishing a machete. She had long, white-blond hair that flew out behind her, sparkling in the moonlight almost as much as the lethal looking blade in her hand.  
 
    “Go!" she shouted, barely sparing us a glance as we charged past her and through the door into the house. 
 
    I collapsed, gasping on the floor inside and watched the view back through the doorway as Kaloo appeared between the trees, pursued by a pack of the enraged cougars. 
 
    The girl spun, her hair flying about her like a silver cloak and ran next to Kaloo through the door which Coal slammed shut behind them. He snapped a heavy metal bar down to reinforce it just as the sounds of large bodies smashing into the building filled the air.  
 
    I held my breath, waiting for them to find a way inside as the door rattled beneath the assault. The metal shutters screeched as they ran their claws along it but the house was locked down firmly. We were safe.  
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    Just as I started to breathe again, the stunning blonde girl leapt at Coal.  
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and he caught her up off of the floor in a bear hug, spinning her around. 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you not to do that to me?" she demanded, slapping his chest with the palms of her hands.  
 
    She was tall and crazily beautiful with full lips and wide eyes. She was anything but delicate though. With the machete hanging from her hip and a definite athleticism to her build, she looked like she could easily hold her own in a fight.  
 
    “Sorry." Coal smirked like he wasn’t sorry at all and set her feet down on the floor again. "It wasn't really planned, I was just meant to be grabbing some guns but everything took a bit of a turn." 
 
    "Yeah, I noticed you collected some strays. No offence," she added, throwing a grin in our direction.  
 
    “I got the guns too." He stepped back and started unstrapping the small arsenal that was attached to his body in every thinkable way. "And plenty of knives." They clinked down onto the table as well. When he was finished, the table held a pretty impressive pile of weapons. “That should keep us fed for a while.” 
 
    “Did you get hurt?" she asked, barely sparing the weapons a glance. She stood on tiptoes to inspect him, gripping his face between her hands and tutted at every scratch or bruise she discovered. He stood patiently for a few moments while she gave him the once over and I could see a smile playing around his lips at the treatment.  
 
    “Get off," he complained, shoving her aside playfully. "Stop playing mother hen."  
 
    “And what about Kaloo? She came flying in here like a bat out of hell, dragging some unconscious stranger behind her and as soon as I cut her free of him she shot back into the forest to find you." The girl crouched down next to the big dog who had collapsed, panting on the ground and checked her for wounds too. Kaloo seemed to enjoy the attention and her tail thumped against the tiles as she rolled over to have her belly tickled.  
 
    "It would take more than a horde of cougars to take down Kaloo," Coal said teasingly, like we hadn’t all just come stupidly close to being eaten. He looked over to where Laurie and I were standing awkwardly in the corner. "I should introduce you. This is Laurie the Warden and Maya the convict." He gestured to us as the girl's big eyes widened to take us in. "Oh and Taylor." He waved a hand at Taylor who had half fallen out of his litter and was sprawled across the floor.  
 
    "From the city?" she asked, looking horrified.  
 
    "Long story," Coal sighed.  
 
    “I'll bet." The girl gazed at us with unconcealed curiosity.  
 
    “Hi," I said shyly, suddenly very aware of the blood and filth that smothered me from head to toe.  
 
    “And this-" Coal indicated the blonde girl, pulling her up from the floor where she was crouched by Kaloo, "-is my sister, Alicia." A knot unfurled in my stomach which I refused to acknowledge and I smiled in greeting.  
 
    “You don't look very alike," I said, taking in Coal's broad ruggedness, dark hair and tanned skin and Alicia's dazzling fairness.  
 
    “Well we were found together as children. Both babies a few days old, left together in one basket so they presumed we were twins," she shrugged. "It's good enough for us." 
 
    “You were found in a basket?" Laurie asked, her lips parting in horror.  
 
    They both laughed at the looks on our faces. 
 
    “I'm not saying the stork delivered us." Alicia shrugged. "I'm sure it's a much darker story than that. It's not that uncommon out here, some people don't like to stay living in towns like we do and they travel from place to place alone or in small groups instead. It's not really a life that lends itself to bringing up children so if a woman finds herself pregnant they often leave babies outside our infirmaries to be cared for. So one way or another, here we are."  
 
    “Here we are," Coal repeated grabbing hold of Alicia and ruffling her hair. She ducked out from under his arm and backhanded him playfully around the head.  
 
    They were so natural together it made my chest tighten to think of Taylor laying unconscious on the floor. I moved over and sank down next to him, rearranging his limbs to make him more comfortable. I pulled his head into my lap and pushed his hair aside. His breathing was steady and he looked peaceful but it wasn’t right for him to be unconscious for this long. There was something seriously wrong with him and the longer it went on, the more concerned I grew for his recovery.  
 
    "It's been two days now." I looked up at Laurie as she moved to stand beside me. "He should have woken up by now." 
 
    “Here, let's give him some water." Alicia slipped into a room that looked like it might be a kitchen and brought us out a glass filled with cold water. It set my dry mouth aching and I licked my parched lips, but resolutely dipped my fingers into it and let the water trickle into Taylor's mouth instead. I repeated the process again and again until most of the water was gone. 
 
    Alicia moved away while I was occupied and returned with another glass of water for me. She handed it over, smiling kindly with a pitying look in her eyes. It made me want to scream and cry all at once. I drained my water instead and handed the empty glass back, thanking her.  
 
    "You look exhausted, I'll show you where you can get cleaned up and sleep," Alicia said to Laurie, obviously not sure what to do with me and looking for an excuse to escape. Laurie squeezed my shoulder on her way past and they both disappeared upstairs.  
 
    I sat and stared at Taylor, my breaths coming raggedly and a few tears managing to escape. I scrubbed the heels of my hands across my cheeks to stop them. Breaking down wouldn't do either of us any good but I just felt so helpless.  
 
    “There are plenty of beds upstairs, I'll carry him up for you. Tomorrow we can get him some help." Coal had appeared behind me whilst my attention had been fixed on Taylor's sleeping face. I didn't know how long he’d been standing there and it made me feel self conscious.  
 
    “Thank you." I let him pull me to my feet and stood before him, looking up into his dark eyes. "Not just for now, I mean for saving us. For saving me. If you hadn't knocked me out of the way back in the trials arena, I don't know what would have happened."  
 
    “You shouldn’t go thinking I’m some great man,” Coal said darkly. “I wouldn’t normally get involved in shit that isn’t my business. In all honesty, I don't know why I helped you. I was only supposed to be stealing some weapons." He shrugged and tried to cover his look of confusion with a smirk.  
 
    "So why did you?" I pressed, refusing to let him brush it off. 
 
    “I didn't intend to, I was just there hiding and I saw you two idiots sneaking along looking like you were lost. I didn't even mean to follow you. But you were standing there, and you turned to look back at something. You looked right towards me. You had blood smeared across your face and your hair was flying in the wind and I just thought not her. I was running towards you before I even decided to do it." His hand brushed along my arm and ran up to my cheek, the skin burning where he touched me.  
 
    I looked up, my gaze meeting his as my heart stuttered beneath his touch. 
 
    “You just looked so fierce and wild and yet so fragile at the same time." He was so close to me that it made my breath catch in my throat.  
 
    We looked at each other for a long moment and my gaze slid to his mouth as my heart pounded.  
 
    Coal took a deep breath and leaned back ever so slightly. "You're welcome anyway, and I'm glad I helped your friends too, for what it's worth." 
 
    “We would all be dead," I whispered.  
 
    My head was spinning with the closeness of him, I reached up and laid my hand over his on my cheek, heat flaring where our flesh met. He held my gaze for a second longer before dropping his hand from my face and stepping back. It was like a wall slid into place behind his eyes and he offered me a cocky smirk.  
 
    "It's kinda nice to play the good guy for once, that's all." Coal stooped and picked Taylor up again. 
 
    "Ladies first," he smiled but there was a false tone to it. The moment between us was over and his self-assured, cocky mask was right back in place.  
 
    There wasn’t really anything else for me to say anyway, so I turned and headed up the stairs as directed. 
 
    "Last on the left," he called from behind me as I trailed down the corridor lined with green carpet.  
 
    I headed to the appropriate door and opened it. There was a large double bed in the room and I pulled the covers back to let Coal place Taylor beneath them. 
 
    “I presume you're staying in here too," he asked in a clipped tone and I looked up at him as I tried to figure out what was bothering him. 
 
    “I'd better be with him in case he wakes up," I replied hesitantly.  
 
    “Sure. There's hot water in the shower if you want to get cleaned up.” He pointed to another door that led off from the bedroom.  
 
    "Thanks." I had to stop myself from groaning in excitement over that. A hot shower sounded like heaven.  
 
    “Okay. Good night.” He turned and left the room, clicking the door firmly shut behind him and I was left in the silence of the unfamiliar space. Coal’s footsteps thudded back down the stairs a few moments later.  
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    I let the filth, sweat and blood of the last three days disappear slowly down the drain in the shower until I felt human again. The cut I’d gained below my eye wasn't deep but it was angry and red and stung when I touched it. I still had a lingering bruise from where Grey had punched me shadowing the left side of my face.  
 
    Apart from that, I looked almost like I had in the city, though I didn't feel the same at all.  
 
    When I moved back into the bedroom, I found that someone had left me a fresh set of clothes and removed my filthy ones. I put on the soft tank top and pants and was relieved to find that they fit me well, although they were a little long. But my short ass always struggled with that so I just rolled them up and rocked the look. 
 
    Refreshed and smelling a damn sight better than I had in days, I crept back out onto the landing. The windows in the house were all securely shuttered from the outside and I moved to one at the end of the landing to inspect it.  
 
    I peered through the glass at the thick layer of metal and sighed. It looked like I still wouldn't have a room with a view. There was no way for me to tell the time, but it felt late after my prolonged shower and I didn't want to wake anyone.  
 
    My throat itched with thirst so I slipped down the stairs towards the room I’d guessed was the kitchen, but as I headed past the living room, I heard soft voices talking.  
 
    "It wasn't planned, it was like I was pulled to do it by something outside of myself." I recognised Coal's voice.  
 
    "Well if something outside of yourself told you to do it, that makes sense then,” Alicia replied sarcastically. "I don't get why they went along with you."  
 
    “Most people would choose escape over death," he countered. 
 
    "Precisely, they were saving their own skins not interested in helping us." 
 
    “With what, our cause? Are you sure we're even interested in it? I don't remember getting much choice." There was a pause before Alicia answered.  
 
    "Of course we have a choice, you know that. Besides, what else is there?" she said finally.  
 
    "Who knows, maybe there's more to life than fighting." Coal sounded exhausted and he released a sigh.  
 
    Alicia snorted. "You love a good fight." 
 
    "I do. But that doesn't mean that's all there is."  
 
    "You've been talking like that a lot recently. Sometimes I’m almost tempted to take you seriously,” she replied.  
 
    “Like I said, I’m tired. I feel like I haven’t sat still in years. Just ignore me.” 
 
    “I can’t help worrying about you,” she murmured.  
 
    “I know. But honestly, I’m fine. I just dunno where my heads at, I’ve been making some odd choices recently,” he joked but Alicia didn’t laugh.  
 
    “It this about her? I saw the way you looked at her," she said suddenly. 
 
    "Well if you're so observant you will have also noted her boyfriend," Coal said dismissively. 
 
    "Not particularly, he wasn't exactly friendly." 
 
    Coal laughed at that. "I don't suppose he was."  
 
    I peeked around the corner and saw the two of them sitting on a lumpy couch with their backs to me.  
 
    “Are you sure about these people? Can we trust them?" Alicia asked, turning her head so that I had to duck back out of sight again quickly.  
 
    “As much as we can trust anyone I suppose," he replied.  
 
    “Well, seeing as you don't trust anyone, that doesn't mean much." I heard a noise that sounded like she might have thrown a cushion at him.  
 
    “I trust you," Coal said seriously.  
 
    “I don't count." 
 
    “I trust Hunter," he responded.  
 
    “Wow. Two people, don't go overboard." 
 
    Another long pause before he continued. "You know why that is. And I'm not really a people person, I don't need any more friends." 
 
    “Well, I like making friends." 
 
    “Girls never like you," he pointed out.  
 
    “That's not true. They just don't like that I'm stronger than their boyfriends. These girls are tough like me," Alicia sounded like she was smiling.  
 
    "No one is tough like you. Look, let's just trust that they'll want to help us or at least stay out here with us, more than they’ll want to try their luck back at the city. I don't think that's too much of a stretch of the imagination," he said and I could hear him yawning as he finished.  
 
    "How have you been sleeping?" Alicia asked him suspiciously.  
 
    "Like the dead. Speaking of which, it's late." His tone was low with warning and Alicia sighed.   
 
    "I'm sorry, I'm playing mom again. You know I just worry about you," she said gently.  
 
    “And I worry about you too, stop apologising. I'm fine, I promise." 
 
    “Okay, are you going to bed?" 
 
    “In a minute." 
 
    "I'll see you in the morning then." I heard Alicia climbing off of the sofa and ducked into the kitchen as stealthily as I could manage, hoping that she wasn't thirsty too. Thankfully, I heard her moving up the stairs a moment later.  
 
    I hastily got my glass of water which I drained in one before I filled another and slipped back out into the corridor. I paused for a moment by the door to the living area and saw the back of Coal's head still poking above the sofa.  
 
    I crept on by and put a foot on the first step of the wooden staircase, meaning to head up, but his voice stopped me.     
 
    “What are you up to?" Coal called out.   
 
    I paused, hoping that he might just have been talking to Kaloo.  
 
    “Maya?" he called out again.  
 
    I moved back to the doorway grinning sheepishly.  
 
    “I was thirsty." I brandished my water as evidence.  
 
    “You look... different." His eyes studied my face and I dropped my gaze under his scrutiny.  
 
    “I think what you mean is, I look clean."  
 
    He watched me for a few more moments before looking away.  
 
    He'd had a shower too, his hair was wet and he'd had a shave though dark stubble still lined his jaw. I bit my lip, wondering if I should make an excuse to leave.  
 
    "Are you tired?" Coal asked, reclining back onto the sofa and beckoning me into the room. I almost felt like I was in trouble and I dragged my bare feet across the soft carpet as I moved around to face him.  
 
    "I'm not sure. I'm physically exhausted but I'm so hyped up I'm not convinced I could sleep." I hovered by the arm of the sofa, not sure what to do with myself.  
 
    I glanced about the room, there were pieces of heavy wooden furniture lined with books and a large table to eat around. The walls were painted a dark green but the room was big enough to hold the colour. I noted the fact that there was no TV and wondered what they did for entertainment.  
 
    “I'm not feeling too tired myself yet, do you want company?" He gave me a disarming smile and I chewed on my bottom lip as I considered his invitation. I had no idea what I would say to him and was half tempted to refuse but there was something truly captivating about him which just wouldn’t let me turn away.  
 
    "Sure." I sank onto  the far end of the couch but glanced back up at the stairs guiltily as I did so. 
 
    “If you'd rather be with Taylor-"  
 
    I shook my head. "There isn't much point, I just don't like leaving him up there alone, he might wake up and be confused without me there. But he hasn't shown any signs of waking up yet so..." 
 
    “I'm sure he'll wake up soon. We'll get him that help in the morning." Coal shifted in his seat, glancing at me and then away again. "Do you want a real drink?" he asked as he retrieved a large glass bottle filled with a dark brown liquid from the floor.  
 
    "What is it?" I asked, not recognising it. 
 
    “Whiskey," he said, getting up and pulling two round tumblers out of a cupboard on the far wall.  
 
    “What's that?" 
 
    "Alcohol." He stated with a mischievous glint in his eyes. 
 
    I looked at him like he was speaking a foreign language and he laughed. 
 
    "Don't you have this in the city?" He pressed the small, curved glass into my hand and took my water away. The amber liquid inside winked warmly in the light and I could smell a strong but not unpleasant aroma coming from it.  
 
    “Not that I know of," I said as I took a swig from the glass. It burned my throat as I swallowed it in one and I coughed, feeling my eyes prickle. “What the hell is it?" I gasped and Coal barked a laugh. 
 
    "I would have told you to have a sip first rather than sink a whole glass!" He laughed at me and the sound was deep and dark and made my toes curl.  
 
    I could feel warmth pooling in my stomach which spread slowly to my limbs.  
 
    “Is it drugged?" I asked, narrowing my eyes at him.  
 
    “No, it’ll make you a bit dizzy though and light headed. Here I'll catch you up." He winked and knocked back the contents of his glass before pouring another and knocking that one back too.  
 
    "I think I like it," I said, feeling a grin spread across my face.  
 
    "Me too," he agreed and he dropped down next to me, his side pressed against mine.  
 
    Coal topped up our glasses again and I lifted my glass to drink. He reached out suddenly,  placing his hand over the top of it to stop me.  
 
    "It will make you dizzy and you'll enjoy it, but it'll make you sick if you drink too much and that's no fun. Got it?” His breath fluttered over my lips and I found myself nodding.  
 
    “Okay, dizzy but not sick, that's easy enough to remember." I drained my drink and held the glass out again.  
 
    “Sure it is. I'm not gunna hold your hair back if you start puking," he warned as he filled my glass again. 
 
    “Well I won't hold your hair back either." I giggled and nudged him with my elbow as he took another sip of his drink, sloshing some of it over the two of us which made me laugh even louder.  
 
    “Shhh you'll wake everyone up." Coal laughed too as he mopped some of the spilled mess off of us.  
 
    “Except for Taylor," I said, frowning as my amusement died. 
 
    “He'll be okay," Coal said, settling back into his seat.  
 
    “I know. He won't let a little thing like a bullet skimming his skull keep him away from me for long." I smiled but it felt false on my lips. 
 
    "He sounds... like he really cares about you and you about him," Coal said quietly, refilling his drink again.  
 
    “Of course." I nodded. "Like you and Alicia." 
 
    “Right. But he isn't your brother though, is he?" 
 
    “Nope." I shook my head and it made the room spin. 
 
    Coal drummed his fingernails on the rim of his glass and shifted to look at me. 
 
    "Have you thought about what you want to do now?" Coal asked as he drank again.  
 
    “What do you mean?" 
 
    “Well I doubt you can go back to the city, unless you plan on serving really long sentences in the Lawless Trials." He smiled wolfishly over his glass at me.  
 
    "I haven’t really thought about long term,” I said, realising how stupid that must sound but my main focus was on helping Taylor for now. "But everything about it out here just feels right to me." 
 
    "Everything?"  
 
    I nodded, unable to look away from his dark eyes. I was fairly sure I would answer anything he asked in that moment whether I wanted to or not. 
 
    “Even the swarm of psychotic cougars?" he teased.  
 
    “That place was like living in a cage, I just didn't realise until I was free." I finished another glass and let him refill it for me. 
 
    "You won't miss anyone?"  
 
    "Taylor's parents are the nearest thing to family I've had in a long time. I think they'd want me to be out here, living my life instead of stuck in there while it passes me by. But obviously I’ll miss them..." 
 
    “We don't live an easy life out here." He traced a finger along a nasty scar that ran the length of his forearm as evidence. My hand moved over to touch it too without me even realising I'd told it to and I traced the jagged line with heat burning along my cheeks.   
 
    "I'm not convinced life should be easy. Don't you think there's more to gain from something if it's hard to achieve?" he asked in a rough voice.  
 
    I looked up into his eyes as I considered my answer and my heart thumped as I realised just how close I was to him. 
 
    "I do actually,” I breathed and he smirked triumphantly, drinking again. 
 
     I brushed my fingertips along the length of the scar, wondering if the drink was pushing me to be this bold but liking the feeling of my skin on his too much to stop. "What happened here?" 
 
    "Well, I was being an idiot."  
 
    “Really?" I asked, surprised that he didn’t mind admitting when he was wrong. 
 
    “Yeah, it was a few years ago. I was learning how to fight with knives and, being an arrogant little asshole, I took a stupid risk." He knocked another drink back and topped up our glasses again.  
 
    “What happened?" I breathed. My fingers tingled at the point where our skin touched.   
 
    "I saw some poachers in the forest near to our town and I thought, seeing as I was so big and tough, I would go and chase them off. After about a minute I realised I'd made a massive mistake. This guy managed to grab my knife and give me this." He indicated the scar. "Luckily, Alicia had seen what I was doing and ran for help. Hunter came and chased them off. I wasn't his favourite person for quite a while after that. I'm glad I did it though, I needed to be knocked down a peg or two." He turned his head so that we were looking at each other again and my heart thumped unevenly.  
 
    “That does sound pretty stupid," I joked.  
 
    "Thanks. I'm sure you've been up to all kinds of crazy stuff up in your palace," he mocked, nudging me.  
 
    “Well no, obviously not." I sighed and turned to look at my drink. "Have you ever been inside a walled city?"  
 
    “No. Do you think I'd suit a life in there?" 
 
    I tried to picture Coal slowly pacing the corridors of the city, dressed in a somber grey suit and couldn't. I shook my head and laughed. "You're too... wild for a place like that." 
 
    "Wild?" He laughed too. I was suddenly very aware that my fingers were still trailing back and forth along the scar on his arm and I pulled my hand away. 
 
    "Like everything else out here. You couldn't be controlled like that, it would break you. Or more likely you'd break them." I shrugged.  
 
    "Maybe you're right." He shifted his weight and leaned his shoulder against mine, surveying me over his glass.  
 
    "It happens pretty often," I said, tipping back another whiskey. I could feel my head spinning and it made me laugh.  
 
    "I bet." 
 
    "What will I need to do now that I'm out here? I mean I can't just hang around taking handouts." I shook the glass of whiskey at him as an example.  
 
    "That's not really up to me. It's up to you, we'll meet with the Elders tomorrow. Or probably just Baba because most of them are up in Franklin. She'll help you decide what your role out here will be." 
 
    "What's your roll?" 
 
    "A bit of anything I like. Mostly I track down things that people need or want and trade them for the things that I want. I help out on the farms sometimes, or do a bit of labouring from time to time if something needs to be built," Coal said. 
 
    "It's just such a big world, now that I've seen it I can't wait to see more and more. In the city there is nothing aside from bricks and mortar. I hadn't even seen a tree before. Not a live one anyway, or a bush or even grass. I hadn't seen animals or a lake or flowers or anything." 
 
    Coal didn't reply and I noticed that his breathing had become heavy and slow.  
 
    "Coal?"  
 
    His head was tipped back and his lips parted slightly. A soft laugh escaped me and I eased the whisky glass out of his hand.  
 
    His weight shifted and more of his weight pressed against me, trapping me in my corner unless I wanted to wake him.  
 
    He was clearly exhausted after spending days out in the forest and skipping sleep to keep watch in the cave. I didn’t want to risk waking him so I wriggled a little to get more comfortable, finished the last of my drink and dropped my head back on the couch.  
 
    My head was still spinning with everything that had happened and I wasn’t sure I could sleep anyway so I just sat there, enjoying the silence. 
 
    I’d head back upstairs when he shifted away from me again, but for now, I was pretty comfortable right where I was.  
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    "What have we got here then?" Alicia sounded like she was calling to me from far away and I groaned as her voice made my head pound.  
 
    Somehow we’d gone from sitting up to laying down on the sofa during the night. Coal's arms were wrapped tightly around me and my face was pressed against his chest. I couldn’t say it was the worst place a girl could find herself but embarrassment clawed at me as I realised just how tightly we were coiled together.  
 
    A light flicked on somewhere above me and I shrank down, burying my face against Coal to block it out. It felt similar to the way I’d been curling up with Taylor at night during the Lawless Trials training but completely different at the same time. My cheeks flushed scarlet and my heart pounded unevenly and I tried not to focus on the way it felt to have his weight pressing down on my body. Another pounding joined my hammering pulse as my head began to throb and I tried harder to recoil from the light.   
 
    “Rise and shine," Alicia called again and I flinched away from the sound of her voice. 
 
    I tried to sit up but Coal's grip tightened around me and his hand twisted into my hair. I inched away from him again and looked at his face which was peaceful in sleep. 
 
    “What time is it?" I asked Alicia who was standing next to the sofa looking strangely smug. 
 
    "Nearly midday. I slept in. It looks like you did too." She put a hand on her hip.  
 
    I looked back at Coal and found his dark eyes open as he looked at me strangely, like he couldn’t figure out where he was. He had one hand still wrapped around my waist and our legs were tangled together.  
 
    “Have you been having fun?" Alicia looked at Coal and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    "I'm not entirely sure," he said, running his free hand across the stubble that had thickened on his jaw over night.  
 
    "It sure looks like you have," she said, stooping to pick up the empty whiskey bottle and brandishing it at us.  
 
    "Did we sleep here all night?" Coal asked me and I nodded my head shyly. The movement made little stars appear at the edge of my vision and I closed my eyes again for a moment until they cleared.  
 
    "All night?" Alicia asked, looking surprised.  
 
    "We must have been tired," I supplied. 
 
     “Coal hasn't slept for longer than four hours a night since-" 
 
    "Yeah it must have been all the running and probably the whiskey." He smiled tightly, cutting Alicia off and sitting up. He released me from his hold but my skin still tingled where his hand had been resting against my hip. "What's for breakfast?"  
 
    “You're asking me?" she said, raising her eyebrows.  
 
    "I'm asking what's in the cupboard, not requesting that you burn me anything,” he teased as he stretched his arms and rolled his shoulders back and forth. 
 
    “Look for yourself," she said, tossing the empty whiskey bottle into a chair across the room. It bounced back out and thunked loudly against a small wooden table, the noise setting my teeth on edge. 
 
    “I will." He stood up and left to go in search of food. Alicia crossed her arms over her chest and looked at me expectantly.   
 
    "What was that about?" she asked eventually.  
 
    “What?" I asked avoiding her gaze, suddenly finding the hem of my tank top very interesting.  
 
    “The couch was just so much more comfortable than the bed and you absolutely couldn't resist it?" 
 
    “Well, no. We were talking and he sort of fell asleep on me and I remembered him saying that he had trouble sleeping sometimes so I didn't want to wake him. And there was the whiskey and, well then, I just woke up here." I smiled apologetically but Alicia was looking at me thoughtfully.  
 
    "Are you okay? You look a little pale," she said eventually.  
 
    “I've just got a bit of a headache, I'll be fine." I sat still, awkwardly fiddling with the hem. “Thank you for the clothes," I said after the silence had stretched on for a little too long. 
 
    "No problem. I didn't have much that was short enough but feel free to borrow anything you need."  
 
    I was finding it easy to like Alicia.  
 
    “I should probably go and check on Taylor," I said, standing up. I swayed a little and put an arm out to keep my balance.  
 
    “Of course." She moved aside to let me pass and I climbed the stairs carefully, every move making my head pound a little harder.  
 
    Taylor was exactly where I'd left him in the big bed, his eyes flickering beneath the lids as he dreamed. 
 
    “Are you trying to find your way back to me?" I asked him as I sat on the bed and held his hand. "Because you're missing out on quite a lot you know, and I've never been good at telling stories." The door creaked behind me and I turned to see Laurie standing in the doorway.  
 
    "Any change?" she asked, moving closer.  
 
    "No. I was just asking him to come around but he isn't listening."  
 
    "His body is just healing itself, he'll wake up when he's good and ready." She brushed the hair back out of his eyes and I felt myself stiffen slightly. It had been me and Taylor against the world for a hell of a long time.  
 
    "How are you coping?" I asked her, suppressing the desire to knock her hand away from Taylor's face.   
 
    "Better. Nearly getting mauled to death changed my perspective on things, and it's not so bad out here really. Things could certainly be a lot worse." She stood back up and jammed her thumbs into her waist band. Alicia's clothes fitted her better than they did me and I kicked at the trailing material around my ankles where my turn ups had unravelled.  
 
    “Kinda scary though," I added. It was nice having someone else who knew how alien all of this was.  
 
    “I won't disagree with that, but I'm starting to see it as more than just scary." 
 
    “There's a whole world out here." I smiled up at her and placed Taylor's hand back down on the bed. "Let's see what's for breakfast and then we can get him that help."  
 
    We headed back down to the kitchen where Coal had made an impressive stack of pancakes.  
 
    “Dig in," he offered, pushing a sticky tin of golden syrup towards us. We did as instructed and laughed as the syrup stuck to our faces as we shovelled the food down. 
 
    “Thanks." I grinned up at Coal from my seat while Laurie washed the dishes. The food had helped my head to stop spinning and I no longer felt the little ache of nausea that had been present since I woke up.  
 
    “We can go and meet with Baba now. She's in charge of healing so I'm sure we can get something sorted out for Taylor," he said, leaning forward over the table. "We're lucky that she's still in town, she'll be heading back to Franklin next week." 
 
    “Where's that?" I asked.  
 
    “It's north of here," Coal replied. "We're in Fairview now, this town is a lot smaller than Franklin but they have the hospital here so it stays busy. Most of our people are in Franklin though." 
 
    "Okay. So do I need to know anything about Baba?" 
 
    "Not really. She's pretty easy to get along with if she likes you. If not... well it won't really matter as she just won't talk to you." He laughed and grabbed a spare pancake to toss down to Kaloo as he opened the front door.  
 
    Birdsong poured in through the opening with a sweet smelling spring breeze. I squinted and clapped my hands over my ears to block it out. I felt like tiny knives were stabbing my brain.  
 
    "I think I'm sick," I moaned into the wood of the table.  
 
    “That's called a hangover," Alicia said, pulling me to my feet and handing me a glass of water.  
 
    "What?"  
 
    “It's what you get for letting my brother lead you astray." She slammed her hands down on the table making my head throb even worse than before and laughed. "Drink the water, it helps and I've got something around here somewhere..." She started opening drawers and rummaging around before pulling a pair of glasses out with a flourish.  
 
    “What are they for?” Laurie asked, moving towards us and drying her hands on a towel.  
 
    “They're like normal glasses, but tinted to help dim the sunlight," Alicia said as she placed them on my face. It helped instantly and I drank the water too. 
 
    "Thanks." I looked at her over the rim of the glasses as I adjusted to the different colour and she looked like she was making an effort not to laugh at me. 
 
    "Come on, or Coal will have walked the whole way alone," Alicia said as she stepped outside.  
 
    The midday sun beat down over the building and I moaned in appreciation as I stood beneath it, bathing in the warmth of its rays on my skin. The trees started about ten feet from the front door and spread out, circling the town but not reaching into it.  
 
    It was so strange to see the sudden end of the tree line where the concrete began that I moved across to look at it.  
 
    "Do you do something to keep the trees back?" Laurie asked, following me over to the edge.  
 
    "No, we have a kind of understanding with them." Alicia pointed to the line where they stopped. "Anywhere that they aren't attacked, burnt, poisoned or whatever they just stop growing before they cause any damage. A lot of the land that used to be covered with towns and cities was lost because people kept trying to fight the plants off. But damaging them just makes them grow like crazy. Leave them alone and they form a natural barrier where the concrete starts." 
 
    “Are you saying the plants can think?" Laurie asked.  
 
    Alicia burst out laughing.  
 
    "They're plants of course they can't think!" Alicia gasped between breaths. 
 
    “They just evolved to protect themselves better like everything else out here, so if we don't attack them, they don't have to defend themselves," Coal explained, schooling his amused expression as Laurie scowled at Alicia. "Come on, we should get moving." He headed off down the road without waiting for us and I moved away from the trees to follow him.  
 
    Kaloo weaved around his legs excitedly as he walked and we hurried to catch them. 
 
    The road was cracked and crumbling in places but was surprisingly intact for the most part. There were buildings spread along its length each with a little green patch of land in front. The houses here looked just the way that they should, ignoring the fact that most of the windows were still shuttered. What Taylor and I had explored outside The Wall was a pathetic shadow of what it should have been.  
 
    “There must have been a lot of people out here once if they needed a path this wide," Laurie mused. 
 
    “It's a road for vehicles. You know - cars, vans, trucks, bikes," Alicia explained. 
 
    Laurie looked at her blankly, waiting for a further explanation. "Like trains?" she asked after a pause.  
 
    "No, like cars. They don't need tracks, are a lot smaller and you can drive them wherever you like."  
 
    Laurie looked at me and shrugged behind Alicia's back. I hid my laughter behind my hand. 
 
    Alicia muttered something that I was fairly sure contained the words 'city dwellers'.  
 
    "Didn't you pay attention in old world class?" I asked Laurie. 
 
    "I was on the Warden training scheme, that class wasn't required so I ditched most of them," she shrugged.  
 
    We turned a corner and the road widened further as it joined another at a cross-section. They were much bigger here, it seemed to be a place where everyone gathered, like the produce buildings in the city. The whole area was alive with movement as people came and went about their business.  
 
    I tried not to stare as I took in the scope of the place. I’d been brought up to believe there was nothing left outside The Wall. But the reality couldn't be further from the truth. There was a thriving community living and working out here. Solar panels and wind turbines were present everywhere to keep everything powered and everything was full of life.  
 
