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Welcome to Soulless.
We are the generation that laughs at death.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





Book One:
Immortality. What was once a magnificent dream has now become our grim reality. Man no longer fears death; he yearns for it.
In 2016, children began to have dreams of people they once were. Past friends, family, events… they could remember it all with accurate detail. By 2200, entire generations experienced the same, marking that year as the Return, and it was then we realised that reincarnation was more than a belief. Our souls could never leave this earth, and with every return, our minds began to crowd with memories that no longer belonged to us.
Every century that passed, the insanity deepened and drove humanity to the verge of extinction. Countless wars devastated society, leaving the planet and civilization in ruins. The advancement humanity once made came to a halt as the will to better the world became the will just to survive it. A decade after the world wars, a powerful group calling themselves the Elite stepped in to rebuild our depleting race.
During this time, researchers discovered that every soul left a unique mark on the iris, which was carried through
 
 
 
with the soul’s next body. To bring back order, a new technology capable of tracking the soul imprint was created, allowing our government to tag, track and control us. For the Elite, the system was perfect. Regardless of where they were reborn, they were returned to their former glory and entitlements. For those who broke the law, death was no longer an escape and they were branded as blacklisted and sent to decades of imprisonment.
To slow the insanity, scientists created a serum called the D400 that repressed the memories and personalities of all previous lives.
Most of the population survived off small ounces, just enough to suppress violent and paranoid behaviours. Those of the lower classes were left to crumble beneath the disease, becoming crazed husks called drifters. The Elite thought they had cracked the code to our reincarnation problem and a new norm emerged among us. That is, of course, until I was born.
You see, I was born without a soul imprint. A defect that has restarted century-old wars, but this time nothing can stop the madness from destroying us all.



CHAPTER ONE:
 
 
The line for food was longer than usual. For six hours, I waited on the outskirts of the city, rocking from foot to foot to lessen the pain in my calves. To my right, I could see the city through the wire fence that pressed us to the side of the warehouse. Across the crumbled towers, the red sunset bathed over the buildings like fire. The orange beams slipped through the cracks in the windows and walls as it set across us. As the sun disappeared behind the slanted towers, it took with it its warmth, sinking the city underneath a spit of rain and southern winds. I crossed my arms to hug warmth back into my body. Behind me, I could hear the impatient calls of those lined up further down. I looked down at my hands to recheck the coupons before quickly re-securing them into my pockets. Behind me, their voices grew louder.
“When are you going to open the doors?” one man yelled.
“We’ve been waiting all day. We need our food!” another woman shouted.
The guards patrolling the fence tightened their grips around their weapons. The sight of guns wasn’t anything new; every single person in line had some type of pistol or knife hidden in their clothes. Some, like the guy down from me, was not so hidden.
He wore his belt of bullets like a sash with his automatic machine gun resting on the pad of his shoulder. He snarled when he caught my gaze and I quickly looked away.
There was still some blood on the ground and wall from yesterday’s line up and it smelt of rancid copper. The tension between civilian and police was as tight as a string about to snap. I just wanted to collect my supplies and get out of there. I always felt uncomfortable standing in these type of lines. I hated having people behind me where I couldn’t see them. What was worse was they always pressed right up to my back so every sniffle and cough ran down my neck.
I jostled on the spot and turned back to check the queue behind me again. The line seemed endless, even disappearing behind the corner. As I glanced down, I accidentally caught sight of someone I recognised. He was my neighbour, Robert, an older man and the type of guy who would sell your kidney if he thought he’d get a free meal out of it. He stood a few meters away but stepped out of line when he spotted me. He must’ve taken the split second eye contact as an invitation as he ran up to join me.
“Nadia? Is that you? How funny, running into you here.” Robert rubbed his hands together smugly. As always, he wore that ugly custard-yellow jacket and back–to-front green shirt with the tag sticking out the front like a tongue. As he talked, he exhaled into his palms and rubbed them against his pant legs. 
I quickly turned my back on him, “You’re not cutting in,”
“I’ll just stand behind you. No one will even notice.”
I turned and shoved him back. “Get back. You’re going to get us both kicked out.” The last thing I wanted was another riot, not now, not when I was so close to the front.
His eye twitched nervously. “Help me out here, I’ll give you some of my share if you let me in.” 
“I said no! Now, go back to your spot!” People were noticing. My face started heating up. This wasn’t looking good.
“Fine, fine.” He laughed nervously. “I just wanted to make sure that you and your family knew about the upcoming sweep. There’s been a tip off about some black-listed scum shacking up near our area. Dangerous stuff.” As he spoke he edged in closer, pressing his body in between mine and the woman waiting behind. I clenched my jaw and quickly spun back. Despite our height differences, I managed to grab him by the collar and jerk his head down to my eye level.
“Seriously, Robert. Back the fuck up.”
His eye twitched again, causing his entire neck to jerk. He dropped his voice down into a rough whisper, “Nadia, come on. I’m desperate here. I haven’t gotten to the front of the line for three weeks.” His tone had no hint of desperation in it, but roughened up as though he was going to bully his way in.
“Tough. I haven’t gotten to the front for the whole month.”
The woman behind me grabbed Robert’s hoodie and pulled him back. “Ey! What do you think you’re doing? This girl is letting him cut!” A choir of disgruntled voices fired up behind us. I turned back to face a very long and very irritated line of glares and tightened fists directed my way.
Along the fence, the police slowed when nearing us as I quickly turned and faced the front. Don’t get involved. Don’t get involved. The woman pulled Robert’s hood again, prompting Robert to swing his arm back. “Don’t touch me, you fucking dog.”
With a swift upwards jab, the woman drove her hidden shiv into the side of Robert’s ribcage. He seized up before collapsing to the ground, gripping the wound. Before anyone else could react, a policeman stepped up and fired, hitting the woman in the chest with his Taser gun. The electric shock jerked her body into a rigid plank before she fell to the ground in a seizure.
The shot set the rest of the crowd into a panicked scramble. A heavy force crashed forward behind me as the crowd rammed their shoulders into the sealed garage door in their attempt at breaking it down. Heat and panic flared like wild fire as the guards fired into the swarm of bodies scrambling to get to the front. Using my elbows, I wrestled my way in between the gaps when I felt someone drive their fist into the side of my face. My neck was thrown the other way, knocking my senses around. The moment I hesitated someone grabbed my hair and yanked me backward, pulling me out of the crowd. Sharp pain shot up from my roots as I was thrown onto the ground and rolled into the fence. Above my head, loud cracks of gunfire popped as people flailed into epileptic fits. It was sickening how desperate everyone had become; they risked getting electrocuted rather than missing out on food scraps. And despite how hard they threw themselves against the garage, there was barely a dent in the door.
It was a losing battle and reluctantly I turned away. I went back to Robert’s body and rampaged through his pockets for his coupons. He only had the one stashed in his jacket, and it had expired too. Goddamn asshole! I then turned and fled for home. 


             
 
Shit! I can’t believe I’m late, again! I glanced down at my phone to note the time. Ten past six. I’d missed curfew. The roaming police squads were already on route, blasting their warning across the city. “Curfew is in full effect. Anyone caught outside without proper authorization will be arrested and prosecuted.”
I pressed myself against the walls of the neighbouring buildings, using the low light to hide. We were stationed further out, away from the inner city, keeping to the quieter suburbs where less raids occurred. In the heavier populated zones, it was dangerous. People weren’t exactly kind to one another, and they definitely didn’t trust each other either.
We elected to stay in an apartment building far on the west of the central capital. The place wasn’t much but it still had sealed windows and a door that could lock, so it was good enough for us.  The house was a narrow apartment block that was two-storeys high. I hitched my backpack higher onto my shoulder before making the last hundred-metre dash to my front door.
Once inside, the first words I heard were from my mother, Lisa. “You’re late, Nadia!”
I shrugged out of my backpack and dumped it by the foot of the door. Most of the house was still in darkness, the only light came from the kitchen where Lisa was cooking a stew. I placed my knife onto the bench in the hall and slipped out of the sling of my shotgun.
As I walked into the kitchen, Lisa wiped her hands clean on her top before stepping around the counter. She checked my hands hopefully. “Where are the supplies?”
“I didn’t get it.” I emptied my pockets and placed the coupons on the table. Lisa twisted her lips to the side, biting back her disappointment. 
She then stepped closer and lifted my chin to inspect the bruise on my face. “You can try again tomorrow. They’ll have to open it soon.”
“Or maybe they’ve just run out of fresh produce?” I suggested irritably before jerking my chin away from her. “It’s been weeks. We’re going to starve if this keeps going. Where’s Roman?”
“He’s out collecting the rations from the administrator. We should be getting some bandages, pain killers and new light bulbs for the den tonight.” She turned back to the pot and continued to stir. “That reminds me. You’re due for a reassessment tomorrow. Doctor Phillips called in to make sure you’ll keep your appointment. Have you spoken to him yet?”
I took a seat and clasped my hands, purposely ignoring the question. “Is Annie home?”
“She’s asleep. Haven’t heard a peep in hours.” She sighed with noted relief. “We were starting to think we would have to send her in for more sessions with the technician.”
“She’s not one of them. There could be hundreds of reasons why she’s having vivid nightmares. It doesn’t mean she’s blacklisted. I can tell.”
Lisa scoffed mockingly, “And you’ve dealt with a blacklisted before, Nadia?”
“I know my own sister.” In a different breath, I lowered my head and pushed away from the counter. Lisa was never going to listen. She had already pinched her face into that look of superiority, where nothing I said could ever dismount her off her high horse. “Whatever, I’m going to bed.”



                                         
Upstairs I stopped by Annie’s room and peeked in. She was stretched out on her back while cocooned in her bed sheets with her pillow kicked across the room. I noticed she was missing one of her socks as her long legs stuck out the end of her mattress. It was always the left sock too. I turned to walk away when Annie’s sleepy voice called out, “Nadia?”
I stepped back to catch her peeking up at me through the crack in her eyelid. “Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you.”
“Did you get the milk?”
I drew in a shaking breath.  “No. Not tonight.”
“Tomorrow then?”
“Maybe. I’ll try.”
“‘Kay.” Annie mumbled her goodnights before she turned over. Moments later, she fell back asleep as her gentle breaths shot through her nose like a whistle. I smiled and quietly took my leave to my own room.
It must’ve been hitting on midnight when I was awoken by muffled screaming. It only took a second to recognise the shrieks before I scrambled out of bed. My room was closer to hers so her screams were like wine glasses smashing against concrete floor.
“Annie? Annie!” I jumped onto her bed and pinned her down before she could throw herself from the mattress.  “Shh! Shh! It’s okay. Come on, wake up! It isn’t real, Annie.”
Her body thrashed against my arms. I couldn’t keep her down as she bucked and screamed beneath me. She was getting stronger, or perhaps the nightmares were worse than before. Her voice was a shrilling crack amongst the still of the neighbourhood. It rolled down the streets in chilling ripples but even so, no one would come out to investigate.
Over my shoulder, I heard the door kick open followed by our father’s voice. “Not again.”
I didn’t look back at him as he neared. “It’s fine. I have her under control.”
“Just move, Nadia!” Roman quickly pushed me off. I shuffled back as he held Annie down. Her screams climbed her throat like some sort of alien digging under her skin. I cupped my hand to my mouth, but I dared not look away. Roman continued to shake her, rough enough that her head flopped.
“Snap out of it! Wake up!”
Suddenly, Annie’s eyes snapped back and she inhaled a long, gasping breath. It took her only a few seconds to register where she was. When reality finally kicked in, Annie curled into Roman’s chest and cried. He looked back at me briefly, exhaustion set on his face. Even without speaking, I could understand. This wasn’t looking good for Annie.
“This can’t go on.” Lisa’s voice came in from the door way. Her body stood by the frame, arms cross but not a toe over the threshold. “They’re getting worse. I can’t get a single good night’s rest here.” She threw her hands up in frustration. “If she’s one of them, we have to hand her over. We have to take her back.”
“You can’t-” I jumped up as Roman held his hand up to shush me.
“I’ll take her to get checked at the technician’s tomorrow. It’s the only way.” He eased Annie back onto her bed before rising to a stand.  She tried to pull him in but Roman shook his arm free from her hold.
“Daddy, I’m scared,” she called out.
He patted her on the head gently. “It’s okay. We’ll get you fixed up tomorrow.”
I glanced up to catch Annie’s eyes shift onto me. Her cheeks were blotched pink and her toasted hair darkened under the sleek of her sweat.
“Nadia?” Her voice begged as she reached out. I immediately scooted over and took her into my arms. She was definitely burning up and covered in sweat; her clothes clung to her like a tongue to an ice post.
“It’s okay, Annie.” I tried my best to sooth her. Roman joined Lisa at the door where they exchanged harsh sounded whispers, as they did after every one of Annie’s episodes. I turned her head toward my shoulder and whispered into Annie’s ear to block the noise. “Let’s wash you up and then I’ll read you your favourite book, okay?” She nodded as I hoisted her up and took her to the bathroom.





CHAPTER TWO:
 
 
The following morning, we sat in strained silence around the breakfast table. Roman leaned forward on his elbows as Lisa stood behind in the kitchen, packing some food into a lunch box. The only person who didn’t seemed tense was Annie as she slurped down last night’s stew. She even dribbled some down her chin and onto her dress.
“So, Annie, is there anything you want to talk about?” Roman cleared his throat. Annie glanced upwards confused, “Perhaps about your dream?”
“Not really.” She quickly turned back and continued eating.
Roman looked up at me knowing I was looking at him and frowned. I couldn’t eat knowing today we were going back to the technician. As a child, I hated every visit. I’d rather have my teeth pulled than have them poking around in my head.
“Maybe it really was just a dream?” I suggested.
“No nightmare can make a six-year-old scream like that,” Lisa said from the counter. She ran her fingers quickly through her straw, dry blonde hair. “Roman, the appointment is at nine. Can you please get ready?” Roman didn’t move his eyes away from Annie, almost like he wanted to catch her doing or saying something strange. Lisa then addressed me, “Nadia, don’t forgot your appointment today, too, with Doctor Phillips.”
“That’s not until much later,” I dismissed quickly. “I want to go to the technician too with Annie.”
“That’s not necessary.”
“But I want to,” I insisted.
“It’s okay.” Roman pushed back his chair. “Nadia should come with us. She can keep Annie controlled.” A knock came from the front door as Lisa stepped into the hall to answer it.
At the entrance, a patrol officer stepped over the threshold. He had his helmet’s visor down and was scrolling through his notes on his electronic clipboard.
“I’m here for Annie Richards, female, age six?” he asked without looking up.
I jumped up from my chair angered. “You called the patrol?”
“It’s just in case. Better safe than sorry,” Roman defended as he stood. “Annie. Go to the officer now.”
From her seat next to mine, Annie cautiously wiggled out of her chair and approached the front door. She hesitated, which must have annoyed Lisa as she impatiently yanked Annie forward by the shoulder.
“Stop dawdling,” she scolded. Annie tensed up. The visor on the officer’s helmet churned and I could faintly hear the hidden camera taking photos of Annie’s upturned gaze.
He then stepped into the house and held his small phone to Annie’s face. The see-through screen flashed red as he positioned it against her eyes. Annie did her best not to blink but the neon glare made it difficult.
“Look into the light,” the officer commanded before the phone beeped and the red glow disappeared. The clipboard in his hand hummed before he took a step back. At the data on his screen, he seemed to sigh irritated. “Another inconclusive read, Richards. Report to sector five for further processing.”
Roman called from the back of the hall, “We’re already booked for the technician. We’re about to leave.”
“Be sure you report straight there.”
Lisa walked off as Roman headed upstairs to get ready. Annie turned around a little lost as I walked up and took her by the shoulder. I spun her to face me, ensuring I avoided eye contact with the officer and his motoring helmet.



 
We shrugged into our large jackets and kicked into our thick leaded boots. Around our necks, we kept our gas masks just in case we walked across an open vent spewing chemical gas. There was always some sort of terrorist attack happening out in the capital. Just last month, the terrorist group known as the Mad Dogs had set off a chemical bomb in the sewer. The attack took out one-hundred-and-forty-five people in just six hours, erupting up through the drains and clouding the streets in poison.  I pulled my shotgun out from under my bed as I snapped the neck back and checked the ammo. After I armed myself, I slipped into my backpack before securing a bandana over my nose and mouth. Annie grabbed onto my sleeve as I approached her at the front door. 
Roman walked out behind us with his pistol in his belt and a hunting knife in his grip. “Ready?” he asked before looking down at Annie. “Annie, where’s your pistol?”
“In my bag.”
“Okay, let’s head out.”
Outside our house, weeds flourished in the cracked concrete as regrowth swallowed the deserted cars scattered throughout the streets. The remaining buildings towered over the top of us and stood like gutted skeletons while moss and rust scaled the walls until they covered the entire side in wild green. The city felt silent and giant as we snuck in underneath the shadows.  As an old house would creak, we could hear the surrounding buildings groaning; their weakened walls and battered bodies moaned in threat of collapsing. Trash bags lined the curbs along with the dead, leaflets and trails of old newspapers, and wrappers littered the streets like autumn leaves while dirty water overflowed from the clogged drains. The wind would pass and lift the papers up, mocking our dead streets with playful dancing. Houses sat broken in their beds, windows smashed, doors permanently barricaded and the properties fenced behind barb wire. The mess of our city almost had an ugly beauty to it. The colours that wept between the cracked roads were always different. Sometimes brown, sometimes black and red as the streams pooled together near the curbs and disappeared into the chambers beneath our roads.
When needed, I helped Annie hop over the large potholes as Roman scouted ahead, his neck swinging left and right to check down alleyways for threats.
“Where are we going?” she asked, her voice innocent.
I hitched my backpack higher. “To the capital.”
“Why?”
“We’re just visiting some people.”
“Don’t you have to get the milk, Nadia?”
I pulled on my collar. The nights may be cold but the heat was harsh during the day. “Not until later.”
On the corner of the block was where Mr Rodgers lived. He was more mad than dangerous, I wasn’t even sure if he had a gun to guard his cardboard box from stray cats. His distinct shrills were like a homing beacon; he never ventured far from his small self-made hut under an old canopy. Today, he was banging his head against the bricks on the neighbouring building, muttering in his delusions. His body was lost among the layers of coats and scarfs, his face barely recognisable from the grim and matted black hair that frayed around his head.
In low mumblings, he kept repeating himself, “Stop it. That clicking. Argh! Shut up! Shut up before I blow your brains out! One. One. One. One. One. One. One. One. Shut up! Shut up! That’s not my name.”
Annie slowed to briefly glance at him before continuing on. I ensured to keep myself between her and him, just in case. He was one twitch away from throwing a tantrum, it really was only a matter of time.
“Goddamn, that man is so loud,” Roman growled. “I have half the mind to just shoot him and get it over with.”
Annie piped up, “You can’t do that. You’ll get in trouble.”
“No one will know it was me.”
“He’ll know,” I noted under my breath. Roman glanced back over his shoulder and gave me a half-smile. Arrogant, as always.
The inner city was a forest of emptied buildings and giant monuments that had long been snapped in half by bombings and terrorist attacks. The smell of burning coated my tongue for days after each visit. I hated the inner city because of the mass amount of drug addicts and alcoholics that gathered there. People would have sex anywhere with the endless line of prostitutes selling themselves for a cigarette. That wasn’t to mention the months-old corpses that randomly appeared at every corner. We approached a woman who had collapsed on the ground perhaps a week ago, her legs sprawled and her clothes tattered with vomit and booze. Roman kicked her legs with the side of his boot.
“When are they going to clean them up?”
“Dad, you shouldn’t touch,” Annie lectured, again with the high pitch of her innocence. Roman ducked down and rolled the woman over. Her blonde hair remained matted into a hive of knots, her jaw had popped out of place so her mouth dropped opened. Most of her teeth were gone, her lips bruised as though she had been punched multiple times. He shoved her back unnerved. “Inner people are just dogs.”
When Annie would usually squeeze my hand at the sight of the dead, she remained slack in my grip. She even hopped over the corpse as if it was just another crack in the footpath. The closer we drew the clearer I heard the advertisement billboards speak. I tilted my head up as Annie stepped out of my grip. The sky was bleak with a grey storm that never seem to lift. On the billboards, beautiful women in white uniforms smiled down on us. They were always happy and always clean without a single blemish. They were so perfect; it was inhuman.
“I am happy to be here.” The model’s voice announced across the city. “I am happy to have returned. I will make a better life for those around me and myself. It is my duty and purpose to uphold my responsibilities. I will be scanned. I will obey. I am happy to serve the Elite.”
I rolled my eyes. “You and I live in different words, lady.”
“Nadia? Come on, Dad’s getting too far ahead.” Annie turned and pestered. I spat on the ground and continued onwards, listening to cries of the common man get washed out by the Elite’s greatest lie.



 
 
The iron gates to Sector 5 sat erect like giant tombstones erupting out of the earth. As we approached, the pacing guardsmen stepped up to the railing and shouted down from his post.
“Civilians, move forward in single file to be scanned and processed before entering the sector. Any signs of disobedience will result in you being shot and incapacitated by electric Taser. Further penalties apply for anyone who causes trouble. Do you understand?” the guard barked.
“Yes.”
“Then proceed.”
Roman stepped up to a small camera and leaned in as the red light flashed before beeping in its approval.
Annie then walked up and did the same. I swallowed hard as I pulled the bandana down from my face. As I stepped up to the camera, unease fluttered through me. I always hated this part. Before I reached the camera, I stood back, knowing exactly where this was going.
“Listen,” I shouted up to the guardsmen. They shifted their guns up into view. “The scan won’t work for me. I have official clearance papers right here.”
“Step up to the scanner to be processed. No exceptions.”
I clenched my jaw. I must’ve looked at the camera for only a split second, catching the flash of red before I jerked my head away. The machine gave off a warning screech. It was three sharp horns followed by a looping ring. I rolled my eyes and pinched the bandana back over my nose. As the guardsmen descended the stairs, I waited against the gates with my arms crossed.
Roman sighed before he took out his phone and thumbed through his messages. Annie wrung her fingers together, unsure if she was able to approach me yet or not. I held my hand out to signal for her to stay back. One guard stepped out with his gun pointed at my head.
“I told you, I have pap—” Cutting me off, the officer spun me and shoved my face against the iron wall. He held the Taser to the back of my neck; the sharp prongs were still hot from its last use.
He quickly made a call on his cell. “Reporting an unclassified read, suspect to be a transplant user. Scanning detainee now.” He whipped his phone to my face where the red light flashed again. After a few rings, Doctor Phillips’ face appeared on his caller ID.
“This is Doctor Hun. K. Phillips, classified class two. That’s my patient you’ve apprehended. Release her immediately,” he barked.
“She doesn’t have a read.” The guard went to argue as Doctor Phillips raised his voice.
“I wasn’t asking you. I’m telling you. In her possession, she should have a clearance card. I suggest you try that first before you continue to waste my time.”
“Understood, sir.”
“Good.” The connection dropped as the solider eased off my back.
“Papers, now!” he demanded as I whipped my card out from my pocket and shoved it into his chest. He put the card into his chip reader before the phone beeped in its acceptance. I snatched the card back. “Better get that bug fixed, freak.”
“Screw you!” I mumbled as I walked out of ear shot. “Every goddamn time. I swear a monkey can do a better job than them.”
As the iron gates creaked open, Roman beckoned Annie and I through. “Don’t make trouble, Nadia. We’re already late.”
We walked further into the sector as I loosened my grip around my gun. Roman moved more at ease but I kept my shotgun resting on my shoulders and out in clear view. Unlike the washed-out city surrounding the sector, Sector 5 looked more like a small market place with scattered merchants and professionals providing trade. People littered the footpath and roads as the guards patrolled the roof tops, their snipers always aimed and ready to fire. Inside Sector 5, it wasn’t so bad. People behaved themselves once in the line of fire. We approached the technician’s as Annie pulled against me. She recognised the slender building and looked at me for some sort of explanation.
“Why are we going in there?”
I swallowed hard to dislodge the unease in my throat. “We’re just getting a check-up.”
Her body froze up out of fear. “Is this because I have bad dreams? I won’t have nightmares anymore. I promise,” she pleaded and took two steps back.
Warmly, I hugged her into my side. “You’re not in trouble, Annie. You have nothing to be scared of. It’s just a quick check up; then we can go out to the park and play.”
She puckered out her lower lip. “You promise?”
Morally, I couldn’t promise her. I had no idea what they would find, and if she turned out to be blacklisted, there was nothing I could do to stop them from taking her. “Would I lie to you?”
She smiled and relaxed a little. “Okay.”
Once we were inside the technician’s building, Roman checked us in at the counter while I took Annie to the back of the waiting room. The entire complex was five-storeys tall but narrow like a spiralling staircase. The first two floors belonged to the technician, as the rest of the higher levels were where the patients slept.
The waiting room was gutted except for a line of chairs nailed into the ground that ran along the walls. The brown wallpaper had peeled where dark patches had formed and spilt blood and other substances discoloured the carpet. I threw the hood of my jacket back and fixed my bandana around my neck over my gas mask. Annie kicked back into her chair and pinched her hands in-between her knees nervously.  
Roman sat down next to her and placed his bag between his ankles. I couldn’t sit. The restlessness of being inside this place had my stomach in knots. I had to pace. I had to keep moving. My hands were wringed together as though I was the one who was going to sit in the chair.
“Did they say how long we had to wait?” I asked, pacing to and fro in front of Roman.
He shrugged with a sniff. “No more than usual.”
After a good hour, the nausea climbing my throat was now sitting on the back of tongue. I quickly pocketed my phone and walked into the adjoining hallway.
“Where are you going?” Roman asked from his seat. Annie glanced up from her gaming pad as well.
I answered over my shoulder, “Bathroom.”
Inside the cubicle, the walls were stained with smeared gum and oily fingerprints. I went straight for the sink and turned the taps on full pressure, letting the hiss of the water striking the porcelain bowl calm me.  
As I peered up, it was hard not to see the exhaustion worn into my bronzed skin. My brown hair bunched over my right shoulder like a long horse’s tail, the loose waves intertwining into thicker, coarser knots. It also turned out I suffered from what they call ‘resting bitch face’; something I didn’t realise I had until a boy once pulled me aside to tell me I looked like a pms-ing robot. I had slapped him so hard I accidentally cut skin, but his words stuck with me like their own scar. Maybe my eyebrows were too low or too bushy to make me look friendly, or maybe I really was always pissed off. I had plenty of reasons to hate this world and everyone living in it.
I drew my lips into my mouth to moisten them but it did very little to bring some colour back. After a few moments, I let my head hang low in a sigh, before I scrubbed my face and hands and watched the taps turn themselves off. Annie perked up when I returned to my seat.
“Did you want to play?” She gestured to her game but I couldn’t fake my usual enthusiasm. It was because of these technicians; they just bring out the worst in me.
“No thanks, Annie.”
“Miss Annie Richards?” A young nurse in dark overalls stepped out into the waiting room, with a clipboard in hand. Annie immediately shuffled back into me to buy herself some distance. I wrapped my arm around her shoulder as Roman stood.  
“Annie, the nurse is calling you.” He eased Annie forward with a smile. Annie turned and buried her head further into my side. Feeling Roman’s scornful glare, I slipped out of her grip and knelt down so we were at eye level. I could see myself in her a great deal, but unlike me, Annie’s eyes held a hopeful kindness. I clasped onto her small hands.
“Annie, listen to me. I will be right here waiting for you. I promise nothing bad will happen to you and as soon as you wake up, we can go out and play by the park. But we have to figure out what’s happening in your dreams first, okay? So I need you to be brave.”
I drew her into a hug, and then stood back to let the assistant lead her in. “We have set up the viewer’s room if you wish to watch.”
“Can’t I be in the same room?” I asked.
“Patients can’t have any other people who may disrupt their sequence. Your presence could cause her more harm than good.  Just follow me and we’ll get everything set up.”
Annie didn’t look back at me like she usually did when she was scared, as if she needed just that extra nudge of assurance to step over the threshold. Maybe her memories were triggering already.
“Let’s go to the viewer’s room. I’ll be interested to see what her nightmares are about,” Roman insisted. The viewer’s room was small in comparison to the main operating theatre and positioned right up against the wall with a one-way mirror dividing the rooms. We took our seats silently behind the one-way mirror. Annie sat up in the technician’s chair as the assistant gently eased her wrists into the shackles and tied her ankles down. I noticed a pinch of concern cross Annie’s face once the helmet was lowered onto her head. She glanced around, perhaps in hope of seeing me or Roman near.
I licked my lips again, almost tasting her anxiety. “I’ve always hated these tests.”
“I know, but if it helps Annie with her sleeping, then it’s necessary.”
As if to challenge him, I turned sharply. “What if the results come back and she’s blacklisted? What would you do?”
Roman didn’t shift in his seat, “What has to be done.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“You’re sounding a lot like your mother,” he growled. “I’ve met a blacklisted child before and he was nothing like Annie. I’m sure she’ll be fine.” The fear had been riding on his mind, too. The veins in his neck jumped even at the mention of Annie being blacklisted. I took a steady breath in as the technician stepped into the room.
“Hello there, Miss Annie. How are we doing today?” He stepped around in his dark, golden lens goggles and leather trench coat. The assistant stood back and passed over some equipment as the technician took a seat near Annie’s chair. The click of the utensils filled the room.
“I’m okay,” Annie answered tentatively.
“Are you having bad dreams?”
Annie drew her lips in, suddenly guilty, “Yes, sir.”
“When was the last time you had a bad dream?”
“Last night.”
The technician flashed a calming smile.  “Everything will be all right. I’m just going to give you a quick injection and then we can see what we’re dealing with.” Carefully, the technician took a thumb-sized needle and injected the drug directly into her neck. After a few moments, he turned the machine on as a vibrating hum bounced around the room from the working engines. Annie immediately tensed against her restraints as she took in a sharp gasp. Her back arched and her fingers curled into fists as every muscle in her body jumped into alert.
Unfazed, the technician lowered the robotic crane from above Annie’s head so the slim metal bar was within inches from her. The strobe light flashed as the wired crown fired impulses into her brain.
I immediately held my breath. Roman reached over and squeezed my hand, but it did little to ease my mind.  
“You don’t have to be scared for her. These tests are safe.”
“Triggering traumatic memories in children doesn’t exactly sound safe to me.”
“It has to be done.”
“I just think there should be another way, a better way.”
Roman dropped his hand back to his side. I guess he didn’t want to have this argument with me again. As the machine worked and Annie’s body twitched and convulsed in her chair to the impulses, I prayed she would remain dormant like me. Just for a little while longer at least.  Half an hour into the session, the machine let out a series of warning clicks.  Brain activity spiked on the monitor as the technician turned on the projection screen.
“Bingo.” He spun in his chair as I scooted closer to the edge of my seat.
On the small screen, a white fuzzy picture started to appear. I pressed my face to the glass, trying to watch over the technician’s shoulder. From the glimpses I caught, the picture was of a woman’s arms hanging out white sheets on a clothes line. Her attention turned at the nagging of a little boy pulling on her skirt, which she then dropped down and cupped his cheek tenderly. It was a sweet memory and I softly gasped, seeing the child Annie had before this lifetime and how happy they were. The technician carefully altered some dials as the strobe sped up, causing Annie’s body to convulse more violently. Suddenly, she started screaming.
Back on the screen, there was a lone knife-wielding figure approaching her from the doorway. Annie edged away from him with her hands held up when she suddenly tripped and hit the ground. The figured reached her quickly and slashed the knife five to six times down into her abdomen and chest. The edges of the screen darkened as Annie rolled over onto her stomach in an attempt to crawl away, but quickly spotted her young son watching from the hallway. She stretched her hand out to him, wet blood seen dripping from her fingers as a pair of black boots stepped over the top of her. The boy turned to run but was quickly caught by the much larger man. The screen shook as she screamed and Annie’s shrieks hit the roof in raw desperation. The picture suddenly blurred as the darkness spiralled inwards. The scene went black. Annie’s body relaxed against the chair for a moment just as the memory suddenly reloaded back to start. The scene continued to play on a loop. Annie screamed without breath.  
The technician took note of the details as the other monitor scanned the central database, trying to find a match. He glanced back at the mirror as if he could see how my expression hardened in my horror. We were both silent. Roman didn’t look at me as I couldn’t bring myself to look at him.
The young assistant left the operating room quickly. She opened the door into the viewers’ room but stumbled back as I ran at her.
“You have to erase it!” I demanded breathlessly. “Destroy it! Block it! I don’t care. Just do something to help her!”
She looked between Roman and me, and carefully shook her head. “I’m sorry but we’re unable to erase the memory completely. We can, however, put up a mental barricade so Annie’s subconscious can’t trigger the event in her sleep.  We also suggest putting Annie onto the D400 straight away; with powerful memories like this, her other memories could be quickly triggered as well.”
Roman nodded his consent as the nurse returned to the other room. She gave the nod to the technician who then injected Annie again in the neck. As the medicine worked into her system, the image on the screen clouded. Once blurred, Annie’s body dropped into submission and her nights of screaming should be over.





CHAPTER THREE:
 
 
Lisa arrived at the hospital a few hours after Annie’s session ended. I remained by Annie’s bedside with an unbearable weight inside of me. A small part of me felt disconnected. Annie wasn’t like me. It was selfish, I know, but I had seriously wished she wasn’t like the others and that I didn’t have to lose her too. She hadn’t woken yet, but even as she slept, I could see my little sister disappearing beneath the madness. They put her into a deep sleep for the night, giving the brain a chance to reconnect the dots and put everything back into order. Roman briefly explained to Lisa about what we found out during the session.
“So, do they know who she is yet?” Lisa asked as she reached for the charts at the end of Annie’s bed.
Roman nodded as he took his seat again. “Yes, her previous name was Maria Christine Schmitt. According to their records, she was born in 3132 somewhere in Paris. She and her son were murdered by her estranged husband after what appeared to be a disagreement over shared real estate. Aside from that, there’s not much else interesting to tell. Thanks to the violent death, Annie will have to have regular visits to the therapist which will cost us more money.”
“Great! That’s exactly what we needed, a ticking time bomb of a traumatised house wife.” Lisa rolled her eyes. “She’s definitely not blacklisted, right?”
Roman shook his head. “There’s six more lives linking to her imprint, but Maria appeared to be her latest one.”
“Well, if it stops her from going all pyscho on us then I guess she can have counselling.” Lisa growled as she put the chart down. “I’m sure there’s a grant the Government will give us to help pay-”
“Is that all you care about?” I pushed off the bed and walked over. “This is Annie we’re talking about. Your first question shouldn’t be if she’s blacklisted; it should be if she’s okay! Don’t you care about her at all?”
“Do you not understand what blacklisted means?”
“Of course I do. I’m not an idiot.”
“Then you understand why I wouldn’t want one in my house. Now, if only they could be that successful with you.” She reshuffled her backpack onto her shoulder before casting a long, hard look at me. “We still have no idea who you really are.”
“You’ve raised me from birth. You know who I am.”
“You may have my DNA but you are not mine.” She turned to face the hallway. “I’ll head out and try and get some money that is owed to us. Now that Annie is linked, we can cash our parental cheques.”
“But aren’t we entitled to two maturities now? Annie is at the age of classification and Nadia is an adult,” Roman disputed as he stood.
“No, Annie only counts as one. Nadia still doesn’t have a match, as far as they are concerned she’s either an infant or doesn’t exist!” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t see why that’s our fault she was born mutated!” 
Unable to stand listening to them, I snatched my jacket from the bed and stormed past. Lisa glanced at me indifferently. “Wait, where the hell are you going?”
I didn’t bother to answer her. She only asked out of liability reasons. My actual wellbeing was as important to her as a neighbour’s sick pet. I had grown accustomed to their alienated attitude toward me, and how they saw me not their child but a stranger living in their off spring’s body. But as I walked away, my body trembled. I had to stop letting my emotions jump the moment I felt disposable.



 
 
To ease my frustration, I walked the three-block distance across town toward the only bar I knew would be open. At this time of day, there was only one type of person who would be at a bar, and that was a deeply troubled person. I let myself into the dimly lit room, walking head on into a strong waft of smoke and beer before making my way straight up to the counter.
              “Miss?” The bartender welcomed as I sat down. I tapped the table with my index as I swivelled my shotgun to my front. It was my don’t-try-anything-funny badge I pinned to my shirt.
The barman filled a shot glass in exchange for some credits I tapped into his banking machine. My picture appeared on the monitor as confirmed identification before the bartender passed over my drink.
“I haven’t seen you around here.” He leaned forward onto the palms of his hands. “Tough day?” I barely glanced up. The barman was an older guy, with a moustache curled upwards against his cheeks. I sniffed the drink before shooting it down. I tapped the bar again and swiped my card. The barmen poured me another shot. He made a disappointed tsk sound with his mouth before returning to wiping down the counter top.
It wasn’t his fault, and I really shouldn’t be so rude. Maybe I was just mad at myself. I glanced back up at the barman, but felt my words tie up at the back of my throat. Since when was it so difficult to strike up a conversation? Maybe I wasn’t that different from them after all.
Humanity didn’t have any love left for anyone. Not even themselves. Not since reincarnation started. That was eleven life cycles ago. Eleven life cycles of coming back to life, inside a new body with a new name. I downed my shot a second time and tapped the counter. The barman just left me the bottle.
At some point, I must’ve fallen asleep. My phone was blasting as a sharp jab shot through my temple. I leaned backward suddenly woozy as the walls spun. The blur of the bartender leaned away from shaking my shoulder.
“Oi, your phone keeps going off.”
Clumsily, I slipped out of my seat and picked up my backpack. My numbed hands made it difficult to clasp around the band as I tried to hoist it into my lap. Eventually, I got into the front pocket, pulled out my phone and placed it close-ish to my ear.
“Hel-lo?”
“Nadia! It’s me.” I shifted around in my chair at the doctor’s familiar voice.
“Doctor Philli-ps?”
“Where were you today? We had an appointment.” After a long pause, he added, “Have you been drinking?”
I rubbed my eyes before checking my watch. It was five-forty in the afternoon. I couldn’t help the small smile curling my lips. “Oops. Yo-ou caught me.”
“You can’t keep avoiding me,” he sighed. Over the top of him, there was a sharp beep of another incoming call. The doctor kept talking, his voice rising louder to speak over the tone, “You must come in. I have some very important news and—”
“I can’t hear you! I ha-ve to go now, bye bye.” I quickly ended the call before accepting the other. “Y-es? Hello?”
“Am I talking to Nadia Richards?”
“Yes.”
“We have you here as our best contact regarding Annie Richards.” I quickly rose from my seat.
“Is someth-ing wrong?”
“Not at all. We’re just calling to let you know she’s awake now and—”
“Okay. I’ll be there so-on” I shoved my phone into my bag and swung the shotgun around my back. I rushed outside into the emptying streets and made a mad dash down the road toward the technician’s. Oh, God, why did I have to drink so much? I grabbed my forehead and scrunched my eyes, mentally trying to shove the pending migraine back into the darkness. I arrived at the technician’s office about ten minutes later and they took me straight up to Annie’s room.
“H-Hey, An-nie.” I cheered and squatted down in front of her. “It’s okay. I’m he-here now to take you ho-me. ‘Kay?” Annie, well, the blur of Annie glanced up and studied my face for a moment. She then reached out and tucked a loose strand behind my ear. 
In a voice that sounded far too tight to be hers, she scolded me, “Are you drunk? You know alcohol kills brain cells.”
I laughed. “Whaaat? Wh-o taught you to s-say that? Huh? You’re so funny-”
“Everyone knows. It’s common sense.” She pushed off the bed and grabbed her belongings off the floor. “If you’ve already completed the proper paperwork, then we really should get going. I don’t want to get caught out during curfew.”
I jerked my head back at her unusual behaviour. Since when did she speak in such full sentences? “Oh-okay. Le-t’s go.”
I don’t remember the walk back home, or even seeing Roman or Lisa that night. I must’ve gotten home at some point as I found myself suddenly in my bed. I didn’t change my clothes or take off my shoes. When sleep hit me, it hit me hard. I never sleep quite as peaceful as a drunken sleep. If Annie screamed that night, I wouldn’t have heard it.





CHAPTER FOUR:
 
 
BRREEEOOOOWW! BEEP! BEEP! BRREEEOOOOWW!
What the hell is that?
A loud whooping siren blasting through my bedroom window woke me. I collapsed back onto my pillow and grabbed my head as it pounded. Oh, my God, my head!
Outside, the siren pulsated from underneath the earth, causing the walls and windows to shake. Reluctantly, I kicked back my sheets and sat up so my head was between my knees. Oh, God! I feel so sick!
I hoisted myself up; the slamming from the siren only intensified the ache inside my own skull. I stumbled downstairs into the kitchen before fishing into the cupboards for some painkillers. I popped them into my mouth and drank from the tap.
The medication only took a few moments to kick in before the pressure eased off. The sweep alarm though was a constant scream that bellowed throughout the entire city. After a quick search around the house, I discovered no one was home. They must’ve deliberately gone out to avoid the sweep, which is highly illegal.
I went to head back upstairs when I noticed Annie’s pocketknife sitting on the table. The black handle sat out like a misplaced arm, sending alarm bells off.  Annie never left without it. I sent a brief text to Roman’s mobile to see if he had Annie with him, but he replied with a short no. I did the same with Lisa and she replied saying Annie was told to stay at home with me.
I called Annie’s emergency phone but the tone rang out. Anxiously, I typed her number into my mobile tracker to have the GPS pinpoint her on the other side of town. “What the hell are you doing, Annie?”
I stomped into my shoes and packed a hand-held pistol, my gas mask and shotgun.  As soon as I stepped out of the house a loud, sonic boomed ripped through the air above my head, following the wake of two fighter jets cutting through the sky. Immediately, I cowered and dropped to the ground, fearing it was an air strike. They disappeared only seconds later and promptly, I pushed off the ground into a run. The Sweepers had already barricaded both exits to the neighbourhood. The man-sized lumbering machines marched forward like a scattered wall of steel bodies, herding everyone into a corner. The painted police colours had already began to chip, revealing their copper armour beneath as red lasers shot out of their visors like a sweeping radar. As they marched toward us, some of the neighbouring men and women took to the streets in protest. They rallied against the Sweepers with weapons held above their heads and flaming Molotovs. Built for crowd control, it only took the Sweepers minutes to apprehend, scan and arrest the rebelling crowd.
“All residents must comply. Come out of your homes immediately to be scanned and assessed. Failure to do so will result in immediate arrest. All residents must comply.”
“Go to hell!” One of the men tossed his home made Molotov into the robot’s path.
The Sweeper swiftly redirected itself and charged forward, grabbing the man by the throat and electrocuting him. The man collapsed into a violent seizure.
“All residents must comply.”
Using the distraction, I ran across the road and slipped into the alleyway of the neighbouring building. “Crap, they’re already this close.”
Sweepers, much like the scanner at Sector 5 would read my retinas as blanks, sentencing me immediately for arrest. For that reason, I could not be caught. As fast as I could, I made my way across the streets, interweaving between the houses and shielding myself behind corners as the Sweepers marched ahead.
I eventually reached the end of the block where Mr Rodgers old cardboard house was stationed. I ducked into the alleyway for cover when my boots slip over something wet on the ground. I turned the aim of my shotgun to the floor only to find Mr Rodgers. He had emptied bottles surrounding him and snapped syringes among his blankets and trash. I stepped over his body carefully avoiding the puddle of blood circling his head. I reached down and patted down his pockets to find they were only stuffed with rubbish and tiny rat bones. I nudged him over so he was face up to notice the bullet hole carved through his frontal lobe. Well, that’s one way to stop the voices... I hitched my backpack higher onto my shoulder and kept going. Annie was close, only a few more blocks down as I quickly pressed myself into the nook of shadows against a building’s wall. As I peered out to check the street for more Sweepers, an explosion shook the complex behind me before a massive eruption of dust covered the entire block.
The noise slammed my head to the side before the aftershock of inferno heat bellowed down the streets like a wild bushfire. Judging by the massive noise and earthquake, one of the multi-level buildings close by must’ve been hit by a bomb. Over the internal ringing, the cracking of its collapsing walls exploded as a thick storm of shattered brick moved down the streets like a horde. I instinctively protected my face with the gasmask and dropped down into a squat. It took a few minutes for the dust to settle enough to see the wall opposite me. Quickly, I rechecked my phone. According to the GPS, Annie should be just across the road from me. You’re in SO much trouble when I catch you!
I tucked my phone into my pocket when a large hand grabbed my collar. He yanked me into a stand before forcefully pinning me the wall.
“Hiding are we?” He jeered as he reached down to get into my pant pockets. “What have you got in those tight little pants of yours?” Using the butt of my shotgun, I rammed the end behind me, hitting the attacker in the stomach. In the same movement, I spun, hoisting my gun up so I could line up my shot.
“Back off, asshole!”
His twisted thick beard swallowed half of his face as he lurched forward and grabbed onto the barrel of my gun. With just as much ease, he pulled backward, pulling me off balance. 
“You haven’t got the balls, little girl.” He held the mouth of the shotgun to his forehead tauntingly. “Go on, shoot, do it or I’m going to eat you up.”
I hesitated, knowing if I killed him, I would be charged for murder and labelled a black listed. There were cameras everywhere and I was in clear view. He laughed, sensing my hesitation.
“You’re right!” I whipped out the small handgun from the back of my pants, cocked the hammer and fired into his foot. The man roared and tipped backward as I swung my gun upwards like a punch, striking and breaking his nose. “But who the hell would want them anyway!”
The ground pulsated with a steady heartbeat, the earth shattering beneath the fighting as I pulled my hood over and ran across the street. I rammed my shoulder through the building’s door before stumbling into the empty foyer of the old theatre. Instinctively, I stilled. The ringing in my ears had gone gentle and as I eased inside the chipped pieces of glass cracked underneath my boots.  I pulled my phone out to recheck her location when I heard an unusual sound. I quickly jerked the mask down and turned around toward the noise, trying to catch its location. Wait… I know that sound. I hadn’t heard the ring of a piano for so long I had almost forgotten what it sounded like. I wiped my forehead with the back of my wrist and clicked my jaw to pop the pressure built against my eardrums.
“Annie?” I called. The foyer was left as an empty lot, the furniture long gutted and the frames smashed. The once red carpet had been beaten to brown, the walls deteriorating as the paint peeled and stunk with decay.
The tune from the piano came from my right, behind closed doors. I hoisted my gun up, before checking down on my phone. Annie’s icon was sitting in the next room where the noise was coming from. A jolt of panic fired through me. Annie didn’t know how to play the piano; she’d never even seen one before. It was either she wasn’t alone in there or someone else had Annie’s phone.
My knuckles curled around the shotgun. If that was the case, then I had no idea where Annie was or if she was even alive. I clenched my teeth together and carefully stepped around the scattered glass shards and up to the door. I pressed my back against it, listening for voices, before craning the door back just slightly to peek inside. The room was a large hall leading down to a stage with chairs stacked facing it. Screws bolted the seats into the ground, but the cushions had been scrapped off by looters. I pushed the door back fully at the sight of Annie’s turned back sitting by the piano. My shoulders slumped relieved as I dropped my aim.
“Annie?” I shouted from the back as I marched through the aisle toward her. “Annie? Annie?” Annie snapped her hands back and spun around at my voice.
“Nadia?” 
I hoisted myself up onto the stage with one arm, the other holding my shotgun back. “What are doing out here? Weren’t you told to stay at home? That was really dangerous!”
“I was just playing…” Annie gestured back to the piano.
“Don’t you know there’s a sweep happening outside? It’s so dangerous to be walking around out here on your own.” I stormed up to her, and a little too roughly, pulled her up from her seat. “You didn’t even leave me a note. I was really worried about you.” I did a double take between her and the piano. “Wait… was that you who was just playing?”
“Yep, and I’m really good.”
“That’s impossible. You can’t be,” I automatically argued. “You’ve never played the piano in your life.”
Annie wrenched her arm free from my grip before quickly reaching back behind her, striking the keys with her poised right hand. The ring of the piano strings spiralled up the walls and into the roof. Before I could pull her back, Annie turned back around and struck the piano again with her second hand.
She then started to play. It was a fast song as she skimmed her hands along the keys in perfect position. I stumbled onto my back foot. When I looked at her, Annie had her eyes closed and her lower lip softly parted.
In a perfect French accent, Annie tilted her head back. “Je suis rentrée.” She opened her eyes again with a distant look. “Après tant d'années.”
Alarm stirred in me as though Annie held a gun to my head. “What? I don’t understand.” I cleared my throat to hide the frazzled panic swarming inside. “What are you saying?”
“Qu'est ce qu'il m'arrive?” She rolled her eyes upwards. “These images…I’m not who I think I am.”
I crouched down and cupped her hands. I could see the strain of her concentration pull the muscles near her eyes, making her almost look older. Just yesterday, she couldn’t even zip up her own jacket without catching it on her shirt, now she was playing the piano and speaking French.
“You’re still Annie,” I reassured, followed by a small shrug of my shoulder. The words were like bullets on my tongue. I didn’t want to say them. If I did, it felt like I was giving her my consent to change. To become like them. “But you weren’t always Annie.”
“What do you mean?”
I gripped her tighter. “Those dreams you’ve been having, they’re actually memories. You see, Annie, you’ve lived before but as someone else. You’ve actually lived many times and you’re just starting to remember your past lives. It’s called reincarnation; it’s when your soul keeps coming back to earth to live over and over again.” Her eyes glazed over with a distant stare. My little sister was fading to a place I couldn’t follow. “Do you understand?”
Abruptly, she snapped her hands back.  “Laisse moi tranquille. Could you not touch me?” I shuffled backward at her sharp tone. Annie rubbed at her temples before pushing past. “I want to go home.” 
“Annie…”
“I said I want to go home!”
I stood up as she marched past me before falling into step behind her. “Okay.”
I could see the storm of the madness haunch her shoulders and ran shivers down her spine. Though I had never experienced a memory from a past life, I had witnessed the toll it had taken over all of my friends in school. It was like a poison that shifted through them, killing anything human inside. The detachment would come quickly, as with the others; Annie would have clashing memories that would tear the fabric of her world apart. Roman once explained it to me. It was like having five or six different people living in your head. All of them were you, but they were also not you.
They’d remember bits and pieces during their childhood, but by the age of fifteen, all memories become as real as their present life. Like Annie, their memories don’t start coming back until they are roughly five or six years old. By that age, a new personality had already started to form. New beliefs, new opinions and experiences. Soon, she’d be able to remember everything from five generations ago, and every death too.
Cautiously, we tiptoed our way back onto the streets as the heat pushed against me. All that there was left was the disturbed smoke and the distant thump of the earth settling.
The world had turned to waste; immortality was never meant for man and it drove humanity to the edge of destruction. There had been plenty of stories about how the human race would end. Unlike the movies from Hollywood, there was no big bang like a sun exploding; there was no catastrophic moment where our world was flipped upside down like in a nuclear war or zombie virus outbreak. It was gradual, like a seeping virus that withered everything within its path until it ground us down into brittle, hollowed cores. It wasn’t out to destroy our bodies; it destroyed everything we once treasured. Hope, love, compassion, joy… even our mortality. It was all gone. And now it mocked us with a peace we could never achieve, death.
I kept my hand behind me, ensuring Annie was safe before slowly creeping out. The steady thump of the Sweepers had almost gone silent as they walked away further down the block, but it was Annie’s sudden scream that spun me around. A dark shadow stepped up behind us just as a snap of red crossed my vision.
No! Before I had time to jerk my head away, the Sweeper lurched forward and snared me by the shoulder. My body seized underneath its grip as it hoisted me up from the ground.
“Run, Annie! Run!”
Annie squealed and pressed herself up against the building. “Nadia?”
“Just run!” I screamed as the robot reached over and took the shotgun from my hand. It crushed the barrel easily before finding the pistol in my back pocket, where it smashed that one too.
In its inhuman static voice, the machine said, “Corrupted identification code detected. Blacklisted threat. You are under arrest.”
“I’m not one of them!” I screamed as I wrestled underneath its grip. “Let me go. I’m not one of them!” 
“Under the law of T199, you are to be detained within prison Alpha until further notice.”
“No! No! Don’t take me there!” I begged breathlessly. “I’m not one of them. I have papers. Just don’t take me there!” The veins in my neck bulged as I screamed. The robot cupped its palm onto the crown of my head before delivering sharp and fast impulses into my nervous system. The jolt cracked against my inner ear and shock waves travelled down my spine, which splintered into tiny, hot aches along my arms and legs. The shock left a tingle in its wake, deadening my senses underneath it. Though I couldn’t feel my limbs, I felt my body shaking violently before everything went black.





