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      Lana Elizabeth thought she knew what fear was.

      But sitting on this helicopter seat, watching the trees below pass by, she realised she was mistaken.

      It was late afternoon. The sun was shining bright. It’d been that way for the whole journey—blisteringly bright sun right in her eyes for the whole trip. And it hadn’t been a short trip, either. She didn’t know exactly how long she’d been travelling, but she could guess pretty accurately. All of them had grown accustomed to figuring out the time from the position of the sun. The rise of the sun, the fall of the sun. The days all merged together. Calendar days weren’t important anymore. The seasons were more important, more significant.

      Mostly the fear of winter, always looming around the corner…

      Lana’s throat tightened when she thought of winter. It had been tough for so many reasons. Her boyfriend, Martin. He’d caught something. A nasty flu, or something from contaminated water. It was easy enough to happen, after all. Wasn’t exactly beyond belief in this world. Infection was rife. Disease was everywhere.  Martin hadn’t lasted long once he’d contracted… well, whatever it was he’d contracted. All Lana knew was that it was violent, and it was unforgiving. Loss of appetite, first. Bleeding from the nostrils. Then from the eyes. Then not speaking. Then not opening his eyes.

      Then…

      Lana swallowed a lump in her throat at the mere memory of what happened to Martin. The way he’d slipped into that coma. The way she’d tried and tried to wake him up again.

      And the way she’d been forced to leave him.

      Forced to do something she never thought she could.

      She looked back. Looked over her shoulder. Saw other people sitting there. Men, alone. Women, alone. Children, alone. The majority of them single. The bulk of them women and children, too. Prioritising, that’s what they told them back at the camp. Prioritising the weak over the strong.

      How patronising. How naive.

      Because nobody who was still around, no matter what gender or what age they were, could possibly be weak.

      Nobody could have gone through the things that Lana had been through and still be weak in any way.

      She looked back out of the helicopter window. The place below wasn’t somewhere she recognised. She’d heard about Albion. Heard about the walls, heard about the gardens, heard about how beautiful it was. A colony just off the coast of Britain, where people were rebuilding. Where things were getting back to normal.

      Promise of a future. Promise of a new start.

      Promise of hope.

      But the word that came to mind when Lana saw the place below wasn’t “hope” or “promise” or anything like that.

      All Lana thought of was the fact that she hadn’t seen any water beneath them yet. And that concerned her.

      She heard something, then. Whispering from the pilot and the guard beside him. A glance back from him, over into Lana’s eyes, then a look away.

      And she knew she was probably just reading too much into it. She knew she was probably just being paranoid.

      But she couldn’t deny the tension that glance sparked inside her.

      The nerves started to build up even more inside Lana. Her heart raced. Sweat trickled down her face. She wanted to throw up. She was already gripping tightly onto her seat. But something wasn’t right about this. Something didn’t feel right at all.

      She wanted to get out of here.

      She wanted to get away.

      She wanted to turn back time and go back to life at the extraction point.

      She thought about the extraction point. There were private rooms. There was food. And most importantly, there was hope. Limited, sure. But just enough to get by on. Just enough that it felt like it was adding to your life rather than dominating it. Much like it had to be if electricity ever returned.

      Because one thing was for sure. Humanity couldn’t afford to get so reliant on something so intangible ever again.

      The extraction point… it was in a perennial state of waiting. There was a list. A list that everyone was on. And it was just a case of working to build the place, working to keep it going, until your time came.

      Until your name was called.

      And when it was called, you left via helicopter and were never seen again.

      Lana looked over her shoulder again. Looked at the people she was with. Leaning towards the windows. Not the smiles she expected to see. Not the widespread delight. Instead, that look of curiosity. That look of concern.

      Then she heard the headphones crackle to life and she almost jumped out of her skin.

      “Sorry,” the pilot said. “We’re having a few issues with the engine. But seriously, everything’s going to be fine. It’s just overheated a little. Give it an hour, and we’ll be on our way again.”

      The helicopter began to descend.

      Behind her, she heard laughter. Relief. And Lana felt like she was a kid stuck at a birthday party she was supposed to be enjoying. On the outside, she smiled. She made herself look happy.

      But on the inside, she was dying to get out of this. She was dying to get away.

      Because something wasn’t right.

      The helicopter continued to descend. And she watched as they were surrounded by trees; watched as they were enclosed by woodlands.

      And still something didn’t feel right.

      She held her breath.

      Felt the helicopter bump against the ground.

      The engine of the helicopter went quiet. The doors opened up. Fresh air drifted its way inside.

      And Lana took a deep breath of it. She tried to calm herself. This was just a bump in the road. A hurdle. She’d laugh about it in future.

      The pilot held out a hand, gesturing for Lana to exit.

      “Come on,” he said. “You’d better stretch your legs while you have the chance.”

      Lana looked down the steps beside the helicopter.

      Looked at the people standing there; the people who had walked past her.

      Bemused. But smiling.

      Trusting.

      She gripped on to the rail at the side of the steps.

      She took a deep breath.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      She walked down the steps.

      It was just a bump in the road.

      It was just a hurdle.

      It was—

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike opened his eyes.

      The first thing that hit him was the light. The bright light shining down from above. It made him wince, made him close his eyes again right away. He didn’t want to see any light. He didn’t want to see anything.

      He just wanted to sleep.

      He just wanted to…

      A thought popped into his head, then. Where was he? Was he at home? He didn’t have any bright lights like that at home. Not that he could think of, anyway.

      So where was he?

      How had he got here?

      He peeked up at that bright light again.

      And this time, he felt something.

      Pain.

      Searing pain, right across his torso.

      It felt like it was burning. Like someone was reaching inside him, twisting his guts around. He tried to move, but he couldn’t. He was pinned down to the spot. He tried to shuffle free, to break free of whatever this was, of wherever he was.

      But he couldn’t.

      Because things were dripping into his mind.

      Memories.

      Small flashes. Fragments from a past that he couldn’t figure out if it was recent or not. Just that he knew something had happened to him. Several things had happened to him.

      He just had to get up.

      He just had to get out of here.

      He just had to find Hol…

      A memory, then. More vivid, brighter, and more painful than any of his others.

      A memory of Holly kneeling before him.

      Of her staring into his eyes, a defeated smile on her face.

      Rain falling down onto her soft skin.

      And then the man behind her cutting her neck.

      He felt sickness punch him right in the gut as if he was living that moment all over again. And then it all came back, all came crashing back. The EMP. The journey they’d been on. Holly. Kelsie.

      Calvin.

      Calvin…

      He thought of Calvin. The last time he’d seen him. The last thing that had happened to him.

      And it was blurry. It was muddled. It was fragmented, and it was choppy.

      But he could remember the last time he’d seen him.

      Biting his neck.

      Watching him fall back to the ground, clutching as he bled out.

      Going over to him.

      Finishing him off.

      Then watching as Calvin went still.

      His heart pounded as he replayed the memory. Because everything after that was… blurrier than everything else, in all truth. Everything after that felt unreal, somehow.

      Sleepy.

      He remembered just lying there. Staring up at the sky. Staring up at the trees.

      Staring up with Kelsie and Arya by his side.

      He remembered taking a deep, fulfilling breath.

      Then he remembered nothing.

      No, wait.

      There was something.

      Voices. People. People surrounding him. He couldn’t figure out what they were saying. Couldn’t work out what they were muttering.

      And he remembered just wanting them to be quiet, so he could drift off again, so he could sleep again.

      But they dragged him. They dragged him somewhere.

      And then he remembered moving. Hovering.

      And then…

      “Are you awake?”

      The voice above him. Not in his memory. Now. Right here, right now.

      He squinted to his right a little. Saw a figure. Blurry. Hard to focus on.

      But gradually, his eyes focused.

      And gradually, he saw.

      There was a man standing there. Oriental-looking guy. Jet black hair. Bright smile on his face. He was wearing white scrubs and gloves. Like he was a doctor.

      His hands were bloody.

      “Looks like you’re with us after all. You’re a lucky man. You almost—”

      Mike threw himself up. Went to wrap his hands around this man’s throat. Because he didn’t trust him. He didn’t trust anyone. Not after the things that’d happened. Not after everything he’d been through.

      He felt lost. He felt disoriented.

      He felt trapped.

      But then as he went to launch himself at this man, pain split through his body. A pain he wanted to fight back against. A pain he wanted to resist.

      But a pain he couldn’t do a thing about.

      He fell back onto the table he was lying on. Gritted his teeth together. His heart raced. His head spun. Everything felt unreal, somehow. Detached.

      The man walked closer to Mike’s side. “I’m sorry. I know you’re probably very confused right now. But things will become clear. I promise.”

      “I want…”

      “What’s that?” the man asked. “What did you say?”

      “Kelsie,” Mike said. “Ar… Arya. Kelsie and Arya.”

      The man squinted at Mike like he wasn’t totally sure what he was saying. Then he took a deep breath and sighed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But you were alone when we found you. Well. Other than the dead bloke a few feet away.”

      The dead bloke. Mike knew who that was right away. Calvin.

      He thought he’d feel better at the knowledge that he was gone. That he’d feel relieved to know he’d got his revenge.

      But instead it tasted bitter.

      Because Mike had started to trust Calvin.

      He’d started to believe that maybe, despite everything, people could change.

      And then Calvin had stabbed him, so Mike had been forced to kill him.

      Mike lifted his head, then. Looked down at his stomach. Everything was so confusing. How he’d got here. How he’d survived.

      And how this place seemed like it had power, somehow.

      Just how much time had passed after all?

      “Oh, yeah,” the man said. “Yeah, that’s not a nice wound at all. But it looks like you’ve survived a few wounds in your time already, am I right?”

      Mike just glared at him.

      “Oh. I’m sorry. How rude of me not to introduce myself. I’m Vincent. And you?”

      Mike held his tongue. He was reluctant to say anything. He was a long, long way from trusting this man.

      But at the same time, he found himself lacking fight. Lacking resistance. Lacking strength.

      “Mike,” he said.

      “Mike,” Vincent repeated, smiling. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. As much as I’d like to continue chatting right now, you need to rest. You’re lucky to be alive. Lucky we found you when we did.”

      Mike frowned. And that’s when he started to take in his surroundings some more. The flickering light above. The white walls. The scrubs. There was no doubt about it. This was some kind of hospital.

      “What is… what is this place?”

      Vincent smiled at Mike, something that was no doubt going to grow annoying over time. “You’ll see. Everything will become clear soon. For now… just rest. And rest easy knowing you’re safe here. You can trust us. You know that, right?”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. He looked away. Looked out at the rain falling outside the window. “I can’t trust anyone.”

      “I’ll give you some time,” Vincent said. “But really. Everything’s going to be okay from now on. Everything’s going to be just fine.”

      Mike heard Vincent’s footsteps leave the room.

      He heard the door creak, then click shut.

      And as much as he wanted to believe that everything was going to be okay, he knew the truth.

      Nothing was going to be okay.

      Not where other people were around.

      He had to get out of this place.

      And he had to get out of it fast.
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      Kelsie stepped beyond the gates of the extraction point and tried to wrap her head around what she was seeing.

      It was late afternoon. The sun was shining brightly, but there was a little rain forming a rainbow, making everything seem even more like a film or a story. Everything around her was busy, noisy, loud.

      Because there were people.

      Everywhere.

      Some of the people had guns. They were dressed in army uniform, just like the man she’d been walking with that Calvin killed. But these people looked happy. They were smiling. They didn’t look scary or threatening. Not like so many other people Kelsie had come across.

      But in a way, that scared her too. Because it made her think they were hiding something. They were covering something up, she just didn’t know what.

      The place they were in was like nothing Kelsie had ever seen. There were big tents everywhere. There were tall walls with barbed wire around the top. There were portacabins. Everything about this place screamed “official.”

      But the main thing that caught Kelsie’s attention was the noise. The sound of footsteps. The sounds of people chattering. Some of them normal looking. Men. Women. Children. Looking at them, smiling at them. Like they were just neighbours.

      And then there were the helicopters.

      It was these helicopters that caught Kelsie’s eyes more than anything, now. Two of them. The way they were lifting from the ground. The way they were lifting into the sky. People on the ground watching them disappear. Waving them off, tears rolling down their faces, beaming smiles.

      And she had to blink a few times. She had to blink to make sure this wasn’t in her imagination. That she wasn’t just seeing things.

      But she didn’t even need her eyes open to realise that this was real.

      The sounds.

      The smells.

      Even the tastes of other people in the air.

      She thought of what Mike had been warned about by Gina’s mum, Caitlin. How the extraction point was hiding something. But then it had turned out Caitlin was bad, so maybe she was lying as Gina feared, after all.

      She held on to Alison’s hand, to Gina’s hand. Arya walked alongside them, sniffing the air, curious about her surroundings. Because this wasn’t normal for her. It wasn’t normal for any of them.

      And as good as it seemed, as right as it seemed… Kelsie still didn’t feel safe here. She didn’t feel comfortable here.

      She looked over her shoulder. Saw the gates closing. And she wanted to go back there. She wanted to go outside. She wanted to find Mike. Because she knew he was out there somewhere. As much as the others didn’t believe her, as much as they doubted he was still alive… he had to be out there.

      She’d seen him lying there. He was still breathing. Hurt, wounded, but breathing. She’d stayed by his side. And then she’d panicked. She’d panicked because she’d heard movement. And she’d got Arya and she’d stood up and she’d ran. She’d kept on running until she came across Alison, across Gina.

      And then when they’d gone back, Mike had been gone.

      Alison and Gina had tried to be logical about Mike’s disappearance. They told her it might’ve been an animal. Or maybe… maybe another person really had gone over there. Maybe somebody had taken his body. They didn’t want to tell her what they might be using it for, but she could guess. People did nasty things in this world.

      And then she heard footsteps right ahead. She turned around, and she saw somebody standing there.

      There were a group of people. Armed people, mostly.

      But then standing in front of them was a man.

      He was tall. Well built. Thinning black hair, and a smile on his face that looked like it had been drawn on. Kelsie felt unsure about it. It reminded her of Mr Morris, her old Year One teacher, who had left because apparently he’d been making girls feel uncomfortable.

      And he was smiling right at Kelsie, right in that same way.

      “Welcome,” he said. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Richard. Richard Wainwright. And I’m in charge of this place. Which makes me the watchman of purgatory, I suppose.”

      Kelsie watched Alison shake his hand, introduce herself. Then Gina followed, a little more reluctantly.

      Richard then crouched down opposite Kelsie, opposite Arya. “And who’s this we have here?”

      Kelsie glanced at the ground. She didn’t want to look back up.

      “This is Kelsie. She’s… she’s been through a lot,” Alison said.

      “We all have,” Richard said. “Anyone who claims they haven’t suffered in this world is lying or dead.”

      He stood back up, then. That smile returned to his face.

      “Alas. This place isn’t like any place you’ve been before. This place is different.”

      “That’s what we’ve been told about every place,” Gina said.

      Richard nodded. “And I understand any scepticism you might have. But really. Follow me. I’ll show you exactly what this place is.”

      The group followed Richard. They followed him past tents. They followed him past gardens. They followed him past groups of people congregated around. People who said hello, who introduced themselves, who shook hands and exchanged jokes. It all seemed too much like the old world. It all just seemed too happy.

      School-like environments. Places where people were relaxing. Places where people were working.

      A real world constructed from the ground up.

      “This place has everything you’ll need. It has food. It has education, recreation. Most importantly, it has structure. But really, it’s just a waiting room for the next step.”

      “The next step?” Alison said.

      Richard smiled. “There’s a place. A place set up by a combination of global governments just south of the UK. A sanctuary that is growing all the time. We call it Albion.”

      Gina snorted. “Sounds like something cheesy off a movie.”

      Richard chuckled. “The name wasn’t my decision. But do you know what Albion was? Albion was the first name for Britain, way back when. A new start. A new beginning. That’s what we want. That’s what we’re trying to rebuild.”

      “If you’re so keen on rebuilding and starting from scratch, why not just do it right here on British soil? It doesn’t look like resources are too much of an issue.”

      Richard smiled again. “That’s the long-term goal. But for now, we are repopulating other countries. Starting from scratch elsewhere.”

      “I was told something,” Gina said.

      Richard frowned. “Yes?”

      “I was told… I was told this place has bad intentions. That it’s taking people out of here. Women. Taking them out there to begin a process of… repopulation.”

      Richard shook his head. And he looked totally sure. Totally certain. “You can trust me when I say that’s absolutely not true.”

      “How?” Gina asked.

      Richard looked from Gina to Alison then to Kelsie. “We know the truth about the conception issues. We acknowledge it’s a problem. But the world will find its own way, one way or another. It isn’t for us to force it. And it certainly isn’t for us to imprison people in that kind of hell. I’m not telling you to blindly trust me. You can walk away right now if trusting me is an issue. But I’d like to hope that as you spend a little more time getting to know this place, you’ll develop a little more faith in us all after all.”

      He pulled something out of his pocket, then. A photograph.

      He held it out. Showed her. “We’re in regular contact with Albion. Regular contact to make sure the people there are doing just fine. This is exactly what’s coming for you if you’re willing to join the waiting list.”

      He turned the photo around, and when Kelsie saw it, she couldn’t help smiling.

      It was beautiful. Like the world before it was filled with people. Sunny. Perfect.

      And there were people.

      Smiling people.

      Happy people.

      In grassy areas. Enjoying the sun.

      Men. Women. Children.

      Perfect.

      “This is what’s coming,” Richard said. “This is what’s next.”

      And then he pulled the photo away, and he smiled again.

      “Is this the future you want?”

      Gina looked at Alison. Alison looked at Gina.

      Neither of them looked back at Kelsie.

      Neither of them asked what she thought.

      They just took deep breaths. Then they nodded. “We’ll give it a shot,” Alison said. “We’ll—we’ll give it a try.”

      Richard smiled. “Good. Then if you’d like to follow me… we’ll get the process started.”

      Kelsie felt Gina and Alison’s hands pull against her. She felt that force.

      She looked over her shoulder and saw the gates were slammed shut. Thought about Mike. Thought about the world outside. The world that seemed so far away all of a sudden.

      And then she turned to face the path ahead.

      The path where everyone was smiling.

      Everyone except one soldier, who was looking right at her.

      Something like fear in his eyes.
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      Aiden looked at the new arrivals and felt that same sense of dread he always felt.

      Especially when there were young people involved.

      It was a beautiful day. A little rainy, but that was a relief because it had broken through the stormy climate. The air was a little less mild and humid. And he couldn’t deny the beauty of this place. He couldn’t deny just how perfect it was, especially for new people. They were spellbound by it. They were drawn into its warm, welcoming arms.

      And he could see why. People had been out there fighting their way through the elements, battling against people with bad intentions. They had been through the kind of hell that nobody deserved to go through.

      So when they got to a place like this… they immediately wanted to hope. They wanted to believe.

      So that’s what they did.

      But Aiden knew something about this place.

      He knew something about this place that none of the new arrivals knew.

      And the ones who found out the truth… well.

      He watched that little girl. The one called Kelsie. He watched the way she kept turning around, kept looking at him. And he wondered if she knew. He wondered if that was a look of suspicion in her eyes. Because the way she was looking around this place… it wasn’t like other people looked at this place. It especially wasn’t like most kids looked at this place.

      They saw the schools and the games and the activities and all the other kids and they looked at it with wide-eyed joy. Because it was a new beginning for them. A new start. A chance of hope.

      But Kelsie wasn’t like the other kids.

      Kelsie looked around like she wasn’t certain. Like she wasn’t sure. About anything.

      And Aiden felt conflicted. Because on the one hand, he knew what he was doing here served a greater purpose. He knew what he was doing was for the good of the people. The good of the future. The good of humanity.

      But on the other hand…

      He swallowed a lump in his throat. Shook his head. He didn’t like to think of what he was doing. He didn’t like to think too much about what it meant—what any of it meant.

      Just that he had to stay focused.

      He had to stay focused on his job. Focused on what he was doing.

      Focused on the greater good.

      After all… this girl. She would be fine. She would be more than fine.

      But he saw just how attached to these two women she was, and he couldn’t help growing concerned.

      He wondered if it was the look of suspicion on the girl’s face that changed things. He wondered if maybe if she’d just acted naive and happy like the rest of the people who came here, things would be different. Because he could believe in the illusion. He could believe that everything was going to be okay.

      And it was. In the long run, it was.

      As they kept walking, he thought about the damage he could cause—and not only with the rifle in his hands. He thought about if he really tried, he could put a stop to all this—or change things at the very least.

      But then he thought about the bigger picture. He thought about what he was doing. Why he was doing it.

      He remembered what he’d been told. The mission he’d been given by the people in charge. The people in charge of everything. In charge of the future.

      And he took a deep breath, sucked up those nerves, and reminded himself he was going to be okay. Everything was going to be okay.

      As long as he just stayed on track.

      Kelsie looked at him again. And for a second, he thought he saw something else to her. Another look to her.  A smile to her face. Like she was falling for this place after all, like everybody did. Like she was beginning to believe in it after all.

      And that put him at ease.

      That made him feel better.

      But then…

      At the same time, that niggling fear remained in his stomach. At the same time, that concern welled up in his chest. The concern about her. The concern about everything. The concern about the future.

      The concern about the truth.

      “Do you mind showing these ladies here to their new homes?” Richard asked.

      And Aiden wanted to tell them the truth. He wanted to stop all of this before it progressed any further. He wanted to halt it in its tracks, every last bit of it.

      But then he did what he always did.

      He did the only thing he could.

      He took a deep breath.

      Swallowed a lump in his throat.

      And then he smiled.

      “Sure,” he said. “Right this way.”

      Just another bunch of people in a long line of people.

      Just another bunch of people who would discover the truth.

      Eventually.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      When Mike was absolutely certain all was quiet outside his room, he opened his eyes and sat up.

      He wasn’t sure what time of day it was, only that bright light was peeking in through the window on his left. It looked nice out there. So much so that he wanted to be out there; he longed for fresh air.

      And he was going to be back out there again, soon. He was going to get out of here.

      Because he couldn’t risk anything else happening.

      He couldn’t risk jeopardising his own safety once again.

      And there was more to it than that.

      Kelsie. Arya. The last time he’d seen them, he’d been passing out with his injury.

      He had no idea how long had passed since then. And he had no way of knowing just how far they had got either. He figured it couldn’t be all that long. A day, two days at a push.

      And then there were the others.

      Alison.

      Gina.

      Ian.

      Sonia.

      He had to get to them. He had to find them.

      He had to know what was happening.

      Especially with what Sonia had told him about that extraction point.

      Especially because he knew damn well he wasn’t going to risk the lives of the people he cared about, even if it did mean giving up the opportunity of luxury for more time out there in the deep unknown.

      But now, he only had one thing on his mind.

      He had to get out of here.

      He had to escape.

      He shuffled further upright. Every move sent pain shooting through his stomach and right through his body. His head felt dizzy. His mouth was dry as sandpaper. His chest was tight, and the slightest movement made him want to heave.

      But he was stronger than this.

      He had to be stronger than this.

      He gritted his teeth and swung his legs around the side of the bed.

      The first thing he noticed was that he touched something. Knocked something. A little stool by the side of his bed. The one that Vincent had been sitting at.

      He saw it tumbling down towards the solid floor.

      And all he could do was watch.

      All he could do was hold his breath and wait as it…

      It crashed against the floor.

      Mike held still. Heart racing. He listened for footsteps. Listened for a sign that someone was heading his way. He could take Vincent, he was sure of it. But he was weak. He’d been stabbed and then stitched up. He couldn’t pretend he had the upper ground right now.

      But he didn’t hear footsteps.

      He didn’t hear anything.

      Just that silence.

      He took a few deep breaths, steadied himself. And then he moved more slowly over the edge of the bed. He stretched out his legs. Felt his feet touch the cool floor.

      And then he steadied himself against the wall and stood upright.

      His head spun even more. He felt dizzy, shaky.

      But that was beyond the point.

      He was on his feet.

      He had a chance to get out of here.

      He had a chance to escape.

      He looked around this room. Looked for something he could use as a weapon. After all, he figured he might just need it.

      He didn’t have to look far.

      He walked over to the other side of the room. His footing was unsteady and laboured, his feet riddled with pins and needles. But even so, he felt like his motion was improving; like his movement was getting slightly more manageable with time.

      He grabbed the pair of sharp scissors from the tray. Opened them up in his hand. He knew it seemed rash. After all, these people had helped him. They’d saved his life. They’d stitched him up.

      But he didn’t trust them.

      As far as he was concerned, they’d done what they’d done because they felt like he could be an asset. Like they could use him. Like they could control him.

      He was done trusting people. Long done.

      He walked across the floor of this private room in what was undoubtedly a hospital and stopped when he reached the door.

      He waited. Waited a few seconds and listened. Listened for some kind of motion. Some kind of life.

      He didn’t hear a thing.

      He lowered his hand and went to turn the handle.

      That’s when he heard it.

      The footsteps.

      The footsteps coming from the right and heading his way.

      He stopped. Froze. Kept his hand on the handle and kept on holding it in just the same way.

      He couldn’t move it anymore.

      He couldn’t let them know.

      He’d step out, and he’d launch himself at whoever was coming his way.

      But then something else happened.

      The footsteps.

      They didn’t stop outside his door.

      They just kept on passing by.

      Mike let go of the breath he’d been holding. He knew he’d had a close call. He couldn’t let things get that close again.

      When he was absolutely sure there was nothing but silence, he turned the handle and pushed the door open.

      He heard it creak, just a little. So he eased it even more gently. He didn’t want to alert anyone to his presence. He didn’t want anyone to know he was here.

      When he opened the door, he noticed something. He was definitely in some kind of hospital. But there were sounds. Sounds he couldn’t deny.

      Bleeping.

      Like… power.

      He stepped out of the room, slowly. Headed right, over towards the stairs, keeping his guard up at all times.

      But the closer he got to the stairs, the closer he got to that bleeping.

      He heard it on the left. And he wanted to walk past that door. He wanted to keep going. He didn’t want anything to hold him back.

      But then he knew damn well curiosity was always going to get the better of him, like it always had. Like it always would.

      He looked over his shoulder. Back down the direction he’d come from.

      Then he took a deep breath and pushed open the door to that room that the bleeping noises came from.

      When he saw what he saw… he wasn’t sure how to even begin to comprehend it.

      But then he heard the footsteps right behind him, and he knew he wasn’t alone.
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      Kelsie looked around her new home and tried to convince herself that she was getting worried about this place for no reason.

      It was a nice afternoon. Sunny. Bright. The extraction point didn’t seem as noisy anymore. But maybe that was just because she’d got used to this place since she got here three days ago, or more used to it than she had been, anyway.

      But she still felt unsure about it.

      She still felt like something was wrong.

      It just didn’t seem like anyone else saw things in the same way.

      She was standing on her own in a line of people. Mostly kids her age. The new school was opening today. She saw a few of the kids were chatting to each other. Like they’d already made friends. A few of them turned around, looked at her, whispered a few things at each other. It had always been that way with Kelsie. She didn’t look weird, at least she didn’t think so, anyway. She just had this weird way of making other kids dislike her. It’d always been the way back at school. Even in her family with her cousins, it was the same.

      Mum told her it was because she was pretty. Because the other kids were jealous of her and the boys fancied her.

      But Kelsie wasn’t sure that was true. She felt like it was something else. Something she didn’t really understand.

      She took a deep breath and looked over her shoulder, back outside this weird tent she was inside. She’d been dreading enrolling into the school. She’d enjoyed just wandering around the place these last few days, getting to know how it was set up, getting to know some of the people here.

      She knew Alison and Gina were out there somewhere. Arya, too. She was in kennels. Richard told her they couldn’t have dogs running around because some people were allergic, and some were just scared.

      She felt like telling them that she’d leave then because she wanted Arya by her side at all times. She didn’t want to be apart from her. She loved her, and she didn’t want to be away from her ever again.

      But she’d been forced to accept it. Just like she’d been forced to accept everything else.

      She felt a nudge to her right.

      When she turned around, she saw a boy looking at her.

      He was big. Chubby. Bright ginger hair. Freckles all across his mean face. He was about twice the size of Kelsie, but he looked younger.

      But it was that mean look on his face that made Kelsie feel uncertain, uncomfortable.

      “Who’re you?”

      Kelsie swallowed a lump in her throat. She didn’t want to make any enemies right away. But at the same time, she felt like standing up for herself, making it clear to this chubby kid that she was tougher than she looked, and she wasn’t going to be pushed around.

      “What’s it matter to you?” she said.

      The boy’s eyes narrowed. It was like he wasn’t used to hearing things like that; like he wasn’t used to being stood up to. “I’m just being nice,” he grunted. Then he turned around. “Never mind. Suit yourself.”

      Kelsie felt torn, then. Maybe she’d acted too rashly. Maybe she’d judged this boy too quickly.

      She reached over and tapped him on his thick, fleshy shoulder.

      He turned around. Glared at her. “What do you want?”

      “I… I’m sorry. It’s just… I’ve been travelling a long time. Walking a long time. I’m Kelsie. Who’re you?”

      The boy just glared at her. And then his stare seemed to soften a little. He reached over, grabbed Kelsie’s hand. “I’m Tom,” he said. “You speak weird, Kelsie.”

      Kelsie hadn’t really thought much about the way she spoke. She knew she was different to other kids. That wasn’t something new, either. She’d always been that way. Spoke a bit differently. Spoke bigger words, that kind of thing. Dad used to wonder if she was “on the spectrum,” whatever that meant, but she didn’t think she was on any kind of spectrum. She was just a bit different. Wasn’t everybody a bit different?

      “Those women you’re with. They your two mums?”

      Another girl turned around, short, thin, blonde. “Tom!”

      “Didn’t ask you,” Tom said. “Asked New Fish here. They your two mums, then? Lesbo lovers?”

      Kelsie shook her head. “No. They…”

      “I told you about being an idiot, Tom,” the girl said. Then she looked at Kelsie, rolled her eyes, and shook her head. “Ignore him. Seriously. He’s just rude. I’m Siobhan.”

      Kelsie shook Siobhan’s hand. And as she stood there in line to sign up for the school they supposedly had going here… she had to admit she quite liked this duo. They seemed nice. Tom was a bit of an idiot, but he wasn’t the bully she’d first feared.