    The marketplace was teeming with people selling all kinds of things from food to clothes to homeware. Some of them called out greetings to Coal and Alicia and others took note of Laurie and I. Kaloo weaved between people until she reached a baker's stall. The baker smiled broadly and tossed her a pastry.  
 
    "Kaloo saved his son from raiders last year," Coal explained when he saw me looking. "He's treated her like royalty ever since." 
 
    I grinned as Kaloo got a second pastry and Coal led me on between the stalls. The people seemed happy, content, if a little rough around the edges. I noticed that almost everyone was armed even though the atmosphere seemed calm. 
 
    “Are they worried about the cougars?" I asked.  
 
    "A little. Though it's pretty safe around here during the day. Most predators hunt at night. They're more concerned with other people," Alicia said, flicking her hair over her shoulder.  
 
    "They look like they're getting along well enough to me," Laurie commented.  
 
    "Not the people here," Alicia clarified. "Strangers: gangs or nomads who roll into town unexpectedly. You can never be sure what kind of people might show up so it's best to be ready for anything." 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder nervously as if I might find someone sneaking up on us. Nothing looked any different to the way it had a moment ago and I made an effort not to check again.  
 
    Coal led us across the road, through the crowd, towards a huge white building with a big sign naming it 'The Heart Of Hope'. In the centre of it was a large, rotating door. I paused to look for a retinal scanner before remembering there wouldn't be one.  
 
     “How do they keep track of everyone without scanners?" I asked. 
 
    Coal raised his eyebrows. "They have scanners on every door in the city?" 
 
    “And a computer network that shows where everyone is at any time," Laurie added. 
 
    “What if you don't want them to know where you are?" Alicia asked.  
 
    “Outsiders," I muttered to Laurie in an aside and we laughed. 
 
    "Seriously, are you saying you can't move about inside the city without being tracked?" Alicia demanded. 
 
    "Well you could a bit, you could leave your apartment and take the Walkways or elevators to other floors and buildings." I considered it. 
 
    "They would know you weren't at home but not exactly where you were so long as you didn't buy something or enter another residence or a restricted building I guess," Laurie said. "So long as you didn't pass through any restricted doors." 
 
    “So they can generally find anyone they want at any time?" Coal asked. 
 
    "Yes. It's for the safety of the population," Laurie said, switching on her Warden voice.  
 
    "The way you talk about 'the population' is creepy. It's like some kind of being that you all have to please," Alicia said, shuddering. 
 
    “The people out here don't keep track of you at all then?" I asked her, choosing to ignore the jibe.  
 
    “No, and I wouldn't want them to." She flicked her hair.  
 
    “But what if you got lost or stuck somewhere?" Laurie asked. "In the city if you haven't been scanned for forty eight hours, the Wardens are alerted and we send out a search. We can check the CCTV to help fill in the blanks left by the scanner tracking system. It saves lives." 
 
    "I'll take my chances thanks," Coal said, shaking his head as he stepped through the revolving door. I hurried to keep up, shrugging at Laurie again as we went.  
 
    Alicia skipped ahead and pushed the button to call the elevator. We stepped inside the smallest elevator car I’d ever seen and headed to the seventh floor which, unbelievably, was also the top floor. After the shortest elevator ride of my life, we stepped out. I pushed the sunglasses up onto my head so that I could see better. 
 
    The walls and floors were all shiny white tiles. Doors lined the walls, some of which were open and revealed beds with monitors attached to their occupants. People dressed in pale green scrubs came and went, checking on patients and administering medications.  
 
    We passed an area filled with men and women undergoing some sort of therapy session. My interest earned me a few surly looks so I hurried on past.  
 
    "Is this an infirmary?" I whispered. 
 
    "Yeah, it's a hospital. Baba works from here most days," Coal replied. 
 
    At the end of the hall was a set of big, wooden double doors with a large brass knocker. Alicia knocked twice and we waited for a reply.  
 
    "Come in," an aged female voice called and we did as instructed. Baba sat behind a big, wooden desk which made her small frame seem even smaller. She wore overlarge round glasses and her grey hair was flying free of a bun in various directions. 
 
    "Ah, Coal and Alicia Carson, my favourite twins. And you brought me guests." She gestured to several chairs scattered around the room and we moved them to the desk to sit before her.  
 
    The room was lined with bookshelves that parted twice for two big floor to ceiling windows and once for the door we’d entered through. The shelves were lined with books, but also held all manor of medical equipment from the modern to the thoroughly outdated.  
 
    “This is Maya and Laurie from Harbour City," Alicia introduced us as she reclined lazily in her chair.  
 
    Baba regarded us for a moment with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    "And how is the city?" she asked eventually. 
 
    "Much the same as I left it I imagine, nothing ever changes much there." I smiled at her. 
 
    "Or at least that's how they want it to seem." She gave me a knowing look. 
 
    "I'm afraid I've begun to think I wasn't paying enough attention while I was there, and now it's too late," I admitted. 
 
    "It's never too late. You noticed, you just didn't know that you did." She winked at me. "As nice as introductions are, I presume you want something from me?" 
 
    "They brought someone else with them from the city, a boy, but he was skimmed by a bullet and hasn't woken up for several days now. We were hoping you could help," Coal explained. I didn't like the way he said boy, he could only be a year or two older than Taylor and I.  
 
    Baba surveyed us all through narrowed eyes. "He's going to need an MRI to check he's still in there, then a drip and life monitors, presuming he is, until he deigns to bless us with his presence. You realise the equipment they have in your city could have fixed him in a jiffy?"  
 
    "I've never really had to use the medical centre in the-" I began.  
 
    "Don't worry, I'm aware it's irrelevant. Just another new technology they deny us out here." She tapped a pen on the desk again and again whilst considering it. I held my breath.  
 
    Baba looked at me over the rim of her glasses as though she were weighing me, I hoped she didn't find me wanting.  
 
    “Okay. Bring him to me," she said finally. I sighed with relief and sagged in my chair. "But his care won't come without a price," she continued.  
 
    A momentary panic filled me, I had no idea what they used for currency here.  
 
    Coal's grip tightened on the arm of his chair. 
 
    "What's the price?" he asked evenly. 
 
    “It doesn't matter, I'll pay it," I threw in.  
 
    Baba smiled a cunning smile.  
 
    "I thought as much," she said.  
 
    Coal shot me a reprimanding look and I chewed my lip as I realised I’d put my foot in it.  
 
    "Name your price," Alicia sighed, throwing me a filthy look over her shoulder too. 
 
    "We've had reports of an old military bunker to the north which holds a super computer capable of hacking us back into the Harbour City networks." 
 
    "When you say 'to the north', how far north are we talking?" Alicia asked suspiciously.  
 
    “As far as you're thinking and a bit further. Did I mention how much power we will have to use to run an MRI?" Baba regarded us calmly.  
 
    I looked pleadingly at Alicia who huffed and settled back into her seat.  
 
    “We need the information on those networks. We've been stalled for five years since we were discovered snooping about in those systems. We had contacts in that city and we need to know how many of them were captured, and if any of them survived. We have to get access to the population data. Once we know what they know then we can finally continue in our struggle against them. When you reach the super computer you simply have to attach a transmitter and we can do the rest remotely. I have Jayden and Livi on standby as soon as we have that connection," Baba said.  
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about but I didn't really care. All that mattered was getting Taylor the help he needed.  
 
    “So that's the price?" Coal asked.  
 
    "It really isn't that difficult. As far as the computer goes it will be straight forward. I need people I can trust for this, Coal. And it's not easy to find people with your particular...talents," Baba smiled. 
 
    “Yeah. It's just getting there that's tricky," Alicia said in an exasperated tone. "We aren't considering this are we?" She reached out to touch Coal's arm and tried to catch his gaze. 
 
    “You don't have to come," he replied without looking at her.  
 
    Baba's eyes gleamed with triumph.  
 
    “No. Coal, no. Promise me you won't," Alicia pleaded.  
 
    "Alicia, drop it." His voice held such firm command that she did so instantly.  
 
    “Fine, we'll do it but I want a vehicle," Alicia snapped at Baba, folding her arms over her chest. 
 
    "Of course," Baba smiled at us wickedly. "Why don't you go and collect the patient and I can get you all the information you'll need." 
 
    “You realise this is blackmail?" Alicia said indignantly. 
 
    “Ah, but what's a little blackmail between friends?" Baba chuckled.  
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    Taylor's MRI didn't show anything out of place and the diagnosis was that he needed to rest until his body decided it was ready to wake up. Baba set him up in a hospital bed and attached him to a drip and a heart monitor. I insisted on getting him a room with a view of the forest so that he could see it when the time came for him to wake.  
 
    I sat on the edge of his bed wondering if he had any clue about what was happening and chewing on my bottom lip as I considered what I needed to do.  
 
    “I'm going to have to leave you here for a bit," I told him. "Coal said that I don't have to go with them, but I feel like I should help. Laurie is going to come with us too so don't hurry and wake up. I want you well but I don't want you waking up alone here in Fairview." I couldn't believe I was actually going to leave him. I reached out and brushed his hair aside, my fingers were shaking. A tear ran down my cheek but I quickly wiped it away. He would be okay, I had to believe it. "Baba says the information we'll get is going to help a lot of people so it's worth it. Not that I care what the price is really, you know I'd do anything to keep you safe."  
 
    Taylor didn't respond. 
 
    I stood up and walked over to open his curtains as wide as they would go so that the green view was clear. At night, huge metal shutters would cover the windows to keep any predators out, but hopefully he would wake up to that view. I placed a letter explaining everything under his pillow and bent close to kiss his cheek.  
 
    “Love you," I told him finally as I pulled the covers up around his chin.  
 
    I turned away with a heavy heart and found Coal standing in the doorway, frowning. 
 
    “What's up?" I asked him. 
 
    "Nothing." He smoothed his expression. "Just thinking about the trip. Are you sure you're up for it?" he asked.  
 
    I rolled my eyes at him.  
 
    "You know I am, besides this is kind of on me anyway. I should be asking if you're sure you want to come." 
 
    "I'm hardly going to miss an adventure now, am I?" He smiled and led the way out of the room and I followed, looking back at Taylor one last time. 
 
    Alicia had returned my Lawless Trials clothes after getting them cleaned and I was enjoying the feeling of wearing something that actually fit. She’d also leant me a few things as spares and I carried a little pack containing them, together with some food and water.  
 
    We hiked to the far side of town where the road expanded and shot out into the unknown. The trees were thick on either side and some vines even connected above but they weren't actually affecting the concrete in any way. It was eerie. 
 
    In the shade of the trees we found a large, dark vehicle with Alicia lounging against it. 
 
    “Like it?" she asked with a grin.  
 
    The truck had bars on the front grill and lamps on the roof. It was painted in a camouflage effect and blended in with the trees behind it. It sat at least four feet off of the ground on huge wheels. There were five big seats inside a cab on the front end and a truck bed on the back. The bed was piled high with weapons, food and water. Laurie was already sitting in the front seat looking around a little apprehensively but she smiled as we approached.  
 
    "You two are in the back, you turn up late that's what you get." Alicia jangled a bunch of metal objects at us and ran around to hop into the other front seat behind a wheel. 
 
    Coal grumbled something about her driving as he stepped forward and opened the door for me. I smiled gratefully and clambered in. I wasn't very graceful as it was so high up but I did manage to make it inside without falling over. As he followed, with a lot less difficulty, Alicia jammed one of the metal objects into a hole by the wheel and twisted it.  
 
    The floor beneath my feet trembled to life and the vehicle emitted a guttural growl which subsided to a deep purr. We lurched forwards and started to move along the road and I gasped as I clutched the edges of my seat. The sweeping sensation was strange and a little unpleasant. It was a bit like the train but the ride wasn't as smooth as we traversed the lumpy tarmac.  
 
    A low howl sounded behind us and I looked over my shoulder as Kaloo tumbled out of the forest and barrelled along after us. She raised her snout into the air and howled again, her legs a tangled blur beneath her. Instead of slowing down, the truck sped up as Alicia accelerated.  
 
    “Aren't we letting her come?" I asked, watching as the big dog slowly fell behind.  
 
    “Do you really think she'd let us leave her behind?" Coal smiled. 
 
    "Is she not allowed in the truck then?" I wasn't sure how far the journey would be but maybe the powerful dog would just run the whole way.  
 
    “Watch." He pointed back at her.  
 
    We continued to pick up speed but Kaloo wasn't falling behind anymore. She was powering along, her back legs looking almost like they would overtake the front and her ears were flat against her skull.  
 
    Alicia shoved a large stick which was protruding between her and Laurie's seats and the car heaved on with even more power. We continued to accelerate but Kaloo wasn't going to be left behind and at the last moment, she sprang into the air and flew into the truck bed landing with a thump that made the whole vehicle bounce.   
 
    Alicia whooped and soon we were all cheering and laughing and Kaloo was hanging her head to the side, tongue lolling out and enjoying the wind in her face.  
 
    The truck bounced along the highway for hours. It had been exhilarating at first but that wore off with the passage of time. The view from my window didn't vary much, the trees whipped by, sometimes interrupted by small towns which looked similar to the one we’d just left behind. Beautiful birds would occasionally appear high above us to cross the channel made by the road.  
 
    The road itself was an endless stretch of grey. I had no way of knowing how far it carried on, just that it was a hell of a long way. At the sides of the highway there were rusted old cars that had been pushed aside, presumably after being abandoned at the end of the old world. They often had pieces missing from them where people had scavenged what they needed over time.  
 
    Eventually I turned my gaze from the view and looked around to find Coal watching me. 
 
    "What?" I asked. 
 
    "Sorry, it's just fascinating to watch you experience everything for the first time." 
 
    "I'll have to take you to the city some time then, see what it's like for myself." 
 
    "Perhaps," he smirked. "Are you sure you're up for this? It's not going to be easy." 
 
    "You haven't really explained why that is," I sighed. I got the feeling that I was generally regarded as next to useless when it came to fighting or anything dangerous and they were only letting me come because I’d insisted. The sad thing was that I knew they were right too. 
 
    “Well, I don't know the plan yet either," he shrugged. 
 
    “But you know something surely?" I huffed.  
 
    “Not definitely enough to bother explaining it. We'll get our orders in Franklin," Coal said infuriatingly. I was obviously going to be left in the dark for a while longer.  
 
    "What's Franklin like?" I asked, deciding I might as well change the subject.  
 
    "It's a city, though not of the kind that you're used to." 
 
    “Describe it to me," I said, crossing my arms over my chest and leaning back against the headrest.  
 
    Coal rolled his eyes. I got the feeling that I infuriated him at least as much as I intrigued him. "You can't just wait until we get there?" 
 
    “Nope." I grinned. 
 
    "It's not unlike the town we just left. There are roads and all the buildings have their own space. There's just more of them and a good few of them are taller, like the hospital. There are a lot more people there too," he said. "Is that a good enough description?" 
 
    “I guess. It's probably easier to just see it for myself though." 
 
    "Great." He crossed his arms and turned to look out of his window. 
 
    “Are there others coming with us?" I smirked, pleased with my efforts at being annoying.  
 
    “I expect so, though maybe not all the way. I doubt they’d find any other people stupid enough to volunteer for that." He glanced at me from the corners of his eyes, without fully turning from the window. 
 
    "And then we'll go and find that list of names and give Baba access to the Harbour computer networks?" 
 
    "Yeah. There is a kind of rebellion going on inside the walled cities like Harbour, or there was before it was discovered. The people outside The Walls just wanted the population within them to have a choice, to know they could come outside and enjoy the world again. And we'd like access to some of their technology too. But the people in power within the cities don't want anyone to know they can leave. They like their lifestyle and it can only be maintained by standing on the shoulders of everyone beneath them." He turned back to me.  
 
    “But the people in the city aren't unhappy. The Guardians look after us and everyone is healthy and has enough food. Maybe they don't know about the contamination or they just want to keep everyone safe inside the city," I said. I still wasn't entirely convinced that the president and the rest of the Guardians in power could be so corrupt.  
 
    “Do you really believe that? You said yourself that they don't allow most people into the top levels at all." 
 
    “Well, I know that some living areas are undesirable and the higher you live the nicer they get, but if you contribute enough you can advance." 
 
    “Only within the parameters they allow."  
 
    I frowned. It was true there were special elevators for the top levels that the rest of us weren't given access to. That certain residential buildings had very restricted access even to walk the corridors and the people who lived there weren't exactly sociable either, but then I hadn't ever had much interest in the way the city ran. I couldn't be sure whether they were controlling information or giving preferential treatment to the privileged few. 
 
    “After my parents died I really just spent my time studying and hanging out with Taylor. I guess I wasn't paying much attention," I said finally.  
 
    A strange look flashed across Coal's face. 
 
    “Did you ever know anything about your parents?" I asked him. 
 
    “No, there aren't that many family units around here. Alicia is more than enough for me." He looked at me for a minute before continuing. "Do you mind me asking what happened?" 
 
    I frowned unsure how to explain it, the seconds dragged on.  
 
    "I shouldn't have asked you, I'm sorry." He reached over the seat between us as if to touch my hand but drew back and placed his hand down next to mine instead.  
 
    “It's not that, I just don't know how to explain it. It was all a bit of a mystery really and it hurts to drag through the past, so I try not to think about it too often.  
 
    They were scientists and they worked together in a lab. They were working on things that were deemed classified so I never got to know exactly what happened to them. It was some sort of accident." I shrugged. "It hit me pretty hard at the time. I kind of disappeared from the world and most of my friends gave up on me, especially when I was demoted to level forty." I knew it sounded mechanical as the words left my mouth but if I let myself feel even the slightest bit of emotion then I knew I would break down entirely. That was a box I kept firmly locked deep down inside my heart and opening it, even after all of these years, was still too hard to bear. 
 
    "But not Taylor," Coal said quietly.  
 
    "No. He came every day and brought me meals and would just talk and talk and talk until eventually I started listening. Our parents were good friends and we grew up together. I guess he just felt bad enough for me that he decided to wait for as long as it took for me to find my way back to him." I noticed I was chewing on my lip and quickly stopped.  
 
    “It sounds like more than pity," Coal said quietly.  
 
    I picked a piece of lint from my pants and watched as it drifted to the floor. I didn't like to think of it as pity either.  
 
    The truck slowed and Coal unclipped his seatbelt as he glanced out of the window. "We're here," he said, seemingly glad to end the conversation.  
 
    The car rolled to a stop and Coal got out without glancing back at me.  
 
    At some point during the journey Laurie had dozed off and Alicia kindly blasted the horn to wake her up. Her cheek was pressed against the window and she smacked her head against the glass as she jolted awake.  
 
    I tried to cover up my laughter but Alicia didn't. Laurie made a swing for her but she was already half way out of the door and springing out of reach. 
 
    “These people are insane," Laurie growled, rubbing her head.  
 
    “I think they just have more fun than we're used to." I smiled as I pushed my own door open.  
 
    The jump down from the truck was higher than I remembered and I stumbled as I hit the tarmac. Before I could land on my face, I felt a strong arm catch hold of me.  
 
    “Thanks." I grinned up at Coal as he released me. He nodded in response and turned to grab a bottle of water from the truck bed.  
 
    Laurie came around the truck to join us, grumbling about getting revenge with a look in her eye that promised she would.  
 
    “Welcome to Franklin." Alicia waved a hand at the strange city ahead of us.  
 
    We’d parked in an area full of other vehicles. I stared around at the various shapes, sizes and colours of the cars and wondered how different they would be to travel in. Most of them were plugged in and charging. Alicia made her way to a small hut as a thickset man exited it and moved towards her.  
 
    They got into a debate about the price and eventually Alicia returned to the truck. She retrieved a crate of cabbages and two bottles of whiskey which she placed in the hut as the man plugged our truck into the power to charge it up.  
 
    Beyond the parking lot was a green which sprawled out in front of a collection of large buildings; at least they were large by outside standards. They weren't as closely packed as the skyscrapers within Harbour city but I could see that if the place was fully occupied it could still hold a substantial population.  
 
    A huge man strutted towards us across the green, his vast muscles bulging through his shirt. He was whistling as he walked and he looked happy. His skin was kissed golden by the sun and he towered above my head. He must have been nearly seven feet tall. His dark hair was cut short and as I’d begun to expect out here, he carried a gun. This gun was like nothing I'd ever seen though. It looked like it should be strapped to a turret rather than slung over a man's back.  
 
    Despite casting a somewhat daunting figure, there was something instantly likeable about him. 
 
    Kaloo leapt from the truck bed and bounded up to him. She let out an excited bark and jumped up to greet him. The big man laughed and bent down to embrace her and she attacked his face with wet dog kisses.  
 
    Coal tossed the water back into the truck and moved forward, smiling broadly with his arms outstretched. The man pulled him into a bear hug and they clung on tight for a moment, clearly glad to see each other.  
 
    “Coal and Alicia Carson." He grabbed hold of Alicia too. "Where the hell have the two of you been? Kicking asses up and down the country I'll bet."  
 
    "You know us so well." Alicia smiled up at him.  
 
    "Well, when I was told you were coming to do a job, I made sure I was assigned to your mission." He beamed and hooked his thumbs into his belt.  
 
    “Do you know where we're heading?" Alicia asked, raising her eyebrows.  
 
    "Yes. And that's all the more reason for me to come along and watch your backs." He looked over at Laurie and me where we hung back by the truck. "I'm Hunter." He walked towards us offering a hand which I took and my hand disappeared within his. Rough callouses grazed my palm.  
 
    “I'm Laurie and this is Maya," Laurie introduced us. She had a dazzled look in her eyes and she kept fiddling with her hair as she smiled up at him. All signs of her previous annoyance with outsiders seemed to have been forgotten.  
 
    "Our escapees!" Hunter smiled a big smile and I immediately knew we would be friends.  
 
    "Unintentionally," I said. 
 
    “So your legs just ran and you were powerless to stop them?" He laughed a deep booming laugh and slapped me on the back so hard that I nearly fell over. Coal grabbed my arm to help me keep my feet.  
 
    "He forgets how strong he is, you'll get used to it." He laughed and released me.  
 
    "Follow me," Hunter called over his shoulder and he set a quick pace over the green and off through the maze of roads that connected the little city. The huge gun bounced on his back in time with his steps.  
 
    Eventually we reached a big stone building with little guard huts posted outside and armed guards manning them.  
 
    We hurried to keep up with Hunter's long stride as he passed the guards who saluted him and let us pass unquestioned. Beyond the guards, we headed through an archway which signalled the entrance to the building itself. There were two slopes, the one on the right spiralled upwards and the one on the left spiralled down. Hunter headed straight to the left and led us down. The path twisted several times as we descended and then opened out to admit us to a busy room. 
 
    We were in a large cavernous space, laid out in a circular pattern. Tables covered with maps and computers and all sorts of research equipment were everywhere. They all pointed inwards to the middle of the room which held a large round table that was obviously the control centre. People dashed about the room checking on information and calling out orders. They consistently looked to the occupants of the round table for confirmation on whatever they were doing.  
 
    “Welcome to The Hub," Hunter announced as he strode ahead.  
 
    "It looks kind of like the Warden headquarters," Laurie commented. 
 
    "Really? I never even saw them," I replied. 
 
    "You wouldn't, we had restricted access to our building. No civilians allowed." She smirked at me.   
 
    "Makes sense I guess, like the education buildings, no non-students allowed," I said.  
 
    Coal snorted next to me and I raised my eyebrows at him. 
 
    "It just seems like a convenient way to make sure no single person can know about everything that goes on within the city," he replied. 
 
    "I'm starting to think you're right," Laurie said before I could respond. "I can't believe I never noticed how strange it was before. Any time I questioned anything, which wasn't often, there would be a perfectly logical reason for why I didn't or couldn't know. I just accepted it, everyone does. They really are just coming up with any old shit to make people believe that the city works for them as hard as they work for it. It's like the perfect control system," she spat.  
 
    “They make you feel like you should be grateful to them for protecting you, but really they were just using us the whole time. Keeping us prisoner without us even knowing about it." I remembered my grandma, too afraid to even talk about the outside world she had known from childhood. 
 
    "Striving forward together," Laurie said quietly. 
 
    "For the good of the population," I replied, the words feeling so different than they ever had before. 
 
    “You're out now, and we'll find a way to let the people inside the city know what's going on too," Coal reassured us.  
 
    Hunter had stopped by the big round table. He was pointing at something on a tablet and showing it to Alicia. I walked up and peered over her shoulder, standing on tiptoes so that I could see. It was a satellite image of what looked like a tiny concrete platform on the top of a hill, surrounded by thick forest on all sides.  
 
    "This is your target. It's the entrance to an underground military bunker from the old world. We think there's another entrance somewhere but it must be hidden in the trees as we can't locate it. This bunker is the home of a very advanced super computer.  
 
    “These bases were designed to have their own nuclear power source so as to keep the machinery running self sufficiently. We're confident that it's still running so, if we can gain access to it from here, we can hack the city databases." 
 
    "Erm that's a bit outside of our skill sets," Alicia said indicating Laurie, Coal and myself.  
 
    "Don't worry, I know your style is a bit more 'smash and grab'. All we need you to do is attach this-" he produced a small electronic device with a cable dangling from one end, "-to their computer, it will give our guys here full access and control." 
 
    “Why would a hundred year old computer be any help with hacking Harbour's technology?" I asked. "Surely it's completely outdated." 
 
    "It is in some ways, but the cities didn't progress their technologies for years when the disaster struck. They had to concentrate on surviving before anything else and then they used the old technology as a base.  
 
    “Also this is a really advanced computer for its time and, most importantly, they don't believe people out here are capable of using the old things so they never really changed their basic set up. It's an open book for anyone who has the key and luckily we have a hacker or two capable of being that key." Hunter gave me an excited smile. I couldn't help smiling back. 
 
    “What will you be able to do once we have access?" Laurie asked.  
 
    “Well for a start, we can get that list of the people we had working inside who have been captured so we don't give ourselves away by trying to contact people who have been caught. Hopefully we can get our hands on more than just that much, but at least we could get back to where we were five years ago." 
 
    "So why has no one gone before now?" I asked.  
 
    “We only found evidence of this compound a few days ago but even still, that area isn't somewhere most people would volunteer to go," Hunter said, avoiding the looks Coal and Alicia were shooting his way.  
 
    "Why don't you just order a unit to go?" Laurie asked him.  
 
    “Because out here we aren't in the business of forcing people to risk their lives for nothing more than being told to do so. We want people to volunteer," Hunter said firmly.  
 
    “Or make a deal they can't refuse." I looked guiltily at the others. "It's really me who made the deal, I should just go alone." But they were all shaking their heads before I even finished speaking. Coal actually laughed.  
 
    “No offence but you're new here, we have to be sure we can trust the people who go in or you could just smash the computer up or sabotage the mission in some other way," Hunter said. 
 
    “And you're nowhere near well enough trained," Alicia added.  
 
    "So why would no one volunteer to go?" I asked, deciding to ignore Alicia's snarky remark on my skill set.  
 
    “Because it's an area full of Creepers," Hunter said solemnly.  
 
    Everyone looked very serious at that but Laurie and I were confused.  
 
    “Okay, that's not an explanation to me," Laurie said finally.  
 
    Coal sighed behind me, louder than was strictly necessary.  
 
    “Well, as you know, when they interfered with the plants it resulted in changes in most of the animals that ate those plants or in the animals that ate those animals." I nodded as Hunter explained. "But obviously it didn't make much difference to most humans." He indicated all of us. 
 
    “Yes," I agreed.  
 
    "Then why do you think they went and hid behind those huge walls if there was no real threat to humans?" 
 
    “The contaminated?" I hazarded a guess based on what Coal had told me already and the knowledge we had been given in the city.  
 
    "Partly. But it was, at first, because they thought they were susceptible." 
 
    "Why? If no one ever presented any symptoms after the initial outbreak..." Laurie asked.  
 
    "They thought that the people who hadn't been affected just hadn't been exposed to the contaminant." He fixed my gaze. 
 
    "Wasn't everyone?" I whispered. 
 
    “We think we were." 
 
    "I don't understand," Laurie cut in. 
 
    "Neither do we for sure, to do the proper testing we would need labs like they have in your city. But as far as we can tell, the effects of the contaminant serve to enhance the natural attributes in a host. For example a plant naturally strives to grow big and reach for the sun, so now they grow bigger and faster and are stronger and more resistant to anything that harms them." 
 
    “Okay, and a Cougar which was naturally territorial would become bigger, faster and more aggressive and decide they had a better talent for hunting if they ran in a pack?" I asked. 
 
    "Exactly." Hunter nodded approvingly at me. "Now, as far as we know, all other species developed in line with each other: all cougars got fiercer, all dogs got faster and smarter. Some prey creatures got smaller or better at camouflaging. It was always something that was best for the survival of the species. But humans were divided." 
 
    "How?"  
 
    “The majority of us appear to be much the same as we were before the change, but we are in fact stronger and more intelligent. Also, we have reason to believe that a lot of birth defects and illnesses no longer affect us when they used to pose a real issue to our population. We heal faster than we did a hundred years ago too. However, other humans became more like wild animals, feral things, intelligence became an evil cunning, they're vicious and dangerous. They keep to themselves mostly these days, living in packs. We don't interact with them if we can avoid it." 
 
    "Are they really so different to us?" 
 
    "Yes. You can't understand unless you see one but, they aren't like us anymore. They barely use language, they don't have civilisation, they catch things with their bare hands and eat them raw. They live with some kind of hierarchy and fight to the death to stay on top." 
 
    "That's horrible," Laurie said. 
 
    "Now you understand why people don't volunteer to head into one of their nests."  
 
    I looked at Coal and Alicia as guilt stirred in my gut. "I can't ask you to risk it for me."  
 
    “You didn't ask us, we volunteered," Alicia stated. 
 
    "So stop going on about it," Coal added as he pushed me aside to get a good look at the satellite image. "What's the plan?" 
 
    "We're going to take the road as far as possible but we'll have to walk the last few miles. The plan is for you four to sneak through and get into the bunker while we cause a distraction to draw the Creepers away from you." Hunter looked too excited at the thought of danger as far as I was concerned.  
 
    “Sounds like a plan," Coal said, he looked pretty excited too. Maybe everyone out here was crazy. 
 
    "We'll leave at first light,” Hunter announced. "Are you going to be staying in your house?" 
 
    Alicia glanced at Coal a little uneasily. "Have you got somewhere else where we can stay tonight? We aren't stopping and if we go home people will see us and then we'll have to deal with them. I'm sure Coal doesn't want to run into-" 
 
    "Anyone," Coal said firmly. "I just wanna get an early night so that we're ready for tomorrow." 
 
    Hunter laughed loudly. "Oh yeah I'm sure you wouldn't want... anyone, to bother you tonight." He slapped Coal on the back and Coal shook his head.  
 
    “Thanks," Alicia said with a smile. "You know how annoying people can be."  
 
    "I do. I get a fair few annoying people looking for me when I'm in town too." Hunter grinned. 
 
    I frowned at Laurie in confusion as they left us in the dark but they clearly had no intention of enlightening us.  
 
    "So where are we going to stay then?" Laurie asked.  
 
    "I'll show you where you can bunk down, are you alright in with the girls Coal?" Hunter asked.  
 
    Coal glanced my way before he answered and I bit my lip as I remembered waking up in his arms this morning. "Sure, whatever's easiest."  
 
    "Man after my own heart." Hunter laughed and led the way.  
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    Hunter took us out of the guarded compound to a building full of apartments. It was a lot more like the kind of living arrangements that I’d been used to in the city, though it was much more spacious.  
 
    “There's power on in this block, so you can have showers and lights but it's a bit sparse on fixtures," he said as he opened the door for us.  
 
    There was one bedroom which was void of any furniture but Hunter gave us all roll mats and sleeping bags so that we could make our own beds. We set about sorting out our sleeping arrangements and Hunter produced some dried noodles and vegetables and made us all a stir fry.  
 
    We spent dinner laughing at Hunter's stories, many of which involved him teaching Coal and Alicia various ways to get into trouble and them doing it with varying levels of success. He was somewhere between a mentor and big brother to them and watching the easy way they acted together made me ache for the familiarity of my own family and Taylor.   
 
    Eventually, long after the sun had gone down, Hunter left and we lay down to sleep. I looked at the window. The shutters had been moved into place hours ago, locking us in and everything else out. It was strangely comforting. I’d lived my whole life in rooms without real windows and the shutters made it a little easier to sleep somehow.  
 
    I rolled onto my back and sighed as I tried to fall asleep. A hand found mine in the darkness and our fingertips brushed against each other. A jolt of energy ran up my arm at the contact, but I left my hand in place and Coal didn’t move either. 
 