CHAPTER FIVE:
 
 
A tremor ran through me like a flash of heat. Drawing me out of unconsciousness was the muffled sound of shoes scaping across dirt. I managed to peek through the slit of my eye but the world remained in a fragmented haze. The smell of sweat and blood saturated the air as the sound of dragging grew louder. My neck rolled as I looked down my front to notice I was being pulled across the asphalt. My hoodie was tight around my throat as the Sweeper dragged me behind it.  It then lifted me upwards as I was pushed into the back of a vehicle. The chilled touch of the metal walls hit my back that now throbbed with fresh grazes. The Sweeper stepped backward away from the car as the car doors automatically closed. I couldn’t lift my chin or turn my head, the fuzzy tingle that had paralysed me kept me bound to my spot. The car started in a low rev before it took off, jostling me in my seat across the uneven road.
A guard inside the car stepped closer and forced my face upwards by pinching my cheeks. There he placed a mask over my mouth that pumped an odourless gas into my body. The ability to fight wasn’t in me as I unwillingly took the air in, feeling how the gas worked into my blood stream and chilled my throat. He took a sample of blood and close up scans of my face and retinas that were all stored onto his mobile device. As the paralysis worn off, the effect of feeling drunk and drowsy did not. We must’ve been travelling for at least forty-five minutes when the car stilled and the doors automatically opened. The awkward jerks of the Sweeping robots welcomed us.  They moved like lumbering giants; their footsteps were loud and so heavy that their entire bodies would stagger off balanced.
It reached into the vehicle and pulled me out first and onto my feet. Behind me, the Sweeper pulled out the other five women and one man, all of whom were watery-eyed and swaying on unsteady feet. They then proceeded to push us into a single-file walk. I tilted my head back and tried my best to blink some focus back into my eyes, but a sheet of fog smeared my vision. Amongst the blurs, there was a large black prison surrounded by high curbed walls and a small army of robots patrolling the perimeter. Led to the front iron gates, I shuffled forward behind the other women. Behind me, I heard the man’s muffled pleas as he was redirected away from us and toward the male prison entrance to the right. I knew once we reached the gates, we would be individually pushed forward into the scanning area. Once scanned, the doors would open and a heavier armoured robot would take us inside into the women’s prison.
Digging my heels into the dirt to stop walking, I was jabbed in the back by the guard behind me. “Mmhhm hmmhmm!” he ordered but I couldn’t understand him.
I turned to speak but my tongue flopped around my mouth like a thick sponge. I had only seen Alpha prison twice in my life. As a student, the teachers brought us here as a scare tactic and the other time, I was caught out past curfew and arrested when the bots couldn’t read my retinas. It wasn’t until two days later that Doctor Phillips managed to track me down and bailed me out, and since then, I never left home without my identity card. Unfortunately, I couldn’t reach my pockets with my wrists bound behind my back to retrieve them.
When I reached the front of the line, I stood by the scanner as it photographed my iris. I sighed, relieved at its distinct rejection bell. The guardsmen took me by the shoulder and turned me away from the gates, allowing the woman behind me to step forward. As I walked away, I heard it ring and the doors opened, leading the woman inside to the awaiting cells.
Yet, as I made my way back to the vehicle, the guardsman turned me sharply to the right. He took me to the second prison’s gates for the convicted men before forcing my chin up toward the scanner. It took a second to read my retinas, before the accepting bell rang and I was shoved forward. Bewildered, I stumbled off balance. Wait, what the hell is happening? Why am I being taken in here? Panicked, I tried to speak but my jaw clicked in muted flaps. I shouldn’t be here. I’m a girl! I’m a girl, you idiots! Whatever strength I had, I forced it into my legs, stamping my feet into the dirt to stop them from pushing me forward but it was useless.
The doors opened up into a metal-cocooned hallway wrapped in thick concrete and steel. The smell and heat lathered my body as distant screams ripped up the hallways like skidding tyres. Beyond various barricades and multiple heavily armoured doors, I was marched into the belly of the prison.
The cells lined up the corridor like standing concreted coffins housing two prisoners inside each room, only allowing enough space for a bunker bed and a steel door with a barred window for them to see out of. My eyes were starting to refocus, sharpening the blur of dotted greys into objects and faces. As I was paraded down the hall, the faceless men jumped to the feet, pressing themselves against the doors as they barked at me like starved rats. My body trembled as my head jerked at their taunts before the guard stopped at an empty cell near the end and unbound my wrists.
An itch rode up my throat as I was shoved inside. I stumbled in and grabbed onto the edge of the bed. “Wait!” I managed through the rasp of my breath, but the door slammed closed and the guard vanished behind the walls.  My body flailed underneath the drug as I flung myself against the door and peeked through the bars. All I could make out were smeared faces as my knees buckled and I slumped to the ground. As my eyes felt heavy and darkness pooled around me, the taunting calls felt as close as fingers tightening around my neck.



 
 
“Nadia? Nadia?” A warm touch moved over me and I was shaken awake. I slowly sat up and felt my head sway before the realization struck me like a slap. Startled, I jerked backward, batting my hands up to hit the man away from me. He grabbed my wrists and stilled my swings.
“Doctor Phillips?” I had to flutter my eyes a couple more times to clear them. Doctor Phillips was in a cold-grey suit that blended well with the stone-concreted walls. His face was paler than usual; his natural yellow tan seemed more sickly and beige.
He eased his arms down and rested them on his bent knees. I took a moment to look around myself. I must’ve fallen asleep on the floor as my neck ached when I moved. As I wiped my wrist across my cheek, I felt a cold trail of drool down my chin.
“How are you?” he asked calmly.
“Is that some sort of joke?” I snapped as I sat myself up against the edge of the bed. “They really aren’t kidding around out there; I’ve never had a Sweeper attack me like that before. They didn’t even give me a chance to show my identity pass. What type of dumbass could mistake me for a boy, anyway?”
He sighed wearily as though the words had troubled him for too long, “You know, if you hadn’t skipped out on our session, again, all of this could’ve been avoided.”
“This isn’t the time for one of your lectures.”
“I’m serious, Nadia.”
“No shit this is serious. I’m the one getting electrocuted and thrown into some goddamn cell! And why the hell did they take me to the male prison? Do they read blanks as men now?” My mind suddenly jumped back to the moment the Sweeper dragged me off the streets and the memory of Annie’s scream knocked me over. “Annie! Wait, Annie is still out there. I have to go back!”
“She’s fine. Roman and Lisa took her back to the house. She’s been checking in regularly with the therapist. She’s even started on the medication to help numb the memories.”
I slumped down. “She’s already on the drug?”
Doctor Phillips weakly nodded. “Once the first memory appears, the rest are easily triggered. But under the right medication, she’ll have her sequence under control in no time. She should remain as Annie for a while longer.”
“I want to see her. I want to go home.”
“Not this time, Nadia.”
“What? Why not? You’re not seriously keeping me here? Are you punishing me for bailing on my check up?”
“You are to live here from now on. You can’t leave.” He brimmed his lips shut as the words jumbled up inside my head. I couldn’t have heard him right. There was no logical reason as to why I would be locked up in a male blacklisted prison, so he must have been trying to screw with me.
“You know, you have one sick sense of humour.”
“This isn’t a joke! Since I cannot figure out what’s behind your genetic condition—”
“Condition? What condition?” I snarled.
“You don’t have any sequences. There’s nothing there but fog and white static. It’s like you’re a nobody. You have no imprint or reincarnated personalities. After ten years of therapy with you, I still can’t figure out why you’re so different. It’s not my choice but your case has been handed off to the specialist in abnormal and blocked sequences, Doctor Fitzgerald of Alpha prison. He is the best and has been hand chosen by the Elite to study you.”
“The hell I am!” I spat and swiped my hand through the air. “You make it sound like I’m some sort of diseased rat! There’s nothing wrong with me. You can’t keep me here!”
“We don’t know what you are,” Doctor Phillips argued sternly, his brown eyes tightened in his flash of frustration. “That’s the issue. Since the Return, every child is born with an imprint just as every child is born with fingerprints. You’re… you’re not normal.”
“So what, being born different is a criminal offence now?”
“It’s not up to me.” With that, Doctor Phillips pushed off from his knees and rose to a stand. “This is goodbye. I wish you well and success with your future.”
“Wait, wait, wait! Just, hold up for a second.” I held both hands up to block his exit. “You can’t leave me here. I don’t belong with the blacklisted. They’ll tear me apart. I’ll be tortured if you abandon me! What about Roman? And Lisa? Don’t they care where I am?”
“Both of your parents have been informed about the situation and they agree it’s for the best that we proceed with Doctor Fitzgerald.”
“And what about my say?” I added in sharply.
Doctor Phillips pulled his specs down and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You’re the most interesting subject I’ve dealt with. I truly am sorry to see you go, but this is out of my control. This order comes from the Elite.” He stepped back at the sound of the cell door opening. Two human guards stepped up as Doctor Phillips pivoted on his heel and walked out. I went to follow him out but the guards barred me from crossing the threshold. They then stood back behind the metal door before the loud clunk of the lock snapped back.





CHAPTER SIX:
 
 
My world spun. Everything felt like it had just shifted off balance and I swayed onto my back foot, hitting my spine against the concrete wall.
This can’t be happening! The sickness climbed up my throat. Oh, fuck! This can’t be happening! I felt like vomiting as I bent over and hugged my head between my knees. There’s no way this could be happening. Panic crept in behind my eyes, soaking through to the rest of my brain until my entire body clenched up in disbelief. What quickly followed was rage.
My knuckles curled. How could they do this to me? So much rage poured into me at once that I staggered for a moment, fists clenched, ready to strike the first thing I saw. A voice called up from across the hall, stilling my hand.
He spoke with a sickly, dry cough that crackled his voice. “You must be pretty important, huh?” I curled my arms around myself and turned away. “Is it true? About your eyes? That you have no imprint?”
“That’s none of your god damn business.”
He snorted. “Interesting, well your secret is safe with me. What’s your name?”
Cautiously, I crept up to the barred window and peeked out. The cell opposite mine was labelled WT35788. I couldn’t see his face only the shift of his shadow as he walked past his window. I sank back onto my bed, unsure what I was going to do to get out of here.
              “What’s your name?” the man called again.
I squeezed my lips shut. It wasn’t so much fear that kept me quiet; I didn’t want to feed whatever twisted fantasy he may be conjuring up in his cell. I wouldn’t be here for long, surely. They’ll come for me. They have to.
“Are you scared?” he chuckled, mockingly. From across the room, I heard the shuffle of his footsteps approach his barred window. He slurred his words, taunting me. “You sound scared.”
“And you sound like an asshole,” I snapped automatically.
He merely laughed; a loud croaky laugh that came from deep from his chest. “I’ve been called worse. What’s your name?”
“Get lost.”
“I think I’ll call you, Printless.”
“Whatever! I don’t care; I’m getting out of here soon!” I mumbled when my cell door suddenly unlocked and opened.  An armoured robot known as an Enforcer beckoned me out into the hall. Unlike Sweepers that were destined for fast jerky movements, keeping their limbs long and slender, Enforcers were built like ramming machines. It turned to face me head on, where within its thick human-shaped skull, there was nothing but a set of twitching red eyes and a slit for its mouth to speak. 
Its broad shoulders almost took up my entire doorway as it stepped closer. There were chips in its armour where prisoners had tried ramming blunt objects against the dome of its head.
It scanned me briefly and made a sharp beeping noise. “Identification invalid.”
“You stupid machine.” A human guard stepped around the Enforcer and reached my cell. “I don’t know what your deal is, but don’t think you’re going to get any special treatment from me. You are to get washed now, the doctor wants to see you.” He then addressed the Enforcer, “Take her to Block C.”
“Don’t you dare touch me!” I grabbed onto my bed as an anchor but the Enforcer yanked me out effortlessly.



 
It took me by the shoulder and forced me to walk down the narrow passage that cocooned around me. As I was marched down the hall, I saw clearer into the other inmates’ cells. Most of the prisoners were stuffed in constricting straightjackets and bound to their beds like strangled corpses. Others had their fists stuffed inside oven-mitts to stop them from punching the walls and cutting themselves. There were a few men who wore cones, somewhat similar to those given to dogs to stop them from licking wounds, but the most disturbed prisoners were locked in straightjackets that connected the chains to their ankles and wrists. They could barely shuffle or stand; the chains were so short that many prisoners were forced into an uncomfortable slouch for hours on end. The guards kept them short purposely to stop the prisoners from strangling themselves or each other. The ones who were sane enough to not inflict fatal self-harm apparently were allowed to wander the common grounds.
The Enforcer ushered me toward a short, narrow bridge that connected the prison quarters to the main wing. The bridge railings wrapped around like a cage, completely sealing us in and creaked and rattled as we crossed. Beneath the bridge was the open courts where some of the prisoners wandered aimlessly. 
On the other side of the bridge, I walked past the cafeteria and was taken toward the showers. The large bathroom was big enough to shower at least twenty or so men at a single time. There was another human guard waiting for us who overtook escorting me from the Enforcer. I couldn’t see his face behind his helmet as they dressed as though they were about to run into a war zone.
              “Showers are to be no longer than three minutes.” His voice muffled through the bulk of his helmet.
Inside, there were just showerheads lined along the wall with a single knob underneath each one. On the other side from the showers were drop holes I could only imagine to be the toilets. There was a single small mirror melted into the front wall but the glass had turned cloudy with oily handprints. Everything felt unnaturally cold as if I was standing in the middle of an underground ice cave.
“Strip,” the guard suddenly barked.
I ground my teeth together. “Let me guess, you’re going to stand there and watch.”
The helmet masked his expression, but I would bet he was smirking. “Strip or I’ll make you strip.” He flashed me the Taser in his belt.
Bitterly, I stomped out from my street clothes and hugged my arms over my naked chest and groin.
“Perv,” I spat at him as he took my clothes and replaced them with the uniform of grey pyjamas. Once he left, I quickly washed myself down in the freezing, brown water that smelt of weak piss and rust. I could only stand being under the cold jet for a minute before I turned the knob off. Still soaking wet and not been given a towel, I dabbed my body dry with the pyjama sleeve and wringed my hair. Despite having their smallest size, the top draped over my body like a large pillow and the bottom of the pant legs bunched up on the ground by my feet. As I stepped up to the mirror, I could already see the stress strain my bloodshot eyes as the colour in my cheeks disappeared.
The next moment, the same guard opened my door again. “Let’s go. Doctor Fitzgerald wants to meet you in the medical bay.” 
“And if I refuse?” I growled.
Through the helmet, I could hear the guard chuckling. “You really think you have a choice? Listen here, cupcake, we have ways of turning difficult prisoners into obedient prisoners. Believe me; you don’t want to be a difficult prisoner.”
I knew when to pick my battles, and this wasn’t one of those times. Reluctantly, I followed the guard to the medical bay at the very end of the building with its own private wing. Inside the office, the entire room was doused in a warm yellow light, a complete change from the stained grey from the rest of the rooms. I eased inside, quickly taking notice of the technician’s chair in the centre of the room just below the robotic crane nailed to the roof. The man I assumed was the doctor was by his desk, head down with a small drill working into an electronic board. He pushed back his chair and promptly stood.
“Miss Nadia Richards? Please, come in.” He then addressed the guard waiting behind my shoulder. “Thank you, Peters. That’ll be all.”
The guard nudged me further inside before securing the door behind me. I promptly crossed my arms as I caught the scent of melted metal wafting from his work desk. His entire office was in a clatter of old machine parts and oil spills.
“What the hell type of doctor are you supposed to be?”  
“An excellent one,” he answered with a light, self-assured chuckle. 
I shifted my weight onto my other foot. My tone remained sharp and annoyed, “You do know doctors don’t work on machines, right?”
“Don’t let all this junk confuse you. It’s just a hobby. I’ve been a practician for the past four hundred and thirty-five years.” He then shrugged. “Give or take a few decades.” The doctor must’ve only been about thirty years old judging by the thick mop of brown hair and smooth palms, but that large year count must mean he had been reincarnated as a doctor for at least four lifecycles. He adjusted his lenses before gesturing for me to take a seat opposite him. “Please sit. I’m Doctor Fitzgerald and I’ll be looking after you from now on.”
I reluctantly took the seat but kept my arms firmly crossed. My lips curled distastefully as I spoke. “How much did you pay them?”
“Pardon?”
“Lisa and Roman, my parents, how much did you pay them?”
Doctor Fitzgerald leaned forward to clasp his hands together on his desk. “Enough to send Annie to a nice school in the Elite district and coupons to buy them food for the next few winters. That’s not forgetting the extra dosage to help young Annie with her transition.”
I readjusted myself in my seat; they obviously knew I had a soft spot for Annie and were using bribery to buy my cooperation. “I’ve never known an upper class to keep his end of the deal, but I guess there’s always a first time. So, what am I doing here exactly?”
“It’s rather simple. You’ve been born with a defective imprint and I want to figure out how and why.” Doctor Fitzgerald reached below into the drawers and brought out a small microchip. He then plugged the chip into the monitor screen to where folders containing all of my personal information appeared. My picture popped up and took up half of the screen.  It must’ve been taken at least five years ago judging by the youthful soft curve of my cheeks. Next to it were more recent snaps from the cameras hidden around the city. I leaned forward to see clearer. In all of them, I appeared to be always snarling.
“You’ve been watching me?”
“You’re an interesting case. According to Doctor Phillips, you’ve never expressed any memories from previous lives. What astounds me is your lack of imprint. Everyone from the day they are born carry with them an imprint of their soul in their irises. The mark is unique and can’t be copied. You are the first human since the Return who’s been born without a soul imprint.”
I growled over the top of him. “If you only wanted to talk about the soul imprint, then why did you drag me to this hell hole?”
“We’re not stupid. We know that the moment you caught wind of a transfer you would’ve skipped town, and we couldn’t have that, now, could we?” he explained calmly. “You have a bit of a reputation for running off. But regardless if you came willingly or if we had to pluck you out of the gutters, you were always going to be transferred to Alpha prison. My machines are more high tech than those at normal technicians. I made them myself.”
“And how long do you plan on keeping me locked up exactly?”
“Only a short while, a year at least.”
I shot up in my seat. “You can’t keep me here for a year! That’s bullshit! Don’t I have rights?”
“Not without an imprint you don’t. According to our system, you’re not even a real person.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“All humans have a soul imprint; no soul imprint means no human rights. You are property of the Alpha Elite.” He grinned as he leaned back into his chair. “Until such time I have no further use of you, you will remain here.”
“You know what, screw you!” I kicked back my chair and headed for the door.
As soon as I placed my hand on the knob, a shearing jolt shot down my spine. The impulse clenched my muscles in my back, pulling my shoulders and neck backward before I fell head first into the wall. I then rebounded and collapsed.
“Now, now, Nadia.” The slur of Doctor Fitzgerald’s voice sounded above me. I struggled to turn my head at his approach. “There’s no point in trying to escape. You’ve been fitted with an obi tracking micro-chip; if you disobey or try to run, that chip will incapacitate you.”
I tried to squirm but only managed to choke on my own tongue.
“We can learn a lot from you.” His voice faded as a sheet of darkness peeled over the top of my vision. My eyes fluttered uncontrollably. “Yes, yes you’re going to make everything better.”





CHAPTER SEVEN:
 
 
I woke up to a loud banging against my door followed by a burning jolt across my forehead. I sat up gingerly as one of guards stepped up to my window. “Move it! It’s meal time.” He unlocked my door and pulled it to the side.
I made the walk over to the dining hall, shielding my face with my hair at the inmate’s relentless calls. Once out of ear range, I allowed my shoulders to relax. Inside the dining hall, I was served soft rice with bread before making the long walk back to my cell. They gave me enough that I wouldn’t starve but not enough to give me strength to fight. On my walk back, I walked too close to one of the cells. Through the bars, one of the prisoners managed to reach through and grab a handful of my hair. He pulled backward so roughly that my face slammed against his door.
“So soft, I need it for my collection. Red skin, I want your red skin!” he sang with a breath of rotten onion. “Back in the cellar Stacey is screaming. I hate it when she screams. Precious child, beautiful child, STOP LOOKING AT ME!”
Immediately, I clutched onto his fingers trying to pry his grip back, but his meaty wrist was too thick and sweaty to get a proper hold of. One of the guards stepped up and stabbed the inmate on the back of his palm with a pocket-sized Taser, sending a series of electric shocks into his body. His grip seized up and tightened before snapping back. I stumbled out of his hold and rubbed at the roots of my hair.  The prisoner then continued to bash his head against the door.
“Lunatic,” the guard grumbled.
I moved backward to get some distance. The man was big and his face was slack with deadened nerves, perhaps from a stroke or too many knocks to the jaw. Not that I was one to defend the blacklisted, but the prisoner was so sick, I’m sure with some medication he wouldn’t be so unstable.
“Jesus! Clearly, you guys haven’t been giving them any D400! Maybe he won’t be so violent if he knew what the hell was going on!” I lectured.
The guard pushed me onwards. “He’s psychotic. Why waste good product on shitbags like that? It’s better just to fry ‘em and let them rot.” He spun me around and pushed me into my cell before the loud bang of the lock snapped into place.



 
I barely slept that night. For hours, I listened to the inmates’ panicked shouting and curdled sadistic shrieks. And the screaming, oh, my God, there was so much screaming. The nightmares that plagued the men could only be passed for torture. I couldn’t sleep even if I succumbed to the itchy sting from my burning eyes. I curled in on myself in the depth of the darkness and I finally allowed my body to shrivel in. Running my fingers across my neck, I searched for the chip planted inside me. Near the first bump of my spinal cord, a quick pinch of pain hit me. I had been cut there, and recently too. But I couldn’t locate where the chip was embedded under my skin; it was too small for my fingers to detect. Frustrated, I dropped my hands and buried my face. Finally, I understood. I’m not leaving this place.
Morning rose, and with it, my head burned with fatigue. I pulled myself up at the clink of my cell opening. A guard stood by my door to let me out.
I was escorted back to Doctor Fitzgerald’s lab while most of the prisoners remained locked up in their rooms. As I walked past, there was a strong, humid stench of fresh and rotten sewage coming from their cells, it left a wet residue on my skin. I held my breath to stop myself from gagging.
As soon as I reached Doctor Fitzgerald’s door, he welcomed me in. His office felt smaller as I stepped inside, with the clatter of his projects multiplied along the walls and overtook most of his desk. I caught him just as he was taking his medicine as he popped the bright blue pill into his mouth and swallowed hard.
“Morning, I hope you slept well.” He took a quick mouthful of water before ushering me in. “Today, I just want to ask you a few questions.”
I pulled my arms free from his grip. Yeah, right, as if I would trust him. He seemed to sigh as if I was some dim-witted kid trying to weasel out of eating my vegetables. “You know, the sooner we talk, the sooner this will be over.”
“You’ll never get a peep out me as long as I’m trapped here.”
“Be smart, Nadia. You don’t have a lot of options. Do as I say and I’ll make sure none of the other prisoners get a hold of you.”
“You can’t threaten me,” I challenged. “As you said before, I’m property. You send me out there I could die and you’ll never get your answers. I’m too valuable to risk.”
“Don’t be so sure,” he corrected. The flash in his brown eyes appeared cold as his lips curled. “I can still do my research on a corpse.”
“Then you just have to kill me.” I crossed my arms defiantly. 
“You really think a death out there would be quick? You have the country’s deadliest prisoners as your cell mates. These men have spent almost a century locked up, denied a woman’s touch or even the smallest of pleasures. You think they’ll tear you apart quickly? No, they’ll peel you apart piece by piece, slowly and painfully.”
I leaned forward with a cruel smirk of my own, able to feel how my eyes tightened in challenge. “And when they’re done I’ll tell them to stomp on my face and cut up my eyes so you can’t use them.”
“Fine. Have it your way.” Doctor Fitzgerald threw his hands up in defeat. He took me by the elbow and returned me to the door. “If you’re so sure that’s what you want, then that can be arranged.”
Wait… My face scrunched as Doctor Fitzgerald opened the door and handed me out to the guard outside. I stumbled off balance. He’s bluffing, right?
“Take her out to the courts.”
“Yes, Doctor.”
He looked down at me but I held my face firm, he has to be bluffing.  Doctor Fitzgerald smiled, “If she lasts the hour, bring her back-”
“No wait!” I grabbed the frame of the door as the guard took my arm, turning me away. The doctor lifted his hand to stall the guard before looking down at me smugly, waiting for me to beg. I didn’t say anything and mentally scolded myself for being so cowardly. I dropped my head feeling both embarrassed and ashamed.
“Are you going to cooperate?” He asked and I bitterly nodded. “Use your words.”
He was so god damn condescending, I almost wanted to take myself out to the courtyard. Without separating my teeth, I growled, “fine.”
He nodded at the guard as I stepped back into the room. Doctor Fitzgerald secured the door behind us. “With little training, you’ll understand what’s best for you.”
My heart pulled against my body, the weight of my rage turning my insides to stone. Belittled, I walked back to the office chair and sat down with a loud thump. “What the hell do you really want with me? There must be a reason why the Elite would go to so much trouble over something so trivial?”
“Don’t worry yourself about the details; let’s just start from the beginning.” He sat down at his desk and brought up my files again.
I twisted my lips. “Don’t you have all my information from Doctor Phillips already?”
“The basics, yes, like your birth year, genetic history and some trivial records.” He thumbed through the charts with his chin poised in his hand. “Like this for instance, when you were seven years old, they took you in to see Doctor Phillips for the first time.  Originally, he figured you were just a late bloomer, but now you’re in your twentieth year, there’s some unusual signs we have to address.” He scrolled further down the page, entering a red coded area of my medical records. “There’s nothing wrong with you physically, good heart, healthy organs and active brain function. Quite smart too, despite your failing grades. High school dropout I see.”
I shrugged. “I don’t do so well with authority figures.”
“I can see. Seventy-six counts of vandalism too. Guess it was only a matter of time before you ended up here anyway.” He looked down at me through the top of his glasses.
“Spray painting isn’t exactly the same as mass murder.”
“They all start off with small crimes; it’s more of a personality trait we look out for. So, when you sleep, do you have dreams?” 
“Sometimes.”
“And in these dreams?”
I sighed and slumped further into my chair. “I’m always me, Nadia. I’ve gone through this a thousand times before with Phillips.”
“What about your parents? Tell me how do you feel about them?” Doctor Fitzgerald reached into his pocket to pull out his phone. He then typed some codes into the keyboard as the phone blinked white and started recording. I shifted in my seat with an uncomfortable cough.
“I don’t feel anything toward them. Lisa only cares about her stupid coupons and she’s really anal about curfew. Roman tried to act like some half-decent father figure but I could tell he didn’t really care about us.”
“And your sister, Annie? How does Annie make you feel?”
I paused on the thought, feeling the rush of anxiety in my stomach. I gulped quickly. “I dunno.”
“Just try and think.”
“Geez, I don’t know, normal I guess.” I curled my arm around my stomach to settle the nerves.
“You’re a smart girl. Use your words.”
“Fine. I feel… anxious, like when she doesn’t listen to me and runs off. Sometimes I’m mad at Lisa and Roman for how they talk to her like she’s a burden on them.” I scoffed and rolled my eyes. “I’m mad that we can’t just walk outside without carrying a loaded gun. I can’t protect her. I can’t change anything. It’s just hopeless.”
He stopped typing to look at me; I mean really look at me. Anger swelled up. “What?” I barked. 
“Hopeless?” he repeated as I drew my lips into my mouth. His eyebrow perked. “So you’re protective of Annie. Why?”
“She’s my sister,” I immediately answered. I shifted back in my chair to face him head on. “I know sister doesn’t mean much to others, but I’ve watched her grow up. I’ve witness her tantrums and her joy. She’s the only person who actually cares about someone else other than themselves. No one else will protect her, so I will.”
“All children carry with them the sense of dependency,” he dismissed with a wave of his hand. “As she grows that part of her will fade.”
I inched forward in my chair. “I don’t believe we were always like this. I think it’s from the detachment from having too many people in our heads. If they had more of the D400, it could help numb all of their past memories. They wouldn’t change…”
“In such short supply, the D400 is distributed as evenly as possible.  Some people get bigger portions depending on their status and importance to society. Pumping every child with the drug will only cause disruption among the more valuable citizens.”
My face snarled, aka the rich get more while everyone else suffers. I leaned forward to argue when a loud beep sounded from the computer. Doctor Fitzgerald promptly grabbed his phone and stopped the recording. “Excuse me, Nadia; I have an important call to take.” He stood and gestured for me to leave. I stood up on shaky legs. Geez, I didn’t realise I was this unstable.
He walked me to the door and opened it to an Enforcer patrolling the halls. “Unit, return this prisoner to her cell block Q78X.” He then disappeared behind his closed door.



 
The Enforcer took me back toward the bridge that led to my cell. Similar to yesterday, I showered on my own and ate on my own. When it reached 11 o’clock that night, I was still awake and pacing my cell. I had yet to become accustomed to the groaning of my cellmates but it was a better sleep than the night before. The screams that came from them was something I’d never heard before. Even with Mr Rodger’s, whose disturbed mumblings could carry down the streets, he had never screamed like this. Nothing so raw or desperate. Nothing so chillingly scared and enraged at the same time. As I finally put my head down on the stiff mat of my bed, I heard that same raspy breath of the prisoner WT35788 chanting, “The song of madmen drives away the pain. The mothers and brothers all dance in the flames. When I wake and the memories are gone, I will be dying. I will be home.”
I turned over and clamped my palms to my ears. His chuckling was by far the worst.
In the morning, I was yet again woken by the click of my cell door being opened. As I walked into the corridor, that same smell of sterile pee and coagulating sewage hit me again. The prisoners were in their same soiled rags. I dry retched and clasped my hand to my mouth.
“Can’t you do something about that smell?” I asked frustrated.
Beneath the mask of his helmet, the guard chuckled. “Why? I can’t smell anything under here.” He then took in a big breath. “In fact, I think it smells kind of nice.”
I scowled under my hand and hurried along. Again, it appeared the prisoners weren’t being allowed out, the ones in straightjackets were still tied to their beds in the same sheets as they were in yesterday. If they weren’t blacklisted serial killers, I may have felt sorry for them. The guard escorted me across the barricaded bridge and toward the medical bay. Once inside Doctor Fitzgerald’s office, I noticed the room was even messier than yesterday. He seemed to be working more and more on these little ‘projects’ of his.
“Finally, we can begin.” Skipping the morning greetings, Doctor Fitzgerald pulled me in by my elbow.
On the side of the office, a projection screen of a senior officer took up half the wall. I couldn’t recognise who it was under the dim lighting. He wore the uniform of an Elite class with his name stitched into the breast pocket, McKinnon. I inwardly gasped. In school, we were taught about the Elites and their infamous histories, and Elite McKinnon was one of the top three most influential men. Why he was here watching me through a projection screen, I couldn’t understand. As I was moved across the room, Elite McKinnon’s darkened eyes followed me underneath the brim of his cap. “So, this is the one?” he asked in a static voice. “She doesn’t look like the others.”
“What’s going on?” I asked. Doctor Fitzgerald went to guide me toward the technician’s chair in the centre of the room but I pulled back. “I’m not going into that chair!”
“You have to; it’s the only way to see into your locked memories.” Nailed to the roof, were a cluster of cranes hanging like ugly chandeliers above the head of the recliner. Regardless of how many times I was forced into chairs like it, a lump always caught in my throat.
“I told you I don’t want to get into that chair.”
Doctor Fitzgerald reached into his pocket and hit a button on a small remote. A spark fired down my spine from my neck and pulled my knees out from underneath me.  As I flopped, Doctor Fitzgerald caught me and nestled me into the curve of the recliner. He bound my wrists and ankles into the leather stirrups then placed soft wires to my temples before readjusting the thin crown around my head. You son of bitch! I squirmed as he injected my neck with a drug.
With his phone out, he started to record. “For the record, the date is the 5th of June, 3228. Time 10:10 Eastern. I, Doctor Fitzgerald, with Elite McKinnon supervising have in our possession test subject, Nadia Richards, age twenty, female. Subject was born without any visible scar imprint in either iris, and lacks any reincarnated memories. First exploratory scan about to commence in three… two… one.”
Once he slipped his goggles on, Doctor Fitzgerald hit the switch, sending waves of vibrations into my head. The robotic arms folded away from the roof, lowered down to my eye level and released a series of hot flashes. The sonic waves blasting above me mixed in with the toxin now spreading through my veins warped the room into indistinguishable smudges. After only seconds, a striking white light shot across like a comet that deadened all my other senses. At the same moment, my body convulsed against the restraints as nausea flooded my system. All I wanted to do was scream as my tongue swelled and my stomach churned. The sensation of drowning tightened my throat like I was dangling in a noose.
I must’ve sat like that for hours, the overwhelming pressure clamping down onto my chest, making me want to cry out and slap the machine away. Let me go! Oh, please, just let me go!
I was on the edge of imploding. Finally, soft smudges of black and grey appeared beyond the vortex of white. My body screamed in pain, every muscle tightened and trembled as if I had my limbs pulled in opposite directions. My neck rolled as focus returned, putting together the blurred image of Doctor Fitzgerald in front of me.
He faced the projection of Elite McKinnon with an excited, breathless laugh. “This is promising, sir. I have the dosage tested and forwarded onto you.”
“Good, this is history in the making, Fitzgerald. Don’t mess it up.” I gurgled on my tongue accidently, catching Doctor Fitzgerald’s attention. He turned toward me before checking my pulse. He then injected something into my arm and darkness quickly followed.





CHAPTER EIGHT:
 
 
At some point, I fell asleep before I suddenly jolted awake back in my cell. There was a guard knocking against my door for me to get up. “Shower!” he barked as I rolled over onto my feet.
Every muscle from my back to my calves pulsated with agony. I must’ve been in that chair for hours to have this bad of a reaction. I hobbled up and had to catch myself on the wall.  The guard escorted me to the showers and locked the door after me. I rubbed up and down my arms, massaging into my muscles before stripping out of my clothes.
The water hit my back like tiny thorns, but this time, I didn’t even care about the smell. I withered and winced, only able to stand under the stream for a few seconds at a time before turning the jets off. Looking down, I noticed purple bruises around my wrists from the seizures and a strange rash climb up the back of my body.  Using the mirror, I twisted around to look at my spine where hives of red wrapped around my neck and down to my thighs. I grabbed at my skin and twisted further around. Following the bony curve of my spine where bruised puncture points stabbed into me like snake bites.
It ran from the tailbone up to the first bump of my spinal cord up my neck. I gingerly touched the sensitive pinpricks. “What the hell?” I turned the other way to try to get a better look when the guard hammered his fist against the door.
“Times up.”
I quickly slipped into my uniform and returned to my cell. Questions burned inside of me all night. What the hell did the doctor do to me? I couldn’t help but recall his conversation before I blacked out, about testing the dosage. Was I a test subject? What was he putting into my body?
All I could do was sit on my cot and tug at my hair.  The morning rose but the groggy sickness never left. Today, the guard did not come to take me to the doctor. The same for the next morning, and the next. For the next four days, I was left in my cell, completely ignored. I wasn’t even allowed out to eat or shower. Instead, they slid my food under my door every morning and I had to use the corner as a toilet. On the fifth day, I was up to the door with my fingers around the bars. Like clockwork, the guards came to let a selected few of the prisoners out to wander.
“Hey! Hey, stop!” I hailed one guard down as they crossed by my door. He barely looked at me as I stretched my arm out to grab his clothes. “Please, please you have to let me out of here! I’ve been locked up for days. I can’t stand it anymore!”
“Who the hell is she?” I heard one of the guards asking the other.
“She’s that freak the doctor bought in. Just ignore her!”
“Wait, wait!” I slapped my palm against the metal door, causing it to ring. “I want to make a phone call.”
“Prisoners don’t get phone calls.”
Anger swelled up my throat. “I’m not an actual prisoner!”
He exchanged brief looks with his colleague before turning to face me. “If you’re not a prisoner then why are you locked up?”
“You should be asking that to that psycho Doctor Fitzgerald. I shouldn’t be here at all. I’ve done nothing wrong!”
“Yeah, yeah I’ve heard that before.” The guard beside him snorted in laughter.
“Listen here, dumbass, I want to speak to Doctor Fitzgerald, right now.”
The guard turned and swung his baton at the metal bars, causing them to clang. “Do you want me to string you up by your feet and feed you to the others? Because believe me, they’ve been itching to get a taste of you!”
I sucked in a clot of saliva and spat onto his visor. Behind the door, I heard him wrestle for his keys when his comrade grabbed him by the shoulder.
“Oi! Not with her. You know the rules.”
“Fine, but I’ll be coming back for you tonight.” He turned back and continued to shove the other prisoners forward into a slow shuffle. “Move it!”
“Shit!” I pushed off the door and wringed my fingers through my hair. Across the hall, prisoner WT35788 laughed. He had stepped up to the bars so his arms dangled through the slits. “What are you laughing at?” I snapped.
His dark eyes disappeared beneath the shadows and I couldn’t see much of him beyond his mop of dirty black hair. Like tangled black wires, his hair haloed around his head and curled down his face and neck. “Hey again, Printless, glad you decided to stick around. You know they call you the lab rat? Doctor Fitzgerald’s little mouse.”
I wrapped my arms around my chest. “They can go fuck themselves.”
“Some words of advice. Whatever you do, don’t get into the technician’s chair in the doctor’s office. That’s how he fucks you up, real bad.”
I carefully reached around and placed my hand on my back. As I spoke, my voice wavered, “What do you know about it?”
“Tsk!” He sucked in his breath. “Shit, you’ve already done it. That’s no technician’s chair; he uses it for his own personal experiments.” I touched my lips as numbness crawled over them. I really was going to be sick, but I swallowed hard to stop the urge. He continued, “A visit to Doctor Fitzgerald is the type of thing that would stay with you forever.”
“Did he do it to you too?”
“Once, in a different body.”
“In a different body? That means you got out, yeah?” I stepped up to the bars and glanced out across the hall. He was standing at the window side on with his head turned toward me. The twisted mane of his black hair had been combed back, revealing his thick strong eyebrows and sharp gaze underneath. I licked my lips. It wasn’t fear that flooded me; it was something else, like a type of wary curiosity.
“You never leave, not really.”  He dropped his gaze and turned away, humming again underneath his breath. I swallowed out of nervous habit and my fingers tightened around the bars.
“Well, I’m going to get out of here.”
“And how do you plan on doing that?”
I gulped again. “I’ll figure out something.”
“You know,” he started with a wispy laugh, “one day you’re going to get desperate enough to ask me for help.”
“Pfft! As if I want help from a lunatic.” I turned away and I sat on my bed. After a few moments, there was a clink as my cell door opened. I quickly jumped to a stand, expecting a guard to walk in. Instead, to my astonishment, it was WT35788.
He opened his arms wide and bowed. I scurried backward and hit the wall behind me, but he did not take another step into my cell. Underneath the nest of black knotted hair were twin thick, dark eyebrows that pulled his face into a permanent scowl. His natural gold tan had withered from years of imprisonment as the dark circles around his eyes seemed bruised with insomnia. He appeared lean beneath his clothes; his discoloured collar was hiked up as dark bristles lined his jaw and neck in a five o’clock shadow.
“How did you? But… but my cell was locked.” I looked at him and back to my door. Unsure how to smile properly, he bared his teeth like an animal.
“Once you’ve spent most of your eighty-year sentence behind the same lock and door, you tend to work out their little tricks.”
“Are you kidding me?” I gasped. “You’ve been able to unlock your own cell and you’ve never escaped?”
“Who says I haven’t escaped before?” he asked. “Maybe I’m in here for a reason.” I loosened my shoulders and eased off the bed. He was taller than I had imagined but his bad posture slouched him forward.
“What’s your reason?” I demanded.
“At first it was the doctor, but now I think it’s you.”
I puffed my chest out. “What reason have you got with me?”
“Probably the same reason why the doctor has you locked up.” Footsteps rounded the corner as he stepped back and quickly locked my cell door again.
“Wait! Where are you going?”
“Later tonight I’ll come by your cell and show you.” As he turned to leave, I reached through the bars to pull him back.
“You’re going to help me get out!” This came out more like a statement than a question. He curled the corner of his lip, trying to grin.
“We can help each other out a lot, Printless.”
“It’s Nadia,” I corrected. “If we’re going to work together, then we should probably know each other’s names.” He grinned wider and walked out of my grip. “Wait! You didn’t tell me your name? Your real name!”
“Well… it’s not prisoner WT35788.”





CHAPTER NINE:
 
 
I waited for nightfall. A small part of me expected the guard to come by for his promised revenge; another part of me expected no one would. I couldn’t sleep and this time it wasn’t because of the wailing of my cell mates; it was the nerves. By the time I heard my cell door click open, it was nearly 1 am.
In the heavy shadows, a voice whispered at me, “Yo! Wake up. It’s time to move.” Despite my uncertainty, I didn’t hesitate to follow. I rose to a stand and very carefully stepped around the door as the prisoner opened it. Alpha prison was a maze of identical concreted passageways, armed barricades and watchtowers with twenty-four- hour security cameras.  WT35788 moved in quiet and trained stealth, and carefully, I tried to match his every movement. We used the scattered pockets of shadows to creep down the corridors with our back glued to the walls. He led the way, using hand gestures to signal me to stop or follow as we took hidden back ways to skip around the patrols. Suddenly, he pulled me aside and held me against the cold wall. He then pulled a handkerchief from the back of his pockets.
“Put it on.”
“What? Why?”
“I don’t know if I can trust you yet.”   
I snatched the handkerchief from him. “You’re the dodgy one here, not me.”
“Hurry up. It’s not far to go.” Once I secured the handkerchief around my eyes and he checked it for gaps, he took me by the bend in my elbow and led me onwards. We walked only thirty steps before we slowed and he took the handkerchief away. Despite the short distance, the room looked completely different, almost as though we were in another building. It was lighter inside and the walls were red bricked and chipped with evidences of an earth quake. We headed down a short flight of stairs that led to an underground basement. The lights reflecting off the scorched tiles set the room into a sickly green glow. The single door opposite us had two guards playing cards set up in front.
Unnerved, the prisoner stepped out from the shadows and addressed the two men with a nod. As he passed, he slipped them a small bag.
“As you were.” The guards inspected the stash and promptly nodded. The prisoner then looked back at me.  “I have a guest tonight.”
I stepped out from the shadows as both men jumped to attention. One of the guards lifted his weapon. “Wait, who the hell is she?”
The prisoner pushed the man’s gun down so he dropped his aim.
              “Careful. She’s worth more than you are.” He then proceeded to pull out a second bag and placed it on the table. “You didn’t see anything.”
I walked across briskly and followed the prisoner through the single door. Inside the narrow, cluttered office was a decapitated head of an Enforcer hanging by metal cords stripped from the roof above us. Even without the rest of its bulky body, the Enforcer’s head was twice the size of mine and thicker than a watermelon. A long tube protruded out from the back of its neck that connected the machine to a large battery. I side stepped around it in wonder. What amazed me most was that it was still operating. The machine blinked on as a flash of red hit my eyes. I jerked away quickly.
“Identification invalid.” It announced in its precise robotic voice. In the next moment, it scanned the prisoner’s eyes, followed by a sharp beep. “Identification 1598M499. Cyro-Quarantined.”
I turned to him puzzled.  “Why do you have an Enforcer tied up in here?”
“To test my experiments.” He smirked with a mixture of amusement and hatred toward the machine.
“It scanned you with a different code.”
“It didn’t. That is my real identification number.” His smirk quickly dropped, “But you can call me Diesel.” 
“Wow, so you really are here by choice then? You paid for your cell?”
“I agree having a choice in my identity and imprisonment comes with privileges many of the other blacklisted don’t get.”
“I’m assuming the D400 drug is on the list of perks as well as your own privately guarded office.”
“You know I’m on the drug?” His eyebrow arched.
“You’re creepy, but not as creepy or crazy as the others.”
Diesel looked at me side on with a stretched grin. “Thank you.”
“It wasn’t flattery.  What does Cyro-Quarantined mean?” I asked sternly.
His strained grin widened. “It’s not good. Let’s leave it at that.”
“So, you’re in here disguised as someone else but I thought it was impossible to change your soul imprint.”
“I haven’t changed it. No one can change their soul imprint. I can disguise mine though with prints very close to my own. I use this machine to make sure my products work.” He stepped around and ushered me over to his unkempt work desk. I had to suck in my stomach and squeeze past the Enforcer to fit between it and the table. Overspilling from the counter were sketches of the retina and the internal nervous system connecting to the eyeball. There, among the interconnecting veins, was the soul imprint. It was small and faint, something that couldn’t be seen with a human eye alone. Among the drawings, there were profiles of strangers with their irises enlarged on a poster.
“What’s all this?”
“My project. Before, when I said Doctor Fitzgerald was my reason to be here, it’s because of his work in the D400. I need the formula to replicate it.”
Diesel sidestepped around the table to a cabinet jammed in the corner filled with jars. They appeared empty, only containing some last residue of old water at the bottom of the cups.
He pulled one out and twisted the lid open. He then emptied the contents onto a dish with two clear circular contacts. I leaned in closer, noticing the small scratching along the curve.
“I’ve engineered these contact lenses to have the common structure of a soul imprint. Every soul imprint has the same basic line, like a trunk of a tree. It’s where the branches fan out that determines the individual. With this structure alone, you can pass off as anybody. I’ve tried myself, but my soul imprint shows through the contacts. But with you… you’re a blank slate.”  He cupped my cheeks and tilted my chin downwards to get a better look. His hands were rough and warm, it was unnerving. “When I heard of your mutation, I knew I had to have you.”
“Don’t get so ahead of yourself.” I quickly pushed him off. “And saying I’m mutated doesn’t win you any favours. Why are you even making these?”
“Think about it. With these contacts, we’ll be able to enter any security gates, get into any computer, take anything we want and be anyone we need to be.”
“I’m hearing a lot of we in your plan. What’s in it for me?”
He snorted. “You should be begging me to use the contacts, unless you want to spend the rest of your life tied to a cutting board?”
My brows tightened mistrusting but the cuts and bruises on my back were reason enough to take the risk. Staying where I was meant to live a life of experiments and torture but pairing with a madman didn’t fill me with much more ease. His temptation of freedom was too great and I rather fight for my survival outside a cage.
  “Fair enough,” I snarled.  “Does that mean I get to keep them?”
“Pfft, as if.” He reached down and gently pinched the corner of the contact lens. He then turned to face me. “Don’t move.”
I rolled my eyes upwards as his finger blurred when he reached forward. Carefully, he pulled the skin around my eyes back and placed one lens at the bottom of my eyeball. He then instructed me to blink so they settled over my irises. He then placed the other one in. They did itch a little bit, but it was an annoyance that I could live with.
“Come.” We stepped around the Enforcer again until we were facing it head on. Diesel turned his back to avoid re-scanning, when the flash of red blinked across my vision. The Enforcer’s internal board hummed as it dug into its database for a match. 
After a few painful moments, it announced, “Identification invalid.”
My shoulders dropped disappointed as I heard Diesel hiss under his breath. He grabbed my face again and with expert ease dragged the contacts from my eyes. Once he had them, he returned to his table and set them back on the dish.
“Nice theory,” I said, trying to hide the hint of frustration in my tone. “Too bad it doesn’t work.” 
“Minor adjustments. By tomorrow night, I’ll have it ready for testing.” Annoyed, he pulled me by the cuff of my clothes and shoved me out into the hands of the guards outside. “Take her back; make sure you’re not seen.” He then held a screwdriver against the curve of my throat. “Breathe a word about this to anyone and I’ll hang your head next to the Enforcers.”





CHAPTER TEN:
 
 
The following morning, I was unable to look away from Diesel’s cell. I wanted to know more about the contacts and his plans. I had so many questions that I couldn’t sleep. Returning two hours after me, he hadn’t made a peep all morning. As the guards turned up to unlock his cell, Diesel gave me a quick glance and a smirk before heading to the courts outside. Despite his feral nature, this looney was my ticket out of here. In fact, with those lenses, it could change my life completely. I itched to be released from my cell, but yet again, the guards walked right past me.
The endless boredom left me restless as I laid down on my cot with my legs swinging over the edge. I spent hours imagining what I would do once I was free. I closed my eyes, letting myself fall into my daydream. The bruising on my back was gone and the scabbing had almost cleared up. I woke from my daydreaming by the distinct click of my cell door followed by footsteps nearing my head. I snapped my eyes open just in time to see a set of arms pin me down and cover my mouth.
With a fast jab, the guard stabbed me in the neck with a needle. I seized up underneath him; more stunned than frightened before the darkness pulled me into unconsciousness. The last thing I remembered was my head rolling to the side as they forced a bag over me.
As I slept, trapped behind a veil of intoxicated paralysis, a sharp pain ran up my back like a metal centipede with needle legs was digging into the curve of my spine. The pain scorching my back went beyond the limits of skin; it sunk into my very bones and ran with my blood into every inch of my body. The sickness sat with me for days after. I vaguely remember being dragged back to my cell and dumped on the concreted floor.
I tried to open my eyes but I couldn’t. I choked on my vomit and felt someone turn my cheek to help clear my airways. I vomited nothing but bile across my cell. I didn’t sleep, not once. Even though I was motionless and kept in darkness, my brain was on fire.
Eventually, my strength returned enough to open my eyes. It felt as though my body had been severed in half, disconnecting the nervous system from the middle of my torso to my feet.  As focus eventually returned, I noticed I was inside a larger cell, a different cell.  After a few moments, I managed to roll myself over onto my stomach. My throat was parched and my lips were dry; dehydration strained my head with a new type of ache. Above the bed, there was a shaft of sunlight coming in through the window. I climbed onto the cot and heaved myself up to the windowsill where I saw a view of the courtyards below.
The drugs dragged my body down, filling my veins with lead. I groaned and turned over. There was a tightness near my temple as I brought my hand up to my head. When I touched it, there was a tender pinch under my fingertips. I ran my hand backward, combing it along my head at the vacant touch of my long hair. They shaved my head, too? 
I slumped forward on the edge of my cot. With both hands, I gently brushed down my hair, noticing they had only shaved down one side, shaving from the centre parting and down just past my earlobe. Suddenly, my door unlocked and Doctor Fitzgerald walked in.
“You’re finally awake? Good. The council will be eager to see you.”
I tensed and kicked away as he approached me. He was a blur but I could make out the distinct outline of the syringe in his hand.  My voice trembled with anger and fear. “I’ll kill you if you touch me again.”
I heard him laugh and shake his head. “The drugs will wear off soon. You don’t need to be scared.”
“I mean it! Get away from me, you freak.”
“Just relax.” He dropped down to a squat. “You’re going to be okay.”
What the hell is wrong with him? He’s deranged! I looked around the room for an escape but I was trapped. “I swear to God, I will kill you!”
“Always so violent. I’m not your enemy, Nadia.”
“What have you done to me? Why did you move me out here?”
“It’s for your own protection. I can’t risk having you running around with common trash. You’re important to us and I had to ensure my product was safe.”  My eyes widened as Doctor Fitzgerald’s smile curled. “That’s right,” He reached behind his head and tapped his neck, “I’ve always got my eye on you.”
The tracking device. My throat clenched, making it difficult to swallow. He found Diesel’s lab.
“You don’t have to look so scared; that boy won’t be bothering you anymore.” Behind Doctor Fitzgerald, two guards stepped into the room.
“Sir, you called for us?”
“Ah, good.” Doctor Fitzgerald stood up and side stepped out of the way, “Have her taken down to the labs while I get the council on the phone.”
“Yes, sir.” 
I recoiled away. “No! Get away from me!” They picked me up by my elbow and forced me onto my feet. My weak knees trembled as my bruised veins bulged out of my arm from the injection tracks.
“Actually, clean her up first then take her to my lab. I want to make her presentable. It’s time that we finish this.”
“Understood.”  Forcibly, they turned me around and carried me out into the corridor.
“Let me go, you piece of shit.” I was dragged down the passageways with my feet scrapping along the floor. Eventually, they stopped by the showers and shoved me inside.
“You have three minutes,” the guard barked. He slammed the door as I stumbled in and hit the ground on my knees. The overhead lights were blinding as I struggled into a stand. The stench of urine and sweat fumed from my soiled clothes as flakes of dry blood came off my neck. I barely recognised myself in the mirror. The left side of my head was shaven down to only short brown roots. The other side was still long and badly ratted. I leaned forward to inspect the scar running along my temple. The black stitches pulled against the swollen pink skin as it throbbed with a tiny pulse. I took off my outer shirt and lifted up my white singlet to discover six sets of bruised drill holes running up my spine. I almost fainted at the amount of smeared blood dried all over my back.  Oh, my God… what the hell?
Using the sink taps, I gently dabbed the blood away with my sleeve, carefully manoeuvring around the open cuts and grazes. What the hell has he done to me? I vomited stomach acid into the basin before soothing my throat with a mouthful of murky water.
For three minutes, all I could do was stare numbly at my own battered reflection, completely lost for words. What I am I going to do? He is going to kill me! I almost couldn’t stand; my body trembled so much I had to use the basin to keep myself standing up. I’m going to die! I’m going to die! I must not have heard the door open as a pair of arms suddenly pulled me back. I spun with my elbow bent, aiming for the temple but the guard caught me and twisted me forward. Surprisingly he then let me go.
“You look like shit.”
I spun at his familiar voice. “Diesel?”
Diesel took the guard helmet off and held it by his side. The black armour pinched around his neck in a tight collar and covered him completely down to the heavy, black combat boots. His natural lean physique moved inside the armour with the ease and comfort of a second skin. The swelling from his broken nose blackened the areas around his eyes in a miscoloured mask.
“What happened to your nose?”
“It’s nothing.” He gestured to his face. “It seems Doctor Fitzgerald doesn’t like others playing with his toys. Still, I look better than you.” He tilted my head up to inspect the scar on my temple. I was on wobbly knees and slumped onto the back of my heels. He snapped his fingers at me. “Stay awake.”
He took a small container from his pocket and proceeded to ease the contact onto my right eye. It rolled over my iris after a couple of blinks. “I thought Doctor Fitzgerald destroyed your lab.”
“Nah, if he had found it, I wouldn’t be alive. I had no choice; I paid off those guards to destroy it for me. Can’t leave any evidence,” he said as he eased the second contact in. “I managed to save this pair and some blue prints.”
“Do they work?”
He shrugged. “We’re about to find out.”
I fluttered my eyes as the second contact set. It didn’t feel any different to the previous pair I had on, except for a small line that was just out of focus at the bottom of my peripherals. Diesel put the helmet back on as we walked out into the hall.
“What happened to the other guard?” I paused once walking out to find the mangled corpse of the guard dumped by the foot of the door. I brimmed my lips shut. “Never mind.”