      And then the topic of actual parents came up, and Kelsie found herself struggling to speak.

      “My mum used to be a fighter jet pilot,” Tom said. “Fought in the Third World War.”

      Siobhan frowned. “The Third World War hasn’t even happened yet.”

      “Really?” Tom asked. “How do you know that when we’re stuck here with no idea what’s going on outside? And what do girls know about war anyway?”

      “But that’s not what—”

      “Ssh. New Fish. Where are your real parents, anyway?”

      Kelsie thought about her mum and dad. She thought about just how much she missed them. How much she wished they were still here, still around.

      In the end all she could do was swallow the lump in her throat. “They’re gone now.”

      Tom sighed. “That sucks. Really. Same with mine. Well, my mum’s out there somewhere, fighting the war. She’ll be back for me someday.”

      But it was the way he looked at Kelsie that told her all she needed to know.

      His mum wasn’t coming back.

      They reached the front of the line. Kelsie didn’t say much to them. She just learned a few things. Learned about the school they had going here. About some of the things they were teaching them—survival, living in the outside world, also something weird called “mindfulness.” She learned about how frequently people were extracted out of here.

      “Richard told me I’m next in line,” Siobhan said.

      “Really?” Kelsie asked.

      Siobhan smiled. Nodded. “Next in line for the new world.”

      Kelsie wanted to be happy for Siobhan. She wanted to be pleased.

      But as she stepped up to the signup desk, pen now in hand… she couldn’t deny that knotting in her stomach. That knotting that something was wrong.

      But then she thought about Tom and Siobhan and how happy they seemed here, and she took a deep breath.

      Then, she signed.

      “Welcome to your new life,” a woman said, smile on her face.

      Kelsie nodded.

      Turned around.

      In the distance, she saw the man with the gun who’d been staring at her on that very first day, watching her.

      Closely.
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      Mike heard the footsteps behind him.

      But he couldn’t take his eyes off the room ahead of him.

      The room where the bleeping was coming from.

      The room where he had seen what he was looking at right now…

      There were people. People in beds. People wired up to machines.

      The lights. The bleeps.

      Working hospital equipment.

      “I’m guessing you’ve figured out just how widespread our power is at this stage.”

      Mike turned around. He saw a man standing there. A man he recognised.

      The man in the white coat.

      The first man he’d seen when he’d woken up.

      Vincent.

      He smiled at Mike. Always that smile to his face. A smile that Mike wondered about. That he wondered what it was covering up; what it was hiding.

      “How?” Mike asked. It was all he could say. All he could manage. Because he’d seen small pockets of power, sure. But this… nothing like this. “Where am I?”

      Vincent sighed. Then, he walked a little closer to Mike. “Like I said. You’re somewhere safe—”

      “I don’t want to hear any more about how I’m somewhere safe,” Mike said. “I want to know where I am. I want to know where this place is. I—I want to know why there’s power here.”

      Vincent was looking at Mike’s hand with some alarm. It was only then that Mike realised he was staring at the scissors within his grip.

      “Mike,” Vincent said.

      “No more games. I want to know where I am, and I want to know why this place has power. If you don’t tell me in the next five seconds, I’ll…”

      He stopped. Because he saw something. Movement, over to his right.

      And then he saw them.

      More people emerging.

      More people, giving Mike the sense that this place was even bigger than he’d first imagined.

      “What’s happening?” Mike asked.

      Vincent took a few steps closer, which initially made Mike raise the scissors higher. But he didn’t look like he was concerned about Mike. It didn’t look like he was too worried about what might follow.

      Like somehow, he trusted Mike.

      “You’re in the old Wright Green hospital just outside of Lancaster,” Vincent said. “Nice rural setting. Pretty out of the way. Not the biggest hospital in the world. But there’s supplies here. And there’s land here. And like I say. It’s pretty rural, which means this place is out of the way. But anyway. You’re probably not too concerned about technicalities right now.”

      Mike frowned. He shook his head. “How did I… How did you get me here?”

      “On foot, it’s a fair trek. Fortunately, we don’t always have to rely on foot.”

      Mike still couldn’t make sense of any of this. “But…”

      He stopped, then. Because it dawned on him. The things Vincent was saying. The sign of electricity in here. The signs of life.

      “When did this place come back to life?” Mike asked.

      Vincent smiled. “See, that’s the thing. It never actually stopped living.”

      Mike shook his head. “Impossible.”

      “That’s what I thought. The day the EMP struck, for me it was a day just like any other. I tried to drive home, though, and that’s when I realised my car was out of order. And everyone else’s were, too. But the hospital. It was still going. And that’s when we discovered the truth. Hydro-electricity. The hospital was using natural resources—water from the nearby river—in case of emergency. It was a part of a pioneering trial. An experiment. And sure, it’s affected some areas. Sure, functionality isn’t as smooth as it once was. But the fact is… we have the foundations to build something here. We have power here. And you’ll know as well as I do just how precious that is”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. Hydroelectricity. He couldn’t get his head around it. He couldn’t understand it.

      But it made sense.

      It made total sense.

      It was just hard to believe that there really had been places like this surviving all along.

      “So this place has power,” Mike said. “But that still doesn’t explain how you picked me up. How you got me here.”

      Vincent smiled, then. He took another step towards Mike, who had the scissors lowered now. He put a hand on his shoulder, something that made Mike flinch because he still didn’t trust him, couldn’t trust him, couldn’t trust anyone.

      But he couldn’t see the flaws in Vincent’s story.

      He couldn’t see any other explanation for why this place had power and others didn’t.

      “Call that chance. We have a working car. We know it’s finite. We know fuel’s going to dwindle, eventually. But for now… we use it sparingly. Fortunately, we were out on a scouting run when we ran into you. Searching for some people of ours who went missing a while back. Didn’t find them. But you’re lucky to be alive, Mike. You’re lucky we found you. If it’d been any later… I don’t even like to think.”

      Mike nodded. But all of this still seemed a bit surreal, a bit dreamlike. “So if there’s a place like this. If there’s a place running on hydroelectricity. Then perhaps there’s more out there that’re just the same?”

      Vincent smiled. “Exactly.”

      He pointed to the right of Mike, now. Pointed to the people standing there.

      “The people at this hospital are working not just to treat people in need, but also to bring people on board for other purposes. Hunting. Farming. Gathering petrol and any supplies we can. Because what we have here is precious. It is sacred. But at the same time… it is under threat.”

      Mike narrowed his eyes. “I thought you said this place was a secret?”

      “It is,” Vincent said. His face had turned. That smile, that was so ever present, had dropped away completely. “For now, at least. But there are people out there. People who will want to take what we have. That’s just an inevitability.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. “So what do you propose?”

      “We grow. We keep on growing. That’s all we can do. And don’t get me wrong. What we have here is a marvellous opportunity that we have to keep on progressing. And we will. You’ll see that. You’ll see what we have here for yourself, and you’ll just know it’s worth every ounce of fight. But we make sure we stick to our principles of non-harming unless provoked. We stick to our principles of doing the best we can for this place—always. Because there are bad people out there. Like the people with the helicopters. We’ve seen them. And they show no mercy.”

      A sickening tension in Mike’s gut. “Wait. The people with the helicopters?”

      Vincent sighed. “It’s a long story. But—”

      “No, I’ve seen them. They—they’re from an extraction point. A place that’s supposed to be taking people away.”

      A look of disappointment on Vincent’s face. Not to mention the rest of his people. “Is that what they had you believe?” he asked.

      Mike felt his throat going dry. He felt his body tightening. Because he feared what was coming. He feared what he was about to be told.

      And also, he remembered.

      In what should’ve been his dying moments, he remembered what Calvin said to him.

      What he’d hinted about that extraction point.

      How it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

      Because the rest of his people were out there.

      And they would find that place.

      They would find it, and they would fall into its trap.

      “What’s the deal with the extraction point?” Mike asked.

      Vincent took a deep breath.

      And then he told him everything.
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      When Kelsie got back home—or rather, to her new home—she felt like she could sleep for days.

      But she wasn’t going to sleep.

      Because the events of the last few days kept on circling around her mind.

      It was late. Dark. She couldn’t hear a thing outside, which was proving difficult to adapt to, in all truth. Strange to get used to. She’d been used to hearing the wind against the trees at night. She’d grown used to listening out for some kind of threat, some kind of source of danger.

      She’d grown used to all the possibilities of things turning her life upside down, time and time again.

      But this place was quiet.

      In this place, she felt like she could be at ease. She felt like she could rest.

      But at the same time, that’s what threw her even more. That’s what made her even more uncertain. Even more on edge.

      “How’re you finding this place?”

      Kelsie looked to her left. She was sitting on the edge of her single bed in her new room. The decor was very general, but it was relaxing. Hard to believe you were only in a soundproof portacabin when you were inside it.

      And again, it seemed nice. It seemed… hopeful.

      But it still didn’t seem right.

      Three days here, and it still didn’t seem right.

      “It’s okay,” Kelsie said. “I guess.”

      Alison tilted her head. “You guess? It looks like you’ve been making friends out there. Like you’ve been settling in.”

      Kelsie thought about Tom and Siobhan. She had to admit, they seemed okay. She quite liked them, even if she wasn’t sure about them at first. “They’re alright,” Kelsie said.

      “But something’s still getting to you, isn’t it?”

      Kelsie didn’t want to tell Alison the truth. She didn’t want to upset her. Because at the end of the day, Alison seemed happy here. And for all she knew, Gina was happy too. They had clearly adjusted to this new pace of life far quicker than she had.

      It felt like she was putting a dampener on their happiness if she told them the way she really felt. If she told them the truth about how she was feeling.

      But she knew what Alison was like. She knew there was no hiding with her.

      “I just feel like… like there’s something about this place. Something I just can’t trust.”

      She said it. And she said it with more frankness and more honesty than she had been intending to. She realised she sounded really grown up when she said it, too. Like it was the sort of thing the adults should be saying, not her.

      And she saw Alison’s face turn, a little smile curling at the corners. “I know how you feel.”

      Kelsie frowned. “You do?”

      “Let’s be real, Kelsie. It’d be a miracle if we could just settle in here without any problems, without any trouble. I’m not even sure that’d be possible. Especially after what Gina told us about what her mum told her.”

      Kelsie thought about what Gina had said. The talk. The talk that the women here and the children weren’t being taken to some safe haven after all. They were being taken to some kind of place like the one Calvin used to run.

      And the mere thought of that… it scared her.

      “But we have to go on the evidence of what we’ve seen. We have to go on the evidence of the things we’ve witnessed. The things we’ve experienced. And this place… there’s order here. There’s kindness here. There’s education and jobs. Things that wouldn’t be in place if there was some kind of dark place at the end of all of this. Right?”

      Kelsie nodded. But truth be told, she still wasn’t sure. She still wasn’t convinced. She heard what Alison was saying. It made her feel a little better about everything.

      But not totally. Not completely.

      She realised that she might just be letting her mind get the better of her.

      Maybe she was just overthinking all of this.

      Maybe she was just being paranoid.

      She took a deep breath then lay back against her bed. And Alison must’ve seen something. She must’ve spotted it. Just a look on her face. If she hadn’t, maybe she wouldn’t have said anything. Maybe she wouldn’t have asked the question.

      “This is about Mike, too, isn’t it?”

      And just hearing Mike’s name made Kelsie’s stomach knot. Because she was trying not to think about him. She was trying not to think about what had happened to him. She was trying not to think about the fact that his body had gone… with no explanation.

      “I miss him too,” Alison said.

      Kelsie looked at her. Saw her staring off into space. And for the first time in a long time, Kelsie felt like she was seeing Alison crack. She was seeing the steely, tough armour break to pieces.

      “You loved him, didn’t you?” Kelsie asked.

      Alison looked at her. Looked right into her eyes. And there was no way she could say anything, then. No way she could say anything that would change Kelsie’s mind. No way she could hide how she really felt.

      “Yes,” Alison said. “Yes, I suppose… I suppose I did.”

      And then she took in a deep, sharp breath, and that hard look returned to her face.

      Kelsie wanted to tell Alison what she thought. She wanted to tell her that deep down, she believed he was still out there. That he was still alive, somewhere, somehow.

      And that she got the feeling that she hadn’t seen him for the last time.

      But before Kelsie could say anything, Alison leaned over, smile on her face. Kissed Kelsie on her forehead.

      “Anyway, love. It’s late. You… you get some rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a busy day. Your first day at new school. Right?”

      Kelsie felt her stomach turn. She never liked school as it was. So a new school in this new world with a whole new curriculum that she didn’t understand wasn’t going to be easy to get used to.

      But regardless, she took a deep breath, and she sighed. “Okay,” she said.

      Alison went to say something. Then she stopped. And Kelsie wanted to ask her what she wanted to say. She wanted to ask her what she’d tried to say.

      But then the moment passed because Alison got up and walked out of her room.

      The room door opened.

      Then the room door shut.

      And Kelsie was left in silence.

      But as she lay there, she couldn’t stop the thoughts spinning around her mind.

      She couldn’t stop the monsters under the bed from creeping out and climbing on top of her.

      She couldn’t stop the fear that this was just too good, that this was just too perfect…

      And she wasn’t sure anything was ever going to change that.
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      When Vincent told Mike about the true nature of the extraction point, he felt a mixture of emotions. A deep sense of foreboding. But also a sense of inevitability. A sense of deep dread. Because it was familiar. It was familiar to what he had heard already. It was similar to what he’d been told.

      It just had a few… key differences.

      “It is a safe haven of sorts,” Vincent said. “And sure, it might even be billing itself as an extraction point. That much we are sure of. But one thing we are also sure of… is when people are actually taken away from that place… they don’t go to some kind of paradise. They don’t go to some kind of place where everything is good. Where everything is fine. The helicopters, we’ve seen them. We’ve seen them flying overhead. The different directions they head in. And in some cases, we’ve seen where they actually land.”

      “Where?”

      “They dump the people,” Vincent said. “They—they dump them far from home. Because the truth is… well, we don’t know for certain. Not with absolute certainty. But we can only assume that the reason people aren’t being taken away to some mythical promised land is because there isn’t one after all.”

      Mike brushed his hand through his hair. He was still wrapping his head around this. Still trying to understand it all. “If this is what’s happening. If this is what’s really going on. Why not take them abroad somewhere? Why not, like, take them somewhere they won’t have a chance of finding the extraction point again, at least?”

      Vincent shook his head. “Like I say. We can’t pretend to understand everything about this world. About these people’s motives. All we can say is that this is the truth. And we know it for certain.”

      “How can you know it for certain?”

      “Because I was on one of those helicopters.”

      Mike looked around. Saw one of the women with long ginger hair standing there. She looked skinny, but tough. A constant furrowed look of scepticism on her face. Tired eyes. Like she’d been through a lot.

      “This is Nina,” Vincent said.

      She walked up. Shook Mike’s hand. Didn’t seem totally comfortable about it.

      “You were on one of those helicopters?” Mike asked.

      “It dumped me a long, long way from here. Just stopped, then told me to get off. They gave me a few things. A few supplies. Food, water, that sort of thing. Enough to get by with. But they told me something. Something with absolute certainty.”

      Mike frowned. “What did they tell you?”

      “They told me never to return to that extraction point. That if I did, they’d kill me on sight.”

      Mike shook his head. All of this was just too much.

      “I spent weeks walking. I spent weeks surviving on my own. I got sick. Wouldn’t want to guess how close I was to dying, or how many times. But eventually, I found my way here. Didn’t want to trust it at first, of course. I mean, who would trust anyone or anywhere after what I’d been through? But yeah. I’ve been here a while now. And whatever you might think of this place… it’s good. Really, truly good. And it’s going to get better and better.”

      Mike still didn’t know what to say. “So they have this place. This perfect place, from what you say. A place where there’s order and security. Why lie? Why pretend like there’s something else out there when there isn’t?”

      Vincent shrugged. “I can’t pretend to know for certain, again. But I know one thing for sure. People need hope. They rely on hope. Even when their situation appears good… they need something else. A promise of something greater. Something bigger. Again. I can’t pretend to understand the motives of these people completely… but I’d wager a bet it helps people stay in line. It helps them maintain order. Hope keeps people going. Always been the way. In the old world, you worked to earn to spend on something that seemed far away in the distance. But it was that dangling carrot of hope that kept you going through the miserable days. It was that promise of something greater out there that had you spending your whole life slaving away in a cubicle, only to retire and find out you’ve been conned all along. But it doesn’t have to be that way. The illusion doesn’t need to be held up. Not anymore.”

      Mike stood there in the hospital corridor, scissors still in hand. He didn’t know what to say. What to think.

      The only thing he knew was that Kelsie, Gina, Alison, Ian, Arya… they were out there. They were out there, and they were in danger.

      He couldn’t have them reaching that place.

      He couldn’t have them buying into the hope then being dumped somewhere far away. He just couldn’t live with that risk.

      But at the same time… if he stood any hope of ever finding them again, he had to hope they had reached that extraction point. Because it was the only place he could know for certain where they actually were. It was the only place he could know with certainty where to find them.

      He had to get there.

      He had to tell them the truth.

      Then as painful as it was… they had to leave that place. Together.

      He took a deep breath, and he walked past Vincent, over towards his people.

      “Mike?” Vincent said.

      “I can’t stay here,” Mike said. “Not while I have people out there. People I care about heading right towards that extraction point.”

      “But your wounds. You won’t make it.”

      “Then I’ll die trying,” Mike said. “I’ve trusted people too much as it is. I’ve put my faith in others far too many times. I can’t do that. Not anymore. Not again.”

      He kept on walking.

      But then Vincent came up behind him. Put a hand on his shoulder.

      Mike turned around instantly, instinctively.

      “It’s a dangerous journey, Mike. Even without a wound like yours, it’s not safe out there. And when you get there… even less so.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Mike asked.

      “That’s the thing,” the ginger woman said. “When you get there… when you’re living there… leaving isn’t quite so easy.”

      Mike frowned. “What kind of a place doesn’t let you leave?”

      “Oh, they let you leave. But nobody wants to. Why would they when everything seems perfect, after all? And if you do leave… well, in their eyes, they know something’s wrong. They know you might be onto them somehow. Then there’s the risk that word could spread. But trust me, Mike. Believe me. The second you go there and the second you start opening your mouth about the things you’ve heard… you’re in trouble. Big trouble. And so is everyone you tell the truth.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. As he stood there, he felt trapped. Trapped by his injury. Trapped by the knowledge he knew.

      Trapped by the fear that the rest of his people were buying into the myths of this place, buying into its perfection…

      And that risk always being there that they were going to be dumped out of it at any given moment.

      But he knew he had no choice.

      He knew there was no other option. Not when his people were involved.

      “I like what you have here,” Mike said. “I like what you’re building. And I respect you. I respect you for everything you’ve done for me. But I can’t stay here. Not while my people are out there. Not while…”

      He felt a pain, then. A sudden, sharp pain in his torso.

      When he looked down, he saw something on his shirt.

      Something that filled him with dread.

      Blood.

      He looked up. Vincent was looking at him. Concern on his face.

      “Mike?” he said. “Are you feeling okay?”

      But his voice was growing distant.

      His words were muffled.

      And then his body started to sway, his balance started to drift.

      And then before he could do a thing about it, before he could act, he fell to the floor, and consciousness faded.
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      Kelsie woke suddenly and abruptly.

      She didn’t know where she was for a moment. The darkness was more intense than any she was used to. She took a few seconds to consider where she was. Outside? No. Not enough wind. In a tent somewhere? No. It was too quiet, even for that.

      And then it hit her.

      The reality hit her.

      She was in a bed. In a bedroom. In a portacabin.

      In the extraction point.

      She felt a combination of emotions when she remembered exactly where she was. Part of her felt relieved. But another part of her felt uncertain. Disconcerted.

      Because she knew how much she doubted this place.

      But then there was something else. Something bothering her. Something she didn’t understand, something she hadn’t comprehended, not yet.

      She felt groggy and distant. Not like she’d woken from sleep naturally, but like she’d been woken up.

      Woken by something.

      By someone.

      It was right on cue that she heard the footsteps.

      And then the voices.

      They were right outside her room. Moving by quite quickly. She couldn’t make out any of the words, what was being said, anything like that.

      She only knew that she sensed that someone was trying to be quiet out there, and they’d failed.

      And for that reason… Kelsie felt like she had to investigate.

      She got out of bed. Crept over to the window. She didn’t want anyone to know she was peeking. She wanted to stay quiet, stay on the low.

      That lack of trust still built deep within.

      She held her breath out of instinct more than anything, and then she pulled aside the curtains.

      She could see people out there. Two people who had just passed by.

      And Kelsie thought at first they were just guards. Just guards of this place going about their business. That’s what the voice in her head told her. That’s what she wanted to believe.

      But these two guards were jogging.

      Guns in hand.

      And there was something else that caught Kelsie’s focus. Caught her attention.

      One of the guards.

      It was the weird man who’d been looking at her.

      Aiden.

      She felt caught, then. Caught between two directions. On the one hand, she wanted to get back in bed, close her eyes, try to sleep. Forget she’d ever seen anything. Act as normal. Because there was bound to be things going on here. Things beyond her knowledge. Beyond her understanding.

      But then on the other hand… that urge inside her. That urge for knowledge. That urge to know the truth.

      That urge was always going to be stronger than any self-restraint or resistance she had inside her.

      So she walked over to her door.

      She took a few deep breaths.

      And then she stepped outside.

      The first thing she did was turn and lock her door. Because she didn’t want anyone to come searching for her. She wanted people to think she was still in there, still at home.

      She wasn’t planning on being gone for long, after all.

      The night was cool and still. But Kelsie couldn’t believe just how much louder it was out here than it was inside. Not in any kind of big way. Just the sound of the wind. The sound of talking somewhere in the distance.

      And the sound of those footsteps.

      Kelsie turned. She had to squint at first because she couldn’t make out where Aiden and the other guard had gone.

      But then she saw them.

      They were just up ahead. Turning a corner.

      Disappearing.

      She walked, then. Picked up her pace. She couldn’t get caught standing here. She couldn’t stick behind.

      She wanted to know where the two men were going. Why they had their guns in hand. Why they looked so urgent.

      And then she started walking quicker towards the people.

      She felt her heart pounding. Felt the urgency building up. Because she knew what she was doing was troublesome. She knew it could put her in danger.

      She didn’t know why she knew. Just that she knew for certain that things could very easily go wrong, here. That there were things to this place she didn’t understand. Things she maybe didn’t want to understand.

      She just had to keep on searching.

      Keep on going.

      She heard something else, then. Footsteps. Voices. Only these weren’t ahead. They were behind her.

      She froze. Looked over her shoulder.

      A couple of people sneaking past, smiles on their faces, giggling and whispering to one another.

      She sighed. Just people. Just citizens of the extraction point here. There was a curfew, and it looked like they were sneaking out. But they weren’t going in the same direction as Kelsie. They were going the other way.

      In a way… she didn’t like that. Because she didn’t want to go this way alone.

      But she knew she had to keep going, now. She couldn’t give up.

      So she turned around and kept on running.

      When she reached the corner, she stopped.

      The two men were standing ahead. Standing at the gates. The main entrance to the place, where she’d come in. Far away from every other sign of life in this place. Out of the way.

      Looking over their shoulders.

      Making sure they were alone.

      They were looking through an opening in the gates.

      Talking to someone.

      It sounded like they were shouting. Which meant that something was wrong. Something wasn’t right at all.

      But Kelsie couldn’t see who these men were talking to.

      She couldn’t see who they were shouting at, at all.

      Just that she heard a name.

      Lana.

      She looked up. Looked at the top of the gate.

      And she saw some ladders beside them.

      A spot where there were no guards, not right now.

      She tightened her fist. Could she climb the ladders? Go up there and see what was happening down below?

      She figured that at the end of the day, she only had one choice.

      As dangerous as it might feel.

      She climbed. Started to drag herself up the ladder, quicker, quicker. The more she climbed, the more she worried she was going to be spotted. That someone was going to see her. Someone was going to stop her.

      But she kept on going.

      Kept on climbing.

      And as she was climbing, she heard a bang.

      She froze. Thought they were onto her. Thought they’d seen her.

      But then she looked down and saw them.

      They hadn’t seen her. They’d opened a hatch in the gates and were leaning out of it.

      So she took a deep breath. She turned around. Started climbing again.

      And then she reached the top.

      She held on. Looked down. Turned her head over.

      That’s when she saw it.

      A woman.

      A woman on her knees at the gate.

      The woman called Lana.

      She was crying. But she looked mad. Angry.

      And she was pointing in the faces of these two men, who were still inside the confines of the extraction point but leaning out to talk to her.

      Saying something.

      Something she could only just make out.

      “You can’t do this. You expected me to just stay away. You expected me to never come back. You were wrong. You can’t keep doing this. You can’t keep lying to everyone.”

      And then she heard the other voices.

      The voice of one of the men.

      The guard. Aiden.

      “You know what the rules are, Lana,” he said. “Once you’re extracted, you never come back here. You just—”

      “You can’t keep everyone away, Aiden. You can’t just expect to keep ‘extracting’ people from this place to some fake safe haven and for it not to come back to haunt you somewhere.”

      “Once you’re extracted… you start your new life, and you never show your face again. As hard as it is to take.”

      “I told you I—”

      “And if you do return here…”

      Another voice.

      There was silence. Silence, just for a second. A momentary look of fear on the woman’s face.

      “You—”

      “No!” Aiden shouted.

      And then there was a flash.

      A muffled shot, cutting through the solitude of the night.

      Kelsie let out a whimper. She almost slipped from her grip.

      Because she saw exactly what had happened.

      The woman fell back.

      A bullet had blasted her face into pieces.

      She fell to the ground.

      Bleeding.

      Kelsie stayed there. She held on. Totally still. Totally silent.

      Because she couldn’t wrap her head around what’d happened.

      She couldn’t understand.

      But she didn’t need to. Not really.

      All she knew was that someone had been “extracted”.

      They’d come back here.

      And because they had… they had been killed.

      Her heart pounded. Stomach knotted. She knew she was in trouble. In big danger.

      She went to climb down the ladder.

      That’s when she felt something.

      Saw something.

      The light of a torch landed on her.

      They had seen her.
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      When Mike opened his eyes this time, it didn’t take him long to remember where he was.

      That familiar white ceiling. That familiar feeling of a hospital bed. And that slight medicinal hint to the air of disinfectant that brought him flying right back to the time before, back to a time when hospitals and doctors’ surgeries were just a normal part of the world, totally taken for granted.

      Except there was nothing normal about this place.

      It was special. No doubt about that.

      It should be protected at all costs.

      But at the same time… he couldn’t stay here.

      “You got a bit light-headed.”

      Mike looked up. Saw Vincent at the foot of his bed. He wasn’t alone, though. Nina, the woman who had been dumped by the people at the extraction point. She was here, too. Her arms were folded, covering her chest. She looked at Mike with suspicion, with concern. That familiar look. Like she didn’t totally trust him.

      Mike knew exactly how it felt not to trust someone.

      Vincent walked back around the side of Mike’s bed. “Figured we’d be better off getting you back here. Letting you rest. Can’t have you passing out all the time.”

      But Mike wasn’t here to wait around. He wasn’t here to do nothing. He got up. Climbed off the side of the bed, despite the pain in his stomach, the dryness in his throat, the dizziness in his mind. “I’m fine.”

      Vincent put a hand on his arm. “You’re not fine. That’s exactly the problem here. There’s nothing fine about y—”

      Mike knocked Vincent’s hand away. “Whatever state I’m in. However wounded or weak you think I am… I can’t just sit back here. I can’t just relax here and wait around while my people might be at that extraction point. While—while they might be on some kind of list just waiting to be taken into the middle of nowhere; just waiting for their hopes to be crushed all over again. While they stand the risk of being dumped somewhere at the other side of the country. I just… I just can’t let that happen.”

      “And I appreciate that,” Vincent said. “Really, I do. I get it. But… But I can only tell you the truth about this place, or at least what I know of it. There’s no getting in there and getting your friends out. Not without causing a major meltdown.”

      “But why? Why won’t whoever’s in charge of this place let people out? Why won’t they let people go?”

      “Because like most people in charge of these places, he’s a control freak,” Nina said. “Richard, he’s called. Puts people on a list and promises they’ll be taken to a place called Albion, eventually. The rest of the place is working, up and running. Farms. Schools. It’s not a bad place. Just has a nasty surprise waiting at the end of it. But yeah. That place has its limitations, as you can imagine.”

      Mike looked at her. Saw her smile. “How’s that much different to you people?”

      Nina frowned, looked at Vincent. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re strongly advising I don’t leave this place. Even though it’s not exactly going to cause you much trouble. Why? And how’s that any different to whoever’s running this extraction point?”

      Vincent looked back at Nina and sighed. Then he turned to Mike again. “We’re not stopping you going anywhere. We’re not stopping you leaving. We just… Look. We could use all the help we could get keeping this place running. Building something. And if the time comes that we need to… then yeah, protecting this place. You seem like someone who is tough. Who understands how to survive. You must have, to have made it this far anyway. We value that. So yeah. We’re not stopping you leaving. We’re not stopping you going anywhere. We just hope you’ll reconsider. Because honestly, I worry about you. We all worry about you.”

      “I second that,” Nina said.

      Mike felt a knot in his stomach. He felt torn in two directions. Because on the one hand, he liked what was here. He really wanted to stay, to help make this place work.

      But on the other hand… his people. Kelsie. Gina. Alison. Ian. Arya—yeah, he pretty much classed her as a person now. She was close enough, after all. And hey, even Sonia, wherever she was out there.

      He needed to know where they were at.

      He needed to make sure they weren’t sleepwalking into disaster.

      He needed to make sure they were okay.

      And he needed to bring them here.

      Their new home.

      “I appreciate that,” Mike said. “Really. If it sounds like I’m not being grateful or that I’m being rash or whatever, then I don’t mean for it to be coming across that way. It’s just—”

      “You have people you care about out there,” Vincent said. “People you’d do anything for.”

      He smiled, then. A real warmth to his face.

      “I know how it is,” he said.

      Mike smiled back, as well as he could anyway. Then he got to his feet, as weak and unsteady as he was on them. He’d get his strength back. He’d build himself up again. He’d been through a shock. His body had been through a trauma. It would take time to get back to normality; for reality as he knew it to resume.