    My fingers twitched with the desire to take hold of his but I didn’t, instead staying where I was with that minimal contact remaining in place. But even that much was enough get my heart racing.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what it was about the wild man who had saved my life, but something about him just drew me in like a moth to a flame. I felt like there were a thousand secrets lurking in the depths of his dark eyes and I wanted to unravel each and every one.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A pounding on the door brought me to my senses. It was still pitch black in the room but as I squinted about, the shutters outside the windows opened mechanically, letting in the light of the dawn which was just cresting the trees. The pounding sounded again from the front door and I stumbled up to open it.  
 
    I spent several moments searching for the scanner to click the door open in my dazed state before I remembered there wouldn't be one. It then took me an embarrassingly long time to work out how the lock on the door unbolted manually.  
 
    After much rattling, an irritated kick and a bit of swearing, I managed to swing the door open and found Hunter towering over me in the doorway with his characteristic grin slapped across his face.  
 
    "It's not normal to be that cheery at this time of the morning," I muttered as I worked to fight of the dreams which clung to me.  
 
    "It's not normal for the majority of a person's hair to point upwards but who am I to judge?" He winked and I ran a hand through the tangle as I stepped back to let him in.  
 
    "I thought first light was a turn of phrase not an actual time." I scowled as I searched the cupboards for some form of caffeine. I wouldn’t be human again without my fix and I could hear a dollop of bitchy lacing my tone already but I was powerless to stop it. Must. Find. Coffee.  
 
    I could hear the others stirring in the bedroom as I hunted.  
 
    "Clearly." Hunter raised an eyebrow which seemed to judge my shorts and tank-top make do pyjamas. I frowned at him.  
 
    "You realise I didn't exactly get time to pack when I left the city." 
 
    "Obviously." He smiled and picked at his fingernails in a superior way - I don't even know how you can make doing that look superior but he did.  
 
    “I've borrowed a few things and it seemed a bit much to ask for night wear too-" 
 
    "Uh-hu." How could a noise sound judgemental? I found some coffee and set the kettle boiling. "Two sugars," Hunter added.  
 
    "Besides, you don't look too peachy yourself." I eyed his spotless tank top and camouflage pants and huffed at my entirely inaccurate insult.  
 
    To my utter frustration, Hunter started laughing. I slammed an extra coffee mug onto the counter hard enough that it should have cracked and when it didn't I was even more annoyed. I spun on my heel and opened my mouth, ready to snarl something, just as Coal walked out of the bedroom.  
 
    "Leave her alone Hunter." He smiled and slapped the huge man on the back. "What's he done to you?" he asked me. 
 
    "I... he... I don't know." I dropped my hands down on the table in exasperation.  
 
    “Don't sweat it, it's a special talent of his." He walked around the table towards me and laid a hand on top of mine. "Deep breath." I did as I was told and my rage evaporated, though it may have had more to do with standing so close to Coal than it had to do with any breathing exercises.  
 
    “She's not one of your little projects," Coal berated him.  
 
    Hunter spread his hands before him to protest his innocence.  
 
    "It's habit," Hunter said. 
 
    "What is?" I asked. 
 
    "Baiting people. It's a kind of training that he likes to use. It's supposed to help teach you how to keep a clear head under difficult circumstances," Coal explained.  
 
    “Why would I need that?" I narrowed my eyes at Hunter. Maybe I'd been hasty in deciding I liked him. 
 
    "Sometimes, in a fight, a distraction can cost you dearly. Keeping a clear head can be very important." Hunter smiled. "Sorry." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "It's fine. It might not be a bad idea for me to have some advantages in a fight." 
 
    "I thought they trained you for the Lawless Trials?" Coal asked.  
 
    "She can shoot and throw knives almost like a pro," Laurie said walking into the room. "But in a fist fight, she'd lose to a five year old."  
 
    “I'm not that bad," I protested. 
 
    "Seriously, if you're ever out of ammo and knives - just run," she advised me. 
 
    "Are you really that bad?" Alicia arrived looking irritatingly perfect and I ran my fingers through my hair again.  
 
    "No," I snapped. "I'm getting changed." I stormed into the bedroom with my coffee in hand and rooted around until I found my trials pants and boots and a clean white tank top. I pulled a brush through my hair and took a breath before re-emerging in the living area. Several deep swigs of the life giving nectar and my inner bitch was calming down. I took a deep breath and headed back out to join the others as they sat down for breakfast. 
 
    "Sorry if I upset you," Laurie said, holding my eye as I reentered the room and I waved off her apology. "But if we're heading into a fight it's only fair that we all know each other's strengths and weaknesses." 
 
    “It's okay, I know I'm not great in a fist fight," I sighed.  
 
    "Maybe I can give you some lessons when we get back," Coal offered.  
 
    "Or maybe, as someone who actually knows how to train people, I could." Hunter gave Coal a look that I couldn't work out.  
 
    "Or maybe I could!" Alicia gushed. "Seriously people, can we talk about something relevant to the mission. I'll give Maya some extra knives later, problem solved." I smiled at Alicia's forthright manner.  
 
    “Thanks," I said and she flashed me a smile back.  
 
    “So what's the plan?" Laurie asked. 
 
    "Simple. Breakfast, then we hit the road," Hunter said as he produced a bag filled with fresh croissants and a jar of strawberry jam. 
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    The journey north was going to take two days by road. There was a farmhouse a little farther than half way where we’d take shelter for the night in the middle of the trip then it was straight on to the bunker.  
 
    The trees changed subtly as the car wound its way onwards. They were darker the further north we went, the leaves rougher in appearance. The undergrowth was different too, it looked spongey and damp but not humid like the forest we’d entered initially. It just looked wet. The temperature dropped as well and I huddled down into my seat, my breath misting on the windows. 
 
    "Is it much further?" I asked. Laurie was asleep again and Alicia was concentrating on the road. Coal had been staring vacantly out of the opposite window in silence for what seemed like years. "I'm bored to death." 
 
    “I'm not sure it's possible to be bored to death," Coal replied, his mouth curling up at the side.  
 
    "Well it must be. I can feel my heart giving up on beating, my lungs can't be bothered to work and my brain is definitely trying to disintegrate." And my legs were numb, I was hungry and I needed to pee but I tried to rein in the moaning a bit.  
 
    "What do you want me to do about it?" 
 
    "If I knew I'd have done it myself already." I looked over my shoulder at Kaloo who had curled up in the truck bed and fallen asleep. Her fur blew back and forth in the wind but she looked perfectly at ease. I shivered at the thought of being out there with her. Behind us on the road were two other trucks, filled with Hunter and his men. 
 
    I could feel Coal watching me and shifted my eyes to meet his.  
 
    "What?" I asked.  
 
    “I was just wondering what this must be like for you, after living hidden away in your tower your whole life. To come out here, to see all of this. You're coping extremely well considering." He gave me a look that made me feel like a science experiment.  
 
    “Am I now?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    We sat in silence for several moments looking at each other. I didn't know what else to say to him. He was distractingly attractive and every time I thought of something I instantly forgot it. And the look in his eyes said he knew it, that cocky smile always playing around the lips I watched too often.  
 
    "Do you steal weapons from the Lawless Trials often?" I asked to break the tension. 
 
    “Not really. I was looking for some plants they needed in the hospital. I had more trouble finding them than I expected and I ended up close to the battlefield." He shrugged. "I've always been a bit of an opportunist so I thought it wouldn't hurt to stock up." 
 
    "So it was just dumb luck that we met then?"  
 
    "I guess. You can think of it as fate or divine intervention if you prefer," he teased.  
 
    "Maybe I do prefer. I'd rather not think that my life was one random choice made by a stranger away from being over." 
 
    "Okay then. I prefer to think things happen for a reason too. Maybe you can return the favour and save my life some time." 
 
    "If the opportunity ever arises then I promise I will," I said. Though the likelihood of him ever needing to be saved by me seemed rather slim.  
 
    "I'll hold you to that." He smiled and it sounded like he meant it.  
 
    I held my fist out to him with my pinky finger extended.  
 
    "What's that for?" he asked, looking blankly at my hand. 
 
    "Pinky swear. A promise means nothing if it's not a pinky swear." He still looked confused so I caught hold of his hand and linked his little finger with mine. "Now it's official." 
 
    Coal looked baffled and then started laughing as he took his hand back. 
 
    "So do you feel like telling us why we didn't stay at your house last night?" I asked casually.   
 
    "Us?" He glanced at Laurie who was asleep again. 
 
    "Well you can tell me and I'll fill her in later," I offered.  
 
    "It's nothing really I just didn't exactly leave town under the best of circumstances last time I was there. I might have pissed off a few people and I couldn't be bothered to deal with it for the sake of one night." He glanced back out of his window.  
 
    "Did you piss off anyone in particular?" I asked.  
 
    "Maybe. Probably not. I doubt she's holding a grudge really." 
 
    I bit my tongue against the questions that his answer raised and racked my brain for a different topic of conversation.  
 
    "Any chance this farm has hot water?" I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we have a power generating turbine at all of our secured buildings. There's a network of them up and down the country." 
 
    "Well that's something then."  
 
    We lapsed back into silence and the minutes dragged on. I drummed my hands against my legs again and again and was eventually rewarded by Alicia swerving the car hard enough to make me hit my head against the glass. 
 
    "Ow!" I rubbed at my forehead as Alicia laughed. I glanced back at Kaloo but she hadn't even woken up at the movement. 
 
    A few moments later we turned off of the road onto a dirt track. The wheels kicked up a spray of mud and Alicia slowed us down. Hunter's trucks sped past us and disappeared ahead, splattering my window with mud as they went.  
 
     “It's about a mile down this track. I don't fancy having a rock fling up and damage this baby – Baba would have my ass for it. So they can go ahead and ruin their own trucks, but I don’t need another debt to pay off," Alicia called over her shoulder.  
 
    “Isn't it getting a bit dark? Do we have to worry about cougars out here?" I asked.  
 
    "No," Coal replied. "Not cougars." 
 
    “What then?" 
 
    "Hopefully nothing, but predatory creatures are more active at night so it's always a little riskier to be out and about which is why we prefer to be indoors."  
 
    I ignored his vagueness and looked out at the gloom.  
 
    The trees weren't thick around the track but created a barrier further out. We were surrounded by tall plants with husks on their tips and it changed the landscape drastically. It made it easier to see the sky and I watched as stars blinked into view.  
 
    “Is this corn?" I asked.  
 
    "Yes. It never used to grow as tall as this apparently but now it's over twenty five feet at full height. It produces at least four times as much corn per husk as the original plant too," Coal said.  
 
    "I suppose this is what they were aiming for originally," I mused.  
 
    “Shouldn't screw around with nature." Laurie waggled a finger authoritatively, awake at last.  
 
    The truck started to judder a bit then made a whining sound before giving up and coming to a halt.  
 
    "Damn it," Alicia cursed, slapping her hands down on the steering wheel. "We're out of power. We need to get to the farm house to charge it up again." 
 
    "Should we wait here for Hunter to realise that we got left behind?" Laurie asked.  
 
    The engine stopping meant that the heating had gone off and I was already feeling the cold creeping in. Alicia considered what to do. 
 
    “No. It's not far. We can walk it in less time than it would take for them to even realise we were missing." She opened her door and hopped out, the rest of us followed. It felt so good to stretch my legs after being cooped up for hours and I was glad of the opportunity to move about.  
 
    Alicia climbed up on top of the truck to look around. 
 
    “The road circles the field. I can see the other trucks still making their way around but the farm is just through there," she said, jumping down and pointing into the corn field.  
 
    “Through the middle of the field? In the dark?" I asked, trying to make it sound like the prospect wasn't terrifying. 
 
    “Well it's still the best part of a mile if we walk around the road but it's less than half that through the field. We can run it in like five minutes, ten tops," Alicia said.  
 
    I glanced at Laurie who shrugged and Coal who was looking up at the dark sky.  
 
    "Let's do it then, just all stick together no matter what," Coal said. He let out a whistle and Kaloo jumped out of the truck and bounded around us, obviously pleased to stretch her legs too. 
 
    Alicia locked the truck and we shouldered our packs. 
 
    "Let's go," Coal said and we pushed our way into the corn. 
 
    We soon realised that we could barely walk through the dense corn stalks let alone run. We kept in single file, forcing a path between them which was much harder than it should have been.  
 
    The stalks were surprisingly rigid. They resisted our passage and snapped back into position with enough force to actually hurt on the few times that they caught me by surprise. Kaloo didn't seem to have nearly as much trouble, she darted in and out of view, her rustling appearances making me jump every time.   
 
    Alicia had taken the lead followed by Laurie and me, then Coal.  
 
    I stumbled over something hidden by my feet and his arm was suddenly around my waist, keeping me upright. How nice it would be if I could just stop falling over my own feet.  
 
    “Thank you." I turned to face him with a blush lining my cheeks and he let me go.  
 
    The corn snapped back into place, instantly surrounding us as the others moved ahead and we were suddenly alone. I glanced down and saw my boot lace trailing into the mud.  
 
    "Tie it or you'll just fall over again," Coal said with a teasing grin.  
 
    I smiled apologetically and dropped down to one knee. Coal took his assault rifle from his back and turned to look at the corn surrounding us. 
 
    My numb fingers fumbled with the fine laces but I finally pulled them tight and stood. The cold pressed against me and I shivered. Coal turned and bumped into me and I had to catch hold of his arm so that I didn't fall over again.  
 
    “I'm sorry," Coal said.  
 
    I dropped his arm quickly. Our breath rose in little clouds of vapour between us.  
 
    A keening howl started up somewhere to our right. 
 
    "What was that?" I gasped and Coal pressed his hand across my mouth, silencing me.  
 
    “Coyote," he whispered. "Hopefully just one." He beckoned and we followed the slightly bent path that the others had taken onwards into the surrounding stalks.  
 
    A yapping noise started to our left and was joined by another somewhere behind us. 
 
    "Why is there never just one?" I hissed. 
 
    “Stay slow and quiet," he whispered and we pushed on carefully.  
 
    The corn that towered above us let only slithers of moonlight through and there was no way to tell how far we still had to go.  
 
    The inflexible stalks were practically impossible to move through with any semblance of stealth. Every movement we made caused a chorus of rustling, signalling our position to the pack of wild dogs that were slowly forming a circle around us.  
 
    The yapping carried on, picking up from several directions and making my pulse race. 
 
    Coal took a knife from his belt and motioned for me to follow suit. Rather than empowering me, the feeling of the weapon in my hand just made me more worried. Great aim wouldn't do me much good against an attacker that I wouldn't see until they were on top of me. But I pushed against my inclination to panic and found the cold, calm place within me that would help me focus on the fight.   
 
    A strong gust of freezing wind sent a wave of movement through the field and I shivered again.  
 
    On and on we slipped through the maze of corn while howls pierced the night air all around us more and more frequently.  
 
    The wind finally let up and I tried to get the chattering of my teeth under control, wondering why the hell I’d left my jacket behind in the truck. The metal hilt of my knife was so cold that it sent pain up my arm and made my hand feel numb. I adjusted my grip and held the blade steady. 
 
    A shape burst between the stalks and I raised my knife only to have Coal knock it back down with his free hand. It was Kaloo, her hackles were raised and she let out a high pitched bark that sounded like a warning. She circled us once then started forward purposefully, keeping close. 
 
    The yapping and shrieking of the coyotes gained a frantic edge as they hunted us. Kaloo snarled, showing a full set of gleaming white canines which reminded me that she was as much of a beast as anything that was hiding within the field. I was grateful to have her on our side.  
 
    A flash of movement to my right made me jump and I nearly dropped the knife. The coyote slipped out of view as quickly as I spotted it but Kaloo gave chase. 
 
    Rustling broke out around us in earnest. Coal stopped short and I walked straight into the back of him. 
 
    “Ow!" I complained, rubbing at my nose.  
 
    “Shhh," he spun me around and pressed his back to mine. "They're getting ready to attack, get your gun out." 
 
    I did as commanded and shoved my knife back onto my belt before snatching my shotgun from my back. I held the gun up in front of me like a talisman, my numb fingers slipping into place as I repressed a shiver. Slowly, Coal started to move, I took his lead and we turned in a circle with our guns raised and ready.  
 
    My breath huffed out in little clouds which momentarily obscured my vision. The growling and yapping sang out all around us, making it impossible to guess where the attack would come from. I clenched my teeth and steadied my breathing, my eyes darting back and forth. 
 
    The husks beneath our feet split and crunched as we wore down the ground in a small circle.  
 
    Sounds of canine fighting replaced the excited yapping in the direction that Kaloo had taken and I felt a small bubble of hope swell in my chest.  
 
    The curtain of corn stalks in front of me rattled and began to part. I slipped my finger onto the trigger, ready to fire. Snarling and the snapping of jaws came from the rippling crops followed by a yelp of pain.  
 
    I let out another breath as Kaloo stuck her head back through the corn to look at us. Her blue eyes held a question which I answered with a shaky laugh.  
 
    The sounds of approach had halted and we took the opportunity to make our escape. 
 
    Kaloo led us out of the corn field with her nose in the air like she was proud of herself. We emerged a short distance from a set of wooden steps that led up to a grand old farm house. We sprinted up the steps onto a porch that ran the length of the building. Kaloo circled behind us and growled at the field, a clear warning to anything that might try to follow. 
 
    From the porch we could see the tops of the corn stalks as waves of movement rippled back and forth as around ten shapes moved within its depths.  
 
    The door opened behind us and Alicia stood there with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Really? What happened to 'stick together no matter what'?" She raised her eyebrows at us, waiting for an explanation.  
 
    “I tripped and by the time I righted myself you were gone," I muttered to my feet as I dragged my eyes away from the field behind us.  
 
    “Sure, whatever. Are you going to stand out here all night and wait for those coyotes to try their luck with Kaloo or are the three of you coming in?"  
 
    We stepped past her and Kaloo trotted up the steps behind us. Her tail was in the air, wagging profusely as she strutted through the door and I had to admit she had good reason to be proud of herself. 
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    Hunter laughed for a solid fifteen minutes when we relayed our story to him. I was beginning to think that near death experiences must go hand in hand with life outside The Wall and it was certainly better to laugh about it than cry. 
 
    He  headed back to our truck with Coal and they towed it to the farm house so that it could be charged overnight. The plan was to reach the end of the road around midday, at which point Hunter and his men would split off and start a series of small fires to draw the attention of any Creepers that happened to be nearby.  
 
    The four of us would then head for the bunker, hopefully uninterrupted by terrifying mutants hellbent on killing anything that crossed their path. Easy. 
 
    As we packed up our things in the morning, Alicia approached me.  
 
    “I know we haven't had much time to talk, but I was thinking about what we were saying back in Franklin," she said. 
 
    "About the way a small child could overpower me in a fist fight?" I asked,  though it was irritating to admit it out loud.  
 
    "Yeah, and though you really should work on that at some point, you obviously don't have the time to do so right now." 
 
    "So what's your point? I'm not staying behind," I said narrowing my eyes at her.  
 
    "No, I know you won't do that. I just noticed that you only carry a few weapons on your belt plus that shotgun on your back and seeing as, without weapons, you're pretty much screwed, I thought I'd just show you how to carry a few more." She flashed me a grin.  
 
    "That's perfect." I looked at her with surprise. "Thank you." 
 
    “Well it's for my benefit as much as anything else." She sat down next to me and produced several knives which were held in various types of sheathes. She then went about showing me how she hid knives in her boots and how to strap them to my forearms.  
 
    “It's worth keeping some weapons concealed, especially knives, because if you're captured, they'll take anything obvious away from you." She seemed to be speaking from experience and that was all kinds of concerning.  
 
    “In what circumstance might we be captured?" I asked. 
 
    “Well, not everyone out here is all that nice. If we ran into some nomads, say, they can be a little aggressive at times. Or the travelling gangs, or the territorial gangs for that matter-" 
 
    "Okay I get it," I stopped her before she completely terrified me. Maybe in this case ignorance was bliss.  
 
    Alicia laughed and then made me prove how quickly I could reload my guns and corrected the way I loaded my pistol. There was a technique which involved careful timing and quick wrist action that meant I could load a new cartridge in the same move as ejecting the old one.  
 
    I dropped the new cartridge nine times before I did it right and then she made me repeat it until I had it perfect.  
 
    "Okay, I feel better about you risking your life now," she said finally.  
 
    “Thanks, me too." 
 
    “Are you girls ready to head out?" Hunter called over to us. Alicia jumped up and ran to the waiting truck, her long, white-blonde hair swishing around her as she went. 
 
    I followed more slowly, getting used to the feeling of the knife in my boot, glad she’d given me the holster so I could be sure I wouldn't impale my foot.  
 
    Laurie was already sitting in the truck and Coal opened the door for me to climb in before him.  
 
    "I found something pretty cool in the farmhouse," Alicia said as we all settled into our seats. 
 
    “I'm not sure that I trust your judgement on what's cool," Coal replied.  
 
    "Oh you will." She pulled a clear plastic case from inside her jacket and shook it at him.    
 
    "Does it work?" he asked, leaning forwards with more interest.  
 
    "Only one way to find out." She snapped the case open and pulled out a shiny, circular piece of plastic which she slid into a slot on the dashboard.  
 
    A second passed and the number one flashed up in green next to the slot.  
 
    I glanced at Coal who was suddenly looking really happy and was about to open my mouth to ask why when noise filled the car.  
 
    There was a lot of crashing and banging but it all worked together somehow to create a beat. A smile spread across my face slowly as a male voice kicked in and started to sing. Music in the city never sounded like that.  
 
    “I hope you like rap music." Alicia laughed and cranked the volume up so that the speakers pounded.  
 
    Hunter pulled up next to us, the same excited expression on his face as Alicia's. She flicked a button and the window descended so that we could talk to him. 
 
    "We're gunna make use of these trucks today, it'll be the full off-road experience," he called over to us. 
 
    "That's if you can keep up," Alicia yelled over the music, revving the engine.  
 
    "Do you really wanna challenge me, little lady?" Hunter shouted as he sped off, splattering mud up from his wheels which flew in through the window and coated us.  
 
    "I'll kill him," Alicia growled, flicking mud off of her face and slamming the truck into gear.  
 
    “Is there something I'm missing on the whole car front? I mean they make traveling easier and all but-" I waved a hand at Alicia who was practically bouncing out of her seat with excitement. The truck span wildly as she turned it back towards the road and the rear end slid sideways in the mud before levelling as we shot forwards in pursuit of Hunter.  
 
    "I'll teach you to drive some time." Coal glanced at me. "It's great fun, but Alicia and Hunter do have a kind of obsession with big engines that's beyond most people's enjoyment of them." 
 
    We were flung sideways as Alicia sped out onto the road and the tyres squealed in protest as they skidded on the tarmac before gaining traction. I fell into Coal’s lap, like honest to god face to fucking crotch. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped as I scrambled back, my cheeks flaming as I pulled myself upright hastily, hanging onto the door so that it didn't happen again.  
 
    “Can’t say I minded,” Coal joked and my blush deepened as I tried to think of something to say in response to that.  
 
    "Erm, so…how about you, do you like cars too?" I asked, changing the subject back hastily.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess so, I prefer motorbikes though," he said, still giving me that cocky smirk.  
 
    “How do they work?" I asked, ignoring the look he was giving me and having to speak loudly to be heard over the music.  
 
    "I'll take you for a ride some time." He raised his eyebrows at me invitingly and I cleared my throat at the double meaning to his words, wondering if I was imagining it or not.  
 
    The engine growled as we hit top speed. Alicia and Laurie were whooping and laughing in the front and I couldn't help but feel exhilarated by the drive too.  
 
    The wide, straight road provided the perfect race track and the truck roared its challenge as we pulled level with Hunter. We nosed ahead and then Hunter did and then us again. Finally, I was looking at Hunter through the window next to me and we were still speeding up.  
 
    Eventually Hunter gave up, he smacked his hands down on the steering wheel and let us take the lead. Alicia laughed triumphantly and we all cheered in excitement as the final leg of our journey began.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The songs on the disc played around several times until I was able to sing along to some of the choruses. I wasn't really sure singing rap music was my life's calling but I liked it.  
 
    “What happened to the coyotes?" I asked as I grew bored of the view once again.  
 
    "I guess they went off looking for something easier to catch," Coal shrugged like being hunted by something that wanted to eat us was no big deal. And maybe it wasn’t to him.  
 
    The truck lurched as Kaloo rearranged herself in the back and my gaze shifted to look around at her.  
 
    “Does she go everywhere with you?" I asked, looking at the beautiful animal.  
 
    "When I was younger I spent a lot of time wandering through the forests. I wanted to know all of their secrets. That was when I started to learn the value of the things I could find. I got to know the different plants and their uses and how to scavenge from abandoned housing and so on. It meant that I could earn my keep and I liked exploring too.  
 
    I found Kaloo when she was very small. She was caught in a hunter's snare. I knew better than to interfere with the poachers but she looked at me with such trust in her eyes that I had to cut her free." He shrugged. 
 
    “Like when you saved me," I said, remembering what he had told me about not consciously deciding to save me.  
 
    “Right." He smiled at me. "I haven't regretted acting on those instincts yet." 
 
    "And she stayed with you then?" 
 
    "Yes. She's practically been my shadow ever since, though I'd guess she's saved my life more often than I've saved her's now." He looked at the huge dog fondly. She had her nose to the air, sniffing the wind as it whipped her ears back and forth, looking about as happy as I could imagine a dog could be. 
 
    We pulled off of the highway and moved onto smaller and smaller roads. The path wasn't so straight anymore and Alicia set up the GPS to lead her through the twists and turns that our course required. We passed through towns where the people had tried to fight off the encroaching forest. They were barely recognisable now and I only noticed them when I spotted a windmill poking out between the greenery. 
 
    "It's no good fighting the forest," Coal said as we passed a building with a huge tree sprouting from inside one of its windows.  
 
    "How long did it take to do this kind of damage?" I asked, fascinated. 
 
    "The plants are able to take hold within a matter of weeks. After that they just keep growing and growing until there's no choice but to give up. It takes a massive amount of time and energy to hold them back like they do in your city."  
 
    "They have special branches of Wardens whose job it is to go out daily and burn everything that grows. They lace the ground with salt from the sea too," Laurie added from the front seat. 
 
    "It's much easier to just live alongside it. The world is meant to be lived in, not controlled." He spoke with passion and I agreed with him.  
 
    I reached across the seat and took hold of his hand before I could think it through too much. Coal stiffened for a moment and then relaxed, leaving our hands entwined as he looked back outside. 
 
    A smile tugged at my lips as I looked out too. There were a lot of things about the outside world that were terrifying, but there were several that were pretty exciting too.  
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    The roads continued to narrow until we were travelling down what amounted to little more than a dirt track. Eventually we reached a place where the trees were too thick to find a route through anymore and the truck rolled to a stop.   
 
    "I don't think the truck can go any further," Alicia said from the front seat.  
 
    "Okay, it looks like it's time to move on foot from here then," Coal replied, jumping out.  
 
    I picked up my pack, opened my door and hopped down. Coal caught me and set me firmly on my feet as I sank several inches into a thick layer of mud, his hands lingering on my waist for an extra moment as my skin tingled at the contact.   
 
    "Thanks," I muttered. I hoped he was being polite rather than actually thinking I was so useless that I couldn't make it out of a car unassisted.  
 
    “No problem,” he breathed, giving me that cocky grin which said he knew just how much he made my pulse race before he released me.  
 
    Big clouds rolled across the sky turning it grey and muting the light beneath the trees. It cast everything in a kind of dim glow.  
 
    Hunter pulled up behind us, half of his unit were perched in the truck bed looking distinctly windswept. He hopped out too and strode towards us through the river of mud.  
 
    “This is where we part ways. Your GPS will lead you to the bunker. I think you should be able to take a straight route on flat ground for the first few miles but you'll have to go over more difficult terrain from there. We'll head west to start those distractions to draw any Creepers away and meet you back at the edge of an old town over to the east of this area by dawn tomorrow. I've saved its coordinates in your GPS for later," Hunter said. He gave each of us a quick one-armed hug before turning back to his truck, revving the engine and reversing back up the trail. We watched as his truck disappeared before preparing to head on ourselves.  
 
    Coal jumped up into the truck bed and quickly handed out fresh bottles of water and some food supplies. While we packed them away, he unfurled a big tarpaulin. It was the same colour as the surrounding forest and textured to look like dead leaves. He spread it over the truck which, when coupled with the camouflage paintwork of the truck itself, made it very hard to spot.  
 
    “Let's get going then," Alicia said, holding the GPS out to guide us.  
 
    It was so dark under the cover of the trees that Alicia got her flashlight out and flicked it on. We crept forwards, trying not to cause too much disturbance as we advanced closer and closer to the green dot marked on the GPS.  
 
    It was a tense journey. We squelched our way forwards through the gloom and I spent time checking my weapons were all in place and easily accessible. 
 
    The shadows between the trees promised of menacing things lurking within but the forest stayed calm around us.   
 
    "It's quiet out here," I said to Coal, my own voice low. 
 
    "It's Creeper country. Nothing goes near them if it's smart enough. Even the trees seem unhappy here," he replied, his voice quiet too. 
 
    "So I take it we aren't smart enough?" My fingers shifted to touch my pistol for reassurance.  
 
    "Coming here wasn’t a decision I made lightly. Let's just hope the distractions work and the Creepers stay well away from us," he said, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “What should I do if we see one?" I tapped a finger along the row of knives at my belt. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven- 
 
    "Run. Shoot if you can, but there's never just one. If you see one and it hasn't seen you, just get the hell away." 
 
    "Where to?" That hadn't been the answer I was expecting. Eight, nine, ten, plus one in my boot and one strapped to my right forearm. Twelve. 
 
    “Anywhere. Anywhere at all so long as it’s a fucking long way from those monsters.” 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine at his words and I found myself seriously hoping that we didn’t end up having any contact with those things. 
 
    The air felt heavy, dripping with moisture that ran from the branches above us and splashed to the ground. It was cold, a kind of cold that ignored how thick your coat was and made a beeline for the centre of your chest.  
 
    A sudden flash of light split the darkness in half and I dropped into a crouch with a shriek of alarm. Laurie did the same next to me, throwing her hands up over her head. My eyes darted back and forth into the gloom between the trees as I searched for the source of what the hell that had been and couldn’t spot a dammed thing.  
 
    After a beat, I looked to Alicia and Coal who were staring over at us, their mouths slightly open with shock. It lasted for a fraction of a second before they started to laugh. 
 
    “Haven't you ever seen lightning before?" Alicia asked, her eyes sparkling with humour. 
 
    “What?" I asked, slowly standing a little straighter and relaxing the hold on my gun. I glanced at Laurie, feeling embarrassed but just as I did so a huge crashing, rumbling sound filled the air and I ducked down, clapping my hands over my ears, sure that we were under attack.  
 
    Alicia laughed out loud while Coal covered his mouth to try and hide his amusement. Even Kaloo looked entertained, tilting her head to the side and watching Laurie and I as we tried to recover our composure. 
 
    “What?" I demanded.  
 
    Alicia bit her lip but didn't reply right away.  
 
    Feeling very embarrassed but not sure why, I straightened up again and pulled Laurie with me. She was looking at the trees suspiciously as if they’d made the noise and light appear. 
 
    "Explain." I folded my arms and frowned, feeling like an idiot. Coal caught sight of my expression and managed to stop grinning at us. 
 
    “We are sorry." He gave me the puppy dog eyes but I wasn't convinced. I raised an eyebrow at him, waiting for the explanation 
 
    "It's thunder and lighting, when a storm- do you know what a storm is?" 
 
    "I understand the principals of weather, we just haven't experienced them," I snapped. "It just took us by surprise. We're fine aren't we Laurie?" 
 
    “Sure," Laurie replied but she was still looking at the trees as though they were to blame somehow.  
 
    "Let's get going, I'm sure it won't be so funny if the Creepers discover us because you two find us so hilarious," I snarled, pushing past Coal as he tried to reach a hand out towards me.  
 
    Alicia shook her head and started on through the trees, her machete held ready as she went. I was freezing cold, covered in mud and furious.  
 
    I kept up my bad temper for a solid fifteen minutes before the surroundings distracted me enough to forget about it. The thunder and lighting continued but thankfully there was no rain yet. I'd been informed that it was going to be wet and cold. I didn't feel like experiencing it for myself would be particularly enlightening beyond that. 
 
    The ground was covered in a green moss. It was springy under our feet and squelched with each step I took. I was glad that my boots were so well made and my feet stayed warm and snug inside.  
 
    Alicia held the GPS in front of her and guided us forward with purpose.  
 
    The land started to slope down, slightly at first but getting steeper and steeper so that it became hard not to slip and slide on the spongy ground.  
 