 
As we walked, exhaustion rode on my shoulders. Hunger scraped the lining of my stomach like a rough tongue licking an empty bowl, making me feel sick. “How are we getting out of here?” I glanced up as the door to Fitzgerald’s room appeared into view. Focus snapped back and I pulled away. “What are you doing? Doctor Fitzgerald is in there!”
“Shh, just act normal.” He reached upwards and knocked on the door.
Doctor Fitzgerald opened it impatiently in his surgical gear and thick gloves. “Set her up on the back table. We need to start our prep—”
Diesel’s arm slashed outwards, splitting open Doctor Fitzgerald’s face with a shiv. The attack was so fast I had to blink twice before the sight of red weeping from Doctor Fitzgerald’s eyes made sense. Without slowing, Diesel took Doctor Fitzgerald by the throat and marched him inside before forcing him into a chair.
He bound the blinded doctor and gagged him with a strip of cloth. I quietly edged around the room, my body trembling. Horrified, I watched Diesel pull the doctor’s shredded eyelids open again and cut across his eyeballs.
I quickly looked away. “Why don’t you just kill him?”
“Why? So he can be reborn into his youth? Nah, men like Fitzgerald don’t deserve to die. They deserve to suffer.” Diesel removed his helmet before clapping the doctor’s shoulders as he thrashed in his seat. “Nice to see you again, Doctor. Don’t recognise me, huh? Gotta admit, my feelings are a little hurt.”
“What are we doing in here?” I glanced around into the office to find the Doctor had cleared away all of his projects and turned it into a clean, operating theatre. It wasn’t the sight of the technician’s chair that churned my stomach, but the prepared surgical table near the back corner. There were cameras set up on tripods that made me feel uneasy.
“I can’t leave without his research.” Diesel pocketed the knife before inserting a chip into the doctor’s laptop. It flashed a quick warning sign for a password. Diesel furiously typed onto a small tablet he pulled from his pocket.
“You seem well prepared.”
“Well, I have been planning this for a long time.” The tablet set to work disarming the security firewall as Diesel turned around to scavenge the room, taking charts and vials off the shelves and drawers before shuffling them into a bag.
I glanced around the scattered mess of Doctor Fitzgerald’s work station when I noticed a small chip in the second drawer. Diesel must have over looked it. As I pulled some boxes aside, I ran my finger over the disc. The black plastic sparked with familiarity; this was my personal file. I promptly pocketed it.
At the beep of his tablet, Diesel returned and offered me the chair. “Okay, you’re up.”
“Shouldn’t you have used Doctor Fitzgerald’s eyes for this? Well… before you sliced them in half.”
“No need.” He nodded for me to sit. “These will work.”
I sat down and looked into the camera positioned on the computer. It flashed quickly, like a blink, before the computer kicked into a hum.
“Wait? It actually worked?” I gasped as Diesel impatiently pulled the swivel chair with me on it away to see the screen up close. It only took a few moments before the computer turned black and Diesel took the chip back.
He grinned and turned to hoist Doctor Fitzgerald into a stand.  “Okay, time to go.”
“You’re taking him with us?”
“Only until I’m bored with him.”  Diesel drove the blade into Doctor Fitzgerald’s thigh, causing him to howl and buckle. I tensed and looked away. Despite what he had done to me, my stomach still churned with guilt. If it was my choice, it’ll be one quick sideways cut across the throat and be done with it.  Diesel shrugged, “What? Can’t risk him running away.”
“You’re enjoying yourself way too much.”
“Everyone needs a hobby. Don’t worry, I’ll take his tongue out too so he can’t blab about who we are and what we look like. I can’t have people looking for us, especially for you.”
“Why especially me?”
Diesel sneered, “What? Don’t pretend you don’t know you’re the grand prize out of all of this. If they want your freaky eyes they are going to have to take them over my dead body. You’re mine now.”
I tensed at how confident Diesel sounded with his claim. Suddenly I understood what was happening. Diesel had no intention of setting me free. I was no safer in his hands than I was in the doctor’s. A sickening kick hit my stomach. I’m in the hands of a blacklisted lunatic who I know nothing about. No doubt the moment Diesel found me useless, he would pop my eyes out and put them into a jar.
I waited until Diesel turned his back before I took a heavy wrench from the table and subtly tuck it into the back of my pants. I swallowed hard. “Okay then smart guy, what’s next? How do you plan on getting us out of here?”
“The only way out is through the front doors or out with the trash. We can use the chute where they send the dead bodies. We use your contacts to gain entry and ride the chute down into the pits outside.” He checked the time. “They usually start burning the bodies around sunset. We should have enough time to get out.”
“Wait, did you say burn the bodies?”
Diesel dragged Doctor Fitzgerald up and forced him into a walk. “What are you, deaf? This is our only chance, so I’ll need you to suck it up and move!”





CHAPTER ELEVEN:
 
Diesel led us toward the east wing of the prison, taking sharp corridors and using passages only the architect himself would know were there. He knew everything from every point security cameras were positioned, to every rotation the guards took. He had planned this to the finest detail, but there was no way he could’ve planned for me. We reached what I assumed to be the garbage storage room. We were blocked by twin iron doors secured under bolted locks and an ID scanner. He gestured for me to approach the scanner, but when the flash hit my eyes, the machine rang with a rejection bell.
“What? Why didn’t they work?”
Diesel hissed under his breath, “Shit, I don’t know. Hang on. There’s another way.” He shoved Doctor Fitzgerald forward and forced his finger onto the sensor pad. After a nervous couple of seconds, the engine pinged and the bolts unlocked themselves. The doctor jerked in Diesel’s grip before we both quickly ducked between the gaps. Inside the large storage room, there were racks of open coffins stacked in rotating shelves against the wall. In front of us was a large, chrome furnace with a short track leading into the mouth. Among the stench of smoke and burnt hair, there was an uncomfortable draft of heat coming out of the furnace.
“Umm… Diesel?” I stepped up to the automatic belt and placed my hands on the metal panels. “Please tell me we’re not going in there?”
“Don’t worry. I told you they don’t turn it on until sunset.”
“And what time is it exactly?”
He shrugged. “Hopefully not sunset.”
Next to the furnace, a large control panel operated the machine. With a simple switch, he opened the door to the furnace, revealing a charred drop into the drum belly below. The smell of decomposed bodies lathered my face and nostrils with a thick musk, licking my skin. I couldn’t swallow without both tasting and smelling it at the same time.
“You’re crazy!” I gagged.
“We only have one chance at this. It has to be now.” Diesel jumped up onto the track and shoved Doctor Fitzgerald face down onto the belt, pinning him under his knee. “Don’t make me drag you up too.”
“Shit!” I covered my nose and mouth with my sleeve and jumped on. Quickly, I knelt down onto one knee as the slow moving track entered into the mouth of the furnace. The sudden drop landed us on top of brittle skeletons and a mound of decomposing bodies. It was too dark to see properly but I could feel the rough edges of the charred bones poke through the shredded meat. I dropped about waist deep amongst the stiffen corpses as I found it difficult to move my legs. I wrestled to the top of the pile and balanced on the saggy organs as they deflated under my weight. I tried my best not to vomit, but the smell was just so horrendous, it could almost form hands and strangle me.
“Diesel? Where are you? I can’t see anything!”
“Over here, hurry!” Diesel called from a few steps ahead. I dropped my hand from my mouth to drag myself up onto the next body and scramble over. It was so sticky and wet that I felt my pants dampen and hug my legs. I swore I even felt things wiggling around me. I gagged uncontrollably. “There’s a drain just near the centre at the bottom. That’s our ticket out of here.” Diesel shouted over my dry retching.
“Oh god… I can’t! I can’t do this!” I gagged again.
“Oh, I’m sorry, princess. Did I forget to lay out the red carpet for you?”
“Just shut up and get me out of here.”
“Then move that skinny ass of yours and climb down the pipe hole”
“I can’t see where the pip-” I started to shout when the walls rattled and the gate to the entrance snapped closed. “Wait. What? Wh-what was that?”
I stilled and checked over my shoulder. Suddenly, snaps of orange jumped up along the hem of the tin walls followed by the distinct smell of gas.  The orange glare illuminated the mass of corpses around me and instinctively, I snapped my hands away and held my breath. Their broken faces with dislocated jaws reminded me of a movie horror; many were completely naked and badly decomposed.
Diesel was still shifting through the corpses with Doctor Fitzgerald in one hand, edging closer the centre. He glanced back and sharply barked, “If the flames weren’t an indication, the furnace is turning on.”
“Oh, my God! No! No, I’m not going to die here!” Suddenly, the corpses were no longer at the centre of my fear as I dug my nails into their backs and hauled myself across.
As I scrambled, I tried to convince myself the saggy sponge I felt under my palms was not someone’s collapsed chest cavity but just a large pillow soiled in damp water. The heat flashed my cheeks as the flames erupted from the grill underneath, bursting through the corpses. Diesel and the doctor reached the centre where they nosedived out of sight. The heat rose up impossibly fast as I dove down into the pit of mangled limbs after them, using the bodies as shields against the heat. Trying to paddle my way through deteriorating limbs wasn’t something I thought I would ever have to experience. But the moment was just a fleeting thought as the real danger rose from beneath me as it weaved through my uniform and seared the skin along my legs. I scrambled forward when one of the corpses kicked with life at my touch. I jerked back, first frightened but then quickly confused when noticing it was Doctor Fitzgerald I had accidentally grabbed. In his blindness, he kicked and squirmed, screaming into the gag. I didn’t have time for him. I weaselled past carefully, in case he tried to grab on for a ride, and pushed my way to the bottom. The floor dropped below my foot as I slid into a tunnel of darkness, slipping straight into the narrow width of the pipe leading out of the fire’s reach. 
The pipe was impossibly tight; my shoulders wedged against the metal lining as I felt the air around me disappear. I squirmed and wiggled down further, but I only found myself more restricted. Charred bones sprinkled down on top of me, shooting up my nose and into my mouth every time I breathed. I coughed and choked, forcing me to gasp loudly only to inhale more ash into my mouth, resulting in more coughing and choking. If I wasn’t claustrophobic, I definitely felt the surge of panic throttle me now. I thrashed and cried within the tiny space as the sides coated me in a strange, wet slime until it suddenly dropped me down the chute.



 
The downwards plummet was brief as the crisp touch of chilled air hit my exposed legs when I tumbled out at the bottom. I hit the ground and scrambled out, moving faster than I ever thought I could. My head felt full of pebbles as I collapsed and rolled out onto my back. The wrench was digging into my spine but I was just so happy to breath without my chest hitting the steel pipe that I didn’t care. I quickly rolled myself onto my stomach, spat the last remaining pieces of ash out and looked out into the landmine of the scattered bones of all the dead prisoners.
I can’t believe it. I made it. The thought stilled in my mind like forming ice. I’m free.
I really am free.
I went to sit up when a hand shove me back down. On top of me, Diesel pressed his kneecap into my spine and pulled my hair off to the side. He forced my cheek into the mud that the dirt smeared over my teeth. “What are you doing? Get off me!”
“Stop struggling!”
“Get off! Get the FUCK off!”
I bucked underneath him and caught sight of a knife. The glistened end was turned toward me and the adrenaline sent a fire into my arms. I cracked my head back with a fast snap, managing to collide with Diesel’s as he reached down to cut into my throat.
As he wavered off balance, I bucked again, throwing up enough space that I was able to wiggle underneath the strong hold of his thighs. I pushed up onto my hands and threw my elbow backward, aiming for his nose but landed on his throat instead. I then turned, punching him again in the jaw but he managed to catch my wrist and twist. The pain felt like a draft of thorns shifting under my skin, splintering up my wrist like nipping parasites.
I kicked out from underneath him, reached behind me and withdrew the wrench from my pants. With a wild swing, I connected the knob with the side of his head. Diesel’s neck cracked the other way as he fell and cupped his face.
The momentum of the swing threw me to the side. I didn’t get a chance to recollect my posture when Diesel flashed the blade and looked up at me through his black oiled hair. “Oh… I’m going to make you pay for that.”
I scrambled back but he grabbed my calves and pulled me along the mud. I quickly turned back to face him and kicked my heel into his chest. Quickly backing out, Diesel scrambled off me and let me go.
Aiming to kill, I swung at him again but missed as Diesel dodged backward while shielding his blood-covered face with his hands. My head felt heavy under the thick mud as the nauseating anaemia threatened to knock me out. Everything had doubled; my vision shifted so the tip yard had just multiplied. I stumbled back, knowing if I went into a hand-to-hand combat, Diesel would win.
I took this chance to run, so I turned and bolted into the mass of the grave. “Where are you going?” he called with crackling laughter. “That’s right, you better run fast Nadia, because I’m going to find you! I will always find you!”





CHAPTER TWELVE:
 
 
I ran for hours as a heavy storm rode over my head and pelted me with rain the size of bullets. When it eventually stopped, the cold night air froze the water and mud on me, leaving me in a suit of clay. My prison rags were drenched. I had no idea where I was. The moulds of decay vanished into a small field of suburban ruins. I knew I was walking but the feeling of my feet hitting the ground was lost under the pins of the cold. I moved as though automatic, right foot, left foot, right foot, left foot. 
If Diesel was chasing me, he was taking his time. I couldn’t count how many times I snapped my neck back, excepting to see his tall yet hunched silhouette watching from the gaps of the street lamps. Ignoring the screams of my muscles, I forced myself onward until I saw the fence lining the perimeter of the inner city. I ran at it and bounced off the wire. This was the south end fence! Oh, my God, I know this fence!
I was so exhausted and tired; I didn’t even understand why I was crying. Maybe it was relief? Maybe it was the frostbite taking my toes, either way I just didn’t care. My pink fingers swelled as I curled them around the wire strings. I’m nearly home! I can do this! This nightmare is finally going to be over!



 
Curfew was in full effect and the closer I trekked to the outer districts the less frequent the patrols were. It was nearing the first touch of morning light when I stumbled into the familiar streets outside my house. The temptation of my bed baited me back despite the risk of facing my parents’ disapproval. No friends or other family limited my options, and with my wounds still weeping and my head strained with exhaustion, sleeping on the curb wasn’t an option. I pulled on the front door handle to find it locked. Using the busted fire escape, I scaled up the metal ladder and reached the window leading into my bedroom. The shatter of glass was a loud crack amongst the otherwise silent house. I stepped into my room, carefully avoiding the shards of glass on the floor and went straight for my bed where I collapsed onto my mattress. The exhaustion that stung my eyes and swelled my head wasn’t as powerful as the adrenaline rocketing into my chest.
I took the disk from Doctor Fitzgerald out of my pocket and placed it carefully on my bed. Blissfully, I kicked out of my boots and soaked the blisters that lined my feet in a damp cloth. After the burning sensation dropped, I checked Annie’s room to find her fast asleep. I stood by the doorway for a moment, finding her peaceful snores calming. I had no idea how long I had been gone for; sometimes it felt like it was months, others it felt like years, but Annie looked exactly the same the day I left her in the streets. 
I took my time in the shower as I scrubbed every inch of blood off my body. I put fresh clean clothes on to cover the scars on my back, but I couldn’t hide the scar that lined my temple or the shaven patch that run along my head. I found some scissors and cut off the rest of my hair to match the ragged punk style. I combed it over in hopes to hide the markings. Great, now I look like a pineapple. Honestly, I didn’t care what I looked like. I just didn’t want to look like I was the mouse they all called me. I owned my own appearance, bald patch and all.
Back in my room, I sat down on my bed. I recovered the microchip and inserted the disc into the slot on my phone. On the reader, there were the files the doctor had on me; my weight, my height and orientation. He called me a class two fire–head, whatever the hell that meant. As I scrolled through, there were a bunch of notes I couldn’t understand, technical terms for parts of the brain and anatomy. In red, he had highlighted my blood type, but it didn’t make much sense. I tried to focus but my vision spiralled. I put my phone down. I was so hungry I almost passed out.
I pocketed my phone and went down stairs to get myself something to eat. Even Lisa’s overcooked stew would taste like roast beef right about now. I reached for the pot when a prick of a blade pressed into my back. Immediately, I stilled.
“What are you doing here?”  I turned around at the familiar voice.  Annie lowered her hand holding the kitchen knife but didn’t turn the blade away. I could barely see her face amongst the shadows, but what I could see was how her brows tightened with mistrust and confusion.
“Annie? It’s so good to see you again. It’s just me.”
“I know who you are,” she said sharply. “Why are you here?”
What the hell?  Her sharp tone caught me by surprise that I hesitated. Sure, I understood my sister was going through the change, but I didn’t think she would turn into a cold, detached stranger so quickly. Where was the Annie that clung to me during a thunder storm? Where was the Annie who always managed to drop food on the front of her clothes during every meal?
“Annie… what are you doing? Put down the knife.” I held my hands up slowly.
“You’re not meant to be here.” She jabbed forward. “You’re meant to be with that doctor.”
“Let’s just talk about this first, okay Annie? Put down the knife.”
“No, no, you can’t be trusted. This isn’t right.”
“Of course you can trust me.”
Annie dropped her chin to address something on the floor. “Mummy will be very mad. Just like with Bobby, she’ll send us all back to camp if you disobey her again.”
“What? Who is Bobby?”
“He’s my brother.” Her wet, large eyes looked up at me. “He’s my brother, and she took him away.”
This must be a past memory. “Annie, are you taking your medication?”
She shook her head. “It makes me sick.”
“But you have to—”
“No!” She lurched forward and swung the knife through the air. “It’s not like before. It’s getting stronger and louder. It makes me sick. It’s making me sick. Why don’t you understand? Why won’t you listen to me? Stop making me drink that poison. You’re making me sick!”
I stumbled backward just as someone turned the kitchen lights on, flooding the room in a harsh yellow light. Among the bright dots that spotted my vision, a figure stood in wait just inches behind Annie’s back.
He had stood so perfectly still that I shrieked in my surprise. The dark blotch quickly sharpened into a face just as Annie turned around at the brush of his presence. Diesel pulled on the back of Annie’s shirt and hoisted her up onto the kitchen counter. He swiftly disarmed her and took the knife for himself. To stop her screams, he covered her mouth with his hand and held his finger to his lips.
Annie’s face was just a pair of large, hazel eyes high beaming in terror. I could see the six-year-old girl in her reacting, tears springing to the surface.
“Shut up and don’t move.”
Instinctively, I snatched at the closest thing within reach, which was unfortunately a ladle from the pot. I swung it at him, holding the spoon end toward his throat.
“Don’t you dare hurt her!”
“Nice place,” His eyes snapped toward me with a voice pinched with rage. He had a look of fury that stopped me mid breath. The rainwater had cleared the blood from his cuts and plastered his hair into a sticky mess against his face. In his grip, he flexed his fingers around the knife. Annie trembled fearfully. She looked at me as though she hadn’t just held the same knife to my face a moment ago. 
His sharp canines pressed into his lip as he smiled. “Surprised?”
“How did you find me?” I asked. His smile strained further in his annoyance. He was pissed. Really pissed. I swallowed lightly, “If you want the contacts back…”
“I meant what I said before,” He snarled, “I busted you out, you’re mine now. You really think I’m ever going to stop chasing you?”
The harsh kitchen lights cut shadows along his rain-washed cheeks and busted nose, making the mix of blood and dirt caught in his whiskers gleam against his toasted skin. If I had seen him look like this before then I would never have spoken a second word to him.
“No.” My voice scratched at the back of my throat. “But you should have.” 
Diesel stepped around Annie so she was a wall separating him from me. He smoothed her brown locks from her face, his eyes never once dropping from mine as Annie clenched up and gritted her jaw.
“You don’t have to worry, you’re valuable to me… for now. I promise not to hurt you if you just leave with me now.”
“I’m not going with you, Diesel.”
“What other choice do you have? You think you can just return back to the life you had?” He laughed. “You’re a wanted criminal. A fugitive hunted by the Elite. No one here will protect you.”
From upstairs, there was a loud click as Lisa’s and Roman’s bedroom door was unlocked followed by Roman’s shout, “Who’s there?”
With trained stealth, Diesel ducked into the hallway and out of sight. The sound of footsteps coming down the stairs were loud, followed by the rough bark of Roman. “Annie? Is that you?”
“Daddy!” Annie called as Roman reached the bottom and turned to face us. I stood frozen to the spot, unsure how I was meant to feel. Roman’s jaw dropped.
“Nadia?” He swayed for a moment. “What are you doing here?”
“Dad…” My voice crackled, relieved at seeing his familiar face. Then Roman did something I wasn’t expecting; he lifted his gun and aimed it at my chest.
“What are you doing here? You have to go back.”
For a moment, I was too stunned to move. The barrel of the gun felt close, close enough that I could still feel the heat from its last shot.               “Dad? Wait, just let me explain.” I held my hands up. “I can’t go back there. They’re torturing me; I’m being used in some sort of blood transfusion experiment.” 
Roman only shook his head. “They paid for you, Nadia. If you don’t go back, we won’t get any more rations.” He didn’t drop his aim as Lisa walked in behind him.
“Nadia?” She stopped at the bottom of the steps with her hand still propped on the wall. “Oh no, what have you done?”
“You better get Doctor Fitzgerald on the phone,” Roman said to her over his shoulder.
My brows tightened as stunned rage ripped into me. It made sense now. This was the reason why they never checked up on me, why no one seemed bothered by my skeleton physique or my damaged body. “Oh, my God… You knew?”
Lisa ran upstairs to fetch her phone as Roman walked closer with the gun still aimed. Annie scrambled off the counter and ducked behind the kitchen table.
I almost tipped backward as the realisation struck. “You knew what they were doing to me? And yet, you did nothing?”
“We weren’t told any details,” Roman said. “We just had to trust Doctor Fitzgerald was doing what was best.”
“Doctor Fitzgerald is dead,” I shouted. “The sick prick cut me open. He starved me and used me like some sort of lab rat!”
“You killed him?”
I scoffed in my bewilderment, “That’s all you care about? Didn’t you just hear what I said?”
“You can’t just kill someone from the upper class, Nadia!”
“She didn’t.” Diesel stepped out from the hall. “That was all me.”
Roman spun to Diesel’s direction as I leapt forward and punched Roman in the side of his head. He stumbled off balance as Diesel lashed out. Striking with such strength, he could easily have killed him, but instead, Diesel took the wind out of Roman’s chest. Roman fell to the ground wheezing.
Diesel then stomped on the side of his head, knocking him out. I let my fists uncurl. An aching pulse coursed through my joints where I landed my hit. Diesel looked up at me. “Felt good, didn’t it?”
I rubbed my knuckles. “Don’t talk to me.”
His smile only grew wider as he made a lecturing tsk. “Well, not that I’m not loving all this family bonding time, but I really need us to move it. The patrols could be hitting here any minute now!” As he spoke, Annie bolted around him toward the staircase but Diesel caught her and swung her back to him.  “Whoa! Where do you think you’re going?”
I pulled her out of his arms. “I swear, you touch her one more time, I will end you.” She clung to me and my shoulders relaxed. Annie was still in there.
Diesel lifted his hands in surrender, before taking Roman’s dropped pistol. “Fine, I don’t usually like to leave witnesses, but we can try it your way.”
At that moment, Lisa came galloping down the stairs with the phone to her ear. Without even looking over his shoulder, Diesel pointed the gun backward and fired within an inch from Lisa’s head. She screamed and ducked down, dropping the phone.
Diesel glanced over with a disappointed hiss. “Damn, missed.” He then walked over and squatted down to her level. “You don’t mind if I take this, do you?” He reached over, took her phone and smashed it with the handle of the gun. Lisa pedalled herself up against the wall.
“What the hell is going on? Who the hell are you?”
“A friend of your daughter’s.”
“Nadia?” She looked over his shoulder to me. I took the kitchen knife from the counter and snarled. He was right. No one was going to protect me here.
“Diesel, upstairs I want you to go into my parents’ bedroom and take anything you think we may need.” Diesel nodded and bounded up the stairs. “Annie,” I then beckoned to my sister, “You better sit over here so you don’t get hurt.”
Annie knelt down by Lisa as Lisa hissed at me, “You’re going to get in a lot of trouble, Nadia! You’ll be blacklisted for sure.”
“I was already treated like a black listed criminal, why not have the perks that come with it?” I squatted down so I was balancing on my toes. “All I want to know is why. Why did you sell me to someone like Doctor Fitzgerald?” Lisa dropped her head, refusing to answer and I lurched forward in my rage. “You owe me an answer! Just tell me, why? Did you really never care? Did I really mean nothing to you?”
“That’s not it.”
“Then why? Tell me why?”
“You really think that we ever had a choice?” She swallowed hard to settle her voice. “They took it away from us.”
“Took what?”
“The D400 drug. The day of the sweep, Roman and I were called into the capital to speak with Elite McKinnon. He said that the compounds to make the D400 were running out and that fewer families were able to get it. Apparently, our supply was next to be taken away unless we agreed to hand you over. They needed you to help them with their research into a new drug they’ve called XCELL. The XCELL will do more than just suppress our reincarnated memories; it will destroy them forever. If we agreed, he promised we’d be among one of the first few to have the cure. With Annie changing so aggressively and the D400 becoming scarce, we didn’t have a choice. We had to accept.”
My chest tightened as I drew in my breath. “Did you ever stop to think what that would mean? Did it ever cross your mind what he was going to do to me?”
The muscles in Lisa’s jaw jumped as she bit down. “It was a sacrifice we were willing to make.”
“It wasn’t your sacrifice.” My fingers curled. “It was mine.”
Suddenly, Diesel bounded down from upstairs in Roman’s brown coat, dark shirt, pants and gasmask. On his back was my father’s backpack while in his hand he carried a spare bag for me.
“Did you get everything?” I stood up quickly, wiping the tears quickly from my face.
Diesel glanced down. “Everything that I thought had some worth.” He threw the empty bag at me. “Fill her up. We have to get out of here.”
I took everything in the pantry including all the dry food and enough water to fill three canteens. I also helped myself to the first aid, bandages, painkillers and disinfectant. I may have felt bad if they hadn’t just held a loaded gun to my head.
As I headed for the door, Lisa called out, “Think about what you’re doing, Nadia.” I paused with my hand holding the front door open. Diesel waited out on the streets and beckoned me with urgent waves. “If you leave, they’ll take everything away from us. Annie will suffer for your selfishness. Is that what you want?”
I swivelled back to their frightened, pale faces. My life for the cure; it just didn’t make sense. Annie’s voice suddenly popped up in my head. It makes me sick.
Stop making me drink that poison. You’re making me sick!
“They are lying to you, Lisa. Don’t you get that? There is no cure.” With a final bang, I slammed the door and followed Diesel out into the streets.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN:
 
Following Diesel’s direction, he took me into a part of town I had never seen before, where the towers pressed so tightly together that we could barely fit through the narrowed alleys. We slipped through sideward with our backpacks held above our heads. The sun had already hit its peak and lathered the crumbled buildings under a skin of yellow, restricting us to the shade. I hid my face beneath my bandana as Diesel went around in Roman’s gas mask. After hours of running the back streets, I stumbled to a stop in an open yard of an old factory. Diesel had already started climbing the back fence but stopped when hearing my bag hit the pavement.
He glanced over, growled then jumped back down. “What are you doing?”
A strange pressure swarmed up my throat from my chest. I pulled my bandana away from my mouth, making it easier for me to breathe.
“Can you just give me a minute to think? I just went through a really traumatising experience where my own father turned a gun on me.”
Diesel swung his backpack down so it scraped along the pavement. “What’s the big deal? So what, your parents sold you off to some sicko, suck it up. It’s like you’ve never had parents before.”
“What the hell do you know?”  
“Before I was five, I had a so-called mother sell me off to some dealers so they could use me as a drug mule. I think I’m pretty well educated in the shit-for-parents department.”
“Just stop talking!” My back hit the wall as I slumped onto my rear.
I felt the raw, prickly presence of Diesel’s eyes watching me, waiting for me to get up and continue on. But screw him! I just had my world torn apart. If I wanted to sit down for a minute, then I was going sit down for a goddamn minute. What am I going to do? What can I do?
Start
over?
Live life as a fugitive? Above my bowed head, I heard Diesel cursing and the scratching of his boots as he paced.
After a few heavy pants, I wiped my wrist across my forehead and stood. “I can’t do it! I can’t keep going like this, I need to leave here, forever. I need to hide as far away from any Elite-infested rat nest. Maybe I could change my name, dye my hair—” I jumped backward as Diesel turned and aggressively booted the backpack hard into the factory wall. “What? What are you-?”
I raised my hands protectively to my face as he charged at me and yanked me down so I fell hard to my knees. “Ow! What are you doing? Let me go!” 
“Oh, stop your whining!” He twisted again so my elbow bent awkwardly against my back. “I’m not going anywhere with some damn cry baby!”
The next thing I felt was the sharp point of a blade skim over my neck. I clenched up as a dribble of blood ran around my throat before he twisted the knife sideways with a fluid jerk.
Suddenly, he stepped back and let me go. I slapped my palm to the cut where beside me, covered in small freckles of blood was a small metallic chip. “The tracking device…”
I turned over so I could face him. Diesel crushed the chip with his heel then turned and wiped the blade clean.
“What the hell is your problem?” I screamed. “You don’t just shove someone to the ground and cut them, you psycho!”
“I’m not hearing a thank you.”
“Screw you!”
“Seriously though, if you continue blabbering on I’m going to stitch your mouth shut.” He pocketed his knife and mumbled as he dug into my backpack. “Oh boo hoo, poor me, my parents were mean! Can’t believe what I’m hearing.” There he pulled out a bandage that he handed over. “Listen here, I don’t care if you like it or not but you’re with me now. I’m all you have left.”
I snatched it from him. “You’re such a prick. And don’t get so cocky. I don’t need you.”
“Without me, you’ll be a heap of organs on the operating table.”
“And without me, you’ll still be in your soiled rags at Alpha.”
Diesel laughed. “You’re right. I do need you. But I’m not above kidnapping, threatening or even chopping off your feet if you think about running away.” He stood over me before helping hoist me up into a stand. I declined his offer and stood on my own.
“What the hell do you want, Diesel? Didn’t you hear what my mother said? The D400 is running out!”
Diesel cocked an eyebrow, “Really? You think the most important drug known to humanity is just going to disappear because they say they ‘don’t have any more supplies’? The Elites would sooner blow up the planet before they allow the drug to disappear. Use your damn head.”
“So, you think there really is a cure?” I rolled my eyes.
“No, but I do want to know more about the XCELL. And I know exactly where to start searching.”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN:
 
 
By mid-afternoon, we had made it to the outer skirts of town. We kept out of sight, dodging the open space as we manoeuvred into the hollowed mouths of the open underground tunnels on an old construction site. Above our heads, the sirens blared. It was a whooping ring, unlike the raids or the sweeps where the alarm was more like a whistling tune; this alarm hit every pocket throughout the city. It hurt my ears to the point my head throbbed.
“Ha!” Diesel cocked his head back in laughter. “I don’t believe it.”
I slowed. “What?”
“That siren, they only ever ring that siren when they are on code red.” He twisted back to me. “You really must be super important, huh? I feel like I’ve stolen the golden goose.” 
Lurking underground, I could only see patches of pavement in front of me. The smell from the dirty water was nothing compared to the furnace, with any luck my sense of smell had altogether diminished. The piping was large enough that we didn’t need to duck as we walked through. It belonged to an old construction site that had stopped development indefinitely on the new hospital. Today, medicine was a luxury not a necessity. If you were sick enough, most people didn’t suffer through the pains of recovery, chemo or any type of discomfort. If you were sick, you just ended that body and started again anew.
No wonder the Elite had to start a tracking system; people were changing their identities like it was some sort of fad. I once come across one guy in high school who said he had never let himself get older than twenty-five. Every time he hit his twenty-fifth birthday, he would jump off a building, not wanting to lose his youth.  Everyone wanted to be born wealthy and beautiful, unwilling to settle for any lifestyle that required work.  So yeah, a lot of people died.
“We’re here,” Diesel called, shaking me from my daydreaming. My boots were drenched in mud and my shoulders ached from the weight of my backpack.
“And where is here exactly?” We stood at the end of a pipe that faced a set of descending stone steps leading to an iron door.
Diesel knocked, waiting perhaps two seconds before swinging the rifle around and blasting the locks off. He then booted the door in and walked through.
Turned over cots, tables, scatters of paper and disregarded boxes and clothes littered the bunker. I shrugged out of my backpack and sat down on one of the cots. Diesel walked around disappointed.
“Not what you were expecting?”
“Not exactly.” He kicked at some of the boxes on the ground. “Looks like they left in a hurry.”
I bent down and picked up a piece of paper, quickly recognising the symbol on the top left corner. “You’re part of the Mad Dogs group?”
“Yeah, so?”
“They’re terrorists.”
Diesel glanced over his shoulder, teeth bared. “Yeah, so?”
Well, can’t say I’m surprised by his answer. Diesel didn’t come off as the type of guy to feel empathy or guilt. In fact, I would say violence gave him a type of sick pleasure. Kill first: ask questions later. More like kill and then, well, who cares?
He crossed the room and rifled through the papers left in the drawers. “Looks like they burnt everything too.”
“Do you think their hideout was exposed?” I asked.
He slammed the drawer shut before picking up a binder. He flipped it open as though puzzled. Quickly, I got up and checked over his shoulder to see what the confusion was. On one side of the documentation was faded print, but on the other, there were sketches of faces. The black charcoal was fresh too; it was sketched over the burn marks, meaning someone had been back here after the fire.
“Do you recognise them?” I asked as Diesel flipped through the papers. He tore one piece out and shoved it into his pocket.
“Yeah.”
“Do you know who drew them?”
He looked at me as though I was stupid. I slammed my mouth shut; guess that was a dumb question.  From outside the door near the top of the tunnel, we heard a rock bouncing along the pipe walls. Following the sharp echo were footsteps. Automatically, Diesel pulled me to the front of the bunker and pressed us both against the wall. With one hand, he kept it firm on my shoulder, keeping me still while the other he prepared the pistol. The noise moved closer. The footsteps were coming fast.
Then they stopped right outside the door. I looked at my backpack on the cot to where a handheld gun sat in the pocket.
I went to reach for it but Diesel shoved me back. I looked at him with a glare but he quietly shook his head at me. He had the gun trained on the entrance; the moment the door opened the person was stepping into a clear head shot.
The door opened as the cloaked figure walked in, crouched and mildly alarmed. I caught sight of their profile and slapped Diesel’s hand back, just in time to knock his shot off course. The explosion rocketed through the pipes as the bullet grazed the wall, splintering on the bricks. The girl screamed and scrambled backward, slipping and hitting her back on the steps. Diesel shot me the nastiest look before he lurched forward to pursue her.
“Wait!” I screamed as I gave chase. The girl only got a few meters away before Diesel caught her by the hood of her jumper and pulled her down to her knees. He turned the gun on her again when I rammed into his back. He stumbled forward, dropping his aim.
“What are you doing?” He turned and roared at me.
“She’s just a girl.”
“She’s a witness!”
“Diesel! Stop it!” I put myself in front of the girl and opened my arms. Behind me, I could hear her gasping.
“Who the hell are you? What do you want?” she squealed. I glanced over as she scrambled backward, shielding her face with her hands. She was young, perhaps sixteen or so. The high squeal in her voice made me think of Annie. “Just let me go!”
“For Christ’s sake!” I snarled. “Diesel, put the gun down.”
Diesel weighed the loaded pistol in his hand, his vicious glare not lifting from the teenager’s face. Reluctantly, he turned his body side on as though to hide the weapon, but his snarl only deepened.
I turned to the girl but didn’t offer my hand for assistance. I’d seen plenty of teenagers blast the skulls off officers.
Though we may have caught her by surprise, I was not letting my guard down. “What are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same question,” she snapped.
“Watch it; I’m the one who saved your life.”
“Whatever!” She quickly rose to a stand and adjusted her scuffed-up clothes. Her eyes were piercing blue, magnified by her intense black mascara and flaming red hair overspilling from her high bun. She looked like a lollypop, big head but tiny, sickly body. The dirt that scuffed her elbows and dried under her nails looked months old. She wore unmatched shoes and her clothes were far too big.
I glanced back up to the bunker. “You’ve been living in there, haven’t you?”
“I found it so by law it’s mine,” she argued.
“And which law is that?”
“It’s under the none-of-your-fucking-business law,” she snapped again. Diesel snorted and I glared at him. Just as fiery, she lurched at him. “Keep your dog under control. He almost blew my brains out.”
It was my turn to laugh. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”
“I’m the goddamn queen. What do you think?”
“No, for real, we’re not going to hurt you,” I insisted. She pulled at the hem of her sleeves. It was then I noticed the ash soot covering her clothes.
“What’s it to you? Are you the police or something?” 
I indicated to her hands. “You like to draw?”
“What type of question is that?”
Diesel then too noticed the ash covering her and pulled out the scrunched piece of paper. “This yours?” he asked in a bark.
“No,” she denied as Diesel fired into the air, causing a ringing bang to spiral up the pipe. We both ducked out of instinct.
“I’m going to give you one last chance. How do you know this man?”
“I said, I didn’t do it.”
“Then you’re useless to me.” He turned the gun to her chest as her eyes flew open in panic.
“Whoa! Wait, yes, okay. Yes, I drew it.”
“What do you know about the group Mad Dogs?”
“I don’t know anything, I mean. I kind of snuck in here sometimes. I didn’t know they were part of the Mad Dogs. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. At least in here, I was out of the cold.” She lowered her hands and wiped them across her face. “I thought he was kind of cute, so I drew him.”
“Did you hear where they may have gone to? Or what happened here?” Diesel stepped closer as he cocked the trigger back.
“No! Not that I would care anyway. Once they were gone I moved in. Can I leave now?”
I looked at Diesel as he glanced back at me. I knew what his answer was and that answer meant a bullet to the head. “Fine,” I answered. “Get lost.”
She didn’t look back as she kicked off into a run, her footsteps a hollowing echo as she hit the open space outside. I looked at Diesel again to find him glaring. “You shouldn’t have let her go.”
“What did you want me to do? We’re not going to shoot her.”
“She was lying.” Diesel shoved the paper back into his pocket as we both went back to the bunker. “I say we chase her down and force her to tell us. Nothing like some broken bones to help jog those memories.”
“Don’t be an idiot,” I growled as I pushed the door back and stopped at the threshold. My backpack, along with Diesel’s, was gone. I stumbled inside and twirled around, speechless. Diesel took one step in before he turned and punched the door.
“That little thief!” 
“How could it have possibly been her? We were with her the whole time.”
“I know a thief when I see one,” Diesel snarled when I suddenly noticed something was off. I reached into my pocket at the vacant weight of my phone, and when I pulled my hand out, my pockets were lined with soot. I curled my fingers in.
“But… how?”
Diesel pulled me into a run as we hit outside in hopes of catching up with her. Unsurprisingly, the lot was completely empty.
“She’s long gone,” I said as I craned my head back and shielded my eyes with my hand. Again, Diesel tugged me forward and I pulled out of his grip. “Quit pulling me.”
“We have to find her. She has my backpack with all the paperwork on the D400 and contacts. Everything I have is now in the hands of some dirty homeless girl.” Diesel’s croaky laugh lifted into the air. “It’s so perfect; it’s almost poetry.”
“How do you suppose we find her? We’re wanted fugitives. She’s a homeless nobody. We can’t exactly report her to the police.”
“Oh don’t you worry, I have a few ideas.”
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN:
 
 
Regardless of my concerns, we headed back into the main section of the city. One of the old commission houses had a shattered window so we helped ourselves into the trashed dwelling and camped out for night. Inside smelt bad, I mean really bad. The stench of cat pee could almost knock you out. We checked the back rooms and found the previous owner dead in her recliner. She was badly decomposed, her face was missing too but I’m sure what ate her. We locked the door to her bedroom, hoping to block the smell out.
We waited for nightfall before we dared to move again. There were cameras everywhere and the word for our capture would have hit every cop and bounty hunter by now. In the heart of the city was Central Square. It was heavier in security but I wouldn’t say a safer place. On one of the tower faces, there was a giant television screen. Usually the news would be on, but tonight, it was Diesel’s face that took up the entire monitor. His black hair had been forced back, held by a hair tie and tucked behind his elf-like ears. He had his chin lowered; his eyes were a fierce black as his eyebrows pulled his face into a scowl. Under his chin, he held a sign with his fake identification number printed on it. After a few moments, the screen shifted and my face appeared from when I was in high school. My hair was longer; my cheeks were rounded and my face unscratched or scarred.
I could still see the white-collar shirt pinched to my throat from my old school uniform. “Ah, look, we’re famous.” Diesel laughed where as I hunched further into my jacket.
“Not the good type of famous.”
“No one pays these things any attention.”
There was a place close by where the homeless and the senseless were herded off the street and out of sight. It was down where the old China Town used to be, before the fires ripped through the buildings and the council turned it into a tip yard for the insane.
“They really have the patrols out in full, huh?” For the fifth time within half an hour, Diesel and I had to crouch in the doorway of a nearby house. We pressed ourselves against the panel of the door, our cheeks touching the wood as another patrol went past. We waited until the search lights disappeared before ducking our heads out. “Well, can’t say I’m surprised. I wonder if they ever did find the doctor’s body.”
“I doubt it.”
Diesel sighed, “Disappointing.”
Quickly, we crossed under the temple archway and into the narrow, cramped street of China Town. Along the single road, the homeless pitched up soiled mattresses against the neighbouring buildings, narrowing the path to a single file through the centre. There were bonfires lit across the walkway every couple of steps where people hovered around them roasting their fingers. Their constant whimpers breathed down my neck as I kept my arms strictly to my side. To them, reality was nothing more than a whisper in a room of screaming voices. To the right of me, a man was digging up the soil in-between the cracks in the pavement and sucking his fingers dry. To my left, a woman sat on a mattress cradling what looked like a dead pigeon cocooned in a plastic bag. 
The further we walked, the more crowded it became, until it got to the point I couldn’t step forward without shouldering someone. Luckily, most of them were either too high or intoxicated to notice us.
“Are you going to tell me what we’re doing here or not?”
“Looking for the thief,” Diesel said.
“In here? Talk about your needles in a haystack.”
“No, not in here. But I know someone who knows the drifters.”
“Drifters?” I repeated.
“The insane, the broken, the ones who just… drift. He sees them as his own personal trading cards. Not like Cesar to let a drifter come into town and he not put a price tag on their head.”
“He sells them off like slaves?”
Diesel scoffed, “As if they would know any different.”
We arrived at what looked like an old bombsite that had exploded and split the road, causing a small underground cave to form beneath the building. The earth underneath had collapsed to the point it created a shallow dip into the rubble leading underneath the property. There was a man standing guard outside the entrance. As we approached, he puffed out his chest and pulled his trench coat back, revealing his machete tucked in his belt.
“Keep moving, drifter,” he ordered. Diesel lifted his gun and fired, throwing the doorman’s head backward as blood haloed the wall behind him. I tensed up as Diesel’s fingers hooked around my arm and pulled me into the entrance.
“So much for keeping a low profile!”
“No cops will come running to the mad pit, gun shot or not.” We had to duck our heads as we eased down the slope into an underground bunker hidden beneath the building. It reminded me of an old cubby house the kids used to hide out during air raids. It was dirty, filled with old couches and tables you would find at a tip yard and had little to no lighting. Four men stood up at our entrance and swung their guns into view. Diesel ushered me to the side out of sight.
“You stay here and don’t say anything.”
“What? Why?”
His eyes hardened. “Seriously, shut your mouth or you’re going to hobble out of here with all your toes missing.”
“Gees, fine. I won’t say anything.”
Diesel walked on ahead as the four men promptly turned their bodies to face him. Each were tall, thick and had stashes of knives and ammunition under each armpit and across every notch in their belt. 
The one man that remained sitting shifted in his chair. “Well, well, well, you have a lot of nerve to come back here.” Diesel opened his arms as though in a welcoming gesture. The seated man then gestured to the others with a wave. “Put your weapons down. We have a VIP guest. Let me guess, I need to hire another door man?”
“I’m not one for formalities,” Diesel sneered.
“I can recognise that sadistic smile on any face. It’s been a long time. How was prison? Did the good doctor pass on my regards?”
“Let’s not pretend we’re buddies, Cesar. I’m busy and you look like you’re one cupcake away from exploding.”
I chanced a second look over. The man, who I assumed was Cesar, pushed himself up into a stand. He was, putting it nicely, as large as a billboard and probably just as heavy. The weight he carried on his stomach hunched him forward and his stump ankles disappeared into leather shoes. The wealthy always ended up being fat. A man his size couldn’t run; he must put a lot of trust into his henchmen. Though blurred, I could vaguely see his face. He was covered in so much scarred tissue that it made it impossible for him to smile. One eye looked out to the left, white in its blindness as the other strained beneath pinkish folds of his eyebrow-less forehead.
“Right, straight to business. What brings you to my humbled home?”
“I’m looking for a girl drifter. She has red hair, blue eyes, young and has been hanging around the old construction yard.”
“Where those Mad Dogs used to be?”
Diesel straightened up. “Do you know where they went? I’m delivering precious cargo.”
Cesar eyes shot toward me. “You mean her? Don’t’ tell me you’re digging into my turf of human trafficking.” My knuckles curled.
Diesel barked, “Eyes off before I shove them down your fat ass throat.”
“Ho, ho, look at you. Guess prison really can change a man. Tell me, do you still have a dick in between your legs or is it pinned to her trophy case along with your balls?” Cesar shuffled over to get a better look at me. I pulled my arms in tighter and turned my back, not wanting to reveal my face. That’s when I caught onto a pair of prying blue eyes spying from behind the wall. I gasped, not expecting the girl to be there as she quickly jumped back.
It’s her! I turned to signal toward Diesel but his commanding words hit me. Shut your mouth or you’re going to hobble out of here with all your toes missing. I didn’t exactly want my toes in a jar to risk calling out so I didn’t.
I turned on my heel and ran out into the street. I could see her fleeting red hair whipping through the crowd, quickly disappearing among the mass of bodies. I used my elbows to clear myself a path, catching just glimpses as she ducked and weaved around corners to outrun me. She ran into an empty building and slammed the door shut. Gotcha! I barged my shoulder through the door to a long, spiralled staircase. I grabbed the railing and looked up. There must be at least thirty levels. I lurched myself into a sprint as a door bounced off its frame and her footsteps disappeared.
My feet clashed like cymbals on the metal stairs as I raced up two steps at a time. I reached the third level where the door was left ajar and ran inside. I bolted in to see a large shadowed silhouette blocking most of the hallway. I skidded to a stop as the bulky machine jerked in my direction and a spark of red flashed across the room, hitting my retinas. Oh shit!
Oh shit!
I slipped and fell to the ground, landing hard on my tailbone as my feet flew out underneath me. The Sweeper turned itself toward my direction as shafts of neon city lights reflected off its metallic armour. 
I propelled myself back as it moved forward like it was on balancing on stilts.
“Halt, citizen.” The floor shook as it stepped closer when a sudden piercing bang sounded above my head.  The Sweeper’s helmet cracked back as another shot was fired into the centre of its face. A squirt of oil shot out before the Sweeper buckled and crashed. I looked up as Diesel stepped over me.
He checked the chamber on the gun then made an angered tsk sound. “Great, empty.” I scrambled up and clutched my hand to my heart.
“You followed me?”
“Of course I did,” he said without turning. “What did I say about you running? Huh? I will always, always, find you.”  That sounded more menacing than comforting.
From the air vents above our heads, I heard the distinct clicking of a crossbow’s strings being pulled back. We turned toward the noise just as an arrow was released into Diesel’s thigh. The force threw Diesel to the wall followed by a yelp. I scrambled to a stand as a lone figure in the air vent called out, “Next one is going into your eye socket.”
The stranger slowly edged out of the vent and landed effortlessly in front. The boy’s face was identical to the red-haired girl as the neon lights highlighted his red, scruffy hair and icy blue eyes.
From beside us, the homeless girl stepped out from the shadows with my backpack over her shoulder. “Nice going, idiot! That was our only Sweeper and you destroyed it.”
I looked at her then back to him, before down to Diesel who was pulling at the arrow in his leg. “What’s going on? This was a trap?”
The boy walked over to what I could only assume was his sister without lowering the crossbow. “I hear you’ve been looking for us.”
Diesel groaned as he wrenched the arrow from his thigh, “My backpack… give it to me… now.”
“Finders keepers,” she teased. “We’re more interested in those special contacts you’ve been building. We want to know if they work.”
I licked my lips as the air started to feel a bit like hot water. I could see the twinkle in their eye. It was the same look of excited opportunity Diesel had when he first looked at me. “No, they don’t. We haven’t even made them. It was… just an idea.”
“Hmm is that so?” The girl pulled her hand held gun out and pointed it at me. “It takes a liar to know a liar.”
“Point that gun at her and I’ll make you eat it,” Diesel snarled as he managed to pull himself up using the wall.
“Shut it, you mutt,” she snapped before addressing me again. “I know you’ve made them, so don’t try to bullshit us. Do the contacts work?”
I glanced back at Diesel but his hard expression was unreadable. I swallowed again, “We’re not sure.”
“Where are they? Give them to me.” She held her hand out.
Diesel sneered, “They won’t work on you.”
“Why not?”
“Only she can wear them.”
As though a thought clicked, the girl nodded slowly. “Oh! Of course, because of her lack of imprints.” Alarmed, my body tensed as she looked back at me. “I read the files; it’s all they talked about. You really have everyone spooked. At least we won’t be needing you.” She swung the pistol toward Diesel and I quickly stepped across to block her shot.
“Just hold on a second. I’m not sure if they work one-hundred percent yet, and if you shoot him, there’s no way he can fix them.”
Annoyed, she dropped her aim but didn’t lift her finger from the trigger, “Well isn’t that convenient.”
“How about we test it?” the boy suggested. His twin sister looked at him as he continued, “Have her break into the vault. If the contacts work, then she should be able to get past the cameras.”
“That’s not a bad idea. If you help us, and we’ll give you all your stuff back,” the girl offered lightly. “If you don’t, I’ll kill your boyfriend.” 
I slowly exhaled in contemplation.  “What do you want with the contacts anyway?”
“That’s for us to know, now do we have a deal or not? I’ll happily shoot you too if you rather.”
I licked my lips, “I already told you it’s not guaranteed to work but… fine. I’ll break into your vault, but if you kill him, I’ll ensure you never get to use these contacts. Deal?”
The twins looked between each other with a grin. “This is going to be interesting. Fine, deal.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN:
 
 
“So, do you understand?”
“Yeah, I’m sure I can manage.” I took the mobile she passed over and tucked it into my pocket. Looking out across the low-lit streets of China town, I could see the tower she was directing me to just at the back of the block. The sign outside said Anton Lawyers, but it had dislodged from its nails and now hung upside down by one corner. It wasn’t a particularly large building, ten storeys tops with most of the windows boarded up. 
“You’ll need to get to the sixth floor. Once you’re there, call me on this number and I’ll tell you what to do.”
“What am I looking for exactly?” I asked.
“Don’t worry about that now; just call me when you’re in the room. There’s a security system you’ll need to get past on the sixth floor. It’s only accessible to one person’s imprint. That person is Krist Truggian, but he’s long gone out of the city. If what you claim is true, then your contacts should be able to trick the camera and open the doors.”
Diesel barked disgruntled, “If something happens to her, pumpkin patch, I’m going scoop out your eyeballs and use them as marbles.” 
“Pumpkin patch?” The girl repeated with a snort. “I’ll have you know my hair is red, not orange.”
Diesel had been handcuffed to an old pipe sticking out of the wall at the back of the room.
The twin boy jabbed him in with the arrow point. “Watch it. The agreement was alive, not dismembered.”
I reassured Diesel, “I’ll be fine.”
“This is not a good idea,” he growled again. His eyes snapped toward me. “Do I need to remind you of what is happening out there?”
I approached him and crouched down to his eye level so I could whisper. “I know but what choice do we have? If I don’t go, they’ll kill us.”
“Yeah but if you’re scanned I won’t be there to stop the message from reaching the Elite’s database. Listen, so far they’ve only been able to mimic Doctor Fitzgerald’s print. And even then it doesn’t always work. They are clearly not perfected yet, and there are cameras everywhere around the city. If you’re spotted-”
“It’s fine. I’ll wear the gasmask. I’ll only take it off to have my eyes scanned. Just in and out.”
“Come, let’s go.” A hand grabbed my shoulder and heaved me up.
Diesel’s hand quickly snatched my sleeve. “If they find you, just run. Fuck these guys and their dumb-ass test. Go back to the bunker. I’ll find you there.”
“Chop, chop, love birds!” The hand pulled me again and I stumbled out of Diesel’s grip. I chewed anxiously on the corner of my lip at the impenetrable stare he shot at me. His look of concern was more a look of mistrust and I was uncertain of the flutter in my stomach at leaving him behind. 
With a last brisk nod, I hiked the collar up of my coat and made my way out of the building. The wind picked up as an icy draft ran up my spine. Not even the scattered bonfires offered relief from the cold. I tucked my hands under my armpits and moved quickly. It was different being out here on my own.  The drifters were so lost in their madness that rats chewed through their boots and devoured their toes without even a flinch out of them. As I parted with the crowded street, my mind de-clattered too. This was my chance.
A wave of realization moved over me. Diesel was tied to the pipe back inside the abandoned office building. From where I stood beneath the canopy, there was no way they could see which way I took. I could turn left; I could run out of the city and make my way to freedom. I could start a new life, head toward a smaller town not overshadowed by the Elite. By the time they realised I had ditched them, I would be long gone. I turned my body toward the left side of the street. It was clear and there was a gap between the towers I could reach in a quick sprint.
I hesitated. If I ran away, they would kill Diesel. Kill, no, they would torture him. But, is that my problem? I mean, I don’t have an obligation to him. What did he do for me? Sure he rescued me from Alpha prison, and from my parents and the Sweeper, but does that mean I’m his property to drag around?
Everyone is out for themselves. No one would blame me for running.  If I stayed with him, I had no idea what type of danger I’d be forced into. Plus, I didn’t know what he’d do once I was no longer useful. He saw me as a product, as some freak to use like a master key. I lowered my head, if I really believed that then why am I still standing here?
Diesel was sadistic. He was violent and sometimes frightening, but he was also honest. Not even my own family would take the same risks as Diesel took to rescue me. He was the only person who looked out for me; the thought made me feel sick. Great, my only ally is a blacklisted psychopath. At least he’s on my side, I guess.  I turned back around and made my way toward Anton’s Lawyers tower as promised. If Diesel died, it was not going to be because of my betrayal.