      But he’d do whatever he could.

      “If you must go,” Vincent said, “then you aren’t going alone.”

      Mike shook his head. “Out of the question. You can’t send any of your people—”

      “He doesn’t have to,” Nina said, stepping forward, smiling. “I’m volunteering to come with you.”

      Mike didn’t know what to say. He could only shake his head. “But you’ve been taken from that place. At least I can pretend I don’t know their deal.”

      “I’ll take you there. I’ll make sure everything’s going okay, from afar. Make sure they let you in. Things like that. But the last thing we want is you passing out on your way down there and dying in a muddy ditch. So I’m coming with you for the ride.”

      Mike felt like there wasn’t a lot he could do but nod. “You have cars, though. Right?”

      Nina smiled. Then, she raised some car keys. “We have a car. That’s another reason I’m coming with you. Only I’m insured to drive this mother.”

      She smirked. And Mike found himself smiling, too. Smiling at Nina. Smiling at Vincent. Smiling at the absurdity of this whole situation.

      But in the back of his mind… this journey still lay very clearly ahead.

      He took a deep breath.

      It was time to go to the extraction point.

      It was time to try and find his people.

      And it was time to try and bring them back to a new home, once and for all.
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      The second the lights landed on Kelsie, her entire body went solid.

      Her throat tightened. She couldn’t move a muscle. She really did feel like a rabbit trapped in the bright glow of headlights.

      She wanted to get away. She wanted to get out of the light. She wanted to break free of this moment, which felt like it was dragging on forever.

      But there was no going anywhere.

      She was stuck at the top of this ladder, a woman with her face blown off at the other side of the gate, the knowledge of what had happened and why she’d died resonating around her mind.

      And then something happened.

      The lights.

      The torchlights that had landed on her.

      They moved from her.

      Moved right past her.

      And then the men below started to open up the gates and step outside.

      Kelsie didn’t know what to think, how to react. She still felt like they were watching her. Like they were onto her, and they were just playing with her, biding their time, waiting for the right moment to strike.

      But she had to face the reality right now.

      The men were going outside.

      Which meant she had a chance to get away.

      She had a chance to slip away from them without them knowing.

      She clambered down the ladder. Her hands shook. She couldn’t stop replaying the memory of what she’d witnessed.

      That woman at the gate. Lana.

      The things she’d said. The things about how the extraction point wasn’t really an extraction point. That Albion didn’t exist. How they’d dumped her somewhere far away.

      And then how they’d told her that she’d not listened, and for that reason they were killing her.

      Silencing her.

      She’d known something was wrong with this place. Not exactly what, but she’d known there was a dark secret.

      Was this it?

      Was this the truth?

      It had to be.

      Which meant she had to tell Alison.

      She had to tell Gina.

      And they had to get out of here.

      She kept on climbing down the ladder. A bitter, sickly taste filled her mouth when she thought about Tom and Siobhan. Her new friends. She wasn’t particularly attached to them, but she still felt bad that they didn’t know the truth. They didn’t know the absolute reality of this place.

      They could be taken off on that helicopter and out of here… only to find themselves stranded miles from home, miles from help.

      They wouldn’t make it out there. Not after what they’d told her about how protected they’d been since the beginning.

      Kelsie, she would find it difficult. She would find it hard.

      But she could adapt.

      She knew she could.

      Anything was being better than being trapped in this lie.

      She clambered her way down towards the bottom of the ladder. Her heart was racing faster. The urgency was building and growing by the second. The thought of all the things she’d have to do and all the ways she’d have to explain and warn the others without raising alarm. And then there was Arya, and there was Gina, and there was…

      She heard the voices right beside her.

      Then she heard the footsteps walking right past.

      From outside the extraction point to inside, all over again.

      She froze. Totally still again. Couldn’t look. Couldn’t turn. Her feet were glued to the steps. She was convinced that they were going to turn. They were going to see her. Somehow, they hadn’t seen her when they’d shone the light up towards her. But that was just luck.

      She was rumbled now.

      She was in trouble.

      Big trouble.

      She held her breath. Then as she heard the men talking right behind her, she looked around.

      She saw them. Aiden and that other man. They were facing away from her. It looked like they were worried about something.

      She froze. Because these men were standing right in the way of the direction she needed to go in.

      There was no other way. No other route.

      She thought about that woman. The way they’d shot her. The way they hadn’t even hesitated.

      And she thought about if she put a foot wrong, how easily that could be her.

      She lowered herself further down the ladder. Took it as slowly as she could. And eventually, after a torturous few moments, she felt her feet making contact with the ground.

      She kept still. Very still. Didn’t want to make a sound. Didn’t want to make any sudden movements.

      Just wanted to get out of this situation.

      She looked ahead. Looked at those two men. Looked at the path they were blocking. And she realised she was going to have to wait if she wanted to get past.

      But then…

      She looked around. Looked outside. Looked at the woods in the distance.

      She felt nauseous when she saw it.

      But she thought about Mike. About how his body had been gone.

      Which meant that he could still be out there…

      And if she knew one thing about Mike, it was that he could help.

      He always had a plan.

      She looked back again. Looked at the extraction point. Looked at the buildings. Looked at the place so many people were calling home, now. And she felt bad for everyone here. For everyone hoping. For everyone believing.

      Because as good as this place was… there was no place after it.

      There was nothing that followed this.

      So she took a deep breath. Thought about Arya. Alison. Gina.

      Then about Tom and Siobhan.

      Then about what those guards did to that woman who’d come back.

      And as much as she wanted to help the others… as much as she wanted to stay here… she knew she had no choice.

      She’d come back here.

      She’d make sure she saved her people.

      But to do that, she needed to be outside.

      She needed to take this chance.

      So she took a deep breath, and she turned and ran.

      She ran past Lana.

      Then she ran towards the woods without looking back.

      The darkness hid her tears.
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      Aiden looked at the corpse of the woman Dom had shot, and he felt a surge of regret plough through his body.

      It was late at night. Darkness everywhere. But all he could see in his vision was light. The light of the flash from Dom’s rifle, silencer neatly wrapped over it.

      The light of the explosion that had come out of the end of it.

      The light of Lana’s head as it blew to pieces.

      A sickening dread sent shivers down his spine every time he recollected the moment. Because he’d been determined to bargain with Lana. He’d been determined to find a more peaceful solution to what had happened.

      But then tensions had got too high, and Dom couldn’t keep his emotions in check and…

      Yeah. The rest was history.

      And now he was here. Staring down at the still remains of Lana’s body. The blood seeping through to the ground below.

      He’d liked Lana. He’d got on well with her. They always could have a laugh and a joke together, even if the guards weren’t supposed to get too close to the citizens.

      It all sparked from the very first day they’d met, when Aiden tripped up over his lace, and Lana snorted at him. His first instinct was embarrassment. He’d belittled himself in front of one of the people.

      But then he’d soon seen through that.

      They’d had fun together. Always small talked in the mornings. Even grabbed lunch together one day when Aiden was off-duty.

      But through all that time, Aiden had to be careful.

      Because he knew something could be coming.

      Something inevitable could be on the horizon.

      He knew he couldn’t allow himself to get too close.

      He knew the number of people who were actually extracted was low, in general. They only needed to take a few out at a time to give the impression that movement was occurring, of course. And it was usually the people who had been there the longest, creating that waiting list, treadmill approach.

      But he remembered the day he’d walked down to the helipad and seen Lana sitting there by the helicopter window, hand raised, smiling at him, and his whole world had changed.

      “What’re you gawping at?”

      When Aiden heard Dom’s voice, he snapped back into the present moment, back into reality. And the first thing he felt was hatred. Pure hatred for Dom. For what he’d done.

      And pure hatred for this place.

      He turned around. Looked at Dom.

      And that’s when the hatred went up a level.

      Because Dom was smiling.

      “What?” Dom said. “You fancy her or something? Well at least I dealt with that problem, huh? Not so pretty anymore, is she?”

      Aiden turned around. “Just leave it out.”

      “Oh, you did have a crush on her, didn’t you? Forgot about that. Shit. Well, you don’t have to hide it from me. I know how it can be. Emotions. They’re complex things. But like I say. She’s gone now. So you don’t have to let those old emotions go confusing you anymore.”

      Aiden looked at Dom standing right beside him, and he wanted to do it. He wanted to lift his gun and shoot him. He knew it would spell the end for him. He knew there would be no coming back.

      And he understood why Richard’s people were doing what they were doing. Creating hope was an important part of sustaining a community. The schools, the education, things like that, they were all just a ruse, so people could work to maintain this place.

      If they thought it meant they were going somewhere at the end of it… then they were more likely to contribute a little early on.

      Before they were tossed away, gradually replaced by a new breed of worker ants.

      “Anyway,” Dom said. “We should crack on. Don’t want anyone finding this mess, do we?”

      Aiden looked back down at Lana’s body. He wanted to apologise to her. He wanted to tell her he hadn’t intended for Dom to kill her. That he’d wanted to reason with her. He wanted to give her a chance to run away.

      But mostly he wanted to tell her that he was sorry for knowing what he knew and allowing her to get onto that helicopter anyway.

      For allowing so many people to be discarded by this place.

      But then he took a deep breath. Because he knew Dom was right. Emotional attachment was a problem in this place. It might not seem fair, but it was a part of the cruel reality. He just had to go along with it. Ride along its waves.

      And if he didn’t like it, then… well. He could find somewhere else to live.

      He didn’t fancy his chances.

      “Come on,” Dom said. There was more humility to his voice now. “Let’s get her moved and buried or something. I know it’s shit, mate. I know it’s really damned shit sometimes. But… well, we warned them, didn’t we? We told them not to come back here. Right?”

      Aiden looked into Dom’s eyes, and for a moment, he felt it closing in. He felt himself getting close to telling him what he really thought of him. To telling him to stuff it—stuff the lot.

      But then he sighed, and he nodded.

      He went to pick Lana’s body up.

      That’s when he saw them.

      The footsteps.

      The little footsteps in the mud right by her side.

      “What’s up?” Dom asked.

      Aiden frowned. Looked around. Looked all over. “Something… something’s not right.”

      Dom sighed. “What do you mean something’s not right? Hurry up here or people’ll start…”

      He didn’t hear the rest of what Dom had to say.

      He saw it.

      It was only a glimmer. Just a glimmer in the moonlight.

      But in the distance, over by the trees, he saw someone.

      Someone running.

      Someone running away from this place.

      “Shit,” Aiden said.

      He started to move in the direction of the woods, rifle in hand.

      “Hey!” Dom shouted. “What the hell do you think you’re—”

      “Someone saw us,” Aiden said.

      Dom frowned. “What? What’re you on about?”

      “They’re out there. Someone saw what we did. Someone… someone from…”

      He looked around.

      Saw the little boot print again.

      And Aiden’s stomach sank.

      “One of our own,” he said.

      Dom looked at him with fear. With confusion. Like all of a sudden, the onus and the responsibility had been passed on to Aiden.

      “What’re we supposed to do?” he asked.

      Aiden looked down at Lana’s body.

      Then at the little footprint.

      And then thought he knew exactly who it was.

      Then, he looked over at the woods, and at that little figure disappearing into the distance.

      “We need to find her,” he said. “And we need to stop her. Before it’s too late.”
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      When the sun rose, Mike and Nina’s journey began.

      It was early. The weather was fresh and crisp. Quite a cool day considering it was summer. Felt like one of those early autumn days, the dew on the ground, breath frosting in front of your face. Mike never used to be a fan of those autumn mornings. Too much of a winter-hater to have any kind of affinity with the season of glorified leaf death, basically.

      But today felt different. Today felt fresh.

      Today felt like the beginning of something.

      Especially because he was in a car.

      He looked outside the windows. Looked at the road ahead. It was lucky they were on a long, country lane. After all, driving was pretty much an impossibility in any inhabited location—and pretty difficult even in the locations where there weren’t many people. Cars that had broken down when the first EMP struck didn’t just disappear, after all.

      It meant that every now and then, Nina would have to bring the car to a halt and manoeuvre her way around a tight squeeze. And it was those moments of slowness that made the tension build up inside Mike. Because he knew there would be people around. There would be pockets of survivors camping out in the woods. It kind of reminded him of the very early days when people were scrambling for the last of the supplies. Where you kind of felt like you were in a capture the flag video game simply for being in possession of something valuable.

      And even in a world where travelling by foot was probably way more feasible… a working car was sure to attract plenty of attention.

      “Don’t look so worried,” Nina said. She seemed remarkably calm and laid back for someone who had been on a helicopter to extraction only to be dumped in the wilderness. “I make this run all the time. There’s a big industrial facility out here. Bit of an untouched gem filled with lorries. And where there’s lorries, there’s petrol.”

      Mike sighed. “I just… it’s hard not to think about my people out there. Or heading towards this extraction point. How long did you say this was going to take again?”

      “It’ll take three hours by car, probably an hour back before the roads were clogged up, but we work with what we’ve got, right? Then I’ll drop you off a few miles from the extraction point and you can… well. At that point, you can do whatever the hell you bloody want. I just hope you realise what a shitter you’re on the verge of getting yourself into.”

      Mike stared out of the window, stared out at the road ahead. “I know it might seem mad. But it’s just something I have to do. Kelsie. I can’t… I can’t let her get caught up in that place. I can’t let her think there’s hope and then lose it just like you did.”

      “Kelsie your daughter or something?”

      Mike thought about what Nina was asking. He wanted to say yes. It’d make things easier, make them less awkward to explain.

      But in the end, he just took a deep breath and told the truth. “No. But it’s… complicated.”

      “I know how it is,” Nina said. “The bonds you make with people in this world. They’re strong. The friendships you make. They were good in the old world. I mean, really good. You’d make friends with people who made you laugh and made you feel good about yourself. And there’s nothing wrong with that. But this… this is different. In this world, you make friends with people who can be straight with you. Who can look you in the eye and tell you when they think you’re making a shitty decision, because they know what’s good for you on a whole. And I have to tell you, Mike. Going to this extraction point is a shitty decision. Because once you’re in there, you aren’t getting out. Not without causing trouble.”

      Mike sighed as he looked out of the window. “If I get caught up there with my people then fine. If we get put onto that helicopter… then fine, I guess. We can start again elsewhere. It’s what we’ve done before. We’ll do it again if we have to.”

      Nina raised her eyebrows. “You’re making a big assumption there.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well. Not to break my frigging ardent adherence to feminism, but men are better workers, physically. The stronger men, they’re the ones they keep around. And before you know it, you’re in their military gear, and then you’re working there as a guard, and then you’re in on the secret. Meanwhile… to maintain the image, it’s the women who are taken away. It’s the children who are taken away. Just a few. Just a select few. The ones who contribute the least. The weakest. Because that’s what this world is, at the end of the day.”

      “Survival of the fittest,” Mike said.

      “Like it’s always been.”

      They drove further. And as they progressed down this long and sprawling road, Mike started to wonder whether he was making the right call. Just those natural doubts you get before any venture, really. Because what they had at the hospital was good. It was workable. It was a community built around shared values. And that was what they needed to strive towards. That was the kind of future of hope that should be championed. Not some pie in the sky fantasy about a “safe haven” behind the clouds.

      It might be tough to accept that staying put was the best option. But it was the most realistic option. And realism kept people alive.

      But then he thought about Ian, Gina, Arya, Alison, Kelsie… and he knew he only had one option.

      “I’ll find them,” Mike said. “One way or another, I’ll find them. And then I’ll find a way. We all will.”

      Nina half-smiled. “Well, Mike. It’s just a pity all guys aren’t like you. Most of them just run away with their dicks between their legs at the first sign of—”

      She stopped.

      Stopped right away.

      Because there was a crash.

      A crash out of nowhere.

      And then…

      The car stopped.

      “Shit,” Nina said.

      She tried to start up the car, but it was smoking. The engine wasn’t having any of it.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Nina said.

      They sat there, sat together, alone on the road, car totally screwed.

      “Well,” Nina said, opening the car door. “You really are a bad luck charm and a half. Looks like we’ll be getting our 10,000 steps for the day after all. Ready for a walk?”
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      When Alison woke up, she knew something was wrong.

      She got up. Walked across the cool floor of the portacabin, over towards the door. She looked outside the blinds first. Looked out through the windows.

      The extraction point was already bubbling with life. There were people everywhere. People looked like they were doing things—whether they were tending to crops or working away at construction, it was clear there was an order to this place. It was clear that everyone here was pulling in the same direction.

      But something just didn’t feel right.

      Alison went to the bathroom, took a cool shower, which was a weird thing in itself. It felt amazing, feeling fresh in a way that she hadn’t felt in a long time. But it still felt like the grime would take forever to wash away; that it would take more than just one shower to get the handprints this world had pressed against her away from her body.

      She got out. Got dressed into clothes that she’d worn yesterday, which felt like they dirtied her right away. Then she finally walked over to the door, took a few deep breaths, steadied herself.

      It was time to go out there. It was time to face the world.

      She opened the door and stepped outside.

      The fresh air hit her right away. Somewhere in the distance, the smell of meat cooking, which sent her taste buds into overdrive. It was easy to get caught up in the sensory attack of this place. Easy to get hypnotised by the many delights and distractions it offered.

      But Alison wanted to know something, for certain.

      Gina.

      Kelsie.

      Arya.

      She wanted to be certain they were all okay.

      So she took a deep breath and stepped out onto the walkway between the portacabins, towards where Gina was staying.

      She knocked on Gina’s door. A few seconds of hesitation, a few seconds of pause. And then Gina emerged.

      Her hair was scuffed up. Her eyes were bloodshot. She looked… distant.

      “You okay?” Alison asked.

      Gina yawned. “Didn’t sleep. Weird, isn’t it? Most comfortable bed I’ve laid on for a year and the worst night’s sleeps I’ve got in even longer.”

      Alison nodded. She hadn’t had any issues getting to sleep herself, but she could see how the sudden change of surroundings and circumstances could make it hard to settle. “There’ll be plenty of time to catch up on sleep,” she said.

      “How about you?” Gina asked.

      Alison looked around. Looked down at Kelsie’s door. “Just making sure everyone’s okay.”

      “Still not sure about this place?”

      Alison turned around to Gina. Her question had caught her off guard. “What?”

      Gina smiled. “Come on. It’d be madness if we just blindly trusted this place right from the off. And anyway. As good as this place feels… we have to keep our guard up. Never know when we might need it.”

      Alison nodded. “Mmhm.”

      But she was staring. Staring off into the distance somewhere. Looking at the guards. The armed guards.

      One of them was looking right at her.

      Uncertainty on his face.

      And then the moment he clocked her looking back at him, he turned and walked away.

      “It’ll take time to adjust,” Gina said. “Especially after what my mum said. The rumour she spread about this place. But we have to go off what we can see. And from what I can see… this place doesn’t seem like the kind of place that’s sending women off to be baby farms.”

      Alison nodded. But she was miles away. Thinking about the weapons those guards carried. Thinking about the guns.

      And she thought about it. Why did they need guns? Why did they carry them? Because it surely wasn’t the people in here they needed to worry about. It was the people outside. Right?

      “Anyway,” Gina said. “Check on Kelsie. Can’t have her skiving school on her first day.”

      Alison began to walk towards Kelsie’s room. And those thoughts spiralled around her mind again. Those uncertainties. But wasn’t Gina right? Uncertainty was bound to be natural. The main thing was that they were here. Things seemed good. The people seemed friendly. It seemed like they had the best interests of everyone at heart.

      And surely Kelsie had a better chance of surviving here. Especially when it seemed like they had a decent stock of meds.

      What was the alternative?

      Try to survive out there, only to fall into disarray all over again?

      That wasn’t an option. Not now they were here. Not now they’d sampled this life.

      She reached Kelsie’s door and knocked.

      The first bit of worry started to rise when Kelsie didn’t emerge. She had to dismiss it, though. Just sleepiness. That’s all it was.

      But then when she knocked again, and Kelsie didn’t emerge, she knew something was wrong.

      She tried the door, but it was locked. And then suddenly, tension built up. Her diabetes. She’d had some kind of attack. Fallen unconscious. Something terrible had happened.

      She banged against the window. “Kelsie?”

      Gina came running up, curious. “What’s happening?”

      “She’s not answering. Kelsie!”

      “I’m sure she’s just… wait, what the hell are you—”

      Alison wasn’t in a mood for hesitating.

      She’d already grabbed a brick from the side of the portacabin and slung it at the window.

      It cracked. Smashed into pieces. And for a moment she worried. She worried about if she’d hit Kelsie. If she was just paranoid, and this was only making things worse.

      But when she pulled away the loose shards of glass and lifted the blinds to one side, her fears were justified.

      Kelsie wasn’t in bed.

      She reached through the window. Unlocked the door from the inside. Then she rushed in. A few more people were here now, too. Wondering what the hell was going on. Some of them rolling their eyes, no doubt growing concerned about their new neighbour.

      But Alison didn’t care.

      She searched the bedroom.

      Then she searched the bathroom.

      She searched the wardrobes, and then under the bed, and then the whole thing all over again.

      And when she was sure, she walked back to the door, heart racing, tears building in her eyes.

      “Alison?” Gina said.

      “She’s gone,” Alison said. “Kelsie… Kelsie’s gone.”
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      Mike walked out of the woods and towards the residential area, and he couldn’t help smirking at the fact that things hadn’t gone totally to plan.

      Well. That things hadn’t gone to plan at all.

      It was afternoon. Time seemed to be speeding by rapidly. They’d been walking a good few hours already. The air had heated up, more warmth to things now.

      Since stepping out of the woods, Mike couldn’t help feeling a little… well. On edge. His wound was being managed with painkillers. It was well covered up and bandaged. It was bad apparently, but the few days off his feet had done him a world of good.

      He knew he wasn’t exactly in tip-top condition, but he was on his feet, and he was moving, which was something. But it was mostly that edginess that was getting to him. Because he was used to being surrounded by the countryside. He was used to being protected by the arms of the trees reaching over. He wasn’t used to being in this sort of environment. So open. So vulnerable.

      Somewhere that was previously so populated.

      The roads were filled with stranded cars. Some of the windows in the detached, new build houses were boarded up. Other houses looked as if they hadn’t been occupied in a long time. And in a way, Mike knew they hadn’t. The bulk of people who had lived in these houses would be gone by now, for sure.

      He walked past a little children’s tricycle lying on its side in a garden, which had overgrown and was filled with weeds.

      He couldn’t help the dread that built up inside.

      A little life, lost.

      The plan had changed. They were taking a route that Nina thought would be better on foot. When they were in the car, they took a slightly longer but quieter route. This was more direct. Which of course had its risks—they were going through old communities. There was the chance of bumping into people on the road; into groups of survivors.

      But Mike couldn’t get over just how empty this place felt. Like a ghost town.

      He hadn’t asked how long the journey would take on foot. But based on how long the journey was supposed to take by car, he could harbour a guess that they were going to be walking ’til tomorrow—unless they were lucky. Mike wasn’t sure how he felt about that, in all truth. He just wanted to get there. He just wanted to know they were going to be okay.

      He just wanted to find Kelsie, Alison, the rest of his people, and then end this journey once and for all.

      “What’re you going to do when we get there, then?” Mike asked.

      Nina shrugged. “Like I told you. I’ll just head back.”

      “Even by foot?”

      “Even by foot,” Nina said. “Doesn’t really look like I’ve got another choice, does it?”

      But Mike sensed something about Nina. Maybe it was the fact that his mistrust was in overdrive. Or perhaps it was for legitimate, genuine reasons. But he sensed something about her. And he’d be doing himself a disservice if he didn’t investigate.

      “I get the sense you’re not being totally straight with me,” Mike said.

      Nina looked at him and frowned. But it was there. That slight glance away. That momentary look of uncertainty, like the story was slipping.

      And then the look back at Mike with defeat, like there was no point covering anything up.

      “I have a friend at that extraction point,” Nina said.

      “Now the truth’s coming out.”

      “Look,” Nina said. “Sarah… she means a lot to me. And I guess… I guess that’s partly why I came with you. I needed to find her. I needed to know she was okay. Because—because as far as I can tell, she’ll still be living there. And if she isn’t… well, I guess that’s it. I guess that’s the closure I need. But if she is… if there’s that small chance that she is…”

      Mike nodded. He could understand why Nina had come along after all. He knew how powerful that desire for closure could be. He’d felt it himself, time and time again. Hell, it was driving his own journey, in a sense.

      “Why haven’t you been back already?” Mike asked. “Why leave it until now to see if she’s okay?”

      Nina half-smiled. “The hospital is good. Vincent’s good. Everyone there’s good. But… well. They aren’t keen on people leaving either. Not without a good reason.”

      “So you’re trapped there?”

      “Not trapped,” Nina said. “We’re out here, after all, right? But like Vincent said. That place values people. It values people being there to work towards the future of the place. So people just walking away… that goes against what those people are working towards.”

      Mike nodded. Again, he could see what Nina was saying. He was just playing devil’s advocate. Seeing just how that hospital ran.

      They walked further down the silent street. Past more houses, past more abandoned cars. “When we get back there—if you’re still sure about this crazy mission—you’ll see how good it is. You’ll see what we’ve got is precious. And hopefully, you’ll have people beside you to see, too.”

      Mike looked at Nina. Smiled, as she smiled back at him. For the first time, he got the sense that she was behind his journey, as dangerous as it was. She understood why he was doing what he was doing, and she had his back.

      He couldn’t think about the possibility that he might not even find the rest of his people at that extraction point. That this could just be a wild goose chase to nowhere, after all. And that thought prompted a pain in his stomach that didn’t come from his wound.

      “I hope so,” Mike said, feeling his trust growing, feeling his bond increasing with this woman. And feeling the danger of that too. Because any bond was a bad thing. Getting attached to anyone was problematic. He’d seen it. He’d seen it time and time again.

      He turned around and went to walk ahead when he saw it.

      Lying in the road.

      His stomach sank as he approached. His hands went sweaty. Because at first, he thought he recognised her. He thought she was familiar.

      Arya.

      But it wasn’t Arya. It was a Siberian Husky. Foot in a trap. Looked like it’d tried to gnaw its leg away before dying. Pretty recently, too.

      Mike felt the sadness fill his body at the thought of that poor creature struggling away in its final moments.

      And then he took a deep breath and half-smiled at Nina.

      “Let’s keep going,” he said. “The sooner we get there, the sooner we can get back.”

      Nina nodded. Looked at the dog again, then nodded.

      Then together, they kept on walking.

      Walking into the unknown.

      Walking towards whatever was ahead…
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      “But I just don’t understand,” Alison said. “You’ve got people guarding this place. You’ve got people watching the gates at all times. How can she just… disappear?”

      Alison stared into Richard’s eyes. They were in his office at the top of the hill right in the middle of the extraction point. It was cool in his office. The smell of air fresheners strong in the air. A minty aroma cutting through everything, making her feel nauseous.

      Not helped by that frown of concern on Richard’s face. Like this was unprecedented. Like it was wrong.

      “Alison,” he said, glass of water permanently in hand. “I… I really don’t know what to say.”

      “Well you’d better get thinking. We haven’t even been here a week, and Kelsie’s gone missing. You know how that looks to me?”

      “I can assure you we have people outside searching for her. I mean, I find it hard to understand how she might’ve got away. How she might’ve slipped through the cracks. And… and indeed why she would do such a thing. But we’re doing everything we can. I assure you.”

      Alison listened to Richard’s soothing tones, and she tried to take deep breaths. She tried to keep her shit together even though it felt like her world was collapsing. Kelsie was a huge part of why they’d come to this place, why they’d decided to stay at this place. And now she was gone. She was gone, and nobody seemed to know where she was. Just that they were “searching for her” and “doing everything they could.”

      But all of this just felt wrong. She was right about that. That feeling right from when she’d woken up that something just wasn’t okay.

      The same feeling that Kelsie had told her she was feeling all along.

      And now that feeling had been justified.

      “Is there any reason why she’d go out there?” Richard asked, standing up and walking around his desk. “Any reason why she might not be… well, totally settled here?”

      Alison wanted to deny that this had anything to do with Kelsie herself. But she knew that would be lying. “There was a… a man with us. A man called Mike. He and Kelsie were close. I mean, we were all close to him. But something happened to him. He got killed. But when we went back there, his body was gone. As if he’d moved. I know how it is. I know someone else probably moved it, something like that. But Kelsie couldn’t believe that. She couldn’t accept it. So if there’s any reason why she might’ve gone out there, that might be where you want to be looking.”

      Richard half-smiled, nodded. For some reason, he seemed to be calmer now. More at ease. Which struck Alison as a little weird, in all truth.

      Then he stepped up to her and put a hand on her back. “All I can say is that my people are working diligently on making sure Kelsie gets back here safely. We’re here for you. All of us are here for you. I can only apologise that you’re going through this, especially so soon after you arrived here.”

      Alison nodded. There wasn’t a lot else she could say to Richard, after all. Just that he seemed sincere. He didn’t seem like he was covering anything up.

      She wouldn’t go as far as saying she trusted him, but she sensed he knew what he was saying. And that he meant it.

      “In the meantime, you’re welcome to—”

      The door slammed open. Two men were there. One of them was an armed guard Alison recognised. Aiden, she thought he was called.

      He looked tired. Exhausted. Like he’d been out all night. And it was just that way he looked at her that made Alison wonder. That way he looked at her like she was the last person he wanted to see, like he hadn’t been expecting her, that just threw her. That made her wonder.

      “Can I have a word, sir?” Aiden asked.

      His voice cracked. He sounded uncertain.

      Richard looked at Aiden, frown on his forehead, then at Alison, then back at Aiden again. “Is there a problem—”

      “I just want to talk. That’s all. Please.”

      Richard looked at Alison again, and Alison knew what was coming before it arrived.

      “Do you mind if we take a moment, please?” Richard asked, smile on his face.

      Alison wanted to stand her ground. She wanted to object. Because something didn’t feel right about this. Something felt totally off.

      But at the same time… she knew if she kicked up a fuss, she’d only be getting herself into trouble.

      If she didn’t kick up a fuss, if she at least tried to make it look like she was co-operating, then at least she might have a chance. A chance to find out what this was all about.

      So she resisted all the instincts inside her telling her to stand her ground, and she nodded. “I’ll be outside,” she said.