    We soon found ourselves at the lip of a rock face which jutted out over the steep hill. Alicia held out the GPS and it clearly showed that our destination was beyond the cliff.  
 
    “It's almost vertical, how will we make it down?" Laurie asked. 
 
    Alicia stepped forward and leaned out to get a look over the edge. 
 
    “There's a drop and then it's just a slope. A ridiculously steep slope. We should be okay if we go carefully," she said before jumping over the edge without another thought.  
 
    After a glance from Laurie that clearly meant 'these people are crazy,' I followed. 
 
    The drop was around six foot. I sat on the edge and turned so that I could lower myself over it. My fingers curled around the cold, damp rock and grit slid beneath them. My boots scraped along the rock face and then I was hanging, suspended above the ground wondering at what point I’d lost my motherfucking mind. 
 
    But it was too damn late to back out now so I closed my eyes and let go. 
 
    The ground was covered with forest debris and I skidded a little before managing to regain my balance. Laurie and Coal dropped down beside me and I gazed out into the valley beneath us. The slope stretched away at a steep decline. Rocks, trees and scrappy bits of undergrowth clung to the unwelcoming landscape and reached up towards the sky like broken fingers. The bottom of the valley was shrouded in mist and it was impossible to tell how far down it went.  
 
    A shriek of warning broke out from the treetops and I watched a large bird take flight, heading away from us through the branches.  
 
    “I guess we just have to do it,” I muttered.  
 
    “The sooner we start, the sooner it’ll be over,” Coal agreed with a grin.  
 
     He headed forward with careful steps and I followed, my throat thickening as I placed each foot with care.  
 
    We grasped at trees and vines as we passed them to help keep us on our feet over the difficult terrain. As I grabbed for my third handhold, Kaloo leapt from the outcrop behind us and landed on the hill with an excited yelp. She tore off into the undergrowth and started splashing through puddles and kicking up leaves with no fear at all of the deadly drop beneath us.  
 
    I glanced around nervously, worried that her noise might attract the Creepers as it echoed out over the valley.  
 
    The trees dripped with the wetness of a previous rainfall and everything was saturated, making it harder to keep my balance and my grip on anything I held onto. The mist clung to my exposed skin, and covered me with a layer of moisture that made me shiver.  
 
    I took a deep breath and thought of Taylor alone in that hospital bed. That was why we were here. That was why I was risking this. And I’d do all of it and more for him. So I just needed to keep my head and get it done.  
 
    I was concentrating so hard on grabbing my next support and not falling on my ass that I didn't notice I'd moved ahead of the others. It was going surprisingly well and I could just make out the bottom of the valley several hundred feet below us.  
 
    Water ran down the slope in little rivulets, carrying dead leaves and debris with it.  
 
    The ground was littered with vines and other little shrubs which made it difficult to see where we were stepping but I was getting the hang of it, falling into a rhythm. I moved on with a bit less fear and started to use the vines which trailed along the ground for support. 
 
    I glanced back up the ridge and was surprised to see how far we’d come already when the vine I was holding onto snapped.  
 
    My heart took a nosedive into the pit of my stomach and a scream escaped me, echoing out over the endless ravine as I began to fall.  
 
    I spun and flailed for another handhold before hitting the ground hard on my back where I started sliding straight away. I dug my fingers into the soaked earth as panic bled through me but I couldn't get a grip as I picked up speed. 
 
    I kicked at the saturated ground in desperation but couldn't gain purchase on anything. Clods of mud flung out in various directions and slapped up into my face. I let out an involuntary scream as a rock loomed up ahead of me, threatening to splatter me all over it.  
 
    At the last moment, something hooked a hold of the back of my jacket and I jerked to a stop just inches from the hulking stone. I twisted to see what had caught me and relief spilled through me as I spotted Alicia, hanging onto me with all her might. 
 
    She grunted with effort as she smirked down from above me. One of her hands was gripping my jacket firmly while the other was looped around a vine with Coal anchoring the other end of it, further up the hill. 
 
    “How the hell did you manage that?" I gasped.  
 
    “We realised that it was getting too steep and decided to tie ourselves together. Then we saw you fall and I started running." She grinned. "Can you get your feet to that rock?" She jerked her head to point out which one. 
 
    I nodded and swung my feet over to the rock which had been aiming to splatter me. Once I was there, she let go and I regained my balance, then I helped to guide Alicia down next to me. Coal lowered down Laurie using the vine too before tying it off on a tree and following himself. 
 
    “Are you alright?" He caught hold of my shoulders and pulled me around so that I was facing him and I fell prey to the darkness his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah," I said automatically, though I was trembling from shock.  
 
    “You're freezing." He looked at me with a concerned frown and rubbed his hands up and down my arms, trying to warm me. I shivered as I realised that I was cold. Really cold. My slide down the freezing, wet hill had finished the job that the penetrating mist had been working on since we'd left the truck and I felt about five minutes away from turning into a Maya popsicle.  
 
    "I think I just need to get moving," I said as I tried to stop my teeth from chattering. Coal gazed at me for another second and I raised my chin defiantly. All of this stuff might have been new to me but I wasn’t going to back down from the challenges presented out here. It might be hard but it was real and I wouldn’t have gone back to the city for anything. Coal seemed to see the strength in my resolve and nodded stiffly before letting me continue down the hillside.  
 
    I was extra careful the rest of the way down. We tied ourselves in a rough line using some of the trailing vines for safety too. Only Kaloo had no trouble, running up and down the hill with seemingly no more effort than she used on flat ground. Oh to have four legs… 
 
    Once we reached the bottom of the slope, we found ourselves in a valley formed around a trickling stream. Presumably it had once been more impressive, but now it was just a burbling patch of slightly wetter ground. The GPS directed us to continue along the valley floor, moving against the flow of the water, and we carried on with ease. 
 
    “I hope we can find another way back," Laurie commented as we looked up at the intimidating incline beside us. "I don't like our chances against that hill going back up."  
 
    I had to agree with her and Coal nodded as he looked up at it too. “We’ll figure something out once the mission’s complete.” 
 
    “It's just up ahead," Alicia called over her shoulder as we reached the point where the stream bubbled up out of the ground. The soil beneath our feet started to feel firmer and we headed up a slight incline again as we began to move up the other side of the valley.  
 
    My footsteps abruptly stopped squelching and thumped onto a hard surface. 
 
    "This is concrete," I said, stamping some of the mud off of my boots.  
 
    “This must be part of the base, maybe they used to come down to this stream for water or something," Coal mused.  
 
    I looked up at the winding trail ahead of us, it cut into the hillside, finding a route between the immense tree trunks which was too deliberate to be accidental.  
 
    The trees soared upwards and disappeared into the mist which formed a thick cloud hovering above us and it kind of felt like we were the only people in the world down here.  
 
    We headed up the solid, moss-covered path at a much quicker rate and I sighed aloud with relief as my muscles reacted to the change in pace. The path twisted back and forth, climbing the valley before depositing us half way up the hill at a partially hidden doorway.  
 
    "This is it," Alicia announced excitedly. "The GPS says that our destination is right here so it must be beneath our feet. This must be the other entrance Hunter mentioned." 
 
    Coal moved forward and pushed at the heavy, metal door. It didn't open. 
 
    “How do we get in then?" Laurie asked. The door was made of thick steel and thudded deeply when she banged her fist against it. 
 
    “Hang on." Coal rummaged in his pockets and produced a small device with two wires protruding from either end. He touched each end to a panel next to the door and a screen flickered to life. He then pushed a button on the central device and a high pitched humming noise filled the air.  
 
    Numbers started to run back and forth in quick succession on the screen until slowly, one by one, they settled into a code. I looked at the glowing green digits and glanced at the door expectantly, but nothing happened. 
 
    After a few seconds the device beeped and released its hold on the panel. Coal caught it and pocketed it again.  
 
    The door slid open silently.  
 
    A gust of stale air washed over us. The dim light that filtered through the trees illuminated a little of the tunnel beyond. Inside was a smooth, stone passage delving deep into the hillside. A row of red lights flickered to life, momentarily illuminating the passage which twisted away out of view but they blinked out again almost instantly. 
 
    “Well, we can't hope for too much good luck." Alicia smiled, pulling out her flashlight again and aiming its beam down the tunnel.  
 
    Kaloo moved ahead of us and stuck her head through the door. She sniffed at the air for a moment before growling and raising her hackles.  
 
    "What's up 'Loo?" Coal asked, reaching out to tickle her ears.  
 
    Kaloo ignored him and backed away from the tunnel.  
 
    "It's okay - see?" Coal stepped inside and whistled to her.  
 
    Kaloo wasn't having any of it, she let out a bark and moved further back along the path. I glanced worriedly at the surrounding trees.  
 
    “Stay out here then, we can meet you later," Alicia said as she moved inside.  
 
    Kaloo watched us for another moment before turning tail and disappearing into the trees.  
 
    “Is that a bad sign?" I asked, looking at the movement in the foliage that marked where she’d pushed through.  
 
    "Doesn't make much difference does it?" Alicia laughed darkly and strode on into the shadows.  
 
    I exchanged a glance with Laurie and she rolled her eyes at Alicia's back. We followed suit and headed on in despite the prickle of fear that danced along my spine.  
 
    It was instantly warmer in the tunnel, out of the chilling wind. The air smelled musty and everything about the place spoke of a lack of use but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a damn good reason why Kaloo hadn’t wanted to come down here.  
 
    I glanced back at the doorway for a last glimpse of natural light as the tunnel turned and stole it from view.  
 
    That was it. We were inside.  
 
    No turning back now.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: A picture containing table  Description automatically generated] 
 
    I watched the trees through narrowed eyes as anticipation set adrenaline coursing through my limbs. My men were building the second fire but there hadn't been any sign of the Creepers. Yet.  
 
     "All done boss!" Garret called out and I shot him a dark look for the noise. Though I supposed we were trying to lure them here anyway so it didn’t exactly matter. But it was bred into us from birth. Never go near the Creepers. Everything about this mission felt wrong. Though I had to admit, the challenge set my pulse firing.  
 
    I shouldered my gun and hefted the jerrycan filled with Old Merl's strongest moonshine into my arms. It was potent enough to send a man blind if he was stupid enough to drink it. Which I may or may not have attempted once. Or twice. Never again though.  
 
    The jerrycan sloshed heavily as I swung it forward and poured a drizzle over the pile of wood. This stuff went up like a damn explosion so a little went a long way.   
 
    Everything was so wet that I knew it wouldn't burn for long but it would create a lot of smoke while it tried, which was sure to lure the monsters close.  
 
    Our last estimation said that there were around five hundred Creepers living in this nest but I wasn’t convinced that was accurate. The terrifying truth was that these beasts had adapted well to living up here and they were breeding fast. Though fuck knew how creatures like that managed to care for newborn babes out in the wild. But they clearly did.  
 
    I wouldn’t have been surprised if there were a thousand or more of them out here. And we were about to kick the ants’ nest and see how many of them swarmed out.  
 
    I screwed the jerrycan shut again and pulled a matchbox from my pocket. I took a step back, casting a look around the trees before I struck the match and flicked it towards the prepared wood.  
 
    The pleasant smell of the smoke drifted back to me as the matchstick arced up into the air and fell gracefully downwards.  
 
    The little spark caught on the fuel almost instantly and a ball of fire whooshed into existence. A wave of heat washed over me and I stepped back again as the wet wood hissed and spat its disapproval.  
 
    The other men were waiting for me a little further into the trees and I backed up quickly. We didn’t wanna be here when the Creepers showed up.  
 
    “Did you hear that?" Garrett moved to my side, pushing his brown hair back out of his eyes. He was a good fighter and a tough bastard, unlikely to flinch at shadows so as he aimed his rifle at the forest I took note.  
 
    “Hear what?” I breathed, pocketing the matches as I threw another suspicious glance at the trees.  
 
    The plume of smoke was finding its way up through the branches above us, crying out for the entire forest to see it.  
 
    “Thought I heard a voice,” Garrett murmured, raising his chin.  
 
    I paused to listen again, but there was nothing to hear. I offered him a shrug and hefted the jerrycan into my grasp, using my chin to point the direction for the rest of the men to take.  
 
    If there was even a chance of the Creepers being close already, I didn’t wanna break the silence again.  
 
    My men fell in around me, guns out and at the ready. They were brave men and good fighters but no one wanted an encounter with the Creepers.  
 
    Another flash of lightning flung the forest into view momentarily. The shadows were banished and their secrets were revealed. Between the trees, faces were thrown into focus. They were filth-covered and twisted into snarls of rage. Human and yet entirely inhuman at once.  
 
    My lips fell open at the horrifying sight around me as my gut twisted and I straightened my spine as I prepared to fight.  
 
    Darkness descended again, instantly concealing the Creepers but I’d seen those fucking faces.  
 
    “Draw your weapons!” I cried, dropping the jerrycan and pulling my gun from my back. 
 
    I took aim at the shadows as a snarl of defiance escaped me and the familiar weight of my gun filled my arms.  
 
    I drew in a deep breath, banishing everything but my need for survival.  
 
    A bloodcurdling scream announced the Creepers' attack and I braced myself for one hell of a fight.  
 
    “You with me Garret?" I asked, looking at my friend and finding steel in his gaze.  
 
    “To the end boss,” he growled.  
 
    “Well that won't be today," I promised.  
 
    I reached for the trigger and let off a burst of shots as thunder rumbled angrily above our heads.  
 
    We were in their territory, outnumbered and surrounded.  
 
    But there was no chance in hell I was dying today.  
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    After the initial hallway, which was smooth and unchanging, we came upon another metal door which was wedged half open. 
 
    Rather than opening in the usual way, one door hung suspended from the ceiling and the other extended from the floor. The gap between the two was little more than a metre wide with interlocking spokes protruding from each edge. It was clear we would have to crawl through the space between them to reach the other side.   
 
    “So, hypothetically, if the doors slammed shut while we were half way through, do you think we would realise it had happened before we went splat or just never know what hit us?" Alicia asked cheerfully as she tossed her bag through the gap. It slid over the lip on the other side and thudded as it hit the ground. Thankfully the door didn't react in any way.  
 
    “Why don't you go first and if it slams shut, let us know," Coal suggested as he swung his bag through too.  
 
    “Okay," Alicia said, giving Coal a salute and pulling herself up into the gap. It took her a moment to navigate the giant spokes designed to lock the doors together, then she was through.  
 
    "Everything okay your end?" Coal asked as he pulled himself up after her.  
 
    "Looks like someone jammed the door open on this side," she replied, her flashlight beam swinging back and forth.  
 
    Coal was through a moment later and then it was my turn. It took me a few tries to actually pull myself up into the gap and eventually I had to grasp hold of one of the spokes to make it inside. It was claustrophobic with the cool metal pressing against my hands and knees and the door above me just inches from my head but I ignored the sensation as I crawled forward. 
 
    A mechanical vibration shuddered through my palms and I fell still as I held my breath. 
 
    An endless moment stretched as my pulse thrummed like a humming bird’s wings but nothing else happened so I sped up. I scrambled forward and gasped in relief as I made it through and dropped down on the far side.  
 
    Alicia's flashlight was illuminating the thing jamming the doors open. I stared at it for a long moment but I couldn't make out what it had been; the crushing power of the doors had done a good job of rendering it unrecognisable.  
 
    “Well it's made of some kind of metal," Alicia said as she followed my gaze. 
 
    “Why would someone jam it open?" I asked. 
 
    “Maybe they were trying to break in?" Alicia guessed. 
 
    "No. They were trying to make sure they could get out," Laurie said as she jumped down next to me. The doors let out a hollow groan and we all stepped away from them nervously.  
 
    “What makes you think that?" I asked Laurie once the noise stopped.  
 
    “Mainly because they jammed it open from the inside."  
 
    “But why would the door be trying to lock with people still down here?" I asked, shuddering as thought of it.  
 
    “Maybe someone didn't want them getting out," Coal suggested.  
 
    “Why?" 
 
    “Who knows?" Alicia shrugged again, not seeming to care much about the mystery. 
 
    “Maybe they didn't want them telling other people what had been going on down here," Laurie guessed.  
 
    “Whatever it was, I'm glad they got out," I said as I turned my flashlight to illuminate the way on.  
 
    There was a short corridor filled with security monitors and scanners ahead of us and we needed to walk through the various check points and guard stations to reach the other end.  
 
    We stepped through the derelict machinery first, passing some kind of control station which had a wall with a collection of ID badges hung along it. The badges had metallic strips along the bottom of them which must have meant they doubled as key cards.  
 
    Coal leaned forwards, selected a badge with top level security and pocketed it.  
 
    Alicia moved on and walked along an unmoving conveyor belt which passed through an X-ray machine and then a metal detector. As she moved through the detector, a loud bleeping sound filled the air momentarily.  
 
    A flurry of movement took place as the four of us snatched guns from holsters and flicked the safety catches off. Alicia stepped out of the metal detector and the bleeping stopped.  
 
    "Okay, I feel stupid," Laurie said as she stowed her guns again.  
 
    I laughed nervously as I followed suit. The bleeping repeated as the rest of us moved through but there were no other signs of there being any power switched on within the compound.  
 
    Beyond the security corridor we headed up a short flight of stairs and entered a tunnel lined with doors on either side.  
 
    The doors each hid little offices which were laid out in a uniform pattern, each with desks, filing cabinets and old computers but nothing on the scale we were searching for.  
 
    The airlock on the outer door had kept the place free from dust and insects and the rooms felt strangely like they’d been recently occupied. There were coffee mugs on desks beside family photos and papers spread out on some as if someone had just been looking through them. Filing cabinets had open drawers adding to the feeling that the occupiers had just stepped into the next room and would be back at any moment.  
 
    But the deep silence proved that theory wrong. Our footsteps echoed in the empty space and the air hung still and heavy around us.  
 
    We checked behind every door but we knew there wasn't going to be anything different hidden within any of them. Eventually the corridor came to a junction but there were no signs to indicate which direction we should take.  
 
    “Do we split up?" Laurie asked.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder in the direction we’d come from, feeling a chill on the back of my neck.  
 
    “I don't think so. It's best to stick together. Anyone have a preference?" Alicia asked. 
 
    “Left?" I suggested and we turned that way.  
 
    The corridor was fairly short and had just one set of double doors at the end. We pushed our way through them and were greeted by row upon row of bunks, not unlike those Taylor and I had been sleeping in during the Lawless Trials. Each had a small table and a bed with pullout drawers beneath it for personal belongings. 
 
    This was the first room we’d come to that showed any signs of disturbance. Most of the sleeping areas were turned out, the drawers pulled open and belongings slung around as if people had been looking for something. There was a lack of clothing amongst the things strewn about and there were several photo frames scattered in pieces. It was as if people had pulled them apart or broken them to remove the photos inside. 
 
    “Looks like they knew they weren't coming back," Coal said, kicking a bit of broken glass aside.  
 
    “This must have happened when it all changed. Hunter told me there were riots and people were crazy with fear. They were killing each other in the street just for a piece of bread," Alicia added, twitching a bed sheet over and revealing a dark, rusty-brown stain that looked horribly like blood.   
 
    We spread out across the huge room and walked along the aisles between the bunks but there wasn't much to see. 
 
    On the final bunk was a folded piece of paper with a name scrawled across the front of it. 'Elena.' I reached for the letter and unfolded it. The Message inside was short and hastily written.  
 
    We waited here as long as we could but the food is running out. I'm heading to that lake house we visited last summer. If you find this, you'll find me there. 
 
    I love you - Joel 
 
      
 
    “Why is there nothing useful anywhere?" Laurie huffed, kicking aside more junk.  
 
    “Yeah, I was hoping for a nice little map or something." Alicia smirked.  
 
    I placed the letter back where I'd found it with a shudder and hurried back towards the doors. 
 
    "It must have been for security, they wouldn't have wanted people to be able to navigate this place easily. We think they held all sorts of national secrets here," Coal said as we made our way back out of the dorm and up the corridor to take the righthand turn. 
 
    I was glad to leave the dorm behind and I didn’t look back as we hurried away from it.  
 
    It turned out the only thing down the righthand hallway was an elevator with the doors firmly closed. 
 
    “So, how do we use an elevator in a building with hardly any power?" I asked. 
 
    “Hunter didn't mention this," Alicia grumbled.  
 
    I stepped forward and pushed the button without any real conviction. Unsurprisingly, nothing happened. 
 
    “Let's have a look inside." Coal pulled Alicia's machete out of the holster at her hip and jammed the blade into the gap between the two sliding doors. He placed a boot against the edge of the doorway and pulled on the makeshift lever. 
 
    “That's my favourite blade." Alicia frowned as the metal groaned but she didn't make any move to stop him.  
 
    He grunted with the effort and I was sure the machete would break but a gap slowly started to appear and the darkness beyond was revealed. The metal squealed in protest as the doors were forced apart.  
 
    They gave way suddenly at the last moment and Coal fell forwards. I jumped towards him and grabbed the back of his jacket, digging my heels in as he swung out over the ledge and Alicia and Laurie grabbed hold of me too. The machete fell from Coal's hand and dropped silently for several seconds before clattering to a halt somewhere far below. 
 
    I cursed as I heaved him back and we all fell into the corridor in a heap. 
 
    “I'm definitely not regretting saving you, now,” Coal laughed as he pulled me to my feet and wrapped his arms around me. I returned his hug and felt my arms tremble with delayed shock as I realised I'd just saved his life.  
 
    Alicia beamed at me as she and Laurie stood too. My heart fluttered as Coal released me and I took a steadying breath.  
 
    We stepped forward cautiously and looked down into the black abyss that extended far below us. Alicia leaned forward, her outstretched arm holding her flashlight, and shone its beam upwards. It illuminated the shaft going up at least three floors above us with no sign of the elevator itself. She pointed it down and we could see that it was stopped two floors below. 
 
    “I vote we start at the bottom and work our way up." Coal pointed to a maintenance ladder to the left of the doorway we were standing in. 
 
    He tucked his flashlight into his belt and swung over the edge without waiting to see if we agreed. I followed, taking my flashlight and putting it through a loop in my own belt so that the beam pointed down at my feet. Then, trying my best not to let my hands tremble, I took hold of the first rung.  
 
    The ladder felt rough beneath my palms. The metal was flaked and splintering and tried to work its way into my skin. My hands were slick with sweat and I slipped on a crumbling rung. My heart thudded in panic as I scrabbled to hold onto the cold metal.  
 
    I pressed myself against the ladder, clinging with arms and legs desperately whilst I remembered to breathe again. The flashlight was knocked from my belt and I looked down to watch as it spiralled, the beam twisting around the shaft, down, down, down and thunk. It went out instantly.  
 
    The sound echoed hollowly around the elevator shaft. 
 
    “Are you sure it's safe?" I called out, my voice echoing back around us.  
 
    Coal hopped down onto the roof of the elevator and stamped his boot against the metal. It banged dully as he repeated the process several times. 
 
    “Doesn't look like it's going anywhere." He reached up and helped me down behind him and Laurie and Alicia followed. 
 
    A low groan welcomed our weight onto the roof of the elevator and I glanced nervously at the cables holding it in place. We moved to the centre of the roof and I set to work trying to prise open the maintenance hatch. 
 
    The handle had rusted shut and I couldn't get it to budge. I kicked it and instantly regretted my choice as pain shot up my leg and my toe throbbed. 
 
    “Stupid, shitty, broken old piece of-"    
 
    “Junk?" Alicia offered grinning. Why was she always so happy?  
 
    "Let me do it, I'm stronger than you." Coal grabbed hold of the handle and heaved. Nothing happened for a fraction of a second and then there was a loud metallic snap. Coal flew backwards and landed heavily on his ass, the handle still gripped in his fist as he cursed it.  
 
    The metal beneath my feet flexed slightly as he hit the ground and I shifted nervously. 
 
    “Oh, thank heavens we had a big strong man here to help us," Alicia gushed as she stepped forward, plucking her machete off of the elevator roof where it had landed. She jammed the huge blade into the edge of the hatch and tugged. The elevator gave a loud groan but the hatch still didn't move. 
 
    "Any chance this isn't actually sat on the bottom floor?" Laurie asked, glancing at our feet with a worried expression.  
 
    “I thought this place was all on one level. There could be twenty floors for all I know," Alicia replied unhelpfully.  
 
    The elevator made another loud groaning sound.  
 
    “Hurry up," I hissed at Alicia and she applied pressure to the hatch again.  
 
    The elevator shuddered and dropped an inch, my stomach swooping sickeningly. 
 
    "Get back on the ladder!” Coal hissed urgently as he moved back towards the maintenance ladder but the elevator groaned and dropped another few inches before he made it.  
 
    My knees buckled a little beneath me and my breath caught in my throat as I fought to keep my balance.  
 
    “Oh hell, I don't want to die like this," Laurie hissed as we all stood still, too terrified to do anything that might make the elevator drop any further.  
 
    The echoes of the elevator's groans sang in the empty space above us as my heart tried to break its way out of my chest.  
 
    "Just one step at a time." Coal gestured Alicia to move towards the ladder and she took a tentative step.  
 
    Her fingers brushed the metal rung just as the elevator gave out and with a massive metallic whine it plummeted downwards.  
 
    I screamed as my hair whipped up above my head and the thought of how long my body might lay at the bottom of an elevator shaft flashed though my mind. 
 
    There was a squealing sound as the brakes tried to work and we stopped as suddenly as we’d dropped. I staggered into a crouch and my fingertips brushed the metal beneath my feet. Alicia reached for the ladder again and hauled herself up onto it. We all started to creep across the roof after her. Alicia was climbing quickly to make space for the rest of us.   
 
    Just as Laurie took hold of the first rung, a high pitched squeal that set my teeth on edge broke the silence. 
 
    “No no no-" Alicia yelled but the rung had already snapped and she was falling backwards, off of the ladder and down towards us. Laurie twisted aside, away from the ladder as Alicia fell towards her and my breath caught as panic overwhelmed me.  
 
    There was an almighty crash as she hit the elevator, her arms wrapped protectively over her head, and a hollow thunk reverberated all around us.  
 
    We didn't move. None of us dared to even breathe as we waited for the inevitable to happen. The silence was pregnant with the promise of a quick death.  
 
    Alicia lowered her hands and looked up at us. "For a minute I thought we were all going to-" 
 
    A huge groan of breaking metal and the squeal of protesting brakes ripped through the air and the elevator plummeted again. I scrambled to keep my feet and my broken flashlight rolled into the side of my boot. 
 
    The elevator lurched sideways as one set of brakes gave and I fell to my knees. I slid backwards as the others rolled towards me too and the elevator lurched to a halt again.  
 
    A split second passed and we all glanced at each other before scrambling up the metal incline towards the maintenance ladder as quickly as possible.   
 
    Other than the hatch there was very little to grab hold of and my fingers scrabbled fruitlessly against the smooth metal roof as the rubber soles of my boots slipped beneath me.  
 
    A high pitched whining started to fill the shaft, quietly at first but growing louder and louder as something protested under the strain. It was loud enough to make my ears hurt and I wanted to stop and clap my hands over them. 
 
    Ker-thunk! With a rending heave, one of the cables snapped and whipped up away into the darkness of the shaft above us. The elevator lurched so that the opposite side was now lower and we all rolled that way. Ker-thunk! A cable on the other side snapped and flew up, out of sight. The elevator careened back again and we were flung in a heap of bodies.  
 
    Ker-thunk, Ker-thunk! Again we were propelled back and forth. I hit my shoulder on the raised edge of the hatch and pain splintered through the limb.  
 
    There were only two cables left on each side. The elevator levelled out and I managed to get onto my hands and knees. The others had made it into similar positions and we all glanced at each other as we tried to figure out what to do next.  
 
    I let out a breath, making a lock of my dark brown hair flutter before my eyes. 
 
    Vibrations rumbled up through my knees and palms where they were pressed against the cold metal roof beneath me. I felt them in my elbows and hips and right through my spine. 
 
    Ker-thunk, Ker-thunk! The cables snapped, one in front of me and one behind. A whip of air passed by my face as the cables shot up into the darkness and the elevator plummeted beneath us. 
 
    It felt for half a moment as though I would be left behind and the elevator would disappear beneath me but then a swooping, sucking feeling filled my stomach and I knew I was falling. 
 
    Screams filled the air around me. One of them was mine. My hair was wrenched upwards and the air whipped around us as we plummeted down through the shaft. 
 
    We stopped suddenly with a massive crash and we were thrown down in a heap of tangled limbs. 
 
    "Is everyone ok?" Coal called out. His flashlight had gone off and we were left in darkness.  
 
    “No," Alicia replied with a groan of pain.  
 
    “I think I'm in one piece," Laurie confirmed.  
 
    “Maya?" Coal called.  
 
    I heard him fumbling with something and the flashlight flickered back to life. Someone had landed on top of me and winded me badly enough that I couldn't speak. Coal was at my side in a moment, I saw him wince as he put weight on his right leg but he covered it quickly.  
 
    His hand twisted into my hair as he helped to prop me up and checked me over. 
 
    "I'm fine, just winded I think."  
 
    My arm was throbbing with pain too so I wriggled my fingers experimentally and was relieved to find no evidence of a break.  
 
    Coal shone the flashlight above us. We’d fallen down a further three floors before crashing to the bottom. 
 
    "Shit, for a minute there, I seriously thought we were all dead," Alicia gasped as she clambered upright and brushed herself off.  
 
    “I think I might be," Laurie said, laying flat on the roof of the elevator and taking a huge shuddering breath. Coal pulled me to my feet, his eyes lingering on mine as he finished his examination and I offered him a shy smile.  
 
    “I'm fine too, thanks for checking," Alicia goaded him. 
 
    “You're bullet proof Liss. I'm not gunna waste my time worrying about you," he replied casually.  
 
    "Or me apparently," Laurie huffed, rolling herself upright.  
 
    “Okay, okay - shut up now." Coal stepped away from me and slammed his boot down onto the hatch. It finally gave up and shattered into pieces.  
 
    Coal jumped down and thankfully, though it bounced a little, the elevator stayed firmly in place.  
 
    Fuck doing that ever again.  
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    The elevator doors opened onto a room with glass partitions splitting it into sections. It was lit with a dim red glow from several lights which hung around the space. Some form of emergency lighting was running on the bottom floor.  
 
    There were guard stations on either side of the corridor beyond the elevator and signs stating the floor to be 'Level Eight Security Access Only.' 
 
    “Well, would you look at that? Turns out I'm level eight cleared," Coal joked as he whipped out the ID badge he’d pocketed earlier.  
 
    A few steps beyond the elevator, a smoked glass wall blocked our path. The centre of it held a door which had a keycard scanner.  
 
    “Here's hoping there's enough power left to make this work," Coal said, swiping the card.   
 
    “Welcome to level eight, Eric," a mechanical sounding voice greeted us as the door slid open.  
 
    Coal grinned and we moved inside. The room was laid out in a kind of twisting pathway which threaded through all of the partitioned zones. Smoked glass encased the zones which each contained a computer console with more buttons than I had any idea what to do with and several screens. 
 
    "Jackpot." Alicia smiled broadly and strode ahead. The room twisted on and on and soon I couldn't see the elevator behind us.  
 
    A thin, ringing clatter, like something falling to the floor drew my attention back the way we’d come and I paused, glancing over my shoulder.  
 
    “Did you hear that?" I asked the others.  
 
    “What?" Laurie turned her head too and we stood for a moment, listening.  
 
    “I dunno, I must have imagined it." I shrugged and we hurried to catch up to Alicia.  
 
    Coal stood for a moment longer, frowning back the way we’d come but he soon followed on too. 
 
    Each of the consoles had a bunch of wires rising from them that connected together and ran along the ceiling in a thick braid, leading the way onwards.  
 
    “These should lead to the super computer," Alicia said, pointing at the wires.  
 
    We moved on, following the twisting path between consoles that headed further and further into the depths of the bunker.  
 
    "It must be pretty important if they felt they needed to hide it away down here," Laurie commented.  
 
    “Seems a bit excessive to me," I replied.  
 
    Movement in the corner of my eye made me turn to look at one of the small desk areas but the shadows didn't shift again as I scrutinised them. I took a step towards the console curiously as I tried to figure out what had caught my attention.  
 
    "Ah ha!" Alicia announced in triumph and I turned back to face her and see what she’d found.   
 
    She was standing before a huge doorway built into another smoked glass wall, where the wires disappeared inside a darkened room. We proceeded inside carefully. The emergency lights weren't working within so the others flicked their flashlights back on and pieced the room together with the combined beams.  
 
    It was massive. Row upon row of black pillars, lit with little lines of flashing blue LEDs, filled it in every direction. The nuclear power source must have had its work cut out, keeping that thing going for all those years. I ran my fingers along the bumps and grooves on the front of one of the panels wondering how we would tell where to plug in the transmitter.  
 