 
I moved quickly around the block and reached the front entrance of the tower. As promised, I hid my face beneath the gasmask as I climbed the three steps up to the door and checked over my shoulders twice. It was clear. I tried the doorknob but the wood had warped, making the door stick. I promptly rammed my shoulder into the panel and the door swung open. I didn’t hover. Once the door opened, I slipped in and quickly slammed it shut behind me. I turned to face the open foyer to find it blissfully abandoned. I stepped around carefully to avoid the scattered deep cracks that ran along the tiles and into the walls. 
I took the phone out and used the backlight as a torch.  At the back of the room were barred doors next to a sign with a staircase picture. I weaselled through the gaps in the wooden barricade and started up the stairs. It was so quiet that every scrape of my boot sent a spiralling ring up the staircase. I reached the fifth floor but the stairs connecting the fifth to the sixth had been destroyed. 
The sixth floor’s door looked like it had been melted shut around the doorframe, and the stairs didn’t start up again until the eighth. Crap!  I took the fifth door in hopes of finding an alternative way in. I peeked in to a clattered office, fitted with abandoned work desks, wheelie chairs and emptied filing cabinets. Unsurprisingly, the office had been gutted of any valuables; the only electronics left over were the dead calculators. I slowly crept through the deserted office, keeping the phone light ahead of me. There wasn’t anything in here, only trash. I got to the other side of the room where the windows were and yanked the blinds down.
The outside city lights shone over me in harsh neon. I tapped the glass with my fingers. It felt thick; probably shatter proof too. I tore the blinds down on the window next to it to find bullet holes. The glass around it had cracked but it still felt too secure to smash. I pocketed the phone and turned back around to notice a puddle had accumulated on the floor. The dark patch had solidified chunks in it, making me think of blood. I stepped back and looked up. The roof above the puddle was intact, but there was a moulded patch where the liquid must have seeped through.
Well, I guess that’s my way up. I stacked a few of the tables together and balanced on my toes on the top of the chairs. I shifted the panel above my head carefully and tossed it to the ground. Behind the panel, there was a small man-sized hole drilled into the floor of the sixth floor.
Bingo! I hopped down and collected another chair to stack. It was unstable, but I managed to balance on the chair arms just long enough to secure my grip. My blood pressure dipped and I wobbled off balance and gripped tighter. Adrenaline ran low, my stomach squeezed in demand for food and my vision spotted. Even with exhaustion fumbling my limbs, I couldn’t stop. I took two deep breaths, pushing the pain of hunger down and letting my swirling head settle. I then lifted myself onto my stomach and through the hole.
As I crawled through, the upper level was covered completely black aside from a red light flashing from the back corner. That must be it.
I scrambled onto my feet when a strong, curdled smell swarmed around me, causing me to gag and drop down to one knee. Even through the gasmask, the stench wrapped itself around my face like an unbearable hug. I turned the phone light toward the blackened carpet where there were bloodstains and chunks of flesh splattered through-out the room.  What the hell happened here?  A mixture of curiosity and repulsion filled my clouded head. How many people have died trying to get into this vault? Suddenly, my confidence in the contacts just dropped to one percent. If I was not careful, I’d also be joining the blood soup in the carpet.
I pulled the mask down and pulled out the phone to send a message to the only number in the contact list.
I’m here but it looks dangerous. There’s a lot of blood.
A moment after I sent the message, they replied. 
There used to be a guard dog. It’s dead. You’ll be fine.
I pinched my forehead at the stress-induced headache. I really am going to die here. Slowly and cautiously, I approached the light and the closer I reached, the more the carpet seemed to sink underneath my shoes. I stopped within touching distance as the red light blinked twice, hitting my retinas.
“Registering.” The robotic voice from the camera said. After two dings it asked, “Password?” 
Password? Wait does that mean it worked? Did it accept the scan?
I quickly pulled out the phone again as the machine churned.  
“Password?” It asked again.
“Hold on, hold on.” Before I could hit dial, half-a-dozen red lasers suddenly appeared all over my body and face from points around the room. I stumbled back and loudly gasped. “What the?”
“Password incorrect.”
Oh, shit! Panicked, I blurted out the first thing that came to mind, “Krist Truggian.”
The lasers promptly dropped. “Password accepted.”
My heart gripped the base of my throat. Really? That’s his password? It took me a couple of moments to calm the spike of panic that came with being almost assassinated. Oh, man! That was too close. Behind the camera, a door lead into a secret room hidden in the walls. I walked in and used my phone light to scan the area. I wasn’t exactly sure what I expected. Considering how desperately Krist tried to keep the room concealed, I figured he was secretly a pirate and I had stumbled upon his buried treasure. Instead, the small office was scattered with opened half-filled boxes, vials of what I assumed to be the D400 medication, stacks of untidy paperwork, cash, guns and golden thick bars. I quickly dialled the girl’s number and she answered after one ring.
“Did you get through?”
“Are you insane? If these contacts didn’t work I would’ve been incinerated by lasers.”
“Wait, so they did work?”
“Yeah, no thanks to you. Why didn’t you tell me about the password?”
“You’re in? You’re really inside?”
I growled. “Answer the question. Why did you send me into an armed vault without the freaking password?!” 
“We didn’t know about the password. Danger is just part of the job. Can you see a bulky, black suitcase near you? It has some key bindings on the twin locks and a symbol of a helmet.”
I looked around but it appeared as though someone had already tried to riffle through everything. I rummaged through a few boxes when I spotted a long, bulky suitcase tucked under a stack of folders. It was about the size of a violin case and on the spine was an outline of a war helmet. I squeezed the phone between my shoulder and ear to free up my other hand as I heaved the folders off. As I turned back to grab the black case, I gasped and dropped the phone.
Hidden behind the stacks of papers was an old man strapped to a recliner chair. Sticking out of his chest, neck and arms were long, plastic tubes that ran fluids into his body and connected to a large drum beside him. 
“Hello? Hello? Did you find it? Can you hear me? What’s going on?” the girl’s voice called up from the ground.
I scooped the phone back up. “Why is there an old man in here?”
“What are you talking about? What old man?”
“I don’t know his bloody name. It’s just some old man connected to some sort of life support.” I edged closer and peered into his sunken, pale face.  His eyebrow twitched. Well, at least I knew he was alive.
There was a moment of silence. “It can’t be. Vance, I think we just found Jonny.”
Over her voice, a light beep sounded from beside me, causing me to turn. It started off soft, but then grew in sharper and faster pulses. “Stay where you are. We’re coming to you.” I jerked back at her voice.
“Hang on. I can hear something beeping…”
The fast pulses turned into a loud, steady ring. On the wall, hidden in the shadows appeared a small box with a timer counting down from nine… eight… seven…
Holy… it’s a bomb!? I snatched the black case and threw myself through the door and out into the other room. Without slowing, I ran into the darkness, my shoes slipping on the wet carpet before diving to the ground in a frantic scramble for the hole. Fuelled on adrenaline, I threw myself head first downwards just as an explosion ripped over the top of my shoes. The exploding crack blasted against my eardrums, throwing my head to the side as I landed on my back on the stack of chairs. The pain ran the length of my body as I tumbled off the tables to the ground. I screamed and grabbed my pounding head.
The flames completely engulfed the upper level as smoke and fire squeezed through the hole above me in giant, fiery fingers.  I managed to crawl onto my knees and then to my feet before slipping the gas mask over my face. By then, the smoke had already scratched my throat and eyes as the irritation dislodged the contacts. I managed to blink them back into place as the ceiling crumbled into falling shards of debris. The smoke that bellowed out of the cracks came in thick and heavy as fire caught on around me. I dropped down to a crouch, picked up the suitcase and continued to run.
I hit the door leading into the staircase with all my strength. The high-pitched ring against my inner ear covered over my coughing, but didn’t cover the splintering screech as the metal beams above my head started to melt and bend.
The scorching heat was unbearable, trying to wring me dry. Move, Nadia, move! I jumped the last few steps, wiggled through the gaps in the boards and ran out into the foyer. The debris from the ceiling fell hard and cracked the tiles on impact. I dodged sharply to the left, just avoiding a clump of plaster from slamming on top of me as the suitcase slipped out of my hands. The front door had already vanished beneath the smouldering bricks and the rest of the structure was tipping fast. I scrambled back up, snatched the suitcase and took off to the side. There was a shaft of light spilling in through the splinters in the walls just ahead. Just run. Shit, just run!  I ducked down as the ceiling skimmed over the top of me.
Only steps away from freedom, something hit the crown of my head hard and I toppled over the window frame and skidded out onto the road outside. Lights spun like bulbs on twisting wires above me. Behind, I could hear the tower tip backward and the incoming explosion as it demolished the surroundings buildings beneath it.
I turned onto my back and quickly protected my head. As the thunderous noise dulled, the rise of the approaching sirens came closer. I looked up but couldn’t see beyond the dust smeared over my lenses. Aching all over and overwhelmed, I pulled the gasmask down around my neck and took three, loud gasping breaths in.
“What happened?” A stranger called as she ran from across the road. I felt an arm haul me up to a stand.  I bent over my knees, coughing and rasping for air. “Hey! Did you do this?”
Five patrol cars pulled up a moment later. I glanced up at the sound of their sirens and the flash of red and blue crossing the wreckage. Among them, Sweepers appeared, their scanning red beams already digging into the rubble.
“Hey? Lady, can you hear me?” I snapped back as the woman leant toward my face.  For a brief moment I had forgotten where I was. I quickly secured the mask back over my face and left the scene quickly before anyone else noticed me here.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN:
 
 
I stuck to the shadows as I made my way back to China Town and climbed the stairs toward the others. Using the weight of the suitcase, I rammed the door open on my entrance. Diesel jumped as though startled. His look of surprise quickly sharpened to suspicion as the red-headed girl jumped back from the window. 
“What the hell did you do?” she demanded.
“Me?” I scoffed and spat the remaining dirt out of my mouth. “I didn’t do that. It was rigged with a bomb, you assholes! You nearly had me killed!” I slammed the suitcase on top of the table. “Twice!”
“No one had ever been able to get past the first scan. We didn’t know about the bomb. But, if we work together, we can—”
“Work together? You’re lucky I’m not snapping your necks!”
The girl held her hands together as she begged, “You have an amazing opportunity to make life so much better for everyone. With us, you can change the world!”
From the back of the room, there was a sudden scream of metal bending followed by a distressed yelp. We spun around as Diesel yanked the red head boy to his chest with his handcuffs pulled across his throat. The pipe he had been tied to was bent out of shape as the boy choked and dropped his crossbow.
Quickly, his sister aimed her gun up. “What do you think you’re doing? Let him go!”
Diesel used the boy’s body as a shield while I snatched at the crossbow and aimed it at her. “Drop it. Now!”
Out of options, she carefully lowered her aim and held her hands up to express her surrender. “You don’t want to kill us.”
“You’re in no position to be telling me what to do. Get on the ground.” The girl dropped to her knees, looking between Diesel, whose white fists curled around the reddening face of her brother, and me with the arrow trained to her forehead.
“We are telling you the truth. We can help you.”
I lifted the crossbow higher so the stock rested against my shoulder. “And why should I trust you now?”
“Just look inside the briefcase. It’s all there. Just… just don’t kill him.”
I glanced down at the briefcase. “How do I know it’s not another trick?”
“I’ll open it then.”
“No!” I placed the suitcase on the table and pushed it across to Diesel. “Your brother can open it.”
“Fine, fine just open it and you’ll see.”
Diesel loosened his grip just enough that the boy didn’t pass out in his arms. He fumbled with the locks before releasing the bindings so the case popped open on its spring. He then quickly snapped his hands back to his neck, trying to wiggle some space between his throat and the chains. We both edged forward to look into the case when Diesel suddenly unwrapped the cuffs and shoved the boy to the ground.
“You’re part of the Blue Dons?” In the case, Diesel pulled out a grey and black gun from one of the compartments. He flicked the switch at the back as a strip of neon blue lit up along the sides and the open barrel.
“What type of weapon is that?” I asked.
“We’re not part of the Blue Dons; we just knew Krist had one of their guns. It’s called a Deadener,” the boy answered as he soothed his throat. “It fries the brain without killing the body, pretty much turning the person into a vegetable. It’s a way to trap the soul to a corpse so it can’t return.” 
“So that old man that I saw inside the office, he had been shot with one of these guns?”
“Yes. He was our boss, Jonny, but he got jumped while on a mission and they locked him up.”
“Your boss? Mission? Who are you people exactly?”
The girl answered warily, “Everyone calls me Frankie. This is my brother, Vance. We’re from a specialist organisation known for gathering vital information. We’re informants.”
She stood up carefully and turned the suitcase toward herself. Inside, behind the cushion concave where the pistol was, she pulled out a thin silver tablet. “You’re looking for the Mad Dogs, right? This tablet has up-to-date information about everyone belonging to the five main terrorist groups. It has their movements, their current identities, their allies and recent purchases. Anything about anyone is on this tablet. We can help you if you agree to help us too!”
“How do you know we’re looking for the Mad Dogs?” Diesel snarled.
“You were at their old hide out when I first met you. Plus, I know who you are Diesel, or should I say Vladimir?” Diesel’s eyes twitch, sending a ripple down his jaw and into his neck where the veins popped out. I cocked my eyebrow, guessing Vladimir was a past identity. I may have pressed for more information, but with everything happening I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know the man before Diesel. “We know you’re one of them. As I said, we’re informants. We make it our business to know. Krist Truggian is the officer in charge of terrorist and crime organisations. He stole this tablet from our boss and locked it away with his body, hoping no one would find it.”
Outside, disturbed shouting from the drifters rose up from the streets. Frankie turned back to the window and looked out, “Looks like we have company.”
Among the drifters, a squad of policed officers and Sweepers started to circle the office building. With them, directing the way was the woman that had helped me up.
“Oh crap, I must’ve been followed!”
“Well, guess it’s time to decide.” Vance turned and offered his hands to us, “You can either join us and we’ll take you to the Mad Dogs or we go our separate ways?”
Diesel and I glanced at each other, not really having any other leads, agreed with a brisk nod. “All right, fine let’s just get out of here.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN:
 
 
Vance unlocked Diesel’s wrist cuffs as we all scrambled into our gear.
“We can get out this way.” Frankie signalled as she wrapped her neck and face in a thick, cotton brown scarf as to shield her identity. Vance hiked up his collar and pulled his hood over his head. We followed them through the back doors of the building, weaving through the windows and down the fire escape outside.
From the second floor, we jumped out onto the pavement before hurrying into the neighbouring building. Frankie stopped by the side entrance before motioning toward a small drain hole by the ground. It was slim, perhaps shoulder-width apart and dropped into a wet pipe. She lifted the metal bars up as Vance went in first; he slipped down onto his rear and dropped into the drain feet first. His shoulders scrapped the sides as he wiggled free.  I followed after him as I dropped down into the pipes below. Icy water jumped up my calves and saturated my socks as I landed. Diesel and Frankie landed in a splash behind us, before Frankie took out a flashlight and continued onwards. We moved fast, snaking our way under the roads of the large city.
As we walked into the slim bellies of the pipes, I asked, “Where are you taking us?”
“Outside the city walls,” Frankie answered. “We have a car just on the other side of the pipes; we can get you out and on the road in no time. Can’t say it’s going to be easy sneaking out two fugitives.”
“You know about us?”
“Even an idiot would recognise you. Your faces are everywhere. Especially that mess you call a friend.” She signalled toward Diesel. “Not exactly one to blend in with the crowd.”
“Let’s just move it along. I’m really not in the mood for chatter,” Diesel barked.
“He’s just grumpy because a bunch of teenagers got the jump on him,” Vance laughed.
Diesel swung around. “Explain to me why exactly we need the both of you for this?”
“Come on, Diesel.” I ushered him forward. “Let’s just get out of the here first.” As we walked further, I automatically searched my pockets for my phone before remembering it wasn’t with me anymore. “Wait, Frankie, I want my phone back too!”
She slowed to glance over her shoulder. “Your phone? Oh, yeah, I destroyed it. Sorry, couldn’t have someone tracking it. Especially with your criminal record, the phone would be the first thing they would hit.”
I grit my teeth. “You didn’t have to destroy it. Where is it now?”
“In the trash.” 
“Great!” I sarcastically snorted. “Did you at least wipe it so it can’t be read?”
“Of course I did. Do you think we’re amateurs?”
I licked my lips nervously. I had almost forgotten about the microchip I had left in the memory slot of the phone. That had everything about me on it, from my personal medical history, childhood issues, right down to which side of the bed I slept on.
“Did you find anything on my phone? Like a small microchip?”
Diesel slowed and looked over his shoulder at my question. I glared at him through the shadows as Frankie answered, “Umm… no, I didn’t even think to check. I was too nervous the Elite were going to find it so I just smashed it pretty quickly.”
“Good.”
“What was on the chip?” Diesel asked.
I stuck my nose up. “None of your business.”
We hit the end of the piping to an old rusty stepladder that scaled the inner walls toward a small manhole. Vance climbed up first and checked to ensure the coast was clear. He then hoisted the steel rim upwards and pulled himself to a stand. We followed quickly behind as the pipe opened up into a clearing of a large parking lot. There were weeds growing through the splits in the concrete, an old gymnasium and about ten large dumpster bins lined along the building wall. Abandoned trollies and bundles of trash littered the area like a wasteland. 
“This way.” Frankie motioned toward the gym where she uncovered an old sedan parked behind the dumpers. It had some dinks in the bonnet and scratches running the side doors, probably from another car swiping past.
Vance got into the driver’s seat and started the ignition. “Yes, she still runs.”
“Good. You guys get into the back; we know a way out of the city walls without going through the toll ways. It’s our best option.”
I quickly nodded as Diesel and I climbed into the back of the car. Leaving the parking lot, Vance took the side dirt track at the rear before heading toward the perimeter of the west exit. The small sedan crept through the back streets as we hemmed along the barricades closer to the city walls. Outside my window, I saw the thick barred, iron gates that lined the perimeter like a frozen, metal wave crashing into shore. Every few miles, there were checkpoints where guarded tolls secured the passage. All cars going in and out had to squeeze through the throat of the booths. On the inner side of the gates were a line of old factories that stood shoulder-to-shoulder next to the barricade. We pulled up a one-storey garage with a giant green X spray painted on the metal door. It looked just wide enough to fit the sedan as Frankie opened the garage door with an electronic remote. As the door opened, Vance drove into the bare garage where on the other side, we faced a brick wall with little to no room to turn around.
Diesel and I exchanged confused glances.  Frankie hit the buzzer again, prompting the garage to close behind us as the ground shuddered and tip forward. A concealed hatch opened down as the floor dropped, rolling the car into an underground tunnel held up by wooden mine shafts.
“Holy crap!” I twisted around my seat, unable to hide my amazement. The headlights hit the muddy cave walls as the curled tails of tree roots scraped over the windows and roof. We drove through the tunnel for fifteen minutes when a crack of light shone through the front window.  We drove through a tangle of vines that blew open for us, opening up to an isolated dirt clearing surrounded by trees and shrubs. I twisted around to see the iron wall a good few hundred metres behind us. “Okay, I’ll admit. That’s pretty cool.”
Vance laughed. “If we catch you trying to sneak in using our secret base, we’ll blow the whole street up.”
I looked at Diesel to find him smiling. He caught my glance and winked. I cleared my throat. “So, who did you say you worked for again?”
“We didn’t,” Frankie vaguely answered.
“You have your secrets and we have ours. Only way to stay on top of the game around here,” Vance chipped in.
“I think it’s a little unfair. You stole our stuff and read all of our secrets.”
I caught the fast flash of eye contact between Vance and Diesel. There was something off about the look, but I couldn’t pinpoint what. “We don’t know all of them.”
 



 
We got out onto the main road leading away from the city and the iron fence. The further we drove, the more my knuckles uncurled and my heart sat more comfortably in my chest. We were driving along a narrow road that was bordered with large trees pressed right up to the road bank. We drove into the sunset, sitting at a comfortable one-hundred kilometre per hour. I gasped and pressed my nose up to the window. I had never been outside the city walls before. The trees stood straight like brown soldiers, expanding over the mountainside and clung into the dirt with their tangled roots. I looked at Diesel to find him staring out the window too with his eyes hardened. He was snarling again, did that boy ever have a nice thought?
Frankie thumbed through the data on the tablet with her feet kicked up on the dashboard. She suddenly sat up. “There. I found something.”
“What is it?”
“There’s a note here about a guy 785XX3, calls himself Rodger DiMellow. One of the top wolves in the Mad Dog pack, last seen at the gentlemen’s club down in Old County. Got a DUI and an arrest on assault charges. Charming guy, broke a police officer’s nose before blowing up the whole station.” She leaned over to show Vance the picture. Rodger’s large head looked partially collapsed, probably thanks to too many punches to the head that his skull formed ridges like that on a knuckle.
“Old County? That’s what, like a week’s drive to get there,” Vance groaned.
“Well, you don’t have to come,” Diesel suggested.
“It would be faster if we could fly. I’ll see if I can get in contact with Vic, maybe she still has that working plane,” Frankie proposed. 
“You know someone with a plane? What the hell are you doing scavenging in China Town for?” I asked.
“We have a job to do. Nothing like being a beggar to make a person feel invisible.”
Frankie leaned back and kicked her feet back up onto the dashboard. “Another five hours down this road, then we’ll make a turn off at the caravan park. From there, it’ll be a six-hour drive right up north to Queens. That’s where Vic is. She can help us out.”
I nested into the curve of the chair and turned my face toward the window. I must’ve fallen asleep at some point as in the next minute I am being jerked awake by Diesel whacking me on the shoulder. I bolted upwards and glanced around. It was hitting sunset again, but we were caught in a massive traffic jam. On the single road, there was nowhere to go and no chances of throwing a U-turn unless you’re happy driving your car into a steep ditch.  Both Diesel and I shifted over into the centre to see through the front window.
“What’s all this about?”
“I dunno. I’ll get out and scout ahead,” Frankie suggested as she went to open the door. As soon as she did, there was a sudden crunch as a robotic arm shot out and slammed her door shut. We all snapped around in our seats toward its direction. From behind the car, a Sweeper knelt down and glanced into the passenger’s window to address Frankie. Immediately, I looked away and Diesel cupped his hand over his eyes.
“Stay in your vehicles,” it ordered before pushing off the car, making it rock. I chanced a peek to see at least another two Sweepers pace down the line of cars, checking into their windows and ensuring all passengers remained in their seats. I twisted around to check out the back; there were another six cars behind us and five cars in front.
“This is not good.”
“A random patrol?”
“They’ve obviously widened their search. We can’t stay here.”
“Let’s make a run for it; we can lose them in the trees,” Vance suggested.
The people in the car in front of us must’ve had the same idea. The driver kicked open his door, furious and frustrated as he swung a pistol into view.  The Sweeper stepped up beside him, cupped the back of his crown and electrocuted him until the man’s body seized up. As he dropped, the Sweeper stepped around and forced the remaining car doors open. It then dragged two other women out, which it immediately electrocuted as well until they dropped into a pile of bodies on top of the driver. Effortlessly, the Sweeper hooked its fingers around the bottom of the vehicle and flipped it off the shoulder of the road so it rolled into the ditch. The unconscious bodies were then loaded into the back of the police vehicle at the front. Almost though it could read our thoughts, the Sweeper’s head turned toward our car as it slammed the back of the patrol door shut. 
“So… plan B anyone?” Frankie asked.
“Yeah, maybe running on foot isn’t the best idea.” My voice wavered. “I know what it’s like being fried by those things and it bloody hurts. The last thing we want is them yanking us out by our ankles.”
“Well, we can’t very well just stroll up and let them scan you. How about you slip into the trunk?” Vance suggested as he flexed his fingers over the steering wheel.
“You really think they won’t check the trunk?”
“Well, what do you suggest?”
I gulped down. Everywhere I looked there were Sweepers patrolling the aisles, marching up and down the cars with their long, metallic bodies so close they could scrap the paint off the doors. There was no way we could outrun them. The Sweepers were just as thick as the trees that cocooned the road, with one swing of their monkey like arms and we’d be sliced in half.
My heart beat heavily. The sudden possibility that we may not get away seeped into my thoughts. Not only would I be sentence backed to Alpha, but I’d be accused of Doctor’s Fitzgerald murder.
“What should we do?”
“Just act normal,” Diesel spoke up. I looked toward him; he was the only one who appeared calm as he cupped his chin into his palm. “They won’t catch us.”
The car in front of us moved forward as we sat third in the queue. “How can you be so calm?”
“I’ve seen this many times before.” He assured. “It’s the tension test. They drill the fear of being scanned into you, hoping that the guilty ones give themselves up by trying to run or smashing their car into the woods. If you act normal, they’ll let us pass.”
“That’s a stupid plan,” I hissed. The car in front of us shifted into drive and drove off. We were now second in the queue.
Frankie hunched her shoulders up to her neck as she sat anxiously upright in her seat. “They have real scanners there. We have to run. It’s our only option.”
“No!” Diesel barked over the top, “If you open that car door we’re as good as dead. Just shut up and act natural or I’ll shoot you myself.”
We all sucked in our breaths as the car in front of us moved forward and the officer waved us up. In his palm, he held a flat phone scanner. I clenched up in my seat as the car eased forward and stopped beside the man.
Vance wound the window down. “What’s all this for?”
“Just a standard procedure, just look this way…”
BANG! BANG!
Diesel fired two rounds into the guard’s chest cavity as the window shattered. Everyone in the car jumped and froze up. The Sweepers spun in our direction as Vance slammed his foot down onto the accelerator and the wheels screeched. There was a sudden jerking motion as the car lunged forward only to have us fall headfirst toward the nose of the car. The back wheels lifted up off the road, keeping us immobile. I spun around to see a Sweeper hoist the car up in its attempt to flip it over onto its side and down the ditch. Quickly, I pulled the shotgun from the backpack, pumped the fore-end and blasted through the Sweeper’s torso. I fired twice, one for each elbow until its arms snapped at the ballpoint and dropped off. The car hit the ground with a hard thump, the wheels still spinning rapidly as we lurched forward.
The car tail spun out of control, veering toward the ditch just as Vance managed to correct it back onto course. I sat up to look out the shattered back window. Behind us, chaos ensued. Everyone clambered out of their cars, guns firing, and the Sweepers were swinging at them as though they were flies.
“Just drive, go, go, go, go!” Frankie gripped onto the door handle as the car flew off into the distance. We must have been speeding for a good twenty minutes before the car started to slow. Above the panicked thumping of my heart, there was a continuous thump coming from the back wheel.
“Oh, shit, I think we’ve blown a tyre.” The car wobbled with a steady click of the rim hitting the road. “I can’t keep going. We have to pull over.”
“Just pull over in here; we should be able to walk the rest.” Frankie pointed toward a small clearing in the woods. Vance switched all the lights off so we rolled along the path in near pitch darkness. We parked the car beneath the thickest shrub we could find before scrambling out. The tyre had completely blown and all that was left were shreds of rubber. 
I heard Vance sigh, “I’m guessing we don’t have a spare in the trunk?”
“Afraid not,” Frankie said before she turned around and motioned back to the road.  “We can’t use the car anymore anyway. The Sweepers would’ve tagged the number plate and model type. The caravan park is just up the road. We can rest there for a few hours and then work out how to get to Queens.”
We climbed to the top of the bank and started to follow the road toward the caravan park. There was a slim, dark billboard a few hundred-metres down that Frankie pointed out to be the entrance. Despite the horrible circumstances that left me in the middle of the country road, tag-teamed with a convicted psychopath and a pair of spy siblings, the quiet walk was actually quite calming. The whole forest took on a chilled slumber as the stars overhead blanketed the sky like a glittery quilt. I craned my head back to star gaze as I followed behind the pack. It was beautiful; I hadn’t seen the stars in such clarity before. Most of my twenty-year-old life I had looked out the same barred window, a clear view right into a crumpled street and decaying ruins of my neighbours.
I glanced back at Diesel and stopped. Even though his plan had worked, he didn’t seem at all happy with our circumstances. For a man who was always snarling, even I could tell he was upset. He had my father’s backpack on, and in his tightened grip, he carried the rifle. As he walked, he dropped with a limp.
“Hey Diesel. Wait up!” I called out to him. He slowed for a second, looked at me side on before speeding up. I quicken to catch up with him. “Is something wrong?” Giving me the cold shoulder, Diesel merely turned and kept walking.





CHAPTER NINETEEN:
 
 
The camp was quiet as we made our way along the fence before scaling over the wire. The park circled around a main playground in the centre, a tennis court and an area for picnics. It would have made an awesome family retreat if it weren’t for the overgrown wildlife overtaking the entire area. The first few caravans we went up to were bolted shut, every door and window under heavy lock and key; they almost looked like prison cells. Vance signalled us over toward an old, crusted yellow caravan near the back of the park.  Weeds ate up the sides and rust chewed away the shell. Whoever this belonged to they hadn’t been back in years. It already had a busted lock and an old couch dumped out front. The couch had deteriorated so it was stripped down to strong springs and a sturdy wooden frame. Inside the cramped caravan was a small kitchen, a single table and a bunk bed. It was trashed with pages of pornography and old cigarette butts.
Vance and Diesel took the papers and used them as kindling to start up the fire. Once lit, we sat around the flames with our fingers stretched out for warmth. It was well into the night and were alone in the park so the crackle of the fire carried deep into the woods. Diesel had walked off to find small twigs and logs. I heard the crunch of his footsteps as he wandered into the darkness behind the campsite.
For the next two hours, I zoned out completely. The whispers of the fire, the quiet nightlife, the open space with fresh air, I could really get used to this lifestyle. All that was missing was a hot drink and some warm food. Lots and lots of food.  
Frankie looked at me. I caught her gaze through the wispy smoke as I peeked up from the flames. She smiled. “Cool haircut by the way,” she said it with genuine kindness, but I still felt defensive.
I ran my hand across the prickly patch on my left side, before tangling my fingers with the rest of my longer locks down my right. I still had ninety-percent of my hair left, but that small shaven patch felt like it overtook my whole head. I looked away, biting my tongue.
Vance cleared his throat. “So, what’s going on with the two of you?”
“Why don’t you tell me about you guys first?” I said with a little too much bite in my voice.
“Still don’t trust us?”
“Why should I?”
Frankie sighed. “Fine, if it’ll make you feel more at ease, this is our back story. Our parents were retired breeders and we were their last batch, so we didn’t know any other kids growing up. Which meant Vance and I did everything together; even when we started to go through the transition, we promised each other it wouldn’t change anything between us.”
Vance scooted closer. “It was easier for us, I had already met Frankie many times from my previous lives, so to be reborn as her twin was a sign.”
“A sign? For what?”  I asked.
“That we were meant to be together. That our souls are matched and that no matter what happens, we’ll find each other in the next cycle,” Frankie chipped in with a grin.
Vance added, “We’ve been part of each other’s previous four lives. I was once her teacher, and then she was my babysitter. We took the same entrance exam to get into IUO University. Heck, we even got into the same line of jobs just a year apart. Now this? You can’t say this doesn’t mean something.” Vance looked at Frankie as a smile pinched his cheeks. “It’s nice knowing you’re not alone out there.”
A pang of jealously hit me. Why couldn’t Annie and I be like that?
“Now, you tell us how you and Diesel know each other?” Frankie asked again.
I wrapped my arms around myself tighter. “I met him in a prison cell. He saved my life, twice.”
“It’s unusual for strangers to look out for each other. It’s obvious he’s protective of you, aggressively protective. How long have you known him?”
“Not that long, but we share a common interest.”
“And that is?”
I grinned. “Survival.”
“You don’t seem the type to be locked up in a place like Alpha. What did you do? Steal some rich guy’s organs?”
I scrunched my face up, “No. Nothing like that.”
“So what, shoot down some Elites?”
“No.”
“Set fire to the parliament house?”
“No, no.”
Behind me, Diesel returned with an armful of sticks. Without saying a word, he walked up to the fire pit, dumped his handful, turned around and headed back out.
“Hey, wait a sec!” Frankie called up. Diesel didn’t slow as he marched back out into the darkness. Frankie looked to me for answers, “What’s his deal?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I barely know the guy.”
“There’s something about him I don’t trust,” Vance started. “He looks like he’s waiting for the perfect moment to slash my throat.”
I twisted back around to look in Diesel’s direction. “He can’t be that bad of a guy. He did save my life. He saved all of our lives.”
Vance scoffed, “What he did was extremely risky. If we were caught, then all of us would’ve been blacklisted and imprisoned.”
“I’m not saying he always makes the best decisions, but it did work.”
Frankie quickly intervened, “You still haven’t answered us. Why were you locked up in Alpha prison?”
I shuffled back. “Actually… I didn’t do anything worth being imprisoned for,” I admitted and bowed my head. “I… my parents… it’s just some people, like Doctor Fitzgerald, heard about my condition and thought I was the best test subject. I never really understood what he was trying to get out of me.”
“His notes aren’t exactly clear,” Frankie admitted. “Vance and I were reading over them. He had some really radical ideas but there was something missing in his prognosis.”
“Well, he didn’t exactly get to finish the job.”
Vance rubbed his palms together before crossing them over his chest. “So, tell us about what you did before Alpha? You’re a complete mystery.”
“There’s nothing mysterious about me. I had a family like most people and a younger sister who was just starting her transition. Nobody wanted to hire some dropout freak with no soul imprint so I never got a job.” I shrugged. “That place just wasn’t for me. Nothing but fear, prostitutes, junkies and politicians with sticks up their asses.” 
“What about Alpha? I’ve heard it is pretty rough in there,” Frankie asked.
I again scoffed, “That’s an understatement. You’re not human in there. I don’t even think animals are treated the way those prisoners were treated. Not that anyone would care about the blacklisted. Most of them were one teaspoon away from peeling their own skin off.”
“So how did you get out?” They both leaned forward tentatively.
Feeling uncomfortable, I quickly dodged the question. “It was Diesel’s plan. Thanks to his contacts, he got us out.”
“Those contacts are an amazing discovery,” Frankie said with a grin. “Did he tell you how he did it? Or how he made them?”
“What do you think you’re doing?” I jumped as Diesel stepped into the camp light. The sticks in his hands snapped as he closed his fists. “I don’t like you asking about my business.”
“We’re just curious.” Frankie shrugged. “No harm in swapping stories over a campfire.”
Diesel scowled as though a bad thought had been gnawing at him for hours.  He reached down and pulled me into a stand by my elbow. “This conversation is over.” He yanked me around with him as he turned, “Come, I want to talk to you in private.”
His fingers dug into my arm as he ushered me away from the camp fire. As I walked, a sense of unease filled me. He didn’t speak when I pulled against him, “What’s your problem?” His rage bruised my skin and I jerked myself out of his grip. “Let me go! What’s gotten into you?”
Diesel’s palm lashed outwards, hitting me so hard in the chest that I gasped. The impact shoved me back into the tree as Diesel held his forearm to my throat, pinning me against the trunk. The flash of his blade caught the moonlight as the chilled metal nipped my neck. Immediately, I clenched up, automatically holding my breath as Diesel’s face blurred in with the shadows.
I could only see his eyes beneath the mane of hair, and how his lips pulled back to bare his teeth. “Alright, enough of this bullshit!” He was so close that I could feel his body heat through my clothes.
I inhaled a sharp breath and stretched my neck away. “What are you doing?”
“Don’t fuck with me! I know you’re up to something!”    
“What?” I caught his gaze.  The shadows sunk into every dark speck of his intense stare. He looked crazed. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“Listen carefully because I’m not going to repeat myself. You do not want to mess with me.” He pressed his forearm in a little harder, squeezing my throat. “I’m always going to be two steps ahead of you, so whatever you’re planning you can just forget it.”
“I’m not… planning… anything! Stop… stop I can’t breathe!” He eased back and I gasped loudly. Adrenaline pumped into my body, swelling my head with panic. “What the hell is wrong with you, you lunatic?”
Diesel didn’t say anything. He just looked at me. He looked at me like I was a walking, talking dog that he couldn’t figure out what to do with. He kept the blade near my throat, but for a split second, I forgot it was there. “You’re unbelievable! The others were right. You’re ... you’re just some psychopath.”
“No, no I’m not the crazy one here. I know you’re planning something. I know the look of a back stabber when I see one.”
Diesel inched closer as the prick of the blade pressed into my voice box again.  The way he looked so intensely into my eyes was like he was trying to stab me with them.
“If I’m such a raging lunatic, then why would you come back to me?”
My gaze hardened. What the hell does that mean? Diesel must have seen the confusion cross my face as his brows tightened. “Why did you come back?”
The question shocked me that my jaw dropped a little. “I don’t understand—”
He snarled, “Back in Chinatown, when we were jumped by Twiddle Dumb and Twiddle Dee, there was no way I could follow you. You were out on the streets, you had the contacts, and you were free to go anywhere you wanted. I want to know why? Why did you come back? What do you really want?”
The words choked up in my throat as though I was swallowing rocks. Had this been bugging him the whole time? I vaguely remembered the look of distrust he had the moment I returned to the room. I didn’t think too much of it back then, but now it made sense.
“If it makes you feel any better, I did contemplate on running, but I figured it was pretty dog of me to ditch you.”
He shook his head and pressed the sharp tip closer into my throat, “That’s not an answer.”
“What do you want me to say? Sorry that I didn’t let them blow your brains out?” The answer as to why I didn’t want to leave him wasn’t just out of guilt. People who went through the change lose their sense of trust. When I was young, I was often teased for showing signs of loyalty or dependability on others. They said I was being manipulative, that no one acted like that anymore. That I couldn’t be trusted.
“I’m not trying to trick you and I’m definitely not planning some sort of ambush. I didn’t leave you, Diesel, because you didn’t leave me. Plain and simple.”
Diesel lowered his arm back to his side. As he stepped back, I quickly smoothed my throat and checked for blood. He watched me with calculating eyes and I squirmed frustrated at his judgemental stare. “You still don’t believe me?”
“Of course I don’t believe you. In this fucked up world, trusting someone is like drinking poison. It will kill you it’s only a matter of when.”
“Frankly, Diesel, I don’t care what you think of me. I did what I thought was right, so at least I can sleep with a clear conscience and-” 
“Oh would you just shut up!” He growled with a frustrated eye roll, “It’s just…no one has- I didn’t expect you to come back. You surprised me.”
His answer dropped a stone to the base of my chest. For a split second, I even felt pity for him. Not being the most trusting person either—hell, I packed a hunting knife when I went to the toilet—I understood him on some level, but I didn’t think my distrust in others stemmed so deep that I couldn’t trust anybody. I had no idea if I felt more angered or sad that Diesel lumped me in with everyone else.
Diesel’s jawline jumped as he bit down and turned himself away. I weakly shook my head. “Obviously, you’ve got serious trust issues you have to work out. You’re the one who searched me out, remember? This is your plan…” Before I could finish speaking, Diesel turned away. I shouted after him, “If you don’t trust me, then how am I meant to trust you?”
He only slowed to throw his voice over his shoulder. “You’re not.”





CHAPTER TWENTY:
 
 
I didn’t sleep well that night. The drop of temperature definitely didn’t help as I curled my knees to my chest and clenched the blanket close to my body. My own stupid emotions blinded me. His acts of protectiveness weren’t out of concern for my wellbeing, but concern for his own gain. I mean, of course I knew that I was just some freak with no soul imprint, the perfect blank canvas. Beyond that deformity, I wouldn’t be in the same room as him and he definitely wouldn’t stick his neck out to save mine.  
I cursed myself internally. I was the one being irrational here. I was the one who forgot what the deal was and how people acted in this world. We may be aiming for the same goal, but that didn’t put us on the same team.
The distinct sound of faraway voices woke me up. My eyes blurred as I sat up and glanced around. The blue sun light squeezed between the shutters suggesting it was dawn. Frankie and Vance slept head to toe on the bunk bed beneath me as Diesel elected to stay outside on the couch. I positioned my ear against the window but the movements were too subtle to catch. Quietly, I crept down the ladder and went outside to find the couch empty. I looked around, pulling my jacket around my body when I noticed him spying on something behind the caravan. He had his back pressed to the wall and held the pistol next to his waist.
He remained alarmingly still as though unaware of me. I gulped at the feeling of unease climbing my throat, remembering our last conversation. Part of me even felt the need to arm myself with a pistol in case he figured trusting me wasn’t worth the risk.
“Diesel?” I called as he spun and shushed me. With a slight tilt, he motioned me over and I crept on the soft pad of my toes toward him. He shifted to the right to let me squeeze between him and the caravan.
Around the corner approached a small band of men who had scattered themselves throughout the park. They were working their way up from the entrance, rifling through each caravan and poking into dark corners. They moved in a pack of fourteen and left a trail of gasoline behind them as they moved. 
“Raiders,” Diesel whispered as he crouched closer. I swallowed heavily, unable to count the amount of machetes, bullets and auto machine guns that armoured the men. “After they’ve scouted the area, they’re going to set the whole place on fire.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I used work for a gang like them. It’s a way to mark where they’ve been. We have to leave.”
“I’ll wake the twins.” I quickly and quietly went back into the caravan where I shook the twins awake. I covered their mouths to shush them and motioned to be quiet. After briefly explaining what I saw outside, the twins were fast to get up. We shrugged into our backpacks, but the invading group had already formed a thick wall of bodies throughout the park. They talked in shouts to one another, boasting about their last catch and kill. Diesel indicated to move further into the back of the woods, away from the camp.



 
The dampened leaves helped quietened our movements as we reached the back fence to find barbwire webbed over the top. Beyond the fence, the ground dropped into a steep dip and continued into thick thorn bushes. Even if we attempted to climb over, our clothes would catch in the spiked loops and we could risk dangling like a human piñata.
“Well… we can’t get through here,” Vance whispered. “Any other plans?”
“Maybe we should head back to where we came in last night; it didn’t have any barb wiring.”
Diesel shoved off the fence irritated, “It’s too far. We’ll have to go through them to get to it.”
“Don’t tell me you’re scared?” I teased.
Diesel cocked his eyebrow and glanced at me side on, curling that arrogant smirk I had grown to recognise. I checked over my shoulder at the noise from the men as they moved slowly and casually up the campsite. Some were even whistling as they slashed their way into abandoned trailers. “If we just stick to the sides, hopefully they won’t see us.”
Frankie nodded. “We don’t have much of a choice. We stay here they’ll set fire to the entire camp and we’re dead. Let’s go.”
I was thankful for the low sunlight and the barrage of trees scattered between them and us. With my pistol in hand, I breathed a little easier; the familiar weight reminded me of home.



 
We moved swiftly to the far left of the park and pressed ourselves into the back of the abandoned trailers. Instead of moving on, like we had hoped, the men took up their own camp and settled down. I hadn’t realised just how small the caravan park was until I was trapped within the walls of it. Diesel signalled with his hands to move on. Unable to avoid it, we moved back into the centre where the men were heavily gathered. In front of us, perhaps no further than a stone’s throw, were five men discussing the next spot to hit. Separating us from them was an old trailer, three scattered trees and a single lawn chair. Once we got past them, it was just a matter of taking a sharp left and escaping into the bush land toward the side fence.
Diesel moved first. He was both fast and quiet. In three strides, he dashed across the clearing and ducked in behind the lawn chair. He tilted his head, catching the sound of their conversation before kicking off again into another sprint. He crossed the next clearing and hit his back against the tree. After four more precise steps, he crossed the open space before taking cover behind the neighbouring trailer. He signalled me to follow. 
I took a big breath in. Quietly and quickly, I can do that. I mimicked his steps as I crouched down and hunched over, making myself appear as small as possible as I darted out. I got to the first tree then stopped. I craned my neck around; the men were distracted so I kicked off again into a quick sprint. I skidded on the slippery leaves as I took cover behind the lawn chair.
“Hey! What’s that?”
I dropped down hard and fast, squeezing myself behind the chair. I had my gun tightly gripped in my hand, and as I dared to look across to Diesel, I could see he was pressed to the very edge ready to spring out shooting.
“What?” another man answered. There was a bang as a caravan door swung open and shut again.  
“Whoa! Check ‘em out, I’ve hit the jackpot!”
“What are you spewing about?”
I could hear one of the men lug forward with a case of bottles clattering together. “Feast your eyes on these beauties.”
“They’re blue labelled. Give ‘em over here.” The surrounding men flocked to him. I took three sharp breaths and used the distraction to cross the rest of the way.
“Get your hands off ‘em. I’m gonna go put it in the truck, and if there’s one sip missing, I’ll shiv the lot of ya.” The box of beers rattled as he walked away.
Diesel scooted over as my back hit into the side of the trailer next to him. The small five-metre dash had me breathless. Frankie and Vance were still on the other side as they each made the dash across silently and easily. Once we all had crossed, Diesel turned to keep going when I grabbed his sleeve.
I mouthed, “Wait, they have a truck.”
Diesel’s lips curled. “Good idea. Do you know how to drive?” I blinked, momentarily caught off guard by the natural curve of his smile.  Dare I say it, it was actually quite charming on him. Wait! Charming? Diesel? You’ve had one too many knocks to the head, Nadia. I nodded as his smile grew wider. “Let’s get ourselves a truck.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE:
 
 
We followed the clicks of the bottles to a small gang standing guard around a well-stocked truck. The truck looked more like a rough terrain Ute, big enough to fit two at the front, three at the back and a large tray covered beneath a tarp. The two guarding men had their rifles out and were chewing on straws.
“What the bloody hell are you carrying?” one of the older men asked at other’s approach. He swung his weapon down casually next to his hip.
“Some souvenirs.” The man held the box up and smirked, completely unaware of Frankie sneaking into position behind his car. “Gonna bring it back to the boss. Think he may even give me a promotion.” He then reached into his pockets, pulled out a key and unlocked the passenger door.
“I didn’t realise you were his little bitch.”
The second man stepped around and peered into the box. “I haven’t seen beer that fancy in ninety years.” From where I stood behind a small wall of hedges, I could see his face crinkle up as he reached into the box. “Give me at least one. Boss man won’t know.”
The man reaching into the carton stepped back into the tip of Frankie’s blade just before she plunged the knife upwards, severing his spine. As his back arched backward, his face suddenly warped in pain. Frankie reached around and sliced quickly across his throat. A thickening dribble of blood ran down his brown skin when there was a click of the crossbow being fired. Vance waited in the high weeds closer to me, hitting his target as the arrow pierced straight into the eye socket of the second man, and another into his windpipe to silence the yelp climbing up his throat.
The last remaining raider swung his gun around only to turn into the incoming swing of Diesel’s fist. Teeth flew out with the thumping crack followed by a snap as Diesel broke his neck. He then dropped the lifeless body in a heap to the ground.
We wasted no time. As the others attacked, I crossed the driveway toward the truck and climbed into the driver’s seat. Frankie and Vance quickly jumped into the back, the doors on either side of me slamming as Diesel scooted into the passenger seat. He tossed me the keys and I started the ignition. After a brief choke, the engine purred and I slammed my foot down on the accelerator after putting it in gear. I could hear the distance shouts as the rest of the group scouted back, alarmed at the noise.
Gunfire shot off but they were too far away for a clear hit. There were five other cars parked out the front as both Frankie and Vance rolled the windows down and poked their heads out. With the hand pistols, they fired into the tyres of the trucks, blowing out one or two tyres each before we got too far away to see clearly.
I didn’t ease my foot off the accelerator as the tail of the car swung outwards, shooting us onto the main road as the back wheels bounced over the ditch. The car roared as we took off down the road, leaving kicked up dust behind us.
My heart raced that I thought I was about to vomit it up. Tingles shot through me as shivering excitement had my knuckles clenched white over the steering wheel. Unknowingly, I had been holding my breath, checking and rechecking the rear-view mirror for the pursuit until we were a good distance away. Frankie and Vance broke out into cheers and I drummed my hands across the steering wheel, laughing and panting at the same time.
Diesel kicked one leg up onto the dashboard smugly. I glanced at him once, but then did a quick double take. “What the hell, Diesel?”
Diesel lifted a bottle of black labelled beer up. “What? Not like dead men can drink.”
“Did you grab enough for the rest of us?” I grinned. Diesel looked at me, and for a split second, before his lips pulled too tightly, there was a genuine smile. He distributed out two others to Vance and Frankie and popped one open for me.
“Those pricks wouldn’t know what to do with fine beer like this,” he said as kicked both legs onto the dashboard.
I could hear the hiss of the bottle cap popping before the clink of the bottles hitting in cheers. Frankie and Vance sculled their drinks and both slipped further into the curve of their seats.
“Okay, Frankie, where do we go now?” I asked from the driver’s seat.
Frankie shifted closer to my head, “I dunno about you guys but I’m itching for a nice warm bed and a hot shower. We should hit the next town by nightfall. That’s where Vic is.”
“Sounds good to me.” I drove for the next ten hours as the sun disappeared back behind the hills and I felt my eyes of the verge of melting out of their sockets. It had reached nightfall and the road had started to look like an endless stretch of concrete. My concentration dulled when the sight of a towering barricade approached in front. I slowed down once reaching the gate that ringed around the entire town.
Diesel moved forward to look through the front windshield. “No look outs. Looks like the entrances have been permanently blocked too.”
“Think it’s abandoned?” I asked. Diesel gave me a one-shouldered shrug. “Argh! But I’m so hungry!” I whined.
Frankie typed into the tablet before putting it back into her bag. “This is it, but the barricade is new. There should be a way into the town on foot.” I killed the engine as the others climbed out. 
“This is where your friend Vic is, yeah?” I checked. Frankie nodded and I dragged my backpack out of the car. “Fine, guess there must be a door somewhere.”
“There’s no way we’re getting this car through that gate.” Vance signalled to the thick sealed doors barring the entrance. “Considering we’re going to dump it, want to see what they were packing?”
“Not a bad idea,” Diesel agreed as he rounded the back of the car. “Could be more beer.”
“Or some food?” I asked hopefully. We walked to the back of the car where the tarp was pulled tight on their hooks. As soon as Vance unhooked one corner, an exhaust of rotten fumes erupted upwards like a burp. He only managed to unravel half of the tarp before the smell became unbearable.
“What the hell…” I edged closer and looked inside. “Holy shit! Is that…? It’s full of bodies! That’s so disgusting!”
Inside the tray, disembodied limbs and heads were crammed together like compacted bean bags. The shredded flesh had long gone purple and blue, the pink meat now a rotting black and the thickened blood had dried in the veins. These people must’ve been dead for weeks.
“Dinner anyone?” Diesel smirked jokingly.
“I think I’m actually going to throw up.”
“Looks like our old friends belonged to a cannibal group.” Vance pulled the tarp back over but the smell sat in the air like a fat cloud of puke.
“Cannibalism?” I wiped my mouth and spat onto the ground to clear the taste.
“Since World War VIII, more and more people have been converting to human meat to survive,” Frankie explained. “Before the Elite started the breeding program, humanity almost ceased to exist. No people meant no functioning society; no society meant no means of obtaining foods or resources. We had to revert to our primal state: hunt and gather from the land. Too bad we’ve stuffed up the land so much barely anything could grow,” Frankie said as she kicked at a fallen tree branch. “Which meant we only had human meat left on the menu. We did what we had to do to survive.”
“We? You were one of them?” I gasped.
Frankie shrugged. “I vaguely remember having to cook someone’s arm. It was nearly two hundred years ago though, about two life cycles. My only other choice was to starve. We all had to do it at some point.”
Vance chipped in, “If eating human meat is the worst thing I had to do to survive, then I’ll count myself as lucky.”
“I remember being eaten,” Diesel added with a snort. “They didn’t even have the decency to kill me first before they plunged into my intestines.”
“You’re kidding, right?”
Diesel smirked, “Maybe, maybe not.”
I turned my head away and shuddered. “It’s times like these I’m thankful for my lack of reincarnated memories.”
“Let’s just dump the truck and go,” Vance said as he put the car into neutral and got Diesel to help him roll it off the road and into the ditch of trees.
“Well, it’s probably a good thing because now I’ve lost my appetite.” I soothed my stomach.  The remains of other dumped, vandalised and burnt cars were stashed on the roadside as well. On the outer wall of the iron fence, there were masses amount of graffiti. Most of the graffiti depicted the classic FUCK THE MAN motto; some were drawings of genitalia and messy gang tags that were written over small poems to loved ones. Hanging over the side of the wall was a large banner with the words, “KEEP OUT.” It was printed in bold red with a radioactive biohazard sign underneath.
“It’s just for show. I’m sure,” Frankie reassured as I looked at her. Overhead, a brewing storm moved in from the south as we walked into the bush surrounding the fence. 



