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 Introduction
 Thank you for downloading Outsider and signing up to my newsletter. This story is a prequel to Expendables, book one of The Wall Series: a set of dystopian thrillers set in a future London. I really hope you enjoy meeting some of the characters who feature in the series.
 

 You can find out more about Expendables and how to get in touch with me at the end of the story.
 

 Happy reading!
 

 Alison
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 I narrow my eyes, focus on the knot in the centre of the wooden beam that supports the rusted metal roof of the small building, and flick my wrist. The knife cartwheels through the air, embedding itself in the beam with a dull thud. The second knife hits precisely three inches to the right of the first. I complete the trio as the first knife is still quivering from the impact. The third knife lands between the first two and two inches lower. They form a triangle; two eyes and a nose. Not bad.
  Pulling the knives out of the dense wood is harder than getting them in. I pocket two of them and walk out to the stone parapet lining the edge of the roof. The patter of raindrops dulls the noise from the busy streets below. The remaining knife teeters on the palm of my hand. Curling my fingers around the handle, I picture the knot of wood. It’s twenty paces away. A hard throw. Turning, I send the knife flying towards the shelter. It sticks, but not quite in the spot I’d intended. More practice needed, Aleesha.
 The building is small; perhaps three metres by four. There’s no door and, from the roof at least, no way in that I can find. I’ve given up trying to understand the purpose of it. On one side, the wall is slightly set back and the roof overhangs by a couple of metres, providing some shelter from rain if the wind is blowing in the right direction. Today, there’s no wind, just incessant rain.
 I slump at the back of the sheltered area and stretch my legs out in front of me. Flipping my long braid off my back, I squeeze out the excess water and stare out across the rooftop.
 This place has been my refuge for years. My secret. The only place I can be alone in this city. When I first discovered it, I thought I’d live here, but as it’s on the rooftop of one of the taller buildings in Area Four, it catches all the wind and rain going. Which is probably why no one else has claimed it; that and the fact that it’s a bloody maze to get here. So I use it as my training area and a place to store my few possessions. 
 Using the back of my knife blade, I scratch another faint line into the brickwork. Counting off the months and years is how I keep track of my age. It’s important to know how old you are. There are eleven sets of twelve marks, plus six individual marks. Eleven and a half years since I first came here. I’m pretty sure I was six then. My mother found a cake for my birthday which was a couple of weeks before she disappeared. Then there are the ten months after she left, before I found the roof. I try not to think about those months.
 The loose brick slides easily out from the bottom of the wall. A metal lock box hides inside – the second most valuable thing I own after my boots. It has a hundred-year guarantee against rust and abrasion and can only be opened by the combination of my pin code and fingerprint.
 Unfortunately, its contents are not nearly as exciting. Empty apart from a tiny packet of white powder. My stomach growls. Dinner is going to have to wait.
 The box goes back in its hiding place, minus the packet of powder. I should probably save the tronk – it’s the last of my stash and I’m out of chits to buy any more – but it’s too tempting. Just the sight of it triggers the craving. It sits on the concrete beside me. I’ve been trying to practise restraint. Not giving into the cravings immediately. Fooling myself that I have some level of control. 
 Like most of the buildings Outside, my roof is slowly being worn down by the weather. The crumbling parapet reveals jumbled rooftops, the metal spikes of lightning conductors and cracked, black solar panels. Behind them, on a clear day, you can see the tops of the shining glass towers peeking over the Wall. Today, they’re hidden by grey rain clouds. I guess even Insiders haven’t figured out how to control the weather.
 I’ve never seen Inside, but my mother told me stories of green parks and gardens, birds and insects and brightly dressed people. She said all the streets were clean, there was a constant supply of water and electricity and all the food you could want. Proper food too, not the government rations we get out here. It sounds like a dream.
 Perhaps that’s why they created the Wall. To stop us seeing what life is like Inside. You can’t long for something that you don’t know exists. Or maybe it was so Insiders don’t have to look down on us. So they can forget we’re here.
 The Wall’s purple this afternoon; an opaque shimmering haze between regularly spaced masts. It changes from day to day. Sometimes the colours swirl together like a river of water. It’s beautiful, but deadly. There’s no way through the Wall from Area Four. You have to go north, all the way through Area Five, to get to the East Gate. And to get past the Metz guarding the entrance you need an official pass. Insiders can fly over the Wall in pods, but it’s next to impossible to access one as an Outsider.
 My fingertips find the packet of white powder. Tronk. About the only thing that makes life Outside bearable. My mouth is dry in anticipation and my hand shakes slightly as the powder trickles onto my palm. I try and save some, but there’s barely enough for one hit. Maybe Jay will lend me some chits to buy more. Doubtful. He hates the stuff. Says it’ll kill me one day. He’s probably right.
 I tip my head back, licking my palm to get every last grain of powder. The drug works its way through my bloodstream, relaxing my muscles. Happiness wells up in me and I find myself smiling. The ache in my belly has gone. The patter of rain on the roof is calm and soothing. For a time, I can be at peace.
 * * *
 When I wake it’s nearly dark. The days are so short at this time of year. Short and wet. That’s December for you. Hopefully, the rain will stop by tomorrow. The Insiders always put on a huge light show on New Year’s Eve and from up here, you can catch glimpses of it over the top of the Wall.
 The route down from the roof to street level is convoluted; a mixture of ladders, roof-walking and a few trapdoors. I lock the trapdoors behind me, just in case anyone gets the idea in their head to venture up. But most Outsiders don’t have the brains or motivation to explore.
 My head is still foggy from the tronk and my mouth is uncomfortably dry. If only I’d left a water bottle on the roof. And some food. Irritation surges through me. Why does staying alive have to be so bloody hard? 
 I swing my legs through an old window, empty of glass, and drop into a narrow alleyway. A wave of water splashes onto a beggar who’s balanced precariously in a raised doorway, almost invisible under a blanket caked in mud. He gives me a reproachful glance. I mutter an apology on my way past, but he doesn’t seem to notice.
 The wet season is when I’m especially grateful for my boots. Fully waterproof, they come almost to my knees and are moulded to fit my feet. They’re pretty much standard issue, or at least they were two years ago. But for those of us who can’t access the government-run stores, they’re nigh on impossible to get your hands on. It took me over a year to pay off the debt, but they’re worth every chit and favour. I only take them off to sleep and sometimes not even then.
 I turn right at the end of the alley, splashing through the stream of water in the direction of the gang headquarters. I figure that’s where Jay will be and it’s my best chance of getting some food. And drying my boots. Got to look after them, otherwise you risk foot rot. It’s almost inevitable during the wet season if you don’t have proper footwear. One lesson I learnt the hard way.
 It’s a quiet night. There aren’t many people on the street, which is how I notice that I’m being followed. He’s good. Keeps about fifteen paces back from me and walks casually, pausing occasionally to speak to someone. That’s his mistake. No one walks casually through this area after dark, especially when it’s raining. If you have to go out, you get to wherever you’re going as quickly as possible and get inside.
 I quicken my pace and detour down a side alley that brings me out onto one of the main streets. There are more people here, hurrying through the ghostly glows from the occasional streetlights. Everything takes on a bluish tinge at night. The soft splash of my pursuer’s footsteps gets closer.
 At the last minute, I turn to confront him. “Why are you following me?”
 Surprise flickers in his eyes as he catches the glint of light reflecting off my blade. What did he think I was – some kind of helpless woman? 
 “Hey, I just wanted to talk to you.” He raises his hands and takes a step backwards. His accent is soft and lilting. I’ve heard it before, though I can’t remember where. 
 But I definitely haven’t seen him before. Which means he’s new to this patch, maybe even new to Area Four. His face is distinctive. A pale scar runs along the right side of his square-cut jaw. A large nose, slightly crooked as if it’s been broken and not reset properly, and dark hair clear of grey. He’s stocky and looks well fed too. Definitely not from around here then. But not attractive enough for an Insider with their genetically-perfect features. Strange.
 “I’m on the lookout for people like you.” He’s watching me closely and my belly tightens with a slight twinge of fear. Seems clever too. 
 “What d’ya mean ‘people like me’?” I’m careful to keep my tone neutral.
 “Smart people.” He glances around. “There aren’t many in this Area, truth be told,” he adds ruefully. 
 Ain’t that the truth. Area Four attracts the dregs of Outsider society. It’s one of the reasons I’ve managed to stay alive this long.
 “And people who can get around … unnoticed.”
 My muscles tense involuntarily. Fear cuts through the remnants of the brain-fog left by the tronk. Does he know? How does he know?
 “I don’t know what you mean,” I say cautiously.
 The man takes a step closer and lowers his voice, glancing around to make sure nobody can overhear us. “I think you do, Aleesha.”
 How does he know my name? I take a step back. My face doesn’t betray my shock, but inside I’m shaking.
 “I’ve been watching you. You’re clever. Too clever to be stuck out in this dump, begging for food, unless you have no other choice.” He lets his words hang in the air between us.
 Damn it, he does know. I weigh the knife in my hand, wondering what my chances are in a fight. He’s clearly bigger and stronger than me. Unless I’m quick I don’t have a hope.
 I’m what the government calls an ‘illegal citizen’. Unregistered and unchipped. According to their records, I don’t exist. Shouldn’t exist. This has a few advantages – they can’t track me for one thing. Of course, it also means I can’t access food vouchers, education or healthcare. What little of it there is out here. The government offers rewards to people who hand in illegal citizens, but I’ve been good at covering my tracks. Though obviously not as good as I’d thought. Surprise him. Slash his face, then run? But I don’t know if he’s on his own, or if there are others waiting in the shadows.
 “What do you want?” My voice is surprisingly calm and controlled. I turn slightly, ready to run if need be. His stance isn’t threatening though and I’m pretty good at reading people. He’s here to negotiate.
 “As I said, you’re smart. Smarter than ninety-nine percent of the people out here. And female. And beautiful, for an Outsider. There’s no one else in this Area with that combination. At least, not anyone I’ve found. Plus, you have access to one of the most powerful gangs in this part of the city and I’ll bet you could wheedle your way into some of the others if needed. All of which means you could be of use to us.”
 This wasn’t what I was expecting. Does he want to recruit me? “Which gang are you part of?” There are no tell-tale tattoos or other markings on his face or neck. But that doesn’t mean much. His jacket covers down to his hands and is buttoned up tight against the rain.
 “Not a gang, an organisation.” He emphasises the word. “We’re looking for the best people, regardless of which gang they’re in.”
 I relax slightly. This guy really doesn’t understand how things work around here.
 “Well, thanks for the offer, but no thanks. If you know anything about this Area you’ll know about gang loyalty. And the penalties for breaking that loyalty.” I take a step back and lower my knife. “You’ll need to find someone else.” I turn and begin to walk away.
 “Are you sure you don’t want to reconsider?” he calls after me. “If you don’t agree, there will be consequences.”
 I pause and turn to look back at him. Why so persistent? He’s leaning against the streetlight with his arms crossed. “Offer’s open for twenty-four hours. After that, it’s off the table.”
 “Get off our patch and don’t bother me again unless you want a blade in your back.” 
 But as I walk away, I feel an unaccustomed uneasiness inside. Who is this guy and how does he know so much about me?
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  I take the back route to the old brick warehouse that acts as the headquarters of the Snakes and home for most of its members. It’s a grimy building, even for Area Four, but it has the advantage of a high surrounding wall topped with razor wire, which is good for security.
 The locations of gang headquarters aren’t exactly a secret, and the gigantic blue snake that winds its way along the wall makes it clear whose territory you’re in. The head of the snake surrounds the main entrance, so you literally walk into the snake’s mouth. Pretty neat.
 The guys on the gate look bored. The left one looks me up and down and I have to suppress the urge to wipe the drooling smirk off his face. At least they ask for the current password before letting me in. Cobra. It’s always some type of snake.
 Once inside, I walk around the building, past the various signs that proclaim this to be the headquarters of the Spitalfields Snakes, to a side entrance from which loud music is thumping out. This place gives me a headache, but I have to show my face occasionally.
 I find Jay in the main hall: a cavernous room furnished with loungers, mattresses and weapons stations. There’s always someone practising their knife skills or taking out their anger on a punch bag. This evening, there’s a wrestling match going on and most of the gang members in the room have crowded around, cheering the competitors on.
 Sneaking up behind Jay, I wrap my arms around his chest and rest my head on his back. The tightness of his muscles and the warmth of his body help dispel the uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach.
 “Hey, babe.” He turns and wraps an arm around me. “Where have you been?”
 I shrug. “Here and there.”
 A scowl distorts his face and I wonder if I’m in for a fight, but a cheer distracts him and when he looks back at me, he’s smiling again.