    “It's programmed to light up green when we're at the right console," Alicia said, holding up the transmitter as if she’d read my mind.  
 
    We started pacing up and down the aisles, our footsteps echoing loudly in the open space. A slight rustling drew my attention back to the room we’d come from but the dim emergency lighting didn't show anything out of place.  
 
    Paranoid much? 
 
    Around the twentieth aisle, I started to drift behind Alicia who was still striding forward purposefully holding the transmitter in front of her. Laurie was by her side and they were chatting away about something, words like 'transmission' and 'break-horse power' floating back to me as my attention wandered. 
 
    "What's going on in your head?" Coal slowed to walk with me.  
 
    “I was just thinking, there must have been hundreds of people who worked down here." 
 
    “And?"  
 
    “And, where did they go? Why did none of them ever come back?" 
 
    “I guess they went to find their families." 
 
    “And the fact that there are beds, showers, some sort of power source and a massive computer capable of god knows what all tucked away safely down here didn't draw any of them back?" 
 
    Coal shrugged.  
 
    “It just seems strange that no one would come back, or at least tell someone else about it who would want to come here," I said. “The world had just gone to shit, it seems like a huge underground bunker would be the perfect place to hide away from everything out there.” 
 
    “Maybe it's because it's Creeper country. Who knows how long those monsters have ruled around here? Hell, the people who live here could have become the monsters. Or they just ran out of food and had to leave. Even if they intended to come back, the world was in turmoil, anything could have happened to them." 
 
    I nodded, though it still seemed odd to me, like we were missing something here.  
 
    “Found it." Alicia's voice echoed across the room. She’d disappeared from view with Laurie while we were talking and we moved on quickly to locate them.  
 
    Something rattled across the floor and hit the side of my boot and I stilled as I looked around at it.  
 
    “What's that?" Coal asked, bending down to retrieve it. He held up a rusted metal drink can with a frown.   
 
    “Where did that come from?" I asked.  
 
    We looked down the row we stood in as a shiver danced down my spine.  
 
    At the far end, a silhouette was outlined by the dim red light of the next room through the smoked glass beyond.  
 
    “Laurie?" I breathed, but I knew it wasn't her. The silhouette was too tall, the limbs hung at strange angles and they were standing in an odd position, almost like a wild animal waiting to pounce.  
 
    Coal's hand closed around my wrist and he took a step backwards, drawing me with him. The silhouette moved into a crouch and let out an inhuman snarl. Coal's flashlight swung up to illuminate an all-too-human face which was twisted in a growl of rage.  
 
    “Run," Coal gasped and flung me around to face the opposite end of the row.  
 
    My heart leapt as we broke into a sprint, the sound of bare feet slapping against the concrete floor sounding too close behind us as the Creeper gave chase with another shriek.  
 
    Coal pulled a knife from his belt and twisted, flinging it in one fluid motion at the Creeper. We didn't pause to see if it hit the mark but we heard a screech of pain and the footsteps slowed. 
 
    “Gunshots will just draw more of them to us, only fire if it’s that or death," he commanded in a low voice. 
 
    “Okay," I agreed, shifting my hand from my pistol to the hilt of my first knife. 
 
    "Alicia? Laurie?" Coal called as we barrelled from the end of the row and skidded to the left.   
 
    Two more figures loomed out of the darkness in front of us. We spun to head back the way we’d come but we were surrounded as more of them appeared there too. Coal shifted to stand between me and the nearest Creepers with a snarl of anger. 
 
    I stayed close to him, looking back at the moving shadows behind us as he drew two knives and held them ready. 
 
    “Stay close,” he commanded, lurching forward to meet the closest monsters.   
 
    My grip tightened on my own blade as I did as he’d commanded. As we closed the distance between us, they held their ground seeming unsure, obviously not expecting us to take the fight to them. 
 
    We passed another line of computer consoles and Coal stopped holding his ground as he bared his teeth at the Creepers. 
 
    "Run," he growled at me. 
 
    “What?" I hissed back. 
 
    “Don't argue with me, just run." He turned slightly and shoved me sideways with his shoulder.  
 
    I gasped as I stumbled into the passage and Coal ran the last few steps between him and the Creepers as he launched an attack. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment as the struggle took Coal further away from me. But as I moved forward to help, the remaining Creepers raced to block the end of the passage, cutting me off from him. 
 
    They were covered in filth and entirely naked. Their broken teeth formed twisted smiles and wild eyes watched me with a hunger that had my whole body trembling with fear.  
 
    I took a step backwards instinctively as they snarled at me, then another. There were four of them and they all seemed intent on coming after me rather than Coal. If I could lure them away from him then he’d have a better chance against the two he was fighting.  
 
    The Creepers hounded after me and I did the only thing I could. 
 
    I ran. 
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    I attached the device to the console without any difficulty. There was even a handy sign next to the port saying 'USB in' to make it even easier to find. Piece of cake.  
 
    I waited for the device to confirm that it was connected and then we could get the hell out of here. A little progress bar ran along the bottom of the screen with the words 'coupling complete in:' followed by a timer which was counting down seconds from sixty.  
 
    “I'll give you a driving lesson on the way back if you like," I said to Laurie over my shoulder. It was ridiculous how sheltered they were from living in the city and I intended to rectify that as quickly as possible. 
 
    48. 
 
    “You're on," Laurie replied, the excitement in her voice making me smile. And Coal said girls didn't like me. I’m totally likeable, the most likeable.  
 
    I tapped my thumb on the hilt of my machete impatiently as we waited. The timer was counting down excruciatingly slowly and I just wanted to get back up to the sunlight. It wasn’t natural to be stuck underground like this.  
 
    "It's really just a matter of getting used to the stick shift. But if you don't get on with it you can just drive an automatic instead," I said.  
 
    “Sounds good to me," Laurie replied enthusiastically. "I was hoping to become a helicopter pilot in the city for the Warden Unit, but everything's changed now." 
 
    “Who wants a helicopter when you've got the open road in front of you?” I joked, though a helicopter sounded pretty damn epic. We didn’t have things like that functioning out here anymore.  
 
    The sound of Coal’s voice raised in warning echoed across the room from somewhere within the maze of consoles and I stilled. I knew my brother's voice better than anything and he sounded worried. Really fucking worried. Which wasn’t like him at all.  
 
    I turned my head back and forth to check either end of the passage we were standing in, hunting for him as my grip tightened on the hilt of my machete. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed. Every instinct in my body was urging me to go to him, but I couldn’t leave until this upload was complete or this entire mission would have been for nothing.  
 
    39. 
 
    Laurie noticed the change in my stance and reached for her pistols but I shook my head and indicated the knives on her belt instead.  
 
    She quickly drew two blades, holding them ready as her jaw set with determination. 
 
    34. 
 
    “Run, Maya!” Coal yelled and my heart leapt in panic. Coal didn’t run from anything. Which meant that whatever the hell he’d found was bad. Really bad. And there was only one thing up here that that could be.  
 
    Double fuck. 
 
    My machete was out and at the ready in a heartbeat and I swung it back and forth before me, loosening my muscles as I prepared for a fight. There were movements in the shadows at either end of the row we stood in and a lick of fear danced along my spine.  
 
    I glanced at the device. If we abandoned it before it connected, the whole mission would be a waste. It didn’t need much longer. But it felt like an eternity.  
 
    29. 
 
    Something approached from the darkness, obscuring the flashing LEDs as it moved along the row we occupied.  
 
    Laurie held her knives like a pro, her Warden training taking over as she showed no signs of fear. My lip curl back as the shadow drew ever closer. I held my machete to one side and took a step forward.  
 
    21. 
 
    As I closed the distance between me and the shadow, the Creeper came into focus and I drew in a sharp breath. 
 
    I knew I should have attacked instantly but I hesitated. It looked young, like a child and the lingering signs of humanity in it made me pause.  
 
    He glared at me with hate filled eyes and something dark dribbled down its chin. It's scrawny body was ghostly pale, the skin almost seeming transparent in places. There was something so much worse about it being young. I hated the resemblance of humanity and for the longest moment, I struggled with the idea of killing it.  
 
    I may have hesitated, but the Creeper didn't. He jumped forwards with an inhuman screech, his hands curled into claws which were aimed straight at my face.  
 
    My heart leapt as my moment of indecision evaporated. These things may have looked human but they weren’t and it wouldn’t think twice about killing me if it could.  
 
    I ducked and twisted aside, swinging the machete in an arc behind me as I moved. The blade swept across his abdomen and the creature howled in rage and pain before I could finish the job with a second stroke of my weapon. 
 
    17. 
 
    More Creepers descend on us, drawn by the noise and I swung around, ready to fight them back as we waited on the damn device to finish its download.  
 
    Laurie broke into action, throwing her knives with practiced skill. She took out two of the approaching Creepers in quick succession and a ferocious look spread across her face. 
 
    Her eyes were still a little wide but she was a Warden first and foremost. She knew how to act under pressure and shock or fear weren’t going to ruffle her.  
 
    Three more Creepers ran for us with cries of rage and I strode to meet them, a fierce smile pulling at my mouth as I slipped into the flow of the battle.  
 
    The Creepers were grotesque. Their greasy hair and filthy skin shining in the blue lights of the LEDs, bathing them in a sickly glow. Some of them wore rags like a mocking attempt at creating clothing but most were naked, their deformed bodies fully on show.  
 
    I spun and ducked and swung the machete in deadly arcs, moving so quickly that the Creepers couldn't react in time to avoid the blows. But they were either too dumb or too angry to flee and they swarmed around me, ignoring their injuries and screaming their rage as they fought to get their hands on me. 
 
    11. 
 
    With a swing that made my muscles ache, I sent a severed arm flying away from me. The Creeper howled in agony but kept coming as it bared its teeth and charged at me.  
 
    Before I could move to meet it, Laurie was there, thrusting a knife into his chest and he dropped dead instantly.  
 
    I swung the machete higher, cutting through flesh and bone as blood spilled all around me and I finally finished the others. 
 
    3.  
 
    We stumbled backwards, tripping over the fallen bodies in the dark as we hurried back to the device. 
 
    2, 1.  
 
    More Creepers were running at us from the far end of the passage, too many of them. The screen flashed blank then the message I’d been waiting for appeared on it.  
 
      
 
    'Start synchronisation?' 
 
      
 
    I hit the green button, smearing the screen with blood. 
 
      
 
    'Synchronisation underway.' 
 
      
 
    I grabbed Laurie's arm, wheeling her away from the monsters and we ran as fast as we fucking could in the other direction.  
 
    Job done. Now we just needed to get out of here alive. 
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    My feet pounded against the hard floor as I raced for the end of the row and flung myself around the corner. The sounds of pursuit were close behind me but I was maintaining my lead through a pure and unfiltered desire to survive. 
 
    I ran so fast that I was afraid I’d fall but I couldn’t afford to slow for a single second. I raced past several more rows of consoles and the layout of the room changed. Instead of long rows of computers, there were round columns dotted throughout the space, the consoles still dimly illuminated by the blue LEDs.  
 
    The columns were big, each about two metres in diameter and spaced unevenly which created a maze of paths to take and a chance for me to escape. 
 
    I shot through the first gap and twisted between column after column, changing my route constantly to make it harder for the Creepers to follow my trail.  
 
    The sounds of pursuit slowed and I chanced a look over my shoulder. Relief spilled through me as I realised I'd lost them. But the thumping of my footsteps on the concrete floor was suddenly a blaring alarm announcing my position and I swung around another console before pulling up short and pressing my back to it. 
 
    I drew in a ragged breath and tried to stay calm. I forced my breathing to slow and closed my eyes, listening.  
 
    Nothing, nothing, nothing…slap. Just faintly, so faint I wasn't sure I'd heard it at all but then, slap slap. 
 
    It sounded horribly like bare feet on concrete and I bit down on my bottom lip as I tried to figure out where the sound was coming from. 
 
    I opened my eyes and glanced around the edge of the console. The noise sounded like it had come from that way so I shifted carefully away and moved to hide behind another.  
 
    My heart thudded unevenly as I crept across the floor, placing the rubber soles of my boots with care so as not to make a noise.  
 
    Slap slap slap. One of them was moving quickly between the columns, trying to find me.  
 
    I came to the wall at the back of the room. It was so dim away from the red lighting that I only knew the wall was there by running my hand along it. 
 
    I pressed myself against the cool stone and squinted back towards the consoles. Slap slap. A shadow shifted across some of the flashing LEDs and a rustling noise broke the silence. Slowly, I started moving along the wall, my fingers trembling as they traced the smooth stone behind my back.  
 
    “Find a mole without a soul!" A gravelly voice called out from the darkness. The sound was so unexpected that I flinched, banging into the wall behind me. My boot made a squealing sound as it twisted against the floor.  
 
    I didn't wait to find out if it had heard me. I moved quickly, letting my fingertips guide the way.    
 
    A chorus of laughter broke out from several locations within the consoles that stood between me and the way out. And I had the horrible feeling that I was going to die down here, ripped apart by these monsters and left down here forever more.  
 
    I’m sorry, Taylor. 
 
    The laughter echoed back and forth in the open space and I took the opportunity to run faster. Suddenly my fingers weren't brushing along the wall anymore but flung out into an open space. I skidded to a halt and moved towards the gap. 
 
    The space was less than a metre wide and only half a metre deep. At the back were pipes that ran up towards the ceiling. I forced my way into the gap and pressed my back to the left hand side of the crevice, my feet against the right side.  
 
    The laughter continued as I shimmied my way up through the gap, climbing and climbing until I was sure I was out of reach. My head connected painfully with the ceiling and I gasped in shock before I could stop myself.  
 
    “Dig him out from in his hole!" the croaky voice cooed in a twisted, singsong voice. 
 
    I held my breath as three of them appeared below my hiding place. They gathered together and the laughter stopped. My legs trembled as I held them wedged against the wall to stop myself from falling. 
 
    From my vantage point I could only see the tops of their heads which were covered in lank, greasy hair. I braced myself and pulled a knife into my grasp.  
 
    The Creepers moved strangely, crouching towards the ground with their arms swaying from side to side and their hands curled into claws as they seemed to be sniffing. 
 
    My mouth dried out as I waited to see if they could find me by scent or not. 
 
    One of them very slowly raised his head and my heart pounded unevenly as I awaited the inevitably. It took a lifetime for his gaze to reach mine and when it did a huge grin crept across his face. 
 
    “Hello friend," he purred in a way that was anything but friendly.  
 
    My breath caught in my throat and I did the only thing that made any possible sense. 
 
    I twisted my body and kicked out against the rear wall as I flung myself towards him. A cry of rage left my lips as I dove at him with the knife held before me. The Creeper's eyes widened in shock but he didn't have time to react before we collided. 
 
    We tumbled to the ground. My knife dug into his arm as he yelled out and I was thrown aside. The Creeper screamed and screamed, a haunting sound that filled the space around us and made my ears ache. I scrambled to my feet, the bloodied knife held out in front of me as the two remaining Creepers assessed me hungrily.  
 
    I placed my feet, put my back to the wall and moved. I don't know if it was survival instinct or stupidity but something took over and I felt my lip curl back as my resolve hardened. I’m not going to die here.  
 
    I flung my knife and the Creeper standing on the right fell backwards, the hilt protruding from his chest. 
 
    The other Creeper rushed me and my fingers scrambled at my belt for more knives as I stumbled back. 
 
    My hair shifted as something flew past my face and a glint of silver caught my eye. The Creeper crumpled to the ground with a screech. The final Creeper, still clutching his bleeding arm and screaming, turned and fled into the darkness.  
 
    Coal stood behind me with another knife drawn and a ferocious look on his stunning face. 
 
    "Are you okay?" he growled and I nodded mutely. “Good. Come on.” 
 
    He led the way and I raced to keep up with him, my limbs trembling with the shock of what I’d just done.  
 
    "Alicia? Laurie?" Coal shouted for them as he started running back to the rows of computer consoles and I followed close on his heels.  
 
    “We're here!” Alicia flew from the end of a row several columns away from us, Laurie right behind her and relief poured though me at the sight of them.  
 
    “We have to get back to the elevator shaft. Now," Coal said as we ran to meet up with them. 
 
    “It's the only way in, it could be overrun," Alicia replied, holding her machete ready.  
 
    “It's the only way out too, we have to try." 
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    We chose another row at random and pounded along it as fast as we could. The others left their flashlights off to help keep our position hidden and I squinted in the darkness that surrounded us. The dim red lights of the next room drew us forward and I spared a glance behind me. There were two shapes moving in the darkness to our rear, visible only as they passed in front of the flickering blue LEDs.  
 
    “Hurry," I panted, pushing my legs as fast as they would go.  
 
    We skidded out into the red lit room, our shoes slipping on the black, tiled floor.  
 
    A long limbed Creeper lurched out of the shadows towards us with glee in his eyes. Coal didn't hesitate, his knife flew straight and true, knocking the Creeper to the ground without a sound.  
 
    We sped on, only sparing a glance to make sure it wasn't getting back up again. The twists and turns in the room seemed endless. Something moved by one of the consoles but Alicia spun, her machete whirling in her hand as I tore past and she took it out. Nothing pursued us as we hit the elevator. 
 
    Coal jammed his knives back into his belt and braced himself against the elevator wall, cupping his hands in front of him. Alicia didn't slow her pace at all, she sprang forward, her boot landing in Coal's grasp and he accelerated her momentum up through the hatch in the elevator's ceiling so that she practically flew out of view.  
 
    "Laurie!" Coal demanded as she hesitated a moment before following Alicia up and out of the hatch.  
 
    I was ready and as soon as she disappeared I ran to jump up too, my eyes meeting Coal's dark gaze for a second before I was flung into the air after the others.  
 
    Alicia was waiting to pull me out of the way on top of the elevator and she threw herself down to lean back through the hatch as I watched Coal take a running jump to follow us. Alicia grabbed his arms and heaved to get him through. 
 
    Coal cried out as a Creeper grabbed hold of him from below and Alicia screamed in defiance, jamming her heels into the lip around the hatch and pulling with all of her strength. A muffled grunt told us that Coal had kicked the Creeper off and Alicia yanked him up on top of the elevator beside us. Laurie had her guns drawn and she aimed them back down the hole but the Creepers backed out of view.  
 
    “We still shouldn't take shots if we can avoid it. If there are any more of them upstairs they'll come running at the sound," Coal advised as he inspected his leg where the Creeper had grabbed him. "The mongrel bit me."  
 
    “Really?" Alicia looked horrified as she looked at the bloody wound on his calf. 
 
    "They're like rabid animals," Laurie said, shaking her head in disbelief whilst maintaining her aim down the hatch.  
 
    “We have to keep going," Coal replied, yanking his trouser leg back down over the bloody wound.  
 
    "This says there's an emergency exit at the top of the elevator shaft," Alicia said, pointing at a sign on the wall next to the access ladder.  
 
    A keening screech echoed down to us from one of the corridors above and we all fell still as we looked up.  
 
    “I think they know we're here," I whispered.  
 
    "Get up the ladder." Coal gave me a shove towards Alicia and took over Laurie's position, aiming his assault rifle down the hatch.  
 
    Alicia started climbing, her machete holstered on her hip again. Laurie went next and I watched as they moved nimbly up and up, rung after rung. I hesitated a few moments and glanced back to see how Coal was doing. He gave me a reassuring nod and I started my assent.  
 
    The ladder ran parallel to the elevator doors on each floor. Some stood open while a few were firmly shut. The first was closed and Alicia and Laurie powered past it.  
 
    I looked down to see Coal take a running jump onto the ladder and start hauling himself up behind us.  
 
    He was closing the distance between us fast and I doubled my efforts at speed as I continued my climb. I was staring intently at the rungs in front of me so I didn't realise Laurie had stopped until my head collided with her boot. I slipped and almost lost my footing, my heart leaping as I clung on.  
 
    “Why have we stopped?" I hissed.  
 
    “Alicia says the next door's open. She thinks there's something up there," Laurie whispered back.  
 
    I ventured a look down and spotted three Creepers already in pursuit, scrabbling at the base of the ladder and shoving each other aside in an attempt to be the first up. Their fighting had helped us to gain a better lead but it wouldn't last if we didn't get moving.   
 
    Alicia was leaning up to look over the edge of the doorway above us. She moved carefully up the ladder to the side of the opening, motioning for us to stay back.  
 
    The Creepers below had sorted out an order and began climbing the ladder beneath us. We didn’t have much time to waste.  
 
    Alicia hooked her right arm through the side of the ladder and threw her weight towards the gap in the wall suddenly, reaching out with her other hand.  
 
    She jammed her boot against the wall and flung herself backwards, still maintaining her hold on the ladder. Her free hand twisted into the fabric of a Creeper's filthy tunic and she hurled him out into the shaft with a grunt of effort. The Creeper screamed, his arms cartwheeling madly in mid air as he plunged downwards past us and my lips parted as I watched him fall.  
 
    Alicia was already moving again and Coal caught up to me as we pushed onwards. I tried to ignore the echoing thump that the Creeper's body made as it hit the bottom and his screams were abruptly cut off.  
 
    I reached up again only to grasp at air as my hand failed to catch the next rung and I peered up to find it was missing. We’d reached the point where the rung had broken earlier and there was a double width gap left in its place. I tried not to think about the possibility of that happening again and set my jaw as I moved on. 
 
    I climbed higher, reached above the gap for the next metal handhold and heaved myself past the opening. The broken metal snagged my pants as I climbed by, cutting into the skin on my thigh. I bit back a curse as I felt blood slipping over my skin and kept moving.  
 
    My arms were aching as we passed the door leading back to the corridor where we’d first entered the shaft. We’d climbed five floors and the view below us was dizzying. I glanced into the corridor and spotted a large group of Creepers prowling in the dark passage. They must have followed us in through there and I just hoped that Kaloo was okay outside.  
 
    Below, the Creepers on the ladder were gaining on us as we pushed upwards and passed the next floor of the bunker. There were just two more levels to go and I could see the outline of a round hatch with a big wheel to open it, looming above our heads.  
 
    The ladder gave a shuddering groan and we froze momentarily before increasing our speed again. Alicia reached the hatch and leaned back as she tried to force the wheel to turn while Laurie held her in place so that she didn't fall. I clung to the metal rungs and waited. Adrenalin pounded through my veins. 
 
    I glanced down to see the Creepers rapidly closing the gap between us. 
 
    The ladder shuddered and groaned again, lurching backwards as some of the bolts holding it to the wall gave way and I fought back a scream with everything I had as I clung on for dear life.  
 
    The wheel on the hatch finally gave and started to turn under Alicia's efforts.  
 
    With another loud groan, the ladder lurched back and I watched in horror as the metal broke apart above my hands. 
 
    My section dropped again and I was flung backwards as it peeled away from the wall. I screamed as I fell backwards, hooking my arms around the ladder even though I knew it wouldn't save me if the whole thing broke. I scrunched my eyes shut and clung on with all my strength.  
 
    Coal released the ladder below my feet and I opened my eyes, terrified that I’d see him falling to his death. For a moment I couldn't see him at all and then I felt his hand close on my ankle as the ladder shuddered again, swinging me further out and away from the wall. Coal stood on the top floor of the bunker, his eyes locked onto mine.  
 
    “Come on,” he urged, reaching for me.  
 
    There was a deep bang as Alicia finally got the iron wheel on the hatch to finish turning and it fell open. A weak beam of dim sunlight lit the shaft. I looked up towards the possibility of escape but the ladder was peeling free of the wall and there was no way I would make it. 
 
    The section above me started to shift too, the masonry crumbling around the bolts as Laurie screamed in panic.  
 
    “Trust me, let go," Coal commanded, his hand stretched out to me.  
 
    I reached towards him, my hand shaking as I released the freezing metal. Our hands connected and he yanked me off of the ladder with a surge of strength. 
 
    I fell into the top floor of the bunker just as the ladder gave way completely, landing on top of him with and oomph.  
 
    I rolled aside and scrambled back to my feet, desperate to see what had happened to Alicia and Laurie as screams echoed through the elevator shaft and the broken remains of the ladder fell from the wall.   
 
    The terrible cacophony of screams was cut short as the Creepers on the ladder plunged to their deaths and an echoing boom resounded through the open space. 
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    I clung to Alicia's hand with all my strength as I swung over the terrifying drop beneath me. Alicia's white blonde hair hung down around her face as she leaned forward, her stomach digging into one side of the hatch and her free hand braced against the other as she fought to keep hold of me.  
 
    I started to slip, the fear making my palms sweaty as I battled to cling on. My legs swung wildly above the drop and I didn't dare to look down.  
 
    Alicia's face twisted and she released her grip on the hatch, bringing her other hand down to clasp my wrist. With a powerful wrench and a growl of determination, Alicia yanked and I was dragged higher. I grabbed at the metal door with my free hand, catching the wheel and clawing at it as Alicia heaved me upwards again.  
 
    As I broke through the opening, I kicked and dug my elbows into the hard concrete above the hatch, my skin tearing as I dragged myself forward. With a final grunt of effort, Alicia wrenched me out and I rolled away from the gaping hole with a gasp of relief.  
 
    The two of us lay panting on our backs for several seconds as the adrenaline subsided. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed, trying to grasp the fact that I’d actually just survived that.  
 
    “You can say that again,” Alicia panted before crawling back to peer through the hatch.  
 
    I scrambled onto my hands and knees and followed her quickly.  
 
    Pale daylight filtered down from the opening and lit the top of the elevator shaft so that we could see some way down into the dark. It wasn't bright enough to show many details of the twisted, broken shapes on top of the elevator far below us and I quickly turned my gaze from them as I hunted for my friends.  
 
    I couldn't see Maya and Coal anywhere.  
 
    “Are you okay?" I called desperately, my heart pounding with fear for them.  
 
    "Yeah," Maya replied shakily from somewhere on the top floor and I shifted until I could see her and Coal standing there looking up at us.  
 
    Alicia moved away from the hatch and glanced around quickly before leaning back down to look at them again.  
 
    “There's nothing up here. We're going to have to go and find some vines to get you out," she called.  
 
    A screech pierced the silence in the darkness. It sounded like the Creeper wasn't far away.  
 
    “We’ll find somewhere to hide," Coal called as he glanced over his shoulder. "Just find something and come get us, quick."  
 
    “Okay, hang tight," Alicia replied and she moved away.  
 
    I bit my lip, offering them a reassuring smile before I turned away too and Alicia kicked the hatch closed. It thunked heavily into place. 
 
    I let out a shaky breath as I surveyed our surroundings. We’d emerged on a bare hilltop covered in concrete. A little way off was a small building which must have been the official entrance to the bunker. The concrete was well worn by the wind and rain and its exposed surface was split and cracked.  
 
    Alicia was scanning our surroundings, the valley we’d arrived through spread away to our left but the forest ahead of us seemed to stay on more level ground. The air was filling with a heavy kind of pressure that made my hair curl.  
 
    A huge fork of lightning broke the sky in half and struck a tall tree in the distance and I flinched before I could stop myself. The tree groaned its death loud enough for the whole forest to hear as it burst into flames and slowly started to fall to the ground, taking several smaller trees with it.  
 
    It slammed into the undergrowth with a resounding boom that was punctuated by a huge crash of thunder. I clapped my hands over my ears as my heartbeat accelerated in panic. I cursed myself internally but I couldn't help my reaction to the phenomenon. It was insane. I couldn’t get my head around the idea of it being natural.  
 
    The orange glow of the flames merged with the smoke as they reached for the sky and fingers of fire started to lick their way along the resisting foliage.  
 
    Alicia pointed with her machete at the closest patch of trees and I tore my gaze from the fire, nodding in agreement. We raced into the cover of the forest to search for the vines as fast as possible, keeping quiet in case any Creepers were out here.  
 
    A second bolt of lightning lit up the sky and I held my breath as I waited for the thunder. I felt the force of it rumbling through my goddamn bones but managed to stand still until it had passed. At least I was pushing my fear aside, though I was a bit pissed that it still existed at all.  
 
    “This is the wrong kind of woodland," Alicia growled with exasperation as it quickly became clear there weren't any vines to be found in the area surrounding us.  
 
    I glanced around at the tough evergreens that surrounded us but I couldn't spot any vines either.  
 
    “What do we do?" I asked, wishing I knew more about the forest so that I could actually contribute something.  
 
    A shriek sounded somewhere in the valley below us and we stilled. Alicia glanced in its direction before replying.  
 
    “Keep looking and hope we find some vines before they find us."  
 
    I nodded and we ran further into the trees as yet more lightning forked through the sky and thunder tore through the air.  
 
    Hang on guys, we’re coming… 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: A close up of a clock  Description automatically generated] 
 
    Coal grabbed my hand and pulled me into a storage cupboard as the echoing cries of the Creepers rang out from further down the passage. He barricaded the door behind us, using some shelves which he pulled from the walls and I released a slow breath as I tried to remain calm. 
 
    "We should be fine now, there's no reason for them to force open a random door," Coal said, turning to face me and flicking his flashlight on.  
 
    He looked very calm. Too calm for the situation as far as I was concerned.  
 
    “Unless they know we're in here," I whispered, backing up to the far wall.  
 
    Coal followed me, smiling slightly.  
 
    “I'll just have to protect you then," he said, leaning against the wall next to me.  
 
    “I can protect myself," I said with more confidence than I felt. I took out my pistol and removed the safety catch before laying it on the shelf next to me. "If it comes to it." 
 
    "So long as one of us stops them, I'm good with it." He laughed darkly before sliding down the wall to sit on the floor. "Come on, Alicia and Laurie aren't coming back for a while," he said, tugging my hand to pull me down next to him. 
 
    The floor was cold beneath me and I shivered a little, hoping we weren't going to be stuck waiting for long. The shrieks of the Creepers echoed down the hallway outside and I shifted slightly closer to Coal as I tried to push my fear aside.  
 
    He placed his flashlight on its end, the beam pointed at the ceiling, casting strange shadows around the small room. I stared up at them, wriggling my fingers above the flashlight so that the light danced around us.  
 
    I watched my hand for a moment as I tried to hold it still but it continued to tremble. I hoped it was due to the cold but I couldn't be sure.  
 
    “Come here." Coal shifted closer to me and took his coat off, holding it out. 
 
    Beneath it he wore a khaki t-shirt that hugged his broad frame and I tried not to stare as he leaned over me to drape the coat around my shoulders. He paused for a moment and glanced at me, staying very close, then dropped his gaze and moved back to lean against the wall again.  
 
    “Thanks," I murmured, pulling the coat around me and breathing in its scent. He smelled like pine and fire and freedom. "Did Alicia get the device in place?" 
 
    "I can check it's working properly, though I don't see how we'd get back down there if it's not," he said as he pulled a receiver from his pocket and flicked the screen on. "It's downloading. This just streams what they're receiving back in Franklin. Hunter gave it to me so that we could be sure we'd done everything properly." 
 
    “Are those the lists they were after?" I breathed, leaning close to get a look as names ran down the screen, pausing every now and then so that it was possible to read a few before running on.  
 
    “It says these people are deceased,” Coal pointed out. The list went on and on. "I think it's just a list of all the residents of Harbour City who have ever died, there must be one for births too so they can keep a tally," he added.  
 
    “What does that number mean?" I pointed at the screen. There was a column that ran down next to the names, it was filled with numbers and another with dates.  
 
    “I think it's the age of the people when they died, and the date that they died on." 
 
    “But so many of them are so young, thirty, twenty seven, forty one, there are more under fifty than over seventy," I protested.  
 
    “Was there a plague or something?" Coal asked.  
 
    “Not that I remember. Is there anything about the cause of death?" 
 
    "There are letters at the end of each line, maybe they're codes for cause of death? Besides, these are all fairly old: they're from fifty years ago. Look, they aren't as young after that." He tilted the screen towards me so that we could both see it easily.  
 
    I studied the names as they scrolled up the page but quickly lost interest in the blurring data. 
 
    The glow from the receiver sent flickering shadows across Coal's face and I watched him as the blue-tinged light cast shadows under his eyes.  
 
    "Do I have something on my face?" he teased without looking up from the screen. "Or am I just so interesting that you can't take your eyes off of me?"  
 
    I dropped my gaze quickly and looked around at the cluttered shelves. I could feel my cheeks burning and bit my lip to try and stop them.  
 
    "Will they be much longer?" I asked, avoiding the look he shot me from the corner of his eyes and feeling even more aware of his arm pressed against mine.    
 
    “I'd say they'll still be a while yet," he hedged.  
 
    “Do you think Hunter will come looking for us if we don't make it back to the rendezvous point in time?" I asked.  
 
    “His orders are to leave us behind if we don't make it back," Coal replied but he didn't sound convinced.  
 
    “Do you think he will?" 
 
    “Maybe… if it was someone else. But I don't think he'd leave me and Liss behind." 
 
    "So... is Hunter like a father figure for you or something?" 
 