 
We walked beside the fence for about an hour, looking for a way in when we found a child-size water pipe sealed behind iron bars. Diesel lifted the heavy rim up like a hatchet and we squeezed through onto our bellies into the pipeline. The water was clean but cold as we commando crawled through on our elbows. Once the pipe opened up, we had enough headspace to walk while slightly crouched as Frankie led the group with a flashlight. The water sat at our ankles as we walked further into the pipe network before stepping into a large, underground bunker. We used the concreted ramp to step out of the water, and followed the footpath along the walls into the hollowed tunnel and further into the mill. We walked for hours, making our way inwards into the main section of the underground system. Inside the concreted tomb, there wasn’t any natural sunlight and the lights running along the walls had long burnt out. Not even Frankie’s single flash light could break through the shadows surrounding us.
As we walked in silence, Vance suddenly tripped causing a sudden loud crack above us. Frankie swung the torch toward him just as Diesel grabbed Vance’s shirt and hauled him back. From the top corners, a thick slab of concrete hanging from the roof on wires swished past them, slamming into the wall so hard the entire room shook.
Vance scrambled back up on his feet, his harsh blue eyes wide in shock. Frankie quickly ran to his side. “Vance? Are you hurt?”
Vance grabbed his chest. “I’m okay. I’m okay.”
Diesel stepped around and picked up the snapped string near Vance’s feet. “These are trigger points.” He took the flashlight from Frankie and shone it further up the room. “Who knows how many are out there.”
“Well…” I stepped up beside Diesel. “At least this means someone’s home. If there are traps that must mean there are people and when there are people, there must be supplies.”
“Still thinking of your stomach?” Diesel teased as he turned back around, swinging the torchlight across the room. “What we need is more light.”
An idea suddenly struck me. “Hey, Diesel, you still have those matches, yeah? There were some old pallets a few rooms back that we can use as torches.”
“Not a bad idea. You wait here and I’ll go get them.” Diesel walked back through the corridors before returning with two pallets, one under each arm. He snapped the wooden planks out of their frames before distributing them. Then, with the matches, he managed to catch one alight. Once the flame was strong enough, we used it to set the others alight too.
“We shouldn’t be too far away from the exit,” Frankie said as she took her torch. “It should just be straight forward from here.”
The orange flare from the fire helped illuminate the surrounding corridors as we continued. My stomach was in constant chatter as I curled my arm around myself.
“I sure hope your friend Vic has some food,” I winced.
Frankie eased up so she could walk alongside me. The orange light caught in the vibrant shine of her red hair, making the blood red glow even brighter. “I’ve been meaning to ask about what you said earlier, is it true?”
“About what?”
“About your lack of reincarnated memories?”
I shifted my backpack higher. “Oh, yeah, that’s true. It seems I’m the only person to be born without any memories from my past lives… that’s if I’ve even had past lives to remember.”
“What’s it like?”
I slowed at her question. “What do you mean, what’s it like?”
Frankie shrugged a little awkwardly. Her sixteen-year-old body looked tiny in the heavy folds of her jacket and thick twisted scarf. “It must be strange knowing so little and never experiencing death or multiple voices in your head.”
“It keeps things simple, I guess. I dunno, it’s like me not being crazy makes it difficult to relate to others, you know, being a freak and all,” I whispered as I shifted the torch to my other hand. Diesel and Vance were a good couple of metres ahead of us, scoping out the area for any other traps.
“You’re not a freak. Actually, I’m kind of envious.” Frankie grinned, followed by a thoughtful sigh. “I wish I could go back to my younger years, when it was just Vance and me before all the ‘others’ started showing up.” She indicated to her head with a tap.
“How many other lives have you had?”
“Eight, since my last count. Eight times I’ve dragged myself through life. Eight times I have struggled, starved and died. Even with the D400, their voices grow louder with my own drowning underneath them.”
I slowed. “Are you okay?”
“I am for now, but I’m worried about my future. How many other lives can we stuff inside the one body before even the D400 can’t keep them out?”
“I never really thought about it.”
She sighed and smiled. “It’s okay. Medicine is forever changing and advancing. I’m sure something will come up.”
“Yeah, you’re right. It’ll all work out,” I comforted with a change of topic. “What was it like being brought up by Breeders?” 
“Hmm… well, our parents were on their last consignment when they gave birth to Vance and me. I think I have like another nine or ten siblings out there somewhere. Breeders get good money, especially if they carry genes the Elite see as valuable.”
“Such as?”
Frankie glanced over with a small smile. “Lack of genetic deformities or deficiencies. Higher IQs. Healthy eyes and heart. Especially since the nuclear wars and famine, humanity dropped to dangerously low numbers with increasing stillbirths and infant deaths. The Elite required strong, able body citizens to rebuild their empires, so Breeders were paid well for their healthy offspring.”
“I hear most children born to Breeders are brought up in orphanages until they start their transitions.”
“Most, not Vance and I though. Our current employer scouted us out early; they tagged our imprints and collected us when we turned ten. Before then, we lived on our own. Did our own thing, ate what we wanted to eat and lived at the old mall. What about you?”
“My parents were part of the N01 Program. It meant they were in charge of us from birth to our last transition day. I have two older brothers, both I barely remember. I also have a little sister who has just started her transition.”
“The N01 Program is a better option than the Breeders. Smaller families mean more emotionally stable environment for the next generation and a better upbringing.”
“Sure, if you classify distant and cold as emotionally stable.”
“Better distant than vacant. Breeders just popped them out and threw them into the world. With Program N01, at least they had to make sure you were fed and healthy.”
The sound of heavy rain came from above us followed by a distant clash of thunder. Frankie and I turned around, holding the flame up to the cracks in the roof where water wept through.
“Hey! Frankie? Frankie?” We both then turned at Vance’s call. “I think we found an exit.”   
Quickly, we reached the doorway to outside only to be welcomed into the rough embrace of a storm. The wind howled, pulling at the long trees branches until they snapped off and were hurled across the streets like heavy confetti. We eased out of the narrow doorway and dumped the dampened torches to the ground. 
The road looked like it was made of black water. The storm had hit hard and fast as it flooded the streets and over flowed the drains. I counted just how lucky we were we escaped the pipes before we were washed out with the current. The town was eerily empty with no street lamps operating or lights on in the surrounding windows. With the heavy storm, the clouds smothered the moonlight, blanketing the entire town into darkness. Diesel signalled for us to follow him as we ran across the muddy footpath into town. The dirt path met up with the cracked road a few metres from the watermill and we took shelter underneath a nearby canopy. We tried to look inside the store but the curtain blocked our view and the doors were barred with wooden planks. Diesel smashed the window with his boot and cleared the frame of shards before stepping through. We all followed in, shaking ourselves dry from the rain and cold. We had stepped inside a gutted and abandoned convenience store. The wind from outside violently slammed the blinds against the windowsill as Vance and Frankie pulled a large cabinet over to cover the hole.
“We’re not going anywhere until this storm passes,” Frankie noted with an exhausted pant. She slipped out of her backpack and placed it on the top counter. She then ringed her hair of water and shrugged out of her drenched jacket.
“Can you get in contact with your friend?” Diesel asked.
Frankie shook her head. “We’ve lost touch for so many years. I don’t have her number anymore. All I know is she lives here but I’ll check the tablet to see if it has any information.”
I sat down and pressed my back against the wall. Everything hurt. My feet hurt, my head hurt, my muscles from my calves up to my shoulders were knotted in pain. I undid my shoelaces and kicked out of my boots and soggy socks. My skin was clammy and my toes felt like ice as I massaged them in my palms. I slipped out of my outer layering, but my clothes had been soaked straight through to my bra and underwear. I left my jacket to hang over the edge of a stool to dry.
Vance and Frankie had the tablet out on the counter as they rested on their elbows, reading something on the screen. The white light from the tablet shone brightly, casting shadows from their turned down chins. They were whispering about minor disagreements but I was too far away to hear. Diesel rifled through the shelves at the back of the store. I leaned my head back against the wall and took in a big breath. The storm was soothing as it chopped and banged against the walls and streets outside. I felt myself drifting, sleep sinking into the back of my eyes when a hand tapped my shoulder.
“Hey.” I peeled my eyes open at the rasp of Diesel’s voice. He knelt down in front before easing something into my hand. “You should eat.”
It was chocolate. I hadn’t had chocolate since I was ten, the day of my supposed transition. I inspected the long chocolate bar suspiciously.
“How do I know it isn’t poisoned?” Diesel looked at me puzzled. I added with a smirk. “You did say for me not to trust you, remember?”
Through the faint dimness, I caught his crooked smile as he unwrapped the chocolate and took a bite for himself. He tossed it back at me and I shovelled the rest of it into my mouth. 
Intently he watched, his eyes squinted as though trapped in a muddling thought. I shifted uneasily. “What?”
“Just thinking.” He tilted his head to the other side. “You’re not like everyone else. I’m starting to understand that.”
I looked up, my cheeks bloated mid chew. “Just now you’re understanding that?” 
“I don’t mean with your eyes or the reincarnation.” He looked outwards, annoyed at his struggle with his words. “It’s not the same with you, I’m not the same. I never did apologise for before, back at the camp. For not trusting you.”
I stopped chewing. “Wow… I err…” Now it was my turn to stumble over my words. Diesel had kept his voice low, perhaps afraid Frankie and Vance would over hear him and take it as a sign of weakness. He didn’t look at me either. He kept his eyes cast sideways, his lips pressed into a firm line. “Thank you. I appreciate it… So, you trust me now?”
He snorted, “I’ll still sleep with a knife under my cheek but yeah, out of everyone, I guess I can trust you.” He then quickly glared at me to mask his embarrassment, “If you cross me I will kill you though.”
I couldn’t help but laugh as I held my hands up, “Comforting. Don’t worry, message received.” 
“Alright then.” He quickly stood but hesitated for a second, “I don’t trust easily Nadia. This… this means something to me, okay?”
I didn’t have a chance to respond before he turned away. This means something. I heavily swallowed. God damn, is there ever a time Diesel isn’t so intense?
Vance pushed off the table to grab Diesel as he passed. “Hey, Diesel, listen, I just wanted to say thanks… for before. You saved me back there.” Vance cleared his throat, his blue eyes unable to catch Diesel’s gaze. “I appreciate it.”
Diesel snorted. “Next time watch where you’re going.” He then clapped him on the arm with a smirk. “And don’t mention it.”
Vance chuckled before he turned and re-joined Frankie at the counter. I caught her softened smile and I felt myself grin too.



 
I fell asleep on my bundled up jacket and woke to a blurry white light hitting my face. The curtains were pulled back as muffled voices and footsteps moved around me. A flash of panic caused me to bolt upwards. Outside, I could hear arguing and the steady thump of fists connecting to cheeks. I flinched as a man wearing a gas mask knelt down and grabbed my shoulder. Instinctively, I pulled the knife from beneath my jacket and slashed at his chest, but he caught my swing. Two other men pulled on my arms and forced me into a stand. I only managed to catch a small glimpse of the room around me. There were patches of blood spilt on the floor that trailed out the front door. Diesel, Vance and Frankie were all gone.
“Let me go! Let me go!” I kicked their shins with my bare feet as they dragged me outside. I was shoved onto my knees as the slushy mud flicked up into my face. A small speck of dirt got into my mouth and I felt the grains over my teeth.
“Hold her still. Carton is coming.” My head was forced back as they pulled my hair. In front of me, I watched on in horror at Diesel being beaten up by five others standing over the top of him. His face disappeared beneath the blood as one guard delivered the final punch, sending Diesel unconscious to the ground.
“Diesel!” I screamed and attempted to stand. “Stop it! You’re going to kill him!” They kicked at the back of my knees, sending me back down to the ground. A group of men approached from behind.
“Hold up, cadet, I want to see her for myself.” I was wrenched upwards by my hair into a stand. An older man leading the group gripped my chin, forcing me to look into his tired, pale shallowed face.
“So, this is the mutant?” He twisted my chin left and right, his face close enough that the stench from his morning coffee blew up my nose.
“What the hell do you want?” I lurched at him but was pulled back.
“Feisty. We’re going to have to put a muzzle on this one.”
“Try and I’ll have you spitting out teeth.” From the ground, Diesel groaned and rolled over. My heart raced at the sight of him. “You’re making a big mistake, asshole. Let us go!”
“Not before we test these infamous contacts, shall we?” The man they called Carton pulled out a phone from his pocket and held it against my face. I slammed my eyes shut but he pulled them open forcibly with his fingers, just enough to catch a second of my iris. The familiar flash of red hit my eyes before the phone signalled out.
“Identification invalid.”
I hid my surprise as Carton turned to bark over his shoulder. “Vance, get over here. They don’t work!”
Wait. Did he say Vance?
“They were probably damaged but we can fix them,” From the pack, Vance stepped forward and pulled at the collar of his fresh, clean jacket. He was unmarked, walking in the same uniform the rest of the men were in. “We also have the blue prints; it’s just a matter of replicating them. They do work, sir. I’ve witnessed it myself. She was able to break into Anton Lawyers and get past the security system without any complications.”
My eyes widened. I stared at Vance waiting for some sort of explanation or at least an apologetic shrug but he didn’t so much as glance at me. He kept his betraying blue eyes set on Carton’s pale, gawked face.
Rage climbed my throat. “Vance? What the hell is going on?”  
Vance shushed me with a raised hand. “We need the guy alive; he can fix the contacts and make them work.”
Carton pocketed the phone and stepped back. “For his sake, they better.” He then addressed the others over his shoulder, “take these two inside but make sure they’re separated. The boy has until the end of the week to make a new pair of contacts that work. If he doesn’t, kill him and feed him to the birds.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO:
 
 
Being forced to live in a cell had started to have a homely feeling. I had grown accustomed to the shadows of the bars across the floor and how the sunlight could only squeeze into the room for an hour each day. I sat on the ground with my back against the frame of the bed, picking at the dirt under my nails. I was bored and I was pissed. No, scratch that, I was livid. On the night of my capture, I had a long visit with the head researcher, a man they called Walter, who took photographs of my retinas. His thick, round glasses kept sliding down his hooked nose and his hair was teased with anxious sweat. I could smell the fear on him even from my room down the hall.
Two days since our capture and I hadn’t heard a word about Diesel. All I got from passing gossip was that he had woken up from his beating but nothing more. I was in a standard single-person room, with a comfortable bed and a chair and table in the corner. It was a nice change from my cell at Alpha or the cold wooden floor of the convenience store. But a cell is still a cell.
It was midday when there was a knock on my door and one of the men standing guard let himself in. “You have a visitor.”
I flipped him off and turned away. Behind there were some muffled words exchanged before the door closed.
A female voice spoke up. “So… you look well rested.”
My hands clenched into fists. “You have a lot of nerve coming in here.”
Frankie stepped forward. “This was always the plan, Nadia. You really think we were going to let you walk into the murderous den of the Mad Dogs? They wouldn’t have shown you mercy; they would’ve only seen you as a scrap of meat to throw around.” She sighed as though exhausted. “I’ll tell you exactly how that would’ve worked out. They’ll see you can bypass the securities systems, plant a bomb in your stomach and send you screaming into the Elite’s district just so you’ll blow up a few buildings. With us, you can actually make a difference. We saved you.”
I spun to face her. “You’re so full of shit.”
“We saved him too. Diesel would’ve died if it wasn’t for Vance and me. We don’t take too kindly to men of the Mad Dogs, and Diesel is covered in their feral scent.”
I scoffed sarcastically, “So what? You expect me to be thankful?”
Frankie eased further into my room and took a seat on the spare chair. She was well groomed in new untorn clothes, the darkened patches that had smeared through her hair had been washed out and her face clear of dirt.
She didn’t seem apologetic nor did she cower away from my glare. “I can understand you don’t trust us right now, but believe me, Nadia, as someone who has once crossed paths as a friend with the Mad Dogs, this is better. I’ve met people like Diesel plenty of times before. All of them turn to betrayal. Every. Single. One. Diesel is no different. If we really did reach the Mad Dogs, it would be mine and Vance’s heads on a platter and you strapped to a cutting board.”
“Screw you! You lied to me!”
“Just listen to reason. You know I’m right.”
I rolled my eyes. “Forget it. I’ll never help you.”
“I understand you’re mad, but you have to listen to me. Diesel has done an incredible job with the contacts, but you can be more than just some master key into the city. You can be the one who brings down the corrupted system and give back to those who need it most. There’s a new drug they’ve released out to the public. They’re calling it the—”
“The XCELL, right?” I said over her as Frankie promptly nodded. “Yeah, I know of it. So what?”
Frankie pulled the tablet out from her backpack and placed it onto the counter. I stood to look over her shoulder as she turned the screen toward me. On the electronic front were scrolls of names and numbers and collected data too raw for me to understand.  
She pointed at an ingredient on the left column. “The XCELL isn’t a drug to suppress memories; it’s a toxin that destroys a persons’ ambition. Over time, it eats away at the frontal lobe of the brain, removing their personality and sedating their emotions. Eventually, they lose the ability to think for themselves. They become mindless husks. Soon their memories will dull and their emotions sedated into that of a machine.”
My grip on the back of the chair tightened. “No way, you’re talking about large scale mind control. With this power, the Elite can enslave the world.”
“And they’re able to get away with it because of these three people. The first is Elite McKinnon, the founder of the research into the D400 and new XCELL drug. I believe you’ve already met his first in command, Doctor Fitzgerald at Alpha. Though he is not an Elite it’s my guess he was hoping to tap into your biological make up to see if your blood carries an antidote or blocking agent.”
I gulped. “Does it?”
Frankie lingered for a moment on her answer. “Apparently, he had tested it on some inmates, and their readings came back negative from any change. His tests were non-conclusive so his theory can’t be proven.”
A part of me sighed with uplifting relief. If I’m not the cure, that means I’m not going to be the test subject. “And the other two?”
“Elite Sebastian Keel, head of security and robotics. The one in charge of the Sweepers, Enforcers and nearly all of the surveillance operations running worldwide. He is the muscle providing the Elite’s safety and undisrupted control. Lastly, the big man with his fingers in every bank, money pot and small-town cash register, Elite T. Swoon. He’s the man funding it all and the one who gets the biggest slice of cake.”
I pushed away from the chair and rubbed at my forehead. “Let’s just say that I go along with your plan, what do you think I can do to stop them? You’re talking about the most powerful people in the world. The same people who have had generations and generations of rebellion attempts against them and still stand today in power.”
“We have a plan.” Frankie turned the screen off and tucked it back into her bag. “But we can talk about that while we walk, you look like you could use some fresh air.”
“Are you sure I’m allowed out?” I asked spitefully.
“You’re not a prisoner if you don’t want to be. Come on. It’ll be fine.”



 
Frankie took me out into the hallway and led the way to the exit and into town. The quiet streets felt too large with the small band of people occupying them. The others gave us discerning looks, but otherwise left Frankie and me alone. I walked with my hands bunched into fists, feeling the familiar prick of a trained gun following me.
“So,” I started as I read the small print on the back of her uniformed jacket, “You work for the I.O.S?”
“Intelligence Operation Specialists. I wasn’t lying about what we do; we gather important Intel and make sure we know what’s going on in both the Elite’s world and the lower classes. We’re an independent agency, detached from the Elite. The reason why I choose to work with the I.O.S is because we’re more about justice and about the people. It’s so easy to forget that the struggle is real, that life can still be precious even if it is for eternity.”
She slowed as we stopped by a small food stall set up by the gutter. There was a man behind the cart handing out bowls of soup. She took one and offered me the other. I sniffed it, smelling the sweet tang of pumpkin. My stomach growled and my mouth immediately flooded with salvia. It had gone slightly cold out in the open air, but it was still heavenly.
“Why didn’t you just tell me this from the start?” I asked between spoonfuls.
“We didn’t know if we could trust you, especially since you were paired with a Mad Dog activist like Diesel.  I wish I could’ve said something sooner, but I wasn’t sure how you’d react. I couldn’t risk you running, or worse, telling Diesel and having him slit our throats as we slept.”
“How is Diesel?”
“He’s okay. Improving. Stubborn, as I guessed he would be, but he doesn’t fight us.”
“Can I see him?”
“Sure, I’ll take you there now.” She signalled with her head and we walked and ate at the same time. “But, just so you know, once he’s no longer useful, he can’t stay. We’ll drop him off a few towns over, somewhere he won’t be able to track us. We’ll likely move towns too, in case he feels like coming back with his Mad Dog gang to ‘claim what’s his’.”
“Pfft! I’m guessing you’re referring to me?” I asked with a snort. “What will happen to me then?”
“After the XCELL is destroyed, you can have a spot here with us. We look after our own here. Nowadays, the meaning of family has been shredded down to only mean shared DNA, but here, we care and protect each other.” She spun around to face me. “You saved my life, when Diesel was going to blast a hole through my head; you put yourself in way of his fire. The cruelty of this world hasn’t squashed out your kindness for others. That’s a rare find.”
“I’m not always kind,” I corrected.
Frankie shrugged. “You were kind to me when you didn’t have to be. Many would mistake mercy for weakness, but they don’t understand what true strength is.”
“Does that mean the I.O.S would want me to join them?”
Frankie nodded, biting into her smile. “Unless you want to return to your prostitute and drug addicted city?”
I smirked. It wasn’t that bad of an idea sticking around with the I.O.S. My future, or lack thereof, had been something I’d always been wary of. To find decent shelter was hard enough, but to get food, supplies and water was a daily fight. Most people starved or died out on the streets, even from the most common of illnesses.
I hadn’t thought of what I would do once Roman and Lisa kicked me out. A part of me knew my life out on the streets meant the worst. I would have to sell my body. I’d have to steal, kill and blackmail, living the rest of my years with a blade in my hand. I had almost accepted that type of existence as the norm, but maybe that wasn’t something I had to do. Same with Annie, maybe I could go get her, bring her here where she could have a proper job and a stable future. And not have to resort to becoming a womb for rent pumping out babies.
I didn’t answer straight away and found myself looking down into the empty bowl. “You never did tell me what you wanted me to do.”
“It’s both simple and complicated.” Frankie sighed. “The simple answer, we need to take control over the Sweepers and Enforcers. Take down Elite Keel and his heavy army, but to take down Elite Keel, we need to hack into his private system and plant a virus, terminating all of the machines in the capital where they live. Once that’s done, we strike Elite McKinnon, but he is a bit of hermit, making tracking him down difficult. We need access to his lab to take the D400 formula and destroy the XCELL. Once we have the formula, we can supply and distribute it fairly among the rest of the population. Lastly, Elite Swoon has enough money and power to buy himself out of any prison cell. We need him gone. Do you remember that Deadener gun we showed you?” I promptly nodded. “There’s only a select few of them in the world. They belong to an exclusive mafia group known as the Blue Dons; with their help, we can eliminate Elite Swoon for good. The Blue Dons have an engineered system set up that keeps the bodies alive but immobile. Thus, delaying reincarnation indefinitely.”
“Like a cryotube?”
“Yeah, exactly like a cryotube. We keep him off the charts long enough that he can’t use his bribes to keep him and his corrupted friends out of the slammer.”
Frankie slowed as we approached the town’s old high school. It had been boarded up and barred with barbed wire, steel-bar windows and heavy padlocks. Through the second floor window, there was a black scope sticking out from an automatic turret. We walked up the steps to the front door where Frankie looked into the camera for her retinas to be scanned. Once it dinged, she opened the door and led me in. Vance was standing post. Seeing us, he swung his gun out of view behind his back.
“Frankie, what took you so long?” He slowed as he saw me approach. “I see Nadia is getting the tour. Morning,” he greeted awkwardly. I scrunched my face up, unsure how I was meant to feel about the twins.
“Sorry, we got caught up chatting. I’m taking her to visit Diesel.”
“In that case, I can take her the rest of the way. Carton is looking for you.”
Frankie nodded and gently tapped me on the back.  “We’ll chat later, Nadia. And go easy on Vance, okay? Remember, we’re your friends.” She hugged her brother briefly goodbye before taking her leave.
We stood in silence for an awkward couple of minutes. Every muscle in my face was tight and my eyes were half lidded in a bored stare. Vance brimmed his lips shut, his steel blue hues radiant underneath the messy side brushed fringe. He inhaled a short breath as though to speak, but decided against it. I turned my back and looked out across the corridor.
“Where’s Diesel?”
“He’s close by, but first I want to get something off my chest.”
I turned back sharply. “If you’re going to apologise—”
“I’m not apologising,” he said as though the idea was ridiculous. “This was the best move for you, for all of us, Diesel included. His absurd plans to carry you into the pack of the Mad Dogs would never have worked. What I wanted to say is thank you.”
I crossed my arms and perked my eyebrow, interested. “For what?”
“You saved Frankie. This… is tough for me to say, and I don’t like to talk to others about this stuff but with you, you seem different. You risked your life for Frankie, and I really appreciate that.”
I let the muscles in my face loosen. “Okay? You’re welcome?”
“No.” He shook his head. “You don’t understand.”
He stalled on his words and looked down anxiously to his feet. “Umm… You and Frankie? What’s the deal, really? I know you said you’re soul mates, but there’s more to it. Isn’t there?”
Vance’s natural pinkish face brightened. “You could say that.” I crossed my arms for him to continue and he let out a trembling sigh. “You don’t know what it’s like to be reborn again and again, to live in this cruel, crumbling world and know there’s no escaping it. Frankie is the one thing I can look forward to with each cycle. But, sometimes, when we die and are reincarnated, I’m not always able to find her. That’s why I can’t bear seeing her go. I can’t help but think, will I find her again? I know you don’t have reincarnated memories so this will sound bizarre to you, but, in every life time, in every version of me that has lived, I’ve lived for Frankie. I’ve lived for her when she called herself Vanessa or Danielle or Jessie; I’ve lived for her when she was older than me, younger than me or on the different side of the world from me. If I spent my entire life searching for her, only to find her on the day of my death, I would still die happy. The fact you saved her is why I am indebted to you. It’s why I am thankful.” 
“I get it,” I snapped before I could stop myself. I clenched my jaw and let out an irritated sigh. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just you’re lucky to have that in your life. Guess I’m a little envious.”
Vance’s face relaxed in his smile and I found myself weakly smiling back. “I know I’m lucky, not everyone can find their soul mate like us.” He quietly cleared his throat and stood. “Enough about this. I’ll take you to Diesel.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE:
 
 
Vance led me down a flight of stairs toward the back of the high school. Not many of the old buildings managed to survive the wars, those that remained behind reminded people of a simpler time when life was precious and there was a meaning behind our existence. The old football trophies and student newsletter cuttings had long been destroyed; leaving the school equipped more like a war training facility.
“So, Frankie tells me Diesel has been cooperating. Why do I find that hard to believe?” I asked with a doubtful huff.
Vance gave me a one-shoulder shrug. “He’s been quiet if that’s what she meant.”
“Are you really going to let him go?”
“Yes. A life for a life, then I’m calling us even. It’ll be wise if he stays away. Can’t say we’ll extend the same mercy if he crosses us again.” He stopped by a lone, barricaded door and motioned with his head. “He’s in here.”
I opened the door to a low dim-lit room with a body stretched out across the bed. Diesel was handcuffed to the bed frame, forcing him to sleep on his side facing the door. His swollen face had calmed. The bruising was minimal and the cuts were freshly pink with clearing scabs. His hair was frayed over his face, but between the wispy, black strands, I caught his upwards gaze. He mumbled something and fluttered his eyes to a close.
“Now I understand why he isn’t fighting you. You’ve drugged him.”
Vance stepped up beside me. “Only enough to sedate him. He kept trying to bite anyone who got too close. A lot of the men around here wanted his head hung on the gates like an ornament.”
“Do you mind if I have a moment alone?” Vance nodded, walked out into the hall and closed the door.
I approached Diesel and knelt down by his bedside. Standing so close, Diesel felt like a black vacuum pulling me in. Darkness seemed to gather by him, and in a way, reflected the same darkness he carried inside his chest. Like a savaged beast, I could feel the heat intensify around him, even as he slept. I’m not sure how long I sat there watching him drop in and out of consciousness. He was coated with sweat, and aside from his initial wounds, appeared to be treated without violence.
“Diesel? Can you hear me?”  Diesel’s eyebrow twitched and his lower lip trembled in his attempt to speak.
I sighed and dropped my chin. “Listen, you can’t get mad but I can’t go on with you anymore. Frankie and Vance said I can stay and work with the I.O.S. They want the same thing you want, to take the D400 out of the hands of the Elite. I don’t know if I trust them completely yet, but it’s worth a shot.” I took a deep breath in; the words trembled nervously out of me. “They don’t trust the Mad Dogs group; they call you guys extremists. They keep telling me not to trust you either. I think this is the best choice for the both of us. I’ll make sure they keep their end of the bargain and get you safely out of town but we won’t be seeing each other after that.” 
Softly, I reached out and soothed Diesel’s black hair out of his face, tucking it behind his elf-like ears.  I chuckled lightly. Even as he slept, Diesel still had that looked like a wild raccoon. There was a small scar on his lower lip; by the tilt of the cut, it appeared his own teeth had done it.
“Man, you’re one messed-up guy… but it’s thanks to you that I even made it this far. I owe you my life. I don’t think I can really ever thank you enough for what you’ve done for me. But it’s time that we go our separate ways. It’s not like you seriously thought we’ll last forever?” Even near unconsciousness, Diesel’s body tightened up in his revolt. I shook my head in my laugh. “Who am I kidding? You’ll hunt us down until your very last breath, and you’ll continue to hunt us down again in your next life. You’re not the type to just let something you want walk out. But I’m not yours to keep. I never was.”
The muscles in his face twitched and I pulled my hand away. Roman’s dark brown jacket was on the back of the chair, leaving Diesel in a large, plain grey shirt that smelt of mud and sweat. There were faded old tattoos marking his arms and the back of his neck that I hadn’t seen before. His boots had been removed, leaving him in dampened dark socks.
“Just… don’t do anything stupid, okay? And please forgive me for leaving you...” I pushed off the bed into a stand. As I turned, Diesel’s hand quickly snatched my pant leg. His grip was weak as I felt his knuckle skim my knee. I glanced down to catch his pupil peeking through the rim of his lashes. I could only imagine what he wanted to say to me, like ‘you can’t run from me’ or ‘I’ll find you’ but his head rolled back and exhaustion took him away.
When I left his room, it felt final. I staggered for a moment, silenced beneath this strange upwards surge from my chest. Suddenly, I was incredibly sad. A small piece of me, despite my denial, flared in agony. I was saddened to leave him, and it terrified me. Diesel was a mad man! I reasoned with myself. Diesel was dangerous! I understood this, yet couldn’t stamp out the buzz that kicked in whenever I heard his name. It was a different sting of longing, not like when I looked at Annie and wanted to pull her protectively into my side, this sting felt sickeningly primal. Since when did I start feeling this way? I squashed the emotions down. Now, more than ever, I knew I had to leave him behind.



 
I met up with Vance again outside the door and he led me back out into the main camp. As we walked, he received an incoming call on his two-way from Frankie. “Hey, Vance, is Nadia still with you?” We both slowed once stepping outside onto the streets. Vance brought the phone to his mouth.
“Hey, yeah, she is.”
I turned toward him, interested. Frankie continued, “Okay, just got a request from Walter. He wants to check something out with her. Can you send her to the lab?”
“Seriously?” I groaned.
Frankie’s static voice called up, “Sorry Nadia. I think they just want to check out the new contacts.”
“Roger that, I’ll take her there,” Vance confirmed before ushering me into a walk. “You don’t mind, do you?”
I shrugged. “I guess I have to get used to being Walter’s test subject.”
Vance grinned, “So you do plan on staying?”
“I’m thinking about it.”
“That’ll be good; we can use someone like you around here. Knowing Carton, he’ll probably send you up to the main I.O.S headquarters.”
“I thought this was your headquarters?”
“No, this is just one section that belongs to the I.O.S operation; I would say only twenty or so men are stationed here. Headquarters is near the coastline. It’s really nice and warm up there. I think you’ll like it. When we’re not out on scouts, that’s where Frankie and I live.”
“Sounds nice,” I mumbled as we walked back through the quiet town and toward the labs. Walter was in his brown vest with his ridiculous half tie thrown over his shoulder. He was nose close to his computer screen, his thick-rimmed glasses glaring white as we let ourselves in. The first time I was led into Walter’s lab, I was worried I was going to be strapped to a surgical table or even worse, in one of those horrible technician’s chairs. Thankfully, none of that was necessary thanks to the paperwork Diesel stole from Doctor Fitzgerald. At our approach, Walter pushed away from the computer and scurried over to greet us at the door.
“Thank you for escorting her Vance but you’re not needed.” He grabbed Vance by the shoulders and steered him out of the room. As he turned to object, Walter slammed the door in his face and locked it. Walter then turned back to me. “Now that you’re here, Nadia, we have much to do.”
He excitedly yanked me forward as I pulled my hand back. “Let me guess, you’ve got the contacts worked out?” Around his office, he had drawn in all the blinds, sheltering him from the sunlight. On his desk and across the room were boxes of paperwork and books that looked centuries old. Walter went straight to an old leather bound textbook by his computer, licked his index and flipped through the pages. 
“The contacts are the least of my concerns.”
“Err… what are you talking about?”
He whipped his head up. “This is far, far more important. Sit.” Walter pulled his desk chair around for me to sit but I crossed my arms defiantly.
“If you’re not testing the contacts, then why am I here?”
“I must see it for myself. Sit, while I get the syringe.”
“Syringe?”
Walter turned away as he riffled through a rack of vials on his shelf. “Page 459, no page 594. Where did I leave that bloody thing?” he kept muttering.
“Hang on, I’m not letting you jab me with any type of syringe. This isn’t part of the deal!” I turned to leave but Walter rushed ahead of me and threw himself against the door, barring my exit. He clung to the panel like a lizard, which was a perfect image for him because he really was like a scrawny, slimy reptile. “Really? You think your twig-sized body can stop me?” I laughed when something in his palm caught my attention. In his hands, he gripped onto the familiar dark grey casing of my phone, the same one Frankie had said she had destroyed. Sticking out of the side, within the left USB port was the same microchip I stole from Doctor Fitzgerald’s computer. “That… is that mine?”
“Yes, I picked it up from the twins. It has crucial information. Without it, nothing would make sense. But, I must find out for myself.”
“Frankie said she had it destroyed.” I grit my teeth together and stepped up to him with my hand out. “Give it to me.”
Walter snatched it protectively to his chest. “No use trying to destroy it. I’ve made copies.”
“Then I’ll destroy those copies too.”
Walter merely laughed and turned away. “You have no idea what you are. Do you?”
I dropped my hand to my side. “What does that mean?” Walter skipped around his desk, heading toward the back of the room where he continued to mutter and fumble his way through the shelves.
“A-ha! Found it!” Behind a stack, he revealed a syringe with the needle easily reaching five centimetres long.
He turned to me as my hands curled into fists. “You come near me with that thing and I will take your virginity with it.”
“Relax. It won’t hurt.”
“Fine, then you can be stabbed first.”
“This is the only way to find out the truth.”
“What truth?”
Walter placed the injection down carefully and waved my phone around. “It will confirm if you are the prophecy.” 
Suddenly, there were three urgent knocks against the door followed by the lock being forced back. Carton walked in accompanied by two others who stood guard at the doorway. Walter quickly hid my phone behind his back and slammed his mouth shut. I turned and looked at Carton. He stood tall with his hands behind him in military form.
“S-S-Sir?” Walter stuttered in his surprise. “You’re early. Didn’t I say to come later?”
Carton’s carved frown didn’t lift. “Being early is the only way to find out what’s really going on. What’s your important news?” He slowed as he looked toward me. “You’ve created the contacts?”
“Well… not exactly.”
“What do you mean not exactly?” Carton took two more steps in, eyeing me off as I stood off to the side from Walter’s desk. I turned my gaze down as Carton cleared his throat. “If you haven’t completed the contacts, why is she here?”
“Sir, I have this theory—”
“I don’t want to hear any more about your radical theories, Walter. You’re meant to be making those contacts! I will ask you again, have you replicated them yet?”
Walter lowered his chin further into his chest, pressing himself against the shelves and away from Carton. “No,” he answered softly.
“It’s been four days. Do you have anything to show me?”
“I… err… haven’t…”
Carton cracked his neck from left to right, a known tell of annoyance. “You see, Walter, this is why I locked you up in this piss of a little lab in the first place, so you will work on the crucial contacts.” He stepped forward, cracking his knuckles as Walter stumbled back. “Now you’re telling me haven’t got anything?”
“But, sir, this is…” Walter started to explain as Carton opened his jacket and pulled a glove out from his interior pocket. The black leather looked timeworn as the spikes on the knuckles glistened with old blood. Walter’s eyes widened. “No, sir, no don’t. I will finish the contacts. I will. I promise.” He cowered away. “Just hear me out, first.”
“Oh, Walter, if only I could believe you.” Carton turned to address me. “Go back to your room. You’re no longer required here.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR:
 
 
I couldn’t shake Walter’s words from my head.  “You have no idea what you are. Do you?” What did that even mean? Was there a reason to why I was born this way?
I sighed and tossed again in my sheets. Carton was desperate to get those contacts working, and even I was starting to feel exposed without them. They were my cover up, my golden ticket away from a life of constant apprehension. I hadn’t realised I had scratched them that badly. Shit, it must’ve happened at the Anton Lawyers firm. I did remember how irritated they felt from the smoke; maybe I had dislodged them then. In any case, if Walter was unable to copy the blue prints from Diesel’s lab work, then they’d have to keep Diesel on camp until he made them a replica. A part of me knew Diesel wouldn’t oblige. They’d be forced to torture him but he’d die before he lifts a finger to help the I.O.S. No contacts meant no plan and no rebellion. What will happen to me then?
The quiet chirping from the nightlife had become peaceful, when there was a sudden click of my door unlocking. I bolted upright as a slim silhouette eased the door back and slipped inside.
I kicked the sheets off my legs, quickly detangling myself, when Walter’s voice spoke up. “Oh, you’re awake. Good, come you must follow me.” He pulled the hood back revealing a swollen cheek and four cuts where the spikes had struck him.
“Follow you? Yikes, your face…”
Walter stepped closer, stepping into the moon light. The cuts were bad, four knuckle shaped wounds curved across his cheek bone and over his eye. His eye had swollen shut beneath the pink swell and the open sores wept with fresh blood. “Carton does not see; he does not understand. You must leave with me.”
I snarled as he attempted to grab my arm. “To hell I’m going anywhere with you.”
“We have to move before the gangs reach here. If my prognosis is correct, then they cannot find you. Under any circumstances, you must be kept safe.”
“What were you talking about before, with the whole prophecy thing?” I demanded as I circled the room, keeping careful attention to stay out of his reach.
Outside my barred window, a sudden crack of gunfire shattered the quiet. The noise startled the sleepy town and more voices rose, followed by more gunshots. I looked out the window just as an eruption of fire exploded across the building; the flash of orange momentarily started me as unknown figures threw Molotovs into the streets.
Walter gasped, “They’re here already.”
“What did you do?” I spun to him.
“If Carton will not listen then I will go to someone who will appreciate my brilliance. I’ve already relayed the information onto another contact and he is willing to pay. With everyone distracted by the ambush, we can sneak out.”
I turned back and looked out the window again; the fire had already jumped to three other buildings, quickly engulfing the streets into flame as pillows of smoke scorched the sky. With it, I felt my future shrivel up into coughs of ash. I shook my head in disbelief. “You’re a traitor. You’ve just condemned all these men and women to die-”
“For a good cause,” Walter reasoned. 
“What makes you so sure they’ll let us out?”
“I have made a deal with the leader; they will let us pass through the underground passage at the old town hall.” His hands trembled as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a cloth and chloroform. “Stop wasting time. We have to leave. I will drag you out if I have to.”
I pushed off the wall and slapped the bottle from his hands. Walter jumped back, fumbling for his gun in his hip holster. As soon as he pulled the gun out I grabbed his wrist and shoved him against the wall. It was too easy, like I was beating up a child. How Walter survived this long being so weak and feeble was beyond me. With the pistol in my grip, I held the gun to his forehead, pinning him to the wall as he tried to cringe away. “You said you had someone willing to pay? What information did you tell this ass about me exactly?”
The lump in his throat shifted as he gulped. “I wouldn’t have put the connections together, but thanks to the data, it became clear. A real life prophecy. It’s all there, in your very blood.”
I stalled, confused by his answer. “What?”
“I can explain everything in more detail, but you have to take me with you. If you kill me, you’ll never know the truth.”
My chest tightened. I didn’t know what he meant and the expanding unease had me not wanting to know. My grip around the gun tightened. “Who is your contact?”
Walter sucked his lips in, expressing his silence. I jabbed him with the end of the barrel. “Who is your contact? Tell me, and I will make your death quick. Don’t tell me, and I’ll leave you here for the others to find.” Walter shook his head again. “Fine.”
I turned the gun down and fired into his kneecap, forcing a scream out of him. Once he dropped, I struck the gun against his head, knocking him unconscious. I took everything from his pockets, which included my phone and the disk. I glanced over it briefly, contemplating smashing it into pieces, but if this had the answers, then I needed it. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE:
 
 
The streets were littered with bodies, both I.O.S and rebel. I heard the heavy crunch of the torrent unloading into the mass of rebels, but their numbers kept rushing into the streets from the darkness. Whatever men were left of the I.O.S took shelter inside the military-styled high school. There was no sign of Carton, Frankie or Vance.  From the doorway, I quickly searched for the town hall. From over the rooftops, I saw the main clock tower sitting a safe distance from the flames. But to get there, I had to cross the streets first, cutting straight through the torrent and the wave of gang members.  I looked back in the other direction to where the old high school was. Diesel was still locked up. The I.O.S agents wouldn’t be worried about his survival; I had to get him out. Using the shelter of the shadows and the blast from the torrent, I crept along the outer walls and made my way toward the old high school.
It didn’t take long for the torrent to overheat and the rebels to peel away from their cover points and run into the streets howling. I managed to keep ahead of their reach when a high scream came from behind. I took cover behind a car on the side of the street, as one of the rebels walked through the centre of the road carrying a decapitate woman’s head by her hair. I instantly tensed at the familiar shade of blood red.
“Tonight, we take revenge for our fallen brethren. Take no prisoners, boys, for we feast on human meat!!” The leader cheered toward his pack of men as he flung Frankie’s head toward the high-school fence. It rebounded and bounced once on the concreted road, before rolling to a stop within reach of me.
I stumbled backward, slipped onto my ass and slapped my hand to my mouth to stop myself from screaming.  Words failed me. Thoughts failed me. The image was numbing. Oh, my God! No! My body went into shock; unable to believe what I was looking at was real. Her blue eyes were half-lidded; her face slack and her mouth popped open, frozen mid scream. The cut across her throat was clean and straight, suggesting a single swing had taken it off. I felt sick. Really, really sick. Even though I couldn’t smell her, I still held my breath. The rebel group charged toward the high school swinging their machetes and guns above their hands like flags, smashing car windows and setting the surrounding buildings on fire.
It took all my will power to move, to look away from her pain stretched face. Despite the paralysing shock, I managed to scramble to my feet and crawl under the fence hemming the high school. I knew it was suicidal to go toward the main conflict, but Diesel remained trapped, probably drugged out of his mind. I couldn’t imagine what they’d do once they found him. The gunfire softened as I went around the side building. I struggled to regain focus. Everything felt lopsided as though the open field beneath my feet was as wide as a slim tight rope. Through the front door, the rolling clicks of automatic rifles emptied into the incoming horde. The pathway to the town hall was still clear, but it wouldn’t be clear for very long.
Stumbling, I ran around the side of the school looking for a window I could smash to get in. Thankfully, there was a small unbarred window a little out of reach from me and away from the main fight. I climbed on top of some bins and hoisted myself along the frame. I used the gun to push open the window as I kicked my legs to propel myself forward. I barely managed to squeeze through as I fell forward onto my hands and stomach into the classroom. The nausea sat with me and I had to give myself a couple of seconds to catch my breath. My heart squeezed tightly as my vision spotted with dark circles. Frankie’s dead stare still sat at the front of my mind. I couldn’t shake her, and part of me feared I’ll still see her face behind each blink. My hands and knees shook to the point I couldn’t push myself up. The classroom I had snuck into was dark and empty, but I could hear the frantic movements of the remaining I.O.S agents out in the hall.
Everyone was running, barring up the windows, setting up a barricade along the entrance. There were orders to recharge the torrent’s bullet stash and for more grenades. It was Carton’s voice. From where I crouched, I could see him bandaging up his shoulder from a stray bullet.  They didn’t notice me come in as I slipped in behind them and went straight to the holding bay where they had Diesel.
I found him still handcuffed to the bed, drowsy in his sedation. I dropped to my knees and shook him. “Diesel? Wake up!” He stirred as I yanked at the handcuffs.
“Listen, we have to leave now. Shit, where are the keys? Okay, okay! Don’t move.” I pulled the pistol out and shot at the bed frame, loosening the handcuff. He rolled over as I dragged him onto his feet. He was heavy, but was conscious enough to take slow, sluggish steps. His entire weight pressed into the curve of my shoulder, causing me to buckle slightly beneath him. He tried to mumble something, but it was inaudible. With one hand, I wrapped it around his waist; hugging him into my side and the other, I pointed the gun forward.
“Okay, time to walk,” I instructed and he grumbled in acknowledgement.
I made it down the hall with him on my shoulder, but fell short when nearing the winding staircase that would led us back upstairs. Through the echo of the staircase, I heard the rebels break into the bunker and the frenzy of shots. The entire building shook. Grenades popped as the screams of the fallen pierced my eardrums.
I turned around, heading to the back entrance when I nearly collided head first with a rebel sneaking in from behind. He swung his blade at me, catching my cheek as I immediately dropped Diesel. I barely managed to dodge his second swing as he stepped forward and I jumped back. He swung again and tried to plunge the blade into my chest when I caught his wrist. He was stronger than I was and managed to pull me off balance and threw me against the wall.
He pressed himself on top of me, the blade inches from my throat as I used my forearm to hold him off. Below his eye line, I aimed the pistol and shot twice, ripping into his stomach and lower intestine as he shuddered and collapsed.
Immediately, I dropped my arm and rolled my head back to clear my airways. The two second confrontation exhausted me. That was too damn close. Through the adrenaline, the cut on my cheek felt dull. I hadn’t noticed the second rebel come into the hallway until he fired twice at me. One of the bullets tore through my right thigh. My knees snapped inwards and I slammed my back against the wall before slipping to the ground. Blood spurted out from the wound, quickly staining my pants. I screeched and cupped my leg. The world spun. Pain overwhelmed me as I plummeted into shock.
I knew I had to move, but couldn’t. I was stunned. Paralysed beneath the shock. He ran at me just as I lifted my gun and fired at him, hitting him in the chest. The man stumbled backward and clasped at the wound. My finger kept squeezing the trigger until the chamber emptied into his torso.
As the shock subsided the pain that lifted was indescribable. I gripped my leg with both hands and grit my teeth, screaming internally. I took three sharps breaths before reaching over and taking the bandana off the dead man’s head. My hands wouldn’t stop trembling as I struggled to tie the fabric over the wound. I took three more sharp breaths, preparing myself for the agony. Slowly, I eased myself up on the wall and stiffly stood. My leg curled underneath me, and with every subtle movement, a new wave of nauseating pain speared up from the wound. I dry retched, spitting out bile.
“Fuuuuuuuuuuckkk!” I punched the wall behind me. “You little fucking, fuck fucker!” Each breath trembled from my chest in sobs. I couldn't give up; at any moment, more deranged rebels could be coming down that hall with guns and bullets. I had to carry Diesel out, gunshot or no gunshot. We had to leave.
“Diesel?” I called out, my voice begging and scared. He had managed to sit himself up but he couldn’t lift his head. From where he slouched, I saw the injection bruises running up his arm. Using the wall, I hobbled over to him. “Can you hear me?” Diesel grunted and sluggishly nodded. “Can you stand?” Again, he grunted. I carefully eased down and grabbed his shoulder. “Okay, you have to stand for me. Come on, stand.”
I pulled on his shirt, and Diesel, very slowly and on unstable legs, eased into a stand. I caught his waist and rested his body weight back onto my shoulder. Using the wall for support, I limped toward the back door.
I made sure to pick up the rebel’s gun as I checked and rechecked behind my shoulder for any more ambushes. As I stumbled forward, my arm slipped and I accidently applied pressure to my sore leg. Agony tore through like a fresh tear as I dropped Diesel and gripped my hand around the spasming muscle. 
This wasn’t going to work. I could barely walk. The blood running the length of my leg had pooled at the bottom of my shoe. Diesel was too drugged up to even stand. If any rebels were to catch us, I couldn’t protect us both. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if I could protect myself. My mind numbed underneath the toxic panic. Despite any conscious effort to stay upright, I slipped down the wall and eased my leg out in front of me.  The only good thing in this situation was the gun. Unfortunately, the chamber only had five bullets left. Five rebels I could blast a hole through before I became a sitting duck.
“Nadia?” I jerked the pistol around but quickly dropped my aim.
“Vance?” The blur of Vance ran toward me and dropped to his knees.
“What the hell happened?”
“I’ve been shot.”
“I can see that.” From his backpack, Vance pulled out a small container of pills. He popped the lid open and offered me a handful. I didn’t care to ask what they were. I just shoved the tablets into my mouth. “It’s a bloody mess up there.” He sat back on his heels, gripping his hair. “This is so fucked up. Those cannibal freaks must’ve found the deserted truck…”
I shook my head and swallowed heavily. “It was Walter.”
“What?”
“Walter led them here hoping to distract every one long enough to sneak him and me out. He was planning to use the town hall’s underground tunnel as an escape route. He kept going on about some bullshit about Carton not believing him.”
“That fucking traitor.” Vance punched the ground. “I’m going to kill him myself.”
“You still can. He won’t be running anywhere any time soon, not with that bullet I left in his knee cap.” I gripped my leg and shuffled myself into an upright position. “Looks like I was served some karma, huh?”
“Why was he trying to sneak the both of you out?”
A snap decision made me choose against telling Vance the truth. “Maybe he fancied me. I don’t know. I got out of there as fast as I could.”
“I’m going to make that son of a bitch pay for what he’s done.”
“That’s great and all but do you have anything to counter act the drugs in Diesel? He’s useless like this and I can’t carry him on my injured leg.”
Vance shook his head as he unlocked Diesel’s handcuff. “No, they’ll wear off in a couple of hours. If you’re heading toward the town hall, I can help you get there. I’ll just need to get Frankie first. Where is she?” My heart picked up speed. Vance looked at me more sternly. “She did bring you here, didn’t she? I mean, that’s why she ran off…”
I gently shook my head. “I escaped when Walter opened my door.”
He checked over his shoulder. “So she must be still out there. She went back to get you, that’s what she said...”
Guilt dried my throat. Was this the right time to tell him? “Vance…” I started when a loud explosion ripped through the second storey above us. Vance covered my head from the shattering debris before checking over his shoulder. Flames ate through the ceiling as the walls groaned in their struggle. I grabbed Vance’s sleeve. “You have to help us. We can’t stay in here.”
“Okay.” He nodded quickly. “Okay, I’ll get you guys out.”
He hoisted me up first and propped me against the wall. Without Diesel weighing me down, I was able to hop faster. Vance dragged Diesel up, and together, we made our break toward the back door. Smoke sat above our heads in hot shifting fog as we hit the back entrance doors and out into the field outside. We moved away from the shattering high school as the eruption of orange flames and soot overtook the air above us. Chutes of flickering black smoke vomited out from the windows and roofs, quickly blanketing the sky. We sheltered behind a large tree, using our elbows as masks and shielding our eyes from the floating soot.
Once we were clear from the structure, Vance turned away. “Wait here. I have to find Frankie.”
“Wait.” I grabbed him again. “You can’t.”
“I can’t leave her behind.” He tried to pull my hand off. “Let me go, Nadia. What the hell is your problem?”
Desperation painted me in sweat. I needed Vance to escort Diesel and me to the hall. If he ran out there, he wouldn’t be coming back. My throat was dry and tight. Almost as though he could read my thoughts, Vance’s face tightened. He shook his head while leaning away, not wanting to hear. “You can’t go back for her.”
He shook his head again. “Let go.”
“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, but you can’t. She’s dead.” The words sat above us just as thick and poisonous as the smoke bellowing from the school. I dropped my hand back to my side as Vance stumbled out of reach. He looked back toward the town, more determined than before to leave. “If you go back, they’ll kill you, too,” I tried to reason.
His eyes jumped from my face to his feet in denial. “No, you don’t know what you’re talkin-”
“She’s gone, Vance. I saw it myself.”
“No… No!” He grabbed his hair. “No! You’re lying!”
“I’m so sorry.”
“She can’t! No, she just can’t be-” he bent down with his head between his knees, gasping for breath, holding back his anguish. Sounds of heart ache ripped up his throat. He lifted his head up. Rage curled his lips. “Who killed her?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
He turned, pulling the knife from his pocket and pressing it against my chin in a fast, violent sweep. “Don’t tell me it doesn’t matter!” he snarled. “Tell me, who?”
I cringed and lifted my chin up, away from the curved point. “Even if I told you there’s too many of them. Please, come with us. We can still go ahead with the plan.”
“You think I care about the bloody plan?” Tears streaked through the dirt on his cheeks. He held the blade closer to my neck, his hands trembling.
“Please… Vance. We saved your life once. You’re indebted to me, remember?” His eyes widened, but I wasn’t sure what thoughts crossed his mind. Beyond the scrunch of his nose and the blood shot eyes, he was unreadable. “Help us. Frankie wouldn’t want you throwing your life away.”
Weakened beneath his misery, Vance dropped his hand from my throat.  He then took Diesel’s arm and carried him across his shoulders. His hard expression didn’t lesson and I didn’t let my guard down. The knife was gripped tightly in his white knuckles, and I walked carefully aware just how much distance his arm needed to reach me. Most of the rebels took to the street. They fired their guns into the sky as the crack receded like fireworks, celebrating their victory as the town burned. As Vance helped escort Diesel and me to the perimeter of the town hall, we watched the rebels search each building and drag out any survivors. The whole town sunk into an orange and smoky ball just as we hit the town hall door and ran inside the foyer. The click of the closing room dulled the cheering and the crackle of the fire. I limped in and latched onto the railing. The town hall opened up to a high ceiling bombed with webs. The rafters cracked from past storms and neglect as decades of dust painted the marble to brown.
“Down this way.” Vance waved me forward as we made the descent to the lower level where the musk of abandonment was thick.
“Thank you, Vance,” I said, trying to bring some comfort.
Vance didn’t say anything as he led the way down the chamber and stopped by lone door set up with a security pad. Diesel now had enough strength and mobility to stand himself up as Vance rested him against the wall. Vance then turned to me with a look of withered pain. The hard sheen that glazed over his eyes looked inhuman, like a monster was sitting just below the surface.
My anxiety sunk deeper into the pit of my stomach. Vance then shrugged out of the backpack and forced it into my hands. “You will need this to continue.”
“Vance-”
“Follow the tunnel straight out. There is a creek that will lead you up to a secluded town. There should be people there. Just tell them you’re with the I.O.S” He then proceeded to take off his jacket and handed that over too. “This should be proof enough.”
“Vance, please?” I begged as Vance’s hands curled into fists. He typed the passcode into the security lock and the door unbolted and popped open. I took a step forward. “Come with us...”
“One last thing I need you to do for me. Tell me who killed her.”
Before I had a chance to speak, the door down the corridor was booted open followed by a loud, echoing bang.
“Well…” A figure stepped into the room. “Here I was looking for that rat Walter, but instead, I stumble upon the main attraction.” The leader of the rebels stepped into the low lighting of the corridor, followed by twelve of his men, all covered in the blood of the I.O.S. They smeared it over their faces purposely, and around their lips the blood had been licked clean. It was sickening.  “Don’t tell me you’re leaving so soon?”
              Vance slowly turned. “I’m not going anywhere.”
The leader stretched his head back into a croaking laugh. “Oh no, no you’re not, none of you are. I’ve been looking for the little shits who killed four of my best men and then had the balls to take my truck.” He stepped forward, curling his lips into a snarl. “You almost made it too easy, especially with that moron spilling all of your little secret entrances for us. I will not kill you, not yet. I have much bigger plans.” He turned to the men beside him. “Bring them to me. Alive.”
My back hit the door as the gang members advanced. Between Vance and me, we had one pistol with barely enough bullets to take down half of the group. I turned and looked at Vance, slipping him the pistol. “You want your answer. That’s the guy.”
Vance nodded in his thanks, all soul and emotion vacant from his eyes. “Go.” He stepped aside, blocking their path, which allowed Diesel and I enough space to slip behind him. After two gunshots, the rebels crashed into Vance so fast I felt their bodies ram into me too, shoving both Diesel and I through the door as it slammed shut behind us. Diesel landed on top of me as the dirt scratched up my back in my skid. I pushed him off and scrambled backward, momentarily blinded by the heavy shadows pooling over the corridor.
Behind the door, I heard their bodies slamming into the steel, followed by wild gunshots and shouts. “Go around! We’ll cut them off.”
“Don’t let them get away.”
“You! Stay and blast that door open!”
My own leg screamed in pain as I struggled to stand. I grabbed Diesel by his arms and strained to pick him up. “Come on. We have to move.” As I touched his back, I felt a sticky warmth run down his shirt. “Oh, shit! Oh, my God!” I used Vance’s jacket and wrapped it around him. Through clenched teeth, Diesel groaned and stood on shaky legs. Having no other choice, I forced Diesel into a walk as I used the wall as a guide out of the tunnel. All around us, gunshots rang along the throat of the passageway. With Diesel on one shoulder, the backpack on the other, I had no choice but to keep staggering forward with no clue what I was going to do next.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX:
 
We stumbled out of the tunnel’s hidden mouth and into a slush of weeds and shrubs. Behind the wall of the city gates and the arch of the hills, a mushroom of smoke dispersed into the grey sky. Diesel had enough mobility that he could walk unassisted as he caught himself on a tree. He gagged in his attempt to vomit but nothing but spit came out.  
The painkillers left me sluggish and drowsy. As I looked up, Diesel was inspecting his left shoulder where the knife had sliced into his back. His gingerly touched underneath his clothes and bought his hand back covered in red. I gave Diesel the rest of the painkillers and he swallowed a small handful.
Not wanting to be caught half unconsciousness in the open, we both staggered down the hillside and made our way along the beaten path of the forest. Nature drank from the earth greedily, soaking up all of the heavy rain that had passed leaving not even a droplet for us. There was nothing left but dampened leaves beneath our shoes and a stretch of endless green. We walked and we walked, and we walked. As we struggled, we quickly became lost in the maze of stretched forest. I didn’t have the energy in me to keep walking as my body buckled in its refusal to go on. We looked for anything suitable to hide in. Even a shallow ditch would do.
After who knows how long, we stumbled upon an abandoned car that had been swallowed beneath the regrowth. The windows were smashed and the shell of the vehicle rusted to the point the backdoors refused to open. Through the window frame, we carefully squeezed our bodies into the back seats. The crumpled sedan was hidden well beneath a small crowd of trees, providing both shelter and protection from the weather and passing people. I took the whole back seat, needing the long length to prop my leg up. Dirt and twigs littered the entire seat and floor but I was too exhausted to bother dusting it off. Diesel took the front and reclined it far enough the back of the chair was an inch from my face. I curled my hands under my cheek, tucking one leg to my chest and the other I kept straight. Blissfully, sleep pulled me under a heavy veil as the chirps of the forest life fell silent.