      She walked towards the door of Richard’s office, past Aiden.

      And she saw it. She saw the way he looked at her. Just for a second.

      With a look of fear.

      A look of guilt.

      She fought those impulses again, took a breath, and stepped out of the portacabin.

      When she was outside, she closed the door. But she didn’t walk away. She stayed there, just for a few seconds. Just long enough so she could hear.

      And when she heard, the goosepimples spread across her skin, and her muscles tightened.

      “We’ve got a problem, Richard,” Aiden said.

      And then something else. Something that she could just about hear before she walked. Before she took a step. Just to avoid suspicion. Just so she avoided questioning.

      Those words that changed everything.

      “It’s the girl,” Aiden said. “She’s gone. We tried, but she’s gone.”

      Alison swallowed a lump in her tightening throat. She looked over her shoulder, right through the window.

      When she looked, she saw Richard staring out at her, wide-eyed, a look of sheer terror on his face.
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      Kelsie took another step into the woods, and she felt her stomach lurching with sickness.

      It was afternoon. The sun was beaming down. She felt awful. Sweating but shivering. A clanging headache. Sickness and nausea cutting right through her. She thought at first that it was just a reaction to the events of yesterday… but she could tell by now that it was more than that. Way worse.

      She was ill. She couldn’t get any fluids or food down her. And in all truth, she hadn’t even had the effort or energy to try and catch any food at all. She didn’t even know how to properly anyway. She’d shot a deer when she was with Mike. That seemed so long ago now, even if it was only days ago.

      She wished she was back with Mike.

      She wished she was with someone who could look after her.

      She was weak. Cold.

      She wanted to be back at her home with Mum and Dad curled up on the sofa with a film on the television and a hot drink.

      And it had only been a matter of hours that she’d been travelling, all things considered.

      She’d collapsed soon after breaking out of the extraction point. Ran her way into the woods, got deeper and deeper into its thick expanses. It had taken her a while to get to sleep under a tree, staring up at the stars. But it was when she’d woken up that she’d felt rotten. Totally rotten.

      It just added to the awfulness of this whole situation.

      She looked around. Looked at the bright sun, felt her eyes covering over and herself squinting right away. She could taste vomit right at the back of her throat and an acidity laced across her tongue. All she could keep thinking of was what she’d seen. That woman, Lana. The woman who’d been dumped by the people at the extraction point. Who’d somehow found her way back.

      And what Aiden and the other guard, Dom, did to her.

      She thought about Alison, Gina, Arya. Thought about how they’d be reacting right now. She knew they’d be worried about her. And she didn’t want them to be worried, of course. She didn’t want them to be concerned.

      But at the same time… she knew that the fact that she was missing would be getting them asking questions. It would be making them wonder what had happened, why she’d disappeared.

      And that could only work in her favour.

      She swallowed a lump in her dry throat. She needed water. She just needed something to help her get by. She tried to pull herself up, but she fell down right away, her legs weak and shaky. She started to panic because she worried that this might be something to do with her diabetes. It hadn’t made her feel this way before, so she wasn’t sure. But what if she was just having a really bad reaction? What if she was at a far worse stage than she’d ever been before?

      She took in a sharp breath. Because she didn’t have a choice. She had to get up. She had to keep moving. She had to get herself well.

      And then she had to find a way to get back to the extraction point. A way to get there and to save Alison, Gina, Arya, and her new friends Tom and Siobhan.

      She knew it was going to be difficult. She couldn’t see how she was going to do it, not at this stage.

      But she was going to have to try.

      She grabbed the tree beside her. Dragged herself up to her feet. When she’d made it, she kept holding on, her knees shaking, her legs like wobbly custard.

      She took a few deep breaths. Looked around through her squinted eyes. She wanted to lie down. To give up. And she knew that was bad. She knew it wasn’t a good sign at all. She wanted her mum and dad so much. She’d had to grow up so much. More than anyone her age should, she knew that. People said it all the time.

      It was only now that she was really starting to realise it.

      But she took a deep breath.

      She couldn’t give in to it.

      She had to stand up to it.

      She had to fight it.

      She had to—

      She felt the sickness overwhelm her, and she leaned over to one side and threw up.

      She spat it out. Felt better, just for a moment, as it plummeted out. That momentary sense of relief. That sense that things were going to get better, that things were going to be okay. That all she needed was to just get it out of her body.

      But then she opened her eyes, and she felt the worry cover her stronger than ever.

      There was blood. Blood in her sick. Bright red blood staring back up at her.

      Her heart began to pound. Her chest tightened. The nausea surrounded her once again. Because this was the proof. This was the proof that things weren’t good. They were bad. Very bad.

      She needed help.

      She took a few more of those deep breaths as her head spun, as her ears rang. And again, she found herself at those crossroads. On the one hand, she wanted to just lie down and give up and wait for someone to come and help her. And on the other, she knew she had to go out there. She had to help herself.

      She had to find a way to get better.

      And only then could she do what she needed to do.

      She stood upright. Wiped her mouth.

      And then she started to walk back into the trees, back into the unknown.

      She made it a few steps when she heard something.

      Something behind her.

      She turned around. Looked back.

      That’s when she saw them.

      There were two of them.

      Unmistakable.

      Armed guards.

      Aiden.

      And the other guard whose name she’d heard Aiden say when she’d been running away. Dom.

      They were out here.

      All this walking, and they were on her tail after all.

      And they were heading right in her direction.

      They were coming for her.

      She had to get away.

      She had to hide.

      Fast.
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      It was another hour of walking before Nina admitted she was lost.

      They were in a town, now. They’d drifted out of a residential area and into the countryside briefly, which had Nina confident they were on the right track. But then they must’ve taken a wrong turn because the area they were in started to grow increasingly built up.

      Mike couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in a town like this. It really was quite eerie, now a year had passed since the EMP. The foliage was out of control. It had spread from its designated areas to the sides of the buildings, stretching up its walls. The windows were cracked and smashed. There was a smell to the air. Flies buzzing around the bins. Shops with the shutters down right the way down the street. Tons of cars at a standstill, the vast majority of them smashed up and vandalised.

      And even though it was quiet—eerily so—Mike still got the feeling like there was somebody close by. There was somebody watching. Watching his every move…

      But he kept on walking, as too did Nina. It was afternoon now. A warm one at that. It struck Mike just how remarkable it was that they hadn’t bumped into anyone so far. It was something he thought about a lot.

      “How many people do you think are left?” he asked. Making conversation more than anything.

      Nina shrugged as she kept on walking on. “Not many,” she said. “But you’ve got to assume the people who are left know what they’re doing. I mean, the weak would’ve died in the early days. Then the lucky ones who managed to find themselves in communities… they would’ve survived until those communities inevitably fell. All the time, the weak dying, the food chain changing. I wouldn’t like to put a number on it. But we’re always just one disaster away from another mass-exodus.”

      Mike nodded. He knew what Nina was saying. It was still just weird to hear people outside his immediate circle talking about the state of affairs in such a nihilistic way. His people, they didn’t speak about the present state of affairs much. They just tried to do their best in their current situation.

      But in a way, it was good to talk about things like this. It was good to address where things were at.

      “What do you think’s going to happen?” Mike said. “Like, in the future? Where do you think everything’s going?”

      Nina puffed out her lips and shrugged. “People will segregate more and more into smaller communities. Eventually, over time, those communities will learn to work together. Humanity will rebuild itself, slowly but surely. But one thing’s for sure. Things won’t go back to the way they were. You can’t put the cat back in the box now it’s out.”

      “That’s not the most optimistic view.”

      “I dunno,” Nina said. “It could be worse. I mean, the communities could descend into war. Humanity could totally destroy itself. That’s another possibility.”

      “Touché.”

      Nina stopped, took a few deep breaths. They’d been on their feet quite some time.

      And Mike found himself intrigued once again. Intrigued by how she’d ended up where she had. About her life before this chaos. “This extraction point. When they dropped you off in the middle of nowhere. How did you react?”

      Nina looked up. Her eyes slightly unfocused as if she was recalling something dark, something repressed. “Well, you can figure that out for yourself. Safe to say I was pretty pissed. I felt betrayed. But more than anything, I felt embarrassed. The warning signs were there. I should’ve seen them. But I let that place lure me in. I let myself get too invested in it. Too caught up in its web. And when it spat me back out again… well, it almost finished me off for good.”

      “I can only imagine,” Mike said.

      “You really can’t. The hope we felt. The way we all went from banding together to hopeless and at conflict at the click of a finger. There were children. There were paranoid mothers. Mothers who were tearing themselves apart because they’d been torn away from their kids. A lot of them, they… they didn’t make it long.”

      Mike could only imagine the horror. It must’ve been traumatic. Painful. The kind of thing you’d never recover from, not easily.

      “And then I found Vincent’s place,” Nina said. “And everything changed.”

      Mike nodded. He had his suspicions about Vincent, but he was beginning to realise that his motives didn’t seem nefarious—at least not to the naked eye.

      He felt like he was getting to know Nina. Getting to understand where she was coming from. What drove her.

      “Whatever happens,” Mike said. “I’ll make sure your friend gets out of that extraction point. I’ll make sure she gets away from it. And I’ll make sure you see her again.”

      Nina half-smiled and sighed. “Don’t make promises you’re not sure you can keep.”

      Mike looked at her. Looked at her sparkling eyes as they stood there in the middle of this derelict road.

      And then he saw something.

      Movement.

      Right behind them.

      “Get down,” Mike said.

      Nina frowned. “What—”

      “Just get down.”

      They crouched.

      Crouched behind a car.

      Because Mike had seen them.

      He’d seen them clearly.

      The rifles they were holding.

      The menacing looks on their faces.

      And the way they were peering right in his and Nina’s direction…
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      “So what do you think we should do?”

      Alison stood in Gina’s room. It was warm outside, but she was shaking. Shaking from the fact that Kelsie was gone. And shaking from her chat with Richard.

      Shaking from the fact that she was convinced there was something being covered up here.

      Gina’s eyes were wide. She looked just as concerned as Alison no doubt looked. All of this, it just seemed surreal. They’d been so close to hope. So close to actually being able to believe in something.

      And after everything—after how far they’d come, after starting to believe that perhaps this place didn’t have dark motives after all—she was sure that something was happening here. Mostly because of Kelsie.

      “I don’t see any other way about it,” Alison said. “We need—we need to leave this place. We need to find Kelsie. We need to find out what happened to her for ourselves.”

      But there was something to Gina’s face. A different look to the one Alison was expecting. A different expression.

      “Gina?” Alison said.

      “How do we know they aren’t just, like, concerned about Kelsie?”

      Alison frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You say Richard insists they’re out there looking for Kelsie. And you say this… Aiden. You say he came back. That he looked… worried. And that he said Kelsie was gone. What if they’re just worried that Kelsie is out there? Or that they’re worried about something they found? What if they’re waiting until they’re certain about it before they tell us?”

      Alison tasted sourness in her mouth. Because it sounded to her like Gina was being lulled into the comforts of this place already. Only a few days, and she was starting to buy its lies. That wasn’t like her. It wasn’t characteristic. At least not of her new self.

      “Maybe so,” Alison said, attempting to bargain. “Maybe they really do just have the best interests of us and everyone at heart. But I don’t like this, Gina. I want them to be straight with us. We deserve that much. Right?”

      Gina opened her mouth like she was going to argue.

      Then she nodded.

      “Yeah. Yeah we do.”

      Alison turned around, then. She looked out through the blinds and to the sunny grounds of the extraction point. She saw the smiles on the people’s faces. People working. People getting on with their new lives.

      And she wanted to believe.

      She wanted so badly to believe.

      Then she looked up at Richard’s portacabin, and she took a deep breath.

      “We go up there,” she said. “We find out what he’s hiding. Whether it’s good or whether it’s bad. And we get the answers we deserve.”

      They stepped out, then. Together. And Alison found herself looking over towards the dog pen. Arya was in there, barking away. She had her paws up against the fences. Clearly struggling to get along with the other dogs. Clearly sensing something wasn’t quite right either, underneath the apparent harmony.

      She kept on walking, Gina by her side. Closing in on the portacabin. Getting closer and closer.

      And the more steps she made, the more Alison’s nerves and tension built up and grew.

      Because she felt suffocated by this place.

      She felt trapped by this place.

      She wanted to be away from this place.

      She wanted to be outside.

      Away.

      Far away.

      She reached Richard’s portacabin, and the door opened.

      Richard was standing there. He didn’t look surprised to see her. He didn’t look surprised to see either of them. Which threw Alison, in a way.

      She was looking for a sign on his face that he was caught unawares. A sign not to believe in him. Not to trust him.

      But instead, he just crossed his fingers, and he sighed. “Alison. Gina. I… I was just coming to see you—”

      “Kelsie,” Alison said. “I don’t want any excuses. I don’t want any bullshit. I want to know where she is. You’re going to tell me. Tell me what you were talking about. Tell me what’s happened to her.”

      Richard didn’t even look like he was attempting to cover up his emotions.

      He just looked down at the ground, and he sighed.

      And then he said the words that changed everything.

      “I’m sorry, ladies.”

      He looked back up. Right into Alison’s eyes.

      “But Kelsie is gone.”

      Alison frowned. An emptiness built up inside her. “Gone? What do you mean she’s…”

      That’s when she saw it.

      The look in his eyes.

      The look that told her everything she needed to know about what was coming next.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Truly. I was waiting for the right opportunity to tell you. But Kelsie isn’t… she isn’t with us anymore. She isn’t with anyone anymore. Kelsie’s gone.”
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      Kelsie saw Aiden and Dom heading in her direction, and she wasn’t sure if she had the energy left inside her to get away.

      She was scorching hot now but shivering at the same time. Every single muscle in her body felt like it’d taken on a life of its own. The trees around her felt too bare, not thick enough. Because she needed to get away from the two guards. She needed to hide.

      Because one thing was for sure.

      She worried that if they caught her… they’d kill her.

      If they caught her, they’d make sure they finished her off for what they must’ve realised she’d witnessed.

      She dragged herself across the grass. Her stomach ached so badly she could barely move. She looked from tree to tree, tried to see a space where she could hide. One thick enough that she could just drag herself behind and hope for the best.

      But she couldn’t see any that were thick enough.

      She couldn’t see anywhere that would hide her enough.

      She looked over her shoulder. Aiden and Dom were still heading in her direction. They hadn’t seen her, as far as she could tell. They hadn’t noticed her—yet.

      But it was very much a case of when rather than if.

      Because she wasn’t going to be able to lay low like this for very long.

      She reached the side of a tree, and she saw an opening in the ground. A slight opening where the tree had been torn from its roots a little. She looked at it, then looked back at Aiden, back at Dom.

      It wasn’t ideal. It wasn’t perfect.

      But she couldn’t run right now.

      She didn’t have the energy in her to run. She didn’t have the strength in her to run.

      So she clambered her way into that opening where the tree had once been firmly rooted and curled herself up into a ball.

      She closed her eyes. Held her breath. She could feel things scuttling around her down here. Woodlice, spiders, cobwebs all caught up in her hair and around her face.

      And as she curled up there, teeth chattering, she wanted to do something. She wanted to be strong. To go out there when Aiden and Dom weren’t looking and take them on. Take them down, one by one.

      But she couldn’t.

      She just couldn’t.

      Even if she was at her strongest… she still didn’t trust herself to be able to take down two men. And two strong men at that.

      She kept as still as she could as the footsteps got closer. Her heart pounded. Her stomach was in agony. She kept on having to take deep breaths to stop herself from heaving. But it wasn’t easy. Especially not with the nerves. Especially not with the fear.

      She tried to tell herself that they were just going to walk past this opening. They weren’t going to find her. After all, they had no idea where exactly she was out here. For all they knew, she could be miles away. Miles to the west. Miles to the east.

      Just typical that they appeared to have tracked her this far.

      Just typical that she’d fallen dangerously ill just when she needed to be at her strongest and sharpest.

      Maybe if she hadn’t fallen asleep, things would’ve been different. Maybe if she hadn’t been this ill… things would’ve been different.

      She opened her eyes, then. Because she hadn’t heard the footsteps. Not for a while. And she was starting to wonder. Starting to hope. What if they’d walked on? What if they’d kept on walking, and she’d just missed them?

      She lifted her head, just a little.

      Then she froze.

      The two men were inches away. Walking right past this opening in the ground.

      Kelsie kept still. She couldn’t move back to the position she’d been in. Any movement was dangerous. Totally risky.

      So she just had to stay still.

      She just had to hold her breath.

      She just had to wait.

      She could hear these men muttering things to one another. Dom. He looked like he was smiling. Like he was enjoying this hunt.

      But the other man, Aiden… he looked more serious. More focused.

      And that scared Kelsie.

      Because she’d looked into his eyes back at the camp already, and she knew he would do everything he could to cover things up and make sure the secrets of the extraction point stayed secret.

      They kept on walking when Aiden stopped suddenly.

      He looked around. Looked to his right. Then to his left. And then he looked over his shoulder.

      And Kelsie’s body went totally numb.

      For a moment, she thought she saw him look at her. Look right at her. Must’ve been a trick of the light.

      Because almost immediately after, he turned around and kept walking.

      She kept still. Heart beating so fast she was surprised they couldn’t feel it from here. She watched as they walked between the trees. Listened as their footsteps got quieter; as their voices got more muffled.

      And then a sudden bout of sickness took a hold of her stomach, and she found herself vomiting uncontrollably.

      She couldn’t think of anything else as she hurled up. The pain was so intense, and the sick was so acidic and burning. Her eyes stung, watering like mad.

      But she knew at the back of her mind that this meant danger. This meant trouble.

      She just had to hope she’d been quiet.

      She just had to hope they hadn’t heard her.

      She wiped her greasy hair from her eyes.

      Then she lifted her head.

      When she looked out of the opening she was hiding in, her stomach sank.

      Dom was standing at the outside of the opening.

      Aiden was by his side.

      Both of them had rifles in their hands.

      Pointed at Kelsie.

      “Out,” Dom said. “Right this second. And don’t you dare try anything stupid.”
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      Mike ducked behind the cars in the middle of the abandoned, derelict town, convinced that the people in the distance had seen him.

      He held his breath. Heart racing as the sun beamed down. Nina was by his side. He didn’t move. He couldn’t. Even though he was sure these people had seen him. Even though he was certain they were onto him.

      And they would be here. They would be upon him. They would close in.

      And there was nothing he could do.

      At least he thought not.

      Not until he looked at Nina and saw the knife in her hand.

      She was perched low, but not crouching completely. She looked focused. Focused on these people. Focused and ready to do whatever she had to do.

      And Mike found himself torn. Because on the one hand, he wanted to fight. But on the other, he found himself valuing his own survival more than anything. He wanted to survive for Kelsie. For his people. He wanted to survive so they knew he was alive but also, so he could tell them the truth. So he could let them in on the reality of the place he was certain they were heading towards. The place they were destined to end up at, if only they kept walking.

      He should’ve known not to trust Calvin. Even if Calvin didn’t know the truth about that place, he should’ve known better than to believe in a path to salvation that he was so keenly promising.

      He heard the footsteps getting closer. Heard them pounding against the road. And he wanted to turn and run. He wanted to survive. That was his priority. That was his ultimate goal.

      “Nina,” he whispered. “We need to get away from here.”

      But Nina seemed focused. Nina seemed certain about what she wanted to do. She was looking in the direction of these people heading their way. Staring right towards them.

      “I have to stay alive,” Mike said. “We—we both do. We can’t take any risks. Not risks that could get us killed.”

      She looked at Mike, then. Looked right into his eyes, lowered the knife. Like she was waking up to what he was saying. Like she was seeing the truth in his words.

      She took a deep breath, and she nodded.

      “You’re right,” she said. “We need to…”

      The footsteps were just a few metres away.

      Mike pulled himself underneath a car in front of him. Nina went to follow.

      But when she went to go under the car, Mike noticed something.

      The people. They’d stopped.

      Right by the front of this car.

      He lay flat, Nina by his side. Mike noticed Nina had the knife in her hand again. She could stretch out. She could stab one of these people in their leg.

      But they had to keep it cool.

      They had to lay low.

      Mike held his breath and waited. Convinced these two people had seen them earlier. Armed people nonetheless.

      And then they looked under the front of the car two cars to their right.

      Mike’s heart started to race even more. They were checking the cars methodically. Which meant they were going to look under this car soon. They were going to get to this car.

      He saw them rise from that first car. Saw them move to the next car, both of them, then look underneath.

      And Mike knew they had to time this right.

      He knew they had to move.

      He knew they had to shift.

      He waited until they’d lifted their heads. Waited until the last possible moment to shift. Because if he went too soon, they’d see him between the cars.

      And if he went too late… they’d see him under the first car.

      He looked at Nina. She looked back at him.

      Then nodded.

      And then Mike watched as the footsteps reached the front of the car they were under.

      He took a deep breath.

      And then he rolled under the next car.

      But something wasn’t right.

      In fact, something was very wrong.

      Nina.

      She was still under the first car.

      She hadn’t moved.

      She looked at Mike with wide eyes.

      And then the man started to lower himself to look under that car.

      Mike saw it all happening so slowly, all dragging on in slow motion.

      He saw it happening, and he knew he had to do something.

      He went to roll himself back from under the car so he could be with Nina, so he could help her, because his instinct to look out for someone else overrode everything. Especially when she’d given up the comforts of her life at the hospital to be here with him.

      But then something else happened.

      There was a crack.

      A blast.

      Somewhere in the distance.

      The men stopped looking under the car. They looked up. Over into the distance.

      And then Mike saw that Nina had her moment. They both had their moment.

      He rolled out from under the car.

      Nina rolled out from under her car, right on cue.

      And then the pair of them ran as quickly but quietly as they could.

      Mike kept moving. Kept silent. Kept low. He tried not to think about the people behind. But more pressingly, he tried not to think about the bang in the distance. He didn’t want to think what that was. He didn’t want to think what it might’ve been or where it might’ve come from.

      He just had to keep his focus on the distance.

      He just had to keep—

      “Hey.”

      When he heard the voice, his stomach sank.

      He turned around.

      Looked over his shoulder.

      The two men were standing there, looking right at him.

      Rifles in hand.

      “Don’t move another muscle,” the one on the left said.

      And he wasn’t going to listen. He wasn’t going to hear them out.

      They had the advantage of distance.

      They had to take it.

      He went to throw himself further forward.

      And that’s when he stopped.

      Because he saw one more person in front of him.

      One more man with a rifle.

      “Listen to my friend,” he said, rifle raised. “Don’t you dare move another muscle. Understand?”
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      Kelsie looked into the eyes of the two men pointing rifles at her, and she wanted to disappear completely.

      She was still in that space underneath the fallen tree. Heart racing. Nausea crippling her. And she wanted to believe that if she just kept still, she could find a way out of this. She could vanish. She could be safe.

      But she knew that wasn’t reality.

      The only reality was making a choice right now.

      And as far as she saw it, she only had one choice.

      “Get out,” Dom said. “Get out and put your hands above your head so we can keep an eye on them, girl.”

      Kelsie looked around. Looked at the darkness behind her. There was nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide.

      Then she looked back out of this space and saw the two men staring down at her.

      She looked into their eyes. Looked at their faces. Dom, he looked like he was enjoying this a bit too much. A slight smile on his face.

      But Aiden…

      He was looking at her with a frown.

      He was looking at her in another way.

      With concern.

      “Hey!” Dom shouted. And he surged forward suddenly in a way that made Kelsie jump. “What don’t you understand about ‘get the hell out of there’?”

      “Dom, she looks pretty rough,” Aiden said.

      “I don’t give a shit how she looks. She’s a runaway. She saw something.”

      “We don’t know—”

      “She frigging saw something. She saw what happened. Back at the gates last night. She ran away. And now she knows the truth. You know what we have to do to people who know the truth.”

      So there it was. A confession. An outright admission of what they had planned for her.

      There was no way out.

      There was no escape.

      There was no hope.

      This was ending in tears.

      But then she saw the way Aiden looked at her this time, and she knew she was out of luck.

      “Get out of there,” he said. “Get out of there right now. So we can figure out… so we can figure out what’s next.”

      Kelsie wanted to stand her ground and argue.

      But in the end, she was too weak to protest.

      She clambered her way out of the roots of the trees. Shaky. Weak.

      She could barely stand, now.

      She saw the way the pair of them looked at her, now. And that made her worry about herself. Was she really that bad? Was she really that ill?

      They were realising what kind of a state she was in. And in the end, that had to count for something.

      Maybe they’d sympathise.

      Maybe they’d take pity.

      Dom stepped towards her. “Shame,” he said. “You really do look like shit. Maybe we could just leave you out here. Nobody would know any different. Nobody would have to know the truth.”

      Kelsie managed to crane her neck up so she was looking right into Dom’s eyes. “Why?”

      Dom smirked. Shook his head and sighed. “I am sorry. Truly. But rules are rules. And the rules of that nice little extraction point are that you stay in line. If you don’t stay in line… well. You’re in trouble. And you. You’ve stepped way, way out of line. Not even been around that place a week and you’ve caused a lot of trouble. I hope you know that. I hope you realise. This is no doing but your own.”

      Kelsie looked at Aiden. She wanted him to take pity. To show some sympathy. But even he was looking at her now in a different way. Like he was detached from the situation, somewhat.

      “Please,” she said. “I just… I just want my friends to be okay.”

      “Oh, they’ll be okay,” Dom said. “As long as they stay in line. As long as they respect the rules. Until the day comes that they’re taken away from that place, anyway. And then… well. You’ll get your wish. They’ll be on their own. They’ll be able to start again. If they can get over the shock.”

      Kelsie’s head was spinning. The ground around her felt like it was opening up. “I just… I just don’t get why.”

      Dom sighed. “Sometimes things just don’t work out the way we want them to in life. Now go on, Aiden. Shut her up before she gets a chance to do any more squealing.”

      Aiden looked at Dom. A flash of horror on his face. “What?”

      Dom pointed at Kelsie. “Shoot her. Finish her off. Put her out of her misery.”

      Aiden looked down at her. Wide-eyed. And Kelsie saw it again. She saw the uncertainty. She saw that he wasn’t as confident as his friend. He wasn’t as sure about any of this.

      “Can’t we just… can’t we just find another way?” Aiden said.

      “Another way?”

      “Like you said. We could leave her. Leave her to die. Leave her to—”

      “You really talking about breaking protocol?” Dom asked. “You really talking about going against orders? Richard’s orders?”

      Kelsie saw Aiden’s jaw shake. Heard his teeth chatter in a way she’d never heard before, quite loud, too.

      She saw the way he looked back at her, rifle in hand.

      “Finish her off,” Dom said. “Get it done. Before I do it myself.”

      Aiden looked at her, right into her eyes.

      He looked at her, and she stared back at him.

      She didn’t have any fight left in her anymore.

      She didn’t have any resistance. Any resolve.

      She only had the way she could look up at this man.

      “Do it,” Dom said.

      Aiden looked at his rifle.

      Then he lifted it. Slowly. Pointed it at Kelsie.

      “Pull the trigger,” Dom said. “Get it done with. Don’t torture the poor girl.”

      Kelsie saw things, then. Flashes. Some of her life before. Some of Mum and of Dad and of her life when she didn’t have big things to worry about.

      But mostly she saw flashes of her recent memories.

      Flashes of Arya.

      Of Alison.

      Of Gina.

      Of Mike.

      She thought of these people as she kneeled there, eyes now closed, and she felt a smile stretch across her sick-stained, tear-drenched face.

      “Do it!” Dom shouted.

      “I’m sorry, Mike,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I couldn’t… I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”

      “Do—”

      And then she heard the blast.

      And after that, nothing.
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      Gina sat back in her room and tried to wrap her head around what she’d learned.

      It was getting late. The afternoon clouds were covering the sun. Outside, everything seemed to be settling down, getting quieter. Only here a matter of days. Shit. It felt like they’d been here longer. A hell of a lot longer. Especially with all the things that had happened; with all the things they’d witnessed and been through already.

      But all the while, as she sat on the edge of her bed, she couldn’t help thinking of one thing in particular.

      Kelsie.

      She thought about what Richard had told her and Alison. About what the pair of them had learned. Kelsie. She’d got out of the extraction point, somehow. And then when they’d sent out a couple of guards to track her down, they’d found something.

      Her body.

      They’d found her dead.

      But Gina wasn’t certain about any of this. She wasn’t happy about any of this. Namely the fact that there wasn’t any proof of the body. There wasn’t any evidence of the body.

      It just didn’t sit right with her.

      She thought about her options. She had two choices that she could see. She could stay here. She could get along with things. Try to rebuild. Try to start a new life here.

      Or she could step out of here and try again elsewhere.

      And it was difficult. She found herself being tugged in two directions. She could see the advantages to both sides. Staying here was going to be difficult, especially when it looked like there was something being covered up; like the people here weren’t being totally honest or straight with her.

      But on the other hand… leaving this place. Trying to start again outside the confines of the walls of this place.

      That too wasn’t going to be easy. Especially not after they’d got here so recently. Especially not after they’d been offered so much hope.

      She stood up. Looked out of the window. She looked at the people outside. Looked at them getting along with things so happily, so easily. Even after what’d happened to Kelsie. And it made her wonder. Did it mean anything to them, really? Did they even know the full extent of what had happened? Of what Gina and Alison had been told?

      She didn’t know. She wasn’t sure she even wanted to know.

      She just knew she had a decision to make.

      She looked around this room. Looked at the cabinets. Looked at the bed. She looked at its homely comforts. And as much as she’d been telling herself she could stay here, as much as she’d been telling herself she could adapt… she knew it wasn’t going to be possible.

      She’d wanted to believe this place was good at heart. Mostly because her mum had insisted otherwise before she’d killed her, which had made her want to believe even more that her mum was lying about this place. That she was just doing her usual thing, trying to control and manipulate her.

      But she was starting to see her own reality about this place.

      She was starting to form her own opinions.

      And her own opinions were screaming out at her that something was wrong here.

      Something was seriously wrong.

      She looked back out of the window, and she took a deep breath. She’d have to speak to Alison. They’d have to come to an agreement about the next step together.

      But as far as Gina could see it, she was certain about her next step.

      As hard as it was, she couldn’t stay here.