    Coal laughed. "More like something - he's only five years older than me. But I guess he's kinda like a brother. We met when I was eight and he caught me fighting with this kid twice my size." 
 
    “Why would you get into a fight like that?" 
 
    "He stole some food from Alicia." 
 
    "So you were protecting your sister?" I laughed at the thought of Alicia needing to be saved by anyone. 
 
    "Well, there were three of them, she was taking on the other two so I got the big one," he smirked. "Anyway, Hunter found us and saw that we were fighting a losing battle but fighting all the same. He said it was like looking at mini versions of himself and, after letting us get our asses kicked, decided to train us to fight properly." 
 
    "I can't imagine a mini version of Hunter," I laughed. 
 
    “No, he was only thirteen and he was still built like a brick house even then. Every year he just seems to get bigger and bigger. I figure eventually he won't be able to stand up under the weight of all those muscles though, so I can contain my jealousy." 
 
    "I don't think you need to be jealous," I said before I could stop myself and quickly looked at my feet with more scrutiny than they really required.  
 
    We sat in awkward silence for a while, listening to the odd sound that echoed in from the corridor but it seemed to be quiet out there for the most part. 
 
    “So, how long did it take him to train you?" I asked after the silence became unbearable. 
 
    "He'd probably say he isn't done yet. That was about nine years ago I think. It's weird how quickly the time goes by." 
 
    "I know the feeling," I said, thinking about how it seemed like only yesterday but also, in some ways, like it had been years since I'd left the city behind.  
 
    "This list says it's of prisoners. There's not many names, only about thirty," Coal said, changing the subject as he pointed at the screen again.  
 
     “What?" I asked in confusion. "The city doesn't hold any prisoners, they don't have the resources. That's what the Lawless Trials are for." 
 
    “It's here, clear as day," he said, shaking the receiver at me so that the names swam before my eyes.  
 
    Two of them stood out so clearly it was like a slap in the face. I snatched the receiver from him and stared as my lips fell open and my heart raced.  
 
    “What is it?" Coal asked, leaning in to look over my shoulder at the screen.  
 
    “You're sure it said that these people are prisoners?" I asked, my hands shaking as my brain tried to compute what I’d just seen.  
 
    “Yeah, at the top. What's wrong?" Coal put his hand on my arm and the warmth of his skin only sent my pulse hammering faster.  
 
    The list of names had scrolled on and started listing births and I growled in frustration as I tapped at it, trying to make it go back. 
 
    "Can we scroll back up?" I asked urgently.  
 
    "No, it's just relaying the information they're looking at in Franklin. We can look at it again when we get back though." He frowned at me, waiting for an explanation and I blew out a shaky breath.  
 
    “I saw my parents' names." I dropped the receiver into my lap and turned to look at Coal as I tried to process that. 
 
    "I thought they were dead?" he asked, frowning. "Are you sure you saw them?"  
 
    I nodded silently.  
 
    "It was an accident in the lab," I said quietly.  
 
    “What?" Coal asked clearly confused by my sudden desire to tell him about what had happened to them. But I needed to get it out, to figure this out, because if I let myself belive that they might be alive then that could change everything… 
 
    “The Guardians said there was a chance of contamination, so I couldn't see their bodies. They were just - gone." 
 
    “So they could be in a prison then?" he asked.  
 
    “But why? They were working for the city, they were brilliant scientists. Why would they imprison them?" 
 
    "How long ago did it happen?"  
 
    "Five years. Have they been there, stuck in some cage that whole time?"  
 
    "I swear if they are, I'll help you get them back."  
 
    I looked at Coal, his eyes burning with determination and knew that he meant it though I wasn’t sure why.  
 
    “Thank you." I handed the receiver back to him and he put it in his pocket.  
 
    It couldn't be true. I wanted it to be so badly but there was just no way.  
 
    My head was swimming with the possibility of my mom and dad still being alive somewhere after I'd spent years coming to terms with their loss. A bubble of hope was building in my chest but I crushed it back down again. I couldn't believe it. I refused to let myself. Not until I had solid proof.  
 
    "Tell me about how you met Taylor." Coal interrupted my thoughts as they began to spiral.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    “Taylor," he prompted.  
 
    He was trying to distract me but maybe I needed a distraction. I closed my eyes and tried to banish all thoughts of my mom and dad and think of Taylor instead.  
 
    “Well, our parents were friends. Best friends." I smiled. "We used to spend all of our time together when we were kids. There are incentives for people not to have more than one child in the city and you have to get permission to come off of your birth control which isn't always granted. So Taylor and I were the nearest thing to siblings we could have. Like you and Alicia or near enough." 
 
    "So when did you decide you weren't like siblings after all?" Coal asked but there was a strange tone to his voice and I looked up to see that he’d turned away from me. 
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked, with a frown. 
 
    “You and him, when did you get together?" 
 
    “What?" I gasped. "You mean like, romantically?" I shuddered. 
 
    “Aren't you?" Coal looked at me then, his gaze locked on mine. 
 
    “No. Never. He's Taylor. It's not like that-" A huge crash sent the door shaking on its hinges, the shelves holding it in place groaned.  
 
    We were on our feet in seconds, Coal's coat falling from my shoulders. The cold surrounded me instantly and I suppressed a shiver. I grabbed the gun from the shelf where I'd left it and took aim at the door. Coal placed a finger to his lips and crept forwards, a knife in one hand, revolver in the other. 
 
    The door shook again and a loud screech came from the other side. It sounded like there was more than one Creeper out there. The cold from the metal gun seeped into my hand and up my arm making me feel numb. I adjusted my grip as I kept my focus on the door.  
 
    Coal moved to the side of the door, ready to pounce if it gave way. I steadied my hand and placed my finger on the trigger. 
 
    “Come out," a gravelly voice hissed through the door.  
 
    I took a step backwards and bumped into the the wall. Several heartbeats passed and the door trembled as it took another battering. 
 
    Coal slowly moved across the cupboard to stand next to me. "They don't know we're here for sure," he breathed in my ear, stowing his knife away. 
 
    "Come out, come out wherever you are," the scraping throat purred again.  
 
    My free hand found Coal's and he squeezed it. It went quiet for a few moments before a fresh barrage of attacks hit the door making it shudder and flex against the assault. The crashing and banging echoed around the confined space and fear took me hostage. 
 
    “Hide and seek, we know you sneak," the hoarse voice shouted and the sounds of their bare feet slapping on the cold floor outside receded. 
 
    Coal put his revolver back in his hip holster and turned to face me. I peered up into his eyes, our hands still intertwined. He gently reached out and took the pistol from me. My fingers didn't want to release it but he lightly prised it from my grip, laying it down on the shelf again. My heart thumped erratically as he stepped closer and brushed my hair back over my shoulder, sending sparks tingling down my spine.  
 
    My back pressed against the cold wall behind me as his hand twisted into my hair and curled around my cheek. He stared at me and I couldn't turn my gaze away from his. His dark eyes pulled me in and I felt like I was sinking into them.  
 
    He tilted my chin up towards his and my lips parted on instinct. 
 
    My heart gave up on beating all together as he inched closer. 
 
    Coal leaned down slowly and pressed his lips to mine. The warmth of his mouth against mine had me undone and I fell into the feeling as his mouth began to move. It was suddenly as though there was nothing else in the whole world apart from Coal and me, alone. I couldn't move for a moment, frozen in surprise and then suddenly my heart spluttered back to life and I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer.  
 
    He responded with a growl of desire and crushed me back against the wall, his hips pressing against mine. My legs turned to liquid and I clung to him to keep from falling as desire raced through me and I ached to get even closer still. His hands slid from my hair and gripped my waist, pushing inside my clothes as he sought out my skin.  
 
    He kissed me so hard that I could barely breathe but I pulled him against me, not wanting anything to tear us apart. His stubble grazed my skin in the most delicious way and I moaned again, wanting more of him, all of him. 
 
    “Coal?" Alicia's voice called from somewhere far away and after a moment Coal pulled back with a growl of frustration. "Coal are you in there?" Alicia hissed again.  
 
    “We're here," Coal called back in a low voice. 
 
    He leaned in to kiss me lightly on the lips once more before moving to unblock the door.  
 
    I slid down the wall and tried to get my heart back under control as my heart raced.  
 
    Alicia stood in the doorway with a hand on her hip and she peered into the room, raising an eyebrow at me as I fought to regain my composure. I ran a hand through my hair and moved to pick up my gun and Coal's jacket. I was sure that she could see my hands trembling and the flush that was undoubtably covering my cheeks but there was nothing I could do about it. 
 
    “What have you two been doing in here then?" she asked with a knowing smirk on her face.  
 
    “Nothing Liss. Just move it will you, the Creepers were here a minute ago." Coal gave her a shove as he moved out into the hallway and I followed, showing a healthy interest in the floor as I passed Alicia and her penetrating gaze. 
 
    At the entrance to the elevator shaft I could see the hatch was open and Laurie was peering down at us. Next to her, a thick rope made with vines hung down into the open space. Alicia grasped it and handed it to Coal who rolled his eyes and braced his feet, pulling the rope tight.  
 
    My lips were still tingling from his kiss and he threw me a heated look which only made my blush deepen.  
 
    "You have no idea how hard it was to find these," she said, indicating the vines.  
 
    “You can tell us all about it when we're safe in the truck," Coal replied.  
 
    “Ladies first.” Alicia grinned before grabbing hold of the rope and using it to climb up and out of the hatch, her muscles straining with the effort as she hoisted herself up it like a monkey. 
 
    "I don't think I can do that," I breathed, looking at the vines. They were about three metres long and ran almost completely straight up through the hatch. I didn’t even want to think about the drop below. "I'm not strong enough."  
 
    I held Coal's jacket out for him and his fingers brushed mine as he took it and shrugged it back on.  
 
    A clatter drew our attention back down the hallway but there was nothing to be seen. The corridor disappeared into darkness and it was hard to say how far it went or what might be lurking in the shadows but I had the feeling something was watching us.  
 
    “I'll pull you up after me, just tie it around your waist when I'm up." Coal touched my cheek briefly before jumping out into the elevator shaft, hanging onto the rope tightly. I watched as the muscles in his shoulders and arms bunched and flexed and he pulled himself up the rope and out of the hatch. It swung wildly without anyone to support it but he made it look easy.  
 
    I leaned out over the edge and grabbed the swinging vine. Another noise behind me made me jump and I nearly lost my balance. I snatched at the rope and scrambled back into the safety of the corridor, my heart pounding from the glimpse of the fall waiting for me if I lost my balance. I quickly secured the rope around my waist with trembling fingers. I couldn't get out of this damn bunker quickly enough and I hoped I never ended up anywhere like this ever again. 
 
    I shuffled forward until my toes were over the edge and closed my eyes, taking a deep breath. But I couldn't bring myself to jump. I took another breath and opened my eyes, glancing over my shoulder to get one last glimpse of the bunker. 
 
    A filthy face loomed at me from the darkness, the Creeper had a scar running from the corner of its mouth and up through its ruined right eye and I screamed as it lunged at me.  
 
    "Gotcha!” the Creeper snarled as he jumped forwards.  
 
    His soiled hands, lined with long, yellowed fingernails snatched for me and I screamed as I did the only thing available to me and fell backwards into the elevator shaft. 
 
    I swung out into the wide, open space and my gut swooped. Before I could scream again, the vines tightened and caught me, crushing my stomach and knocking the air from my lungs. 
 
    I wheezed to get my breath back and started to hoist myself up the rope as best I could. As I'd thought, I didn't have the strength in my arms and I slipped. The vine rope burned my hands as I tried to stop myself from falling but I jerked back down to the end of the vines regardless.  
 
    The Creeper was standing in the doorway, reaching out towards me as I swung in a slow circle and tried not to look down. He was getting more and more agitated.  
 
    “Get you, get you, GET YOU!" he screeched as he snatched wildly towards me, nearly falling over the edge several times. It was only a matter of time before he attracted the attention of more of them and my pulse thundered at the thought of it.  
 
    I heaved my weight backwards. The rope swung me a little and I shifted to continue the momentum, kicking my legs forward and then back. On the third swing I managed to move a foot or so towards the Creeper and I felt his filthy fingernails scrape the length of my boot. I heaved backwards again and my soles connected with the wall behind me. I kicked against it as hard as I could and swung my legs up in front of me as I barrelled towards the repulsive creature. His eyes widened with surprise.  
 
    My feet connected with his midriff with a sickening thump and he was lifted off of the ground and thrown backwards down the corridor where he landed in a heap.  
 
    I swung wildly back and forth, listening to the protesting creaking made by the vines as they rubbed against the edge of the hatch above me. I looked up to see Coal, Laurie and Alicia peering down at me. 
 
    “Are you finished?" Alicia called, looking like she was trying not to laugh.  
 
    “If you feel like helping me out, now would be a good time," I growled.  
 
    After a few moments I felt myself inching up towards the hatch. 
 
    "Maybe we should just leave her down there, I bet she'd be able to climb it with enough motivation," I heard Laurie grunt from above.  
 
    "Hey!" I shouted back irritably.  
 
    “Well, if you aren't going to work on your strength training maybe you can go on a diet before our next mission," Alicia joked.  
 
    “I'll be up there in a minute and I bet you won't say that to my face," I called. 
 
    "I would. I doubt that you can run as fast as me with those little legs," she called back and I laughed.  
 
    I looked back towards the corridor just as the Creeper got to his feet and shook his head, staring in my direction. He let out a feral scream and ran straight for me, not pausing as he reached the doorway but leaping out into the shaft, his arms reaching and fingers grasping. 
 
    I gasped and tucked my legs up. His fingers brushed the buckle on the side of my boot and then he was falling, falling and - bang! He didn't even scream on the way down.  
 
    I reached a hand up through the hatch and felt Coal's warm grasp enfold it within his strong, calloused hand. He hoisted me out and set me on my feet. My cheeks flushed scarlet and I quickly looked away as I remembered the heat of that kiss. 
 
     He released my hand and used his knife to cut the vines from my waist. 
 
    “Are you okay?" Laurie asked as she drew her pistols.  
 
    "Yes," I nodded.  
 
    “Good. We need to run," Alicia said. She had her machete back in hand and looked like she was ready to wage a one woman war.  
 
    We were standing on the summit of a large hill, the top of which was covered in concrete. There was a winding road leading away down the hill and into the distance, the valley that we had arrived through dropped away to our left.  
 
    “How will we get back?" I asked, looking at the steep drop and climb to our left. "We can't get back up that hill." 
 
    "There's an old bridge behind those trees." Laurie pointed with her gun. "We found it when we were getting the vines." 
 
    A shriek echoed up from the hatch and we looked down to see a Creeper woman pointing up at us from the top floor and howling. Coal kicked the hatch shut and cut off her noise. 
 
    “They know this area better than we could ever hope to, they'll be after us in minutes," Alicia breathed. "We have to move." 
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    We ran so fast that it felt like my feet were off the ground more than they were on it. We tore through the damp undergrowth heading for the bridge, Laurie taking the lead. Our boots slipped and stuck in the thick mud but we ploughed on heedlessly.  
 
    A flash of lightning threw the forest into sudden and brilliant definition, followed immediately by thunder that rumbled loudly above our heads. 
 
    Enormous drops of rain began to hit us and within moments we found ourselves in the middle of a torrential downpour. I was drenched almost instantly. My hair was saturated and the cold, which had seemed harsh before, took on a penetrating chill that pierced me to the core.  
 
    The forest floor became a torrent of water and mud that flowed up and over my boots. Little rivers formed on the huge leaves above us and tumbled their way to the ground in mini waterfalls.  
 
    "I can see the bridge!” Laurie called from the front of the group and we put on a burst of speed.  
 
    There was no sound from the surrounding forest beyond the splashing and splattering caused by the tide of water. It thundered off of every surface and made it impossible to hear anything else.  
 
    The water fell so heavily that it obscured my vision too. Shadows loomed and threatened to become any kind of terrifying thing. I had no idea how Laurie could know where she was going.  
 
    We burst through the trees and skidded to a halt in front of the bridge. It was huge and reached out over the abyss like a pointing finger. Vines had snaked their way up and around the supporting struts. The metal floor of the bridge itself was pocketed with holes and rust, the crumbling mess of what remained in place looked ready to fall apart. We paused and stood staring at it while the heavy rain pounded against the bridge so hard that it vibrated.  
 
    “There's not another, better maintained bridge around the corner is there?" I asked, pushing my drenched hair back over my shoulders.  
 
    I was shivering and my fingers were trembling. Water ran over me in a never ending cascade and I couldn't imagine feeling warm ever again.  
 
    “Let's just take it slowly, there's no sign of the Creepers yet." Coal stepped forward and placed a foot tentatively onto the bridge. It held. He took another step and then another. "Come on, it feels fine," he called back to us as he continued forward cautiously.  
 
    Alicia went next, taking a different route on the other side of the bridge, using the metal barrier as a support. Laurie clapped me on the arm bracingly before setting her own route. I bit my lip to try and stop my teeth from chattering as I hesitated.  
 
    I stood with my feet in the mud, looking back at the menacing forest for signs of the Creepers and as I watched, the rain blew aside, momentarily giving me a clear view of the trees.  
 
    A flock of birds suddenly took flight from the forest to my right and I watched their quick ascent until my lashes filled with drops of rainwater.  
 
    I looked back at the bridge but the others were just fuzzy shapes in the mist. I pulled my boots from the sticky mud which sucked and pulled at them in resistance and started to follow them across.  
 
    The metal felt flaky and insubstantial under my boots but it didn't seem to be about to give way any time soon. Each step I took made the bridge vibrate and the gravelly texture under my feet made me slip. 
 
    I was more than used to heights after living in the city and was almost pleased to have a familiar danger to face. Once I felt sure the whole thing wasn’t about to collapse, I picked up the pace and jogged to catch up with the others. The vibrations of my footsteps thunked through the metal structure beneath my feet but the bridge held firm.   
 
    Coal had stopped ahead of me and was waiting half way across the bridge. 
 
    “What's the holdup?" he called as the rain tried its hardest to stop the sound of his voice from reaching me.  
 
    “Just making sure we aren't being followed yet!" I yelled back as I closed the distance between us.  
 
    Coal started to get something out of his pack. It looked like he was unwinding a coiled wire, but it was hard to make out through the haze of falling water. My teeth chattered harder and I reached out to take hold of the barrier next to me while I waited for him to finish what he was doing. The metal was slick and smooth under my numb fingers and I knew that if I fell there was no way I’d be able to maintain a grip on it.  
 
    Strangely, the thought didn't scare me. I would happily take a plunge into that abyss over a lethal encounter with a Creeper. 
 
    I glanced over the edge at the huge drop below us. Years of living in the city had made me immune to any fear of heights and I regarded the view with interest. The valley, filled with greenery of every shade, stretched away beneath me. Where the hills rose up again on either side, they kept climbing until they disappeared into the low hanging clouds and were hidden from view.  
 
    “What are you doing?" I asked, moving closer to Coal.  
 
    I had to raise my voice close to a shout to be heard over the rain that rang noisily against the metal bridge. 
 
    “Making sure they can't follow us." He attached the wire to a brown block wrapped in plastic and placed it by the supportive strut, next to the barrier.  
 
    I peered back across the bridge to the bank we’d just vacated, looking for signs of movement.  
 
    Coal crossed the bridge and placed another identical brown block by the support on the opposite side. He jogged back to join me and we ran to the far side of the bridge together where Laurie and Alicia were already waiting. He uncoiled the rest of the wire behind us as we went.  
 
    "What are we waiting for?" I asked through my chattering teeth.  
 
    “I have to finish this," Coal said.  
 
    A look passed between him and Alicia that screamed of trouble. He was still fiddling with the wire and anticipation coiled in my gut. 
 
    A strong wind gusted around us and the rain was driven across the valley in a sheet, increasing our visibility. 
 
    A shriek announced the arrival of the Creepers and I watched in horror as around thirty of them poured from the trees. Their greasy hair was flying out behind their filth-smeared bodies as they ran bare foot through the mud, showing no signs of slowing down for the bridge. 
 
    Their screams of rage blended together to create a terrifying song of dread which set my nerves on edge. It made me want to run and hide and do anything at all except stand still and watch them come for us.  
 
    I took a step back, then another, but Alicia reached out and grabbed my arm to stop me. I glared at her but she wasn't paying any attention, just maintaining an iron grip on my wrist. 
 
    “Come and get us!" Coal roared at them and he burst out laughing as they teemed onto the bridge, screaming their rage at us.  
 
    I was sure he'd gone mad, or maybe he knew it was no use and we were dead anyway. I tugged at Alicia's grip on my wrist again but I knew I wouldn't be able to outrun that hoard.  
 
    "Buh-bye," Alicia laughed, waving at them with her free hand as Coal slammed his fist onto the detonator.  
 
    A deafening boom went up from the bridge. A flash of orange light bloomed into a fireball high above our heads and a wave of hot air blew around us, making my hair fly back and warming my face uncomfortably for a moment as I was knocked back a step. It was so hot that the rain sizzled out of existence in a cloud surrounding us for a few seconds. 
 
    I stared in a state of disbelief as my brain struggled to process what had just happened. For a moment there I'd known that I was going to die. I'd known it so certainly that I was having trouble admitting that I was still very much alive.  
 
    Coal and Alicia were whooping and cheering and I couldn't help but join in. Coal grabbed me and spun me in a circle before setting me back down on my feet and throwing his arm around my shoulders as we watched the devastation unfold. And I had to admit I really liked the way I fit beneath his arm.  
 
    A cloud of grey dust billowed up and lumps of metal were thrown into the air only to plummet down into the valley below. I caught a few glimpses of Creepers being flung down too and laughed with relief. 
 
    The dust cleared and I could see the mangled edge of the bridge, still attached to the rocks in front of us. There was a similar lump on the other side of the gap but it was too far to jump. A cluster of Creepers, howling with frustration, lined the opposite bank baring their teeth and snapping their jaws at us. 
 
    A huge, filth-smeared man with a bare, heavily muscled chest covered in scars stepped forward. He shook a filthy mane of black hair away from his face, splattering water outwards like a dog shaking its fur as he raised a hand and pointed at us. 
 
    “You're dead already," he snarled and the sound carried across the abyss between us as if he were standing just feet away. "It's just a matter of time." He turned and headed back into the forest, followed by the others, the weight of his words sending a shiver of fear through me. The wall of rain fell harder than before and obscured our view once again.  
 
    "Is that their King?" Alicia asked, looking to Coal for her answer.  
 
    “Looks like it. We should move, I don't think that's them giving up somehow," Coal said and he turned to head into the forest, releasing me as he held his assault rifle ready. 
 
    “Do we know where the truck is?" Laurie asked, looking from side to side as she tried to get her bearings. 
 
    Alicia flipped out the GPS. "Follow me," she said, leading the way into the cover of the trees, shoving huge leaves aside as she went. 
 
    It seemed like we were out of danger for now, but I’d only relax once we were back in the truck and driving the fuck away from this place.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: A close up of a clock  Description automatically generated] 
 
    The truck was sitting right where we'd left it, covered by the camouflage tarp at the end of the dark track. It took us a few moments to spot where it was hiding, shrouded in the shadows. Coal pulled the tarp off and we all jumped in. Kaloo still hadn't made an appearance but Coal reassured me that she would turn up. 
 
    Alicia threw the truck into reverse and we started the bumpy journey back towards the road. She cranked up the heating and I wrung my hair and clothes out as best I could, trying to force some feeling back into my numb limbs. I threw my coat down into the footwell with everyone else's; it was too wet for it to have any prospect of keeping me warm anymore anyway.   
 
    Coal scooted across the middle seat to sit next to me and threw his arm around my shoulders. I sighed, relaxing back into the chair and rested my head on his chest, shamelessly taking advantage of his body heat and not minding the opportunity to enjoy the feeling of his body pressed up against mine. After a while I was able to stop shivering and I let my eyes fall closed as exhaustion tugged at me.  
 
    The bumping and jostling of the truck was strangely reassuring and I felt myself begin to drift off, listening to the steady thud of Coal's heartbeat. We were safe at last and I’d soon be back with Taylor too. Maybe he’d woken up already and would be waiting for me with a cheesy grin and a bad joke to make me laugh. 
 
    My thoughts drifted and I was running through the forest, my feet gliding rather than touching the ground as my hair blew around me softly. I was chasing something and as I turned a corner, I saw that it was a huge cat with golden fur and a long mane. 
 
    "It's a lion," a deep voice informed me as I reached a hand out towards the beautiful monster.  
 
    The cat opened its mouth and let out a deafening roar. 
 
    My eyes snapped open and I spotted a huge, yellow vehicle careening towards us between the trees to the left of the truck. It had a big scoop on the front of it, lined with ridges like teeth. I caught a glimpse of wild eyes behind the steering wheel as it shot straight for the side of the truck. 
 
    Coal's arms were wrapped around me and I clung to him as I screamed and the scoop closed the gap between us, smashing straight into the side of our truck. It flipped us over as easily as the wind would blow a leaf.  
 
    The truck tumbled over and over and I slammed heavily into the roof and back into the seats as pain crashed through my body. Coal was wrenched away from me and flung over to the other side of the cab. Laurie was screaming and it was all I could do to try and cover my head to protect myself. The windows smashed, littering us with glass which sliced my face and arms where the skin was exposed.  
 
    I was thrown like a rag doll back and forth. Finally, the rolling ended and Coal was launched back towards me. The truck skidded to a halt on its roof as it hit a gnarled tree trunk and we were propelled around as the truck rotated.  
 
    I fought to grab hold of anything to stop myself from sliding amongst the pile of broken glass and we finally fell still.  
 
    Coal was on top of me and he hissed in pain as he rolled aside and pulled a long slither of metal from his thigh.  
 
    "Are you okay?" he asked me, ignoring the fact that blood was pissing down his leg.  
 
    "I think so," I said, doing a quick check and not feeling anything too serious. I tried to catch my breath and ignore the thin trails of blood running down my arms. 
 
    “Then move." He shoved me towards the shattered window and I pulled myself out on my stomach, wincing as more pieces of glass found purchase in my skin. 
 
    I rolled aside and Coal followed. 
 
    "Over here," Laurie beckoned from behind a tree a little further into the surrounding woodland and we scrambled over to her as we tried to catch our breath.  
 
    "Alicia?" Coal asked in a low voice but Laurie shook her head.  
 
    “She was thrown through the windscreen, I think I saw her get up though." 
 
    There was a thick thorn bush next to us and Coal shoved his way inside, holding the foliage back to let us in too. We sat still, holding our breath as the first Creeper came into sight. 
 
    Laurie had blood running down her face from a wound hidden in her hair. She wiped it away from her eye and pulled a pistol into her lap. 
 
    “Tick, tick, tick, boom," a scraggy looking female muttered as she circled past our hiding place.  
 
    Several more of them were inspecting the truck which was lying on its roof in a small clearing.  
 
    Coal was glaring about, searching for a sign of Alicia amongst the greenery surrounding us.  
 
    "What do we do?" I breathed but he hushed me with a signal from his hand.  
 
    "My feet will find you little sneakers!" another Creeper called out from the top, or rather the bottom, of the truck where he’d clambered up to get a better view.  
 
    Very little they said actually made any real sense, they used grunts and screeching as often as words.  
 
    I couldn't make out much to either side of us through the dense hedging but I could hear them scurrying around, searching for us. My stomach muscles clenched and I gripped the hilt of one of my knives. 
 
    “Burn bushes!" one of them who seemed more capable of coherent speech, screeched from across the clearing and they all started howling and yammering with excitement. The Creeper on top of the truck's belly started jumping up and down, slamming his fists into the metal and kicking at the exhaust pipe until it came free.  
 
    He kept smashing at the metal until oil poured from one of the burst pipes. The smell of it wafted across us on the breeze and caught in the back of my throat. I resisted the urge to cough and pressed my hand over my mouth.  
 
    A spark went up on the other side of the truck and thick, grey smoke started to billow all around us as the damp vegetation resisted the flames. 
 
    “What are we going to do? There's so many of them," Laurie whispered, wide eyed. She had both of her pistols drawn but they were pressed into the dirt by her feet. 
 
    “I'm thinking," Coal replied, his eyes still moving constantly, trying to locate his sister.  
 
    “Maybe we should just run?" I suggested. Coal shook his head and started tapping the tip of his knife against his knee.  
 
    I looked at Laurie, unsure what to do. The knife had started to pierce the fabric of Coal's trouser leg and I reached over to still his hand just as the first drops of blood spilled out. 
 
    "I can't leave Alicia. If I knew where she was I might be able to form a plan." He looked up towards the treetops as if he might find her there and I bit my lip as I tried to formulate some kind of plan. 
 
    Five bushes around the clearing were crackling away now, aided by the oil from the truck. It was only a matter of time before they lit ours. Groups of Creepers waited by the burning bushes to grab anyone who tried to break free and we needed to move before they turned their attention our way.  
 
    “Use us, form a plan with us," I urged Coal in hushed tones. "Alicia will help as soon as she can see what we're doing."   
 
    Coal frowned at me for a moment before looking up again. There was a towering tree above us with leaves so densely packed that it explained the lack of other growth in the clearing below. 
 
    "We need to go up." He pointed. "Those roots reach into the other edge of this bush. We'll have to move quickly to avoid them spotting us." 
 
    "What if they do?" Laurie asked.  
 
    “Don't stop, if we can reach some high ground we can use the guns to keep them down and hopefully find a way out of here." He glanced around once more for Alicia.  
 
    "Maybe we'll be able to spot her from up there," I suggested, laying my hand on his arm.  
 
    "Okay, I'll go first. Let me get up there and then I can help pull you two up quickly behind me." He set his jaw and started to push through the thorny embrace of the bush towards the tree. 
 
    It was painstakingly slow work. We had to move carefully to avoid making the bush tremble and give us away. Thorns tore into our clothes and tangled our hair. Several times we had to help each other to get free of them, resorting to cutting our way out with our knives. 
 
    The roots of the tree were huge. They twisted and braided together, forming a sort of cage which knotted with the edge of the thorn bush. We pushed our way into a dip that had formed beneath them. There were small gaps and holes above us which we used to check on the Creepers. At the base of the tree trunk, there was a hole big enough for us to squeeze through. 
 
    Coal turned to look at us and gestured that we should wait while he went on up and I watched him push through the roots nervously. My grip tightened on my knife as a shadow passed our hiding spot but it moved away without incident.  
 
    I shifted closer to the hole Coal had disappeared through and saw him perched on a branch high above us. He motioned for me to follow and I sheathed my knife before squeezing up next to the colossal trunk.  
 
    I pressed myself close to the rough bark and checked around cautiously to see if any Creepers were approaching. The clearing was on the other side of the tree and we were draped in the shadows cast by the overhanging branches. The rain had finally come to an end and all that remained was the constant dripping of the newly drenched woodland.  
 
    I looked up and saw a branch just above my head. Taking a deep breath, I jumped and caught it. I heaved my weight upwards and tried not to make too much noise as my feet scrambled for purchase. Finally, I made it onto the branch and I looked up again to see Coal reaching down for me. I gave him my hand. This time I practically flew up to the next branch as Coal tugged me skyward, his shoulder muscles bunching with the effort as he set me on my feet and pressed me back against the trunk. 
 
    Laurie was right behind me and together we started to climb up into the green canopy, putting a barrier between us and the circling Creepers below. 
 
    We came to a stop on a high branch overlooking the clearing, and started our search for Alicia.  
 
    I caught sight of something that might have been silvery hair and leaned out to get a better look. I moved onto my toes, reaching as far as I dared. A sudden gust of wind blew through the treetops making the branch beneath my feet sway violently and I lost my balance.  
 
    My hands flew out and I grabbed a small twig which couldn't hold my weight and snapped, the sharp end digging into my palm. My arms spun wildly before I fell heavily onto the branch below, sending a scattering of debris tumbling down to the ground. 
 
    I wrapped my arms and legs around the thick limb and the bark scraped my cheek. I held my breath and opened my eyes to peer down into the clearing.  
 
    A Creeper stopped in his tracks and looked at the pile of leaves and twigs that I’d dislodged. He turned and slowly looked up at the tree where I shrank into the branch, hoping he couldn't see me. 
 
    I trembled as the Creeper stepped closer to the tree and crushed the fallen leaves under his filthy bare foot. 
 
    He inched closer, gazing up with sharp eyes, looking between the leaves surrounding me, hunting for a prey that he was moments from discovering. I couldn't breathe. I couldn't move at all. All I could do was wait to be found, knowing what that would mean.  
 
    A cry went up across the clearing and was quickly joined by another and another. The Creeper below me turned and scurried towards the sound.  
 
    I stood slowly, my hands still shaking, and moved back along the branch where Coal and Laurie were hiding by the colossal trunk.  
 