 “Got any food?”
 Jay rolls his eyes. “You and your stomach.”
 Easy for him to say. The government rations you can buy with your food vouchers are pretty terrible – grey, tasteless junk – but they include the essential vitamins you need and leave you feeling satisfied. If you have the money you can buy better stuff: fake meat, cheese, chocco bars. It’s mostly factory-made, but at least it has some taste. Real food – fruit, vegetables, meat – is almost impossible to get hold of Outside. As, according to the government, I don’t exist, it’s hard to get my hands on anything. Whereas Jay, who’s near the top of one of the largest gangs in Area Four, gets a ready supply of chits and food from people trying to suck up to him.
 He pulls a protein bar from his pocket and hands it over, turning his attention back to the fight. I force myself to nibble at it, savouring each bite. Try and make like it’s a snack rather than the only food I’ve had all day.
 Does he know I’m not chipped? Probably not. He doesn’t think about things that much. Most Outsiders don’t. Reckon he just thinks I’m too lazy to get my own food. If he did ask, I’d never admit it. It’s best not to trust anyone. Even the people you care about.
 There’s a collective gasp from the crowd followed by a cheer. The fight appears to be over. 
 “Snakes!”
 Everyone falls silent and turns towards the raised platform at the end of the room where Dane is standing. He waits for us to join him before speaking. Dane’s been the leader of the Snakes for about five years, which is a long time in gang terms. His family has lived in this part of the city forever, even before the Areas existed, and he seems to be related to half of the people in the Snakes’ territory, which probably helps.
 “As y’know it’s the New Year party tomorrow.” There are cheers from the gang. “But before we part-ay, we gotta job to do.” The crowd falls silent. We’re probably all wondering the same thing. Which gang this time? Who’s been killed? Who do we need to avenge?
 Dane seems to realise this and grins. “This is a different job. A good one.” His gold tooth flashes in the light. Not real gold, though he likes to pretend it is.
 Get on with it, Dane. I glance around. About half the gang is here tonight. They’re mostly guys. The Snakes aren’t renowned for letting girls be proper gang members, although there are lots of hangers on. Like me, I suppose. There’s only one person I don’t recognise. A tall, gangly man of about twenty, who stands slightly off to one side at the edge of the platform. He’s glancing around nervously and his body looks tense, as if he’s ready to run. Doesn’t look like he’d be much good in a fight. Wonder where he’s come from?
 “We’re going to strike right at the heart of the gov’ment. Tomorrow, after dark, once the guards have got off to their New Year fun“—Dane sneers the words—“we’re gonna raid the Area Four depot. They resupplied last week, with food and weapons.”
 For a moment, there’s complete silence. Then a voice calls out, “Are y’crazy man?”
 Dane’s head whips round. “D’ya think I’m crazy, Bubai?” The boy shrinks under his gaze and the guys around him step away, waiting for the blow to fall. But Dane is in a good mood. “Na, I’m not crazy. We’ve been watchin’ the depot. We know a lot of the guards are off tomorrow. And we have a secret weapon.”
 His eyes flick to the side when he mentions a secret weapon. I follow the line of his gaze and see the stranger, looking down at his feet, apparently uninterested in Dane’s news.
 “I can’t tell you more now, otherwise it wouldn’t be secret, right?” There are a few nervous laughs. “Trust me. T’morrow night we’ll have a party like no other!” He turns serious. “Usual secrecy rules apply. One word to anyone who isn’t a Snake and—” He slices his hand through the air at head height to indicate the outcome.
 Jay shifts beside me. The muscles on his cheek are tense; a sign that he’s nervous. I stand on my toes to whisper in his ear. “What’s this all about?”
 Jay shakes his head. “Later,” he mouths. 
 What is Dane playing at? The supply depots all have barriers similar to the Wall. Designed to keep Outsiders out. You touch it, you die. Simple but effective. There’s no way through apart from the main entrance gate. And that’s solid metal, six inches thick.
 “I’m going to head home, ok?” I pull back from Jay’s chest, looking up at him.
 “Sure, I won’t be long.” He’s distracted, glancing over to where Dane and the stranger are talking.
 “Who is he?”
 “New guy. Peder,” he answers shortly.
 I turn his head towards me and give him a long, slow kiss. “Don’t stay too long.”
 “I won’t,” he murmurs, his eyes shining in anticipation.
 A narrow passageway links the back entrance of the building to the street. The streetlights are mostly out and the few that remain flicker ominously. Water must have got into the solar panels again. My stomach lurches as I see a familiar figure lurking in the shadows. 
 “I thought I’d told you to stay away.” I draw my knife, keeping a few paces away from him. Far enough that I can throw it if need be. I’m damn sure I wasn’t followed, which means he knows even more about me than I thought.
 “No need to be so threatening. I was wondering if you’ve had time to consider my offer.” His lilting voice is starting to get on my nerves. Where is his accent from? Then it comes to me. He’s Irish. Like the O’Donnells on Spelman Street. I narrow my eyes. He looks way too cocksure. Like he knows I’m going to agree. Which is all the more reason not to.
 “I’m not interested.”
 “You sure? Because the success of that raid you’re planning depends on your decision.”
 “What d’ya mean?” My heart begins to race. Did he hear Dane’s speech? Or is there a leak in the gang? I think of the stranger and hazard a guess. “That man – the new guy. He works for you?”
 Irish just smiles. 
 Dammit. A plant. Why didn’t Dane see through this? Though I already know the answer. He probably just saw the opportunity. Who wouldn’t want to get access to the depot? A successful raid on a depot would be the ultimate prize. No one would question his authority after that and the Snakes would unquestionably be the most powerful gang in Area Four.
 “But why do you want to help us?” It doesn’t make sense.
 He shrugs. “There are advantages to having one of the biggest gangs in this area on your side. We may want the favour returning at some point.”
 I snort. “If you know anything about Dane, you’ll know that’s hardly likely. He doesn’t work with other gangs. Ever.”
 A flash of annoyance crosses his face. “I told you, we’re not a gang.”
 “Whatever.” There’s a pause. “So, you’re going to sabotage the raid?”
 “That depends. If you agree to help us, the raid will succeed. If you don’t, the raid will fail. It’s up to you.”
 Anger begins to build inside me; churning my insides and heating my blood. Keep it down. Stay in control. “We’ll call off the raid then,” I reply evenly. “I’ll tell Jay you’re blackmailing me and he’ll get Dane to call it off. But I doubt you’ll get your spy back.” 
 Irish shrugs. “Well, that depends now. Do you really want Jay to find out about your illegal status? I know you’re pretty cosy with him, but do you think he really loves you enough to risk his life sheltering you?”
 “I doubt he’d care.” But I sound more confident than I feel. Would he hand me in? Normally, he’d avoid the Metz like the plague, but it’s a big reward …
 “We’ll see. Anyway, it’s your decision. You have twenty-two hours to decide.”
 He pushes himself off the wall. “Enjoy the rest of your night, Aleesha. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 Then he turns and, without looking back, walks down the street.
 * * *
 I punch in the keypad code and kick open the door to Jay’s apartment. It slams back into its frame as I stomp across the wooden floor to the table and slam my fist on the stained, plastic surface. Who the hell does he think he is? Damn blackmailing son of a … It makes me want to scream, but I’d wake up the baby next door and he has lungs enough to wake the whole street. I settle for pummelling the table until the pain cuts through my anger, then slump into the solitary chair.
 The apartment is two small rooms above an old kebab shop; a luxurious amount of space for two people. The crumbling brick building was built before the days of cooling systems, so the only ventilation is from the large windows that face onto the street. It’s warm and muggy in winter and stifling hot in summer, but it’s by far the nicest place I’ve lived in.
 I shake my hair loose from its braid, untangling the knots with my fingers. Jay prefers it down, but it’s not very practical. It’s like my mother’s hair; dead straight and black. She used to say I had her eyes too. But that was when I was six. Who knows if I look like her now.
 Setting my boots to one side, I rest my feet on the table. They twitch restlessly, causing the green stone of the amulet around my ankle to sparkle and glow in the soft yellow light.
 The amulet is the most precious thing I own, which is why it’s on my ankle. No one can see it to steal it. It’s not worth much, but it’s the only clue I have to my father’s identity. He gave it to my mother as a token of his love. As a sign that he’d come back for her. My mother gave it to me on the day she disappeared, just before leaving the small single room we’d called home. She said she’d be gone an hour, two at most. But she never came back. As for my father, I don’t think he even knows I exist.
 The amulet is a strange kind of three-leaved knot made out of a bronze-coloured metal, set on a ring of green stone. A bronze circle weaves in between the three leaves to complete the piece. When I’m feeling sentimental, I like to imagine that the three leaves represent the three of us: mother, father and me.
 “He’s the most intelligent person I’ve ever met,” she used to say on the few occasions she talked about my father. “And he cares so much, about everything and everyone. Someday, he’ll change the world. Make it a better place.” Then she’d hug me and stroke my hair. “One day he’ll find us. Then we’ll have all the food we can eat. He promised.” But she always looked away for that last bit, as if she didn’t quite believe it herself.
 Despite my begging, she would never tell me his name or where he was from. But she used to work Inside, before she had me, so I’ve always wondered if he’s in there somewhere. Inside the Wall. Perhaps if I can find him somehow and show him the amulet, he’d help get me out of this place. Adoption is too much to hope for, but maybe he could find some way of making me a legal citizen.
 I’ve spent hours trying to work out what the amulet may represent and how it can help me find him. But it seems I’m not going to figure out the puzzle tonight. There’s a clatter of boots on the stairs. Jay is home. 
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 I wake early the next morning, and lie with my head on Jay’s chest, tracing a finger over the black tattoos that wind around his neck and body. My hand is pale and cold against his warm, copper skin. It kind of reflects our natures. Him warm. Me cold.
 He murmurs something in his sleep and his arm tightens around me. Do you think he really loves you enough to risk his life sheltering you? I’m pretty sure he cares about me. But love? That’s not a word we use out here.
 When Jay wakes I quiz him on Dane’s plan. What he tells me isn’t reassuring.
 “You know we’ve had our eye on the depot for ages. Just needed to find the right time. Then Peder turns up. Did you meet him last night?” Jay doesn’t wait for my reply. “He’s got some brains on him. Came down from Area Six so he’s had proper schooling and stuff. Reckons we can take down the barrier around the depot with a bang.”
 He grins and my heart sinks still further. “He’s not planning on using those explosives Rich has been messing around with, is he?” Rich is one of Jay’s main rivals for Dane’s favour. A few weeks ago, he found some explosive powder and has been playing with it ever since. The stuff explodes for sure, but Rich is still working on controlling it. So far one house has been destroyed and two gang members injured.
 Jay’s smile wavers slightly. “Kind of, but Peder knows a way to contain them, so they go off when we want them to.”
 And I’ll bet Rich is pretty pissed about that. “Who is this Peder? And why’s he helping us? What’s in it for him?”
 Jay frowns. He doesn’t like being challenged. But this time it’s necessary. If I can get him to call off the raid – make him think it’s his idea – then we can question this Peder properly. And get Irish off my back.
 “He’s on the run. Committed some crime there that the Metz want him for. He wants our protection.”
 “From the Metz?” The disbelief is clear in my voice. Nobody is safe from them.
 Jay pushes himself up in bed. “What are you saying, Aleesha?”
 I sigh. “Don’t you think it’s a bit suspicious that this guy – a guy from Six – just appears and wants to help us? Are you sure he isn’t a plant?”
 “A plant?” Jay’s brow furrows and I realise my mistake.
 “Not that kind of plant. Like a spy. Someone from one of the other gangs perhaps who they’ve sent to us. This could all be a trap.” I sit and stare at him, hoping he can read the concern in my expression. Come on Jay, cancel the raid.
 He seems to consider this for a minute. “But if it’s a trap, then we kill him?”
 “If there’s anyone left alive to kill him.” I don’t add that if this guy is as clever as Jay seems to think, then he’ll probably make himself scarce as soon as the trap is set. But subtlety doesn’t appear to be getting me anywhere. “Look, I’m worried. This doesn’t feel right. Perhaps you should persuade Dane to call off the raid.”
 “We can’t.” He knocks my hand away.
 “Why?” I sit up straighter, curling my legs under me so I’m at the same height as him. “I know it would make Dane look bad, but he could figure out some excuse about them having increased security or something.”
 “We’re not calling off the damn raid, Aleesha.” He pulls off the bed sheet and stands, yanking the faded rag back from the window. Outside it’s raining. For a change.
 Why’s he so angry about this? Then it hits me. “This plan. It’s not Dane’s idea at all, is it?” I say slowly. “It’s yours.”
 For a moment he stands there, staring at the street below. Then he turns to look at me and for the first time since I’ve known him, there’s fear in his eyes. Real fear.
 “Yes. I was the one who recruited Peder. I made a deal with Dane. If the raid’s a success, I’m his second in command. Official.” He pauses, then adds, “If it fails, I’m screwed.”
 Which means I’m screwed too. My position in the gang and my lifeline of food and chits is all because of Jay. Without him, I’m a nobody. Dammit, Irish, you’ve screwed me up good and proper. Just at the point when I thought I’d got control over my life. Where I’m not simply a tool to be used and thrown away. Heat flushes through me and it’s all I can do to not punch the wall in frustration. I settle for pacing the small room instead.
 “So, are you in?” Jay’s expression tells me that it’s not really a question. 
 My heart sinks further. “Do you really need me?” I’m pretty good at defending myself, but I try and stay away from big fights. They’re so chaotic that surviving is as much about luck as skill. And luck does not appear to be on my side at the moment.