      As difficult as it was to accept, she couldn’t just go along with a place that wasn’t being completely honest. Not that she could see.

      As much as she wanted to believe in this place… the cracks in its illusory idyllic nature were already beginning to split apart.

      She reached for the handle of the door.

      Then she heard a knock.

      She froze. Took her by surprise more than anything.

      She lowered the handle.

      Opened the door.

      Alison was standing there.

      There was a different look to her, now. A different expression on her face.

      And there was something else about her.

      She wasn’t alone.

      Richard was beside her. He had a strange look on his face.

      Almost like he was smiling.

      “Gina,” Alison started.

      But then it was Richard who spoke over her.

      “We’re sorry about what happened,” he said. “And by our way of apology… we’ve got something for you. An offer for you. I know nothing will ever make what happened to Kelsie right… but I at least hope you’ll appreciate what I’m proposing.”

      Gina frowned. “What? What’re you talking about?”

      Richard turned around and pointed at the helicopter sitting there stationary in the middle of the extraction point.

      “We’ve bumped yourself and Alison up the extraction list,” he said. “We’ve fast tracked you right to the top, by way of apology. It’s time for you to go to Albion, Gina. It’s time for you to step into the new world.”
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      Mike looked at the people surrounding him and Nina, and he knew they were in trouble.

      There were three of them. The two who they’d hidden under the cars from, and another now, standing in their way. All of them had rifles. And none of them looked happy to see Mike or Nina.

      Mike’s heart raced. Because he felt the urgency of this situation. His life was precious mostly because he had to get to that extraction point and he had to find Kelsie; he had to find his friends. Not for any other reasons of self-preservation or anything like that; purely because of the other people he felt needed him.

      Sure, there was a chance they hadn’t even made it there yet, and he had to take that opportunity if that’s the way it was. The opportunity to stop them getting to that extraction point. To stop them before anything happened to them.

      Because if what Nina was telling him about this place was true—and he had no reason to doubt her—it wasn’t the kind of place he wanted the people he cared about ending up. On the surface, maybe. But in the long run… disaster and despair were too real a possibility.

      But he had to deal with one thing at a time. Because right now, he was in some shit of his own.

      The man on his own was tall and thin. His cheekbones were bulging. He looked chronically malnourished, to the point that Mike was surprised he was even alive at all. His skin was pale, and he was missing patches of hair. “What’re you doing here?” he asked.

      Mike was surprised, at first. This guy, he sounded calmer than he’d expected. Not that it made him trust him or anything, but it wasn’t the sinister tone he’d prepared himself for. He cleared his throat. “We—”

      “We don’t have to explain ourselves,” Nina said. “Now get out of our way and let us keep on going where we’re going. Right now.”

      Mike looked at Nina. He felt dread building inside. He didn’t want to play it the way she was playing it. He knew how people could be when they were spoken to like that. He knew better than to stir the pot—and so too should Nina.

      The man smirked. Looked over the top of them at his two friends, who were closer behind Mike and Nina now. Still with their rifles in hand. “That’s funny,” he said. “Standing up like that when you’re in the shit like you are. You’d have thought you’d have learned some manners if you’ve made it this far.”

      “Well, you’re mistaken,” Nina said. “I show respect to those who show me respect. Not blindly.”

      The man’s smile dropped then. He sighed. “You’ve got guts; I’ll give you that. If you’re not careful, though, I’ll spill them all over this road here. So now’s the time to tell us where you’re going. Now’s the time to start talking.”

      Nina started to say something. But Mike didn’t want to antagonise these thugs anymore. Nina’s approach wasn’t going to work here.

      “We’re heading to a place a few miles away from here,” Mike said. “A place where they’re promising salvation. Hope. But a place that has… secrets.”

      The man smirked. “Just about sounds like every place I’ve ever heard of. Offer hope. Offer some kind of idealistic future. Then, bam. Turns out not quite as sweet as you expected. But hey. Isn’t that how it’s always been? Isn’t that the way it’s gone, right from the start?”

      Nina cleared her throat. “I appreciate the philosophy lesson, but if you don’t mind, we’d really like to keep going—”

      “This place,” the man said. “This… safe haven, you’re talking about. Where’s it at? And what’s its deal?”

      Mike looked at Nina.

      Nina didn’t say a thing.

      The man rolled his eyes and sighed. “Okay. Kill them.”

      The men behind started to walk towards Mike and Nina.

      Mike raised his hands. “Whoa. Wait. Wait. This—this place. I haven’t been there. But Nina was there—”

      “Mike,” she said.

      “Nina was there. They were promising her extraction. Helicopters, that kind of thing; they were taking people out of that place and promising to take them into a new world. Albion, they called it. At least that’s what I’ve heard. But anyway. There’s—there’s a chance that place has some people in it. People who I care about very much. And I won’t give up until I find them. I won’t stop until I make sure they either never reach that place or that they get out of it safely if they’re already there. I don’t know how exactly I’m going to get them out. I don’t know what lengths I’m going to have to go to. But if it’s for them, I’ll do it. Because it’s what I have to do. I love those people. They are my family. And I won’t stop for anyone. So please. Just let us keep going.”

      The man studied Mike closely. Narrowed eyes. It looked like he was really mulling things over. And Mike could only interpret that positively. He could only interpret it with hope.

      But then people were unpredictable. Especially in this world.

      You just never knew how somebody was going to react when they’d been pushed to their limits.

      The man took a few steps forward then. He was close, right up in Mike’s face.

      And Mike knew that if he lifted his knife quickly, he could tear this guy’s neck open. He could end him, right here.

      But then the man smiled a little. “Albion, huh?”

      “That’s—that’s what I heard it’s called—”

      “And you’d be right to believe that,” he said.

      He lowered his rifle.

      Then he lifted his hand.

      “My name’s Harvey. Behind you, that’s Ulrich and Callum.”

      Mike looked at his hand. Frowned. “What…”

      “We know you’re telling the truth about Albion. We know you’re telling the truth about the extraction point. Because that’s where we were. That’s where I was ditched by. And that’s where we’re heading right towards.”
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      “I’m sorry, Mike,” Kelsie whispered. “I’m sorry I couldn’t… I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”

      “Do—”

      And then she heard the blast from Aiden’s rifle.

      And after that, nothing.

      But there was still something.

      There was an echoing in her ears. There was a ringing in her skull. And she was still breathing. She could still feel things. She could still feel that sickness in her body.

      And as she sat there, eyes tight shut, she didn’t want to open them as tears rolled down her face. She didn’t want to see what was in front of her. She didn’t want to find out that she was just imagining things and that this was all a big fantasy in her head and that she was still going to be shot after all.

      But in the end, she couldn’t keep her eyes closed much longer.

      She gulped, and then she opened her eyes.

      The first thing that hit her was just how bright everything seemed compared to before. Just how rich and luscious and green the leaves of the trees and the grass looked.

      And then the other things hit her. The smell of smoke from the rifle. That ringing in her ears being cut through by the sounds of birds flapping their wings somewhere above.

      And then what she could see right in front of her.

      Who she could see right in front of her.

      Aiden was standing there.

      Rifle in hand.

      But he wasn’t pointing it at her anymore.

      He was pointing it at someone on the ground.

      Kelsie looked where Aiden’s wide eyes were staring, and she saw Dom lying there. Bleeding from a hole in his head. His eyes still staring up like he knew exactly what had just happened, like he knew exactly who was responsible.

      And Kelsie was still realising herself. She was still getting to grips with it. Still trying to understand.

      But in the end, it was clear to see.

      “You shot him,” she said.

      Aiden turned, then. He looked right at Kelsie, then at his gun, then back at Dom as he lay there on the ground. It was as if he was just realising what had happened, too. As if he was still getting to grips with what he’d done.

      And Kelsie worried. She worried that Aiden might change his mind. That he might get caught up in the moment and shoot her. Then shoot himself, or something crazy like that.

      He stepped towards her. Rifle lowered. Crouched right down to where she was.

      She tried to shuffle back. Tried to get back to the hole in the ground by the tree. But she was weak. She was tired. She just wanted to rest. Just wanted to sleep. Just wanted to—

      “You need—you need some kind of medication,” Aiden said. “We need to get you somewhere. Somewhere we can get you well again. Somewhere we can get you hydrated and feeling a lot better.”

      Kelsie shook her head. “I can’t—”

      “Kelsie,” Aiden said. And Kelsie sensed it was the first time Aiden had been honest with her—and with himself in a long time. “What happened. What you saw last night. I… I can’t defend it. I’m sorry. I’m sorry you ran away. I’m sorry for what you had to see right now. But I… The place. The extraction point. It’s not all bad. It’s not all—”

      “You killed a woman who came back,” Kelsie said. “Lana. Dom shot her. Just because she’d been taken away. The people there. They deserve to know the truth.”

      And Aiden looked at Kelsie with a different expression, then. An expression of fear. Like the reality of this whole situation was setting in.

      “I have—I have to go back there,” he said. “I have to tell them something happened. That someone—someone—”

      “Don’t leave me,” Kelsie said. And she felt weak for saying it. She hadn’t been expecting to say it. She wasn’t sure where it had come from. But she felt desperate. Like she needed help.

      Aiden looked at her again. Eyes darting. Face going paler by the second. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t take you back there. Not now you’ve escaped. Richard. He wouldn’t allow it. Because you saw. I told him you saw, and you’re too dangerous.”

      Kelsie felt her stomach sinking, the nausea and sickness building up again. Because this was typical. All this time, all this effort, all this fight and getting so close to death, and she was going to be left for dead by this man. But she had to act tough. She couldn’t regress to a baby. Not now. “You might as well have killed me then,” she said. “Because—because I need help. I’m sick. I need help now, or I’ll die. And then you’ll have killed two people.”

      She saw the change in Aiden’s face, then. Saw the way he looked at her, shook his head. “Kelsie, I’m sorry. I couldn’t kill you. I couldn’t let Dom kill you.”

      “Then help me,” Kelsie said.

      Aiden looked at Dom’s body. Then at the rifle in his hands. And then at Kelsie again. And Kelsie wondered if this was it. She wondered if he’d changed his mind. If it would be simpler for him to just put her out of her misery after all. Simpler for everyone.

      But then he lowered his rifle.

      He lifted her up.

      And she felt herself going still. She felt her muscles tightening all over. She wanted to fight. She wanted to resist.

      But Aiden was holding her.

      He hadn’t shot her.

      He was holding her.

      “There’s only one thing we can do,” he said.

      Kelsie waited as she grew sicker, as she grew shakier and weaker.

      Aiden looked into the distance, back where they’d come from.

      “We go back to the extraction point,” he said. “I hide you. I get you the meds and the supplies you’ll need. And then… and then we get you away from that place. Once and for all.”
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      Gina felt Richard’s hand against her back and immediately felt uncomfortable about all of this.

      The clouds had covered up the sun, bringing a shadow over this perfect idyll. As Gina walked through the streets, she could see people looking at her, whispering. Some of them glaring at her. Like she didn’t deserve this. Like Alison didn’t deserve this.

      Because she couldn’t stop thinking about what Richard had said to her.

      The apology.

      The apology for what had happened to Kelsie.

      Jumping to the front of the queue to be extracted to Albion.

      She felt caught in two minds as she walked along the street, towards the helicopter, which was up and running, ready to go. On the one hand… she knew after hearing about what’d happened to Kelsie that getting into that helicopter and starting again would be a good idea. A fresh start. A chance to begin again.

      But on the other hand… something still didn’t feel right.

      It just felt too neat.

      It just felt too convenient.

      Especially because Arya wasn’t by her side.

      But she walked. And Alison walked alongside her. She glanced at Alison a few times, saw the concern on her face rather than happiness, rather than excitement. And she knew that Alison would feel the same way as she did. She knew she would feel that same cynicism and scepticism for all of this as she did.

      But what would they do?

      They were being ushered out of this place, after all.

      And it didn’t look like they were really being given a choice about their fate.

      “I just want to reiterate how sorry I am,” Richard said, as he walked behind them. “You’ve only been with us a matter of days, and you’d had an absolute nightmare. Nobody deserves to have gone through what you’ve gone through. Nobody deserves to have lost like you have lost.”

      She looked back at him. She thought she heard sincerity in his voice. Honesty to his words.

      And she wanted to believe him.

      She so wanted to believe him.

      But…

      “Why can’t we see Kelsie’s body?” Gina asked.

      The words came out of nowhere. They made Alison stop. Turn around.

      And then before she knew it, Gina had stopped too.

      Everyone had stopped.

      The pair of them looked at Richard. And Gina waited for an answer. She looked into his eyes, and she waited for the answer she deserved. That they both deserved.

      Because it was a legitimate question.

      It was a question they deserved an answer to.

      Richard looked at the ground. “I… I’m sorry,” he said. “That’s not going to be possible.”

      He started to walk again. People looking on. Wide-eyed. Confused.

      But Gina wasn’t for moving.

      She stood her ground. Even though Richard bumped into her, she stood her ground.

      Looked into his eyes.

      Right into his eyes.

      “I want to see her body,” she said. “If I don’t see her body… I’m not getting onto this helicopter.”

      Richard’s eyelids twitched. A subtle movement, but enough that Gina noticed.

      He was silent. Opening his mouth, then closing it again.

      And as he did this, Gina grew in confidence. She grew in fear for the worst.

      Because it was obvious by now that Richard was hiding something.

      “Gina,” he said, looking at her, then at Alison. He was smiling now. Like he was trying his best to keep order here. “Both of you. You don’t want to see the body of someone so dear to you, do you?”

      “I do,” Alison said. “And Gina does, too. We deserve to see her. We deserve… we deserve closure. Are you going to deny us that?”

      Gina realised something then, as Richard stood there, wide-eyed. People had gathered around. They weren’t just watching anymore. They were listening. Curious. Curious about what was being said. Curious about the position Gina and Alison had put Richard in.

      Waiting for an answer from the man they respected most.

      Richard looked over Gina’s shoulder. Right at one of the guards leading them along.

      Then he sighed. Opened his mouth again. “I’m trying to protect you here.”

      “We don’t want your protection,” Gina said. “We want to see Kelsie. We want to know she’s okay. And if we don’t… we are not getting on that helicopter.”

      Richard’s face flushed a little. People were shouting things. “Just show them the body!” Stuff like that. And all of it was clearly getting to Richard. All of it was getting him riled up.

      He had to act.

      He had to be decisive.

      Gina just wasn’t sure he was capable of it.

      She wasn’t sure he had it in him.

      And then he took a deep breath and smiled. “Sure,” he said. “We can show you her body. But… but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      He turned around, then. Started walking back. Over to the right of the extraction point. Over towards an area that Gina wasn’t familiar with.

      She felt a hand on her shoulder, then. Looked back, saw it was one of the guards.

      “Go on,” he said. “Lead the way.”

      Gina took a deep breath, and she walked. She walked back through the crowds. She walked through the people. She saw the two kids who Kelsie had played with. The kids looked sad. They hadn’t known her long, but Gina knew just how strong those childhood bonds could be, even when they were in their infancy.

      She followed Richard over towards a secluded cabin right at the far right of the entrance to the extraction point. Alison was by her side.

      “We did the right thing,” Alison said. “You did the right thing. We deserve answers. We deserve… closure.”

      Gina nodded. But as she got closer towards that cabin, she realised something. The crowd. The crowd in the street. They weren’t following anymore.

      They were being stopped.

      Stopped by the armed guards.

      She saw Richard open the door to that cabin. Saw him holding it, hand out. And as she looked into his eyes, she remembered something. Those words. Those words he’d said.

      Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

      She got closer to that cabin. And something hit her. The helicopter. The guards. Trying to get them out of the frame right away.

      It wasn’t right.

      None of this was right.

      She walked a few steps closer to the cabin.

      Then she took Alison’s hand.

      “Alison,” she said.

      Alison looked at her. “What?”

      “We’re going to run.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. We’re going to make a break for the exit. We’re going to get out of here, while we still can.”

      Alison opened her mouth. Looked like she was going to argue something.

      Then she just nodded.

      Gina took a few more steps closer. The guards close behind. Rifles in their hands.

      And then Richard standing right there, hand pointing into the cabin door.

      Half-smile on his face.

      “Are you ready?” Gina asked.

      Alison nodded. “I’m—”

      “Now,” Richard said.

      Gina went to turn.

      But then she heard the men behind her shuffle.

      She went to spin around.

      But it was too late.

      They smacked Alison over the head with a rifle.

      And Gina went to shout out. She went to get the attention of somebody—of anybody.

      She went to make a break for it.

      But the guard swung his rifle down across the top of her head.

      First, a sharp, agonising pain.

      Then, everything went fuzzy.

      And then she fell to the ground, and everything went black.
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      Mike looked at Harvey’s outstretched hand, and he tried to wrap his head around what he was hearing.

      The afternoon was stretching on. They’d have to get a move on because night was fast approaching. And there was something about the night that unsettled Mike. Something about it that added to the sense of uncertainty; the sense of unknown.

      But in a sense, it felt like this whole journey was getting a lot more focused.

      Like things were falling right in place for him.

      Harvey took his hand away and shook his head. “Trust issues. I get it. But you’ve got to hear me out when I say I’ve no problem with you.”

      “No problem?” Nina said. “Sure. I mean you pulled us up in the middle of the street. Pointed rifles in our faces. Told your friends back here to kill us because we weren’t complying. But sure. You’ve no problem with us.”

      “Hey,” Harvey said, opening his arms. “You’ve no idea the kind of people we’ve run into out here. The kind of people we’ve been dealing with for the last few weeks. But then… then again, I’d guess you probably know exactly the kind of people I’m talking about. It pays to be on guard all the time. It’s what’s got us this far. Right?”

      Mike wasn’t sure about any of this. But he wanted to hear more from this guy, from his people. He wanted to know what he knew about the extraction point. About Albion.

      “You say you were dumped by this place. I was under the impression it was women and children who got extracted.”

      “Well, mostly, yeah,” Harvey said. “But it’d look a bit suspicious if it were all women and children, right? But anyway. It was just me. My two friends here, I met them along the road. Told them about this place. Told them about what they did to me. What they were doing to so many others. And in a way, I kind of wanted to believe it wasn’t true. I wanted to believe that it was just my group. That we were the exception in some way. But now I meet you and… well. Now I know what I feared is true, for real.”

      Mike looked at Nina. She wasn’t standing up anymore. Like she was realising this guy was telling the truth. Realising he was being honest.

      “So what’re you doing out here?” Mike said.

      Harvey shrugged. A smile came to his face. “Same reason you’re out here, headed this way.”

      “You’re going back there?”

      “The suicide mission itself.”

      “Why?”

      Harvey looked off into the distance. “You know… the same reason we all go back. Unfinished business. I could walk away from that place. I could’ve found my own direction and started my life over again. But that’s not what I want. Not while there’s people there. Innocent people. Not while there’s a chance that people can suffer the kind of heartache that so many others before them have felt. Because it’s not on. It’s just not right.”

      “So what’ve you got planned?” Mike asked.

      Harvey smiled. Tapped his rifle against his palm. “I helped build that place. So I know its weaknesses.”

      Mike frowned. But it was Nina who spoke first.

      “What exactly are you planning?” she asked.

      Harvey’s smile widened. “I’m going to go back there. And then I’m going to bring that shitting hellhole down.”

      Mike shook his head. “But there’s innocent people there.”

      “Innocent people with the wool over their eyes.”

      “Is that so bad, really?”

      “Is it so bad? To believe you’re being taken to some new world? Some hopeful world? To lose every damned thing? Yeah. Yeah, it’s bad. I’ll bring the people in charge of that place crashing down. I’ll bring the people who lied to me to justice. Richard. The guards. Specifically, this prick called Aiden. The bastard who kicked me into the mud and left me for dead. Who looked me in the eye and told me never to go back there. I’ll finish him for what he did.”

      Mike looked at Nina. Nina looked back at him. And for the first time, he felt like he saw a path opening up ahead of him. A path with an end goal.

      Just not the end goal that he’d expected.

      “So the question is,” Harvey said, “are you with us?”

      Mike took a deep breath. Looked around. Looked at the broken down cars; looked at the boarded up buildings. And he felt that choice, deep down.

      He just wanted to save his friends.

      Save the people—and the dog—he loved.

      But at the same time… he heard what Harvey was saying.

      He heard it, and he was right.

      He looked at Nina again. Nina shrugged. “I guess we’re deep enough into the hornet’s nest that we might as well risk ourselves getting stung some more, right?”

      Mike looked at Harvey’s two companions. And then he looked around, right at Harvey.

      “Can I trust you?” Mike asked.

      And then Harvey smiled, and he offered his hand again.

      “You’d be a fool to trust anyone.”

      Mike looked at his hand.

      He wanted to hold back.

      He wanted to resist.

      But in the end, he took it, and he shook.

      “I’m not sure that’s entirely true anymore,” he said.

      Harvey tilted his head to one side, nodded. “Whatever. It doesn’t change the question. Have you got my back?”

      Mike gulped. Looked around, once again.

      Then he nodded.

      “I’m with you,” he said.

      Harvey smiled. “Good. Then let’s go make those bastards pay for the lies they’ve been pushing. Let’s bring their new world crashing right down.”
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      Kelsie wasn’t sure how long they’d been walking, only she noticed two things.

      First, it was dark. Night seemed like it had crept up on them from nowhere.

      And something else.

      She was feeling a lot better already.

      She still wasn’t great. Her legs were weak. Every muscle ached. And her head… it was splitting with pain.

      But the nausea had stopped. The vomiting had stopped. So that had to count for something. Maybe she wasn’t as ill as she’d thought. Maybe it wasn’t to do with her diabetes after all.

      It even made her wonder whether she wanted to even go back to the extraction point at all. Whether she wanted to trust Aiden to go back there, to keep her under wraps… and to go in there and get the medication she needed.

      But then if he didn’t, there was a real chance she could just relapse into the way she’d been feeling so recently.

      She didn’t want to jump too far ahead. Not just yet. She had to be careful.

      She looked up at Aiden. He’d carried her some of the way, which was a weird experience, in all truth. She was still reluctant to believe in him. She was still reluctant to trust him. Because at the end of the day, it wasn’t long ago that he’d been hunting her down.

      And it had only been a spur of the moment thing. A spur of the moment decision. In another moment, he could’ve made a different choice. He could’ve killed her.

      What was to stop him changing his mind as soon as they got back to the extraction point?

      He looked down at her. Scanned her, head to toe. “How you feeling?”

      Kelsie looked away. To be honest, she was feeling a little tired. She wouldn’t mind a sleep. But she didn’t want to say. She didn’t want to show any kind of weakness. “Fine,” she said.

      Aiden sounded like he wanted to say something else. Like he wanted to continue. But in the end, he just sighed, and looked back ahead. “Shouldn’t be too much further, now,” he said. “We’ll find somewhere you can lay low while I go in there. And then… and then I—I guess I come up with some story. Pretend you took my gun, shot Dom, escaped somehow.”

      “How’s that going to work?” Kelsie asked.

      Aiden frowned. It was still like he hadn’t totally thought any of this through. Like he was still caught up in the panic of what he’d done. “How so?”

      Kelsie felt weird explaining the flaws in a grown-up’s plan to them. “You’re going to be going back inside the extraction point. Somebody’s going to see you. How are you going to just pretend something happened after you’ve gone back there? What are you going to tell them?”

      Aiden looked stumped. Again, it was as if he’d been caught off guard. Like he was still trying to get his head around what to do; around the next step.

      “I guess I… I guess I don’t really have a choice,” Aiden said.

      He looked at Kelsie again. Looked at her with fear. And Kelsie could tell what he was thinking, in a morbid way. She could tell exactly what was going through his mind.

      There was still time to kill her.

      Time to prove to the extraction point that he was on their side, still.

      And she’d have to stay on guard at all times as long as that was a possibility.

      But then he said something she hadn’t at all been expecting.

      “Guess it’s just you and me from here on then. I’ll get what we need. And then… and then I suppose I’ll get out of there, and we’ll move on.”

      Kelsie stopped. Part of her was surprised he’d come to such a decision. But another part of her wanted more. “I can’t leave them,” Kelsie said.

      Aiden frowned. “Now’s not the time to be playing around with who you do and don’t want to save. It’s not as easy as just telling them and setting them free.”

      “Alison. Gina. Arya. And—and Tom and Siobhan. Just them. If you can get those out… if you can save them… we can go.”

      Aiden rubbed the back of his head. He looked like he was regretting this more by the second. “You don’t get to dictate terms here, Kelsie.”

      “Then I’ll—I’ll just have to try and save them myself.”

      “It’s not safe for you in there.”

      “It’s not safe for them in there,” she said. She didn’t feel confident saying any of this, and she didn’t feel anything other than a scared little girl. But she stood her ground because in her mind she asked herself what Mike would do, what he’d want her to do, and that made her feel a little better, a little safer, a little stronger. “I’m not changing my mind. It’s… it’s the only way.”

      She looked at the ring on her finger. The ring that Mike had given her. The one that used to belong to Holly. Every time she looked at it, she felt more comfortable. She felt more at ease. She felt like someone was there with her, watching over her.

      And then she looked up at Aiden, and she saw his face had softened somewhat.

      “I’ll do what I can,” he said. “But I can’t make any promises. This is dangerous enough as it is, Kelsie. And there’s no way I can pretend I—”

      He stopped.

      Stopped, right away.

      Because he heard something.

      And then moments later, Kelsie heard it too.

      Footsteps.

      Footsteps and voices.

      Aiden looked around, up ahead. “Shit,” he said.

      “What?”

      “It’s them. Marco. Adrienne.”

      “Who are—”

      “You need to hide, Kelsie.”

      “But—”

      “Kelsie, you need to hide. Now.”

      Kelsie ran to her right. She looked at the trees. That was all she had in the time she had.

      So she stepped behind one of them.

      Hid behind it.

      Held her breath.

      She could hear things, then. The footsteps getting closer.

      She peeked around the side of the tree.

      And then she saw them.

      Two people. Rifles in hand.

      Dressed just like Aiden.

      “Shit,” Adrienne said. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “We thought you were dead, chief,” Marco said.

      Aiden looked between them. Opened and closed his mouth like he was still trying to figure out what to say next. “Yeah,” he said. “I…”

      “Where’s Dom?” Adrienne asked.

      Aiden looked over his shoulder. For just a second, his eyes met with Kelsie’s.

      And then he looked back at Marco and Adrienne. “He—he didn’t make it.”

      Marco frowned. “The hell? What… what happened?”

      “The girl,” Aiden said. “There was… there was a struggle. Something—something happened. I put her down, though. I made sure she died for what she did.”

      “So she’s dead?” Adrienne asked.

      Aiden nodded. “She’s dead. I was trying to get back here. Trying to—”

      “Then who were you talking with just then?”

      Her stomach sank. Her heart started to race. Her mouth went dry.

      Because she could sense the uncertainty now. She could sense the insecurity.

      “What’s going on, Aiden?” Adrienne asked.

      “I think I know exactly what’s going on,” Marco said.

      It took Kelsie a few seconds. She hadn’t been looking at Marco, so she hadn’t seen where he was looking. Not right away.

      But then she looked at him, and she saw.

      He was looking right in her direction.

      He was looking right at her.

      Right into her eyes.

      “Well, well, Aiden,” Marco said, as Adrienne looked around too, saw where he was looking. “Looks like we’ve got a bit of a problem on our hands now, doesn’t it?”
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      It was dark, and Mike was ready for a rest.

      But he wasn’t going to rest until he got to this extraction point.

      He wasn’t going to rest until he found Kelsie and the rest of his people.

      And at least now he had more than just Nina to get him by.

      He looked around. Looked at Harvey, and at his friends, Callum and Ulrich. Harvey was one of those guys who seemed constantly content. A smirk on his face at all times. Did Mike trust him? Not a chance. It would take a lot for him to just blindly trust someone he didn’t really know.

      Especially a man with a rifle in his hands.

      But all he had to go on was the fact that his motive seemed similar to Mike’s.

      All he had to go on was that he was heading in the same direction as Mike.

      He looked ahead, into the woods. They were so silent. Every now and then though, he swore he heard things. Voices. Whispers. Shuffling that made him look around, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.

      He knew how at risk he was. How in danger he was. He was heading into uncharted territory, after all. And things had escalated now that Harvey’s end-goal was very much to destroy the order of that place from within.

      He just hoped his friends were out of the firing line by that stage.

      If they’d even made it there at all.

      That’s what was bugging Mike, now. That’s what was getting to him. The worry that perhaps they hadn’t made it there. That perhaps he was going to get to this place only to find they weren’t there. What would this journey be worth, then? What would any of it be worth, after all?

      “Where is it you’ve come from, anyway?” Harvey asked.

      Mike looked at Nina, and Nina looked back at him. Nina had barely said a word to Harvey and his people, in all truth. Clearly had trust issues much like the ones Mike had. And he could understand why. The hospital, it was a well-guarded place. A well-kept secret. A secret that Vincent seemed eager to keep under wraps.

      And it wasn’t his place to tell these people the truth. It wasn’t his place to tell them anything. He’d barely spent any time there. So the ball was in Nina’s court.

      “Well?” Harvey asked.

      “Where we come from doesn’t matter really, does it?” she said.

      Harvey sighed. “Only trying to make conversation. The road’s a long and lonely one if we’ve nothing to keep us occupied along the way.”

      “Then you need to work on your attention span,” Nina said. “Get your head down. Keep going. We aren’t too far away. Not much further to go.”

      Harvey dropped back a little. And when Mike looked around, he saw that he was beside him. “What’s your deal, anyway?”

      Mike wanted to respect Nina’s silence. But at the same time, he didn’t want to freeze Harvey out in a way that might backfire. “Let’s just say I’ve fought hard to be where I am. And I’m not going to just give up now.”

      “Hell, we’ve all fought hard,” Harvey said. “We’ve all been through shit. We’ve all lost shit. We’ve all lost our goddamned minds, while we’re at it. But hey. It’s all about riding the waves, isn’t it? It’s all about learning to surf. Because if you don’t… you just get washed away.”

      Mike looked at Harvey. Something in his eyes. Like that smirk was trying to mask something. A pain.

      And in his eyes, Mike sensed a familiar emotion. Like he was masking a burning vengeance as well as he could.

      A dangerous vengeance.

      “How about you?” Mike asked.