    Coal reached for me and pulled me against him as I closed the gap between us. I buried my face against his chest for a moment before turning back to see what had distracted the Creepers. 
 
    They’d formed a circle on the other side of the truck and were scrabbling to get into the middle of it. A large, square jawed female was shoved out, clutching at a bleeding wound in her stomach. Soon another, this one a small male, possibly even a child, fell aside with a gash on his shoulder. The excited cries turned to howls of rage as the Creepers piled together and more and more wounded appeared.  
 
    A very human scream of frustration broke through the noise as the Creepers drew back and hovered around the clearing again, shifting from foot to foot.  
 
    The huge male from the bridge, with his greasy curtain of black hair, stepped from the middle of the remaining Creepers in the circle, dragging something behind him.  
 
    "Come out now, or we kill her!" he shouted, glaring around the clearing and dragging a body forward through the dirt.  
 
    His hand was full of long silvery hair and he used it to drag a girl forward through the dirt. Alicia. 
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    Alicia screamed a torrent of abuse at the beast of a man and he laughed, shaking her by her hair and pressing her own machete to her throat. 
 
    “Come for your woman!" he cried, dragging her around in a circle as she kicked at the mud to keep the sharp blade from cutting into her neck. “Or I’ll cut off her head!” 
 
    “It's me they want," Coal whispered, pulling his knives from his belt and pressing them into my hands. "Stay here." 
 
    “They want all of us," I protested but he was already shaking his head.  
 
    "No, in their society men are in charge. I'm your King as far as they see it. You're only useful to help him get to me." He raised a hand and ran his fingers down the side of my face, leaving a burning trail in their wake.  
 
    “There has to be another way," I said in a small voice.  
 
    "This is it. You two need to stay here and be ready, use those knives and your guns to pick off the surrounding Creepers when the time is right." 
 
    “Won't they just kill her once they have you?" 
 
     “I'm hoping I can get her out of their reach long enough for the fighting to begin, that's when you strike." 
 
    “Please-" I grabbed his hand as he turned to leave.  
 
    "I have to go." He looked at me steadily and without fear, but I trembled at the thought of him in danger. I released his hand and he moved along the branch away from me.  
 
    “Don't worry," he said, looking back over his shoulder at me. "I don't intend to die today."  
 
    He gave me a cocky grin before turning away and jumping, grabbing hold of another branch and using it to swing himself down. He let go and landed in a crouch in front of the Creeper King who was holding Alicia. 
 
    “What do you want?" Coal demanded, straightening and glaring at the filthy man with defiance in every inch of his body.  
 
    “Death," the King replied with a savage grin.  
 
    The other Creepers were circling closer and closer to Coal but they seemed to be waiting for permission before striking.  
 
    “Are you scared to fight me alone? Or do you need all of these things,” Coal pointed to the surrounding Creepers, "-to help you?"  
 
    I pressed myself back against the trunk of the tree, my fingernails digging into the damp bark.  
 
    “So long as you die, I win." He tugged on Alicia's hair and pressed the blade to her throat, drawing a thin line of blood. 
 
    "So you are afraid then?" Coal taunted.  
 
    He rolled back his shoulders and stared the King down, a clear challenge in his gaze. The Creeper glanced around, taking in the looks he was getting from his followers.  
 
    "No," he snarled, tightening his grip on Alicia so that she was yanked up onto her knees then pushing her back downwards where she slumped with her legs curled beneath her.  
 
    “I'll give you a fair fight," Coal offered, emptying the rounds of bullets from his guns and tossing them all into the dirt. He spun slowly on the spot to show that he had no more weapons. The King surveyed him with a scowl.  
 
    My hand shook as I held my pistol aimed at the King. I drew in a ragged breath and steadied my aim.   
 
    I glanced at Alicia. Her head was down and it looked like she was crying which was so out of character that my gaze hooked there. She pulled her knees up underneath her and trembled.  
 
    None of the Creepers were paying any attention to her now, all of their gazes were locked on Coal, but the sight of Alicia breaking down caught my attention. If there was anything I knew about her it was that if she was going down, she would go down fighting. 
 
    As if on cue, Alicia's hand slid down her leg to her boot, her fingers just skimming the top of it. She took another shuddering breath and as the King shook her by the hair again, she snatched a concealed knife from her boot and swept it up towards him. 
 
    I gasped at the sight of the machete still pressed to her neck but Alicia didn't swing for the King. She twisted the knife around above her head and sheared through her hair just below the Creeper's grasp. In the same movement she spun backwards away from the machete and kicked up a circle of mud around her before stopping in a crouch with the knife held out to one side.  
 
    Alicia's cut hair fell in a tumble of platinum curls as the barbarian let out a howl of frustration and flung them aside but Coal was already moving, running towards the King as fast as he could.  
 
    His boots sent mud flying in huge clumps as he pounded across the short distance between them. Coal leapt into the air with his arm drawn back and his hand curled into a fist. The King turned back just in time to see Coal's fist connect with his face and a sickening crunch signalled what must have been his nose breaking. 
 
    The machete fell from his grasp as he stumbled backwards, blood pouring down his face. Coal raised his fist again and he swung in, closing the gap between them and giving three sharp jabs to the King's stomach.  
 
    Alicia jumped into action, flinging her knife at a Creeper who was darting across the clearing towards the dropped machete. He caught it in the chest and fell backwards in a heap.  
 
    Alicia dove forwards, skidded on her knees through the mud and scooped the machete into her grasp. The force of her movement slid her towards another Creeper who met the sharp end of the huge knife with a scream. 
 
    Coal's opponent had gotten past his initial shock and was swinging fists like hammers with an inhuman rage. Coal moved quickly, darting under the swings and aiming punches to the King's abdomen and face.  
 
    The fires around the clearing blazed and gushed smoke with equal determination.  
 
    The sound of a gunshot brought me to my senses as a Creeper on the outskirts of the group collapsed. Laurie was already aiming at another before I realised I was supposed to be helping too. 
 
    Something clicked into place in my mind as I let my training take over. I pushed my emotions aside and selected a target with cold detachment.  
 
    My aim was true and I hit a stumpy Creeper with enough force to send him skittering into the bushes, out of sight. 
 
    Alicia was like a shining light amongst a throng of dirty Creepers, her machete slicing to and fro as she spun this way and that, avoiding their grabbing hands and gnarled fingernails. Her beautiful hair whipped about her head, still long enough to fan out around her, sometimes brushing a Creeper who had gotten close but none could land a hold on her.  
 
    I took out as many of the Creepers who were pouring towards Alicia as I could, so long as they were far enough back to give me a clear shot.  
 
    My pistol clicked with the sound of the empty chamber and I cursed. I was out of ammo. I shoved it back into my holster before starting with my knives. 
 
    I moved from branch to branch taking aim at any Creeper I could and hitting more times than I missed. Laurie was throwing knives too, her face pulled into a mask of concentration. Some of the Creepers were starting to look up at our tree as they realised they were being attacked from above and made their way towards the hulking trunk. 
 
    Coal and the Creeper King were locked in an embrace of fists, knees and elbows. There was blood flying in every direction and I couldn't tell how much of it belonged to either of them. Coal tripped the King who stumbled aside but swung his massive elbow backwards into Coal's face and sent him sprawling to the ground. 
 
    I threw a knife at him and it plunged squarely into his thigh. The King let out an enraged howl but ran forwards without removing the blade and jumped on top of Coal, fists flying. 
 
    Coal had his arms up to cover his face but the sheer force and weight of the massive Creeper was preventing him from doing much else. 
 
    The crack of a branch behind me announced the arrival of the Creepers to our canopy hiding place and I turned as Laurie released a torrent of bullets at the emerging heads.  
 
    "Time to go." She smiled fiercely as more Creepers took the place of those who had fallen. Laurie grabbed a vine and swung down into the clearing below us and my heart leapt with the idea of following her.  
 
    Coal snarled through his bloody face, got his knees up and launched the King backwards off of him. He was on his feet a second later and threw himself on top of the huge creature, pinning the King's arms down with his legs and punching again and again at his grotesque face.   
 
    The fires crackled around the clearing, slowly forming a wall around the fighting beneath me. Smoke billowed up into the treetops and I coughed.   
 
    I braced my feet against a knot raised from the branch I was standing on and pulled the shotgun from my back, levelling it at the row of Creepers who had made it onto the branches surrounding me. My first shot sent three of them tumbling down out of sight but the others quickly scattered. It dawned on me that they were obviously more used to traversing the branches than I was. 
 
    I took another shot as the Creeper I was aiming for jumped to a different perch and caught him in the chest. The Creeper collapsed and crashed through the branches, slamming into them one by one before hitting the forest floor.  
 
    Another Creeper lunged at me and I stumbled back, fumbling to get my shotgun between us. The snarling face, lined with broken teeth loomed towards me and I pulled the trigger. The Creeper was blasted away but the recoil caught me off balance and I had to drop the shotgun so that I could steady myself on a branch to my left.  
 
    The gun spun down through the canopy and squelched into the mud far below me. 
 
    I cut my losses and leapt for a vine of my own. I caught it and it held for half a moment before snapping. I screamed as the vine went slack in my grasp and I fell towards the ground. I slammed into a thick branch which splintered and broke beneath me. The impact spun me around and dropped me into the middle of the raging battle below.  
 
    I hit the ground on my back, hard. The breath was forced from my lungs and I couldn't move as I gasped for breath, the pain paralysing me. Mud splattered up all around me and I could feel the moisture soaking through my clothes.  
 
    My vision swam but I could make out a blurred shape moving towards me from my right. I tried to reach for a knife but my body wouldn't respond. 
 
    "Maya!" someone screamed my name but I couldn't concentrate enough to work out who it was.  
 
    The Creeper loomed over me, laughing as I dragged in a shuddering breath, my fingers spasming towards the hilt of the knife. 
 
    My boots scrabbled in the mud, but I still couldn't get my body to do what I commanded. The Creeper leaned over me, his rancid breath filling my nose and making me cough harder. His gnarled claws reached for me and my heart spluttered with panic.  
 
    Something wet splattered onto my face and I managed to raise a hand to wipe it off. My fingers swam in front of me smeared red. Blood my brain supplied sluggishly as I focused my eyes on the Creeper in time to see him totter, a surprised expression frozen on his face. He crashed down on top of me, knocking the breath from my lungs once again. 
 
    A second passed and my lungs screamed, then someone pulled the Creeper's body off of me. 
 
    "Are you having a nap? You know there's a fight going on here, right?" Laurie teased, offering me a hand.  
 
    She pulled me to my feet and I stumbled as I regained control of my body. I doubled over, clutching my knees for support as my lungs heaved down air and I tried to stop coughing it back out. It was made harder by the amount of smoke swirling around us from the bush fires.  
 
    Laurie grabbed my shotgun from the ground and pressed it back into my grasp as I surveyed my surroundings.  
 
    I could see Coal, still on top of the King, pounding his fists down again and again. Alicia was only visible as a flicker of blond hair or swish of machete between the throng of Creepers surrounding her.  
 
    As I watched, a feral scream burst from Alicia's lips and the group around her spilled apart. She was surrounded by a pile of bodies, some still moving, and she climbed over them panting with exertion.  
 
    She turned towards her brother and took a step in his direction. A Creeper who had been hiding amongst his dying comrades, launched an attack from behind her. There was no time to warn her. My feet started moving before I consciously made any decisions. My shotgun was up and I screamed an animal challenge that spurred me forwards.  
 
    The Creeper turned, a look of surprise and horror fixed on his face. I wrenched the trigger back and the shotgun kicked hard against my shoulder. I was ready for it and I felt the pain with a fierce satisfaction as Alicia's attacker was thrown down into the mud. 
 
    Alicia turned, her green eyes connected with mine momentarily as they flared with understanding of what had just happened. I nodded in response and she gave me a grim smile. She snapped her head back around to the fight still taking place between Coal and the King and I followed her gaze with my heart pounding.  
 
    The beast beneath Coal had managed to get an arm free and he launched a punch hard enough to send Coal rolling to the side. He regained his feet almost instantly and ran forwards, jumping into the air as he aimed a kick at the Creeper King's face. There was a sickening crunch and the King went still, falling limply into the thick mud at Coal's feet. 
 
    The Creepers who still hung around the clearing stared with horror at their defeated King. There was a moment of total stillness and silence before they turned and scattered into the forest. 
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    The silence hung heavily over us as we regained our breath. Alicia moved towards Coal who had slumped to the ground. She sank down next to him and tilted his head back to inspect his bloody face. 
 
    “Really? You just threw your bullets away?" she asked irritably, raising an eyebrow at him. 
 
    "You needed a distraction," he shrugged, like it was obvious he’d do that and far worse for her a hundred times over.  
 
    Laurie and I joined them and sat down too, ignoring the freezing mud that soaked into our clothes. It hardly made a difference anymore anyway.  
 
    The fires spluttered around the clearing as the moisture started to win against the flames and the smoke billowed even more determinedly. 
 
    I glanced down at my mud stained clothes and attempted to wipe the worst of it from my hands. All of us were pretty worse for wear. Coal was smothered in mud and blood, his face such a mess that I couldn't spot a patch of clean skin.  
 
    Alicia had fared better, her pants and boots were just as filthy as mine but her top half was surprisingly clean. The wound on Laurie's head was still bleeding and her hair was matted with blood down the left side of her face.  
 
    "So you knew she had the knife?" Laurie asked Coal as Alicia finished her inspection.  
 
    "No, but I presumed she had some sort of plan," he smiled.  
 
    “What the hell kind of plan would I have had if I didn't have that knife?" Alicia rolled her eyes.  
 
    “You always have a plan." He shrugged again as he reached for me. I leaned against him and he hissed with pain, I pulled away quickly and looked at him with concern. "It's fine, just a bruise. I had the crazy thought that I saw you fall from the tree tops." He smiled crookedly, pulling me under his arm again and I sat carefully without putting any weight on him.  
 
    "I didn't fall," I clarified. "A vine broke. Total accident."  
 
    "And I suppose you landed on your feet with a cat-like grace then?" Alicia teased.  
 
    “Something like that," I said to my boots. "Laurie really saved my ass," I added.  
 
    "Well I think the two of you saved me enough times," Alicia said, making guns with her fingers and miming shooting down from the sky. The look she gave me held something more than it had before and it took me a moment to realise it was respect.  
 
    "Is everyone okay? No serious injuries right?" Laurie asked.  
 
    “Might have a cracked rib or two, plus my good looks may be compromised," Coal said, indicating his bloodied face.  
 
    "Just this," Alicia said, raising her shirt to show a nasty run of four gashes along her side. "I think it was fingernails." She curled her lip in disgust.  
 
    We were generally bruised and covered in an array of scratches but our inspections didn't find signs of anything life threatening. I could feel a dull ache resounding through my brain from a lump on the back of my head.  
 
    "Any chance the GPS survived the crash?" Laurie asked as she moved towards the wreck of our truck.  
 
    Alicia went to help her search and I got to my feet, every muscle in my body protesting. I stretched and felt my shoulder pop excruciatingly. I tried to take a deep breath but pain blossomed again sending my vision dark momentarily.  
 
    I waited for the darkness to fade and glanced about at the dwindling fires that surrounded the clearing. The wind had dropped and the smoke was drifting up through the canopy. As the fuel was consumed, the soaked vegetation was better able to resist the flames and they were dying out. 
 
    Coal stood beside me and grimaced, a hand moving to his side.  
 
    I stepped towards him and laid my hand gently on top of his. He let out a breath and smiled reassuringly at me. 
 
    "I've had worse," he said. 
 
    “I hope not." I reached up and gently touched his face, looking at the damage. "You could have kept a hidden blade or something too you know." It was impossible to tell how badly he was hurt without cleaning him up, but one of his eyes was swelling and his lip was split.  
 
    "I offered him a fair fight." He narrowed his eyes slightly like my suggestion offended him. 
 
    “Well, honour won't do you much good if you're dead," I huffed. The concept of honour and morality seemed alien to the situation we’d just experienced.  
 
    "But I would have died honourably." He shrugged like it was an obvious choice to make and winced again.  
 
    "Don't talk like that," I muttered, kicking at the mud that clung to my boots. Coal caught my chin and turned my gaze to his.  
 
    "I was fairly sure I could beat him," he said, trying to reassure me.  
 
    "Fairly sure?" I replied scathingly.  
 
    "At least sixty percent."  
 
    Before I could protest his idea of good odds he pressed his lips to mine. I forgot all of my injuries and my heart stumbled mid beat before he pulled away just as quickly. 
 
    "Stop that right now!" Alicia called. "I'm already feeling unwell." She was walking back towards us holding the GPS. She shook her head disbelievingly at Coal. I could see Laurie staring at me with her mouth slightly open and I tried to avoid her eye.  
 
    "Any luck?" Coal asked, ignoring the looks they were giving us. His hand dropped from my face but he still stood close enough that I could feel the electricity passing between us. 
 
    "Yeah it's a go. We'll have to make it on foot obviously." Alicia waved a hand at the destroyed truck. "You think Hunter will wait if we're late?" 
 
    "Not for long. How're we doing on time?" Coal asked. 
 
    “We have about thirty five miles to cover before dawn in ten hours, maybe twelve if Hunter's feeling generous," Alicia said.  
 
    “Then let’s gather what we can carry from the supplies in the truck and get moving," Coal suggested.  
 
    We set about trying to find everything that had been flung from the truck bed. I retrieved my soggy jacket and put it on, trying to repress a shiver as the cold, damp material clung to my skin and made all of my cuts and scratches sting.  
 
    "Since when do Creepers drive anyway?" Alicia asked, pointing at the yellow monstrosity that had caused so much devastation.  
 
    "I've never heard of it before," Coal said, moving to look at the vehicle which had caught in a dip in the ground and fallen onto its side.  
 
    “What is it?" I asked.  
 
    "It's a tractor, we use them in the farms. They must have stolen it." 
 
    “It's a damn shame is what it is," Alicia said. "We can't make stuff like that anymore, seeing one ruined when there are so few of them..." She shook her head in disgust.  
 
    "Well at least they ruined theirs as well as ours," Laurie said. 
 
    I moved away from the tractor to stand over the Creeper King. There was something strange about him that I couldn't place my finger on. My eyes strayed to some of the other bodies nearby and something slid into place. 
 
    "He's not a Creeper," I said quietly.  
 
    There were little clues, some visual: he didn't have the slightly lengthened limbs that the Creepers all shared. Nor were his hands curved and bent from years of using them as weapons. Instead I could see callouses similar to those lining Coal's palms. The kind you got from using weapons and tools.  
 
    "I think you're right," Coal said behind me. "I thought it when we were fighting. He'd clearly had some training. Plus he drove that tractor and spoke well and actually put thought into the things I was saying to him." 
 
    "So why would a...non-Creeper, decide to join them?" I waved an arm around the clearing at the broken bodies surrounding us.  
 
    "No idea." 
 
    "Are you two planning on helping at all?" Alicia called across the clearing.  
 
    "Sorry." Coal raised his hands in surrender and started scouring the wreckage for anything useful. I noticed that he was limping slightly and frowned.  
 
    I looked at the King one more time, something about his decision to join the Creepers made me feel uneasy but I shrugged my shoulders and let it go. I had enough to think about without trying to solve that mystery too.  
 
    Just as I stated to turn away, his chest rose slightly. I watched intently until it happened again; he was still breathing.  
 
    I opened my mouth, about to tell Coal and then closed it again. The King was out for the count, beaten and alone. We'd be long gone before he woke and it didn't feel right to kill him in cold blood. 
 
    I turned my back on him and moved to help the others.  
 
    We piled up all that we had found and filled our packs with anything useful, mainly food and water. Alicia moved around the clearing, searching the bodies and retrieving any knives that she could find, plus the ammo that Coal had thrown into the mud. 
 
    “So do we just follow the road?" I asked.  
 
    “No, we're meeting Hunter at a new location and there's a much more direct route if we go straight through the forest," Alicia replied.  
 
    "Let's get moving then," Coal said, glancing up at the sky. 
 
    "When does it get dark?" Laurie asked, coming up behind Alicia. With the thick rain clouds it was already pretty dark anyway.  
 
    "Hmm...about six hours," Alicia said, also looking up at the sky through the dense, leafy covering. 
 
    “No cougars here though right?" I asked.  
 
    A glance passed between Coal and Alicia before she replied.  
 
    "No. No cougars," she said a little too quickly before turning away and marching into the forest. "We really need to get going." 
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    The journey south was only hampered by the dense undergrowth and to an extent, by the injuries inflicted on us by the Creepers. My lungs didn't seem inclined to work properly after my fall. If I took a deep breath it sent shooting pains down my back and my head pounded in time with each step that I took. We ran when we could but Coal's injuries slowed him down too so we had to walk more often. I didn't say anything but I was finding it increasingly difficult to keep up. 
 
    The dark green bushes sang with many sounds as we passed, signalling the things living within. We saw some of them: long black bugs with more legs than I could count scurried to and fro amongst the dead leaves littering our path, fat flies drifted lazily by and tiny midges swarmed in clouds which we avoided as best we could. 
 
    A yellow bush shifted and shimmered in a faint breeze before suddenly breaking apart and flying in hundreds of different directions, revealing the tiny insects that had made up the illusion. 
 
    Rats, chipmunks and squirrels were everywhere, constantly crossing our trail and leaping from branch to branch. Each leap seemed to carry them far further than I would have expected their little legs to be capable of and I wondered if the contamination had made them that way. 
 
    The forest held a serene beauty with only a faint hint of threat lurking in the dark spaces between the immense trunks. The trees walled us into the green prison like bars on a cage but it didn't feel like a cage at all. 
 
    It was beginning to feel familiar to me. Even the moist air felt natural, my lungs taking a healthy fill as I thought about it. I instantly regretted it as a spasm ran down my back and my vision swam from the pain, but it was beautiful even so. 
 
    The forest had grown in such a way as to protect itself and the creatures that inhabited it had followed suit, but that didn't make it unwelcoming. It seemed that anything would be welcome so long as it didn't pose a threat to the delicate balance and peace that surrounded us. 
 
    Life outside The Wall was harsh and maybe even cruel sometimes, but it was real. I couldn't imagine any reason that I would ever want to return to the parody of life that they lead within the city. 
 
      
 
    Exhaustion started to wear at our resolve to keep moving after a few hours. The aches and pains we’d all acquired during our eventful trip felt more raw and harder to bear as the miles wore on. 
 
    Coal was clearly bearing the worst of the injuries. He let out the occasional hiss of pain and his jaw was clenched in a permanent scowl that put a hard edge on his features.  
 
    The pounding of my head had become a throbbing. It pulsed in my ears and my vision was a little black around the edges making me worry that I might be concussed.  
 
    We pushed on as best we could but I could tell by Alicia's concerned frown that we weren't moving fast enough. 
 
    Laurie looked to be doing fairly well. The blood on her head had collected to matt some of her hair together which looked grisly amidst her golden blonde but aside from that she seemed to be uninjured.  
 
    Alicia was like a machine as she powered on in the lead; her feet never stumbled and she didn't even look tired. Her silvery hair, which had hung below her waist, now fell in jagged lengths. The shortest was just below her shoulders while the longer hair still hung well down her back. It suited her in a strange way. 
 
    Night fell like a blanket over us. It was grey and light one minute then dark and dim the next, like someone had switched the lights off. The chirping and scurrying sounds that accompanied the forest during the day changed and became harsher. The small mammals that made the woodland home in the daylight hid themselves away and bigger, stranger creatures took their place, moving quickly here and there in the dark.  
 
    The rustling of bushes and snapping of branches constantly drew my attention to the deep darkness outside the beams of our flashlights but nothing approached us directly. 
 
    The nocturnal animals were more vocal too, strange noises called out around us making me flinch more often than once.  
 
    I couldn't shake the feeling of being watched but Coal and Alicia seemed at ease in the darkness. The temperature was really starting to bug me too. I was soaked and the cold had taken root right down to my bones. My hands were firmly jammed inside my pockets but it was far past the point where that would have been any good to me.  
 
    We pushed on through the darkness for several more hours, talking occasionally in hushed tones but none of us feeling up for any more constant conversation.   
 
    My eyes were trying to close as we stumbled further and further along our makeshift trail and I had to remind myself of where we were to keep from laying down and sleeping. 
 
    More and more often I tripped as I failed to lift my feet high enough off of the ground and my mind spun dizzily. 
 
    Eventually my foot hooked into something well enough to relieve me of my balance, sending me tumbling down a sharp decline to the side of our path. I let out a surprised shout as I fell. Brambles and vines scratched and tore at me and I tried to cover my face before finally jarring to a stop, still tangled in the debris. 
 
    “Maya?" the others called down to me from a shorter distance away than I'd expected and I groaned as I pushed myself to my hands and knees. 
 
    “I'm okay, I just-" I began to call back but something shifted in the shadows ahead of me, something considerably bigger than an insect.  
 
    I gasped as the looming shadow approached me. The light from Coal's flashlight which I’d dropped as I fell, gave a small measure of illumination in my direction. I tugged at the brambles which had caught hold of my clothes and trapped me. 
 
    The animal moved nearer and the light bounced off of a set of big, pearly teeth and gleaming eyes as it stalked closer and closer.   
 
    I wriggled but the thorns held me still. I whimpered as my vulnerability sank in and shut my eyes tightly, turning my face from the creature. A waft of warm, strong-smelling breath filled my nostrils as the beast leaned in close. I could feel the air moving as it opened its huge jaws, ready to bite. 
 
    I opened my mouth to let out a scream just as a soft, wet tongue swiped my face. I spluttered as saliva got in my mouth and opened my eyes just in time to see a wet nose bump against my forehead. 
 
    "Kaloo?" I asked shakily as the wolf-dog wagged her tail enthusiastically at me. "Eww, get off me." I shied away as she dove in for another lick.  
 
    "Need a hand?" Alicia had appeared laughing shamelessly at me and I couldn’t help but smirk too.  
 
    She set to work using her machete to free me from the briar patch while I tried to avoid Kaloo's tongue. Eventually, with much hacking from Alicia and tugging from me, I managed to break free of the thorns and regain my feet. Kaloo was able to land more licks to my face while I struggled, taking full advantage of the fact that I was incapacitated and within reach.  
 
    Luckily my clothes had taken the brunt of my fall and I'd managed to avoid much injury. I'd gained a few deep scratches from the brambles along the side of my neck which were sore but obviously not too serious. I could just add them to the tally of injuries that I’d acquired.  
 
    We clambered back up to the path where Coal and Laurie waited for us. Coal had sunk down to the ground and was breathing heavily. The wound on his leg where he'd removed that huge slither of metal from the truck wreck had bled through his pants and was dripping onto the ground and in all honesty, he looked like shit.  
 
    “We're moving too slowly," Alicia announced abruptly. "I didn't point it out before because there was nothing we could do about it, but now we can." 
 
    “What?" I asked.  
 
    "You two are slowing us down." She pointed at Coal and me.  
 
    "Thanks," Coal said with a scowl. "Broken ribs here, and a fucked up leg." 
 
    “It looks worse than fucked up," I pointed out.  
 
    “I know, and Maya has hit the ground a few too many times," Alicia continued. 
 
    “I'm okay," I protested.  
 
    “You're dead on your feet. And I think you're concussed." She raised an accusatory eyebrow at me and I conceded defeat, sinking down next to Coal.  
 
    "What's the plan then?" Laurie asked. 
 
    “Hunter won't wait because he'll have to presume we didn't make it. But if me and Laurie get back there and tell them you're on the way then they will wait. It'll give you time to make it, otherwise we're looking at a much longer walk home.". 
 
    "Makes sense." Coal nodded.  
 
    “I didn't want to suggest it before because, quite frankly I'm not convinced either of you are able to defend yourselves properly in your current conditions." 
 
    "Since when can't I defend myself?" Coal frowned. 
 
    "Don't be an idiot Coal, if you can't run you obviously can't fight. And there's the problem of only having one GPS, but now that Kaloo is back-"  
 
    "Okay, we're past half way. I need to rest for a bit to bind my ribs and stop this bleeding, if you two run on my guess is we'll be two or three hours behind you by the time you reach Hunter," Coal said finally.  
 
    "How will we find our way?" I asked, trying to suppress a yawn.   
 
    "Kaloo will follow their trail," Coal supplied.   
 
    "And protect you," Alicia added.  
 
    I smiled fondly at the big dog. I had to admit I felt safer having her with us.  
 
    Alicia rummaged in her bag and pulled out a first aid kit. She tossed it to me before pulling Coal into a quick, gentle embrace. 
 
    “See you on the other side." She gave us a salute and a grin then turned and ran out of the clearing. Laurie squeezed my shoulder reassuringly then sped after her. 
 
    "Do you need help?" I asked Coal as I pulled some bandages out of the first aid kit  
 
    “We just need to strap them up tight, there's not a lot more that we can do but it will help." He started to pull his coat off but hissed in pain.  
 
    “Let me." I moved over and gently eased it from his shoulders, then I carefully pulled his shirt over his head. He didn't react but I could see the pain written on his features.  
 
    “He got a few kicks in." He smiled nonchalantly, showing me the right side of his chest where a nasty purple and yellow bruise had taken root. "Do you think I should have killed him?" 
 
    I paused, halfway through the process of unravelling a bandage and glanced up at him.  
 
    “Didn't you?" I asked innocently.  
 
    “You know I didn't," he smiled knowingly. 
 
    “I guess it would have been a bit...dishonourable to kill him in cold blood," I said eventually.  
 
    "And I wouldn't want that." Coal laughed but stopped quickly, placing a hand on his ribs again. "Okay, don't make me laugh." 
 
    "Alright. How can I help? What should I do?" I asked, holding the bandage between my hands uselessly.  
 
    "Just run your fingers down my ribs one at a time pressing lightly, I want to know how many are broken." He took the bandage from me so that I could do what he asked.  
 
    “Okay." I took a deep breath, placed my fingertips on the highest rib and pressed gently.  
 
    I tried to ignore the fluttering of my stomach as I touched him and continued the inspection. On the third rib, Coal flinched away minutely and I drew my fingers back quickly. 
 
    "Sorry," I breathed.  
 
    "It's fine, I count one so far." He smiled encouragingly and I carried on. The next two ribs caused him pain too but that was it.  
 
    “Three?" I asked.  
 
    Coal nodded. “Three.” 
 
    My fingertips lingered on the toned muscles at the base of his stomach and his gaze heated as he looked at me.  
 
    My chest rose and fell with deep breaths as I trailed my fingers lower, exploring each curve and ridge as I looked into his dark eyes.  
 
    “We should get going,” I breathed and my pulse pounded steadily, my flesh tingling with need as I lingered too close to him.  
 
    “Probably,” Coal agreed, reaching out to cup my cheek, his thumb tracing over my lips as his gaze darkened hungrily.  
 
    I leaned forward, wanting to taste him again but a grunt of pain escaped him before I managed it and I pulled back sharply.  
 
    “Sorry,” I breathed.  
 
    “Don’t be,” he replied. 
 
    “We really should go,” I insisted. He was hurt and he needed some real help. 
 
    “Okay.” Coal glanced around the clearing and his eyes lit up as he noticed something.  
 
    "Do you see that plant over there? Big green leaves, little pink flowers." He pointed to a patch of shrubbery.  
 
    I moved around the clearing, using his flashlight to look for something that matched his description. I almost missed it because the flowers had closed their petals for the night but I grabbed a handful of the plant and brought it back to him. 
 
    “Grind it into a paste," he instructed and I did so using a smooth round stone and a hollow in the base of a nearby tree root.  
 
    While I was making the paste, he tied a bandage tightly around his thigh over his pants. The tourniquet did the job and slowly stopped the bleeding.  
 
    I presented the pungent green paste to Coal and he nodded. 
 
    “Smother it over my ribs, then rinse your hands off. It has numbing properties so might make it difficult to fire your gun," he instructed.  
 
    I scooped up a big blob of the paste and smeared it gently over the huge bruise. Coal tensed at my touch and I tried to be as careful as I could. A tingling numbness started to radiate from my fingertips almost as soon as I touched the green mush. 
 
    I wiped the excess off on my jacket and rummaged in my pack until I found a bottle of water. I rinsed the remainder off as quickly as I could then offered the bottle to Coal. He took a swig.  
 
    "Could do with some of that whiskey around now,” he joked and handed it back. "Can you bind those bandages over the paste? I'll tell you when they're tight enough."  
 
    It took several minutes of me wrapping and tying bandages until Coal was satisfied and I sat down next to him on the springy moss-covered ground with a sigh of exhaustion. My eyes were trying to force their way shut again and I had to stop myself from laying back and giving in to sleep.  
 
    Coal took a slow, deep breath and stood up."It's working." He smiled down at me, offering a hand to help me up too. 
 
    “I'd rather not tug on your arm while you have three broken ribs," I said, refusing his hand and finding my own way to my feet.  
 