 “Yeah, we do.” He sees my frown. “C’mon, Aleesha, you know you’ve got some of the quickest reflexes of all of us. And you can think on your feet. Sometimes I wonder if you’ve got Insider blood in you.” He casts me a sideways glance. “Dane was asking about you on the way back last night. He reckons you’re way too smart to be from Area Four. Wants to talk to you at some point.”
 My feet stop pacing. Does Dane know I’m unchipped? Was it a test for Jay – to see if he knows? I swallow, trying to get some moisture into my mouth. “Oh yeah, and what did you say?” My voice comes out harsh. Accusing.
 Fortunately, Jay misinterprets my tone. “Don’t worry; he’s not interested in you in that way. He knows you’re my girl.” He leers at me as he drops back onto the bed.
 “What did you say to him, Jay?” I take a deep breath and tighten the iron cage around my anger.
 He shrugs. “Just that you’re Area Four born and bred. That your mother disappeared when you were a kid and you’ve no idea who your father is.” 
 That’s about the sum total of what I’ve told Jay about my past, and I wonder now if even that was too much.
 “You know, maybe your father is an Insider …” Jay’s voice trails off as he looks at me enquiringly. He looks pleased with himself as if he’s helped me discover a revelation. I sigh inwardly. Sometimes he tries my patience.
 “Maybe. But I doubt it. You think if he was an Insider, I’d be stuck here with you?” I punch his arm playfully and grin. It has the desired effect. Jay leans towards me, all thoughts of my past clearly gone from his mind.
 “Oh yeah? So bad with me here, is it?” His voice is husky.
 I lean into him, so our lips are almost touching. “Really bad,” I whisper. 
 He runs a finger down my bare chest making me shiver in anticipation. “What time do you need to go out today?” I murmur.
 “Not quite yet.” He smiles wickedly as I let him push me back down onto the bed.
 * * *
 We leave for the raid as the light’s fading but haven’t got a hundred metres before I spot Irish lurking in the shadows. He catches my eye. My twenty-four hours are up. We walk another fifty metres or so before I pause and put a hand on Jay’s arm.
 “I left something at home. Be five minutes. I’ll catch you up.”
 He grabs my hand, pulling me back. “You will be there, Aleesha.”
 I nod and kiss him lightly on the lips. “Sure. Just left a knife behind.”
 “Okay, be quick.” He turns and walks off.
 I wait until he’s rounded the corner, then walk back down the street. “Follow me,” I murmur to Irish as I draw level with him. There are too many people around. Beggars mostly, but they all know Jay and would be sure to mention that they’d seen me talking to another guy if they thought they could get a chit out of it.
 Turning into a narrow alleyway, I wait for him to join me. Food wrappers, rotten fabric and other rubbish are piled against one wall. It smells like something’s died in here. I try not to think what.
 Irish joins me a minute later. “So, have you made your decision?” he asks without preamble. He says it like there’s only one answer. 
 “Look, you know if I betray the gang they’ll kill me,” I say in a low voice. “I don’t even know what I’m agreeing to! You can’t expect me to make a decision without having more information.”
 He considers this for a minute. “I can’t give you any details until you’ve agreed to help us. But we’re not working against the Snakes or any of the other gangs for that matter. Not at the moment, at least. Our aims are rather bigger than petty gang squabbles.”
 I look at him incredulously. What kind of people are they?
 He lets out a sigh. “Look, we’re trying to help you people. Outsiders. By helping us, you’d be helping your gang, not betraying them. I give you my word on that.”
 “You just expect me to trust you based on your word?”
 A crooked smile twists his face. “Yep.”
 “You need to give me more time to think about this.”
 “You have—” he checks his wrist device “—two minutes. I need an answer, Aleesha. The raid is about to begin.”
 I’m trapped and he knows it. This was how he planned it from the beginning. I never had a choice. “Fine,” I snap.
 “Good.” He pulls a thin black device from inside his jacket and dabs a finger on the screen. In an instant I’ve been scanned from head to toe. A tiny replica of me appears above the screen, rotating in the air to show off every side. It’s incredibly detailed. I never realised I looked that skinny. He holds the device out to me. “I’ll need your fingerprint here.”
 I stare at him. “What?”
 He shrugs. “Evidence. Of our contract. In case you change your mind once the raid is over. Dane would be very interested to see this. He’s already got his eye on you for being too clever. Sees you as a threat. Come on, just here.”
 When I press my index finger on the point he indicates the screen flashes green. “Great, that’s sorted. I’ll be in touch in a day or two with your first job.”
 I grab his arm as he turns to leave. “And the raid will be a success?”
 He looks pointedly down at my hand and I release my grip. “There’s no reason why it shouldn’t be. As long as you can get to the guards quick enough. You’d better get a move on. They may need your quick mind tonight.”
 And with that, he walks off into the dark. I lean back against the wall, trying not to breathe in the fetid smell from the rubbish pile, and wonder what the hell I’ve got myself into.
 * * *
 I catch Jay before he reaches the meeting point in the northern part of Area Four. It’s started raining again and from the rumblings in the sky, a proper storm is on the way. There’s still a couple of inches of water in the street that hasn’t drained away and the mud underneath makes for a slippery surface, even with the studded soles of my boots. In a covered archway between two buildings, a group of scrawny beggars try in vain to light a fire. I don’t envy them.
 Not all those who live on the streets are illegal. Some just can’t find shelter anywhere else. People guard their homes jealously, however small and cramped they may be and there aren’t enough apartments out here for everyone. I’ve done my time on the street and it’s the pits. I’d rather die than go back.
 The gang has congregated in a side street, around the corner from the depot. They mill around chatting and comparing their weapons. Knives mostly. A few weighted sticks with nails or fragments of glass hammered in. Only Dane and a couple of the more senior members have earned the right to guns. And can afford them.
 “This way.” Jay tugs on my arm and I spot Dane beckoning us from a doorway. We follow him up a narrow staircase to the roof. Rich is waiting for us, along with the new guy, Peder. 
 We join them at the edge of the roof and look down on the Area Four depot. The depots are used to store food, medical and educational supplies to dish out to the people living Outside. Dane reckons they also store confiscated weapons there, and the high-tech weapons that the Metz use. He’s probably right about the confiscated items, but I doubt the Metz keep their stash of guns there. They’ll be locked away on the other side of the Wall.
 The depot itself is a big warehouse with a side building that houses the control point for the guards. There’s a large concrete area between the buildings and the barrier, part of which is marked as a pod landing point. That’s how they bring most of the goods in – aerially, by pod. But they use battered, old-fashioned, electric land vehicles to distribute them. Which is why there’s a set of wide, metal gates set into the barrier.
 Surrounding the barrier is a thirty-metre exclusion zone. Jay told me about a gang member who tried sneaking across once, to see if he’d make it through. He did, but the barrier killed him instantly. Just like the Wall. 
 “Okay, this is the plan, guys.” We gather around Dane. It’s the first time I’ve ever been included in a discussion of this sort. Perhaps he really does believe I have the genetically-enhanced brains of an Insider. “Peder’s got a way to take down the barrier around the depot. We’ll then run in three groups; Rich, you’ll come in from the back, and Jay and me’ll lead others in from the front. We’ve been watching the building all day and reckon there are four guards in total. The others went off an hour ago. There’s usually one patrolling outside, so we’ll need to grab him and use him to get into the building to reach the others.”
 “Are there guns on the roof?” Rich asks, squinting over his shoulder at the building. He looks out of place in the Snakes, Rich. His pale skin and cropped, red hair stand out from the crowd. 
 “Two that we can see,” Dane replies. “We’re not sure if they can shoot out into the exclusion zone. From what we can tell, they don’t cover the whole area and once we get into the building, we can shut them down.”
 I wish I shared his confidence. But he’s right that they seem to be mainly reliant on the barrier to keep people out. Of course, that’s because it’s damn effective.
 “So how do we get rid of the barrier?” Rich asks.
 Dane looks at Peder, who starts, as if he wasn’t expecting to have to speak. His eyes flick to Dane who gives him an encouraging nod.
 “Well, I heard a rumour when I was in Six that the depot in Area Ten got overrun when there was a freak power failure. The barrier is somehow powered by electricity, so if you can cut the supply, it’ll go down. The main electricity supply is run underground from Inside the Wall. They have solar panels as a backup, but there’s limited storage and with the weather we’ve had they won’t be able to power much more than the lighting. Definitely not enough juice to keep the barrier live.”
 His voice grows more confident as he talks through the plan. He almost has me convinced.
 “But if it’s underground, how do we access the cables?” I ask.
 He smiles shyly at me. “They’ve been doing some repair works over the past few days. I don’t know what the problem is, but I’d guess it’s something to do with the rain we’ve been having. It may have made the ground unstable. Or perhaps they’re replacing some of the wires. Anyway, they built that shed two days ago and have been digging out a trench. I reckon it was supposed to have been finished by now, but as it’s New Year, everyone is off. They still haven’t filled the trench so the wires will be exposed. That’s why it has to be tonight. There won’t be another opportunity.”
 The lights on top of the metal towers that form part of the barrier point outwards, so I can see the building he’s referring to. It’s a rough shed in the exclusion zone, ten feet from the barrier. Beside it is a mound of earth.
 “Surely they wouldn’t leave something like that unguarded?”
 “It’s locked which would keep most people out, but it won’t stand up to explosives. I guess they figured it’d be alright for a day. If they put guards outside, it would just draw more attention to it.”
 I nod. He’s right.
 “So we have two runs with the explosives. One to get the shed and the second to blow up the cable.”
 “And the cable can definitely be destroyed?” Jay asks uncertainly. 
 “No reason why not if we create a big enough bang.”
 “Okay, good plan. Any questions?” Dane is itching to get going.
 The plan kind of makes sense. There’s a whole load of things that could go wrong, but it might just work. Surprise will be the key.
 “One thing,” I say and feel everyone’s eyes on me. I take a deep breath. “The guards will be focused on watching that shed. At least, I would be, if I was them. Maybe if we can create an explosion or some distraction on the other side. Near the main gates perhaps? So they’ll be looking the other way when we blow up the shed.”
 There’s a pause then Dane speaks. “Good idea, Aleesha. Rich – can your guys throw some bangers around?”
 “Sure.”
 “Great. Let’s go.”
 Dane gives me an odd glance as we walk towards the stairs. I’m not sure what it means, but I remember what Irish said, about him seeing me as a threat, and I feel suddenly afraid.
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 The bangers go off on cue. There’s no way of knowing if they’ve had the desired effect, or if the depot guards assume they’re early New Year celebrations. As the final explosion dies away, a dark figure runs towards the shed. 
 The rest of Jay’s group are waiting out of sight behind me in a narrow street that runs at an angle to the exclusion zone. There are fifteen or so, mostly guys. The youngest is a boy who can’t be more than ten or eleven; Jay, the oldest at twenty-three. 
 The shed shatters with a bang. I glance over at Jay, but he’s staring intently across to the next street along, where Dane is hidden. Waiting for his signal.
 The flames have barely died away when another figure runs forward and throws something towards the remains of the shed. I keep my gaze on the barrier, not wanting to lose my night vision completely. There’s another explosion, larger than the first. Then something happens that I’ve never seen before. The barrier flickers. Just once. Then it’s back again, as strong as ever. It didn’t work.
 There’s a shout from Dane. The figure runs back out, hugging another set of explosives. He gets closer this time, shielding his face from the heat with his arm. A rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire rips through the air. His body jerks like a puppet doll and falls to the ground. At the last moment, he throws the package into the flames. The explosion is blinding. White light steals my vision. The ringing in my ears deadens all other sounds. When I can finally see again, the barrier has gone. 
 For a second there’s silence. Then Dane shouts something and black clad figures begin to swarm from the side streets, running towards the depot. 
 “Go!” Jay yells beside me and we join them. 
 My legs move automatically, carrying me across the exclusion zone as I try and take in the scene ahead. Dane is the first to cross the line where the barrier was, passing between the metal posts without pausing. Jay is quickly gaining on him. He’s the fastest runner in the gang by far.
 The first shots ring out. A lone guard stands outside the depot with his weapon pointed out at us. He must have been on patrol when the barrier went down. Then, as if he finally realises what he’s up against, he runs towards a door set into the smaller building. He opens it just as Dane opens fire. Bullets ricochet off the bunker walls, but a couple reach their mark. The guard slumps to the ground. His body props the door open. 
 The rat-a-tat-tat noise starts again. Then a faster, higher-pitched rattle. A stun gun. There’s a scream from my left. I sense someone close to me falling to the ground.
 The guard’s body starts to move. I can picture his companions on the other side of the door, frantically trying to get it closed; to lock themselves in. But they’re too slow. Jay reaches the door and yanks it open, firing inside. Seconds later more figures swarm in, jumping over the dead man, or trampling him underfoot. There are shouts from inside. More shots.
 I pause outside the door to catch my breath. My chest heaves as I try and gulp in more air. Must. Train. More. Others are also standing with their backs to the wall, waiting for orders. The roof-top guns have stopped.