      Harvey took in a deep breath and shrugged. “Spent a lot of time on the road before finding the extraction point. Ended up winding up in some… well. Less than savoury groups. Did some things I didn’t like. But I found my way out. That’s the difference, right? I found my way out.”

      “What if you’re not able to… to do what you want to do? If you’re not able to hold this Aiden to account for what he did?”

      Harvey smiled. “Then I still get the satisfaction of destroying that place from within. It’s not a consolation. Not really. But it’s something.”

      Mike nodded. He understood how it was. “Just don’t expect vengeance to really bring you peace.”

      “Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”

      Mike stared into space. “More than you bel…”

      He stopped, then.

      A stabbing pain. Right where the knife had pierced his stomach so recently, in the grand scheme of things.

      “You okay?” Harvey asked.

      Mike took a few deep breaths. Nodded. “Sure. I just—”

      And then another pain. Even sharper this time, even more debilitating.

      He wanted to stay on his feet. He wanted to keep pressing on.

      But he buckled under the weight of the pain and fell to his knees.

      Nina turned around. Concern on her face. “Mike?”

      He took in another deep breath. Went to stand, but his head was dizzy. “I’m okay,” he said. “I’m…”

      But he wobbled forward again and fell face first into the mud.

      Something hit him, then. Something else. A sickness. A nausea totally crippling him; crippling him to the point he wasn’t sure he’d be able to move.

      Harvey looked at him, down at his stomach where he’d been stabbed. “What the hell happened to him?”

      Nina checked the wound, pulling back his shirt. “He was stabbed.”

      “Stabbed? And now he’s out here? What the hell?”

      “Trust me,” Nina said. “Tried to tell him he was an idiot, but he wasn’t hearing any of it. Mike? Are you okay?”

      Mike lay back on the ground. His heart felt like it was beating noticeably slower, but harder at the same time. A sickness in his throat. A nausea. And a tingling, all the way through his body.

      “He’s probably just having a delayed reaction,” Harvey said. “Body reacting to the shock of it all, especially if it was so recent.”

      Nina nodded. But when Mike looked down, he saw his bandage was a little bloody. Like his stitches had been leaking. “We could really do with getting somewhere we can see to this. Fast.”

      “Oh, sure,” Harvey said. “I’ll just give 999 a ring. See what they have to say about…”

      He stopped.

      He stopped because he’d seen something.

      Something in the distance.

      “That’s him,” he said. “That’s—that’s Aiden.”

      Mike didn’t understand. Not at first.

      But he found himself lifting his head.

      Found himself looking off into the distance.

      He didn’t see.

      Didn’t know what Harvey was talking about.

      And then he saw.

      There were three people.

      No.

      Wait.

      Four people.

      Three older people, armed.

      And then a girl.

      His heart started to pick up, now. He went to stand, fighting through the nausea, fighting through the pain.

      And then he got to his shaky feet.

      “That’s her,” he said. “That’s—that’s Kelsie.”

      Harvey lifted his rifle. Gripped it tight in his quivering hand. “And that’s the bastard who kicked me out of the helicopter,” he said.

      He looked at Mike. Rifle in hand.

      And then he turned back to the people and started to creep towards them.

      “Harvey?” Nina said.

      “We’ve got this.”

      “But—”

      “We’ve got this,” he said. “It’s time to save your girl. And it’s time to make that bastard pay for what he did to me.”
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      When Alison opened her eyes, she had no idea where she was, and no idea how she’d ended up here.

      It was dark. She couldn’t tell whether it was night or whether her eyes were just covered. Her mind still felt somewhat caught up in a dreamlike state. Wandering from memory to memory, from place to place.

      She could feel something. Crippling pain on the back of her head. Like she’d bumped it. And she wondered how she’d done that. She couldn’t remember why exactly she’d ended up in this situation, only that deep in her gut, she got the feeling that something was wrong. Something was desperately wrong.

      She was in danger.

      She looked around. Realised there was nothing covering her eyes. She could see that she was just locked away in some small, dark room. Alone? She wasn’t sure. But it certainly felt like it.

      She went to open her mouth to call out for someone… but then she realised her lips were covered. Taped up.

      The anxiety grew, then. Because the memories were returning. The memories of what had happened to her. The memories of how she’d ended up in this mess after all.

      The helicopter.

      Walking towards it.

      Then the feeling that something wasn’t right.

      Standing up to those guards. Telling them they wanted to see Kelsie’s body. That they wanted to see her before they blindly believed in what Richard was telling them.

      Then, being escorted towards that cabin that Richard was standing by. Guards behind them.

      Then Gina telling her they had to make a break for it. That none of it was right.

      And then…

      She heard something, then. More footsteps right ahead of her.

      And then she realised she definitely wasn’t alone.

      A man stepped right in front of her. The room was still dark, but she could make out his silhouette. She could detect that musky smell of aftershave.

      She could tell that this man was most definitely Richard.

      “You’re awake,” he said. There was no kindness to his voice anymore. No softness. “Good.”

      He crouched opposite her. That’s when Alison realised she was on some kind of chair. Ankles tied to it. Wrists tied to it. She tried to pull at the tape around her ankles. Tried to pull at the tape around her wrists. But with no luck. She was trapped. It didn’t matter how hard she tried to scream. She was stuck here, and there was no way out.

      Richard didn’t say anything. He just kept crouched there, kept looking at her. “It’s a shame you couldn’t just believe me,” he said. “It’s a shame you couldn’t just accept what I told you. After all… it’s a shame Kelsie even got away at all. But you don’t have to worry about her anymore. I’ve got people out there. People making sure she doesn’t come back here. People making sure that horrible accident she suffered remains a horrible accident. That there’s no way the truth—whatever the truth is—comes back here at all.”

      Alison wanted to speak. She wanted to ask Richard what he was talking about. But it was clear, now. It was growing clearer by the second.

      “She saw something she shouldn’t have seen,” Richard said. “And then she got away. But… well. Let’s just say my people are out there. And if they haven’t found her already, they will do. So I wasn’t lying when I said she was dead. Not technically.”

      Alison felt herself crying. Because this was the confirmation she needed. She was alive. Even if she was in danger, she was alive.

      It felt like she’d been given a second chance. And Alison just had to hope she took it. She just had to hope she got as far away from this place as she could, no matter what.

      She heard something else, then. More movement somewhere to her left.

      And it was only when Richard stood and walked over to her side that she realised where the movement came from.

      Who the movement came from.

      It was Gina. She was tied to a chair, just like her.

      “Looks like you’re both awake,” Richard said.

      Alison felt anxiety totally taking over her. She felt caught up in its web, to the point she felt like she was having a heart attack.

      But she had to get to grips with her thoughts.

      She had to manage them.

      She had to fight through them.

      And she had to take this opportunity to keep on moving away at that tape around her wrists.

      She rubbed her wrists against it. And she rubbed against the side of the chair. But it didn’t seem like anything was happening. It didn’t seem like anything was changing.

      She just kept on going.

      Kept on moving her wrists.

      Kept on tugging at that tape.

      Doing everything she could to break free.

      “See, I would’ve loved to have put you both on those helicopters,” Richard said. “But… well. You didn’t exactly make it easy for me. Or for yourselves. If I’d put you on those helicopters, you would’ve lived. I can promise you that much. Not at Albion, of course. Not anymore, at least. I mean, maybe you’d have found your own Albion out there. Maybe you’d have found a way to survive. But Albion isn’t… it isn’t what it used to be. It’s a myth to keep this place running. To maintain order. To maintain respect. And so far, it’s working just fine.”

      Alison felt the news hit her like a brick wall. Because she’d feared as much. She’d feared that Albion was just too good to be true.

      But at the same time… a part of her had believed. A part of her had hoped. A part of her had wanted to trust.

      And it left her with a pressing question.

      What now?

      What next?

      She kept on tugging at that tape. Because the horror of what Richard was doing was building up. The lie of this place. The illusion of hope.

      “But after all,” Richard said. “It’s worth it. The people who are extracted. They are just… well. Necessary sacrifices. And in the end, it’s only a minority. The rest of the people here keep on working away. Keep on helping away. Keep on hoping. All things considered… is that so bad, really?”

      He stepped up to her then. Crouched right opposite her again. Smiled.

      “But now I suppose we’ve got to figure out exactly what we’re going to do with you,” he said.

      Alison felt fear. She felt raw anxiety, raw dread.

      But not as deeply as maybe she would’ve done.

      Because there was something Richard didn’t realise.

      Something that he wasn’t aware of at all.

      He stepped up. Walked over to the door. “We’ll get you some water. Get you some food. For now… just meditate or something. Pass the time. While we decide what to do next.”

      He opened the door.

      Stepped outside.

      Slammed it shut, then locked it.

      Alison looked at that door. Felt that timer ticking away. The time she had left. The time until Richard decided what he was going to do with her and Gina.

      She heard shuffling over where Gina was.

      Saw the fear in her eyes.

      But she didn’t have time for fear.

      She didn’t have time for any more tension.

      Because she was too focused on that one thing Richard hadn’t realised.

      The sharp paperclip that had dropped out of his jacket pocket.

      The sharp paperclip just inches from her feet.

      The paperclip she was going to get hold of.

      Then use to slice her way out of this tape.

      No matter how hard it was. No matter how long it took.

      She wasn’t dying here.

      She was getting out of here.

      And she was getting out of here fast.
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      Aiden watched as Kelsie stepped out, and he felt like his whole world was crumbling apart all over again.

      The darkness was intense, but the moonlight cut through it. Illuminated the faces of Marco and Adrienne. Illuminated their rifles, which were pointed towards him.

      And illuminated Kelsie’s face as she emerged from behind the tree, no choice in the matter.

      They’d spotted her.

      They’d seen her.

      They were onto her, and they were onto him.

      “Doesn’t look dead to me,” Marco said. “I’d say she looks… well, she looks ill, sure. But she certainly doesn’t look anywhere near dead. What do you reckon, Adrienne?”

      Adrienne’s eyes narrowed. She looked at Kelsie, then Aiden, then back at Kelsie again. “Nah. I’d say she looks very much alive.”

      “Which leaves us with a question,” Marco said. “A very serious question. If Kelsie’s alive. If you’ve been looking out for her for whatever weird reason, all this time… then where is Dom?”

      Aiden felt caught. He felt trapped. On the one hand, he wanted to just confess. To just tell the truth. Because he couldn’t lie anymore. He’d already been caught red-handed. Lying wasn’t going to make things better. It was only going to make things worse.

      But then if he told the truth about what he’d done… he was a dead man.

      And Kelsie was dead, too.

      “I’d say that pause right there is problematic,” Marco said. “So I suggest we try something. Kelsie. It is Kelsie, right? Why don’t you bring yourself right over here where we can see you?”

      Aiden felt sickness right in the pit of his stomach. He turned around, over to where Kelsie had been hiding.

      He saw her wide eyes looking over towards them all in fear.

      Total fear.

      “Come on,” Marco said. “No point sticking around there anymore. No point messing around. There’s no way out of this, lovey. So, the way I see it, you’ve got a choice. You can stay right there, and we’ll kill your friend here, and then we’ll kill you. Or you can come out here, and we can just see how things progress, hmm? How’s that sound?”

      Aiden looked at Kelsie. He looked into her eyes. And he wanted to tell her to stop. He wanted to tell her that she couldn’t come out here. He knew what Richard’s order was. He knew what Richard would do to maintain his secret; what lengths he would go to in order to sustain the illusion of hope.

      But then he saw Kelsie begin to step even further towards him, towards Marco and Adrienne, and his heart sank.

      “She was ill, Marco,” Aiden said. “She—she had no intentions of coming back to the extraction point. I just wanted to get her some stuff so she could… so she could survive out here.”

      Marco and Adrienne both looked at Aiden with disgust. “So, it’s true. You’re a traitor.”

      “You can call me what you want, but the thing is… I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be the person you want me to be anymore. I can’t ditch kids in the wilderness because of an illusion. I can’t keep on telling families that there is a new world out there when there’s not. It’s not right. Don’t you see it? Don’t you both see it?”

      Marco’s eyes twitched, and Aiden thought he might just shoot him down, right there.

      But instead, he lurched forward. Pointed his rifle at Aiden’s chest.

      “I should kill you right here,” he said.

      Aiden nodded. “Maybe you should.”

      Marco looked at Aiden. His eyes darted around his face. Really narrowed, really studied him closely. “But I think I’d rather Richard dealt with you. I think he’d rather know exactly who you are.”

      Aiden breathed a little. Time. Time to figure something out. Time to try something.

      “On one condition,” Marco said.

      Aiden frowned. “What?”

      Marco pointed at Kelsie. “You shoot her, right here.”

      Aiden felt the weight of deja vu sinking down on his shoulders. Because he’d been here. He’d been here before.

      But things were different. That was a spur of the moment thing. That was a reaction. A reaction to an awful situation.

      But maybe he could change things.

      Maybe he could fix things.

      “Kill her,” Marco said. “Kill her right this second, or you both die, right here. If you kill her… well. You’ll have to answer to Richard. I’ll give you that opportunity. But it’s more of an opportunity than you’re going to get otherwise. So what’s it going to be?”

      Aiden looked at Kelsie. He saw the way her wide, tired eyes stared back at him. Her pale flesh illuminating in the light of the moon. And he held on to his rifle with his shaking hand.

      “Do it,” Marco said. “Do it right this second.”

      So Aiden did the only thing he could.

      He took a deep breath.

      And then he lifted his rifle.

      Pointed it right at Kelsie.

      He saw her, then. Saw the way her look changed. Saw the way a new look crossed her face. Like she was let down. Like she’d been betrayed.

      And he wanted to speak to her. He wanted to call out to her.

      But he just had to hope she saw.

      He had to hope she saw, right within his eyes.

      “Do it,” Marco said. “Right this second. Or I’ll—”

      That’s when Aiden turned around and shot Marco in the neck.

      He turned to Adrienne, then. Turned to her and prepared to fire a bullet into her.

      But then he heard something. Just as he pulled the trigger, just as Adrienne went falling to the ground, he felt a thud in his shoulder.

      A thud that made him fall forward.

      It was only when he hit the ground, when Kelsie came running over, that he realised exactly what had happened.

      “You’re—you’re shot,” she said. “You’ve been shot.”

      Aiden looked at the blood coming out of his shoulder. He touched it, saw it covering his fingers.

      He was about to tell Kelsie that things were going to be okay, that everything was going to be okay, when he heard footsteps behind him.

      And then he saw a man appear over him.

      A familiar man.

      A smirk on his face.

      Rifle in his hand.

      “Harvey,” he said.

      Harvey leaned down and put a hand on Kelsie’s back. “You might want to run along, kiddo,” he said. “This isn’t going to be nice to watch.”

      Then he pressed the rifle against Aiden’s bullet wound.
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      Alison stared at the sharp paperclip opposite her, and she knew she had to get it, no matter what it took.

      She wasn’t sure how long had passed since Richard left the room. Since he’d told her that he’d be back here soon. Only when he came back here, things were going to be different. Because his decision was going to made. His mind was going to be made up.

      His decision about what to do with Alison and Gina.

      And somehow, Alison couldn’t see it being a positive outcome.

      She stretched out for that paperclip right in front of her. Stretched her leg out, stretched her foot out, stretched her toes out. But it wasn’t going to be easy. The tape around her ankles and her wrists was tight. She wasn’t sure how she was going to get to it, and even then, she wasn’t sure how she was going to use it with her toes anyway.

      But it was all she had.

      So she had to make the most of it.

      She had to do whatever she could to get out of this mess.

      And right now, this seemed like the best option.

      So she took a deep breath, and she stretched out even further. She pushed against the tape at the front of her leg. Pushed against it as hard as she could, her feet rubbing against the wooden floorboards of the cabin floor.

      But it didn’t seem to be moving.

      It didn’t seem to be budging at all.

      She felt the frustration building inside her. She felt the tension building up. Because she knew if she didn’t get out of this mess, it’d be trouble. Big trouble.

      But she just felt stuck.

      She just felt completely trapped.

      She took in a deep breath through her blocked nostrils. She had to pull herself together, had to keep herself in order. Because at the end of the day, she had a choice. Either she could try and get out of here, as frustrating and uphill a battle as that was… or she could just give up.

      Giving up wasn’t a good road for anyone to go down.

      Especially not someone in her and Gina’s situation.

      So she took a deep breath, and she stretched out her toes again.

      This time, she noticed something different.

      The tape.

      The tape around her right ankle was loosening.

      Not enough to move it completely. Not enough to totally dislodge it.

      But enough to give her more room to stretch out.

      Enough to give her more room to manoeuvre.

      She took a deep breath, and she stretched out her foot and her toes as far and as hard as she could.

      She felt the pain splitting down her leg. Felt the cramp crippling her toes.

      And every instinct in her body was telling her to give in; telling her to stop.

      But she couldn’t stop.

      She just had to keep on gritting her teeth; she just had to keep on stretching.

      She looked down, tears streaming down her cheeks. And she saw it. She saw just how close to the paperclip her toes were now.

      Again, that thought sparked in her mind. That thought about what she was actually going to do when she reached the paperclip. How she was going to use it. How she was ever going to use that thing with her toes to get out of this mess.

      But again… it was all she had.

      So she stretched out a little further.

      She stretched until her toes just about made contact with the tip of the paperclip…

      But then she felt something.

      The paperclip.

      It budged.

      She nudged it with just enough force to knock it.

      And when she saw where it fell, her heart sank.

      It slipped down a crack in the wood beneath them.

      It fell down through the wood, down underneath the cabin.

      Alison felt total despair slip through her body. She felt like giving up now more than ever. Because that was her chance. That was her one chance of getting out of this mess. As slim as it was, it was an opportunity.

      And now that opportunity was gone.

      She looked down at the gap the paperclip had slipped down.

      And then she saw something.

      She squinted. Squinted to make sure she was seeing things correctly.

      But when she focused, when she squinted into the dim light she could see in this cabin now, her heart started to pound.

      Because it was true.

      There was a little space underneath the cabin. Another floor.

      It looked like some kind of tool shed.

      She felt her mind start to swirl then. All kinds of ideas darted through her mind. If she could get down there somehow, then she could get hold of a tool. A sharp tool.

      She could use it to get herself and Gina out of this mess.

      And then she could use it to help herself out of here.

      She looked over at Gina. And then she let out a little mumble; a little groan. Just something to get her attention.

      Gina looked around. That same look of defeat that Alison knew she’d have in her eyes very much present.

      Alison knew she couldn’t speak. She knew she couldn’t say anything that would get her to understand what she was getting at.

      But she just kept turning to that gap by the right; that gap where the stairs were.

      Tilting her head towards it. Trying to get her to see; trying to get her to understand.

      But Gina just shook her head. She clearly didn’t get what Alison was getting at.

      Which meant it was all on her now.

      The ball was in her court.

      She took a deep breath. Gripped onto the sides of her chair as hard as she could.

      And then she jolted herself to the right.

      She felt the chair shifting underneath the force of movement. It wasn’t a lot, but it was something.

      So she did it again.

      Shifted a little further to the right.

      Then a little further.

      And when she looked around now, she saw how Gina was looking at her. Like she got it. Like she understood.

      So Alison kept on pushing herself to the right.

      She kept on going.

      She shuffled. Shuffled further and further towards the opening; towards the top of those steps.

      And when she got within an inch… she knew this was going to be the hard bit.

      The bit that took a real leap of faith.

      So once again, she took another of those deep breaths.

      Once again, she steadied herself.

      And then she shifted herself over the edge of those steps.

      At first, she felt the chair wobbling. And she wanted to stay on her side. Fall on her side. At least then there’d be that element of control.

      But then she felt the chair shifting backwards; she felt herself twirling over.

      And then she felt the chair tumble over and crash down the steps.

      She fell. Smacked her head on the stairs. Smacked her ribs. Felt herself being winded, over and over again.

      The fall felt like forever. It dragged on. Stretched out. And Alison feared it was never going to end. She feared she was never going to stop falling.

      She kept on going, battered, bruised, bloody, on and on with this descent.

      And then she stopped.

      She stopped. Totally still.

      It took a few seconds to realise where she was exactly, her head spinning with dizziness.

      But she could tell one thing for sure.

      She wasn’t going to need to use the tools to break out of the chair.

      Because the chair had broken up in the fall.

      She staggered to her feet. Her back ached. Her head throbbed. Her nose seeped blood. A metallic tang, strong at the back of her throat.

      But she was on her feet.

      Shaky. Beaten. Bruised.

      But on her feet.

      She looked at the tools ahead of her. Went to walk towards them.

      That’s when she heard it.

      She heard it, and her body turned to stone.

      The door to the cabin opening up.

      Someone was here.

      Someone was inside.
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      Mike heard the commotion, and he stepped to his feet, right away.

      The pain was still bad. A crippling, knotting feeling, right in his stomach. But he could stand now, at least. He could move again.

      And he couldn’t stop thinking about what Harvey had said to him before he’d gone into the distance.

      He couldn’t get the memory of what he’d seen out of his mind.

      Kelsie.

      Kelsie with those people.

      One of them the man who Harvey insisted kicked him off that helicopter.

      One of the people Harvey was trying to get his revenge on, all this time.

      He took a few steps into the woods. He could hear some shouting. Some whimpering. It didn’t sound like Harvey doing the crying, so he had to take that as a bonus.

      But he just wanted to get to Kelsie.

      He just wanted to know she was okay.

      He’d come so far.

      He wasn’t going to give up now.

      “Hey.”

      He felt a hand on his arm. Then, when he turned around, he saw Nina looking at him.

      “You should hold back,” Nina said. “You don’t know what you might be walking into over there.”

      Mike shook his head. He knew Nina was just looking out for him.

      But at the same time, he knew what he wanted.

      He knew what he had to do.

      “I can’t hold back,” he said. “I saw Kelsie down there. I need to get to her. I need to make sure she’s okay.”

      And then he turned around, and he walked. Walked through the trees. Walked towards the struggling, towards the voices.

      And a part of him didn’t want to keep moving. A part of him didn’t want to see what was down there. Because of the fear. The fear of what he might come across. The fear of what he might find.

      He dreaded finding Kelsie suffering. Or dead. Or whatever.

      But he was going to have to face it.

      For some reason, she was out here. Not at the extraction point, but out here.

      He needed to get to her.

      He needed to—

      He stopped.

      He stopped because he saw her.

      He saw all of them.

      There were bodies on the ground.

      One of them was the man who’d been right by Kelsie’s side.

      Aiden.

      Harvey was standing over him. Poking a rifle into his bullet wound.

      There were others on the ground. They looked like they were dressed in the same way as this Aiden. His people.

      Harvey and his two friends had clearly dealt with them.

      And then in the darkness, standing by the side of a tree… he saw Kelsie.

      “Mike?” she said.

      He didn’t take any notice of the rest of his surroundings. He didn’t take any notice of anything. Whether he was in danger, whether someone had a gun on him, anything like that.

      He just raced towards Kelsie.

      She staggered towards him.

      And then she fell into his arms.

      She cried. “I thought—I knew—I didn’t want to think you were dead but—”

      “I know,” he said, lump in his throat. “I know sweetie. But I’m not dead. I’m right here. I’m right here.”

      “I went—I went back. With Alison. With Gina. With Arya. I saw you were gone and I… I knew you’d be out here. I knew you’d still be alive, somewhere.”

      Mike held on. He wanted to tell her he knew the same about her, too. He wanted to tell her he’d never lost faith. But he’d be lying. Because he’d been worried. He’d been so, so worried.

      But he had confirmation, now. Alison. Gina. Arya.

      They’d made it to the extraction point.

      Which meant they’d at least made it that far.

      But then there was something else.

      Someone else.

      “What about Ian?” Mike asked.

      Kelsie shook her head.

      That was all Mike needed to know the truth.

      As bitter a pill to swallow as it was, he’d say a prayer for that man, and for everything he did to help his people.

      He leaned back. Looked at her pale face. “You don’t look so well, Kelsie.”

      “It’s… it’s nothing.”

      “What are you doing out here? And Alison. Gina. Arya. Where are they now?”

      Kelsie looked like she couldn’t get the words out fast enough. “They—the extraction point. Only it’s not an extraction point. It’s a trap. It’s—”

      “I know,” Mike said. “I know.”

      “Alison and Gina are there. I got away. But—but Aiden here. He chased me, but then he helped me. He was taking me back there to get meds and food and supplies and… and we were going to run away. We were going to escape.”

      Mike felt a twinge of confusion. He turned around. Saw Harvey standing over Aiden. Saying things to him. Taunting him.

      “This man helped you?”

      “He helped me,” Kelsie said. “He—he wasn’t always good. But I don’t want him to die, Mike. I don’t want him to die because—because he can help us all.”

      Mike felt caught in a web. Because on the one hand, he knew Harvey wanted his revenge, and he didn’t exactly seem like the kind of guy who could be bargained with.

      And on the other… he saw what Kelsie was saying. And he believed her.

      “Kelsie, I don’t think—”

      “He’s the only one who can help,” Kelsie said. “The only one who—who can help Alison and Gina and Arya and—and so many others. He needs to live. Please. Please.”

      Mike turned around, taking a deep breath.

      Then he walked over to Harvey.

      Stopped, right behind him.

      “Let him live,” he said.

      Harvey frowned. Turned around. Rifle in hands. “What?”

      “Kelsie says this man was helping her. That he was heading back to the extraction point to save the rest of my people. My dog.”

      “And you believe her?”

      “Yeah,” Mike said. “Yeah, I do.”

      He saw a new look in Harvey’s eyes. A look he hadn’t seen before.

      A look of sincere disappointment.

      “This man kicked me out of a helicopter and left me for dead. He did the same to so many others.”

      “Maybe so,” Mike said. “But right now, I need him alive—”

      “And since when has any of this been about what you need?”

      Mike realised something, then. The rifle. The rifle in Harvey’s hands. It was pointed at him.

      And he knew there was no going back, now.

      He knew that a bridge had been crossed.

      This whole scenario had shifted, completely.

      “Lower your gun,” Mike said. “We’re all on the same side here.”

      “Are we?” Harvey said. “Are we really?”

      “We all want the same thing. We want to save people we care about. We’re better if we’re together. Strength in numbers. But I trust Kelsie. And if this man is dead… I can’t help. None of us can.”

      “Mike?” Nina said.

      “None of us can,” he repeated.

      He felt the tension building up as the silence dragged on. He heard Aiden panting, struggling with the pain in his shoulder.

      And Mike knew they needed to get him some kind of makeshift treatment. Fast.

      “Lower your gun,” Mike said. “Now.”

      Harvey sighed.

      He shook his head.

      “You’re fighting for the wrong side, Mike,” he said.

      Then he lowered his rifle.

      For a moment, Mike felt relief. A weight off his shoulders. Progress.

      But then he saw Harvey turn the rifle.

      Saw him point it at Aiden’s head.

      “But you’re wrong about this,” he said.

      Then, before Mike could do a thing, he pulled the trigger.
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      The second Alison heard the door to the cabin open, every muscle in her body turned to stone.

      The darkness down here was growing suffocating and intense. She could hear the wind rushing through the open door, shaking the rickety foundations of this cabin. The room she was in was filled with tools. Tools she’d have to get hold of. Tools she’d have to use.

      Because one thing was for sure.

      She was down here now. Which meant they would be onto her in no time.

      If she didn’t act fast, she was going to get hunted down.

      And Gina. Gina, up there, still tied to that chair…

      She was in danger.

      Big danger.

      She listened as the footsteps creaked against the floor above. She hadn’t heard any voices. Not yet. But she could just imagine the cogs turning in Richard’s mind. She could just imagine him trying to come to terms with the fact that something wasn’t quite right here. And that something was the lack of Alison.

      But she had no time to waste.

      So she rushed across the floor—every inch of her body in pain from the fall; her movement limited with the broken pieces of chair still dangling from her body—and she grabbed a heavy spanner from the wall.

      And she grabbed some sharp shears, too.

      “Alison?”

      The second Alison heard the voice, her body went numb all over again. Because it wasn’t Richard’s voice. It was somebody else’s voice.

      One of the guards.

      She turned around, slowly. Looked up. Right up at the floor above.

      She couldn’t see much in the darkness, even if light was coming through the open door, now.

      But she could make out the bottom of that guy’s boots.

      And she could make out the rifle in his hand, too.

      She saw him. Saw he was just inches away from Gina, sitting there in her chair, tied up. And she knew that if she didn’t get up there some time soon, Gina was going to be in trouble.

      “You’d better show your face,” the man said. “You’d better show it right this damned second. Or I’m going to put a bullet right through your friend’s skull.”

      She didn’t believe him. Hoped he was bluffing.

      But then she saw the way his silhouette walked over to where Gina was seated, and she saw the way he lifted the gun.

      And right then, she knew she only had one choice.

      She had to go back up there. She had to give herself up. Or at least go up there and try something.

      She’d given it a shot. A damned good shot.

      But Gina shouldn’t be the one who was punished for what she’d done.

      Gina shouldn’t be the one who had to suffer for Alison’s actions.

      She cleared her throat. Went to say something.

      And that’s when the man’s shoes stopped right above her.

      “I’m not gonna wait much longer,” he said. “If you don’t come back up here, I’ll put a bullet through your friend’s head. Then I’ll come right down there and finish you off, too. And don’t think I’m bluffing. Don’t for one second think I’m bluffing.”

      It was the way he said those final words that made Alison wonder. Don’t for one second think I’m bluffing. Because they had a reverse effect.

      They made Alison wonder whether he was bluffing.

      Richard pulled the strings here, after all. He was the one who made the decisions.

      And sure. There was a chance he’d sent this guard in here to kill them. There was a chance he wanted someone else to do his dirty work.

      But at the same time… Alison just wondered.

      “I’m not gonna give you much longer,” the man said, rifle still to Gina’s head. “You’re going to show yourself. Or it’s over for her. It’s over for both of you.”

      Alison looked at the long, sharp shears in her hands.

      Then she looked up at the guard’s boots.

      And she wondered…

      She wondered if she could do it quickly enough. If she could sneak those shears up between the cracks in the floorboards. If she could ram them right into the bottom of his foot. Or if she could snap his Achilles before he knew a thing about it.

      But it was too dangerous.

      It was too risky.

      That rifle to Gina’s head. It was a problem.