    Kaloo took the hint and set off in the direction Alicia and Laurie had taken, her nose to the ground and tail wagging high in the air. 
 
    We followed at what I felt was a pretty decent pace for the walking wounded and I was hopeful that we wouldn't be left so far behind after all.  
 
    "Are you tired?" Coal asked.  
 
    "Or concussed I guess. You?" I smiled wryly.  
 
    Coal looked away and didn't answer.  
 
    “I'd take a drink over a nap right now," he said after a while. 
 
    “Oh no, a nice soft bed with fluffy pillows and a duvet, that would be heaven." 
 
    "Maybe you could tempt me," he joked. I got the feeling he was trying to change the subject with his flirting and I flushed red as I looked away from him. "I get nightmares about my parents dying in that lab," I said lightly. "But I didn't when we drank that whiskey." 
 
    I could feel him looking at me but I kept my gaze on the surrounding forest.  
 
    "It makes the things I've done seem easier to bear sometimes," he said after a pause. 
 
    "Like what?" The words were out before I could stop them, this was clearly not a topic he wanted to discuss but I waited patiently, ready to let the matter drop if he chose to change the subject. 
 
    "There used to be three of us," he began. I didn't say anything. "Me, Alicia and Blane. He was our little brother, not blood but real enough for us. You remember that story I told you about Hunter finding us and teaching us to fight?" 
 
    "Yes," I said. 
 
    “Well it was just like I told you: Alicia and me fighting a losing battle. But the bit I missed out was that we really needed the food for Blane. We used to look after him. He wasn't much of a fighter, he hid and watched us fight those kids. It wasn't because he didn't want to help, but he was younger than us and he wasn't as tough as this world needs us to be. 
 
    “We always looked after him and we didn't mind. I guess we thought he'd toughen up as he got older and be more able to look after himself." He sighed and looked ahead at the trail for a while.  
 
    I waited and eventually he went on. 
 
    "We loved him, we tried to help him get stronger, we worried about him not being able to look after himself. He refused to join us when we were training with Hunter but I tried to teach him what I'd learned in the evenings. It didn't really work and I got frustrated with him, I shouted at him about it, tried to make him see it was necessary to survive out here." Coal stopped talking and we moved on. I concentrated on the steady rhythm of our feet pounding the miles away and the sight of Kaloo bounding back and forth, leading us ever onwards until he decided to continue again.  
 
    “I should have just accepted he wasn't a fighter in the same way that we were, he saw the world in a different way. One night there was a raid on the town, a group of outsiders tried to steal food and supplies from us. We were outside when it all happened and one of them, a boy not much older than me, crossed our path with arms full of food that he'd stolen. Alicia and I moved to stop him, but Blane just turned tail and ran.  
 
    We weren't left with any choice but to follow him.  
 
    We were spotted and reported to Hunter for being cowards. I was furious. After we explained what happened, Hunter understood but I was embarrassed and so angry with Blane. I shouted at him, called him a liability, told him if he didn't toughen up it was just a matter of time before he got himself, or one of us, killed. I stormed out, left him standing there with tears streaming down his face and I went to bed and slept like a baby. I didn't even notice he was missing until the next day. There was a note left by his bed saying he was going out to the forest to prove how brave he was. Everyone searched the forest for weeks. Alicia and me kept it up for even longer. We never found any trace of him. I haven't slept properly since." 
 
    I took his hand in mine. 
 
    "How old were you?" I asked.  
 
    "What?" Coal frowned at me 
 
    "When it happened, how old were you?" 
 
    "I - nearly thirteen, I don't see what that has to do with anything." He narrowed his eyes at me.  
 
    "And how old was Blane?" 
 
    "Ten." 
 
    "You were children. Would you blame a boy for what happened if it happened now to someone else?" 
 
    “Yes."  
 
    “No, you wouldn't. You weren't responsible for him. Someone should have been, but it wasn't you. You shouldn't keep blaming yourself." 
 
    Coal didn't reply but he held my hand a little tighter as we moved on through the trees in silence. 
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    My feet were numb and my legs were dead but eventually we pushed though one last swathe of vines and Hunter's truck was revealed. I practically wept with relief and only just managed to keep my feet beneath me as we stumbled forwards. 
 
    "Lucky!" Hunter said, raising himself from where he'd been sprawled on the hood of the truck, leaning against the windscreen. "I was just about to give you up for dead - again." He gave us that booming laugh.  
 
    "Where are the others?" Coal asked. They weren't anywhere in sight.  
 
    "They crashed out almost as soon as they arrived a few hours back." Hunter jerked a thumb towards the truck bed where I could make out two people-shaped lumps covered with blankets.  
 
    I moved nearer to see that Laurie and Alicia were snuggled up with a jumble of coats covering them, not blankets at all. 
 
    “Alicia moaned about being cold and fluttered her eyelashes at the boys. They were powerless to resist." Hunter laughed again.  
 
    I noticed that the rest of Hunter's group were looking pointedly anywhere but at Coal as they lounged around the clearing, all without coats on. I rolled my eyes and leaned against the truck, letting my eyes finally fall shut for a moment.  
 
    "I suppose the fact that I still had this helped give you incentive to wait," Coal said and I parted my lashes enough to see him waving the receiver at Hunter.  
 
    “It did, but do you really think I'd just leave you in the forest?" Hunter jumped down from the hood and snatched the receiver out of the air as Coal tossed it to him.  
 
    “Yes I do," Coal replied without hesitation. "And much as I'd love to kick your ass for it, I seem to be a little worse for wear at the moment..." 
 
    "You can give it a go when you're feeling better, baby," Hunter cooed.  
 
    I could hear scuffling and I opened my eyes again to see them engaged in some kind of struggle, Coal was pushing Hunter away as he tried to land a kiss on Coal's forehead.  
 
    “Ow, ow, ribs, ribs!" Coal protested and Hunter let him go with another laugh.  
 
    "Shall we head home then?" Hunter suggested. He seemed altogether too cheerful considering the shit storm we’d just survived. 
 
    "It's about time," Coal replied, swinging up into the truck bed with a grunt.  
 
    Alicia squealed and kicked out at him but shifted aside to give us room as I clambered up too. I didn't waste any time and snuggled into the donated coats next to the other girls, tossing my own bedraggled jacket aside and relishing the feeling of something dry.  
 
    Kaloo hopped up and curled by my feet, her light snores filling the silence quickly. Coal propped his back against the rear window of the truck. The bandage on his leg was saturated with blood so I pulled out the first aid kit and helped him tie another around it. 
 
    Coal reached out and ran his fingers through my hair as I worked.  
 
    “I'm gunna have to steal things from the city more often," he murmured.  
 
    I glanced up and caught his eye, my cheeks lighting with a faint blush, as the truck roared to life. I settled down next to him and sighed, leaning my head on his shoulder and falling asleep almost instantly.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was rolling on a tide, rocking back and forth like I was in the little leaf boat again. I could sense grey light pushing against my eyelids trying to get me to open them, but I resisted.  
 
    Something gripped me under my legs and around my back. I rocked one way then the other and then back again as I felt my head lolling and my hair fanning out beneath me.  
 
    No, there was no water. But there was lots of swaying. I struggled towards consciousness and realised that I was being carried. 
 
    “Ready to rejoin the living?" Hunter's voice boomed out, the sound vibrating through his chest and into me where I was held tight against him. Hunter had a wonderful, rich voice that always sounded like he was nearly laughing and it made me smile.  
 
    "No," I muttered tucking my head against his shoulder. I didn't often wake up in a good mood.  
 
    "Do you want to skip the meeting then?" he asked, that laughter nearly escaping as though he found me very amusing.  
 
    "No." I felt very at peace with him.  
 
    In a strange way, Hunter felt like an old friend already and I accepted the fact that he was carrying me without question. Hopefully he wasn't a well disguised serial killer. Either way, I wasn't getting down.  
 
    “Well, if you expect to participate you'll need to open your eyes," he said.  
 
    I fluttered my lashes and let my eyes adjust to the grey light of dawn. We were heading down a street that I recognised from my time in Franklin. In fact we were taking the street to the same destination: The Hub. Hunter nodded to the guards on duty as we passed them and we were soon moving down the twisting walkway that would take us back into the meeting room where we'd been briefed on the mission before we left. It seemed like years ago but it was actually only a few days.  
 
    "Where's everyone else?" I asked, noticing that no one was with us.  
 
    "They went ahead. I promised Coal that I'd wake you up and deliver you to the meeting before he went for a health check, but it was like trying to wake the dead so I went for the easier option," he replied.  
 
    I noticed that my weight was causing him about as much difficulty as I would have had carrying a pen. He was insanely strong.  
 
    "Thanks." I stifled a yawn as we ducked inside the huge room.  
 
     I thought momentarily about the fact that I was being carried in like a child but everyone had seen me already so there wasn't any point in using my legs now. I couldn't muster the energy to feel particularly bothered about it either.  
 
    "Do you want to sit with Coal by any chance?" Hunter asked with a definite smug tone to his voice.  
 
    "I don't mind," I lied as he swept me down into a big, soft, office-type chair and I tucked my legs beneath me.  
 
    Hunter pushed the chair across the room on its wheels, my hair blew around me and I giggled like an idiot as he ran. He delivered me into a spot beside Coal, roughly shoving Alicia along to make room. 
 
    Coal raised an eyebrow at him but didn't say anything. His dressings had been changed for new, cleaner ones and someone had tended to the cuts and scratches he had elsewhere too. Luckily it looked like the King hadn't done too much damage to his face and with the blood cleaned off, he looked almost the same as he had before the fight. There were just a few cuts, a split lip and a gash above his right eye that now held six stitches. 
 
    “What did you find on the city networks then? 'Cause I could really do with a bath," Alicia said, stretching out in her chair.  
 
    She had been patched up too and I could see the shadow of a purplish bruise forming around her left cheek bone but she was just as beautiful as always. It just made her look even tougher.  
 
    "We know, believe me," Hunter laughed.  
 
    “Shut up! You're not exactly fresh as a daisy you know," Alicia snapped, flicking her ragged hair over her shoulder.  
 
    I felt pretty gross myself. I was cold, wet and filthy and all I really wanted was to wash it away but apparently this meeting wasn't going to wait. 
 
    “Can I interrupt now?" A stocky man not much older than me, stood up and took our attention.  
 
    His brown hair looked as though he spent a lot of time running his hands through it and he wore thick rimmed glasses. Despite his bookish appearance, like everyone else who I’d encountered in Franklin, he had strong muscles showing on his bare arms and through his shirt. 
 
    Hunter mimed zipping his lips shut and throwing away the key and Alicia huffed and leaned back into her chair.  
 
    "Okay. So, I'm Jayden. Me and my sister Livi are basically the tech team here." His eyes lingered on me and Laurie before he continued.  
 
    “I don't have time to teach you all how to do my job so I'll give you an overview and you can take my word for it. We got the lists, and a whole lot more too." He grinned like a kid on Christmas morning. His fingers were constantly moving as though typing on a keyboard and he seemed unable to stop fidgeting. “The lists confirm several things that we had suspected; firstly that a lot of the people who we’d made contact with in the past and who were trying to help us from inside Harbour city, have been discovered and killed. Also it shows that a good portion of them have been imprisoned and, we believe, tortured. Probably for information that would help their Guardians to find other revolutionaries and of course for any information they know about us." 
 
    “Imprisoned?" Laurie asked, looking surprised. "You mean sent to the Lawless Trials?" 
 
    “I don't say things that I don't mean." Jayden frowned at her.  
 
    “Are you usually wrong then?" she challenged.  
 
    I shook my head at her.  
 
    "I saw it myself, there was a list of prisoners," I said before they could continue arguing.  
 
    Jayden gave her a firm look before continuing while Laurie frowned in confusion.  
 
    "Luckily, none of them really know enough about us to be able to give them anything worth having. Still, as it took us a long time to start persuading any Harbour city residents about the lack of danger out here and of the normal lives we are able to lead without threat of contamination, it is a major blow." He frowned and his foot started tapping on the floor.  
 
    "Lack of danger?" I whispered to Laurie who rolled her eyes.  
 
    "However, there are some of our contacts still at liberty within the city." Jayden continued tap tap tapping with his foot. "Though they may be wondering why we've gone mute on them for the last five years. We hope, firstly, to regain our standing with these people inside and then see if it's possible to get into the city and release the prisoners." He ran his hand through his hair making it stand up even more. “That last thing will be the hardest to achieve. We've been able to find records of the prisoners and information that confirms that they're being held somewhere within the city itself. But it's going to take a while before we can work out precisely where they're being held-" 
 
    "You mean they're really there?" I asked, feeling my heart constrict. "You found more than just that list to confirm it? You double checked the names?" I gripped the arm of my chair so hard that it hurt my fingers.  
 
    “Yeah." Jayden frowned at me. "We've found multiple records of interrogations with dates and times and even some footage of some of it." 
 
    I gaped at him as his words sank in. That meant it was true. I hadn't let myself believe it but if he really had as much proof as he was saying then they were really there, locked in some prison. My mom and dad were alive.  
 
    "Harbour City is a huge place," Jayden continued. "It's been built specifically to keep everything out here, out, so getting in won't be easy." 
 
    “It would be hard for you," Alicia said cockily. Coal and Hunter laughed appreciatively. Jayden ignored her and carried on. I was finding it hard to focus on what he was saying. My mom and dad were out there. Waiting for me.  
 
    “We're using the connection we've built with the super computer to re-establish our links within the city but we have to be careful. The whole system is filled with traps to detect unauthorised use. Basically, for now, us geeks are busy here and the muscle is going to have to hold off for a while while we do our thing." He gave Alicia a pointed look and ran his hand through his hair again. He looked distracted, like he really couldn't be bothered to talk to us and we were wasting his time.  
 
    "My parents are in there," I said quietly, looking directly at Jayden.  
 
    "In the city?" He looked confused, the tapping actually stopped for a moment. 
 
    “No. In the prison." My mood had plummeted from the moment he started speaking and I could feel my temper rising in the background as I listened to him analysing everything without emotion. Jayden stared at me with his mouth slightly open, he clearly had no idea what to say to me.   
 
    "It's going to take time, we can't just go storming in there," Coal said gently. He reached out a hand to me but I snatched my arm away.  
 
    Alicia raised an eyebrow but she didn't say anything.  
 
    "I work quickly, it might be possible sooner than we expect." Jayden shrugged. 
 
    "Okay," I breathed. "But it needs to be soon, or I'll go myself and break them free with my bare hands. Anyone who tries to stop me within that city will sorely regret it." My voice had nearly risen to a shout and I could feel my hands shaking. I tore my eyes away from Jayden, who looked utterly lost and looked back to my friends. I knew we would get my parents back but I also knew we weren't leaving any time soon. If I stayed there for another second, I was going to scream, so I got up and walked out of the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sun shone down with force in Franklin, the rain obviously hadn't found its way this far south. I wandered around the town aimlessly for a while, letting my feet take me anywhere they wanted to while my mind whirled and I tried to tame my anger.  
 
    Eventually, I found a spot in the town centre where a huge tree stood alone on a green like a sentinel keeping watch.  
 
    I let out a breath through my nose and bit my lip against the pain in my chest. I'd grieved for them, mourned them and even found a way to come to terms with their deaths. And now I found out that they'd been alive the whole time.  
 
    I didn't know whether to scream or cry or laugh and I couldn't quite manage to do any of them.  
 
    I sat in the springy moss around the tree's base and leaned against the towering trunk. The sunlight shone on my skin and I drank it in with my eyes closed, feeling the warmth sink into me. I would never get enough of the feeling of sunlight and wind and rain and everything real about the world that had been hidden from me for so long. I kicked off my boots and socks, which were still hanging onto some moisture, and dug my toes into the soft moss. 
 
    "Is this a private party or can anyone join?" Coal asked hesitantly from somewhere above me after I'd been sitting alone for a while. I could feel his shadow laying over me but I kept my eyes closed and shrugged. 
 
    I felt him settle down next to me, not near enough that we were touching but I could hear the steady rise and fall of his breath somewhere to my left. We sat there for a long time and I felt the lengthening shadows move across my face as the afternoon passed us by. 
 
    I didn't sleep and I was sure that Coal didn't either. He just sat with me and waited and that felt so good that I wasn’t sure I could express my gratitude for it in words.  
 
    Eventually, as the sun dipped below the horizon I opened my eyes and turned towards him.  
 
    "I'm sorry," he said, his eyes wary.  
 
    “For what?" The temperature was dropping quickly now that the sun wasn't touching us.  
 
    “That we can't go and get your parents right away."  
 
    "It's okay." And it was. Part of me wanted to go charging out and rescue them but another part of me was still reeling from the shock of finding out that they were alive. Some time to process the information wouldn't do me any harm. I felt a twinge of guilt at the thought of them stuck in some cell needing rescue but it wasn’t like I could do anything about that. Yet.  
 
    "I understand if you don't feel the same way about me anymore," Coal said, pulling me out of my thoughts.  
 
    “What?" I frowned at him. 
 
    "I would understand it, if knowing that your parents were captured because they were involved with us, would mean you couldn't feel that way about me anymore." His eyes were guarded as they looked into mine.  
 
    "It was five years ago, how old were you then?"  
 
    "Fourteen," he replied.  
 
    "How could a fourteen year old be responsible for infiltrating the city?" I asked.  
 
    "I'm still part of the group that was responsible." 
 
    "I'm not angry at anyone here," I said firmly.  
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    “Because all they wanted was for everyone to have a chance at a life in the real world, and to bring down the lies that trap everyone within that city," I spat, my own anger surprising me.  
 
    “But your parents-" 
 
    "Were captured because they dreamed of getting out. That's what's wrong here, not the people who were trying to help them achieve it, but the people who are trying to stop them." 
 
    “Do you think we're doing the right thing then?" he asked with concern.  
 
    "Yes." A long silence followed my answer as we looked into each other's eyes.  
 
    "We should go in." He stood and offered me his hand. I pointed at his bandaged ribs and stood by myself.  
 
    "If you don't heal you won't be any use helping me get my parents back," I said, smiling at him as I brushed the dust from my pants.  
 
    My legs had gone numb and I kicked at the ground to help get the blood flowing again. The moss was starting to feel cold and damp under my bare feet but I didn't want to put them back into my stuffy boots so I just carried them instead.  
 
    I felt disgusting. Somewhere nearby, a shower was waiting for me and I ached to get to it as soon as possible. At least Coal was still as gross as me or I’d have died of mortification by now.  
 
    "I hate healing," Coal sighed irritably.  
 
    He put his arm around my shoulders and walked with me, back into the same apartment we’d slept in the last time we were in town. I wondered vaguely if we were still avoiding his house but I didn’t ask about it again. There were too many things going on in my head without worrying about that.  
 
    Laurie, Alicia and Hunter were waiting for us when we arrived. They looked away from me uncomfortably as I entered the room.  
 
    “I'm fine," I promised them, throwing my boots into a corner of the room. “Just needed some time to cool down.”  
 
    “The shower's lovely," Alicia said with a grin.  
 
    “Subtle Liss," Coal grumbled. "You can go first," he said to me.  
 
    I opened my mouth to object, but I couldn't bear to wait any longer so I thanked him instead and headed straight to the bathroom.  
 
    I washed my hair three times and scrubbed myself until I was bright pink. By the time I emerged I felt cleaner than I had in weeks. I sighed and slipped into some of Alicia's clothes. It crossed my mind that I would need to get some more things of my own now that I was going to be staying out here for good.  
 
    Coal was waiting outside the bathroom door as I left and I smiled at him before he headed inside to get cleaned up too.  
 
    "You might like to know that we just got a message," Laurie said, sounding strangely cheery as I joined them again and Alicia gave her a stern look. 
 
    “About?" I asked.  
 
    "Taylor. They think he's waking up." She grinned, ignoring Alicia.   
 
    “When can we go?" I asked, stepping towards the door.  
 
    "In the morning, I promise. He's safe but we can't travel at night, not around here." Alicia caught my arm to stop me and shot a dark look at Laurie under her lashes. "I thought we agreed not to tell her until the morning so she wouldn't try to go charging off?" 
 
    "I never agreed," Laurie said simply. 
 
    I took a deep breath, ready to argue but I glanced at Alicia and knew there really wasn't any point. I let it out in a huff and moved to slump on the lumpy couch.  
 
    Coal emerged from the shower wearing a pair of black sweat pants and I fought against the temptation to drool over the sight of his body.  
 
    Hunter was busy preparing us something to eat and my stomach rumbled loudly as I realised I hadn't eaten all day.  
 
    Alicia and Coal started having a whispered conversation behind me and I was fairly sure I knew who they were talking about, but it didn't really matter.  
 
    Laurie sauntered past the counter casually and tried to steal a bite of food. Hunter's hand shot out so quickly that I almost didn't see it. He caught Laurie's wrist and pulled her close to him. 
 
    “Try it again and I'll put you on your ass." He smiled broadly and released her.  
 
     She pursed her lips and stepped away before coming to sit down next to me.  
 
    “Why am I tempted to take him up on that offer?" Laurie whispered and I giggled.  
 
    “I can't wait to get back to Fairview," I said with a smile. I hadn't had much time to focus on Taylor but I missed him so much that it almost hurt. I was bursting to tell him everything that had happened and waiting until tomorrow seemed like eternity.  
 
    Laurie glanced over her shoulder and rolled her eyes at the siblings bickering behind us. 
 
    "Taylor's not awake yet anyway. At first light we can hit the road and make sure we get there for when he is," she promised. I could see some of the same excitement and trepidation on her face that I was feeling.  
 
    “He's not going to believe all of this," I said, trying to imagine how I would explain everything to him.  
 
    “Do you think he'll be happy to see me?" Laurie asked after a moment.  
 
    "What?" I narrowed my eyes at Laurie, sensing that she was trying to hide something from me.  
 
    "You know, just because I only met him a few times and I probably didn't really register with him, considering..." She trailed off and looked away. 
 
    "Considering what?" I regarded her curiously.  
 
    "You know, just it was a busy time and he was preoccupied with, you know - everything." She waved a hand vaguely.  
 
    "Like trying not to get killed?" I guessed.  
 
    "Yeah." She looked relieved. "Like that." 
 
     Something twisted uncomfortably in my stomach but I resolutely pushed the feeling aside.   
 
    "I'm sure he'll be pleased to see you. He liked you when you were training us and we were looking for you right before he got hit." I shifted in my seat. A shiver passed down my spine at the thought of how closely we’d escaped death that day. 
 
    "Were you? I wasn't sure if it was coincidence or if you'd really been trying to find me. I feel...responsible for what happened to him." Laurie twisted her hands in her lap uncomfortably.  
 
    "Don't be ridiculous," I said. "After Evan died, we thought it was going to be us next. We couldn't find our way out of the arena so we thought if we could just find you then maybe we'd be safe." I shrugged, it had worked out after all, if not in the way we'd expected.   
 
    Coal and Alicia were still having their hissed conversation behind us and I thought I heard my name mentioned.  
 
    “I lost sight of you. I'm so sorry about Evan. I've never trained anyone before and I was worried that what happened to him was because I'd forgotten to teach you something important or-" Laurie looked almost like she was going to cry.  
 
    "You couldn't have done anything," I interrupted her.  
 
    "You weren't supposed to be targets," she said sadly, looking down at her boots.  
 
    “I know, please don't think about it. There was nothing anyone could have done to change it. But Taylor and me, we used everything you taught us and we survived - somehow." 
 
    “Because of Coal, not me." 
 
    "He saved us all, but that training saved us several times too." I reached over and held her hand.  
 
    “And how are you going to repay me?" Coal asked, breaking the tension and forcing his way in between us onto the sofa. He put an arm around both of us.  
 
    "If we're talking about life debts I think you're still in mine," Alicia said.  
 
    She jumped on top of us all, making Laurie scream and twist to get away as Alicia wriggled her toes under her nose. Coal grunted as her weight landed on him and she shifted so that she wasn't crushing his broken ribs.  
 
    “No, that Creeper King made us even," Coal protested.  
 
    “Yeah but I took out the rest of them so I think that gives me another point." 
 
    "We helped," I added.  
 
    “A bit," she conceded. Her gaze locked with mine and she smiled.  
 
    "I think that one was a team effort then," Coal suggested.  
 
    “Okay, okay," Alicia said. "Just remember who you can rely on when you're next in trouble." She smirked.  
 
    "You realise you're just setting yourself up for a fall? Next time you need saving, we might not bother," Laurie said. 
 
    Alicia jumped up, pulled off a sock and ran past Laurie, slapping her around the face with it. 
 
    “I'll kill you!" Laurie screamed as she jumped to her feet and chased Alicia round and round the sofa.  
 
    I tucked my feet out of their way and let them get on with it. Hunter laughed as he dished out steaming bowls of stew and handed some to Coal and me. My stomach rumbled appreciatively as I scoffed the lot and Hunter smiled as he gave me second helpings.  
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    Taylor still wasn't awake when we arrived at the hospital but Baba promised us that it wouldn't be a long wait, though how she knew I couldn't guess.  
 
    I wondered vaguely whether he’d had any visitors whilst we were gone and hoped that he hadn't been aware if not.  
 
    "Taylor?" I asked, standing by his bedside and pushing his hair away from his eyes.  
 
    He really did need it cut. Coal sank into the chair behind me and Laurie, Hunter and Alicia lurked by the door, unsure what to do with themselves.  
 
    There was no response. An hour passed us by and Alicia paced back and forth so many times that I sent her, Laurie and Hunter to find us something decent to eat and drink.   
 
    Coal reached for my hand and pulled me towards him. I let him move me away from Taylor and turned to look down at him in the chair.  
 
    “What can I do?" he asked with a little frown. 
 
    “You're here, that's all I need." I sighed.  
 
    He stood up and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me against his chest. I breathed him in, pulling myself as close to him as I could. 
 
    "Okay then, I'm not going anywhere." He ran his fingers through my hair and I felt a shock of electricity shoot down my spine. I tilted my chin up and his lips press against mine, awakening the beast inside me which wanted to gorge herself on his flesh. 
 
    My body reacted instantly and I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer to me as my heartbeat accelerated.  
 
    “Maya?" Taylor's croaky voice pulled me back to reality with a jolt.  
 
    I pulled away from Coal and spun around. Coal's hands remained on my shoulders and I could feel the heat of him standing close behind me.  
 
    “You've been asleep for a while, just take it easy," I said, fluttering my hands uselessly towards him, suddenly unsure of how to act around my closest friend.   
 
    “What happened?" he croaked and his gaze narrowed slightly at Coal behind me.  
 
    I laughed nervously and stepped to his bedside again, causing Coal to release his grip on me.  
 
    "I don't know where to start." I smiled and felt a blush heat my cheeks.  
 
    "Go with the beginning," he said, so I did.  
 
    It took hours to tell him everything, the others reappeared as I was only just beginning. I got them to help me with the parts of the story that they knew better than me and by the end we were all smiling, laughing and eating and drinking the snacks.  
 
    Taylor didn't take long to slip straight back into his normal, easy going way, though he didn't seem to be warming to Coal as much as he was to Alicia. I hoped that that had more to do with her looks than it did with him having a problem with Coal. But I was beginning to realise it wasn't possible for anyone to dislike Hunter.  
 
    "And then we came rushing back here to see you when you woke up," I finished, strangely exhausted by the telling of our tale.  
 
    I was perched on Taylor's bed next to him. Alicia and Laurie were sitting on the end of it too, Coal had taken residence of the single chair again while Hunter lounged against the wall by the window.  
 
    "Trust you to fall on your ass out of a tree in the middle of a fight," Taylor said, ruffling my hair. I let him do it just that once.  
 
    “It wasn't intentional," I protested as everyone laughed at me again. It felt so natural to be there with all of them though and I bathed in the warmth of their friendship surrounding me.  
 
    “Well, I don't want to be left behind next time," Taylor announced. 
 
    "There's plenty more action to come," Coal said, frowning slightly but covering it so quickly that I may have been the only one to notice.  
 
    “I still can't believe your mom and dad are alive somewhere," Taylor said, nudging me.  
 
    "It's like everything the Guardians ever told us was lies," I said, feeling the happiness slipping away from me and the cold chill that the city now held in my heart taking over.  
 
    “We'll get them out. All of them," Alicia swore and I knew she meant it.  
 
    “The fact that you three know the city layout and how everything works and runs in there will really help us. It'll probably be the advantage we need to actually be able to get to them," Coal said, nodding in agreement.  
 
    “If you can contact the people inside then I just know that my mom and dad will help us too," Taylor added.  
 
    "It would be dangerous for them," I said, biting my lip.  
 
    “It's worth it, we have to take the Guardians down," Laurie said so viciously that we all looked at her with surprise. "They lied to me, they made me think I'd spent years training to protect the people of the city but they were just using me to help control them instead." 
 
    "I swear I'm going to make them pay," Taylor said suddenly.  
 
    “Me too," Laurie agreed. 
 
    "We're always in for a fight," Alicia said with a fierce smile. Coal nodded and Hunter smiled broadly.  
 
    “No matter what? Even if the rest of the rebellion stops? They might decide it's not worth the risk to try and release the prisoners," I said, finally admitting the thing that had been bothering me for days.  
 
    “No matter what, all of us won't stop until we get your parents out," Coal said, looking at everyone else as they all nodded in firm agreement.  
 
    "Okay. So when do we begin?" I asked, feeling a smile not unlike Alicia's spread across my face. 
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    Coal led me by the hand back into the forest. The cool morning mist still hung in the small spaces between tree roots. The trees themselves were alive with the sounds of birds singing to the new dawn. Shafts of sunlight pierced the canopy above us, highlighting patches of flowers in every thinkable colour which were opening their petals and drinking in the light.  
 
    We reached a thick swathe of vines which Coal swept aside, causing a cascade of pollen to swirl around us in a golden cloud.  
 
    Behind the vines was a beautiful pond, the water so still it could have been a pane of glass with big, white lilies floating blissfully in its centre. It was like something from a fairy tale. A little brown rabbit appeared and quickly drank his fill from the glistening water, ripples spreading out before him as he did so. 
 
    A tree with faint, silvery bark had fallen down next to the pond and gotten stuck against one of its neighbours, leaving a cave of roots half torn from the ground. They reached out like boney fingers, wrapped with gloves of ivy. The trunk of the tree created a sort of bridge above the water and Coal helped me to climb up onto it. 
 
    Half way across, directly above the rippling pond, the tree's trunk widened creating enough space for us to sit. 
 
    Coal pulled me down and he lay against the rough bark. I sat next to him and hung my feet over the edge.  
 
    "I found this place when I was looking for Blane. I like to think that maybe he got to spend that night here, at least that one night, hidden away," Coal said quietly.  
 
    "Sometimes, all I want is to hide from the world. Not to have to worry about all the things that need to be set right," I replied.  
 
    It had been three weeks since we'd gotten back from the bunker and nothing had changed. I was finding it harder and harder to just stay put.  
 
    "That's why I brought you here, I think it's easier to forget out here. To let go of a few of your worries, just for a little while." He smiled. 
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    A bird cried out his joy to the morning and was rewarded by another returning his song in the distance.  
 
    “Do you think we can do it?" I asked and he didn't need to ask what I was talking about.  
 
    "I think it would be wrong not to try." At least he didn't lie to me.  
 
    “I feel like it's impossible, but I agree we have to try. Or rather I have to." I looked sideways at him.  
 
    “I have to too," he said stubbornly.  
 
    “You don't. I don't even know if I should be asking you to," I sighed.  
 
    “You didn't ask, we offered." 
 
    “And if people are hurt? Or killed?" I tugged on a strand of my dark hair nervously. 
 
    “It would be because we were doing what we knew had to be done, what we felt was the right thing to do. Not because we felt we had to do it for anyone else's sake." He folded his arms and stared at me. 
 
    "But I feel like you are doing it for my sake." 
 
    "I would do it for you." He nodded. 
 
    “Does that make it right?" 
 
    "It's not the only reason I'm going to do it. It's the right thing to do with or without your parents needing our help. They aren't the only people that the city is holding captive. In a way, they're holding everyone within those walls hostage." He ran his fingertips along my arm softly.  
 
    “But is it worth your life? Or mine, or Alicia's, or anyone else's?" I held his gaze, hoping he had the answers I needed to hear.  
 
    "Yes." There was no doubt in his voice and I knew he was right.  
 
    "When?" I asked.  
 
    “Soon. But not now." He pulled me closer to him and ran his hand down the side of my face. I shivered and moved towards him, feeling the heat radiating from his body. My hair tumbled down around us, blocking out the world.  
 
    "No, not now." I smiled as he pressed his lips to mine and I forgot to breathe, or think, or feel anything other than him.  
 
    It was almost as though everything in the world was perfect. Almost. 
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