 Bending, I grab the guard’s boots and try and pull his body out of the doorway. It feels wrong to walk over him. Disrespectful. Plus, he’s blocking the doorway.
 He’s heavier than he looks and my legs strain with effort. There’s a grunt behind me and someone grabs his right boot, pushing my hand away. 
 “Thanks,” I gasp.
 “S’okay,” the voice replies. Together we pull the guard out and lay him alongside the wall. His head is twisted awkwardly to one side and his eyes stare out sightlessly towards the city. I gently close them. Be at peace.
 I find Dane and Jay in what seems to be the main control room for the depot. There are large screens on every wall and a flat, polished black table at one end. In front of it, Dane and Jay stand with their guns pointed at a cowering guard. A second guard lies to the left of the door, a pool of blood forming on the floor beside him.
 “Open the doors!” Dane sounds angry. 
 The guard shakes his head. His whole body is vibrating. With fear, I guess. I’d sure be trembling if Dane was holding a gun over me. I wonder how long he’s been holding out.
 Jay glances around and notices me. “Hey, can you figure out how this thing works? There aren’t no buttons or nothin’.” 
 I run my hand over the black surface of the table. There’s a bleep and an image appears in the air above the table. I jump back with a start as I recognise the face of the President.
 “Password please.” 
 It’s his voice. The voice I’ve heard countless times on the screens. My chest tightens and my feet are frozen to the spot. Can he see us?
 A second later it hits me what it is, and I breathe a sigh of relief.
 “It’s just an image,” I say, seeing the shock in Jay’s eyes. “It must be to access the system to control the doors and gates.” The table could be a larger version of the device Irish had. I wonder how it works?
 I look at the terrified face of the guard. “Do you have to speak a password to get in?” 
 He nods.
 Dane gives him a kick. “So what is it? Last chance.”
 “I, I can’t …” The man’s voice trails off. His eyes dart from side to side like a rat caught in a beam of light.
 “Fine.” Dane puts his gun in his pocket and pulls out a knife. The blade glints blue. He grabs the guard’s hand and plasters it to the vertical edge of the table. The blade of the knife rests on his middle finger.
 “Wait!” The guard screams. My nose wrinkles as the smell of fresh piss fills the small room.
 Dane pauses. “Go on.”
 The guard takes a deep breath. “P-password M52F63Y.”
 The rotating figure of the President pauses. “Password accepted.”
 He disappears to be replaced by an intricate model of the whole depot area. Flashing dots move around, like ants on a rubbish heap. Most of them are red, but there are two blue dots. One is surrounded by three red dots. That must be our guy. The guards must be the blue dots and the rest of us are red. The other blue dot looks to be outside the control room.
 “Now open the goddamn door to the warehouse.”
 The guard stays silent. His whole body is shaking. Dane runs out of patience. In a flash of movement, he brings the knife down. The guard screams. 
 “The door. Unless you want me to go through the rest of them. One by one.” 
 The guard sways slightly, staring at the blood running down his hand. 
 “Main door. Activate and open,” he says weakly. 
 The outline of the warehouse door lights up. From outside come cheers and shouts of triumph. But I’m still staring at the second flashing blue dot, trying to align the model with the layout of the building. I look around. There’s a door on the far wall. It’s half hidden behind a large screen but looks like a store cupboard.
 “What’s behind that door?”
 The guard looks up at me. “Nothing. Storage.” He’s lying. I can see it in his eyes.
 Jay walks over and gives the door a shove. “It’s locked.” He presses his ear to the plastic. When he turns back, his face is angry. “There’s someone in there.”
 Dane bends down so his face is in front of the guard’s. “What is behind that door?” He presses the tip of his knife under the man’s chin.
 To my surprise, the guard smiles. A sickly, defiant grin. “Backup booster.”
 Dane looks puzzled. “Backup what?”
 But the guard refuses to say anymore. His eyes are starting to glaze over; his body going into shock. I don’t know what a ‘booster’ is. It sounds like some kind of weapon. But the word ‘backup’ worries me. What if Peder was wrong about the barrier only having one power source? If it goes live again now, we’re all screwed. 
 Dane stands and pulls out his gun. “Sod it, I’ve had enough.”
 “Wait!” I narrow my eyes at the guard. “Open the main gates. The gates through the barrier.”
 Dane frowns at me. “But the barrier isn’t there anymore. What do the gates matter?”
 “Just do it.” I hesitate. “Please.”
 Trembling, the guard complies. On the rotating model, the outside gates begin to open. I breathe a sigh of relief. At least if the barrier does come up, there’s another way out.
 A shot rings out, loud in the small space, and the guard slumps to the floor. I close my eyes, fighting the nausea that’s been building up inside me. So much death.
 “You okay?” I jump at the touch of Jay’s hand on my arm. “Come on, let’s go check out the supplies.”
 Once out of the control room, the air tastes cleaner and my head clears a little. In the warehouse, the gang are breaking open crates of supplies and starting to move them away from the depot.
 “Take whatever you want, okay?” Jay grins at me, his teeth gleaming white in the dark. Then he runs off into the chaos, shouting orders. 
 The lighting in the warehouse is dim, but I make out a pile of crates with a familiar red cross on them towards the back of the room. The first one I crack open is full of rolled bandages, packets of pills and ‘mini-Medics’; a scanning device that tells you what’s wrong with you. I stick one in my small backpack, along with a selection of bandages and some of the vitamin pills. They’re a bugger to get hold of as an illegal.
 Finally, at the bottom of the third crate, I find what I’m really after. Packets of white powder. Tronk. Used to try and wean addicts off the drug as part of the government’s ‘rehabilitation’ programme. I grab a handful, more than I’ve ever had in my possession before. With the chits I can get for this, I’ll be rich.
 Food next. The crates tower above me, stacked neatly in tiers. The backpack soon fills with bottles of water, protein bars and a couple of interesting looking items I haven’t seen before.
 A scream cuts through the background noise, followed by shouts of panic and confusion. Beside me, two guys drop the crate they were carrying and run out to see what’s happening. I follow, tripping over boxes of food and discarded crates. Outside, people are running across the yard. Others stand around, waiting for someone to tell them what to do.
 Behind them shimmers the barrier. It glows red against the night sky, like a wall of fire. Two sections are up. There’s still time to get out. As I watch, a third section, between the next two masts, materialises as two of the younger gang members are crossing the threshold, clutching a food crate between them. They crumple, only their legs visible on this side of the barrier. The crate falls, discarded, to the ground.
 Where’s Jay? He was at the back of the warehouse, though perhaps he sneaked past when I was raiding the crates. Frantically I look around, but he’s nowhere to be seen. There are shouts to my left; Dane is rallying people around him. I run over and elbow my way through the crowd.
 I grab his arm and he turns to me, his face hard and angry. 
 “The main gate,” I pant. “Have to get out now. Before they close it.”
 Dane’s face clears and he nods. “To the gates! Everyone, out the gates!” he bellows.
 “Where’s Jay?” I shout at him, but he doesn’t appear to hear me and is gone before I can repeat the question. 
 Figures run past me as another section of the barrier pops into existence. I jog in the direction of the gate, searching the faces of the people around me. Where are you, Jay?
 The air is full of shouts and cries. 
 “It’s closing!”
 “The gate is closing!”
 “Get out!”
 I see a face I recognise and grab his arm. “Have you seen Jay?”
 “He was at the back of the store. Must be out now though.” The guy pulls his arm out of my grasp and runs on. 
 I sprint back to the warehouse and pause at the entrance, craning my neck to see to the back of the huge space. A hand grabs me. 
 “What are you doing here?” Sweat is pouring down Rich’s face. Drops of it cling to the spikes of his hair.
 “Jay?”
 He shakes his head. “He’ll have got out somewhere. Come on, the gates are nearly shut.”
 He runs ahead of me, not stopping to look back. I start to move, slowly first, then faster as I get in sight of the gates. Rich was right, they’re closing rapidly. The gap is perhaps six feet. Now five. Dane is on the other side, shouting at people to hurry. Ahead of me, figures drop their burdens and run for their lives. 
 My lungs are burning. Breathing is so painful I want to stop. I pump my arms, trying to get my legs to move a bit faster. Come on, Aleesha. The gap has narrowed to four feet. Then three. Behind me are footsteps. Someone pushes past and I stumble but manage to stay upright. More footsteps, but they are too far behind. They won’t make it.
 Then I see Jay’s face, through the narrow gap. “Run, Aleesha!”
 The fear in his voice and the terror of being left behind gives me an extra spurt of speed. Two feet. Can I even make it through that gap? I launch myself sideways, feeling the cold metal brush my shoulders and hips as I fall through. Hands grasp me, pulling me forward. Something catches on the sole of my boots, then the gates slam shut behind me.
 Coughing, I’m half-dragged to my feet. Jay’s arm is around me, pulling me forward. My legs stumble as they try and keep pace with my body. The strength in my muscles has vanished. Behind us, fists pummel against the metal gates. There are shouts for help. Shouts of desperation that we can’t answer. As if in response, the sound of sirens cuts through the night. Blue pulsing lights flash in the rainclouds. The Metz are coming.
 We make it across the exclusion zone as the first pod hovers over the depot. Crates are piled in the side street, some of them broken open, others intact. Dane’s shouting orders at people to move them out. A second pod hovers above the exclusion zone behind us, then a third.
 “We’ll have to leave some of them,” Jay pants as we reach Dane.
 Dane looks around. “Take what you can and get out of here. Metz’ll be all over this place in a minute.”
 Jay glances down at me. “Can you give me a hand?”
 “In a second.” I cling to him, not wanting to let go. “I thought you were still in there …”
 He kisses the top of my head lightly. “I got out the back way before the barrier went up. Dane said you were right behind him, but when you didn’t appear …” His voice is full of emotion. “I was about to go back in to look for you when I saw you leggin’ it towards the gate.”
 A tap on my shoulder interrupts us. Dane. “Didn’t you hear? Get out of here!”
 Jay looks back at the black and yellow pods that are now on the ground. He gently pushes me upright. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 He steps over a half-open crate of knives to one marked as food. I lift my end and stagger back under the weight. We stumble along the street; Jay carrying the bulk of the weight while I just try and keep up. The harsh robotic voice of a Metz officer shouting orders follows us as we escape into the dark.
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 Back at headquarters, Jay is given the job of counting the missing. Perhaps it’s his punishment for the raid not going totally to plan. Though what we’ve achieved tonight is more than any gang in this part of the city has ever done.
 Everyone else is more concerned with the spoils. Dane takes control over distribution, particularly of the weapons. Mostly knives and clubs, but there are a handful of guns in there. He puts those to one side, out of the reach of ordinary gang members.
 I wander over and he motions to the guns, inviting me to take one. I shake my head, but pick out two more knives to add to my collection. They’re good quality. The blades are sharp and straight.
 “You saved us, Aleesha,” Dane says, in a voice low enough that nobody can overhear. “Things could have gone very wrong if you hadn’t thought about the gate. I won’t forget that.”
 Now why does that sound more like a threat than a compliment? Perhaps I’m imagining it. Besides, it’s always useful to be owed a favour, particularly when food or tronk is scarce.
 The food containers have been stacked neatly in two piles: a large pile for the Area, and a smaller one, to keep here at headquarters. Blue crates are basic rations. The crap you’re entitled to if you can’t afford to buy anything else. Yellow crates contain the food you can buy in the shops. But there are also a couple of green crates that I haven’t seen before in the gang’s pile.
 They have stronger seals than the other crates, but someone’s managed to get a crowbar under the lid of one. When I lift it a strange sweet smell wafts out. Inside are rows upon rows of fruit. At least, I think they’re fruit – I’ve only ever seen pictures. My mouth begins to water. I hesitate for a second, then reach inside. There’s a loud cough. Dane’s dark eyes are on me. He shakes his head, almost imperceptibly. I sigh and let the lid fall back down. I’d better get one of those. Surely I’ve earned it.
 The talk is all about the success of the raid. No one talks of the likely retaliation. I’m not sure if they even consider it a possibility. But the government will strike back and hard. They won’t attack us directly – they’ve been burnt by that in the past – but there will inevitably be a Cleaning. Perhaps more than one. 
 That’s the irony of life Outside. We steal food to give to the people of Area Four only for them to risk losing their lives and homes in a Cleaning. But ask most people on the street and they’d take the food and risk the Cleaning. Out here you have to live one day at a time. Besides, if you know they’re coming, most of the time you can escape. That’s one of the gang’s responsibilities, to raise the alarm for Cleanings.
 The tally of those who didn’t make it is nine. Four dead and five who were still inside when the gates closed. Effectively they’re dead too. We’ve had better days. And worse.
 Dane calls everyone to order. He starts giving a speech about how the New Year is a new start. How next year we’ll expand our territory. Grow the ranks. It’s the usual stuff, but this time it feels hollow.
 I look around for Peder but can’t see him. When I ask Jay he shrugs and says he saw him outside after the barrier went up, but not after that. Strange. You’d have thought he’d want to stick around to get his share of the stash. Unless he’s been called back. Job done. No need to hang around any longer.
 Dane finishes his speech by announcing the start of the party. It appears there was some hard liqueur in one of the food crates. Tonight is going to be messy. The clamour of excited voices, each person trying to shout over another, feels suddenly overwhelming.
 “You okay?” I feel Jay’s arm around me. His warm breath on my ear.
 “Yeah. May head off for the night though. D’ya mind?”