 
Hours later, I woke to Diesel’s muttering. It was in the dead of the night and my body had frozen to the spot. The broken windows allowed the draft to roll over my body as each breath burned my cheeks with itchy chills.
I tried to speak but my throat clenched up and my lips were too cold to move. I couldn’t even shift myself around or move my aching hand out from under my cheek. Unable to move, I laid there with my eyes closed all night and into the next morning. I couldn’t sleep as I allowed my mind to drift away to somewhere warm and dry when I heard a crack of a twig snapping. My eyes snapped open to an empty car. 
Struggling, I forced myself up onto my elbows but buckled when pain shot up from my leg. I reached down and gripped my thigh, hoping to squeeze the pain out. My muscles were tender and my make-shift bandage was soaked in dried blood. Carefully, I unbound the cloth and lightly peeled back my ripped pants. Unfortunately, the bullet hole in my pant leg was too small for me to see clearly.  My heart trembled like a spooked bird and I collapsed back against the seat. The possibility of having to amputate my leg crossed my mind briefly, long enough to leave in the taste of fear in my mouth.
I leaned over the side and pulled the backpack up onto the seat next to me. Inside, Vance had packed the tablet, a knife, some matches and rope. No food. No water. What the hell was Vance packing for? Dehydration cracked my lips. I managed to prop myself up on the car door and looked out the window. Nothing but quiet forest. Where did Diesel go?
I slipped back down into the concave of the cushion. My forehead pulled as a headache sprung up from my temples. I closed my eyes to squeeze the pain back when there was a knock on the car door behind my head. I jerked around just as Diesel leaned in through the window with his arms resting on the sill.
“You’re awake?”
I peeked through the slit in my eye. “Where were you?”
“Out.” He reached over and helped hoist my head up. He then held the lip of the canteen to my mouth and tipped the drink forward. I was surprised by the touch of chilled water. It tasted like dirt, but uncaringly, I skulled the mouthful.
“Thank you,” I whispered as he eased my head back down. Diesel pushed off from the car and circled around to the front passenger door. After a few tugs, he yanked it open and shifted the passenger seat forward to allow himself room. I watched through half lidded eyes as he then climbed into the small gap between the chair and back seat and crawled on all fours on top of me.  He carried a subtle smell of wood pine on him as though he had been wandering the woods for hours. I sat upwards when he took out his blade and started cutting at my pants over the bullet wound.
I grabbed his wrist. “What are you doing?”
“I need to check your leg,” he said. “Just relax.” With his other hand, he gently unhooked my fingers and eased my hand back. I propped myself up on my elbows, watching as he skilfully trimmed my pants to create a hole wide enough for him to see. He pulled the two sides apart and paused.
I watched the concentration on his face, searching for a hint into his thoughts. Was it bad? Do I have to get my leg amputated? I wanted to ask but didn’t want to know the answer. Unable to stand it, I dropped head my back down and covered my eyes.
After a long, deep breath, I asked, “Well?”
“You’ll be fine.” He pulled back as I let my breath go. Thank God for that. Diesel then reached over and wrapped his arm around my waist. Easing backward, he lifted my body up and started to drag me from the seat toward the open door.
“What are you doing?”
“You have to come with me.”
I didn’t argue as he carefully carried my injured leg, trying to steady me enough that I didn’t drop from his hand and slip out onto the forest floor. As soon as I was balancing on my one foot, blood rushed away from my head and I wavered uneasily. Diesel kept his arm firmly around my waist, propping me against him as he started to walk. We moved slowly as each hop took me five-to-ten seconds to master. The firm embrace from his arm ensured my balance, allowing me to drop my chin to stop myself from fainting.
We must’ve walked for twenty minutes when I caught the sound of moving water. Beneath the grassy plains was a small stream that ran down the rocks and mud. The bottom of the stream was as deep as mid-calf and the width a bit wider than my waist. Diesel eased me down next to the stream as he squatted down beside me.
“This is fastest part of the current I could find,” he informed and motioned toward where the clear water dropped over the rocks. “Take your pants off.”
“Excuse me?”
“Take your pants off.  You need to wash the wound.”
“And you’re a doctor now?”
“Yes, now shut up and just do it.”
Reluctantly, I eased onto my back and held my hips upwards from the ground. Once I unbuttoned my pants and unzipped the fly, I eased my fingers around the worn hem and wiggled inch by inch out of the pants. Every two seconds, I checked to see where Diesel’s attention was, and without any sense of shame, he kept his eyes on me.
“Enjoying the show?” I asked sarcastically.
He cocked a grin but didn’t say anything.  It was taking me a bit longer than I expected, especially when I had to bend my knees forward to pull the pant legs over my heels, my leg would buck in refusal.
He sighed, “This is the lamest strip show I’ve ever seen.”
“Shut up, perv.” I finally pulled my leg free as Diesel indicated to my underwear.
“Those too.”
“You wish!” I scoffed. “I’ll risk hyperthermia, thanks.”
“So precious.” Diesel snorted. The pale flush in his cheeks had darkened under his eyes and thickened the five o’clock shadow across his jawline. The point on his nose and ears were flushed pink, pinched by the chilled air as his eyes vanished beneath the heavy, dark brown. “Get in.”
“What will this do?”
“It will clear your wounds, making sure there’s no infection.”
“How do you know all of this?” I asked.
“I was once stabbed a few times in the back and then thrown into a shallow well to die. Infection is not fun.”
I glanced up at him. “You’re kidding, right?”
“Of course not.”
“Have you had a single life time where you weren’t brutally murdered?”
Diesel grinned. “What’s the point in living if you don’t make some enemies along the way?”
“What? A peaceful life too boring for you?” I snickered. “Sounds like you weren’t too popular.”
He smiled wider. “Depends who you ask, with some people I was very popular. What’s with the twenty questions? Now, get in before I push you in myself.”
I looked back into the water and sighed inwardly. Carefully, I inched myself up to the edge of the stream before testing the water. I snapped my hand back at the painful nip. It’s freezing! 
“What are you waiting for?” he pressured.
“I can’t. I’ll freeze.”
“Try to imagine it’s a nice warm bath.”
“I don’t see you taking your clothes off and jumping in!” I jabbed back.
“Is that an invitation?”
“No, it’s a threat!” Diesel pushed off the ground and walked around. I instinctively flinched. “What are you doing?”
“You’re going into the water one way or another. Even if I have to strip down and hold you against my-”
“No, nope, that’s not necessary. Just give me a minute.”
He took a few steps back and smugly crossed his arms. I slipped the rest of myself down into the icy current. Awkwardly, I had to tilt myself sideways as the water ran like thousands of tiny ice shards prickling along my skin. I shifted around so my leg was underneath the stream, but the pressure, the cold and the increased sensitivity had me almost jumping out. The wound burned. I winced as my hands clenched into fists, digging up the dirt.
“Just wait,” he instructed. He pushed onto my shoulders and forced me deeper into the water. He held me against the rocky bed until the cold completely numbed my leg. When he finally let me out, I scrambled across the dirt and pushed off into a hop. Diesel handed over the jacket that I used as a towel to dry off my skin.
“You’ll thank me later.” He then handed over my pants. “You didn’t think to grab any supplies or my blue prints by any chance before we left?”
“I didn’t exactly have that much time to pack your toothbrush.” I placed myself on the ground and started wiggling my legs into my pants. My skin still prickled with the cold and my underwear grabbed my butt like a frozen stranger’s hand. Silently, I wished I did take them off before getting into the water. They are going to soak through my pants. “Oi, turn around.” 
Diesel turned around as I quickly slipped out of my underwear and proceeded to put my pants on. Nothing wrong with going commando for a little while.
“Vance did say that there’s a town nearby. Once we find the creek, he said it’s just straight ahead. Guess we could just follow the water.” My attention snapped upwards to Diesel’s back where a large amount of blood had stained through his shirt. The darkened patch blackened through the grey, and flooded down his top and onto his pants. I didn’t get a chance to say anything as Diesel turned back around to face me. 
“Not more I.O.S by any chance?”
I shook my head. “Just a town with normal people I think.”
Diesel rubbed the back of his head roughly so his hair flicked up. It reminded me of a stray dog scratching its floppy ears. “Do you think you can walk?”
I lifted myself up on the tree and applied a small amount of weight onto my leg. Like touching hot coal, my body recoiled and lifted my knee up again. “Can’t walk, but I can hop.”
“That’ll do. I’ll get the bag. You just wait here.” Diesel walked back to the car and returned with the backpack hung over his left shoulder. He then walked up beside me and offered me his arm. I grabbed on as he curled his arm around my waist, helping me carry my weight. As we walked, I couldn’t help but glance up at him. There was something off about Diesel, something that he was trying to hide behind the clenched muscle in his jaw.
He caught me looking and uncomfortably cleared his throat. “What?”
“Huh?”
Angered, he snapped, “You keep looking at me. What?”
“I was just wondering what happened to you back at the I.O.S camp?” I asked in sincere curiosity. 
“I could ask you the same question.”
“Honestly, they didn’t do anything to me.  I think they were more interested in your contacts than why I didn’t have a soul imprint. Which is a nice change.” He nodded but didn’t speak. Silence crawled over us and I felt uncomfortable at the stiffness. “Did they try to force you to make the contacts?”
“They tried.”
“And?”
“After a life time of Alpha prison… well I’m not easy to break.”
My voice wavered nervously. “But you can do it, right? You can make them again?”
“Of course.”
I sighed with noted relief. “That’s good. You were pretty drugged up when I saw you...” My mind flicked back to my last private moment with him and I slammed my mouth shut. Diesel’s fingers clenched into my side at the memory. Neither one of us spoke as I turned my head away and kept walking.



 
We walked for hours until we hit a wider channel of water leading into a pond in the middle of the forest. The creek was considerably small for its size and shallow so rocks poked up from the water bed. My stomach churned as Diesel’s pace halved in speed. Sweat collected at the roots of his hair and plotted down his cheeks, soaking his clothes and skin. The pink in his tone was brighter as it pulled across his cheeks. I did my best not to lean on him, but even without my weight, he struggled. I insisted that we stop as the sun was nearly gone and it wouldn’t be smart to continue on into the night. Diesel stumbled out of my arms as he slumped to the ground, panting hard.
He had his head in between his bent knees; each breath was hoarse as it scraped along his parched throat. I eased myself down and leaned against the tree trunk, carefully stretching my leg out in front.  The wound did feel better; the pulse that drummed underneath my skin wasn’t as heavy or tight.
“You don’t look so good,” I said softly.
Diesel ran his wrist across his forehead, smearing his sweat off. “I’m just tired.”
I scooted over and cupped my palm to his forehead. He was scorching hot. “You have a fever.”
Diesel jerked his neck away, instinctively catching my wrist. The startled reaction almost pulled me over. Just as fast, he let me go and shuffled out of reach. With his hair brushed backward from his face, I could see just how hard his eyes strained to keep focus.
“I’m fine,” he insisted. “I just need some water.”
The murky brown water had gone still. He scooted over to the edge, cupped a handful of water and washed his face and hair. He then drank a few mouthfuls before turning his head and spitting. As he hunched, his spine pressed against the fabric of his top where a new wet patch had been forming. I edged closer but Diesel still felt miles away. His eyebrows furrowed as though pulled by a headache and his blood shot eyes watered. I hadn’t noticed it before, but there was an unpleasant smell coming from his clothes.
“You need to take that shirt off.”
“You really will do anything to get me naked.” The top corner of his lip pulled in his attempt at a smirk.
“Seriously. It stinks.”
Diesel pulled at the hem of his shirt and lifted it over his shoulders. The material stuck to him like tree sap, and as he pulled the miscoloured grey over his head, he exposed the open wound festering on his back. I cupped my hand to my mouth in shock. The slice ran from the base of his neck and cut deep across his shoulder blade. Every time he moved his arms, the wound’s crust would break and yellow puss dribbled down his swollen pink skin.
“Holy shit, Diesel!” I gently touched his skin, making sure I didn’t touch the inflamed areas. “Your back!”
Diesel jerked his shoulder away. “It’s fine.”
“Don’t say it’s bloody fine. There’s puss and everything. Oh, God! This is really bad.” Panicked, I glanced around unsure what to do. “You need medicine. I can’t believe you were lecturing me earlier about this and now look at you.”
He twisted back and pulled my hands into his palms. I stilled at his calmness. He didn’t look scared as his eyes hooked onto mine. The worst part was that he just looked tired. Tired of living, tired of fighting and struggling to survive. It wasn’t fear I could see, because Diesel didn’t fear death. He didn’t fear pain. It was the opposite, as though he welcomed it. Beyond the stare of a twenty- five year old man, laid the wisdom and the suffering of someone who had struggled for centuries. Of someone who had seen too much, heard too much and felt pain beyond the human body. It was then I realised what was missing. It was then I realised why Diesel seemed a thousand miles away. Diesel wasn’t here. Not completely. His spirit was broken. In front of me wasn’t a man but a human capsule tired of dragging himself through life, and despite how badly he wished for escape, not even death could offer him solace.
With gentle confidence, he eased my hands down. “It’s fine.”
I didn’t believe him. Diesel dunked his shirt into the water and wringed it out. I watched in my silent protest before I turned away, unable to watch anymore.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN:
 
To fight off the deep chill coming in with the night I went around collecting sticks for a fire. I sat with my hands out over the dying ambers, trying to rub some warmth back into my fingers while Diesel sat on the other side of me, watching the red cool down to black. Despite our best efforts, our camp consisted of some pulled over branches for shelter and rope for a clothesline.  Even in the warmth of the fire, Diesel’s body trembled. Sweat coated him; the pink that marked his cheeks had gone pale and withered. Silently, I watched him suffer. Even when he tried to sleep and curled into a ball, his body jerked and shook with restless shivers.
I felt sick being unable to help him as the shallow rasp of his panting dragged nails down my skin. Nights were cruel out here. The hours tipped over and the deep set of southern winds frosted the grass blades around our feet. When I did manage to doze off, it came in short episodes like I was micro sleeping. After a few hours, I woke to the sounds of footsteps heading down the hillside.
It was still considerably dark as I turned myself around, eyes wide, to find Diesel was sitting up with his back turned to me. He had collected more sticks, but the fire wouldn’t start with so much dampness in the air.
He rocked back and forth and muttered under his breath. “What do you mean you lost her?” He scratched and ruffled the back of his hair again. “Then where the hell is she?”
“Diesel?” I called up as I eased myself into a sit.
He didn’t turn around to acknowledge me, “I gave you one simple job, Jacob, just one-”
“Diesel?” I said again more sternly as I reached over and shook his shoulder. He spun and grabbed my wrist and shoved me back.
“How many times do I have to tell you? Go get her! Now!” he suddenly yelled. I shuffled backward quickly out of his reach. Diesel dropped his chin, talking to someone over his shoulder. “Can you do me a favour and just listen to me for once?” Before I could say anything, his posture and tone suddenly changed. “What are you doing here?”
“Err… are you talking to me?”
“Who the hell are you?” he snapped as rage tightened his voice. “Are you one of them? Are you spying on us?” He shoved me against the tree truck again.
“Stop it! I’m not spying on you, you’re hallucinating!”
“No, of course not.” He turned back around. “I’ll look for more firewood.” He wandered back off into the wet forest, unbeknownst of the all the sticks he had just collected piled near his feet.
Oh my God, this is getting out of control. For an hour I sat waiting for him to return. I heard him moving around the banks of the creek, muttering non-stop. I couldn’t sleep despite the persistent itch that burned my eyes. I couldn’t get Diesel out of my head even as I laid myself back down. Eventually, I no longer heard his mad mutterings above the native birds. Morning rose and pulled back the night and its icy embrace. Diesel hadn’t returned. As I stood, I balanced myself on one leg and leaned against the tree trunk. My entire body ached. My leg shuddered with a constant beat and my muscles tightened to my bones, shrunk from the cold. By the time I found Diesel, he had been hacking into a tree log for hours. He was craving into the bark repeatedly until the wood was tiny, splintered chunks.
“Diesel?”
He turned and looked at me over his shoulder. His hands were raw with blisters, his face sunk from exhaustion and insomnia. He was sick. Really sick. He lowered his hand with the blade and looked at me suspiciously.
“Are you okay?” I asked. His eyes darted from left to right, chasing down a thought when he then dropped his head and ruffled the back of his hair roughly like a dog again. “Diesel? Talk to me. Do you know who I am?”
Dark brown pupils dilated as his face slackened with surprise. As though looking at me for the first time, his brows scrunched and his eyes scanned up and down my body trying to pinpoint my face. “Nadia? This is real, isn’t it?”
I took a slow step forward. “Yes, yes this is real. Diesel, you’re hallucinating we have-”
He turned to me as though I had just slapped him. “What the hell do you know, freak?”
I took a breath in but kept my mouth shut. I was no stranger to the madness and Diesel was drowning in it. Silently, we packed up camp and kept moving. In one day, we managed to walk about eight hours. The next day, we only managed to walk five. Every night was a struggle. As the cold set in, I believed the next morning Diesel wasn’t going to wake.  Each breath trembled, struggling up from his chest with a throaty cough. When he was too quiet I would check to see if he was still even breathing. My nerves were shot, every waking moment I was frantic with concern and every time I slept I dreamt of him disappearing forever. I couldn’t let the possibility slip in that Diesel was going to die, only inches from me.
As the ambers faded and the moonlight dulled against the thick shadows, I heard his voice croak, “It would’ve been nice.”
I jerked my head up. He flicked his blackened eyes up at me, each blink was slow and heavy as exhaustion bore into his gaze. “It’s definitely a better alternative to this. To start your life again with the I.O.S...”
His top lip curled, as it always did in his half smile. “I can’t stop thinking about it….”
“About what?”
In his hands, he fiddled with the hunting knife. “You.” He twisted the blade and flicked out, clearing the dirt under his nails. “You were going to leave me. You said it was better this way, for the both of us.” The rasp of his accusing voice felt like a guillotine above my neck.
I uncomfortably shuffled back but didn’t speak.
“You were right. Your life without me would be better. Easier. Safer.” Every word strained from his lips as though he was pushing air from the pit of his stomach. My eyes widened and my heart picked up speed. Diesel lightly shook his head. “But this isn’t about making things easier. You’re with me now and you won’t leave no matter how hard it gets.”
“That’s not for you to decide,” I cringed.
“Because if you leave me-”
With an anguished scoff, I turned my head away. “Let me guess, you’ll always find me? And if I try to run you will break my legs and chop off my fingers and remove my eyes-”
“No. If you leave me, I will vanish… and I don’t want to vanish, Nadia.”
Surprised, my jaw went slack. Without even blinking, Diesel stilled his fumbling and tightened his stare, looking at me in a way I felt penetrated to my very core.
“You don’t know what it’s like living in this hell. I’m drowning under black water and I can never surface. You remember what it feels like to have your body shut down only to wake up not knowing which reality is real. It would’ve been easier to fade into a drifter, to stop the fight all together and just crumple into the purest of insanities. In my darkest moments I almost allowed it to happen, but then I met you. The girl with no reincarnated memories. The one without a soul imprint. It’s you, and only you, who can save me. But then you came into my room with that bullshit story about how everything would be better if we were separated. You left me tied to a bed, and for hours I thought I had lost you. Do you know how that feels? To have everything you’ve ever wanted just walk out? I came to realise just how dangerous you are to me. Just how easily you can break me in half. That’s why I can’t let you leave.”
I didn’t know what to say, or if I could say anything to make sense of Diesel’s reasoning. Originally, when Diesel saw me as a master key, I could understand his motive. I could understand why he would cling me to his side like a gun in a sword fight. But what he said left a stone in my stomach. Suddenly, it wasn’t a ‘for now’ plan; it was an eternal one. My heart spiked in a manner I wasn’t used to. Diesel looked at me, really looked at me like I was a person he would do anything to keep. The notion was foreign and it terrified me. 
He didn’t say anything for a couple seconds as the crackle of the fire filled the silence between us. The struggle to remain awake pulled on his eyes and skin as every blink slowed.
“I won’t harm you, Nadia. You have nothing to fear from me, even if Frankie and Vance tried to convince you otherwise. I won’t try to trick you, or sell you to the highest bidder or harvest your eyeballs. I sure as hell won’t send you into the Mad Dogs if I thought for a second that they would try to hurt you. All I can ask, in return, is that you don’t leave me behind. Don’t leave me in this hellhole alone. ”
Internally I was screaming. I squirmed, my heart racing faster, my cheeks burning with a confusing mixture of anxiety and delight. This was the most sentimental thing anyone has ever said to me and it left a sickening unease in my stomach. Unable to understand my own feelings toward him, or how I was meant to react, I forced my face and voice to drop all emotion.
“I… I umm… I’m going to get some sleep now.”
I turned over, tucked my hand underneath my cheek and pretended to sleep. My heart hammered and my eyes darted from left to right, able to feel Diesel’s attention burn against my back. What did he want from me? Did he want me to promise we would never be separated? Behind me, Diesel could only sigh.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT:
 
 
The forming storm clouds held the morning sun back. As the rain started to spit down on us, I didn’t have the energy to lift myself up. I turned my head to face Diesel. He was slumped awkwardly against the tree trunk. His neck was tilted too far back to be considered comfortable, and his mouth was lightly propped open. I caught my breath and bolted up.
I had seen death enough times to recognise it in all its forms. The pale complexion. The relaxed muscles. The awkward slouch. I crawled closer. Is he? I hesitated within an inch from reaching him. I heaved a deep gasp in, but I could barely breathe. No… No he can’t be! After that speech he spewed at me last night, anger raised to the back of my throat. I fumbled as I reached forward.
“Diesel? Hey, Diesel?” I shook his arm as his shoulders flopped. “Diesel? Di-Diesel…” Denial flared within me. He couldn’t have… it’s impossible. A loud sob erupted from my chest. “Diesel? Wait… no! Diesel? Diesel?!” Tears sprung to the surface, pinching the corner of my eyes as rain wept down my cheeks. “Wake up! Wake up, now!” Tension sat on my lungs like a boulder. He can’t be…. I slapped him hard across the face. “WAKE UP!”
I then pressed my ear to his chest, straining to hear a heartbeat or to feel his lungs rise with a breath. But there was nothing. The rain fell harder, turning spit into bullets. Please, wake up! Don’t leave me, oh please don’t leave me! I fell back off him and cupped my hand to my mouth.
I started crying hard, sobbing into my palms that I could barely make a sound. “B-But you said…. Y-You said…” I pulled away, sharking uncontrollably, “Don’t. Don’t! Please, don’t! You can’t leave me here. Please, oh please just wake up.”
I spun around looking for help. The creek trailed off into the forest like an endless giant snake but with no town in sight. The trees were so high up that I couldn’t see beyond the leaves and their thick bodies bunked together, making it impossible to see clearly ahead. I scooped Diesel up and pulled his arm over my shoulders. He flopped lifelessly in my arms and I nearly fell beneath his weight. My stomach curled in hunger. Whatever was left of me was fading into bones and rags.
I walked with Diesel on my back and his legs dragging along the ground for hours. The dirt turned to mud, slapping up my calves with every foot I heaved forward. I staggered off balance a few times, barely catching myself on the nearby trees. The rain was relentless. It hounded on top of us, drenching my clothes, pulling on my hair so it plastered across my face as it freckled with mud and dirt. The silver lining was of course we could drink fresh rain water, and not the parasite infested water from the creek. I tipped Diesel’s head back, forcing his mouth open so the water could get into his throat. Miraculously, he choked and spluttered. A wave of relief hit me harder than the pelting rain.
“You’re alive?” I choked on my tears. “Oh, my God, you’re alive!” I almost threw myself to the ground with relief. He remained unresponsive and I knew I was running out of time. The sheet of water blanketed the haze of forest in front. The creek rose as it over flooded and I had to shuffle away from the banks so I didn’t slip in.
Above the crashing of water, a voice called up behind us. At first, there was just one voice but soon there was another and another. I slowed and stiffly looked over my shoulder. Among the downpour, a band of four blurred figures walked toward me. In their arms, they held rifles.
Shock buckled my knees as I collapsed, accidently dropping Diesel onto his stomach. I pulled him with me as I quickly took cover behind a tree. The rebels. They scoured the forest floor, kicking at bushes, checking behind and up the trees. There were about eight of them lining up the hillside incline. I shoved Diesel into the shrubs and covered him up with thin sticks. They would find him, easily. His legs stuck out like slim logs with boots attached. I couldn’t run but my leg could carry enough weight to let me skip.
I scrambled out as they neared and ran down the muddy hillside away from Diesel. Mud pulled heavily down on my sleeves as I waved my arms above my head.
“Hey!” My voice barely scratched above the loud thumping of the rain. I swallowed and tried again. “Hey! Over here!” They turned to me, rifles lifted.
“There! She’s there! Stop her! Shoot her down!” Among the hammering rain, I heard them scrambling over the roots and bushes behind me. Wild bullets whizzed by my head and I cowered, trying not to slow down despite the exhaustion tearing through my calves.
Every breath wheezed. My chest tightened as though clamps squeezed around my ribs and lungs. I ran as fast as I could, pushing off my bad leg despite the intense ache. My body screamed in pain and my legs buckled, slamming me into the ground. I couldn’t do it. Exhaustion was my final downfall, and despite my internal screaming to run, everything inside my body went into shut down.
On all fours, I crawled forward, knowing how pathetic I must looked when a sniper rifle fired above me. A bullet skimmed my face, cutting the side of my cheek. I dropped immediately to my stomach. The shot didn’t come from behind me; the bang came from in front. Five more shots went off, two around my head and I immediately rolled out of the open and behind a tree.
Suddenly, I was surrounded by dogs, signalling to their masters that they found me. Before I could speak, I was struck hard across the head, spinning my vision into darkness. I gasped and tipped over, sprawling out across the forest floor.



 
When I woke, the pain throbbed from the points of my temples and across the centre of my skull. I looked up blurry eyed, and the dark sky had lightened to softer grey. The rain had stopped and dried mud crusted over my face and hair.
I turned to see three men carrying a rebel’s body and toss it down a hillside. I groaned and turned over, catching one of the men’s attention. He knelt beside me and tapped my cheeks to wake me up.
“Oi, Barney, come ‘ere,” he called to the other, as an older man in a farm shirt and cap walked over, stroking his bread.
“They’re recruiting women now? Tsk, best to just put her with the others,” he instructed as the younger man lifted his gun.
“No,” I croaked. They both stilled. “Please. Help me!”
“Wait. She’s not one of them.” A woman from the back stepped forward with a distinct scar marred down her neck. “She can’t be. I saw them trying to shoot her.”
The young men knelt down and lifted my head up, offering me water from his water bottle. I drank it greedily and coughed. He then reached over and helped hoist me up so I was on my knees. I held my hands up above my head, showing my sign of surrender.
“Come with us. We’ll clean you up,” he beckoned but I refused to budge.
“My friend.” I motioned back to the forest. “Please, my friend is still out there.”
“Come inside quickly. There could be more,” he ordered again, and again I refused. Slowly, I eased my hands down and placed them on my knees. My head felt like a rock, my shoulders, chest and hands were so heavy I could barely lift them.
My voice softened. “He’s going to die if you don’t help him.” My vision cleared enough to make out the sharp angle of the young farmer’s face. He looked toward whom I assumed to be his father with his brows raised. His father gave him a brisk nod and the young man pushed off the ground into a stand. I sighed with noticeable relief and hung my head.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE:
 
When they found Diesel, I thought for sure they’d be bringing him in a body bag. I could barely remember the rest of the walk as they took me into town. My first few hours were lost in a numbing haze. The exhaustion felt so heavy I almost fainted every time I attempted to stand. They took us in, healed my wound and set me up in a bed to recover. I couldn’t sleep thanks to my restless anxiety, and every time I woke, I would ask to see Diesel. They told me he was in critical condition, being treated in their ICU. Thanks to some drugs they offered, I managed to sleep for sixteen hours straight.
Once I was able, I left the hospital after three days and moved in to stay with the scarred woman while Diesel recovered. The gated community had enough people to fill a city as crowds of families, children and elderly walked the streets unarmed and unafraid. To see so many people gathered in one spot made me nervous. We were a race of ticking time bombs, but here people pulled each other into welcoming arms and not into fistfights. It was weird.
              “You hungry?” I pulled my head away from the window as the scarred woman offered me a bowl of porridge. “Here, it’s still warm.”
I took it and shovelled the slush into my mouth without taking a breath. She smirked and took a long sip of her coffee, looking me up and down as she did.
“What?” I spluttered with flying bits of porridge.
“Oh, nothing. You know, I have some spare clothes that may fit you if you’re interested?”  I glanced down at my tattered shirt and pants saturated with mud, sweat, rainwater and who knew what else. Every time I moved, a layer of crusty dirt broke off.
“Err… thanks. Who are you people, exactly?” 
“How about you tell me who you are first?” She twisted around herself and pulled Vance’s I.O.S jacket from behind her chair. “You’re not I.O.S. I know that much. Did you steal this? Were you their prisoner?”
“I wasn’t their prisoner,” I argued.
“What happened there?” she asked, suddenly serious.
I shuffled back into my chair and pushed the bowl away. “You mean the fire?” She perked her brow. I continued on, bluntly, “A researcher called Walter betrayed them and organised an ambush with a group of thugs. Only Diesel and I got out, but they must’ve followed us into the woods. Those were the assholes you killed, but there are a lot more of them back at the I.O.S camp.”
“Oh my God! All those people!” She bowed her head with a soft gasp. “Did only you two escape?”
“That I know of.” 
She stood up from her chair. She was slim, only an inch or so taller than me. “We are comrades with the I.O.S. I’m Mary. What’s your name?”
“Nadia.”
“Do you mind if I scan you?” She dug her hand into her pocket to grab her phone. I jumped back so fast that I accidently kicked my chair over. Instinctively, I grabbed the spoon and throttled it as a weapon. She quickly took her hand away.
“Don’t.”
“You’re a fugitive?”
“I’m not blacklisted if that’s what you’re asking.”
She showed her hands as a show of peace. “Okay, okay, I promise not to scan you. I can understand someone wanting to stay out of the eyes of the Elite. Everyone has their little secrets.”  Mary proceeded to step around me as she motioned with a tilt of her head. “You act tough but I can tell you’re not dangerous. If you like, I can give you a tour of the place? After you change your clothes of course and have a shower.”
Accepting her offer, I went to the bathroom and peeled my sticky clothes off. There were holes and stains on them that couldn’t be washed out and a lingering smell that melted in with the fabric. Thankfully, Mary was about my size as she gave me some of her old work clothes. The shower was bliss. I took twenty minutes and scrubbed every surface of mud-covered skin. The gunshot wound on my leg had been stitched up, and the medication they gave me lessoned the infectious swell that pinkened my skin. I tilted my head back and drank from the stream. My hair was so badly knotted that I had no choice but to cut it again. The shaven patch had grown somewhat so the roots didn’t stick out of my head like bristles on a hairbrush. I combed my hair down but it kicked back in its usual defiance.



 
I caught up with Mary as she took me around town for the tour. Within the brick walls, the town operated their own water mill, which generated their own electricity. There were also farms stationed on the far side where they grew vegetables and wheat. Inside the paddocks, were herded cattle and sheep beside old barns, and children no older than eight played among the haystacks. As I walked, I felt eyes shift over me and my knuckles automatically tightened.
“I don’t get this place.” I tucked my elbows under myself and leaned forward on the picket fence. “Everything seems… weird. Why is everyone smiling?”
Mary stepped up beside me. “Because they are happy.  We choose to live peacefully and independently from the outside world. Everything we do is manufactured ourselves like our clothes, our food and our power supply. Everyone has a purpose here.”
“What about the D400?” I asked.
Mary pursed her lips. “We’ve been sworn off that poison for a long time. We take a more natural approach. It’s a special tea we brewed from our home-grown crops. We’ve been drinking it for nearly fifty years.”
“And what about that burn mark?” I asked. “Peaceful enough to cause that?”
Mary gingerly stroked her wound and quickly snapped her hand back at the memory. “My friends and family did not do this to me. This was done by raiders. That’s why we’ve put up such large fences.” She motioned around to the thick, brick wall that cocooned the town. “We have men who patrol the fence. They shoot and kill anyone who tries to breach our walls. We don’t often tolerate strangers.”
I touched my skin where a bandage covered the graze. “Explains the warm welcoming.”
Mary smirked. “You were lucky. They don’t usually miss.” She pushed off the fence and I followed suit. “Just so you know while you are staying with us, you are also required to work.”
“Work?”
“Of course, you eat our food, drink our water, sleep in our beds, you have to pull your weight around here.”
I slowed and crossed my arms. “You do know I’m not staying here for long, yeah? Just until my friend is fine, then I’m outta here.”
Mary kindly smile, not one of those forced smiles I saw on most people. “We understand that. But while you’re here, you’ll be treated as one of us.”
I gave a small shrug. “Okay, whatever.”
“Hey, Tristan?” she called up as we neared three boys chopping up wood. The one she called Tristan stepped back, wiping his wrist across his brow. “You remember our guest, Nadia. She’ll be hanging around for a while so I was thinking she could help out with the livestock.”
Tristan hacked the axe into the chopping block and pulled his hands from his gloves. The sun hit his tanned face as he squinted his blue eyes up at me. At his approach, he extended his hand.
“I remember you. I was the guy who picked you up off the ground. You look much better now.” 
“Thanks for helping me.” I shook his hand.
Mary clapped him on the back as she turned to leave. “I’ll leave her in your care then.” Tristan looked over me briefly before signalling us into a walk. I followed him along the footpath down toward the barns at the back corner fields. As we walked, I kept turning and checking over my shoulders. It was loud out here, but in a different type of way. Back in the city, the streets banged with constant gunshots and the mad howls from the drifters. That wasn’t to mention the air raids, the sweeps and the almost monthly terrorist attacks. I couldn’t help but jerk around at every shout and jolt of a swinging door.
“Nervous?” Tristan laughed.
“Not nervous, but very suspicious,” I corrected and shoved my hands into my denim pockets. The jeans were ripped on the kneecaps and Mary’s old grey singlet had been pulled to the point the stitching’s were unravelling. “You people are strange.”
“We’re strange?” he chuckled. There was an accent that slurred his words, but from where I couldn’t pick. “How so?”
“I dunno. You’re not like everyone else. It’s just weird.” I motioned to the others chatting at the back of their pick-up truck. “Where are the guns? The paranoia? The Sweepers?”
“We have a motto that we live by here, ‘what’s in the past, stays in the past.’ I’ve been out there in that polluted world.  If this is strange, then I’m happy being strange.”
I laughed, “This is bloody coo-coo town.”
He took me to the barn and opened the twin doors. Inside, as one would expect, the bar was over stuffed with hay and stables for horses to sleep in. I wandered in and tilted my head up. Above the stalls, there was a ladder leading to a smaller room on the second level, no doubt storing more hay.
“How’s your leg?” he asked.
I tapped it softly. “It’s fine.”
“Good. I’ll keep your chores simple. In here is where we keep all the hay. We need to shift the bundles out into field for feeding. And over here…” he continued as his words muffled into white noise. I stepped around slowly, inspecting the area. Along the walls and railings were tools I assumed for farming and horse riding. I eyed the pitchfork cautiously, automatically imagining a scenario where I would either need to use it defencelessly or try to disarm it from someone else. The ends looked long, sharp and rusted. It would cause a nasty infection, especially if - I felt a hand suddenly grab my shoulder and I spun, immediately pulling his wrist into my body and driving him hard to his knees. I moved without thinking. Back in the city, a hand on the shoulder meant a knife in the back and my paranoia had spiked. Tristan buckled as his knees slammed into the ground and he arched his back, trying to lean out of the painful lock.
“Whoa! Whoa!” he panicked.  “What are you doing?”
“Don’t grab me.” I shoved him off just as Tristan fluidly kicked his leg out and struck me in between the bend in my knees, forcing me to fall backward into a stack of hay. I landed with a soft thump as my heart caught in my throat, not expecting the move.
“Noted. No grabbing.”  He then offered me his hand but I knocked it away and stood up. Despite his efforts, I could not afford to trust him, or trust anymore. I knew I had to keep my distance to remain safe. Although it appeared justified, I can’t say Vance and Frankie’s betrayal’s still didn’t sting.  I had opened up to them and it tore a wound in me that no quick stitching could fix. It was better to have my guard up, permanently. Especially around farm boys with catchy bright smiles and friendly personalities.
His cheerful exterior only doubled the brick walls I built around myself. “So, Nadia, your job is to get the hay at the top of that storey up there, and then take it out to the feeding grounds with the rest. We’ll need about twenty stacks for now.” Tristan walked over and took out a spare pair of gloves from the workbench. “This should keep you busy. Any questions, just call.” He handed them to me and waved over his shoulder as he walked off.





CHAPTER THIRTY:
 
 
The next few hours, I dragged my feet around the barn. I climbed the ladder, kicked the haystacks off and then stored about two per wheelbarrow that I took out to the fields. I had sweated through my grey singlet and rolled my jeans up to my calves. The sun cooked my skin, turning it warm red.  After hours of walking back and forth, I sat on the fence picking at my blisters when Tristan approached me again. He handed me a bottle of water and a sandwich.
“How are you holding up, newbie?”
I guzzled the water as though my life depended on it. Funny, days ago, my life really did. “I’m fine. Have you heard anything about my friend?”
“He’s fine.”
“I want to see him.” I took a hearty bite out of the sandwich. It was buttered with lamb and gravy between fluffy white bread. My mouth flooded at the glorious taste that I almost drooled down my top. “Oh, my God, this is good!”
Tristan smiled. “Thank you.”
“You made this?”
“Yep. It’s nothing fancy but it beats plain porridge.” He leaned against the fence and looked out across the field. “What were you doing out there in the forest anyway?”
“You know the usual. Running from cannibals, getting shot at, rolling in the mud.”
“Seriously, though?” He chuckled and turned to face me. The sun on his blond whiskers had darkened with the dirt from the fields, painting his face half-brown. I swallowed loudly.
“I’d rather not talk about it.”
“Your choice. After sun down, I’ll take you in to visit your friend. He’s still sleeping off the infection but is recovering slowly. But I have another job for you. Have you dealt with horses before?”
I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Do I look like someone who grew up on a pony farm?”
“A simple no would suffice.”
I swallowed the harshness in my tone. “Then no.”
Tristan took me back to the stables where they kept three of their horses. I had seen horses plenty of times before, but they were usually armoured in police gear and had guards riding on top, swinging down patrons or throwing gas cans into mobs.
“I just need you to clean out their hooves and brush their coats.” He knelt by the horse’s legs and lifted its hoof up. From there, he demonstrated cleaning out the iron horseshoes with a blunted metal rod. I walked in closer to observe. After cleaning out three out of the four, Tristan stepped away and I took his place, carefully lifting up the horse’s leg so the hoof faced me. He watched from behind as I scraped along the metal rim, digging the mud and crap out. The horse’s tail whished and whipped me on the side of my cheek. It felt surreal. I had never been this close to a horse before. Its coat was sleek and shiny, the hair coarser than I expected. Its round belly bumped into me as it staggered and bobbed its head, trying to nip at the hay by its feet.
“Good, you’re a natural,” Tristan grinned. He shuffled around behind my back, watching me kneel over the horseshoe. “So, you and this guy? How do you know each other?”
“It’s a long story.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Don’t you also have chores?”
“I’m on break.” He snorted and took an apple from his pocket. He bit into it and the crunch of the ripe green skin had my mouth watering. 
“Wow… fresh fruit. I almost forgot they even existed. Can I have one?”
Tristan grinned. “Answer my questions and you’ll get an apple.” He pulled out another three apples from his jacket.
I rolled my eyes and bit my smile. “Forget it.”
“Very well, have it your way. Bella, you like apples, don’t you, girl?” He addressed the horse as it bobbed its head and neighed. Tristan gave it the apple and the horse ate it in two bites. He caught me staring, his smile arrogantly spreading across his sun burnt face. “Interested now?”
I scoffed and turned my back. Tristan stepped around closer to the horses head. “Okay, Bella, your turn again. Do you think Nadia is being a stubborn ass?”
“Hey!” I snapped as Bella neighed and nodded again, which Tristan rewarded her with an apple.
“Last apple.” He tossed and caught it in one hand. “Nadia, I’ll ask you an easy one this time…” He held my stare for a few moments, purposely licking the bottom of his lip so my eyes had to trail his tongue. “Why can’t you take your eyes off me?”
I slowly stood and cocked my head to the side, unable to hide the disbelieving smirk that crossed my lips. Tristan seemed pretty confident in himself. Challenging me to deny him he raised his brows and winked. I stepped up close enough to feel his exhaling breath and knocked the apple to the ground for Bella to eat. “Believe me, you’re not my type.”
“What? You have something against blond handsome guys? You know previously I was a brunette.”
The barn doors were thrown open causing a bang through the stables. The horse stumbled into me as I quickly jumped back, scared I was about to get stepped on.
Mary’s voice called from the entrance, “Tristan? Tristan?”
Tristan ran out to greet her as I followed after him. “Mary? What’s wrong?”
Mary pointed at me, panting hard. “You have to come quick. It’s the new guy.”



 
She led us back to the main streets and into a brown, stiff building housing at least twenty rooms. I reached the hallway where the shrill of Diesel’s outcry hit me hard. Out running them, I shoved past Mary and followed his distressed shouting toward the back of the corridor. I slid to a stop and wrenched back the door. Inside, it was a chaotic picture. Two men were wrestling with Diesel, trying to pin him to the bed. A woman was at the surgical table, fumbling with a syringe.
“You can’t keep me here. They’ll find me. You have to let me go.” Diesel’s face was blood red and his veins pressed to his neck with his roar. Forcing through them I ran to his side. Diesel managed to wrench his arm free from one of the men and delivered his elbow downwards into his face, breaking the man’s nose. As he staggered back, I grabbed onto Diesel’s swinging arm and clutched it to my chest.
“Diesel? Diesel, it’s okay!”
Diesel’s pupils narrowed in his panic. He pulled upward as he tried to stand and shoved me back. Easily, he managed to pull his arm free, spinning around and shoving the other man off. As he fell into the wall, Diesel swung himself around, catapulting himself off the mattress where he jumped and landed on top of me. My back slammed against the tile floor and I grabbed onto his collar, pushing him away. His hands went to my throat where he started to squeeze. As he barred his teeth like a threatened dog, his face suddenly softened. Diesel’s body stopped.  His pupils that were no larger than pinpricks slowly dilated, making him look human again.
“Katie?” He looked at me, and for the first time in a very long time, I could see a hint of vulnerability behind his gaze.
The woman struck him in the arm with the syringe and Diesel’s eyes rolled to the back of his head.  I scrambled onto my feet as they hoisted Diesel back onto his bed and into handcuffs that bound him to the bed frame. I grabbed my chest and exhaled loudly.
“When was the last time he had any repressions?” Mary asked by the doorway.
I rubbed my throat able to feel the tightness of my muscles between each swallow. I then turned and walked out of the hospital room. I barged past Tristan who stood in the hallway talking to his father, Barney. He tried to call out and stop me but I rushed past him, not slowing until I hit the open streets and ran far into town.
Quickly lost, I took refuge behind an old windmill and buried my head into my arms. I didn’t move until night fell and the town hushed into slumber. I gripped my hair and paced, turning Diesel’s words over in my head. I had never seen him like that before. I was already worried about his mentality but it looked worse now than when we were stumbling through the woods. What if he doesn’t get better? What if this is a permanent thing and I’ve lost him to-
“Hey?”
“Holy crap!” I spun in my surprise, clutching my chest. “Don’t do that!” I barked as Tristan stepped around the windmill.
“Sorry.”
“How long have you been watching?”
“Long enough.” I turned away, frustrated and marched down the hillside. “Whoa! Whoa, wait up!” He scurried down and caught up with me. As he grabbed my elbow, I spun and shoved him back.
“What do you want?” My voice shook as much as my knees. I felt weak and vulnerable and hated knowing Tristan was watching me fall apart.
“He’s going to be okay.” Tristan dropped his hands. “The D400 has left his system which has made him delusional. We can fix it once he has a bit more energy. We’ve already got him on the medication to fight the bacteria. I won’t lie; it wasn’t looking good but the guy is strong. He has this will to survive I haven’t seen in a very long time.” Tristan sat on the grassy moulds and patted the area next to him.
The overwhelming stress lessened as I walked over and sat down, tucking my knees to my chin. “He’s worried about us being separated,” I whispered.
Tristan cocked an eyebrow. “That’s awfully romantic.”
“Believe me, it’s not.” I turned my cheek against my folded arms and looked away. My heart jumped for reasons I didn’t want to explore. Romantic? There was no such thing as romance. There was sex, but no love connected with it. Nothing made the human heart squeeze with uncertainty and delight anymore, all we ever felt was lost and angered. Anger meant survival, if I wanted to survive I had to be angry. “I seem to have tied myself to some dangerous baggage.”
“If you don’t want to then there’s no one forcing you to stay with him.” Tristan whispered.  My heart squeezed and I swallowed hard to knock out the flutter flying around my chest.
“It’s not that simple. I need him and he needs me. It is some sticky, disgustingly stupid co-dependent mess that I can’t pull myself away from.” Tristan nodded as though he understood and I scoffed and turned myself away. “Forget about it.”
“Listen, it’s okay. We’ll introduce him to our tea serum and in a couple of days, he should be back to being himself. Hopefully, that rage was out of character for him, right? Matter of fact, when was the last time you had your repression?”
I licked my lips uncomfortably. I really didn’t want to get into why I didn’t need to take the D400 drug, nor did I want to take a tea serum that may alter my brain function. “I’m fine.”
“Is something wrong?”  I shook my head as Tristan sighed.  “Hmm, you’re not much of a talker, huh?”
My anxiety was quick to flash to rage. With little control, I allowed my tainted experiences to tighten my voice and scowl. “Maybe I just don’t feel like talking, okay? Is that too hard to understand? I just want to be left alone!” As I yelled, my body recoiled out of guilt. The anger came out of me in hiccups, erupt and uncontrolled. Mentally, I slapped myself. I may as well have worn a big ‘I’m a raging bitch’ sign to my forehead to save others the time of working it out for themselves. No wonder my own family were quick to trade me off. “No, wait. I’m sorry. This has been a really, really tough couple of months for me.” I buried my head into my hands. “My life is such a mess and I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“I’m not mad. I know how you feel; it seems no matter how long we live, we never seem to know what we’re meant to be doing,” Tristan laughed lightly as he glanced down. “Life can be really difficult but it can also be… rewarding. And exciting, and pleasant and fun. People choose to live their lives like tortured souls chained to the ground, but not me. With every new body, I’m grateful and I try to remind myself of the experiences I get to relive over again. Reliving the first time I tasted ice cream, or my first kiss and first love. Especially since I found Sanctuary. I’m happy to be alive.”
I scoffed and playfully nudged him. “Shut up, as if anyone thinks like that.”
“Even now, you’ve just proven my point. In this lifetime, I got to meet you. That’s pretty…” He stalled, trying to think of the right word. “…interesting.”
“Interesting?”
“Sorry, I meant terrifying.”
“You’re not making it any better.” I laughed and stretched backward so I laid myself out flat across the grounds. Up ahead, just behind the touch of the streetlights, the stars hovered above our heads like shattered glass. Eternally trapped up there like us down here. “Tristan, I just wanted to say thanks, you know, for helping us out. You could’ve just as easily killed us.”
Tristan stretched out beside me. “Don’t thank me; we did try to kill you initially. It was lucky we noticed the I.O.S jacket on you. We have an alliance with them.”
“Mary said that too. What alliance would you have with a corporation like I.O.S?”
“They want to salvage our humanity by giving us the back control of the D400 drug, which means taking down the corruption of the Elite. It’s a shared desire. The I.O.S sends people whom haven’t snapped under the insanity to us, and we teach them a new way of thinking in hopes of spreading the message to the outer population.”
I turned over onto my side. “If you want to help others, then why shoot them at your doorstep?”
“Sanctuary once opened their gates to anyone who passed. But people see kindness as a sign of vulnerability and took advantage. Now we have to be a bit more selective.”
“The beauty of humanity, right?” I gloomily chuckled.
“Nah, that’s not humanity. That’s the madness. Humanity is seeing a child out in the cold and offering them your jacket and a hot drink. Desperation and madness drove others to hate,” Tristan let out a soft sigh, “Fear spreads faster than compassion.”
“I wish I could believe that. Before the Return, people were still cruel toward each other. They would bomb cities, kill innocents; they would torture and murder each other for money and power.”
“Only a small percentage of people were that cruel, unfortunately that’s all we ever talked about. We’re not perfect but we’re not monsters either. Before reincarnation, we could make a choice in how we treated each other. You could kick your neighbour or help him up. Tell me, if you walked out into the street and you saw someone who needed your help, wouldn’t you help them?”
He waited for me to say the obvious answer, to tell the lie we all tell each other to make ourselves feel better. But honestly, I had walked over hundreds of people who were knocked down without even blinking. Sometimes I was the one who put them there. If I wasn’t willing to extend my hand to help, then what did that truly say about me? I wasn’t sick. I didn’t have problems with reincarnated memories, nor was I poisoned by the D400 drug. So, what was my excuse? Was I just cruel? Was I truly just an awful person, only looking out for myself?
Tristan must have seen the sudden dread cross my face as he sat up onto his elbows. “You okay?” 
“I don’t know what I would do,” I said. That was the best answer I could come up with.
Tristan sighed in what I assumed was disappointment. “Think about it. You know your answer.” He then stood up and returned to town.