      So Alison lowered those shears.

      She lowered them, and she took a deep breath.

      Because there was no other way out of this.

      There was no other way to go.

      “Right,” he said. “That’s it. I—”

      “I’m coming,” Alison said.

      She saw the man’s rifle turn away from Gina’s head.

      Saw it tilt right in her direction, point right at her, down through the floorboards.

      And then she saw the man smile.

      “Good,” he said. “You’d better get a move on. We don’t have all day.”

      Alison dropped the shears. But she kept hold of the spanner. Kept it behind her back. She walked slowly along the cold, hard floor. Walked over to the steps, past the broken bits of chair, some of the wood of which was still tied to her.

      She reached the bottom of the steps, and she took another deep breath.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing down there? Get a frigging move on!”

      Alison wanted to fight back.

      But she knew she didn’t have the upper ground right now.

      Far from it.

      So she walked up those steps.

      Walked up to that top floor.

      And as she walked, she thought about Gina. About Arya. About Kelsie, about the people she cared about.

      She thought about how she’d found her place in this world. How she’d found people who cared about her, and people who she cared about, too.

      She thought about how she really didn’t want that to end when she emerged from these steps.

      But at the same time… this could be it. This could be her final ascent.

      She took a few calming breaths, and then she emerged from the stairs.

      The bullets didn’t hit. The guard didn’t fire.

      She just looked at him and saw that rifle was pointed right at her.

      He smiled at her. Scanned her body. “Wow,” he said. “Looks like you took quite a tumble. Did you have to go and cause a right old mess on your way down, though? Really? I mean, I hear they were top quality chairs.”

      Then his face turned.

      “Now come over here right this goddamned second or it’s over, woman.”

      Alison walked towards him. She kept the spanner behind her back. She looked at Gina, sitting there, sweat pouring down her forehead. And she thought of all the times she’d walked away from people. All the times she’d abandoned people. All the times she’d had opportunities to help people but been forced to walk away.

      Not again.

      Not again.

      She stopped. She stopped right opposite the guard, and she looked right into his eyes.

      “What do you want me to do now?” she asked.

      The guard scanned her body, head to toe. Like he was enjoying studying her. Enjoying checking her out.

      “I guess we’ll have to come to some sort of arrangement if we want to keep this between us—”

      She didn’t hear him out.

      She didn’t listen to what he had to say.

      She just pulled back that spanner and cracked it across the side of the guard’s face.

      She saw the blood right away. Heard the crunch of teeth splitting under the force. And then she saw the way he fell down, the way he clutched his disfigured cheek.

      She pulled the rifle from his weakened hands and pointed it right at him.

      “Now I’ll tell you how things are going to go,” Alison said. “Now I’ll tell you how we’re going to do things. Understand?”
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      Mike watched Harvey pull the trigger.

      But something happened.

      The rifle didn’t fire.

      Nothing erupted from it.

      No bullet came out of it.

      Mike saw the surprise on Harvey’s face as he leaned over Aiden. He saw the way he looked up at Mike, like he knew what was coming next.

      And Mike found himself caught up in a moment where he had to make a decision.

      Where he had to make a choice.

      Trust Harvey.

      Or trust Aiden.

      Trust the person Kelsie was telling him to trust.

      “Mike,” Harvey started. “You have to see my argument. You have—you have to see where I’m coming from.”

      Mike walked towards Harvey, towards Aiden, slow in his movements. He could see the look of uncertainty on Callum and Ulrich’s faces. The way they had their rifles pointed at Mike now, too.

      The uncertainty in their eyes.

      The fear in their eyes.

      He stopped. Stopped right by the pair of them. And he could see from the look in Harvey’s eyes that he was in a dark place. A place where only vengeance would satisfy him.

      A place that was going to run them all into the ground.

      “You have to trust me,” Harvey said. “These—these people. They aren’t to be trusted. They aren’t—”

      Mike didn’t hesitate.

      He lifted his knife and rammed it through Harvey’s throat.

      Harvey clutched his neck, then wobbled to the ground.

      Then, as he was falling, he grabbed Harvey’s rifle from his hand.

      Took a deep breath.

      Then put a bullet through his skull before he had the chance to do anything; before he had the chance to suffer anymore.

      He watched him fall to the ground. Saw the surprise on the faces of those around him; on the faces of Callum and Ulrich.

      He turned to them.

      Pointed the rifle at them. “Don’t,” he said.

      But it was too late.

      He saw it.

      That momentary flicker where they lifted their rifles.

      Went to point them at Mike.

      So he shot Ulrich through the chest.

      And then he shot Callum in his side.

      But the bullet didn’t hit Callum cleanly. He fell to his knees, but he was still able to point that rifle. He was still able to direct that gun.

      And he was pointing it at Mike.

      Finger tickling the trigger.

      Bracing to fire.

      Mike went to pull the trigger before it was too late.

      But he didn’t have to.

      Nina cracked him over the skull and knocked him out, right away.

      Silence followed. Silence other than the wings of resting birds in the trees above, unsettled by the commotion.

      And then the sound of Aiden grunting with pain.

      Nina looked at Mike. Wide-eyed. “I hope you know what the hell you’re playing at.”

      Mike looked around at Kelsie. He saw her by Aiden’s side. And he could tell from the way he was looking at her that he cared about her. That they’d made some kind of bond, regardless of who this guy was, regardless of what he represented.

      “I trust Kelsie,” Mike said. “She’s a good judge of character. If she says this guy’s going to help my people… I have good reason to believe her.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Nina said.

      Mike walked over to Kelsie and Aiden. He walked past the bodies on the ground. And he felt bad about them. Bad about what he’d done to them. Bad about what he’d had to do. He had no doubt Harvey and his people had good intentions at the end of the day. They’d wanted to stop this extraction point from its evils.

      But at the same time… he’d seen how quickly Harvey had turned a gun on him. And that worried him. Because it showed Mike that he valued himself over others. It showed him that he was willing to go to any length to reach his end goal.

      And sure. It could be argued that Mike wasn’t too different.

      But he wasn’t going to let his people become anything less than a priority in any of this.

      He checked their guns for spare ammo.

      And that was when it hit him.

      “Mike?” Nina said.

      “The rifles,” Mike said. “Callum and Ulrich’s rifles. They’re… they’re empty.”

      He checked Harvey’s rifle then as the tension and the dread built up.

      And that’s when he saw Harvey was out now, too.

      The last of his bullets, used on him. Used on his people.

      “It was all for show,” Mike said. “I… I killed them. And it was all for show.”

      He felt a hand on his shoulder. Felt it squeeze him.

      When he looked up, he saw Nina half-smiling.

      “You did what you had to do in the moment. The only thing you could do.”

      Mike took a deep breath, then he nodded.

      He had to believe Nina was right. He had to keep telling himself that.

      He reached Aiden’s side, and he saw the bullet wound.

      It was superficial. Not as serious as he’d feared. The bleeding wasn’t too bad. More of a graze against his skin than a solid hole. But it still wasn’t ideal. “We’re going to have to get you cleaned up and stitched up.”

      “Back—back at the extraction point,” Aiden said. “There’s… If you let me get back there, there’s things there. Things I can use. Things I can… things I can use to stitch myself up.”

      “Do you think you’re going to be able to make it back there?” Mike asked.

      Aiden sat up. Covered the wound with his hand. “As long as I get it covered, I think I can make it. I think I can do this.”

      “And you’re sure you can do this without any questions being asked?”

      Aiden took a deep breath. “I’m starting to think that maybe… maybe getting questions asked could be our best shot.”

      Mike frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I figure if I go back there and… and make out I’ve been attacked. Make out there’s someone out there coming for our home, I can cause a distraction. Enough of a distraction to get your friends and your dog out of that place. But there’s just one problem.”

      Mike didn’t like the way he said those last words. “What’s that?”

      Aiden stared at him like he still wasn’t sure why he was confiding with him. “If I let them know there’s someone out there nearby… they’re going to come for you. For all of you. There’s a chance they’ll catch up with you. And I’m not sure I can guarantee your safety. I’m not sure I can promise you won’t be hunted down.”

      Mike weighed up the pros and cons. He looked at Nina. Looked at Kelsie. And he thought about the alternatives. “If it’s the only way…” Mike said.

      “The best-case scenario is that I get back there and get inside and out again without anyone even knowing I’ve been there. That’s what I’ll try to do. That’s what I’ll work towards.”

      “But?”

      “But I can’t promise it’s a likely scenario.”

      Mike nodded. He weighed up his options once again. And at the end of the day, he only saw one choice.

      “I don’t know why you’ve changed your allegiances,” he said. “I don’t trust you. And I promise if I so much as suspect you’re up to something, you’re a dead man. But Kelsie here trusts you. She owes her life to you. So I owe you a chance. I just hope to God you don’t screw it up. For your sake.”

      And then he did something that went against every instinct inside him.

      He held out a hand.

      Aiden looked at his hand. He looked at it there in front of him. And he looked like he was having a debate himself.

      And then he cleared his throat, and he took Mike’s hand.

      “I’ll do everything I can to get your people out of that place,” he said. “I’ll do everything I can to save your people.”
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      Aiden led the group, and he found himself caught in two minds like never before.

      The night was giving way to morning. Soon, the darkness would lift, and bright blue sky would follow. He could just feel it. It was one of those days. One of those beautiful days.

      And to the people inside the extraction point, it would just seem like normal. It would just seem like another day in paradise.

      But Aiden knew things were never going to be the same again.

      He looked back. Looked at Mike. At Kelsie. At Nina. And he felt bad. For Kelsie in particular. Because he’d seen something in her. He’d come so far with her. He’d done so much for her in such a short time knowing her.

      And he’d do his best to make sure she stayed out of the crossfire.

      He’d do everything he could to make sure she got out of this mess alive.

      As for the other two…

      He couldn’t make the same promise.

      Far from it.

      He’d seen life on the outside. Life in the wilderness. He’d seen how tough and difficult it was. And he had tried to kid himself that he could survive outside. He’d tried to lie to himself that he could adapt to that way of life all over again.

      But that’s exactly what it was. A lie. A lie he was telling himself because he was in a… well. A moral quandary let’s say.

      But he was waking up from it.

      He was waking up from it, and he was seeing the truth.

      He needed to be in the extraction point because that was where he belonged.

      And sure. There were… issues. Issues with the extracting of people. Issues with building false hope for a future that didn’t exist.

      But that could be worked through.

      After all, as Richard said, it was only a minority of people who got ditched from the extraction point.

      And Kelsie was going to be one of the only ones left alive to tell the tale.

      And he’d make damn sure she stayed far, far away once he’d made his final move.

      Because if she didn’t… she was in trouble. Big trouble.

      Trouble that he really didn’t want her to find herself in.

      He glanced at Nina. He vaguely recognised her from her time at the extraction point. He just had to be thankful that he wasn’t the one to kick her off the helicopter. That he wasn’t the one to end her hope, once and for all.

      If he had, he knew things could be very different right now.

      “How much further?” Mike asked.

      Aiden felt a lump of guilt building inside. Because he knew this guy didn’t trust him. And rightly so. It was unwise to trust anybody in this world.

      But at the same time… he saw just how much this man cared about Kelsie, too, and the lengths he was willing to go to rescue his people.

      But one thing was for certain.

      His people were trapped.

      They weren’t getting out of the mess they were in.

      They were going to stay in that extraction point. And if they tried to leave… they weren’t going to find much in the way of luck.

      “Not much further,” Aiden said, as he saw the first glimpse of the extraction point in the distance. “Not much further at all.”

      It was time for the final stretch.

      It was time for the final part of the plan.

      It was time for everything to change.
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      Alison held the rifle to the guard’s head. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”

      The guard looked up at her. His eye was completely busted. The left side of his face looked like it was on the verge of caving in. But remarkably, he was still alive. He was still very much conscious.

      Blood trickling down his chin.

      “You’re going to help me and my friend get to my dog, first,” Alison said. “And then you’re going to help us out of this place.”

      The guard shook his head, which seemed to cause him more pain than Alison was expecting. “Can’t do that,” he blubbered.

      Alison rammed the rifle right into the guard’s face. She did it so hard that it made him call out again. “Quit your whining,” she said. “And don’t you dare tell me you can’t help us out of this place. That’s not an option you have. That’s not a choice, here.”

      “I’m—I’m telling you the truth,” he said, although every word was clearly growing progressively difficult now. “Guards on watch at all times. And looking… looking like this. I can’t do anything. Someone will know. Someone will know something’s wrong.”

      Alison sighed. She lowered the rifle. “So what you’re telling me is you’re pointless to me right now?”

      The guard’s eyes widened. “Please. I have family. I have people I care about. Children.”

      “And what about the children you’re pretending to extract from this place? What about them, hmm? I’m supposed to just ignore that? I’m supposed to just forget it?”

      “It’s not what—it’s not what you think,” he said.

      “What’s not what I think? Because it sounds pretty clear to me.”

      “Albion was a place,” he said.

      Alison frowned, then. Because that news. It took her by surprise. “What… what do you mean it was a place? It’s an illusion. It’s a lie.”

      “Maybe now, that’s what it is. But it never used to be. There was a—a place. A place where we took people. In the early days. But then something happened. Something happened at that place. We went there one day and—and the power was gone. People had fallen. There were—there were traces of foreign military. And we knew right then we couldn’t go back there. We knew we couldn’t risk taking people there. Not after that.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It’s true,” the man said. “We tried to push further out, too. Try and explore what was happening. Lost a helicopter in the process. We don’t know what’s going on out there, but one thing’s for certain. There’s a hell of a lot we still don’t understand. There’s more we don’t understand than we do. That’s just how it is.”

      Alison pondered the man’s words. He sounded… genuine. As much as she didn’t want to believe him. “So you couldn’t just tell people the truth here? Instead, you had to concoct some kind of false story to keep people working for you? To keep people trusting you?”

      “We saw… we saw how easily places could fall when there was no respect. When there was no real order. We didn’t want that. So Richard made a choice. But it—it wasn’t supposed to be permanent. It never was supposed to be permanent. Rome wasn’t built in a day. Right?”

      Alison considered the guard’s words. She wondered how much truth there was to them. She wondered whether she could trust herself to believe him.

      But at the end of the day… his story added up.

      His explanation added up.

      She didn’t have to agree with him to see there was something to what he was saying.

      “I can’t help you,” the man said. “But I can… I can tell you one thing. Richard. He wasn’t going to kill you. He was going to take you far, far away from here. Far enough that you wouldn’t know how to get back. But you’d be alive. And if… if you give me a chance, I’ll let this go. I’ll say… I don’t know what I’ll say. But I’ll say this didn’t happen. And then I’ll make sure you leave this place together. I’ll make sure your dog’s with you, too.”

      Alison looked at Gina, still strapped there. Then she looked back at the guard. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “You don’t,” he said. “But right now, I’m all you’ve got.”

      Alison looked around. Looked at the bloodied spanner on the floor. She looked at the rifle in her hand. And she looked at this guard crouching opposite her.

      She knew he was right.

      “Please,” he said. “Just—just give me a chance,” he said. “We’re not evil. We’re on the same side, at the end of the day. Let us do what we’re doing. It’s temporary. It’s not forever. It’s not the way it’s always going to be.”

      And Alison didn’t want to accept.

      She didn’t want to believe.

      She didn’t want to trust.

      But she found herself weighing up the options, and ultimately, she could only see one outcome.

      “Give me a chance to help you,” he said. “Give me a chance to help you let this go. You don’t have to die here. You can still live.”

      Alison lowered the rifle.

      She went to speak.

      But then she heard footsteps at the door.

      She saw a figure.

      Three figures.

      And then she heard a voice.

      “I think it’s a little late for that now, Andy,” Richard said, looking right at Alison. “Don’t you?”
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      Mike wasn’t sure how long he and his people had been waiting for Aiden before he started to grow uncertain.

      The sun had risen. The trees had given way to a view of the extraction point. On first glance, Mike had to admit it looked impressive. Tall walls clearly constructed with care. People inside. A community quite unlike any Mike had seen before.

      And helicopters. Helicopters sitting in the distance, just waiting to depart.

      He listened to the slight murmur of life. It wasn’t noisy, but just enough for him to know that something was happening there; that the place was occupied, lived in.

      And it both reassured him and scared him. It reassured him because it was nice to hear somewhere life was going on. A place where people believed in something. Where hope wasn’t just an abstract concept—it was a distinct possibility.

      But at the same time, it scared him.

      Because those people inside didn’t know a thing about the truth.

      They didn’t know that there was no “Albion.”

      They didn’t know that everything they were working towards was all for nothing.

      Mike looked around. They were without a rifle, now, mostly because Aiden’s was the only rifle that had enough ammo. He saw Kelsie sitting beside him. Beside her, Nina. It was just the three of them now. He still hadn’t totally got over what had happened back in the woods. So much death, some of it by his hand.

      And he felt bad about what he’d done. He felt bad about what he’d done to Harvey and to Ulrich and Callum. Because deep down, he knew their intentions weren’t bad. He knew they weren’t evil. They were just trying to survive in their own way.

      But that’s what had become of this world, now.

      That’s what had become of him, and everyone around him.

      “How long d’you think he’s going to take?” Nina asked.

      Mike looked around at her. In a sense, she was echoing his concerns. Aiden had been gone a while. And Mike was beginning to worry. He was beginning to worry that he might change his mind. Change his allegiance.

      But then… he’d come so far. He’d helped Kelsie. He’d killed for Kelsie.

      That had to count for something, right?

      “We just have to… to trust him,” Mike said. And saying that word—trust—it stuck in his throat. He found it hard to utter. Found it hard to believe in.

      But he was going to have to learn to start trusting people if he was going to get anywhere.

      He’d done well to be able to trust anyone, especially after the way Calvin had turned on him right at the death. And in a way, there was a deja vu type feeling about this kind of situation. It felt like he’d been here before. It felt like he’d trusted before.

      But not every situation was identical. Not every scenario was identical.

      He heard something behind him. Shuffling. And he turned around right away, his nerves on edge, the tension inside him building up.

      But when he looked back, he didn’t see anyone there. Just the wind. Just the leaves brushing against one another.

      He had to stop losing his shit.

      He had to stop being paranoid.

      “I know… I know it’s hard,” Kelsie said. “To believe in him. Because he was with them. And he chased me. He chased me down, and at one point, I thought he was going to kill me. But—but he’s not a bad man. He’s just as confused as everyone. He’s going to pull through. He’s going to help us. He’s going to help us all.”

      Mike held his ground. He wanted to believe in Kelsie. Because at the end of the day, she was the one who was most important to him.

      But on the other hand, as he stared down at that extraction point, he thought about Alison, and Gina, and Arya.

      He wanted to get to them.

      He wanted to help them.

      They’d been apart for far too long already.

      “You’ll see Alison again,” Kelsie said. “I know you love her. Everyone knows you love her.”

      Mike felt his cheeks flushing. Weirdly, he found himself looking at Nina.

      She raised her eyebrows. “Ah well. The blush says it all. Shame. You’re pretty buff. But hey. If things don’t work out between you and this Alison, I’m not exactly dating anyone right now.”

      She winked at Mike. And he found himself smiling back at her. Laughing along.

      As they sat there together, Mike couldn’t deny a feeling he had. A sense that a bond was forming between them. An unshakable bond.

      And now more than ever, he felt total clarity in this situation.

      Aiden was going to get his people out of that extraction point.

      They were going to get away.

      And they were going to go back to the hospital.

      Together.

      He took a deep breath and watched the extraction point closely, carefully.

      He didn’t hear the footsteps.

      The first thing he noticed was the blast.

      The crack from the rifle.

      Nina falling.

      Her head jolting forward, blood spurting out, the life leaving her body.

      Then a bullet cracking past him.

      Whizzing just past his shoulder.

      He fell forward. Caught up in a state of total shock.

      And when he looked around, he saw Nina peering back at him.

      He saw the bullet wound in her head.

      Saw that slight momentary expression of shock as blood drooled out all around her.

      And Mike lay there. He stayed still. Totally still.

      Because he saw Kelsie sitting there too, wide-eyed, totally filled with shock.

      And then he heard the voice.

      The footsteps.

      “Kelsie!”

      She looked around. Looked around and saw him.

      Aiden.

      Kelsie looked at Aiden with shock. With surprise. “What—what—”

      “They’re coming,” Aiden said. “You need to get to this—this hospital. They’re coming for you. There’s no time to save your friends. There’s no time for anything else. You need to go.”

      “But—”

      “I can’t stay now,” Aiden said. “I need to go back. I need—I need to try something. But I’m sorry, Kelsie. You need to go. You really need to go. Now…”

      But he stopped, then.

      He stopped because of something he hadn’t accounted for.

      Something he hadn’t seen coming.

      Mike.

      Mike stood up.

      Stared Aiden in the eye.

      And it was that look on his face that told him all he needed to know.

      “Mike?” Aiden said.

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” Mike said. “But your bullet didn’t quite hit me.”

      He stepped in front of Kelsie. Tightened his fists.

      “Now I think it’s about time you explained yourself, don’t you?”
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      Alison stared at Richard as he stood there in the doorway, and she knew her opportunity to escape had well and truly passed.

      She could see the slight light right behind Richard. She could see his people, their rifles in hand. And she knew from the look on his face that the time for forgiveness had gone.

      They were beyond that point.

      There was only one way this was going now, and it wasn’t ending well.

      “I told you to wait,” Richard said. “To just… be patient. And if you were, we might find a solution to this mess we’re in. We might be able to figure something out.”

      He looked at Alison. Scanned her, head to toe. Looked at the rifle in her hands.

      Then he looked at the guard, Andy, as he crouched there, jaw clearly broken, eye totally bust.

      Then, back at Alison. Smiled. “I guess we’re just not good at listening to instructions, are we?”

      Alison took in a sharp breath. Because at the end of the day, she had a choice. She could back down. Let Richard keep the upper hand here.

      Or she could fight.

      She could fight her case. Explain herself.

      And maybe if that happened… she would get an opportunity.

      Not to escape. Escape was far out of her mind and her plans, now.

      But for something else.

      Something she’d been thinking about more recently.

      Something that seemed like the likeliest solution.

      “I had to try,” Alison said.

      Richard sighed. “You could’ve just trusted me, Alison—”

      “You implied you were going to kill us,” she said. “Was I supposed to just back down? Was I supposed to just accept that?”

      Richard frowned. “Kill you? Where on earth did I imply that?”

      “Don’t bullshit me. We all know that was an option, for you. That was something in your thoughts.”

      Richard looked away. Looked back at the extraction point. Looked at it with loving eyes. “You know, all this time I’ve tried to keep a balance in this place. I’ve tried to keep hope. I’ve had that constant battle between not wanting to destroy people’s hopes but at the same time, not sell them too much of a dream.”

      “I can’t see how you can even say that,” Alison said. “Not with everything you’ve done. Not with the amount of times you’ve ditched people.”

      “It’s never been indiscriminate,” Richard said, looking back at her. “The people we extracted… we made sure they were capable people.”

      “There were children.”

      “And those children were with people who could look after them. The ones who we didn’t think were quite as able, we made sure they were with people who could look out for them, or that they went to a location that may be more suited to them. I mean, the seriously weak, we didn’t even extract them. Well. Most of them. But… I know you’ll never see eye to eye with me. I know you’ll never understand where I’m coming from, not totally. But I’m not doing it because I’m evil, or anything like that. This is just as hard for me as it is for you. And it’s not a permanent solution. You have to see that. You have to believe it.”

      Alison wanted to argue. She wanted to fight back. She wanted to tell Richard that she didn’t see where he was coming from. That he was wrong.

      But then she found herself taking a breath. She found herself nodding. Half-smiling. “I guess we’re all messed up, in our own ways. I just… I just ask one thing. One thing of you.”

      He waited for her to carry on.

      “Take me and Gina out of this place. Far, far away from this place if you have to. Just… just give us another chance to live. Another chance to survive. And it’s the last you’ll hear of us.”

      Richard looked down. He looked like he was really pondering things. Like he was mulling over what Alison was proposing. “After this?” He pointed at Andy. “After everything you’ve done?”

      “Again,” Alison said, her voice shaking now. “I was desperate. I was fearing for my damned life. You have to see that. You have to understand where I was coming from.”

      “And how do I know you won’t just try to come back here?”

      Alison tilted her head. “Come on, Richard. You know damn well I know that’d be a suicide mission. Besides. Kelsie’s gone. She’s… she’s found her own way out of this place. And I worry about her, of course I do. But she’s strong. She’ll survive. If you let her get away, she’ll make it. And she won’t make it back here either. I’m sure of it.”

      Richard stepped back. He whispered into the ears of those around him. And Alison felt the tension growing. She felt like this was it. The decisive moment. The moment everything had been building towards.

      He looked back at her, and she waited for his judgement. Waited for his verdict.

      And then he nodded.

      “We’ll get you out of here. Right now, though. And the dog. The dog doesn’t go anywhere. The dog stays right here.”

      Alison wanted to protest. She wanted to fight for Arya. To do everything she could to make sure she went with them.

      But she knew it was in vain.

      She nodded. “Just the two of us.”

      “Good,” Richard said. “And you don’t stop. You don’t mingle. Anyone asks and you tell them it’s a part of the apology. A part of the apology for what happened to Kelsie.”

      Alison nodded again. She looked around at Gina. Saw the concern in her eyes.

      But it was all they had.

      It was the only hope they had left.

      “Deal,” Alison said.

      Richard sighed. He looked around. “We’ll get you out of there as quickly as we can,” he said. “Andy, you get yourself down to the medical bay. You’re going to need that jaw looking at.”

      Alison watched as Gina was untied from the chair. She watched as they placed her next to her, as they stood by the door, the wind brushing against her face.

      “Are you okay?” Alison asked.

      “Yeah. But this. This isn’t—”

      “Just trust me,” Alison said.

      Gina frowned. “What?”

      Alison smiled back at her. “Just trust me. Please.”

      She saw the confusion on Gina’s face.

      Then she felt a hand on her back.

      “Come on,” Richard said. “Time to go.”

      They walked outside. Out into the light. Out into the breeze. And as they walked, Alison saw people. She saw them heading to work. Saw children heading to school. She saw this perfect little idyll, and she wanted to maintain it. She didn’t want the hope to dissipate. She didn’t want this to change for anything.

      But it wasn’t reality.

      And it wasn’t fair.

      She felt the arm in her back again. Saw Richard’s smile. Saw the look of facade. And then in the distance, she saw Arya. Saw her jumping up at the fences. Saw her barking, growling, desperate for reunion.

      She saw it all, and she knew it was time.

      She looked around at Gina, and she smiled.

      “Look after yourself, no matter what.”

      Gina frowned. “What—”

      “This place is a sham,” Alison shouted.

      She saw the heads turn. Saw people look around at her.

      And then she saw the fear in the eyes of Richard, in the eyes of the guards.

      “Keep moving,” one of the guards said.

      But Alison wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Albion is a lie,” she said. “This place, it’s—it’s built on lies—”

      “Keep walking.”

      But Alison had no intention of keeping walking.

      Because she knew one thing.

      The more she told the truth, and the more Richard’s people resisted… the more it would make it look like what she was saying was true.

      The more people would believe that Richard had something to hide after all.

      “I know it’s hard,” Alison shouted. “I know it’s not what you want to believe. But it’s the truth. They’re dumping people—”

      “Right,” Richard said, loudly, clearly. But there was uncertainty to his voice. “I’ll have no more of this madness—”

      “They’re dumping people just to maintain the illusion that this is an extraction point. But really, it’s all there is. Really, the people they dump are just sacrifices for the greater good. Wake up. There is no Albion. There’s only here, and nothing after this. Don’t you see it? Don’t you?”

      She saw the looks on the faces of the people around her. Saw their confusion. But more their disbelief than anything.

      And Alison felt like her days were numbered. Like her time was out.

      And then she heard the tearful voice. “It’s true.”

      She looked around. As did everyone else.

      Andy was standing there, jaw battered, tears rolling down his face.

      “Andy,” Richard said.

      “We’ve done a bad thing here,” Andy said. “So many bad things. But it’s over now. You know the truth. This place is a lie. Albion is a lie. She’s—she’s telling the truth.”

      Alison saw Andy look at her. She saw the half-smile on his face. Like he’d done what he had to do. What he owed her.

      Then she saw Richard.

      She saw the look in his eyes. Saw the redness to his face, now.

      And she saw something else, too.

      The guards.

      The way they had their guns raised.

      The way they were alarmed by what she was saying.

      Quite visibly.

      And then she heard the people.

      The mumbling of their voices.

      Their murmuring.

      Like they were hearing her.

      Hearing exactly what she was saying.

      The discomfort building. Growing.

      Crisis breaking out.

      And she smiled, then. Smiled as a little morning shower began to fall. She looked up at the light from the sky above.

      And then she looked back into Gina’s eyes.

      “We did it,” she said, as the whispering and the tension continued to spread. “We ended this place.”

      And then she looked at Richard, and she smiled.

      “We finished you.”

      She saw the look of total loss and fear on his face as his people started to erupt.

      She saw the bead of sweat roll down his forehead.

      Then she saw Andy looking at her.

      Blood oozing from his battered jaw.

      He opened his swollen lips. “It’s time to get out of h—”

      He didn’t finish what he was saying.

      Because Richard lifted a pistol and fired a bullet right between his eyes.

      Andy dropped dead.

      And then Richard turned the pistol on Alison, and she knew it was time.
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      “I think it’s about time you explained yourself,” Mike said, staring into Aiden’s eyes. “Don’t you?”

      The woods were filled with sunlight. By Mike’s side, Nina lay. Her eyes were wide. Her body was still.

      Another life, wasted.

      Another life, lost.

      And Mike felt bad for her. He felt like his heart had been torn out again; torn out by betrayal. By a failure of trust, once again.

      She was a good person. She’d come all this way to help him.

      And it had ended like this for her.

      All because of Aiden.

      All because he couldn’t be trusted.

      Somebody else that he’d found a way to trust despite all the odds. Someone he’d killed for.

      Betrayal.

      Again.

      Well not again.

      Not after this.

      “Mike,” Aiden said. But he was fighting an uphill battle. He didn’t seem strong now. He seemed weak. Really weak. Like he was trying to snivel his way out of the mess he’d got himself into. “You—you need to get away—”

      “You shot Nina,” Mike said.