 “Na.” He knows I’m not a fan of gang parties. Too many people. Too much noise. Jay, on the other hand, loves being the centre of attention and is quite happy doing so without me around.
 On my way out, I feel a tug on my arm and look down to see the young boy who was in our group at the start of the raid. Kids as young as him aren’t usually allowed in here, but he’s the younger brother of an older gang member; one of Jay’s hangers on. His thin face is pale and drawn.
 “M-me brother,” he gets out finally. “He was inside. When the gates shut.” He hesitates for a moment. “Will they let ’im go?”
 Why do kids always ask the wrong questions? Doesn’t he know? But someone needs to tell him. There’s no point hiding the truth. False hope doesn’t get you very far.
 I place both hands on his shoulders and try and make my voice sound caring. “I’m sorry. If he got taken alive, they’ll either kill him or take him to the Farm.” A pause to let it sink in. “You’re going to have to look out for yourself now. Okay?”
 The kid nods as he tries to swallow back his tears. I feel a pang of guilt. Perhaps I’ve been too harsh with him. “Look, go get yourself some of that food. And a knife. I’ll give you some lessons if you like. And if any of the guys start messing you around, come and see me, okay?”
 He wipes his arm across his eyes and smiles weakly up at me. “Thanks.”
 I give his shoulder a pat and push him gently in the direction of the food pile. Poor kid. I’ll ask Jay to look out for him. Least that way the kid’ll have some protection from the bullies in the gang. The ones who punch first and think later. 
 Outside, the rain has stopped. I’ve got half an hour before midnight. Plenty of time to reach my roof before the light show starts. Except once again, I get the sense I’m being followed through the streets. I slow my pace, then whirl around and come face to face with Irish. Great, just who I wanted to see right now.
 “Will you quit following me?
 He takes a step backwards, raising his hands as if to ward me off. “Easy now. How are you doing?”
 “Fine,” I snap, “no thanks to you.”
 “You did some good work at the depot.” There’s a trace of sarcasm in his voice which irritates me.
 “Well, it wasn’t a total success. They got the barrier up again. We lost people.” My voice is accusing.
 He shrugs. “Nothing to do with us. We helped get you in, didn’t we?”
 “And where’s your little spy run off to now?”
 He doesn’t answer.
 “Well as far as I’m concerned, you didn’t keep your side of the bargain. So you can take me off that bloody device of yours then piss off and leave me alone.” I turn and stride down the street away from him, my hands balled into fists. It’s so tempting to punch him, but I suspect I’d come off worse for it.
 “Peder took down the barrier. We’ve kept our side of the bargain which means you’re bound by the agreement.”
 That does it. My knife thunks into the panel of the boarded up shop an inch from his left ear.
 “Jaysus! What you trying to do, kill me?” He reaches a shaking hand to his ear.
 “If I’d been trying to kill you, you’d be dead.” I’m calmer now. The anger’s drained out of me. I go back to retrieve my knife. “Get out of here.”
 “Wait. There’s something else we can offer you.”
 I sigh. It’s been a long night. “And what’s that?”
 “Look, I’d much rather you chose to help us rather than being forced into it. And I happened to overhear a conversation between your boyfriend and Dane yesterday. About your parents.”
 I roll my eyes. “Just happened to overhear?”
 He shrugs. “Alright, I was listening in. Anyway, I’ve been making a few enquiries on your behalf. And I’ve found someone who saw your mother after she left you that day. Who knows what happened to her.”
 Time slows. All I can hear is my heart, beating loudly in my chest. All this time, all my searching and nothing. Then he comes along and finds someone who knows? 
 “Who?” For once, I’m unable to keep the emotion out of my voice. 
 “Someone who used to live near you. I can arrange for you to meet them. If you’re sure you want to know.”
 Come on, control yourself. Perhaps this is all a lie. I search his face, but there’s not even a flicker in his eyes. If he’s lying, he’s an expert.
 Swallowing, I glance down at the street. My boots are almost invisible under the layers of mud. I’ll have to clean them again. I don’t doubt that I’d be in trouble with the Snakes if they found out I was working for another gang. Even a gang who don’t call themselves a gang. But to have a chance at finding out the truth? Perhaps another clue as to who my father is?
 I look up at him. “Fine, I’ll do it, on one condition. Nothing that betrays the Snakes.”
 He smiles. “No problem.”
 “So what is it you want me to do?”
 “Information gathering mainly. For now, just wait. I’ll get in touch when I have a job for you.” He holds out his hand. I stare at it, wondering what I’m supposed to do. He sighs and drops it to his side. “I’m Murdoch. Nice to do business with you Aleesha.”
 I nod silently, then turn and walk away into the night.
 * * *
 Back on my roof, I cram food and medical supplies into the lock box until it’s bulging. The rest stays in my backpack. At least I won’t be going hungry for a while. 
 My stomach rumbles as I rip open a bar of fake-meat protein. It’s pretty tasty. Hot and spicy. I follow it with a chocco bar, savouring the sickly sweetness on my tongue. As I reach into the bag again, my fingers brush against a small packet. The tronk.
 As soon as the thought hits me, the craving returns. Surely, I deserve some now? But I restrain myself, unpacking the lock box and repacking it with the tronk at the bottom. Out of sight, out of mind. Perhaps next year I’ll finally be able to give it up for good.
 Speckles of pod-lights pierce the clouds that hang around the tops of the highest glass towers. They must have cut the electricity to the apartments as, for once, they’re dark. The Wall is more subdued in colour too; light blues coupled with greys. The show is about to start.
 I’ve watched the light show from here for the past four years. Spying on the Insider celebrations from afar. Thinking about the year ahead. Wondering if it’ll be the same as all those previous. A struggle for survival. Living from day to day, until one day my luck runs out, or the tronk takes me down in a final, dark embrace.
 This year though, I feel a new kind of excitement. I try to dampen it down. Murdoch could be lying about my mother. But even if he is, he must have good connections, both to have found out what he has about me and to have set up the raid. Perhaps if I help them out then they’ll help me get out of here. Presuming Dane doesn’t find out and kill me first, of course.
 The midnight bell begins to toll. The twelve chimes ring out across the whole city, Inside and Outside the Wall. As the last chime dies away, the light show begins. Flashes of coloured lights. Images of strange creatures shoot across the sky. Bangs and whooshing noises that I can only faintly make out, but must be almost deafening if you’re below them. I wonder what it must be like to watch it from Inside. Maybe one day, I’ll find out.
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 Chapter 1: Aleesha
 I awake with my face pressed into the cobbles, surrounded by the stench of vomit, piss and dead rat. Daylight filters down between the tall buildings. A dull, soft light, the sun hidden behind layers of dense cloud.
 Where am I? Slashes of red graffiti designed to look like a bloodbath mark the metal door on the opposite wall. Shankster territory. My pulse quickens as memories return.
 A Shankster party. Monotonous beat of the music. People dancing, drinking, making out. The wild-eyed contortionist with dreadlocks to his waist who could invert his body into a perfect circle. Fighting my way up the stairs to the upper rooms. Pushing past the guards. And him. Green-eyes. The new leader of the Shanksters. My target.
 My mind goes blank. What happened next? There’s a tang in my mouth, faint but recognisable. Tronk. Oh, yes. That.
 I’m in Green-eyes’ lap, laughing as he plants rough kisses down my neck. Whispering in his ear that we should find somewhere quieter. A small room. The guards retreat. Just the two of us. But when I open my mouth to speak — to finally get the information I’ve come for — he silences me with a finger and holds up a tiny packet of white powder.
 A flash of pain radiates up my arm and I realize I’m grinding my knuckles into the ground. It does little to temper my frustration. You idiot! You could have been raped. Killed.
 I close my eyes, wishing I could make the world disappear. But it’s cold lying here and, to top it off, it starts raining. Soft droplets dribble down my exposed thighs. Feeling around for my dress, I find it scrunched up around my waist. Urgh. I yank it down and clamber to my feet, which I realize are bare. It appears my shoes were another casualty of last night’s failure. At least I didn’t wear my good boots.
 The one advantage tronk has over liquor is that there’s no hangover. My head now feels as sharp and clear as this time yesterday. Though perhaps that makes the inevitable walk of shame even worse. There’s a titter and I realize I’m not alone in the alley. Great. Being perved on by a group of scrawny kids was not how I’d planned my night to end.
 “’Ey, we thought you was dead,” one of them comments in a part-curious, part-bored tone.
 “Sorry to disappoint.”
 I attempt to stride past them purposefully but fail miserably when my bare foot skids on a patch of unidentifiable goo. There are a few giggles from the audience.
 “Shut it.” I glare at them. “Shouldn’t you lot be in school?”
 A small girl with matted blonde hair shrugs. “What for?”
 It’s a fair question. School is a bit of a half-hearted affair here in Area Four, both from pupils and the authorities. You don’t complain that all they’re teaching you is a load of crap, and they don’t complain when you skip class.
 As I round the corner of the street, a hand lands on my shoulder and there’s a familiar voice in my ear. “You were supposed to report back two hours ago.” His voice is mild. Perhaps it’s the Irish accent that makes him sound so laid back.
 “Well, since you knew where to find me, why didn’t you come and w—” I check myself hurriedly. I have no doubt he knows that I’ve spent the best part of the night and this morning asleep like a drunk in a back alley, but that’s no reason for me to admit it. “Get me,” I end lamely.
 “Never wake an angry woman, that’s my motto. I knew you’d come around eventually.”
 Great, now he’s mocking me.
 Murdoch leans back against the wall and folds his thick, stocky arms. “So, did you get the information?”
 I make myself look into his clear blue eyes. If you look away, they know you’re lying. If your eyes flicker, they know you’re lying. But if you’re confident, if you know the tricks they look for, it’s easy.
 “Sure, I got something, but yer not going to like it.”
 The words trip off my tongue before I can stop them. Oops. That was not what I had planned to say.
 He arches an eyebrow. “Okay then, so what is it?”
 “I got to the new leader. Had him right in my lap, so to speak.” Technically, I was in his lap, but the end result would have been the same. If I hadn’t screwed up. “They definitely have some involvement with them.” Murdoch nods, knowing I’m referring to the Brotherhood. “But we were interrupted, and then he zoned out on,” I take a deep breath, forcing myself to get the word out, “tronk.”All the best lies have a bit of truth in them.
 “Dammit, I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you.”
 For a second, I think he’s going to hit me and my hand’s halfway to my knife before I remember that I don’t have it on me. Damn this stupid outfit. His fist slams into the boarded-up window an inch from my head.
 “The previous gang leader refused to help them. Green-eyes wanted to avoid taking part in a leadership challenge, so he cut ’em a deal. Though, I’m not sure he’ll be in charge for long. All is not happy in Shankster HQ.”
 “And their contact in the Brotherhood?” he whispers, glancing around nervously.
 “I-I didn’t get that far.”
 Frown lines appear on his forehead. “I can’t work out if you know the truth and you’re just hiding it from me, or if you don’t know jack.”
 “If you told me what you wanted the information for, then perhaps it would be easier for me to help you,” I say sweetly.
 Murdoch’s gang is still a mystery to me. Since he approached me a month ago and blackmailed me into working for them, I’ve been trying to find out more about the Chain. But no one I’ve spoken to has heard anything about them. I don’t know if that’s better or worse than the rumours about the Brotherhood. People don’t talk much about them, either, but that’s out of fear.
 Murdoch’s face darkens. “That wasn’t part of the deal. You do as we ask and I keep your secret, secret.”
 “And help me find out what happened to my mother,” I remind him.
 He nods. “Sure, but you’re a long way from that. If you can’t even complete a basic task, we have no use for you.”
 My fingernails dig into the thin skin on my thighs. The pain helps to control the rising anger in my belly. “I’ve made contact. He’ll be more receptive next time. I’ll get him drunk. He’ll speak more freely then.”
 And where are you going to find the money for liquor?
 “If you go again, you go with someone. I don’t trust you on your own.”
 “I told you, I work alone.” Folding my arms, I meet his gaze. He looks away first.
 “Fine, but if you don’t have anything to report tomorrow, the deal is off.”
 He stalks away and I slump against the wall, closing my eyes. How the hell do I find out about the Shanksters’ link with the Brotherhood by tomorrow? What I’d told Murdoch was mostly rumour, I’ve got no way of knowing if it’s true, but I had to get him off my back somehow.
 For now, though, I have a more immediate problem. Getting home safe.
 “Aleesha?”
 My eyes snap open. The man in front of me is short, not much taller than me, with the left side of his head shaved and the remaining hair braided tight. A snake’s head tattoo pokes out the neck of his t-shirt. I breathe a sigh of relief. “Jonas, right?”
 He nods suspiciously. “What are you doing out here?”
 “I could ask the same of you. I wasn’t aware Jay or Dane had authorized any contact with the Shanksters.” I glance significantly at the graffiti-covered building behind me, but the gesture is too subtle for him.
 Jonas frowns and is about to reply when footsteps approach. I vaguely recognize the newcomer, a squat boy with greasy tendrils of hair, from the Snakes’ HQ. He squints at me. “What are you doing here?”
 “Jay’s business.” Smiling sweetly, I add, “But I could do with a hand getting home.”
 Their muttered voices follow me as I walk down the street. I step carefully to avoid the shards of broken glass, metal and other hazards embedded in the filth that covers the road. Luckily, it’s been dry for a couple of days. If the streets were flooded, it would be impossible to see anything.
 My breath hisses through my teeth as I snatch my foot away from whatever has just stabbed it. Lifting it up, I examine the sole, trying not to fall over or hop around on the other leg.
 There’s a shriek from one of the hobies lining the street. I look up to see Jonas walking away from her. “Here y’go.” A pair of battered shoes are thrown in front of me. “We’d better go before she decides to get ’em back.”