 
That night, I struggled to sleep. I struggled with my own moral conscience, something I had never struggled with before. If I was truly honest, the only person I cared about was Annie. But did I only care out of selfish interests? She was my sister, but if she wasn’t, how would I treat her? Would I run into her room when she screamed in terror every night? Would I hold her hand as we walked the streets, making sure she wasn’t scared? Even now, with Diesel, did I carry him through the forest because I was worried about him or that I needed him for my own selfish reasons? I turned and buried my head into my pillow.
What is wrong with me?





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE:
 
“Well, your wounds seem to be healing nicely.” I was on my stomach in the doctor’s office as she examined my thigh. “Just keep up with your antibiotics and don’t do any strenuous exercising like running. Don’t want you popping the stitches.”
She reapplied the bandage and I hopped off the table. “Thanks.” Mary waited for me outside the room as I stepped back into my pants and greeted her on my way out.
“Good news?” she asked. I merely nodded. “What’s wrong? You seem distracted.”
“I didn’t sleep well last night.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“Talk?” I perked my brow, amused. “What is with you people and talking about feelings?”
“It’s important to express yourself.”
“How I feel has never mattered before, so why now?” Mary licked her lips in her attempt at hiding her frown. I stopped walking and turned to her. “What?”
“Come with me. I want to show you something.” She took me out into the centre of town where everyone was gathering at a slim, pointed building. Together, as a small herding crowd, they all bunched at the front doors and slowly made their way inside. At the entrance stood a man in a brown leather jacket, nodding and shaking people’s hands in welcome. Once inside, Mary and I took a seat on a long brown bench identical to the eight others lined toward a podium and large cross hanging on wires overhead. I knew immediately where I was and the presence of being within a church sent chills up my back.
“You’re part of a cult?”
Mary quickly shushed me, “We’re not a cult. This is a church of God.”
“Same thing. If you start asking me to sacrifice cats, I’m outta here.” She knocked my arm as the pastor, or whatever he was, took to the podium at the front. 
“Welcome, my brother and sisters, as we rejoice in the warmth of our forgiving Lord.”
“Oh, geez.” I sunk into my chair even more.
Mary leaned over. “You don’t believe in a God?”
I uncaringly shrugged. It wasn’t exactly something I ever thought about. “Why would I?”
“In times like this, with the plague of reincarnation trapping us to the earth, there must be a reason why? There must be an entity responsible, a power with a plan.”
“Or it’s some sick joke?” I countered but she frowned unamused. “I haven’t thought too much about the why.”
The pastor’s voice rose above the rafters as he addressed the crowd. “I’ve come to understand that we have a newcomer among us.” He stepped out onto the small, one-step platform and stopped in front of me. I weaselled down further into my seat and covered my eyes. “A Miss Nadia? Could you come up here?”
Mary nudged me again and reluctantly I slipped out of my seat. I stood in front of the old pastor as he cupped my hands and gently soothed his thumb over my palms. “As with all of our brothers and sisters, let me look into the creation of your eyes so I could understand your soul.”
I immediately snapped my hands back, causing an outburst of gasps. “My eyes? I don’t think so.”
“Don’t be shy.” The pastor reached over and soothed my shoulder. He flicked his magnifying glasses down onto the bridge of his nose. “I only want to see what shape your Soul imprint has taken. As it is a tradition here in Sanctuary.”
“I don’t…” I went to shake my head as he took my chin and turned my face toward his. Immediately, a thousand excuses sprung to mind. I have a condition. It’s a tiny soul imprint. My eyes were scratched clean as a baby.
Under his breath, the pastor gasped. “Impossible…” I pleaded with him silently not to announce my deformity to the group. His fingers pinched my chin tighter. “You have such an incredible burden,” he whispered before he pulled back to address the others. “An apple tree, Nadia has the soul print of an apple tree.”  Behind there was a choir of ah’s and soft claps and I quickly took my seat. As I turned away, he caught my elbow. “We need to chat after.”
During the service, the pastor checked on me like a pot left on the stove. His constant attention had left an uncomfortable itch under my collar. I turned to Mary, unable to shake his gaze.
“Hey, where’s the bathroom?” Mary pointed toward the back and I quickly took the chance to scramble out of the chapel.  As I stepped out, stretching my back from the very uncomfortable slouching, I spotted Tristan and a few of his friends hanging around the back of a truck.  With them, they hauled up a large jar of milk, as well as five sachets of wheat. Tristan was talking to the doctor who handed over a short piece of paper.
“This is the medication that we need.” She passed the note before tucking her hands back into her pockets. “Without them, he won’t make it through the night. You have to be back as soon as possible.”
Tristan nodded, his expression serious. “I understand. Thank you, we’ll head out now.”
The doctor gently touched Tristan’s arm in her thanks before she turned and walked back toward the medical centre. At my approach, one of Tristan’s friends tapped his arm and pointed over to me. Tristan quickly shoved the note into his pocket. 
“Nadia?” he greeted as though distracted.  “What are you doing here?”
“Hey. I’m surprised you’re not in church with the rest of town.”
“Yes, as much as I love to hear Father Patrick’s preaches, we have important stuff to do.”
“Stuff?” I glanced back at the truck. “Like what?”
“Just an arrangement we have with some people outside of town. We give them fresh produce, they restock our medicine cabinet.”
I snorted, “I thought you guys were all about ‘home grown’.”
“There are some things, like penicillin for instance, that’s better than our dirt can grow.”
“And these medicines, they’re for Diesel, aren’t they?” I asked in a sudden serious tone. Tristan squeezed his lips shut, not wanting to answer. I shuffled onto my other foot. “I heard what the doctor said. Is he okay?”
“He will be once we get those antibiotics.”
“Then I’m coming with you.”
He weakly laughed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It’s dangerous out there.”
“All the more reason to bring me.” I clapped him on the shoulder and went to step around him. “Unlike you who has been living a sheltered life, I’ve been surviving out there fighting off cannibalistic freaks and drifters.”
As I approached the truck’s tray, one of his friends blocked my path. He lifted up his cap to brush back his brown, curly hair. “Whoa! You’re not allowed up here. Are you lost?”
I squinted up at him. “No, I’m coming with you.”
“I don’t think so, sweetheart.” The guy laughed. He glanced at Tristan for confirmation. “Is this some sort of joke?”
“Better question is, who the hell are you to tell me what I can and cannot do?” I snapped.
Tristan pulled on my shoulder and stepped in between me and whoever this asshole was. “Justin, just give us a moment.” Ah! Justin, the asshole.
Justin gestured toward me. “Tristan, she has a busted leg; we can’t bring her. What if we need to get out of there quickly? She can’t run, she’s a liability.”
“Then I’ll shoot instead,” I answered back.
“With what gun?” Justin countered.
“Justin, cut it out!” Tristan growled. Justin huffed and walked back toward the other two setting up their backpacks as Tristan pulled my shoulder away to talk privately. “Don’t mind him, he has issues with strangers. Even though he’s being a dick about it, he may have a point; these people are not like us.”
“You’re right,” I agreed with a cock of my hip. “They’re like me. I know how to look after myself.”
Tristan’s shoulders dropped in his sigh. “No, they’re not like you either. They are… unpredictable and cannot be reasoned with. Shouldn’t you be with Mary anyway?”
“Listen, the whole reason why you need to go meet with these outsiders is because of me. You can’t talk me out of this. I’m coming.” I clapped him on the shoulder as I climbed onto the back tray. “You can thank me later when I end up saving your ass.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO:
 
 
I sat in the tray of the truck alongside two others as we made our way out of the secluded town. The day had cooled and the trees that loomed overhead kept the sun off my bronzed skin. Forty minutes along the dirt road, Tristan turned off onto smooth concrete, opening up the land to far meadows and plotted farmhouses. I pressed to the side and held my whipping hair back with my hand, enjoying the view of endless fields and overgrown grassy plains. Eventually, the road took us onto a large bridge that went over an old highway and toward the industrial city. I twisted around myself at the familiar colony of towers, slanted in their deterioration and roads crumpled into broken slabs of concrete.
My body tensed as we entered the outskirt buildings before slowing at a massive crater disrupting the lane. Multiple bombings had crumpled the roads leading in and out of the area. Similar to cornering off a crime scene, the buildings at the front of the metropolitan were wrapped in large banners and yellow hazard tape, instructing others to steer clear. 
The car stopped and the other two boys jumped out of the tray as I scrambled out behind them. Tristan stepped out from the front seat followed by Justin appearing from the passenger side as they both shrugged into their backpacks. I approached as Tristan checked the chamber on his hand held.
“Hey, what’s going on? Why are we in the city?” 
“This is where the markets are held; it’s a great neutral meeting place,” Tristan explained.
I glanced around wearily, immediately searching the high corners for security cameras. “I don’t do so well in cities.”
“It’s okay. This was an old industrial facility but it has been out of business for a long time.” He then proceeded to put on a gasmask and handed a spare over to me. “This place was one of the first areas hit by the nuke wars some centuries ago; there are still some radioactive hot spots we should steer clear of. Not many people know of this place or dare to explore the radioactive ruins.”
I took the mask with uncertainty. “Not the best choice for a meeting place. Death by radioactive poisoning sounds fun.”
“It’s not ideal. A few lives back, I accidently fell into a hot spot. The poison that tore through my body was nothing I had ever felt…err, never mind, I don’t want to worry you. Just follow my lead and we should be fine.” He then turned and addressed the rest of the group who were packing up the supplies into their sachets. “Okay, you know the drill guys. Before we go in, everyone, I want to introduce you to Nadia. Nadia this is Phil, Joel and you’ve already met Justin.” He gestured to them as we exchanged brief nods. Except for Justin who was chewing his way through a tooth pick with his face scrunched like I was a dead rat he found in a wall.
“What’s it like in there?” I asked.
“There’s a small community who trade in the warehouses by the docks, mostly stuff you’ll find on the black market. You can’t trust anyone in here; they’re all out for themselves.”
Following Tristan’s lead, we moved carefully along the debris of the nearest high-storey tower that had been blown open on one side from an airdrop. The entire building was off centre. Anything that wasn’t bolted down had slipped across the floors and stacked up at the bottom of the incline. We used the remaining walls to help us from slipping and the entire floor creaked and groaned in its struggle to remain upright.
Vines of green curled their fingers through shattered windows and along the splinters on the ceiling and floors. I could barely see through the cracked lenses of the gas mask as we pulled ourselves through the rooms and toward the other side of the floor level. Carefully, we then scaled down the jagged rocks leading out into the open asphalt road. The surrounding buildings had been gutted and burnt into crisp black shells. The rest of the broken city opened up like an overgrown zoo. Birds took off from the treetops, squawking and flickering into the blue sky. The entire area had been ripped apart by underground bombs as cracks split the roads and crumbled the old factories lining the curb. Trees and plants overtook the streets like an inflamed sore, covering every surface with green.
“Just through here,” Tristan called up as we made our way across the roads and toward an abandoned petrol station.
“Petrol?” I peered up at the display sign. “What the hell is petrol?”
“Something that used to power the cars and planes. It’s been long gone now.”
As we walked between the petrol pumps, a pack of eight starving dogs leaped at us from the neighbouring fence. I jumped and swung around at the sudden noise. Their canine teeth bit into the wire, their gums bleeding as frothing saliva drooled down their matted coats.
“Scared?” Justin teased as he walked past. “Good luck shooting them.”
“Believe me, it wouldn’t be the dogs I would be trying to shoot down,” I snarled back before turning toward Tristan. “Why are there dogs here?”
“Have you ever heard about the old way of the canary?” I shook my head. “Like when people went down into mines, they would use canaries as an early warning system. If there were any toxic gases, it would kill the bird first before affecting the miners. The locals keep the dogs here for pretty much the same reason. If the dogs can survive, then we know the place isn’t radioactive.”
I glanced back at the pack of snarling strays to notice moulds of matted corpses sprawled across the yard. “Those ones are dead.”
Tristan nodded slowly. “Not from radioactive poisoning. Let’s just keep moving.”
The closer we wandered to the docks the louder the market appeared above the rubble. At the sight of the docks, we pulled our masks off and took in a big breath of fresh air.  There was a small ticketing booth surrounded by steel gates that separated us from the warehouses. Even from the top of the hill, I could see the movements of the locals intertwining among each other. Looking at them reminded me of home, back in Sector 5 where the technician was. They walked with guns strapped to their hips and fresh bruises lining their knuckles. Their eyes had sunken with insomnia, skin scarred from years of fighting and surviving. Next to the small booth was a rotating steel gate, which appeared to be the only way in and out of the area. We had to walk one by one through the spinning bars that squeaked as they turned.
Tristan went first, followed by Joel and Phil. As I went to step through, Justin shouldered me aside, forcing himself in front of me.
As they waited on the other side of the gate for me, I gripped onto the rust-covered bar and pushed my way through. The bottom pipe caught on the ground, causing a loud screech as I pushed it across when a sudden red flashed my vision. Caught by surprise, I tripped through the swinging gate and stumbled to the other side. Immediately I turned around and checked over my shoulder.
“Come on, Nadia,” Tristan beckoned but I ignored him.
“What the hell was that? Is there…” I twisted around myself, looking up into the rafters of the ticketing booth for cameras. “Is there a Sweeper here?”
“You mean that old thing?” Tristan pointed to the left of the swinging gate, where an old limbless Sweeper had been dumped at the back of the booth among piles of rubbish. Its head had been turned toward the doorway and its eyes were a fading flare of red. Panicked, I ran at Justin, snatching the pistol from his sheath and shooting the Sweeper twice in the head. The ring from the gunshot caused a wave of panic from down at the warehouse as the rest of the guys jumped away. 
From beside me, hands grabbed my wrist, throwing my aim down as I was body slammed into the fence. I released the gun quickly and held my hands up in my surrender. Justin, who had thrown himself at me, quickly grabbed the gun back and pointed the hot barrel against my temple. Tristan quickly grabbed onto Justin’s collar and yanked him back.
“You stupid bitch!” Justin hit me with the gun piece before Tristan managed to wrestle him off. “You’re blacklisted, aren’t you?”
Phil and Joel had their pistols out and pointed their guns toward my chest. I kept perfectly still, my hands remained up just above my shoulders and my face turned away so my hair veiled my eyes. 
“I’m not blacklisted!” I muttered.
“Bullshit! BULLSHIT!” Justin turned to Tristan who was speechless. “We can’t let her stay! She’s blacklisted!” 
I caught Tristan’s unsure glance at he looked at me. I didn’t know how I was going to convince them I wasn’t blacklisted when I couldn’t tell them the truth.
“Let’s not jump to any conclusions,” he muttered but it only angered Justin more.
“She shot the Sweeper! What more proof do we need?”
“What are you going to do, huh?” Tristan snapped back. “Kill her?”
“I sure as hell not going anywhere with that murderous psychopath.” Justin jabbed his gun in my direction, his finger lingering too close to the trigger for my comfort.
“I can explain,” I said as Tristan and Justin went quiet. “I’m not blacklisted but I am wanted by the Elite.” 
“Why?” Tristan asked.
I bit my lower lip. “It’s a complicated story but I promise you I’m not lying. Why else do you think I was with the I.O.S? I swear I’m not blacklisted.”
“She’s wanted by the Elite,” Justin repeated. “That’s just as bad as being blacklisted, who knows what they’ll do to get her back. If she stays, you’re putting everyone at risk.”
“Hey!” We all spun around at three approaching men, all dressed in a uniform of red jackets with gasmasks around their necklines. They had their rifles cradled against their chests but weren’t aiming them at us. “What’s going on?”
Tristan stepped forward. “Everything’s fine. Just a misfire.”
Joel and Phil quickly lowered their guns out of sight as Justin turned his attention back to me. I eased myself off the fence and smeared my wrist across my forehead. I had been cut, but not badly. The guard looked between us and then made a ticking noise with his tongue.
“Everyone against the fence to be scanned.” The group grumbled as they shuffled back toward the fence line.
“Careful, this one may just shoot you,” Justin muttered under his breath and Tristan elbowed him.
“Shut it.”
“Against the fence, now! Everyone drop your weapons to the ground.” We all stood against the fence and held our hands to the back of our heads for scanning. The guard brought out his mobile phone that he used to scan each of our eyes.
“This isn’t necessary,” Tristan said as the guard stood up to him and scanned his retinas. With each scan, the phone dinged in its acceptance before he sidestepped along. As he reached me, I didn’t know what I was going to do. Like the others, I stood perfectly still, looking up into the camera dome as the flash of red hit my eyes. The phone made a rejected beep and the man slapped it with the side of his hand.
I could almost hear the rest of the group hold their breath, waiting for the siren call of the blacklisted. He scanned me again but the phone beeped in its acceptance before he stood back. I let my breath go but covered my relief.
“Any more noise outta you and you’ll be shot, got it?”
“Yes,” Tristan nodded as he urged us all into a walk toward the warehouse. Justin and the other two walked past with muddled doubt. Tristan eased up beside me and took my wrist. “What was all that about with the Sweeper?” he whispered.
“You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you.”
“It’s the Elite, isn’t it? You have nothing to worry about; these cameras and scanners aren’t linked to the Elite like those in normal Sweepers. It’s a one-way circuit. We can see into the database but they can’t see us. You really think a bunch of low life criminals are going to let their true identities and whereabouts get reported to the Elite?”
“I guess not, sorry. I panicked.” I slowed and looked up at Tristan side on. “Thanks for standing up for me before. I really am telling the truth.”
He nodded. “I believe you.” 





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE:
 
 
We neared the congested entrance into the warehouse and took our spot at the end of the queue. Five men in red jackets sat beneath two large signs with NO WEAPONS painted in spray paint. The entrance was heavily guarded. Each person was scanned with metal detectors, forcing them to strip out of their weapons that were placed in separate boxes with tags to identify them with. After a pat down by the security guard, the person was allowed inside the massive warehouse, which I could only imagine used to house aeroplanes. It neared our turn to be searched. Before they reached me, my stomach churned and I quickly stepped out of line.
Tristan followed. “You okay?”
“I’m still feeling overwhelmed from before. Think I may just sit this one out.”
“It’ll be fine. Just in and out, okay?” he reassured.
One by one, we went through the security checkpoints. I lifted my arms up as the man ran his hands down my legs and torso before allowing me through. The first thing to hit me was the heat. The tin warehouse had about eight tiny windows but only three were cracked opened a centimetre each. Among the noise of their bargaining and arguing the disarray of bodies knitted together like a patchy quilt. I didn’t know where one person started and the other ended. They all moved in impatient zig-zag paths around the stalls when I felt someone shoulder me as they walked past. I couldn’t see their face beneath the heavy black but I did notice a large broach on the collar as it reflected light from the tin walls.
“Excuse you,” I snarled as the cloaked figured glanced back.  Brown eyes peeked beneath the hood before they turned away and were swept away with the tide of bodies.
As I walked, hands pulled at my pockets by passing thieves. I didn’t carry anything worth stealing but I still felt my neck snap over my shoulder at every unwelcomed grope. Among the tables lining up and down the warehouse, there was a diverse range of goods. On some tables, they were selling bullets, guns and more exotic weapons like nun chucks and maces. On others, they had coolers filled with animal organs, hooves and cowhide. The thick scent of clogging blood and raw meat collated in the air. There was one table in particular that was heavily guarded and flogged with onlookers. It appeared like they were selling jars filled with jelly and large marbles. I squinted to get a better look to notice that the marbles were actually blood-shot eyeballs.
“Wait, are those human eyes?”
“Yep,” Tristan confirmed calmly. “The most sought after organ on the black market, extremely expensive. For people who want to buy another identity.”
I perked my brow interested. “Does it work?”
“Depends. The soul imprint scars the eyes but sometimes, with transplants, it can become smudged and unreadable. People with unreadable soul imprints are almost instantly thrown in jail.”
“You don’t say,” I scoffed. I could’ve told him that.
I slowed as we approached a table offering dry canned food and common aid supplies. The merchant manning the station recognised Tristan immediately as he stepped around and welcomed him with a firm handshake. “Tristan, good to see you.”
“Hello Paulie, good to see you too. Thanks for coming out on such short notice.”
“I trust you brought the supplies.”
“Yes, as promised,” Tristan signalled Phil and Joel forward as they carried the produce. Inside their sachets, they confirmed the bottle of milk and the bags of wheat. My eyes glistened over the jars like they were made of gold.
Paulie peered into the bags but pulled back with his lips twisted in disappointment. “That’s not enough.”
“It’s what we agreed on,” Tristan instantly argued.
Paulie shrugged. “It’s not enough. Come back with some sugar cane and then we can do business.”
“You’re joking right?” Justin snarled as he stepped forward. “We travelled all the way out here-”
Tristan held his hand out to stop Justin’s advancement. “We can’t go back without the medication. We had a deal, Paulie.”
Paulie turned away implying the conversation was over. Feeling the pinch of desperation, Tristan stepped up to his table and leaned forward onto the palms of his hands. He dropped his voice into a whisper, “You can’t do this. Three litres of milk and five wheat bags is a fair trade; we can’t give up any more especially only for that small handful of meds.”
Paulie scratched beneath his pits, his face anything but sympathetic. “I feel your pain and believe me when I say it saddens me to turn you away. I would never cheat you, Tristan. You are my dear friend but medicine like this is getting harder and harder to track down. I lost two men with this shipment. I need more compensation.”
Unable to bite my tongue, I scoffed, “What a load of bullshit.”
Paulie looked at me sharply, surprised to see me there. He then glanced back at Tristan, his smile dropping quickly. “Who is this?”
Angered, I stepped forward. “You don’t need to worry about who I am. You know this is the best deal you’re going to get for those meds. Don’t be an idiot.”
Paulie stepped away to face me head on. He scanned me up and down with a less-than-pleased look. “These are perishables, woman! By the time I get them back to my place, half of them would be spoiled.”
“They’re sealed,” I said. “The wheat will be fine.”
“And the milk?” he argued. “If it truly is fresh from the cows’ tits, then it’ll be off within a week.”
I stepped up to him, rage clenching along my lower jaw. “You ungrateful pig. Do you have any idea what people would do to get their hands on fresh produce like this? I used to wait for months for fresh milk without seeing a goddamn drop. I know hundreds of people who would kill each other for this, and you stand here moping because you’re scared your milk may go off before you get home? Get over it. If you’re so worried about it being spoiled, then drink it fast.” I reached over and shoved the wheat sachet into Paulie’s chest. “Now give us the meds or you can go home with nothing.”
He snatched the sachet from my hands and turned sourly back toward his table. In a locked tin box, he pulled out a bag of labelled meds and handed them over. Tristan glanced over the bag to ensure everything was there before nodding in confirmation. 
“Good, now get lost,” Paulie snarled and we turned to leave.
“Wow, Nadia,” Tristan chuckled once we stepped out of earshot from Paulie. “Thanks for that.”
I nodded. “People like him have no idea what it’s like to struggle. Next time, make sure you spike the milk with laxatives and charge him double.”
Tristan laughed as we returned to the entrance and equipped all our weapons back into the belts of our pants. “You know what; we could really use someone like you with us. Have you thought about staying?”
I paused on the suggestion. “Staying? You mean you want me to live in Sanctuary with you guys?” I looked between Joel, Phil and Justin to judge their reactions. “But… I’m wanted by the Elite.”
Tristan shrugged. “We live for a very long time. Tell me who the Elite haven’t wanted once or twice during their life cycle. I’m serious, Nadia. You’re not like the others. There’s something special about you. Think about it.” With a brisk nod, Tristan put on his backpack and started the climb up the banks.
The idea of having a place among their community rendered me speechless. Maybe I could even bring Annie to live with me too. All I could say was, “Hmm…”





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR:
 
We started to return to the car, our pace doubled with the weight lifted from our backs from the milk and wheat. I slipped my gasmask over my face and ensured to tighten the straps at the back of my head. The cracked lenses did make it difficult to see the scattered debris around my feet, giving me an uncomfortable blind spot. We pushed through the turning gates and marched onwards toward the petrol station and across the open asphalt roads.
Unable to help myself, I glanced toward the silence of the dog pack. The wire still glistened with salvia and blood, but the dogs must’ve taken refuge at the back of the block. The mound of fur from the dead canines didn’t even look like animals anymore, but sagged into the ground in deflated skin. We continued onwards into the open clearing when the scratch of shoes sounded from behind us. I slowed, checking over my shoulder while the rest of the group continued onwards. Tristan noticed me hang back and stopped as well.
“Nadia, come on. We gotta go.”
I turned back when a click of snapping wire caused me to stop again. My ears strained, listening for the origin of the noise. “Do you hear that?”
Joel, Phil and Justin eventually noticed we had stopped and slowed their climb into the office tower. “What are you doing? Come on!” they called.
“Nadia? What…” Tristan suddenly went quiet. His breathing caught in his chest as his body clenched up in his sudden panic. With my vision distorted through the dirty lens, I whipped the gasmask down to see what was going on. From the hidden corners among the ruins, the pack of dogs stepped out into the clearing. Their lips were pulled back, their slim bodies cut and matted with ticks and open sores. I froze. Tristan froze. Even Phil, Joel and Justin froze from their position way at the front. The dogs circled us with their eyes narrowed and their ears pinned, the lust for fresh meat as thick as the drool that dropped from their gums. 
Without turning my head, I whispered to Tristan, “What do we do?”
“Stay calm. I’m going to reach for my gun slowly.”
“And what? Shoot them? There’s like eight dogs here,” I hissed. “By the time you fire, they would’ve ripped us to shreds.”
“Do you have any better ideas?”
I lingered on the thought but I couldn’t think of anything. My mind kept tracing back to their sharpened fangs and the ripples of their scrunched noses. “Okay…. Okay, on the count of three you shoot and we run.”
“What about your leg?”
I gripped my thigh over the stitching. “Unless you want to carry me, I don’t have much of a choice. Let’s just back away slowly.”
We shuffled backward and reading our cowering body language, the dogs prowled closer. “Okay… one… two…”
Gunfire ripped over our heads. Startled, I jerked my shoulders to my ears as the loud bang sent the frantic dogs into a charge. Tristan fumbled for his gun as we both turned and bolted. Phil had fired the shot, killing a dog that had snuck in behind Tristan and me to attack our turned backs. Tristan was faster than I was and took the lead quickly. My leg pained with every stride and I felt the stitches pull. The dogs caught up to my side quickly, their hot sloppy breaths skimmed my shins as they tried to pull me down.
Tristan reached the incline first and scrambled up the rocks toward the others. Joel, Phil and Justin hesitated to shoot; the dogs were by our heels that they could easily hit us instead.  From behind Tristan, another two dogs jumped out from the rubble, cutting me off.
“Shit! Shit!” I took a sharp left and kept running.
“No! Nadia!” Tristan glanced over his shoulder in time to watch me steer away, bringing the rest of the pack into the pits of the city. They snapped at my ankles and caught the hem of my pants, nearly causing me to trip. Thankfully, I managed to kick it off. I did my best to keep running as I bolted across the asphalt and into a partially collapsed multilevel parking building.  “No! Don’t go in there! Stop!”
More shots fired off, but the distance between the others and me grew greater. I hurdled over a collapsed beam and into the dark depths of the car park. It was wide and open; shafts of light spilled across the concrete as my shoe caught on the uneven ground and slammed me into the floor.  I hit my chin hard, splitting my lip; blood spilled into my mouth. I scrambled onto my stomach and propelled myself away from the entrance. The dogs leapt up on top of the beam but didn’t go over it. They paced the beam in their annoyance, their teeth still bared and their growling non-stop, before they eventually leapt off. I stopped to watch them leave before glancing around myself. The air was thick with a yellow, heavy dust that left a metallic taste in my mouth. The exposed skin on my neck and face itched as every inhale sent sharp bursts down my throat and into my chest. My vision blurred and watered; every time I blinked, my retinas dried up. 
Within seconds, it became harder to breath, right up to the point I was clutching at my strained throat, trying to suck a breath in. I scrambled forward to get out of the dust but the pain anchored me to the ground. I collapsed to my stomach, gasping. Panic fired off in my mind, paralysing me. What’s happening? I sucked in more dry air but my lungs only tightened into my chest. I couldn’t breathe! I squirmed on my stomach, wiggling like a pathetic worm towards the exit. I can’t breathe! A hand grabbed me and flipped me over. The gasmask around my neck was forcibly shoved over my face. I took a long, gasping breath when I felt the cool touch of a gun to my temple.
“What are you, stupid?” It was a woman’s voice. She spoke with a thick Japanese slur as she pushed her kneecaps into my stomach so I couldn’t squirm. “Don’t move.”
Faster than I could comprehend, she jerked my collar down exposing my neck where she jabbed me with an injection gun. A heavy shock rocketed through me before she stepped off. I couldn’t see her face beneath the mask but the broach on her clothing sparked with familiarity. The chemical ran through my blood like shifting ice. Almost immediately, it soothed the spasms through my muscles and cooled the burning along my skin.
“Unbelievable. What an idiot.” She seemed to lecture.
Behind us, I heard shouting as footsteps hit the pavement followed by gunshots and yelping dogs. The woman pushed off me and used the distraction to disappear. I rolled over onto my stomach, stunned, before feeling around my neck where she had injected me.
              My skin felt smooth aside from a large pinprick. “Nadia? Nadia?”
I jumped up at Tristan’s shouting and kicked off the ground. As I leapt back over the beam toward the open asphalt, I watched Tristan being pulled down by the attacking dogs. They were on him so fast that they blurred into one. As soon as Tristan fell, the dogs bit into his neck and closed in around his head. Justin, Joel and Phil were only a few steps away, firing into the ravaging pack but the dogs appeared oblivious to their gunshots. Driven by hunger, they kept biting down and thrashing their heads. I picked up a long, rusty bar and swung into their bodies. Mouths of blood turned and snapped at me, before they quickly realised they were fighting a losing battle. The remaining three dogs whimpered as they escaped into the ruins. Around them and leading up to the tower was the rest of their pack, five dead bodies sprawled across the dirt. Tristan had his hands to his face, cowering. There was so much blood; it ran the length of his arms and wept into thick, copper puddles beneath him.
I dropped the bar immediately and ran to him, but Justin got there first. He pushed me back and pulled Tristan into his arms. “Help me carry him!” he shouted at Phil.
Each pant that wheezed out of me felt strained. My mind spun, exhaustion dried up my throat as my vision blurred. I thought I was going to faint. The veil of blackness dotted over my vision and I froze where I slumped trying to regain my balance. Justin and Phil carried Tristan all the way back to the car. I followed a good few metres behind them, but my mind was scattered and my body weak. We struggled through the office building and made it to the car parked on the other side. I vaguely heard them screaming at me to hurry up, but my focus was like disturbed water, forever shifting and bouncing off the walls. Through pure force of will, I pulled myself onto the tray and collapsed. The car jerked forward and I vomited over the side. 





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE:
 
 
Tristan died before we made it back to town.
The dogs had bitten through the main artery in his neck and he bled to death. Everyone blamed me. Hell, even I blamed me. The entire town wept as Barney carried his son to his grave. I had never seen someone cry over a death before; seeing death was such a common occurrence that I thought I was numbed to its effect. But with Tristan it was different. I cared about him. I cared more than I thought I did, and no amount of ‘I’m sorry’ could ease the guilt off of me. Part of me wished I had died too.
On our arrival, I was near unconsciousness, but I could still remember the stale, copper smell that came from Tristan’s body. I was taken into emergency care where Diesel was and looked after for exhaustion. Not surprisingly, no one came to visit me, not even Mary. 
I spent most of my time beside Diesel, unsure where else I was meant to go. My acceptance in the town quickly disintegrated and their rejection tore me apart. It was my fault. It was because of me Tristan had died. 
Tristan’s funeral took the whole weekend with the entire town mourning. It wasn’t just the fact he had died; it was the fact they had lost a part of their family. Where and when Tristan was to be reborn was up to fate. I think what pained them the most was the unsure question if the Tristan they grew to love would be able to surface under the D400 drug. Or should I start calling it the XCELL drug now?  Who would he become? Where would he wind up? Would he be able to make it back to Sanctuary? Every death introduced a new personality to the soul. Every death the mind became more crowded and confused, tipping the scale toward insanity until they become a nothing more than a drifter.



 
Four days passed since Tristan’s death and I was hiding out in Diesel’s room at the hospital. The doctor gave him the antibiotics despite Justin’s verbal disagreement. He said we didn’t deserve treatment. He said because of us, Tristan had to go into the black market in the first place. The guilt strangled me with insomnia. I lost my appetite and the weight dropped off me fast. I focused all of my energy on Diesel. I watched him as though he was mine to protect.
Diesel looked different as he slept, the terrors of his memories couldn’t scowl his face anymore as he appeared relaxed and sombre. He had his head turned toward the window, his mouth softly parted and his chest steady in his breathing. The long black strands of his hair were tossed to the side, sweat gluing it against his flushed, warm cheeks and sleeked against his head. A strict band tightened over my heart as I reached out my hand. In a gentle gesture I never knew I had, I laid my hand across his. I could almost picture him snapping his hand back out of habit, and it made me smile that he couldn’t pull away. I clasped his hand in mine and squeezed. His hands were rough, hardened by years of hard labour.
“Diesel…” My voice trembled. “I need you to wake up.”
He didn’t respond but still my breath caught in my throat as though disappointed. I folded my arms across Diesel’s chest and pressed my forehead gently against his body, feeling the healing warmth rise against my skin. I had never felt this close to him before, folding myself against his body so that I could hear the steady beat of his heart. Despite being so close to him, I still felt broken in two. Misery was a relentless ache that poisoned me, spreading a string of cold, dark thoughts throughout my body until I felt my will shatter beneath it.
“Please wake up, I can’t be alone anymore!” I tightened my grip on his hand. “Please? Oh, please Diesel just wake up. I need to get out of here, I can’t stand it anymore. I feel like I’m suffocating.” As expected, he answered in steady low breaths. I gritted my teeth, biting back the swell of despair that sat at the back of my throat like phlegm. “I need you. I need you, Diesel, so please, don’t leave me in this hellhole alone.”



 
I only ever left Diesel to sleep or bathe. My room was opposite his, but every night the small gap between our rooms felt like a rough current I fought to cross. Every time I went to close my eyes, Tristan was there. His final screams, the growl from the dogs, the smell and sight of his blood staining the earth, I felt paralysed to the moment, never able to change the memory. If only I had kicked the dogs off him before they opened his neck, or that I had stopped myself from turning around to check out the noise.  If only I had done something. If only I could have stopped it. If only I could have saved him! 
But the harsh reality was, I couldn’t. I did nothing. Tristan was dead.
I turned over facing the window, preparing myself for another sleepless night. As I stared mindlessly, I heard my door opened before a heavy weight climbed onto my bed. I spun around as the figure straddled me between their thighs and pinned me to the mattress.
“What the hell?!” I went to kick upwards but quickly stopped myself. “Wait…D-Diesel? Is that you?”
Diesel reached down and ran his hand against my cheek and across my head, knotting his fingers with my hair. I couldn’t see him very clearly, but I could catch the glint from the hallway light reflect in his half-lidded stare. Instantly, I held my breath as I propped myself up onto my elbows. His baggy pants bunched around my waistline and his shirt remained unbuttoned, opening up to his scarred chest.
As I looked up at him, he seemed to watch me with a foreign longing. His breath came out in hot, short pants, his eyes intense as though obsessed with an unbearable urge. There was a mixture of lust and rage in his eyes that I couldn’t understand. I didn’t know what he was doing and before I could speak, Diesel pulled me up into a slouch and held me against his chest.
I was speechless. Part of me expected him to be rough, but he was uncharacteristically tender. With both arms he squeezed me into his chest, smothering me in his heat. My ear was pressed against his torso, listening to his heart. It was beating really fast too.
He then whispered, “It’s okay. I’m here.”
Four simple words broke me. I clenched my jaw shut to stop the outburst, but like lifting the door to a floodgate, my emotions completely took over. I sucked in a loud breath, suddenly startled just how fast I lost control. I sobbed and hiccupped like a dribbling child but I couldn’t stop.
“I killed him,” I mumbled. The confession surprised me as my voice trembled. “I killed him.”
On the top of my head, I felt Diesel lean down and kiss me. At first he hesitated, but then became more determined as he tilted my head up to his.
He kissed my eyebrows, my eyelids, my cheeks and nose. He trailed his mouth down my jaw, his shaky breath ripping into my world that I felt overwhelmed and overheated. My body reacted to his instantly, my muscles in my thighs, butt and stomach clenched as wave after wave of tingles pulsated up my spine. What is he doing to me? I had never felt this way before. My heart hammered loud and fast.  I forgot how to breathe as my mind melted between each pull of his lips. My tears continued and he kissed them off and away from my cheeks, and with his controlled presence, a huge wave of relief filled me. His hands tightened around my head, not giving me an inch to turn away. With each passing moment his body hardened, fighting with himself to hold back.
He pulled away abruptly, “If you don’t want this…”
But I grabbed his collar, pulling him back in, “Shut up and don’t stop.” I did want this. I needed it.
Diesel pushed me back into the soft concave of the pillow where he pinned me beneath the firm wall of his chest. He took my mouth into his with a raspy grunt and I almost gasped at the intrusion of his tongue running over my lip. All I could feel was the heat of his breath and the strength of his body press into me, burrowing me into the mattress.
With both arms wrapped around my head, he bit and pulled on my lower lip, grunting into my mouth with sharp, moaning pants. I wasn’t a virgin, I had had sex before ages ago with just some kid in my class. But what was happening to me now, it wasn’t just a mindless act. I was being pulled along with him with every touch and tug. It shocked me. But I loved it. I wanted more.
The moment I kissed him back, his body went into overdrive. I tried to roll on top but he wouldn’t allow it. He must’ve liked having me trapped beneath him, lying open so he could kiss and bite wherever he wanted.
I dug my nails into his back, wanting to hurt him as he responded by parting my legs with his knee and pressing himself against my inner thighs. He then reached down and tilted my hips, opening my legs wider.  Suddenly, I wasn’t Nadia anymore but someone else tangling my body with his. All of my self-awareness disappeared. I just wanted to be with him; that was all I cared about.
I kicked my legs up and squeezed Diesel between my thighs. With my heels, I directed him to push harder against me. Without missing a beat, Diesel thrusted against me, and my toes curled in response. I grabbed and pulled on the back his hair as he let out a sudden hiss at my tug. He pulled on my clothes, desperately trying to tear them off.
He forced my chin to the side, opening up my neck where he bit hard, determined to mark me in some way. Pain shot through me that I almost screamed out. It was incredible. He was incredible. I couldn’t stop myself as I arched my back and trembled beneath him.
“Oh, God keep going, Diesel!” I gasped when he suddenly stopped. As though I just pulled a knife to his throat, Diesel pulled away and detangled himself from my legs. He sat on the side of the bed, his face still flushed and his breath heavy. Utterly embarrassed, I pulled my legs to my chest and covered my face. “Did I do something wrong?”
His voice shuddered with his exhale. “I can’t. I’m not Diesel.”
“What? What do you mean?”
“I’m sorry…” He then pushed off the bed and left.
In his absence, my body cooled and my mind cleared. I slipped off the mattress, walked to my door and peered out toward his room. His door was closed and the light underneath turned off. I didn’t know how I felt as I lingered in the doorway, waiting for Diesel to emerge from behind the panel. When he didn’t, I went back to bed, pretending his rejection didn’t break my heart till the point I wished it would stop beating. 





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX:
 
 
In a small way, I was thankful to Diesel for last night. He cleared my mind of Tristan and I was able to finally fall asleep. The following morning, I was forced awake by a stray shaft of sunlight hitting my face. It was already early afternoon and I heard a nurse speaking to Diesel across the hall. I kicked back the bed sheets and peeked out toward his room. Where I stood, I saw his door left ajar and a nurse taking down notes on a clipboard.
“- I advise against walking around. You still need to rest.”
“I’ve rested enough.” I jumped a little as I heard Diesel’s voice answer from behind the wall. The hiss of running water followed as he turned on the tap.
“We’ll get you started right away on the heavier dose of the tea. Most of the D400 has been cleared out of your system so you should be running functionally within a couple of days.” The nurse placed the canister of tea on his bedside before returning to her notes. “It’s advisable that you remain on your meds for another two weeks, just to be safe the infection is completely gone. We would also like to schedule for a check-up next Tuesday.”
“That’s fine.” 
“Good, please just wait here while I go get the doctor.”
I waited for the nurse to leave before I quietly crept across the hallway and stood at Diesel’s door. He must not have seen me walk in yet as he took the tea canister and emptied the contents down the sink. He then bowed his head and cupped his hands, splashing the water over his face. Surrounding the sink basin was shaving cream, a razor, a pair of scissors and cuttings of black hair. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and I saw the scar cut across his back toward his shoulder blade. The wound was pink and pulled closed with smooth scarred skin.
I hesitated before I spoke. “You’re looking well rested.”
The muscles in Diesel’s back pinched as he slowly lowered his hands onto the basin and turned around to face me. Along with the clear shaven jawline, Diesel had also trimmed his hair so it didn’t bunch around his neck like a tangle of black thorns.
“Nadia…” he said back in greeting. Hearing him say my name pulled back my memories from last night. His wet, hot breath. His dark smouldering eyes becoming lost among the thick shadows. The spot where he bit me throbbed against my neck. I wanted him to bite me again. “You’re spying on me?”
“Pfft, you wish.” My heart quickened at his question. I tightened my scowl, refusing to be the only one who’s flustered.
Diesel smiled as he turned the taps off. “Get dressed, we’re leaving. Right now.”
“What about your check up?” My voice held some resentment in it, something I didn’t mean to convey to him. I was mad but I didn’t want him to know he had gotten to me last night. Call it stubbornness; I didn’t like Diesel knowing he had triggered an emotional outburst in me.
“If I didn’t agree, they wouldn’t let me go. It’s easier to lie.” He pulled his top over his head and smoothed back his dampened hair.
“Well…” I paused as the weight of my next few words felt too heavy to speak. “Are we… are we going to talk about it?”
Diesel looked at me. “About what?”
An uncomfortable shift pulled from my throat and into my chest. “I feel like I need to explain myself.”
“About what?” He asked again more sternly.
I squirmed, feeling stupid how flustered I was. Did it really not bother him?  “Well, you know? You came into my room last night and I was upset about Tristan and… I just needed to clear my mind and last night you were so, you know? It was… I mean we were. And Tristan—”
“What’s your point?” Diesel sharply interrupted. His face remained cold but his eyes tightened.
“My point is…” I continued, “About what happened between us, it wasn’t…I mean I wasn’t-” I stalled and felt my cheeks burn under his stare. Maybe I was reading too much into it? Maybe Diesel didn’t think it was important to explain why we did the things we did? His unnerved reaction only left me feeling more anxious. “Actually, it’s nothing. Don’t worry about it. I’ll go get my stuff from Mary. You wait here.”
 



 
I left the hospital quickly while mentally slapping myself over and over again. Of course it didn’t mean anything. Why am I so stupid? What, he kisses you and you think he’s in love with you? You’re such an idiot! I slapped my forehead for real, squirming with embarrassment. Come on, Nadia! Get your act together. As I rushed through the town I had almost missed the anxious chatter that filled the streets. I slowed and glanced up at the thin blanket of smoke drifting over from the fields. There was a fire? How did I not know that? Considering how sleep deprived I was, maybe it wasn’t that surprising I had missed the commotion.
I continued on until I reached Mary’s house and knocked on her door. Instead, it was Father Patrick who pulled the door aside. Behind him, Mary pushed back her chair as she stood. She smiled weakly. “Nadia?”
Being distracted by Diesel I had almost forgotten how hated I was among the community. Nerves fluttered around my stomach and I swallowed to keep my tone calm. “I won’t be long; I’ve come for my things.”
Father Patrick stepped aside to allow me entrance. “I’m glad you’re here. You better come inside. I need to speak with you.”
I sat down at the table with Father Patrick and Mary sitting opposite me. They exchanged brief, saddened glances as though pained by unbearable news.
“How are you feeling?” Father Patrick started, but the question felt too forced to be sincere.
“Fine.”
Mary quickly chipped in, “You look exhausted. I was meaning to visit.”
I glanced at her, my eyebrows tightened. “No you didn’t.” I didn’t mean to say it in a hateful way, and Mary licked her lips at her lie.
“The loss of Tristan was hard on all of us.”
“I didn’t mean...” I started as Mary lifted her hand to silence me.
“We don’t blame you, Nadia. We know it was an accident.”
My shoulders lowered in relief. “You don’t?”
“I was just mad but I shouldn’t have blamed you. I’m sorry.”
Father Patrick shuffled forward in his chair. “Nadia, I’ve been meaning to ask you, what were you doing before you reached Sanctuary? Where are you going? What are you planning?”
I glanced over at Father Patrick to find his face tight in his concern. “Does it matter?”
“Yes, of course, my dear.” He inhaled a shaky breath. “I fear you do not understand how important you could be.”
I leaned forward. “Important? In what way?”
Father Patrick reached into his inner vest pocket and pulled out a slim, parchment. The spine of the paper was torn, suggesting it had been ripped from a book. “Back in 2200, when reincarnation emerged among the main population, there was a written scripture from the very first returned soul. Originally, all the souls that returned repeated this script, but as time passed, the message was soon dismissed and then forgotten. It was a promise of a saviour. I have the script here. It’s missing parts but it’s still readable.”
He turned the script toward me and slid it across the table. I noticed on the top right corner were the page numbers 594 in smudged black print. The entire page looked worn and thin. The print had faded with time and the paper dirtied from the oil on our fingers. I turned it toward me and skimmed over the small passage.
 
Among the souls of man, a Soulless will be born of inhuman blood—at the end of the cycle only the Soulless — lift the plague, freeing man back to ghosts. 
 
My eyebrows scrunched in my concentration. “I don’t understand. Inhuman blood?” I flipped over the paper to see if there was more. “Freeing man back to ghosts? Why are you showing me this?”
“Because I believe that this passage was foretelling your existence.”
I scoffed, “What? That’s insane.”
“It’s true, isn’t it?” Mary quickly butted in. “That you don’t have a soul imprint. Even the Father…”
I pushed off the table into an abrupt stand. “Listen, you’re not the first person to think I’m some mutant destined to cure our reincarnated problems. I’ve already been tested and my blood can’t undo the madness.”
“It’s not to cure the madness.” Father Patrick shuffled uncomfortably in his seat. “It will cure the plague.”
I shook my head. “The plague of what?”
“I believe it means to end all of reincarnation. To return to the way things were before.”
I could hear him speak but the words didn’t make sense. My first response was to laugh. I looked at Father Patrick then to Mary smiling, waiting for ‘Got cha’ moment. But they remained quiet and on edge, their bodies just as apprehensive as I felt. They were being completely serious. My head felt swollen and heavy as though pumped with water. My smile slowly dropped. But it’s impossible. I can’t be this Soulless character! I swallowed the thick lump in my throat and dropped my gaze to my feet. It was ridiculous, right? Panic ran the course of my veins, pumping my heart faster and shortening my breaths. “This isn’t funny.”
“We only want to help you,” Father Patrick soothed but I snapped my hand back from his reach.
“Help me? I’ve had plenty of people try to ‘help’ me.” I buried my forehead into my palm to muffle my laughter. “This is ridiculous. I’m not this Soulless prophecy.” 
“There’s only one way to find out for sure.” Father Patrick took the parchment back and then proceeded to pull out a tin box with a syringe kept inside. “It says of inhuman blood. If your blood is not human, then we know the passage is about you.”
“Do you think I’ve never had a blood test before? If I had inhuman blood, I would know it.”
“Please, Nadia?” Mary pleaded. “Just a small drop. We have to be sure.”
I looked at Mary then back to Father Patrick, feeling the prick of their stares poke at me at every angle. I eased myself down onto the chair. “Fine, if it gets you off my back, you can test it.” I turned to Mary. “Before you start jabbing me with needles, can I have a glass of water?”
Mary stood. “Yes of course, one second.”
I wrung my hands together as my mind cleared. Mary stepped out of the room and I turned back to Father Patrick. “How are you going to test it?”
“Well, I don’t believe they mean inhuman as in texture or colour. As you said, you’ve been tested before and your blood would be made up with normal human DNA properties. I believe it’s something like a reaction that’s inhuman.”
“A reaction to what?”
“I’m not sure. We will have to run some tests.”
“Can I see the parchment again?” I asked. Father Patrick glanced down as I leaped across the table and drove my fist into his face. I hit him hard and fast, punching the glasses off his face and causing a small spurt of blood to shoot out from his nose. I punched him again so he hit the table unconscious.
“Sorry…” I mouth as I quickly got up and hid behind the wall. Mary walked in a few moments later and gasped as the sight of Father Patrick. I caught her in a chokehold as she dropped the glass and clutched at my arms, trying to free her airways.
“I’m sorry…” I said above her wheezing. “But you’re wrong. I’m not the Soulless.” I kicked at the back of her knee causing Mary to stagger off balance so I could tighten my hold. She struggled for longer than I felt comfortable before she eventually went limp.
Carefully, I placed her on the ground and took three steps back. My internal voice dashed around my head in panicked sprints. Oh, crap! Do I kill them? What do I do?  I cupped my hand to my mouth and paced the length of the room. It felt like the most logical solution: dead people couldn’t talk. Not until they returned, but that that wasn’t a concern right now.
I went into the kitchen and got out the kitchen knife. The blade felt unnaturally heavy and uncomfortable in my grasp. Just one quick sideways jerk and their lives would be over. It would be quick with minimum struggle.
I grabbed onto the ruff of Father Patrick’s hair and pulled his head back, opening up his neck. I pressed the blade against the pink of his throat as a different part of my subconscious kept making me to hesitate. I was acting too rashly. Just because there’s some passage about a Soulless, doesn’t mean it’s me. I may be killing them for nothing. Hesitation locked up my body and I released Father Patrick’s head and accidentally dropped his forehead heavily against the wood. “Oops! Shit!”
I turned away and paced the lounge once more. I couldn’t do it. I put the knife back and quickly searched for my backpack. As well as taking some of Mary’s dried foods and water bottles, I helped myself to some of her thicker jackets and hats.
I glanced over their unconscious bodies once more before taking the parchment from Father Patrick’s jacket and pocketed it.





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN:
 
 
Anxiously, I headed back toward the hospital trying to cover my swollen knuckles when Diesel approached me from the street. He tugged on my elbow and pulled me into the alley, out of sight. I grabbed my chest out of fright. “Jesus! You scared me! Why aren’t you at the hospital?”
Diesel’s hair that was usually left in a tangled weed had been combed to the side. His clothes were tucked in and his shoulders slouched in his calm demeanour. Even his face that was usually pinched in a permanent scowl had relaxed. “I got tired of waiting.”
“Whatever, we’re leaving now.” I pulled on his shirt and into a march.
“Sounds good to me. I’m sick of this shit hole!” he claimed as fell into step behind me. “But I gotta ask, where are we going exactly?”
“As far away from here as possible.” I pulled him along until I reached the boarder gates patrolling the town’s perimeter. The men manning the entrance looked at me puzzled. “Let me through.”
“Do you have the necessary documentations to get back in?” One of the men asked in a drawled accent.
“We don’t need it. We’re not coming back.”
They exchanged brief glances before the man shrugged, unbothered. “Your funeral.” They stepped aside and allowed Diesel and me to exit.



 
  We were back on foot following the lone road heading out of Sanctuary’s boarders. I marched without looking back, fearful Father Patrick and Mary had teamed everyone together to hunt us down with pitchforks. I needed to get as far away as possible from there. Diesel walked one step behind me. Despite the touch of his attention on my back, my mind felt miles away.
“Nadia? Nadia? Nadia, stop!” I stumbled out of my day dreaming at Diesel’s voice. “What the hell are we doing?”
“Huh? What?” 
“Unless you’ve forgotten, all of my critical and important documents for the contacts have all been lost. We have nothing.”
“You can make more though, yeah? Vance and Frankie—”
Diesel scoffed and rolled his eyes, interrupting me. “Just make more? You have no idea how long it took me to perfect the outline of the soul imprint! And don’t talk to me about Vance and Frankie! Those traitors! I have half the mind to go back there just to kick their asses!”
“Wait, what? Don’t you remember?” It took me a moment to recall Diesel had been out of it for most of the ambush. I softened my voice. “Frankie was killed in the attack, and it was thanks to Vance’s sacrifice that you and I made it out.”
“Yeah, well shit happens. What the hell are we doing?” he growled without a hint of remorse.
I glanced down in thought. Geez, no compassion. But he’s right. What do we do now? Frankie and Vance’s plan wouldn’t work without the contacts or blue prints, but like Diesel said, all of his work had most likely been incinerated. “We’re going to the Blue Dons.”
“The Blue Dons?” Diesel repeated. “Why?”
“They can help us.”
Diesel’s roaring laughter ran up my spine like fingers, “Ha ha ha, what? That’s your ingenious plan? Why on earth would they want to help us?” He proceeded to wipe a tear away. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. They’re hired mercenaries! The only way they’ll help you is if you got the cash or the drugs to pay em off.”
I spun to face him. “Fine, what do you suggest we do then?”
“We head toward the Mad Dogs. That’s what we planned to do in the beginning.”
“Pfft! There’s no way in hell we’re going to those lunatics.”
“Lunatics?” Diesel’s laughing tone dropped. “And what the hell do you know about the Mad Dogs?”
“What are they aside from a bunch of pea-brained terrorists?”
“And by they you mean me?”
I scrunched my face up. “What? No, that’s not what I meant.”
“Then what did you mean?” Diesel stepped up to me and jerked his head forward. “You may see me as just some crazed extremist, but don’t forget the contacts were my invention. I’m also the one that got you out of Alpha prison!”
“And I saved you from being cooked alive,” I snapped back. 
“We were only in that predicament because of those stupid I.O.S twins! It’s you and me, Nadia. No one else. No Blue Dons, no I.O.S, no…” He gestured back to Sanctuary with a sharp jab. “Stupid redneck farmers called Tristan. Just us!”
My eyebrows perked up. “Tristan? What has this got to do with Tristan?”
Diesel snarled, “Nothing, like I care about some dumb hick!”
“Why are you so mad?”
“Geez, I dunno.” Diesel circled me tauntingly. “Maybe it has something to do with the fact we’re in the middle of freaking nowhere, and you didn’t even think to steal a car or prepare anything for when we left? Are you really that stupid?”
My own voice rose to match his shouting. “What the hell did you expect me to do? We’re lucky they didn’t shoot us back in the forest to begin with!”
“Oh, you’re right. Aren’t we just so lucky?” Diesel sarcastically cheered. “You know what, I am just so overjoyed with my good luck. Why don’t we just forget about the D400 and go back to your best pal, Tristan?”
“Stop it, Diesel!”
“Oh, wait! We can’t, can we? I forgot that you killed him!”
I spun and threw my fist into his cheek. On impact, my swollen knuckle ached, clipping the strong bone of his jaw and falling off course. Diesel barely budged. I went to strike again but he caught my wrists and squeezed hard enough I thought my bones were going to shatter.
He then held them restrained to my side. “Oh, hit a nerve, did I?”
“You’re an asshole.”
“No, you’re the asshole!”
I snapped my arms out of his grip when a revving noise of an incoming car caught up behind us. I looked back and felt my heart clench at the familiar grey truck kicking up dust behind it.
“Oh, shit.”
Diesel glanced back as well just as the truck pulled up alongside us. I expected Mary and Father Patrick to kick back the doors, but instead, Justin, Joel and Phil climbed out. I faced the trio as they rounded the car and pulled out large planks of wood from the back tray.
“Skipping town?” Justin tipped his cap back as he spat his toothpick to the ground. “What about our goodbye?”
“Who the hell are these guys?” Diesel barked. “A hillbilly boy band?”
Phil grabbed Diesel by the collar to shove him aside, but Diesel was fast to throw his fist outwards. He caught Phil in the jaw, throwing his chin back, but stopped himself as Justin pulled out a gun and pointed it at him. “One more move and I’ll blow your brains out.”
Diesel lowered his fists as Justin turned the pistol back to me. “Now, what am I to do with you?”
“What are you doing, Justin?” I growled.
Justin stepped close enough that I could smell the sweat through the part in his shirt. “How about you hand over that back pack of yours for starters?”
“You’re robbing me now?”
“No, I’m going to beat the shit out of you and your little mutt. Then I’m gonna take all your things as a payment for the meds.”
Joel pulled Diesel by the back of his shirt and slammed his face against the driver’s side door. I glanced at them as Joel held a long, hunting knife to Diesel’s throat while Phil wiped his wrist over his busted lip.
“How do you know these guys?” Diesel asked without turning to face me.
I took a steady breath in to calm my nerves. “They’re Tristan’s friends.”
“Yeah?” Diesel laughed. “Well, they’re about to join him if they don’t get the fuck off me.”
“Shut up!” Joel shoved Diesel’s face back against the roof of the car. “There’s three of us and only two of you. Now put your hands up where I can see them.” Diesel placed his hands fingers spread on the car’s roof.
My attention snapped back to Justin as he snatched the backpack from my shoulder. “I told you to hand it over.”
“Listen here,” Diesel called up again. “I don’t know what your deal is, but you better fuck off before I really get pissed.”
Joel shoved Diesel’s face down again. “I said, shut it!”
From where I stood, I heard the slow, deep breaths Diesel took to steady his rage. “If you touch me again, I’m going to break your fucking hand.”
I swallowed uneasily, “Justin, you don’t have to do this. I’m sorry about Tristan but this isn’t-”
Justin hit me with the side of the gun. The fast and heavy smack knocked me backward. I did everything in my power to top the tears from escaping their ducts, momentarily caught off guard by the sudden sharp sting. “I don’t want your shitty apology, you feral bitch.”
I quickly caught my balance and turned back to him. “You’re making a mistake.”
“Get on the ground,” Justin barked. “And keep your hands on your head. I did consider selling you back to the Elite, but what fun would that be? Maybe they’ll still be interested in your scraps after I’m done?” Slowly, I eased myself onto my knees, ensuring I didn’t break eye contact.
Diesel’s voice rose up in a hoarse bark, “Oi, you better not have just touched her!”
Phil and Joel laughed. “Oh, we’re going do a lot more than just touch. What are you going do about it?” Joel reached forward to grab Diesel’s throat. “If you’re lucky, we’ll let you watch.”
Joel leant in, giving Diesel just enough range to swing his head back and smash into Joel’s nose. The impact was fast and brutal. A string of blood spurted out as Joel’s nose popped out of place. Diesel then pulled Joel’s wrist against his chest and snapped it so it cracked out of alignment with the rest of his arm. Joel hit the ground in a yowling mess, clutching his hand to his chest. Phil struck Diesel twice across the shoulder with the plank of wood as Diesel protected his face with his arms. He then caught Phil’s downwards swing and wrestled him against the car. Quickly pinned, Diesel delivered three sharp uppercuts to Phil’s ribs. During the commotion, Justin’s attention dropped as I grabbed his wrist and directed the gun away from me.
Startled, Justin pulled the trigger and fired into the dirt. The bang pierced the chilled silence of the forest and the heat from its wake skimmed past my collarbone. I quickly threw my elbow back into his face, finally breaking his hold and taking the gun for myself. Spinning on my heel, I stood and aimed the barrel to Justin’s forehead. His eyes scrunched, both surprised and displeased with how fast the situation turned.
“What?” I smirked. “Surprised this feral bitch can handle her own?” Justin’s eyes strained and his jawline jumped as he bit down. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but weren’t you saying something about selling my scraps to the Elite?”
“Let’s just kill ‘em and go,” Diesel growled. He had managed to punch Phil into unconsciousness while Joel scurried out of reach.
“No. They’re not worth the energy. We will be taking the car, if that’s okay with you?”
I took the keys from Justin’s pocket as he barred his teeth at me. “You worthless, piece of filth. What makes you think you’re so special? Why do you get to live and Tristan doesn’t? It’s you who should’ve died.  It’s because of you he’s gone!”
Eyes of bloodshot red looked up at me. I honestly didn’t have an answer. I didn’t think I was special. I didn’t think it was a fair trade. Tristan gave his life to save mine. The obvious counter argument was that Tristan wasn’t really dead, that he would return as we all do, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it. By the time Tristan became aware of the world, he would’ve had six years’ worth of XCELL drug pumped into him. He’d be nothing more than a zombie.
“I’ll find you and I will make you pay for this.” 
A deep frown pulled my lips down. “Don’t waste your time.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT:
 
 
It was so quiet. It was the closest I felt to being peaceful in a long time, knowing I didn’t have Sweepers, rebels or religious fanatics chasing me. But at the same time, I was so consumed with anxiety that I felt paralysed by it. There were things I hadn’t told Diesel; things I couldn’t tell him. For instance, the prophecy about the Soulless was too unbelievable for even me to understand. But Diesel was more open-minded and desperate enough to try anything. The second thing was my encounter with the cloaked woman back at the market place. I reached around and gently touched my neck where she had injected me. At first, I thought she had forced a tracking chip under my skin, but it turned out she had pumped an antibiotic into my system that fought back the radiation exposures. If she hadn’t reached me when she did, I would have withered beneath the poison. That woman saved my life and I wanted to know why.
The car sped across the freeway and toward the closest town. I had Vance’s tablet with me, but it had been water damaged from the rain and the battery had died. We had both agreed to head into the nearest town to see if we could charge it somehow. Aside from that, Diesel and I hadn’t spoken a word to each other. The silence was uncomfortable only because I knew why we weren’t speaking. He was mad at me and I was just as mad at him, but we were both too stubborn to make amends.
I rested my chin on my palm and looked out the window. The sight of the smoothed hills stretched on forever. I glanced back at Diesel; his attention remained strictly on the road with one hand on the steering wheel and the other resting on the windowsill.
“Fuel is running low,” I muttered.
Diesel’s eyes flicked downwards to check the fuel gage.
“Hmm.”
Silence continued as thick and as uncomfortable as the stuffy heat inside the car. I rolled the window down to let in some fresh air and continued mindlessly staring out.
“Listen,” he suddenly spoke, jerking me out of my daydreaming. Diesel didn’t look away from the long road but I felt his attention shift to me. “About before… I can be such an idiot sometimes. I just wanted to say that I’m sorry,” I blinked at him, unsure what to say. He sighed as his grip on the steering wheel tightened. “I shouldn’t have said those things. I haven’t been in my right mind since last night, and then in the morning, you started talking about some other guy like he was all you can think about. It just made me really mad. Same with that asshole, whatever his name is. What he said isn’t true. It’s not your fault.”
Silence continued. Wait… he was jealous? The simple words of ‘thank you’ or ‘I’m sorry too’ refused to leave my mouth. Even so, I was incredibly happy to hear him say something positive to me. Guess I’m the only immature one here. It was then I noticed a long, red rash running up the patch on his arm. It was partially concealed behind the sleeve on his jacket.
“What’s that on your arm?”
“Hmm?” Diesel glanced down and pulled back his sleeves, revealing the long stripe of burnt red skin. “Oh, I accidently burnt myself.”
“How?” 
“With fire.”
I quickly looked back at him. “Fire? When were you in contact with fire?”
“Sometime between leaving your room last night and in the morning.”
“You mean it was you that started the fire back in Sanctuary? But, why?” Diesel shrugged and I inwardly growled. “Don’t just shrug at me. Why did you do it?”
“I don’t know. Honestly, I can only vaguely remember leaving the hospital after I visited you.” He looked back at me, his brown eyes searching to grab mine. “I remember bits and pieces of our time together, but it’s more like a foggy dream. Believe me, it’s not something I want to forget but he is keeping it locked away. All I remember afterwards was rage. Guess I made him pretty angry.” 
“Made who angry?”
Diesel glanced back at the road, smiling. “I’m not the only one in here.” He tapped his head.  As realization sunk in, I felt my eyes widen. 
“Is that why you tipped out the tea serum?” I asked as Diesel merely smirked. The possibility of multiple personalities made sense and partly explained his strange behaviour, but at the same time, I felt uncomfortable not knowing who this ‘new’ Diesel was next to me. “If you’re not Diesel, then who are you?”
“Don’t get confused. We’re not different people sharing the one body. Think of it like your mind is a room filled with windows, but most of the windows are covered up. You can only look out one frame at a time, which is Diesel’s view. As the D400 leaves me, more windows are opening up and I can look at the world through different views. Different perspective, different attitude. Get it?”
I sat up a little higher in my seat. “Kind of. Okay, so which window are looking through now?”
Diesel’s eyes softened as he glazed over the memory. “This is a time I used to call myself Rohan. But I haven’t been called that in a very long time. It’ll be… weird.”
I slowly nodded. Usually when people stopped taking the D400, it always turned out to be a nightmare. Their memories would overspill, completely flooding their consciousness so they wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between now and then. Paranoia, depression, schizophrenia, delusions and other mental struggles were common symptoms. It was our new natural state and it was thanks to the D400 that we all weren’t destroyed beneath ourselves. But Diesel, or this Rohan character, seemed completely in control. He even seemed happier, making me question why the current version Diesel would take the D400 at all. Why repress this happier side of you? Unless…
“There’s a window you don’t want to look through.” I whispered.
“Huh?”
“Sorry, nothing, thinking aloud.” I quickly away. If there was a darker side to Diesel, how long until those memories were unearthed? What would that even be like? There must be a memory that triggered the current Diesel, a bad one, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to be around when he began to relive it.





CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE:
 
I had dozed off about four hours into our trip and awoke to the sound of a closing car door. It was reaching sunset, and as I glanced out the window, I was confronted by a barricade of tall trees. The car had been parked on the side of the road as I watched Diesel sneak down the driveway between the trees. I kicked my door opened and quickly jumped out. Aside from this one house and driveway there was nothing around us for miles; whichever way I turned. The road was incomplete and littered with fresh foliage. I watched him disappear down the driveway toward a house hidden behind high fences. He checked the windows first then the door, unsurprising finding it locked. Undeterred, he turned and waved me down.
“Down here, we will stay here for the night!”
“Are you sure no one would catch us?” I closed the car door and met up with him outside the house. The estate was deceivingly huge. Diesel used the blunt end of his gun to smash the window above our heads before clearing the frame of glass. I looked up at him then back to the house, trying to judge if he was joking.
“I don’t think this place is abandoned. We’re going to get caught.”
“No we won’t.” Diesel said with more confidence than he should have as he climbed through the frame and slid into the manor. I stayed back, waiting for the moment the house alarm kicked in, but it remained silent. Suddenly, Diesel was at the front door gesturing me in. He bowed at the waist and dropped his head while swinging his arm outwards. “Welcome, Madame.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Wow, what a gentleman.” I hiked my backpack higher and slipped in through the front door. The house was amazing. I even stumbled in awe at the high ceilings, the display of expensive artwork and other unnecessary rich folk stuff they liked to show off. Their main foyer was larger than our entire apartment.
“Not bad,” I cooed. “Wonder if they accept I.O.U’s?”
“Actually, they’re having a special promotion.” Diesel stepped past me and further into the lounge. He walked around as though familiar with the layout. “Ex-cons stay free.”
“Wow, must be our lucky day.” I dumped my backpack on the white couch and wandered further in. The glass windows stretched from floor to ceiling, inviting the blush of red in from the dropping sun. I went up the display cabinet against the wall and picked up a couple of the picture frames they had set up.
“I don’t believe it…” I turned to Diesel and waved him over. “Diesel, you gotta look at this.”
Diesel peered over my shoulder and scoffed in disbelief, “Of course.  Only a special type of asshole would frame pictures of his other mansions.”
Sure enough, along the prestige cabinet lined photo frames of three different mansions in different parts of the world. In front of each was a man with a thick black beard and his beautiful wife waving.  I shook my head in disbelief just how much these people had, and how little I had. I would say it was unfair, but I wasn’t that naïve to think the world was a fair place.
Diesel took the frames, weighed them in his palms for a second before pitching them across the room, smashing the pictures against the walls. They shattered with a satisfying crackle, splintering into pieces.
“If you ask me, I think the house now looks better.” I joked.
Diesel looked at me, his eyes still sharp in his disapproval before cracking smile.
“You like it huh? We could live here you know.” He offered with a cruel smirk. “Is this what you want? A big house with pretty, expensive things? Bet this is what you’ve always dreamed of, huh?” I had to do a double take, unsure if I had misheard him.
“I rather have food on the table.” I answered, unsure if he was joking.
Diesel walked ahead, scoping the area, “You’re such a liar. This is what everyone wants. Money and pretty things. I would buy this place just to burn it.” His playful banter hardened with urgency. He then walked right up to me so I was pressed up against the wall.
My breath caught as he ran a finger beneath my chin, titling my head up. “Would you like that? Or would that make you mad at me?”
He slid his hand down and curved his fingers gently around my throat but in a manner that if he decided, he could easily clench and crush my windpipe. His thumb stroked over the hickey he had left on my neck, perhaps imagining his chance to make it bigger. I swallowed hard, resisting the urge to lick my lips. His smile widened as he dropped his hand.  “I’m just teasing you.”
“I don’t like being teased.”
“Neither do I.” He stood back, allowing me room to wiggle past him. 
I turned away, not looking at his expression, “I’ll check out the rest of the house.” I announced as I dashed down the long corridor. Diesel’s eyes followed me and my back stiffened at the heat of his attention. I ducked around the corner, stepping out sight. When I knew I was clear of him, I slumped against the wall, panting lightly. Standing next to an open flame suddenly felt safer than standing next to him. If there was ever a need for a reality check, that was it.   



 
I went around the rest of the house and into the main kitchen. There was a dampness in the air accompanied by a stench of rotting wood. I opened fridge to find spoiled food. Even though there wasn’t a lot of food, there were perishables suggesting the owners were frequent visitors. Where they were now was unknown, but it became clear that this house had been vacant for some time. The cold embrace had me rubbing my hands up and down my arms. I walked into the adjoining lounge and pulled the curtains back from the sliding doors, welcoming in the orange bath of light from outside. The house sat on a hillside where across the horizon stretch an endless bed of blue water.
“Oh, my God.” My eyes grew wider at the layer of colours smudged across the sky, and how the setting sun bled into the chilled water, turning the ocean into a sheet of orange, blue and pink. For the first time the world felt massive as it stretched wider and further than I could see. I had never seen anything so incredible before. It took my breath away, suddenly making me feel small in own body.  
“You’ve never see the ocean before?” I turned at the sound of Diesel walking into the lounge. I tentatively shook my head. 
“No…” I turned back and pressed my hand against the glass. “I never even left the city before meeting you.”
I placed myself down on the carpeted floor and curled my legs to my chest. Behind me, Diesel rampaged through the cabinets and cupboards before the clicks of wine glasses settled on the table. There was a sharp pop of a wine being opened followed by a fizz of the cups being filled. As he walked over, he handed me a glass.
The wine was sweet as the bubbling tang coated my entire mouth and throat. The house went so quiet. Diesel sat on the single lounge chair closest to me, quietly slipping his drink. For a while I didn’t say anything, I couldn’t look away from the bleeding sky as the sun dropped into the horizon. The sky darkened as the night crawled up. When I looked back over my shoulder, I locked eyes with Diesel who had been watching me, his wine glass cradled in his long fingers as he gentle stirred his drink.
I turned away, suddenly self-conscience as I licked the residue of wine off my lips. The silence between us felt unnatural, as though we were still clinging onto unresolved conflict.
“Do you regret it?” I jerked upwards at his question. 
“Regret what?”
“Regret us.”
I dropped my eyes down, more afraid of my answer than I was of the question. Diesel’s expression didn’t change or pinch with concern. He patiently watched, sipping his wine.  I felt like I should regret it, that I should be scared of him but I wasn’t. Honestly, I think I even craved it. Thinking of how his body pulled into mine, sucking me in, still sent shivers up my spine.
Before I could answer he leant forward, “You know, in a past life when I was just a kid there was this old man that would buy me lunch every day. He would wait at the end of the train tracks and leave the food in a plastic bag for me. He would do this for weeks, months even and every day I took the free meal without ever talking to him. Until one afternoon, as he went to place the food in the usual spot, someone mugged him. I had been waiting for him to show and watched it all happened. After they took his wallet and the plastic bag, they left him there to die. For about an hour I watched him. I didn’t check to see if he was okay. I wasn’t even sure if he was alive. After that hour, I thought, why should I help him? I didn’t mug him. This has nothing to do with me and with that rationalizing, I turned and just left.
“For weeks I didn’t see him, and I accepted he was dead and went on with my life. Months passed when, by pure coincidence, I wondered past the tracks to find him waiting there. He was in a wheel chair with the bag of food on his lap. He saw me from the distance and smiled. He then placed the food in the usual spot and left.” Diesel looked up into eyes, “For years I thought about him. I called him stupid, a fool and that he was just asking for people to take advantage of him, when really I had felt a great pain at losing the one person I would consider a friend. It’s been one of my greatest regrets and I didn’t even know his name.”
“What happened to him?”
“I’m not sure, but all I do know is that he is gone for good now. The last person to show me any type of kindness,” Diesel bowed his head as he smiled into his glass. “You remind me of him, you know.”
My smile pulled harder against my face than I intended. Quickly, I pressed my lips together to mask the delight. “I do? How?”
“The way you worry and protect your sister. You do things for others, even though it doesn’t benefit you directly. It draws me to you in ways I can’t describe. You have me at my most vulnerable, but I don’t want this feeling to go away.”
My face heated beneath my cheeks. He turned his attention back to the ocean, his stare gentle and unnerved, as the messy wisps of his black hair flicked down his forehead. This guy… he was a total mystery. I didn’t know if it was Rohan’s appearance or if Diesel had started to change, but I was able to see a new side of him I had no idea existed. What fascinated me the most was there appeared to be more to him then even he wanted to acknowledge.
“Why?” I suddenly whispered. 
“Why what?”
“Why do you try to hide behind a façade?” He turned his chin down, moving his attention completely onto me. I asked, hesitating. “Has it got something to do with Katie?”
Suddenly, Diesel’s face tightened. From his shoulders up to his neck and eyes, the muscles jumped and his breathing became sharp. “How do you know who Katie is?”
“Back at Sanctuary, you were a bit delirious and you called me Katie.”
“I haven’t thought about her in a very long time.” His eyes darted to and fro as his mind began to scatter, chasing down the memory of Katie.
“You know…” I started in a low voice, “I too, sometimes, feel like I’m putting on a façade. I pretend I’m not scared or that I don’t care what others think, but I’m not sure if it’s true. I used to say I would do anything to protect my little sister but, after everything we’ve gone through, I’m starting to worry I don’t have the ability anymore.” My arms tightened around my knees. “I’m beginning to hesitate and it makes me think… that I’m not the person I always thought I was. I’m not brave. I can’t save her.”
“What’s wrong with being a little scared from time to time?” I looked up to find his eyes had softened again. “You’re here right now, aren’t you, because of your sister? You’re looking for a way to get the D400 for her. You’re risking your life to track down the Elite and make sure your sister has a proper future. How is that not anything less than praise worthy? I really admire that about you.”
Admire? Tingles ran from my cheeks and into my chest cavity, bubbling into nervous laughter. But I knew I was being a massive hypocrite. I said I would do anything for her when it was so obvious that I wouldn’t; I was too scared.
“Hey, Diesel… what if the D400 isn’t the only solution?”
Diesel laughed. “What do you mean by that?”
My heart pounded. I drew in my lower lip, nervously biting it. “I’m just thinking aloud.” I lifted my hand and looked at the crisscrossing lines across the palm, trying to picture the blood beneath. “Do you know about the old passage? The one the first people to reincarnate used to repeat?” He shook his head. I drew in a shaky breath. “There’s a thing going around…. that someone with inhuman blood can stop reincarnation. Do you think that it’s possible?”
“Where did you hear something like that?”
“Father Patrick showed me this back in Sanctuary.” I carefully took out the parchment and handed it over to him. Suddenly serious, Diesel unfolded the paper and skimmed over the passage. Feeling impatient, I asked. “Well, what do you think?”
“These words seem familiar.” He flipped the parchment over to check the back before handing it back to me. “I guess it’s a possibility.”
I stuffed the parchment back into my pocket. “So you believe it?”
He shrugged. “I only believe what I see with my own two eyes. It could also just be false prophesising. But if this Soulless person did exist, well we would have no choice then.”
“What do you mean?”
“I would have to destroy them.” He said it so casually I thought I had misheard him. “If such a person exists, they must be taken apart. Even if they were a person of the Elite or if they lived in an isolated cave, I would find them.” He glanced back at me smiling only to notice my worried expression. He lowered his voice. “What’s with the look? Wouldn’t you?”
I gulped. “I don’t know. Don’t you think that’s a bit extreme?”
“Extreme? Hell no. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to end reincarnation. If their blood could stop all of this, then I would make it my eternal life’s mission to take it from them.”
I buried my head into my knees, the anxiety was overpowering. “Well… I guess that’s your opinion.”
“What would that even look like? Someone born with inhuman blood? I bet they’ll look like some sort of inside out bag of mutant skin,” he laughed.
I weakly chuckled, “Yeah… they must be some sort of freak, right?”
“Of course they would be a freak. Inhuman blood means they’re not human. Who could care about something like that?”
My chest suddenly tightened. I couldn’t talk to him anymore. Every word that came out of his mouth crushed clamps around my throat. Just stop it! I am human! I do matter! I squeezed my hand to stop myself from shouting. No soul imprint didn’t mean I was the Soulless. I needed to calm down. I needed to think properly.
“I’m going to get some sleep.” My voice trembled as I stood up. Calm down, Nadia. Calm down.
“Huh? But it’s still so early.”
“I’m tired.” I went to step around him as Diesel quickly grabbed my arm.
“Whoa, wait up. Don’t leave just…” He looked at me with a puzzled expression. “Did I say something wrong?”
Yes. “No, it’s nothing. I’m just tired.” I couldn’t bring myself to linger. I stepped out of his grip and left as fast as I could.



 
I searched back through the house and found myself a bed to sleep on.  As I curled under the sheets, Diesel’s words rang like church bells. I shrivelled up, suddenly terrified. I needed to know. I needed to know the truth; I could feel it clawing at me. After falling asleep I was suddenly jerked awake by a voice shouting through the corridors. It was dead in the middle of the night, the entire house had sunken beneath the darkness, making it impossible to see.  I got up and traced the shouting back into the lounge to find Diesel had fallen asleep on the recliner.  He was talking loudly in his sleep as he tossed and turned about in his chair.
He had his face turned toward me, his eyes pinched closed, his jaw clicked. He was muttering but I couldn’t catch what he was trying to say. The only word I understood was Katie. Diesel… you are so broken. Letting Diesel walk around without any D400 in his system may not have been the ideal situation. From the glimpse I caught, there was something dark and disturbing lurking in his memories. It was only a matter of time before it sprung up.
I got up, took a blanket from the one of the beds and gently covered him. The sight of him curled up made me think of Annie, to the nights where her terrors shook her so violently she would fall out of bed.
“It’s okay…” I whispered. “I’m here.” I glided my finger down his cheekbones, trying to soothe him. Gently, Diesel started to respond. His breathing slowed, his face slowly relaxed. His murmuring quietened down to indistinguishable mumbles. My heart broke watching him.
It took me a few moments to understand the sensation that filled my chest. As if swallowing dirty water, it left an awful taste in my mouth as the pit in my stomach became heavy. Without blinking an eye, without fully understanding it, I was preparing to leave.





CHAPTER FORTY:
 
 
If I really was the Soulless, what would I do?
“Oi! Let’s go!” A hand grabbed and shook my shoulder. Dazed, I jerked upwards and immediately brought my hands protectively to my face. Diesel stepped back and indicated with his chin. “Come on.”
I got up and walked back into the hallway and through the kitchen. The morning sun bathed the room in a faint white light as the ocean’s familiar blue rippled with the waves. The blanket I had put over Diesel had been kicked off and thrown carelessly across the floor. My cheeks warmed in embarrassment. I couldn’t help but think what was going through Diesel’s mind when he woke to find I had done such a girlie thing.
“Are you coming or not?” he jabbed again. Quickly, I followed Diesel out of the house. As soon as we were back in the car, we fell back into an awkward, tense silence. My mind was elsewhere. I couldn’t get the idea of having inhuman blood out of my head. Is it even possible? I knew the only way to figure out the truth was to test it, exactly as Father Patrick said he was going to do. But how? I don’t have any labs or technology to run blood tests. And the last thing I want is to involve other people. If it was true, I didn’t know what I’d do. Would I tell someone? Turn myself in? Would I run and hide?
Why can’t it just go back to the way things were? A jolt of guilt hit me. If it was me, but I didn’t do anything about it, what will happen then? Will everyone else be stuck in this reincarnated hell, forever repeating their lives just becoming madder and madder until they snap? But why me? Why am I responsible? Why am I the one who had to be born without a soul imprint? It wasn’t my choice. I didn’t want this. It felt like I was being punished for a crime I didn’t commit. If I didn’t help, I wondered if there would be a second Soulless, someone else who was born in another century who could stop the plague. Someone braver than me?
It can’t go on forever, right? It can’t…
“Hey!” I jolted upwards. Diesel had pulled the car over without me realising it. We were on a cliff face, looking out toward the ocean. I had never seen it in the day light before. The blue felt eternal as though the sky had crashed into the earth. “Want to check it out?”
The excitement from last night was long gone. I sunk a little further into my seat and cupped my forehead. “No.”
“Why not?”
“I have a hangover.”
“You barely drank one class of wine, don’t be such a wuss.” He kicked his door open and walked around to open mine. “Come on. I’ll drag you out if I have to.”
“Why are you doing this?”
He offered me his hand.  “Well… you were so excited about it yesterday, so, you know… I thought you’ll like it.”
I looked up at Diesel’s outstretched hand puzzled how someone so different to me could possibly know what I was feeling. As he helped me out he moved awkwardly as though unsure how to be gentle. If he knew I could be the Soulless, he definitely wouldn’t be so kind.
Inhuman blood means they’re not human. Who would care about something like that?
“Thanks.” I took his hand and stood. It became colder the closer we walked to the water. Wrapping my arms around myself, I looked out. The salt on the breeze surrounded me; it was strong enough I could taste it at the back of my throat and the soft, whooshing crash of the water breaking sent chills up my back. I walked up to the railing on the cliff and leaned on the slanted wood. If only I could stay here, forever.  
If I really was the Soulless, what would I do?
Diesel stepped up beside me and shoved his hands into his pockets. For a moment, we let the wind do the talking. The whistle of the breeze skimming over our heads was comforting against the brittle crash from the waves below. The idea of leaving him kept popping up like a constant pinch. I felt like I was lying and that when he found out the truth about me, he’ll become enraged. He’ll hate me. He’ll want to kill me.
“What’s gotten into you? Why aren’t you talking? Are you mad at me?”
“Why would I be mad at you?”  I glanced over.
“I’m sure there are plenty of reasons for you to be mad at me.” He ruffled his hair. “If you’re mad, then just tell me. Just get it off your chest.”
“I’m not mad,” I said more firmly.
“Hmm, well then good.” He pulled me sideways by my elbow. “If you’re not mad, then follow me.”
Between the fence posts was a trail weaving down the hill toward the sandy, empty beach. Once we reached the bottom, my feet sank as the grains parted beneath me. I turned back and looked back up the steep hill to where the car was parked. The cliff dropped into choppy blue water twenty-metres above our heads. I had never been this close to the ocean before. I had never felt sand or smelled the sea. “Take your shoes off.” Diesel kicked off his boots and I quietly followed suit. The sand was cold as it pressed upwards between my toes. It was strange.
If I really was the Soulless, what would I do?
“What are we doing here, Diesel? What’s the whole point of this?”
“Does there need to be a point?” he shouted back as he walked ahead toward the water. I ran to catch up, but quickly found the loose sand made it difficult to run on. I was unsure why, but when Diesel treats me kindly I end up feeling spooked. One minute he is cold and distant, the next he’s taking my hand and showing me the ocean. It’s like we’re not even from the same planet. I never know what to expect out of him, he was just so unpredictable.
“Don’t look so mad,” he jokingly lectured. “I’m just trying to be nice, don’t act weird about it.”
Is that what it is? Instinctively, my hands formed fists. Am I really that tragic? 
“Kindness coming from you just doesn’t feel natural,” I countered.
Diesel grinned, “And here I thought we were getting along nicely.”
“Aren’t you too-” I started but felt the words bunch up on my tongue. “Why aren’t you mad?”
“When am I ever anything but courteous and pleasant?” He asked as I rose my eyebrow sarcastically in response. Diesel sat himself down and stretched out his legs. I waited behind him as he spoke. “I dunno… I guess, after so many decades I finally feel like I’m moving forward. Once I get the formula, all of these people in my head will vanish for good and I’ll finally get to live in peace.” He leaned far backward so he was looking at me upside down. “Before it felt like I was holding onto a thin rope that I couldn’t stop from unravelling, but now that you’re here, I’ve got something else I can hold onto.”
Hearing him say such a thing should’ve sent me into over drive, but his words only left my face numb and expressionless. Was I wrong about him?
No, he said it himself. No matter who it was, he will destroy them. But does that count me, too?
“Geez… you’re really buying into all this crap? I’m messing with you. Don’t look so serious.”
My chest quickly deflated. “Don’t kid about that stuff.”
He turned back to face the ocean, chuckling. “While we’re here, you should at least feel the water. I don’t know if we’ll be able to get this close again for a while.”
I looked out toward the vast ocean. “Yeah, okay, guess it won’t hurt to dip my toes in.”
I followed Diesel up to the water’s edge and walked out onto the chilled wet sand. The ocean moved in breaths as the waves ran up the bank and swallowed my feet underneath. It was very cold, so cold that I cringed as soon as it touched me.
Diesel yanked me forward by my elbow. “Come on. I’ll race you out there.”
“Race? You’re joking right?” I quickly pulled back.
“Don’t worry. Your clothes will dry-”
“It’s not that. I can’t swim.”
“Really?” He stopped pulling, looked at me though surprised before bursting out into laughter.
“What’s so funny?” 
He turned away to cover his snickering. “What type of grown woman doesn’t know how to swim?”
“It’s not my fault I was never taught. There was just never a reason.”
“Wow… how sad.”
“Don’t mock me!” Angered, I turned away just as Diesel grabbed my wrist and pulled me into him. He hugged me tight enough that I felt trapped. “What are you doing?”
“Don’t worry. I won’t let you drown.”
“No! No, stop! Stop!” I dug my heels into the slushy sand but it was no use. Diesel marched us both forward as the water quickly climbed my calves, saturating my jeans. He was a lot stronger than I was as he used his broad chest to barricade my escape. A mixture of panic and exhilaration fired into my body. The freezing water hit my knees and quickly rose to my thighs. Diesel laughed as he hoisted me up, preparing to dunk my head under. I kicked and thrashed until the excitement rapidly and erratically was replaced with fear.
White terror rushed me and before I could stop, I found myself screaming, “No! No! Stop it! Stop it! Put me down!” He dropped me and I quickly scampered back to shore, my heart racing as though I had been held under the water.
“What? What’s wrong with you?” Diesel called.
“I’m afraid of dying, Diesel.” At his approach, I slumped onto the ground exhausted. The wet sand clung to me like grainy paste as the water ran through my jeans and along my thighs. “You’re so certain of your immortality but I’m not. I haven’t had any reincarnated memories so I don’t know what it’s like to fall in love or have kids and grow old. I don’t even know how to swim, Diesel. Everyone acts like it’s some sort of curse. That life is something they can just take and throw away, but to me it’s a fragile tiny, glass egg I’m trying not to drop. That’s why I am the way I am. I have to act tough and be mean because living in this world, I’m so afraid.”
Before I even had the chance to live, I was already picturing my death. To me it felt final; it felt like if I were to die, I would never return. I could not and would not come back, and I had never felt fear like that before.
“I didn’t mean to scare you.” He crouched down to my level while balancing on his toes. My heart slowed as Diesel clasped his hands together, looking patiently at me. I hadn’t noticed it, but his face had gone pale as his shoulders slouched forward with unease. He really was worried, wasn’t he? “Has something happened? You can tell me.” Even to hear such a gentle tone was unnerving.
If I really was the Soulless, what would
he
do?
After everything I’ve been through, I didn’t know if it was okay to depend on someone else. Even if that person was Diesel. Since I could remember, my life had revolved around only myself. My survival. My happiness. My interests. I never really had any friends and my parents were always distant and cold. Then, Annie appeared and my world had split in two. She became important to me. I wanted to protect her; I wanted to make sure she was safe and happy. It didn’t matter what she did to me, even if she turned a knife on me or we fought over stupid things; I would always want to protect her. Was it too much to think that Diesel could feel that way about me too? Could anyone feel that way about me?
“Am I … important to you?” I asked before I could catch myself. I just needed to know. I just needed some sort of security that I wasn’t going into a war by myself.
“What do you mean?” Diesel’s smile dropped.
“Am I more than just some girl you can use? Do you feel scared for me? Worried for me? Compassion for me?”
“Where is all this coming from?”
“You must feel something right? Even you said before, that you were drawn to me. Why did you tell me that? Why did you kiss me? Why are you comforting me now?”
“This is ridiculous.” He pushed off the ground into a stand. Like a nervous tick, he ruffled the back of his hair. “Why does it matter?”
“It matters a lot. I need to know. What are you afraid of?”
“Don’t get the wrong idea about us. I only kissed you because I thought it would’ve been fun. And last night … nothing even happened, you’re over thinking things.” His answer was like a slamming door, abrupt, loud and final.
A nerve ticked off inside me, unaccepting his reason. “No, I’m not over thinking things. The moment things get too real, you just back off. Has this got something to do with Katie?”
His black eyes snapped toward me. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! This has nothing—”
“I know you cared for her!”
“You know nothing about me!” he roared.
“Bullshit! I do know you, I know you dream of her every night. You’re always muttering about how you need to find her. Tell me what happened?”
Diesel gripped his hair. “Shut up! I don’t want to talk about it!”
“Why? Why not? Why can’t we talk about it?”
“Stop it! Please? I can’t…” He turned away but I chased him, constantly pressing myself up into his face as I pushed him around.
“Stop running from me! I’m not Katie, Diesel! I’m not her! You can care about me, I’m not going-”
“Nadia- stop! Just -shut up!” He lurched forward and grabbed me by the collar with both hands. I was yanked upwards, pulled up to his chest as his knuckles skimmed my throat. Diesel’s face bloomed red. I tried to kick out of his grasp but struggled in the sloppy sand. “You’re right, you’re not Katie! But just because you’re born different don’t think you won’t fade too, don’t think you won’t vanish and fade away from me.”
I snapped my hands up to his and pulled to loosen his grip. “Diesel! Diesel stop!”
“Why you? What’s so goddamn special about you? You are just some freak I picked up in a jail cell.” Just as fast as his rage peaked, it then suddenly subsided. He wobbled off balance and dropped his hold.
“I just… ” He looked at his hands, alarmed by them. “I’m sorry.”
My breath trembled out. I knew I had pushed him too far but I couldn’t find the strength in me to tell him to stay. Diesel turned and walked back toward the cliff. Suddenly, he was gone and the open sea returned in front of me.
My eyes fell onto the kicked-up sand where my feet had scrambled backward. With the tide, the sand smoothed out and the imprint vanished. In my pocket, I felt the handle from Justin’s knife. I reached in and took the blade out.
I didn’t know what I was expecting with Diesel. Honesty, I felt as though I had just been torn apart and gutted from the inside. In the end, I wanted Diesel to pick me. I wanted Diesel to be my friend, to be on my side. Was it too much to ask for someone to call my own? Was it too much for me to think that someone could possibly care for me, as well?
If I really was the Soulless…
The burning question left me restless. I had to know. I had to see for myself. I turned the slim blade around in my fingers before pressing the point to my palm. I didn’t hesitate as I ran the knife over my skin and watched the blood swell upwards. I didn’t know what I expected; I didn’t know what I was doing. Bright red collected in the dip of my palm. I clasped my hand closed as the blood seeped between my fingers. There’s no such thing as the Soulless. That was what I wanted to believe. So it can’t be me.
The water rushed up my legs as the white foam dragged across the wet sand. What am I doing? This is stupid…  As the water moved, I lowered my open hand into the stream to wash it. Pain hit me fast like a bite over the cut, the salt burned and I immediately pulled my hand out. Within seconds, the ache suddenly vanished and my palm swam in foreign tingles. The sensation moved up my wrist and into my elbow, travelling swiftly to my shoulders and back toward my chest. My head swayed. My heart thumped harder. It felt as though air pockets were escaping through the cut as my blood bubbled beneath my clenched fist.
I kept my hand firmly closed and held out away from me. Like bugs trying to wiggle out of my grip, the tingling grew more intense and expanded. Slowly, I started to uncurl my fingers but they were stiff and cold.
My palm faced down but no blood dropped. Instead, the red trail wedged itself in between the gaps of my fingers and rose from my skin. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. It was impossible! As if gravity had reversed, the blood pulled upwards and floated up away from my hand in thick, heavy bubbles.
 
Among the souls of man, a Soulless will be born of inhuman blood—
You have no idea what you are. Do you?
If such a person exists, they must be taken apart. I would tie them up and drain every last droplet of their inhuman blood.
You have such an incredible burden.
Wouldn’t you want to hunt down this person too?
I am the Soulless.
The world around me crumpled. I snapped my hand back to my chest and tightly squeezed my fingers. The floating blood dropped and disappeared into the backwash of the ocean. All around me a ringing pounded against my eardrums. I scrambled upward but couldn’t stand long enough to walk before dropping back down. Oh, God, why? Why me?  What am I to do? What am I going to do? All at once, my thoughts crashed together as the ringing turned into a pounding headache.
“Nadia?”
I jerked around at Diesel’s voice to find him standing behind me. His eyes were wide and his lower lip had dropped. How long had he been standing there? My eyes snapped back down onto my white, clenched fist. Did he see? Did he see it?
Diesel’s eyes didn’t move from me. He didn’t even blink. I scrambled into a stand. “It’s… it’s not what you think-”
“It’s you?”
“It’s not what it looks like. This doesn’t mean anything!”
“The writing on the script…was about you?”
His eyes hardened and as he stepped forward, his knuckles bunched warningly. He’s going to kill me. He’s going to kill me! I moved first and quickly swung my fist at him. “Get away from me!”
I connected my punch, throwing Diesel off balance as I dashed past. My feet slipped in the sand as I ran and snatched my boots, making my way up the cliff side. I didn’t slow to check to see if he was chasing me, nor did I slow when I caught my shin on a sharp rock and split the skin open.
As I hopped into my shoes, I ran at the car and yanked the driver’s door open. I went to start the ignition but couldn’t. Shit! Of course, he has the car keys. I slipped back out and instead took the backpack from the backseat. I took the pistol from the front pocket, knowing I had no other choice but to run.
I turned back just as Diesel appeared on the cliff side. I swung the gun around and fired a warning shot over his head. He immediately ducked down. “Don’t come any closer,” I barked.  He slowly lifted his hands in his show of surrender.  My fingers squeezed around the handle. “T-The car keys. Throw the car keys to me.”
While still crouched, Diesel shook his head. “I can’t let you leave.”
“Do it or I will shoot you.”
He carefully reached into his pockets and fished out the car keys. As he weighed them in his palm, he suddenly swivelled and threw them over the cliff’s edge.
NO! I lurched forward with my hand trembling. “You idiot! Damn it!” I fired again as the pistol kicked back, throwing my arm backward. Diesel didn’t flinch as the bullet shot past him. Just kill him, Nadia. He has to die; he knows too much. It’s you or him.
My finger hovered over the trigger. He was close enough that I could smell the salt on his clothes.
The barrel was inches from contact; I wouldn’t miss again. “Damn it, Diesel. I didn’t want this...”
His black eyes pulled me into him. The strength in my arm faded as I dropped my aim slightly to the side. Not once did he look away from me, and despite the tightened muscles of his scowl, his voice softly croaked.
He carefully eased his hands back to the ground. “Are you scared of me?”
“Shut up!”
“You sound scared.”
“And whose fault is that?” I shouted. “After everything that you said, how could I possibly feel safe around you?”
“Then why did you show it to me?” he demanded. I stalled on the question. “Why did you tell me about the Soulless? Were you testing me?”
“I don’t know why I showed you. I just wanted to know how you’d react if it was me.”
“And?” he urged without stepping out of his crouch. “What did you expect me to do?”
I drew my lips in tightly. “I don’t know.”
Diesel slowly rose into a stand as he kept one hand out facing me, and the other behind his back. “You wanted me to choose you. Isn’t that it?” My heart hammered. I couldn’t look away from his fierce stare. My lips opened to speak but no words came out. “Is that why you asked if you were important? You want me to choose you? You want me to feel something for you? Right?”
I trembled as I spoke. “Y-Yes, but you don’t, do you?”
Diesel’s eyes hooked into mine in a long, unnerved stare. His expression was unreadable, even within such close proximity I couldn’t feel any sort of emotion bounce off his chest.
“How could you ask that of me? Have I not proven myself to you? Out of everybody, you are the one person I trust…” He centred his shoulders, facing me. “But I could never choose you.”
He swung outwards and threw a handful of dirt into my eyes. My finger clenched the trigger as the gun went off in a series of panicked bangs. Shit! Shit! Within seconds, Diesel ripped the gun out of my hand and shoved me to the ground. My breath shot out as pain swarmed my ribs. I scrambled backward and tensed, waiting for his strike but there was only silence.
I scrubbed my face clear and peered up. Diesel had the gun in his hand. The black hole of the barrel was within kissing distance to my forehead. His grip trembled but his face was as cold and calm as stone.
This was it.
I didn’t think to brace myself, or close my eyes from the incoming bullet. In the moment I expected his finger to squeeze, throwing my head back into death, he instead suddenly dropped to his knees.
“Damn it! You can cure it, can’t you? You can stop all of this, so why am I hesitating? This is more important than just you. This is… but still… I can’t. Shit!” He bared his teeth as the muscles in his jaw jumped in his bite. In the next moment, he opened his eyes and allowed his body to soften. I flinched as he reached out and rested his forehead against the curve of my shoulder.
“I’m such a idiot,” he mumbled against my skin, his voice quivering from the base of his throat. “I thought that if I said it out loud, that I could do it but I can’t. Not if it’s you…”
The words he had said last night bounced back and forth around my head. None of this felt real. He sat back and gripped his forehead, pushing back the headache.
In his dark earth brown eyes, I could sense his thoughts spinning. The words were heavy on his tongue, as though he wished he didn’t have to speak them.
Diesel’s shoulders dropped, “I won’t let you become my biggest regret. I won’t let this feeling go. Do you understand me? You win, Nadia. For whatever twisted and insane reason, I am choosing you, so please… don’t run from me.”
I inhaled a soft gasp. The possibility of him choosing me over a possible cure only crossed my mind as a distant hope. I reached forward to pull him into me when a sudden bang sounded from the distance. Heat whizzed past me as Diesel was suddenly jerked forward. I blinked dumbly at the expanding patch of blood circling a bullet size hole on Diesel’s shirt.
“Diesel?” I screeched as Diesel tipped over, grabbing his shoulder where the bullet had skewered through. I glanced back to where the gunshot came from as a woman approached out from the shrubs. I recognised the large broach on her collar immediately but couldn’t believe what I was seeing. She had her gun lifted as small wisps of smoke sizzled out of the barrel.
“I thought it was impossible…” Her voice muffled through her veil as her eyes widen. “You’re a Soulless.”
I scrambled back into a stand. Diesel groaned as his body trembled with shock. “What’s wrong with you? Why did you shoot him?” I screamed.
“He’s erratic. I couldn’t risk him hurting you.” The woman’s eyes squinted as she smiled. She continued to approach as I unsheathed the knife and held it out at arm’s length. “Now, now Nadia, I’ve been watching you for a while now. Since our encounter at the black market in fact, but I had to be sure it was possible.”
I edged backward until my backpack hit the wooden fence lining the cliff lip. I glanced over my shoulder at the drop behind me and into the crash of blue water. “You were following me?”
“Yes, my boss is very interested in you.” My fingers pressed into the wood as she stepped up and over Diesel’s body. He remained conscious, but hugged his injured shoulder to his chest. “You are going to be coming with me now-”
“There’s no way you’re taking her- ARGH!” Diesel yelped as he attempted to stand but crashed beneath his own weight. “Fuck! My arm feels like it’s on fire!” His entire body trembled as his shoulder and arm flopped beneath him.
“Relax, you’re not going to die.  You’ve been poisoned, each bullet is laced with a paralysing agent. The more you struggle, the faster the drug will spread,” She explained while taking another step toward me, the gun now held up. “It’s your choice Nadia. You may be special, but I will shoot you if you try to run.” I gulped as she held her free hand up to her earpiece. “Sir, this is Quinn, you’re not going to believe what I found. Send a pick up to my location immediately.”
I glanced down at Diesel pinned beneath the venom as his face stiffened into a glare. He indicated with his eyes over my shoulder. I glanced back quickly to the plunge below. Does he want me to jump? I shook my head. Diesel’s glare tightened, urging me forward. He slowly pushed himself up into an awkward slouch, using the car door to support himself, before slamming into the woman’s shoulder. With his unparalysed arm, he grabbed her wrist and pointed the gun away. 
“Go, Nadia!”
I stalled. I can’t.
“Go!” He screamed again as he wrestled with the woman. In their struggle the gun swung back toward me and I tensed, fearing it’ll go off and I’ll tip back into the water, paralysed.
“Diesel….”I called out, preparing myself, “Don’t let me drown!”
I pivoted toward the cliff face and sprinted. From behind, I heard loud, cracking gunshots, but for the moment, I didn’t let my thoughts overwhelm me. I didn’t think of the water. I didn’t think of woman or Diesel. I just ran and kicked off the ground with both legs.  I drifted over into a mindless haze as the air wrapped around me and the ground disappeared beneath my feet. When I thought time would slow, it instead sped up.
The plunge down was brief. I didn’t get a chance to scream as my stomach churned and the wind whipped my hair up above my shoulders. My boots suddenly broke the water’s surface and I was engulfed within the tide. I snapped my eyes closed as white bubbles frothed around me.  Burning chills attacked my arms and face as the waves moved with the strength of a bull, pulling and pushing my body beneath the surface.              
For a moment, I bobbed up to the surface and sucked in a long, raspy breath just before the waves pulled me under. Salt overpowered my taste buds and stung my eyes. Instead of rising back up, my backpack pulled me down. My body froze as panic clenched up my muscles. Swim, you have to swim! The pressure on my chest tightened as I struggled in suspended water, trying to coordinate my limbs to pedal me up. I kicked and punch out of rhythm but couldn’t lift myself to the surface.
Intense strain squeezed my lungs until I couldn’t stop myself from gasping. Salty water rushed down my throat and into my lungs. As I started to drown, my thoughtful strokes turned into panicked thrashing. My chest squeezed. More water rushed in. I sank lower.
The crash of white above my head moved further away. A dark ring closed in around my peripherals. I was going to die; my body’s terror hit its peak. In my squirming, I noticed my leg lifting upwards above the rest of my body.
From the cut on my shin, my blood lifted my leg up like webs pulling on a log. That was it! My blood makes me float. All I had to do was cut my chest and I would float up. My moment of clarity gave me enough sense to reach for the knife. I pulled it from my pocket but suddenly fumbled and dropped it. The blade vanished as I twisted around to catch it but was blocked by my backpack. Exhaustion wore me down; I was fighting less, kicking less.
Diesel! My body shuddered and twitched. Di…
 
Darkness pulled me under as the sunlight above the water vanished. Faintly, a body hit the water near me as a low crash echoed within the waves. A hand stretched out and grabbed my shirt, yanking me up. I couldn’t stay awake. My thoughts buzzed briefly at the touch just before I dropped into unconsciousness. 
 
TO BE CONTINUED
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