 I yank out a splinter of glass and flick it away. The shoes look barely cleaner than the street, but they’ll have to do.
 “Thief!” the woman yowls behind us. I glance back, but she’s too scared to come and reclaim them. She waves twig-like arms, her skeletal frame tottering on swollen feet. I grimace as I slip my feet into the over-large shoes, wondering if foot rot will be another price I’ll pay for my weakness last night.
 “Come on, she’s just a tronk addict.” Jonas pulls at my arm.
 He’s right. The signs are there as the woman sinks back into the line of hobies: hollow cheekbones, a desperate gleam in her bulging eyes.
 That could be you if you don’t give it up.
 No, it won’t. I’m smarter than them.
 Are you really?
 Yes! I made it off the streets and I will stay off the streets.
 But what about the tronk?
 I’m giving it up, alright?
 The voice in my head falls silent. “As if I don’t have enough to deal with.”
 “What?”
 “Oh, nothing,” I say, realizing I’d spoken aloud.
 I’m glad of the escort on the way back. Walking practically naked through Area Four in broad daylight is guaranteed to get you into trouble, but the boys manage to handle most of the attention. I dismiss them at the end of the road and walk the last fifty metres to Jay’s place by myself.
 Jay lives in two small rooms above a closed-up kebab shop. I guess it’s my home too — or as close as I come to having one — but it feels wrong somehow to call it that. Too permanent. It’s not bad as far as places to live go and way better than many I’ve stayed in, especially now the kebab shop is closed. The smell of the filth they cooked was enough to drive you mad.
 I key in the code to the faded green door. The room inside contains a large battered table and a couple of chairs. Jay is in the adjourning bedroom, humming some mindless tune. He sounds like he’s in a good mood, at least. I push the button on the hotplate. The orange light doesn’t come on.
 “Electric’s off.”
 I turn to see him slouched against the doorframe, a slight smirk on his face. The black tattoos that wind around his arms darken his copper skin and his t-shirt is a little too tight over his shoulders.
 “Three days of sun and the panels can’t even give us an hour of electricity?” I mutter, jabbing the button again. Dammit, no water then. Reaching down for a bottle of Chaz, my hand finds only empty air.
 “Sorry, this is the last one.” He brings his arm out from behind his back and waggles the blue bottle gently so the liquid sloshes inside. A knot of anger tightens in my stomach. I grab the bottle from his hand and gulp down the contents. It barely wets my dry throat.
 “Any food?”
 “Do you even bother to collect your rations?”
 I don’t answer. What do I tell him? That I can’t collect the crappy government rations all citizens are entitled to, and that if I tried, I’d be arrested on the spot? That all this time he’s been harbouring an illegal?
 He runs a hand over his short dark hair and sighs. “Nothing here. There are still some bits left from the depot raid at HQ, though. We’ll head there later.”
 “Fine.” My stomach growls and I can feel myself getting twitchy. Hangry, Jay calls it. Angry because I’m hungry. Maybe he’s right. Or maybe anger is just part of who I am.
 “You look a bloody mess. Where have you been?”
 “None of your damn business.” I bang the bottle down on the table, the plastic making a satisfying crunching noise. “It’s not as if you were around last night.”
 But thank god he’s not in the mood for a fight.
 “Hey, I was just worried about you. I haven’t seen you all morning.” He begins to massage my shoulders, and the twitchiness subsides.
 “I was supposed to be meeting a friend at a party. They didn’t turn up, so I was about to leave, but they had …” My voice trails off. I don’t really need to explain any further, he can fill in the gaps.
 “A friend?”
 Ah, yes. He knows as well as I do that I don’t have any friends.
 “I don’t think you’ve met her.” I shrug nonchalantly. “She’s just a dweeb.”
 He seems to accept the explanation. “You should watch who you hang around with. You don’t need no dweebs when yer the boss’s lady.”
 I smile and stand on my toes to kiss him on the lips. “Not quite the boss yet,” I tease.
 He grins and pulls me in for a hug, planting a kiss on my neck before pulling back and holding me at arm’s length, his nose wrinkling.
 “Eeewww, you stink!”
 I grimace, realizing he’s right. “Yeah, I’ll have to ask the hobies to keep their alleyways cleaner.”
 “Well, it’s your lucky day. We have water! And I got it heated up before the leccy went off. Come on, I was about to jump in.” He flicks my long braid so it swings from side to side.
 “We have water?” I push past him and race for the bedroom. He laughs and follows, scooping me up and throwing me onto the bed. The bowl of steaming water is balanced on the wide windowsill; another bucket to stand in is underneath. Washing water is too precious to be wasted.
 “Me first!”
 Jay rolls his eyes. “Okay, but only ’cos you smell so bad.”
 I quickly strip and step into the plastic bucket. There’s even a sliver of soap. Heaven. I wash down fully before dunking my head into the water and scrubbing at my hair, which hasn’t been cleaned properly in weeks. It feels so good to get rid of the itchiness. When I’ve finished, the water is grey and murky.
 “Huh, so much for a clean wash.” Jay hands me a threadbare towel as I step out of the bucket. He tips the water back into the bowl.
 “It’s warm still, at least.” I dry myself quickly and dress. It’s good to be clean again. And wearing proper clothes that cover my body.
 While Jay’s washing, I return to the main room and use the tip of my knife to ease up the half floorboard in the corner. The fake wood is chipped and scratched. This old building used to have real wooden floors, having been built back when there was enough wood in the world to waste on construction. But the floors have long since been ripped up for firewood and replaced with this synthetic stuff. Nestled inside the void under the boards is a metal lockbox containing my secret stash of chits, spare food and — when I have it — tronk. Today, it also holds a small amulet threaded on a thin cord.
 “So, what you want to do for the rest of the day?”
 I whip around, but he’s still in the other room. Heart racing, I retrieve the amulet and replace the lockbox and floorboard.
 “Haven’t you got stuff to do?” I ask, walking back into the bedroom.
 He shakes his head, sending water droplets spinning over the bed. “Nope. Dane’s gone off somewhere and everyone’s kind of in limbo at the moment, so I have a free day.” He hesitates for a moment, looking at me. I don’t like that look. It means he has something planned. And that usually means trouble.
 “I thought we could go take a look at the Wall.”
 That was not what I had expected. “Why do you want to go look at the Wall? It’s just a waste of time.”
 Jay steps out of the bucket and begins to towel himself down. “Well, what would you rather be doing? Lying around here all afternoon or hanging out with your dweeb friends?” He makes a twisting motion with his hands. Loser. I can’t help but smile. And he’s right, there isn’t much else to do.
 “Okay then, we’ll go see the Wall.”
 A ray of sunlight lands on the small piece of green glass in my hand, sending speckles of jade dancing across the ceiling. After fastening the cord around my ankle, I walk over to Jay and wrap my arms around his warm chest, resting my head against his back. He smells of soap. Clean. The soap reminds me of my mother. Wherever we were, however little we had, there was always soap. I was always clean.
 He pats my hand. “Hey, let go, girl; otherwise, we’ll never get out of here.” But his tone is soft, teasing. This is the Jay I like. I just wonder how long he’ll stick around.
 * * *
 Area Four runs right up to the Wall, and half an hour later we’re sitting on a flat-roofed outbuilding, legs dangling into the street below. In front of us, almost close enough to touch, is the Wall: the barrier that divides London. In most parts of the city, there’s an empty area in front of it, where they knocked down all the old buildings. They call it the dead zone, ’cos if the Metz find you squatting there, you’re dead. But here, the buildings crowd in toward the Wall so it’s only a few metres away.
 It’s not a wall at all, really. At least, it’s not made of concrete or Plexiglas or metal. It’s just a shimmer of colours in the air. Bright, moving patterns of light. But it’s more lethal than any concrete or Plexiglas wall. It separates us: Outsiders from Insiders. Its beauty and colour is almost mocking, like they’re saying ’this is what it’s like Inside’. Just to remind us of our drab, grey surroundings.
 “Have you ever been on the other side?”
 I shake my head. What a dumb question. No one I know has ever been through the Wall.
 “I wonder what it’s like.”
 I’ve rarely seen Jay in this kind of mood. Angry and sullen, yes. Reflective and thoughtful, that’s just not really Jay. I sigh.
 “Pavements of gold and orchards of fruit, if you believe what Dane says.”
 He snorts. “Dane don’t know nothing. He’s never even tried to get past the guards.”
 “Well, he’d be stupid to try. No one can get past unless they want to let you in.” The only way to get inside the Wall is through the gates. There are three of them: East, North and West. The south side of the city is bordered by the swamps and the river, a mile of water that floods what used to be the southern part of London.
 We’re in the east of the city, but the East Gate is way up in Area Six. No one from Four ventures that far north. From what I’ve heard, Insiders can come and go through the gates as they please (not that any of them would choose to come out here) but as an Outsider, you can only get through if you have legit business Inside. They check your chip to make sure. As I’m not a legal citizen, I don’t have a chip, so there’s no way of me getting Inside.
 “They only have two guards on duty, right? It can’t be that hard to get past.”
 I snort. “Two on each side. And they filter you through those arches that scan your chip.”
 “Is that what they do? I thought they were just there to make the gate look more …”
 “Ornamental?” I supply.
 Jay frowns.
 “Impressive?”
 His face clears. “Yeah, that.”
 It can be frustrating being with Jay. And he’s pretty smart, for an Outsider. No wonder Insiders don’t want to mix with us. It would be tedious as hell. It’s a fact of life: Insiders are more intelligent than Outsiders. It’s designed that way. As an Insider, you get a hand up in the world from the day you’re born. I seem to be an exception to the rule. I’m smarter than most Outsiders I’ve met, even though I was born in Area Five. Which is well and truly Outsider territory. And as I’m an illegal, there’s no way any of the tiny cells that grew to become me could have been genetically enhanced. For some reason, my mother chose not to register my birth or even the fact that she was pregnant. According to the system, I don’t exist. I guess when it comes to intelligence, I’m just lucky.
 I glance at Jay. His head is slightly turned to one side and he’s gazing at the shimmering light. It’s his “thinking” face. I wait patiently. Finally, he stretches out his arm, fingertips only a few inches from the Wall, and looks over at me.
 “Really? I’m not going to be carting your dead body back home, you know.”
 He grins. “Loving girlfriend, aren’t you.”
 He shucks forward so he’s perched right on the edge of the roof. I glance down nervously. The drop into the alley isn’t too far — six feet, maybe — but if he falls, he’ll definitely hit the Wall.
 “Don’t be an idiot. Remember what happened to the guys at the raid when the barrier came up? They didn’t even scream. Dead in seconds.”
 Jay pulls back. “Yeah, yer right. I’d forgotten about that.” There’s a tremor in his voice.
 “You’d forgotten?” My attempt at sarcasm fails and my voice shakes even more than his.
 “Not forgotten the raid, obviously …”
 Just forgotten those who’d died. Gang members die every month. But there were nine who didn’t make it back from the raid and it was only a month ago. Still, apart from that, the raid had been a success. It was the first time anyone in this part of the city had attacked a government depot and actually come away with stuff. Food. Weapons. If it hadn’t been for that one guard who managed to somehow get the barrier working again, we’d have got even more. And those kids would still be alive.
 The raid had been Jay’s plan. Or, at least, that’s what he’d been made to believe. I suspect Murdoch and the Chain were behind it. The guy with the brains behind the plan, who Jay had “recruited”, was one of theirs. But telling Jay that would mean explaining about Murdoch and admitting I was working for the Chain as well as the Snakes. And then he’d get mad.
 “Let’s just stay away from it, okay?” I scoot back from the edge, but Jay doesn’t move.
 “Have you ever heard about tunnels under the Wall?”
 “Nope. Who’s been spreading rumours now?”
 He shrugs. “I overheard someone on the street talking about it the other week.”
 “Maybe there are tunnels,” I start carefully, “but most of them would have been flooded in the Great Flood, and even if they’re dry, they must be hundreds of years old. More than likely they’ve caved in, or are about to.”
 Jay smiles wryly, giving me a gentle shove. “Always got an answer for everything, haven’t you?”
 I smile back and shove him harder. “Someone’s got to think through your crazy plans before you go off and get yourself killed.”
 “Well, how about you use that great brain of yours to figure out a plan to get us into that place.” He pushes me again, but I’m still off balance. I teeter, my limbs flailing dangerously close to the shimmering Wall as I try to stop myself falling.
 “Hey!” Jay’s voice carries a trace of alarm and he reaches out to grab me, but he misjudges the movement and knocks me instead, and it’s enough to tip me off my precarious stance. The slick fabric of my top slips through his fingers. There’s a scream, and I realize it’s coming from me, but it sounds so far away. Time slows and it feels as if I’m floating down, not falling. Bright colours dance across my eyes and I see nothing apart from the Wall.
 “Oww!”
 I roll once, twice, three times. Pain shoots through my left shoulder and there’s the iron-tang of blood in my mouth. My breath comes in gasps. Colours still flash across my vision like bolts of lightning. I close my eyes.
 What’s happening? Am I dead? Surely, if you’re dead you’re not supposed to feel pain?
 I open my eyes. Cobblestones. Clean cobblestones. Almost gleaming. I run a finger over them. Gritty and rough. But no shards of glass, no empty chocco wrappers or old rat bones. No puddles of mud or vomit.
 Hardly daring to breathe, I push myself up, ignoring the flash of pain at my elbow and shoulder, and look around. Towering above me is the Wall, the nearest mast visible along the long, narrow street.
 In front of me are old-fashioned, brick-built houses. I take a step forward. “I’m alive.” My words ring out in the silence. Somehow, miraculously, I am alive. And what’s more, for the first time in my life, I’m Inside the Wall.
 

 
 Chapter 2: Trey
 “Goldsmith, are you paying attention?” Mr Peters frowns at me over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses.
 I jerk upright in my seat. “Y-yes, sir!”
 My cheeks burn as I realize my entire history class is looking at me. They’re probably thinking I fell asleep again. Tired out from rugby practice, unlike the rest of the boys who seem to have boundless energy. Sometimes, I wonder if my parents paid for any genetic enhancements at all for me.
 The truth is, I’d been distracted by a strange tingling sensation in my right forearm. I examine it as Mr Peters goes back to droning on about the refugee crisis of the 2050s. It looks normal. The tingling disappears and is replaced by a throbbing as if my pulse has been magnified a hundred times.
 My arm moves two inches to the right. A moment later, it twitches again and moves back to the left. Am I going crazy?
 I stare in horror as my forearm begins to flop limply from side to side like a fish out of water. Every five seconds. Like an independent limb.
 Flip. Flop.
 It feels odd, like there’s an invisible puppet string attached to my wrist, reaching up through the ceiling to an unknown puppeteer. I lift my arm experimentally. It responds to my mental command, as if there’s nothing really wrong with it. Then my wrist jerks back.
 Others begin to notice. At first, there are just a couple of nervous titters and a few sidelong glances. No one wants to draw attention to themselves. Peters’ detentions are the worst. I push my hand into my desk, tensing the muscles in my forearm, willing them to stay still. One. Two. Three. Four—
 The spasm throws my arm into the air. It lands with a thud back on the wooden desk. A ripple runs through my elbow. The next time, my whole arm moves, like a shockwave rippling through my muscles. There’s a slight tingling sensation in my arm, a bit like the sensation you get when you knock your funny bone. I wonder if I’ve somehow trapped a nerve.
 “What are you playing at?” Theo leans over to hiss in my ear. “Surely, you don’t want detention again?”
 “I’m not doing anything,” I mutter back under my breath. Should I excuse myself, say I’m not feeling well? Nerves grip my stomach. Heat rises in my cheek. What’s happening to me?
 The sniggers are louder now. Chairs scrape as my classmates turn to look. Smythe seems to have developed a coughing fit at the back. Mr Peters is still gazing into the holo. “The geopolitics of the time and lack of strong leadership from the major world economic players resulted in the failure of the Berlin Refugee Summit to find a solution to the migration problem,” he says.
 I lift my arm, but at that moment it jerks so violently that I end up slapping myself in the face.
 It is too much for the class. I think Jones is the first to break, or perhaps it’s Branson, but the rest of the class follows quickly, unable to contain their mirth. Mr Peters spins around, his eyes narrowed.
 “What is going on, boys?”
 I hate the way he calls us boys, as if we were still in prep school, not in our final year.
 My arm chooses that moment to spasm again. A bubble of hysterical laughter rises in my throat. Must not smile. But just thinking that makes the corners of my lips start to twitch. I grab my right hand with my left and push it down between my legs, meeting Mr Peters’ gaze.
 “Is there something wrong, Goldsmith?” He punctuates each word with a trace of sarcasm. He has a well of it. I can read his thoughts. Detention. Maybe a trip to the Head. A letter home.
 “N-no, sir.” Damn this stutter. Deep breaths. A wave travels up my arm, each muscle fibre passing the movement on to the next. Up to my shoulder and back down again.
 What is happening to me?
 “Is there something wrong with your arm, Goldsmith?” He walks over so he is standing in front of my desk. His cold eyes, so pale they’re almost white, stare down at me. “Put your hands on the desk where I can see them.”
 I hesitate for a moment, squirming in my chair. My face is burning.
 “Now!”
 I place my hands palm down on the desk. Both of them are trembling. How long has it been since the last spasm?
 Mr Peters reaches out, and at that moment I feel my muscle fibres twitch. My forearm jerks upwards, knocking his arm aside. The laughter in the classroom dies and suddenly I’m enveloped in silence. I feel the blood draining from my face through my chest to my feet. I grab my arm before it spasms again. It writhes in my grip like it’s trying to break free of my body. I stare at the desk, not daring to look up.
 “Go and report to the medic, Goldsmith. Johnson, go with him.”
 Glancing up, I see Peters has already turned to walk back to the front of the class.
 “And the rest of you will stay behind for an extra fifteen minutes.”
 There is a collective groan. The feeling of relief fades. Great, now I’ll be in everyone’s bad books. I keep my head down as I walk to the door, avoiding the scowls of my classmates. As I pull open the door I glance back toward Peters, who is standing back in front of the holo. He catches my eye briefly and shock ripples through me.
 His face is white and drawn, as if he’s seen a ghost, and he looks as though he’s aged ten years in the space of a minute. In that split second, I realize that he knows what this is. And from the look on his face, it isn’t good.
 * * *
 Theo’s footsteps pound the corridor behind me as he hurries to catch up. I want to keep running, to tell him to go away and leave me alone to deal with this thing, but he’s one of the few people I’d count as a friend. I slow to a walk.
 “You’ll apologize to the guys from me, Theo? I can’t believe Peters gave everyone detention. And right at the end of the week, too.” Unlike me, Theo is popular with our classmates. He does well in classes and is good on the rugby pitch — both things I come pretty much bottom in. I sometimes wonder why he hangs around with me at all.
 “Sure, but I don’t think they’ll mind. That was the most hilarious thing I’ve seen all week!” He nudges my arm conspiratorially. “How did you do it? It looked like all the bones in your arm had disappeared!”
 My arm chooses that moment to spasm again and whacks his left arm.
 “Hey, man, cut it out! We’re out of class now.” He rubs his arm.
 “I can’t. It’s not something I did. It just happened.”
 “What do you mean? Is there something wrong with your arm?”
 “Clearly! I mean, it was fine when class started. And then suddenly this started happening.” My now independent limb jerks again. “Any ideas?” Theo is going to train to be a doctor when he leaves next year, so he spends a lot of time with the medic.
 He looks thoughtful. “I’ve never heard of anything like it before. But don’t worry, I’m sure the medic will have some information on it.”
 The medic is in the next block, on the ground floor. St George’s prides itself on being a “traditional” school, which means everything is firmly set in the 2000s. I think the school building itself is even older, perhaps dating back to the early twentieth century, which is probably why bits of it keep falling apart. The medic is about the one concession to modern-day life they’ve allowed, probably because there would have been an uproar from parents if their darling boys couldn’t get fixed up at the touch of a button.
 The corridor is empty. A background hum of noise comes from the classrooms off to the right. On the other side, a row of arched windows look out on the gravelled landing area set into the huge expanse of green grass. A tightly packed row of tall, dense trees marks the school boundary. The late afternoon gloom is already setting in. In a few hours it’ll be dark.
 “Hey, have you heard what’s been happening back in London? Apparently, things are getting feisty outside the Wall. There’s a new gang who are murdering all the other gang leaders.”
 Theo is a mine of information about the Outside. His father runs the main broadcasting agency in town, which is the only one that reports and broadcasts on both sides of the Wall.
 “Isn’t that what they do? Fight each other?” I don’t take much notice of the news, or what happens Outside. Something my father enjoys reprimanding me about.
 “Not everywhere. Though in some areas there’s quite a lot of it. Haven’t you ever been Outside?”
 I shake my head. “No, why would I? Have you?” I stop and stare at him respectfully. No one goes Outside, at least, not out of choice. The Wall was built to keep Insiders safe. Visiting the areas Outside the Wall may be exciting, but it’s not worth the risk of being hurt.
 Theo snorts. “Sure, I have. Been out with the reporters a few times. It’s pretty grim. You know those holos Peters showed us last year of life before the Great Flood? Kind of like that, but with more water and mud and less electricity. You know, you’d have to pity the Outsiders if they weren’t so stupid. Some areas aren’t too bad, though. Six and Fifteen are almost as nice as Inside and you probably won’t get mugged.” He grins wickedly. “You’ll have to come out with us sometime.”
 “Maybe.” Or maybe not. I get to spend little enough time in London as it is; I don’t want to waste it risking my life getting lost in the slums.
 We get to the ornately carved wooden staircase that leads down to the ground floor. Theo slid down it once for a dare, got caught by Purley, and ended up scrubbing toilets for a month. If it had been anyone else, they’d probably have got expelled.
 “What on Earth are the Metz doing here?”
 I pause with my foot on the second step and look past Theo through the window. Two black pods with distinctive slashes of yellow are hovering over the landing site. “I thought they didn’t leave London?” I join Theo by the window to get a better look.
 “They don’t usually. At least, there are branches in other cities, but they’re mostly kept busy there. I don’t think there’s any law enforcement out here in the countryside, is there? Apart from the Farms which have their own security teams. But I don’t remember the Metz ever coming here before.”
 Old memories stir at the back of my mind. Armed figures, all in black apart from two bright yellow slashes on either side of their helmets; gunshots firing, screaming, a cold fear that left my teeth chattering.
 “They came here once.” My voice comes out slightly unsteady and Theo flashes me a look of puzzled surprise. I swallow hard, pushing the memory back. My hands are clammy. “When the rebels broke into the school and took a load of us hostage. I was pretty young; it must have been before you arrived here.” I smile weakly. “To be honest, I don’t remember much about it, just being terrified and my teacher grabbing me and running from the playground.” And then they shot her in front of all of us.
  The pods are now on the ground, spilling men from their bellies like ants. “Fifteen men and dogs?” Theo sounds excited. “It must be something pretty serious for Pickles to have called them in. The fence is still down, isn’t it?” The fence is our main security net that surrounds the school in an impenetrable electric field. Rumour has it that it’s had a few technical problems since a squirrel managed to short circuit the system.
 “What are you doing out of class?” Purley, our house master, is running up the stairs. He looks flustered and his lips are drawn into a thin line rather than his usual half smile. “Goldsmith, the Head wants to see you — I was just coming to find you. Johnson, get back to class.”
 “Bu—” Theo starts to protest, but Purley lays a hand on his arm.
 “Just go.”
 Reluctantly, Theo turns and walks back down the corridor. Purley practically drags me down the stairs.
 “I-I was supposed to be going to the medic.”
 Purley shakes his head. “The medic won’t help you. John comm’d me to tell me what happened. Thank god he came to me rather than going straight to Eric.”
 John? Eric? Since when did teachers use first names when talking to students?
 At the bottom of the stairs, rather than taking the corridor that leads to the Head’s office, he sets off in the opposite direction. I practically have to run to keep up with him. “What’s going on?” He doesn’t answer. My arm jerks again, throwing me off balance. Has someone poisoned me? Why does Purley look so scared?
 “This way,” he gasps, short of breath, and sets off down the corridor to the design and tech blocks at the end of the school. Halfway down, he pauses by a set of fire doors that lead out onto a small garden. Chest heaving, he turns and grabs my shoulders. My right arm judders away. Purley’s shorter than me, though much stockier. A few extra decades of good food hangs around his midriff. I heard a rumour he was once the best prop in the rugby team, back in his day.
 He pulls me in so our faces are only six inches apart. I stare at the mole on his cheek, wondering why he hasn’t had it removed. It has tiny grey hairs poking out of it.
 “Darwin, listen to me, we don’t have much time. The Metz have come for you. They’ve activated your chip. That’s why your arm feels outside of your control.”
 “W-w-why?”
 “You don’t know?”
 I shake my head and a troubled look crosses his face. “There was no reason given. Perhaps something your father … I don’t know. I was in Eric’s office when they called in. They have a capture-or-kill order for you. I don’t know what you’ve done, Darwin, but they’re treating you as a serious criminal. Do you understand?”
 He gives me a shake to emphasize the message. My brain feels like it’s stopped functioning. Every thought swims through mud. Capture, kill. Capture, kill. A cold numbness starts in my stomach, like I’ve swallowed an ice cube whole, and begins to spread outwards. “They’re going to kill me?”
 “They might try. Mr Pickles has to comply with their demands of course — we all do. He’ll delay them as long as possible, but you must get out of here. Now! The fence is offline, otherwise you wouldn’t have a chance. The gates have already been locked down. But you’re a good climber — I’ve seen you. If you can get on top of the tech building, you should be able to jump over the main wall into the forest.”
 “What do I do then?”
 “Run. The effect of the activation will start to spread through your body. It’s intended to stop criminals escaping. As soon as you can, you must dig the chip out. He grabs my jerking arm by the wrist, turns it so my palm faces upwards and rests his index finger on a point about a third of the way up my forearm. “It’s in here. You may have to dig deep. Do not let them catch you.” He emphasizes each word with a jab into my shaking arm. “Now, go.”
 I’m not sure I can move. My feet are firmly rooted to the worn flagged floor. Purley pushes me toward the door. “Go!”
 I stumble forward, my feet trying to catch up with the movement of my body. Purley is already hurrying back down the corridor. The door swings open. The fresh air helps clear my brain. The refrain continues in my head.
 Capture, kill. Do not let them catch you.
 Life returns to my legs and I begin to run.
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 A note on spelling
 

 This story is set in a future London and is written in British English. For my readers who are more accustomed to American English spellings and terms, I hope you don’t find this too distracting.
 

 

 
 Acknowledgements
 Thanks to everyone who has contributed to making this book the best it could be, in particular William, Skye, Wendy, Kiri, Meg, Milan, Hana, Laura and Sophie. Thanks to Mum and Dad for your eagle-eyed proof-reading skills. Any errors that remain are my fault entirely. 
 

 The fabulous cover was created by Meg Cowley at Jolly Creative Cover Designs.
 

 Finally, thanks to Sam. For not minding the late nights and early mornings and for your constant support and faith in my writing. 
 

 

 
 OEBPS/cover.jpeg
, [ =
3 s b
’ C i
B &
. . «
B &
. i
B e y
5 k) ‘ 4
s &,
prac .
£l ‘
S . i
IR ad,
» & 1

THE WALL SERIES PREQUEL

ALISON INGLEBY





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  Contents



  

    
    

      

      		

        Introduction

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Chapter 1

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Chapter 2

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Chapter 3

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Chapter 4

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Chapter 5

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Expendables Preview

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Chapter 1: Aleesha

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Chapter 2: Trey

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Did you enjoy Outsider?

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Author's Note

        
        
        



      



    

      

      		

        Acknowledgements

        
        
        



      



    
    



  



OEBPS/images/243db7b7-15ca-4347-8d22-540e60659876.jpeg
THE WALL SERIES PREQUEL

ALISON INGLEBY