      “I didn’t—”

      “You shot Nina, and you tried to shoot me. You did it because you knew we wouldn’t stop trying to find my people. You knew that if you scared Kelsie enough, you had a chance. A chance that she’d stay away from the extraction point. That you could go back there. Tell your people that—that you’d been attacked by me, or something. Show them the bodies. I can see through it now. I don’t want to see it… but I can see through it. Don’t lie. Don’t even try. It’s over.”

      Aiden’s hands shook. He looked at Kelsie, wide-eyed. And Mike could see the way she was looking back at him. He could see that expression on her face.

      Disappointment.

      She’d put her faith in him. She’d shown trust in him.

      And she’d been betrayed, too.

      Tears building in her eyes.

      He looked at her and opened his mouth, like a part of him still wanted to argue; like a part of him still wanted to stick to the story he’d been running with for all this time.

      But then his shoulders slumped, and Mike saw the defeat come over him. “I panicked,” he said. “I just… I just wanted to go back to the way things were. I just wanted to go back and for all this to end.”

      Mike knew Aiden was caught up in a dilemma of his own. But he didn’t feel any sympathy for him at all. “You betrayed us. You killed one of us. And you tried to kill me. You’d have left Kelsie all alone. And you want me to feel bad for you? You want me to understand what you’re going through?”

      “I wanted the best for Kelsie.”

      “Bullshit,” Mike shouted.

      He stepped towards Aiden then, and he saw it. That slight lift of his rifle. That knee jerk, self-defence reaction.

      The reaction that Kelsie saw, too.

      The reaction that would tarnish her opinion of him—for good.

      “You want the best for yourself,” Mike said. “You think you’re different to everyone else, but you’re not. You’re really not. You saved Kelsie once, sure. And I thank you for that. Really. But you couldn’t follow through with it. You want the easy life. You want to sustain the illusion. You just couldn’t go all the way, could you?”

      “I wanted to try and make it work. But I just couldn’t see it. There’s no other way.”

      “Of course there’s another way,” Mike said. “There’s always another way.”

      Mike saw Aiden’s rifle rise even more. But the way he was holding it, shakily. It made Mike wonder whether he really had the capability of firing. Whether he really had it in him to cause more pain.

      But then, of course, he did.

      If he felt like it’d lead to a good life… of course he did.

      So Mike took a deep breath.

      He fought through the nerves that surged through his body—the nerves that were natural whenever anyone was pointing a rifle at you—and he stepped right against it.

      “You did what was right for you, and nobody else. The sooner you can see that, the better. The sooner you can accept the truth… the better.”

      He saw Aiden’s jaw twitching. Saw him trying to think of something to say.

      And then at that moment, he snapped the rifle from his hands and slammed the back of it right against his chin.

      He saw the momentary confusion. Saw his grip loosen.

      And then he swung that rifle around, and he pointed it at Aiden before he even knew what’d hit him.

      “On your knees,” Mike said. “Right this second.”

      Aiden stood his ground. Tears started to rain down. And Mike just found it disgusting. He found it pathetic.

      “Right this second—”

      “I did what I had to do,” Aiden said. “I did what I had to do to try and survive—”

      “On your knees!”

      So Aiden got down. He got down, and he lifted his hands. But all that time, he just stared back at Mike. All that time, he looked into Mike’s eyes.

      And all that time, Kelsie looked on, shock and horror on her face.

      “I’ve done something bad. Really bad. But maybe… maybe there’s still a chance for your friends.”

      “Bullshit,” Mike said. “Don’t lie to me. Don’t even think about lying to me.”

      “You can kill me, but it won’t change anything,” Aiden said. “If you kill me, you lose your last chance of helping them. Because you won’t get in there. None of you will get in there.”

      “I don’t give a shit what you say,” Mike said, ramming the tip of the rifle closer to his forehead. “Shut your mouth right this second and—”

      “I never wanted it to end like this,” Aiden said. “I always wanted another way. I made a mistake, and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Just… just forgive me. Even if you kill me, forgive me. Please.”

      Mike heard those words, and he didn’t feel them. He just felt more disgusted. More determined in what he was going to do.

      But then he looked at Kelsie, and he saw a different look in her eyes.

      He saw something that he didn’t feel. Something that seemed unfamiliar to him. Alien to him.

      He saw a look of sympathy.

      “Look away, Kelsie.”

      But then she looked back at Mike. She looked back at him with those eyes, and he felt it.

      “Please,” Aiden said, eyes closed now. “Forgive me. I just wanted the best for Kelsie. I didn’t see another way. Please.”

      “Shut up.”

      “I’m a parasite. I—I’m weak, really. Deep down. I was never a soldier. I was a runner. I abandoned my family. I abandoned everyone I cared about because I was so scared. I caused so much death. So much pain. But I’m trying. I’m always trying.”

      “I told you to be quiet.”

      “I never trusted myself. I got scared again. I just wanted… I wanted to try and find the right way.”

      Mike didn’t say anything in response. He just looked back at Kelsie and again, he saw that look. The way she was looking at him.

      “Mike?” she said.

      “Kelsie, look away—”

      “There’s always another way,” she said.

      He heard her words. Felt his hands shaking. And he saw himself at that crossroads again.

      The crossroads of killing someone. Someone who had done something bad. Something unforgivable.

      But someone who had just done things like he had.

      Done unthinkable things, but in the name of those closest to him.

      In the name of what he cared about.

      He looked at Aiden. And this time, he saw him staring back up at him. Staring at him, tears in his eyes.

      “Forgive me,” Aiden said. “I never meant for things to end this way. I just… I just wanted to find a way that worked. For everyone. Please.”

      Mike inhaled deeply.

      Then he steadied his grip on the rifle.

      He looked Aiden in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      And then he pulled the trigger.
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      Mike pulled the trigger of the rifle.

      He saw Aiden’s eyes widen. Saw the shift on his face. That moment of not understanding; of not totally comprehending what was happening.

      And he saw that look in Kelsie’s eyes, too.

      Because he’d moved the rifle.

      Just before firing, he’d moved the rifle.

      Aiden looked down at his body like he was making sure he really hadn’t been shot.

      But Mike wasn’t waiting around.

      He pointed the rifle back at Aiden, right back against his forehead.

      “You should consider yourself lucky,” Mike said. “You should be a dead man right now. I’m not the kind of person who forgives lightly. And I haven’t forgiven you. I won’t forgive you. But you’re more useful alive to me than dead right now. If you really care about Kelsie, you can do something for her right now. Get inside your home. Find my people. Find my dog. And get them out of there.”

      Aiden’s eyes were wide. He looked like he was in total shock. “I—I—”

      “Quit your stuttering,” Mike said. “I’ve had enough of it. You’re pathetic. But you can do something right for once in your pitiful little life. Go back there. Help our people. Can you do that?”

      Aiden looked over at Kelsie. “Kelsie, I—”

      “Hey,” Mike said, smacking his forehead with the rifle. “You’re not talking to her. You’re talking to me. Answer my question. Can you go back there? Can you help us?”

      Aiden looked down at the ground. “It’s a suicide mission.”

      “Well, I’ve got news for you, mate. If you don’t make a decision fast, you’re a dead man anyway. So how would you rather go out? Doing something right? Or like this?”

      Aiden shook his head. “How do you know I won’t just—just go back there and send people out here to find you? How do you know I’ll help your friends at all?”

      Mike thought about what Aiden was saying, just for a moment. Then he looked back into his eyes. “Because as much of a prick as you are, you care for Kelsie. As morally bankrupt as you might be, you want her to get away. You wouldn’t have killed for her if you didn’t. If I believe you about one thing, it’s that you’re weak as shit. But you still have a chance to change that. You still have a chance to put that right. Remember something. I’m the one who’s here for Kelsie. I’m the one who’s looking out for her. Who’s protecting her. So as much as you might try to work your little games… Kelsie’s with me. Like it or not. Understand?”

      Aiden shook his head. Wiped his eyes. Then he looked over at the extraction point. “That’s the thing,” he said. “I don’t—I don’t see how it’s possible.”

      Mike frowned. “What do you mean you don’t see how it’s possible?”

      “The truth is… if I go back there, they’ll want to know where I’ve been. They’ll want to know where Dom is. Why I’m in the state I’m in. They’ll ask questions. And they certainly won’t let me go setting anyone free. They won’t let me out of their sight.”

      Mike’s grip on the rifle tightened. His desire to just finish this useless shit right now was growing by the second. “So what you’re saying is, you can’t help us?”

      “I’m saying that I was sent out here to kill Kelsie for what she knew about the extraction point. I’m saying I wanted to get back there to give her enough supplies to escape with. As much as you hate me… I’ve helped. And I’m sorry. I’m sorry for the operation we’ve been running at the extraction point. I’m sorry that doesn’t align with your values. But don’t think it’s easy for me, too. Don’t think it’s easy for any of us.”

      He stood up, then. His legs were shaky. His face was covered with tears and sweat.

      He pointed at Kelsie. “I did what I could for her. And I’m still doing what I can for her. Get away. Both of you, just—just get away from here. Take this opportunity while you still can. Because I can’t promise how long it’s going to be here for.”

      Mike looked at Kelsie, then. He looked into her wide, tearful eyes.

      And then he looked back at Aiden, and he took a deep breath.

      “Thanks for nothing,” he said.

      He lifted the rifle.

      Went to fire again.

      But then he heard it.

      The cracking of gunfire.

      Then more.

      He looked around, the hairs on his arms standing on end.

      Because this gunfire wasn’t just coming from anywhere.

      It was coming from the extraction point.

      He could see it. See it from here.

      The running.

      The shouting.

      The screaming.

      He looked at Aiden. And he could see the way Aiden was frowning. He could see he didn’t get it. He didn’t understand.

      “What’s happening?” Mike asked.

      Aiden looked at him, then. His face was totally pale. He was shaking.

      “Aiden?” Mike said. “What the hell’s going on down there?”

      “They’re rebelling,” Aiden said.

      Mike frowned. “What do you mean they’re rebelling? Who’s rebelling?”

      “The people. The citizens. The… the guards. They’re rebelling. Something’s happening. They must know.”

      “Know what?”

      “The truth.”

      Mike looked back at the extraction point. Heard more gunfire. Saw more running around. More chaos.

      And as he looked down there, he felt the fear for Alison, Gina, Arya building by the second.

      “We need to go down there,” Aiden said. “If you want to save your people… this might be your only chance.”

      Mike looked at him. “What?”

      “This is unprecedented. This isn’t supposed to happen. But if it’s happened… it means there’s a chance. It also means your people are in danger. Big danger. So there’s only one thing we can do.”

      Mike looked at Kelsie. And as anxious as he felt about all of this, he knew what was coming next.

      “We’ve got to go down there,” Aiden said. “We’ve got to save your people. Before… before it’s too late.”
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      The moment Mike reached the gates of the extraction point, he knew that Aiden was right about this being a suicide mission.

      It was a beautiful morning, but there was an air of darkness around this place. An air of darkness that wasn’t there previously, Mike figured. The gates to this place were wide open and unmanned. Every now and then on their way down here, Mike had seen people running past. Women. Children. Fear on their faces. Panic in their eyes.

      That determined look on their faces like the only thing in the world they wanted was to get away.

      Aiden was by his side. Kelsie was alone in the woods. And Mike felt uneasy about that. Mostly because he knew this could just be some kind of ploy. A ploy where he’d got Mike and Kelsie apart from each other once again; where he could pretend something had happened to Mike when in fact he’d killed him.

      But Mike had the rifle that Aiden had once carried. And he was making sure it was pointed at Aiden at all times. Just in case.

      “You know this place better than me,” Mike said. “Lead the way.”

      Aiden looked inside the extraction point, eyes wide. “I just never thought I’d see this.”

      “See what?”

      “This place. I never thought… I never thought I’d see it falling apart like this. I always believed it would find a way to stay standing. Maybe not forever, but… well. For longer than this.”

      He looked at Mike as the gunshots continued to pepper out; as the smell of burning filled the air.

      “This is what it looks like,” Aiden said. “This is what happens when people lose their hope.”

      Mike heard the undoubted crying of a child. A child who’d been shot, or a child who’d watched their parents die. And as much as he didn’t want to see eye to eye with Aiden… he knew where he was coming from, now.

      This place, as illusory as it was, had provided hope.

      And that was something that had been taken away—no matter how it was the truth had somehow got out.

      “But anyway,” Aiden said, turning to the extraction point. “I guess we have no choice. Not anymore. You ready?”

      Mike looked at Aiden, distrust still running through his veins.

      Then, he nodded. “After you.”

      Aiden stepped through the gates of the extraction point.

      Mike followed closely behind.

      The first thing that struck Mike, walking through this place, was just how much like a model village it felt. It didn’t feel real. Even though there had no doubt been people living here for months in some cases, it didn’t feel lived in. And that added to the creepiness of it. That added to the sense that this whole place was an illusion, a sham.

      The bodies didn’t help.

      There were men. Women. Children. People sprawled across the road, blood seeping out of different parts of each. Some of them were still alive, but barely. Others were already too far gone.

      “What happened here?” Mike asked, more to himself than anyone.

      But it was Aiden who answered him. “Like I said. The truth. It must’ve got out. And when it got out… things got messy.”

      Mike tried to digest everything he was seeing as he carried on walking. “You would’ve been on the side of the people shooting those guns,” he said. “You would’ve been culpable in a massacre. You see that now, don’t you?”

      Aiden didn’t say anything. He just kept on walking.

      But the more he walked, the more Mike sensed his eyes were opening. The reality was setting in.

      And as much as he’d never been able to trust him… he sensed that it might just work in his favour.

      “The dogs,” Aiden said, pointing off into the distance. “They’re usually…”

      He stopped speaking. And when Mike looked to where he was pointing, he realised why.

      The dog cages were open. Bar a couple of dogs still sitting in there, the bulk of the dogs had escaped and were running everywhere, clearly caught up in the drama.

      Some of them had been shot.

      Mike pushed aside the looming dread in the pit of his stomach of the possibility of finding Arya.

      He wasn’t ready to lose her.

      He’d never be ready to lose her.

      “I don’t know where we’re even going to start trying to find your people,” Aiden said. “We don’t even know they’re still around here. They could’ve gone. They could’ve left.”

      Mike looked around. He scanned the area. He didn’t know exactly where she was. He didn’t know anything for certain.

      But he just felt like she was close.

      Very close.

      “She’s here,” he said. “They’re all here. I have to—”

      “I suggest you don’t move another muscle,” the voice said.

      Mike turned around.

      And when he looked around, he saw a man, standing there. Muscular. Well-built. Two other people beside him.

      All of them dressed like Aiden.

      All of them holding rifles.

      All of them pointing them at Mike.

      “Stand down,” the dark-haired man said. “You don’t have to worry anymore, Aiden. We’ve got this dickhead. Time to take this place for ourselves.”
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      Kelsie wasn’t sure how long she’d been hiding in the grass overlooking the extraction point when she heard the footsteps close by.

      She’d been warned there would be footsteps. There were people running past, after all. People trying to escape that place. People trying to get away from the horrible things that were going down.

      And it made her sad. Because as much as she’d never felt like that place was right… it was still better than it was now.

      But at the same time, it showed just how much of a sham this place really was.

      But the footsteps. The difference with these ones were that they were behind her.

      Right behind her.

      She looked around, over her shoulder. It was weird because most of the footsteps were running past her, away from her. Few of them were heading back in this direction.

      It made her worry. Because she was sure it wasn’t Mike and the others. She would’ve seen them. She was watching closely and waiting for them.

      But at the same time… what if it was Aiden on his own?

      What if that really was his plan all along?

      Get rid of Mike, get back here, then get away with her.

      She looked around. Scanned the woods. But she couldn’t see anything. Couldn’t see anyone around her.

      She held onto the knife that Mike had given her regardless. The one that he always carried with him. The Becker BK2, he called it. His favourite. He told her it’d kept him safe a lot of times, and that if she just held onto it and only used it when she absolutely needed to, it would keep her safe too.

      She hoped so. Because as much as she told herself she was feeling better now, as much as she told herself she felt stronger… she was still worried. She was still afraid.

      Everyone was afraid.

      They just had to get used to living with it.

      She went to turn around to face the extraction point.

      But that’s when she saw it again.

      There was a figure. Movement. Something rustling through the grass, heading towards her. She couldn’t see anyone. She couldn’t figure out whether it was a person or a dog or whatever.

      Deep down, she hoped it was Arya.

      That somehow, out of the blue, she and Arya would be reunited all over again.

      But whatever it was, they were coming towards her.

      She lifted her knife and held her breath.

      And then she saw it.

      It was a pig. A little pig, snorting away.

      For a few seconds, Kelsie just stayed sat there, totally still, knife raised, a state of confusion setting in.

      But as this pig sniffed around her, snorting away, Kelsie realised exactly where it was from.

      It was one of the pigs from down at the extraction point. It must’ve got free in the middle of all the fighting.

      And Kelsie felt sorry for it, in a way. Because it had escaped. It had escaped its fate—a fate where it was destined to become food.

      And for that reason… she felt bad about what she’d have to do. Because a pig like this was valuable, especially when they were living out here in the wild.

      She stroked the pig. Felt its head turning towards her hand, comforted by her.

      “It’s okay,” she said, lifting the knife, heart still racing from the adrenaline of thinking someone was racing towards her just moments earlier. “You don’t have to worry anymore. It’s okay…”

      And then something happened.

      The pig.

      It looked around.

      Then it squealed and went racing off into the wild.

      Kelsie frowned. She turned around, looked to where it had gone, tried to see it, tried to trace it.

      But there was no sign of it.

      It had gone.

      She sat there, turning around. Because that pig had been spooked by something. Something had disturbed it. Caught its attention. Something had scared it.

      And as Kelsie sat there, she wondered. Was it just her? Had she pushed a little too far past its limits?

      And then she heard the rustling right in front of her again, and this time it wasn’t a pig that stepped out.

      “Hello, Kelsie,” the voice said. “Considering you’re supposed to be dead, you look pretty alive to me.”

      She recognised the voice.

      And then, she recognised the face.

      It was Richard.

      And he was holding a rifle.
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      “Drop the gun. Lift your hands up. Finish this, Aiden. Finish it now.”

      Mike held on to the rifle and saw the three people surrounding him. The people who looked like Aiden. The people dressed just like him.

      The people pointing their rifles at him.

      And Mike wanted to fight. Because he was confident he could get the better of one of them, at least. Maybe even two of them using the element of surprise.

      But three…

      Three was going to be difficult.

      Especially when he didn’t really know where Aiden stood.

      Especially when he didn’t really know where Aiden’s allegiances would be in a situation like this.

      He looked around and saw Aiden staring back at him. And there was that changed expression to his face again. That look like he was torn. Like he didn’t know what to do. Because suddenly, he had the upper hand again. He had a chance to step back on side with his people. A chance to turn on Mike and forget Kelsie even existed.

      “Come on,” one of the guards said. “Quit messing around. We don’t have all the time in the world here. Get that rifle from him right this second.”

      Mike held tightly onto the rifle. All around him, occasionally, he heard the peppering of gunfire. He heard shouts and screams. In the distance, he saw people flooding out of the gates of the extraction point. A heaven that had turned into hell. Out into whatever world awaited them out there.

      And he felt for them. It wasn’t easy going from the comforts of a place like this and back into that horror show. He’d been there himself. It was only through going through it repeatedly that he’d managed to harden himself to the inevitability of it. And even then, it wasn’t easy.

      He felt a hand on the side of his rifle.

      When he looked, he saw Aiden looking at him.

      “Hand it over, Mike,” he said. “It’s done. It’s finished.”

      The guard pointing the rifle at Mike frowned. “Wait. You know this guy?”

      Mike wanted to step in and tell the truth.

      But before he could get a word in, it was Aiden who spoke.

      “He killed Dom,” Aiden said. “He—he killed so many of our people out there.”

      “That’s bullshit—”

      “He’s been helping that girl, Kelsie. He helped her get away. She was his spy. His goal—his and his people’s goal—it was to destroy this place. It still is.”

      The guards looked at Aiden and then at Mike, disgust on their faces now.

      “He’s lying,” Mike said.

      But he knew it was pointless. He knew it was completely in vain.

      Because no matter what he tried to say, Aiden had created doubt around him now. He’d made the guards certain that he was a part of something.

      The male guard narrowed his eyes and stepped closer, pointing the rifle right at Mike’s chest. “Well,” he said. “It looks like his luck’s run out, doesn’t it?”

      He felt Aiden pulling the rifle away from his hands, and he felt betrayed. He felt like he’d trusted someone all over again, only for that trust to be shat on; to be cast away. Because as much as Aiden insisted he had Kelsie’s best interests at heart, this proved otherwise.

      “You’ll regret this,” Mike said as Aiden snatched the rifle from his hands. “You’ll regret it when you try to sleep at night. You’ll think about her and you’ll—”

      Aiden smacked Mike across the jaw with the rifle. “Shut up. Get on your knees.”

      But Mike didn’t budge. He stood his ground. “I won’t kneel for you. I’ll never kneel for a snivelling traitor like you.”

      Aiden opened his mouth like he was going to say something. Like he was going to beg Mike to kneel.

      But then he just pulled back that rifle and smacked him across the face again.

      Mike stumbled, this time. Stumbled down to one knee.

      And before he could get back to his feet, Aiden beat him again.

      Then again.

      And then he was on his knees.

      He spat out a mouthful of blood. Looked up with blurred eyes at Aiden, and at the guards standing around, staring down at him.

      Aiden lifted the rifle. Pointed it to Mike’s head.

      “Finish him off, Aiden,” the guard said. “No more time for pricks like this.”

      Aiden looked down at Mike. Mike looked back up at him. And as much as he wanted to survive… as much as he wanted to stay alive for Kelsie, for everyone… he wasn’t going to beg. Not for this prick. Not for anyone. “Get it done,” Mike said.

      He saw Aiden’s finger tightening on the trigger, and he felt a flicker of sadness, of regret. All the people whose fates he would never know of. All the people who had fallen already.

      But he’d be with Sofia soon.

      He’d be with Holly soon.

      “Do it,” Mike said.

      Aiden’s finger was shaking. His gaze was solid. Right into Mike’s eyes. And Mike lost a sense of everything else around him. Sounds drifted into the background; smells faded away.

      There was just him and Aiden.

      Just him and this rifle.

      “Don’t you ever forget my face,” Mike said. “Don’t you ever forget Kelsie’s—”

      “Find your people. Then get the hell out of here.”

      Mike frowned. “What—”

      “You were right,” Aiden said, half-smile on his face. “You were right about everything. Go.”

      Mike didn’t even have time to react.

      Because he just saw Aiden turn around.

      He saw him turn the rifle on his own people.

      And he saw him fire.

      Mike didn’t budge. He hadn’t had time to.

      He saw Aiden’s bullets slam into the face of the first guard.

      Then into the second.

      And it was then that he started to turn away. That he started to go; started to run. Because that’s what this was. All along, that’s what this was.

      Aiden was helping him.

      All this time, and Aiden was sacrificing himself for him.

      He heard the gasp from Aiden, and he knew what had happened right away.

      The third guard. The one who Aiden fired at right now, finished him off.

      He’d lifted his rifle before Aiden had a chance to turn it on him.

      He’d shot Aiden right in the chest.

      That third person.

      And Mike watched as Aiden fell down. He watched as he clutched his chest.

      Silence followed the chaos.

      Peace followed the storm.

      He wanted to keep going. To get to his people. Then to get out of this place, once and for all.

      But he found himself walking back over to Aiden.

      Back to his side.

      Aiden lay back against the ground. He had gone pale, almost in an instant. He was shaking, shivering.

      Blood was pooling out of his chest.

      Mike put a hand on Aiden’s shoulder. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’m… I’m going to help you. We’re going to find a way to get you out of this mess—”

      “Go,” Aiden said, holding up a cold hand.

      And Mike didn’t want to take it. Not after what this man had done. Not after he’d killed Nina. Not after all the pain he’d caused.

      But then he thought about the things he’d done, too. The people he’d killed. The difficult decisions he’d made.

      And he took Aiden’s hand and said the only words he knew Aiden wanted to hear all along.

      “I forgive you,” Mike said. “You… you helped me. You helped Kelsie. Thank you.”

      He saw something, then. Aiden’s eyes. Tears filled them. Not tears of fear. But tears of gratitude. Tears of guilt. Tears of a man who had lived with demons for far too long and was finally having them exorcised.

      “Thank you,” Aiden said. “Thank—thank you.”

      Mike stayed by his side. He held on to his hand as it got colder, colder.

      He kept holding on as it started to shake. As Aiden’s breathing grew more intense, more panicked.

      And he kept holding on as his breathing softened again. As it grew calmer. More peaceful.

      He stayed by Aiden’s side until his shaking hand went still.

      Until his breathing stopped completely.

      And when he looked back down at him, he saw that even though the light had faded from his eyes, he was looking up at Mike. A smile on his face.

      Peace at last.

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat.

      He closed Aiden’s eyes, then took the rifle back from his hands.

      And then he stood up and turned towards the extraction point, as chaos surrounded them.

      It was time to search this place.

      It was time to find his people—in whatever state they were in.

      And it was time to get out of this mess, once and for all.
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      Kelsie watched Richard emerge through the trees, rifle pointed right at her, and she felt her body turn to stone.

      He was taller than she remembered. It was weird seeing him like this, too. His hair all messy, cuts and bruises across his face, his shirt splattered with blood. He looked so professional back in the extraction point.

      But he didn’t look professional anymore.

      He looked like a madman.

      “I mean, you could’ve just stayed put,” he said. “You could’ve just accepted what we had for you. Accepted your education. Accepted your nice food, your nice clothes. Accepted your nice goddamned life. But you had to go and ruin it, didn’t you? You had to go and ruin the whole goddamned thing.”

      Kelsie backed up. She could feel the sickness returning to her stomach, feel the nausea taking over her once again. She held on to that knife with her sweaty hand, but she was shaking. She wasn’t sure she was going to be able to use it. Not against a man with a gun. A man like this.

      “Your biggest mistake, though?” Richard said. “Not getting far, far away from this place. Because I’m going to make you pay for what you’ve done. I’m going to make you suffer. Just like I made your bitch of a friend suffer.”

      When Richard said those words, something changed inside of Kelsie. Like a switch had flicked. “What about my friend? What’s happened?”

      Richard half-smiled. “It’s a shame Alison had to go and open her big mouth. It’s a shame she had to go and tell everyone about what the purpose of the extraction point really was. But hey. I put a bullet through her. I made sure she paid for what she did. Justice was done. Barely made my own frigging way out of that place… but I guess bad news for you that I did.”

      Kelsie felt mixed emotions. Mostly devastated that Alison was gone.

      But at the same time, she found herself smiling. Because she was proud.

      Proud of Alison for standing up.

      Proud of Alison for bringing that place down.

      “You can wipe that smile off your face now,” Richard said, placing the rifle right against Kelsie’s forehead. “You’re dead. You’re finished. This is where it ends for you.”

      “But it’s over for you, isn’t it?” Kelsie said.

      Richard’s forehead twitched. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Your home has fallen. Everyone knows what a liar you are. You might kill me, but you’re the one who’s finished. You’re the one who’s lost everything.”

      She saw his eyelids twitching, just a little.

      And then he lowered the rifle and turned it over, readying himself to hit her with it.

      That’s when she saw her opportunity.

      She pulled back the knife and rammed it into his leg.

      He cried out. Fell down with shock in his eyes, grasping and clutching as blood pooled out.

      And Kelsie saw her moment.

      Kelsie saw her opportunity, again.

      She shot past him, out into the woods.

      She was just getting sight of freedom when she felt a hand wrap around her ankle.

      She fell forward. Hit the ground.

      When she looked back, she saw Richard staring at her, mania in his bloodshot eyes.

      He was still holding that rifle.

      Still pointing it at Kelsie.

      Smile on his face.

      “You’ll never get away,” he said.

      Tightening his grip around the trigger.

      “You’ll never—”

      A blast.

      A blast out of nowhere.

      Kelsie closed her eyes and waited for the pain to come.

      But it didn’t.

      She opened her eyes, peeked through them.

      There was a mess of blood and bone where Richard’s head once was. He was dead. Shot dead, no doubt about it.

      And standing over him was…

      A man.

      An oriental-looking man. Wearing a doctor’s style outfit.

      He walked over to her. Held out a hand. “Are you okay?” he said.

      And even though Kelsie didn’t know this guy, even though she’d never met him… she grabbed his hand and fell into his arms.

      Because right away, she felt different about this man.

      Right away, she felt something else.

      Right away, as she stood shaking over the fallen body of the psychopath who ran the extraction point… she felt trust.
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      It didn’t take Mike long to find Alison, Gina, and Arya.

      But when he did… everything changed all over again.

      The building, and extended section of portacabins, was quiet. There were a few footsteps above, people running about, trying to hide—or trying to find the hidden. But down here, it was silent.

      Silent except for the laboured breathing of the person in front of him.

      “Alison,” he said.

      He walked towards her. Towards Gina and Arya, who were both sitting beside her. Gina was crying. Arya was whining.

      Mike was so happy to see them… but so terrified by what might happen next.

      He put a hand on Gina’s back when he reached them. Stroked and cuddled Arya. And then he turned to Alison—still in disbelief about all of this—who was sitting there.

      Because she was holding on to her stomach.

      Her bleeding stomach.

      “M—Mike?” she said.

      Mike smiled. He stroked her hair from her sweaty forehead. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s me.”

      “I thought… We all thought—”

      “I know,” he said. “But it’s okay. I’m here. I’m alive. And we’re going to get out of this place. All of us are going to get out of this place.”

      “Kelsie,” she said. “She’s—”

      “She’s fine,” Mike said.

      Gina looked around at Mike. Frowned. “How…”

      “She’s with me. I was taken somewhere. Somewhere that helped me. It’s… it’s a long story. But this place. It’s a good place. Somewhere that can help you. That can help all of us. A good place.”

      “And you’re sure you trust this place?” Gina asked.

      Mike looked at her. Then back outside. And he felt himself at that fork in the road once again. That fork in the road that all too often proved costly.

      He took a deep breath, fought off the nerves and the reluctance, and he nodded. “I trust them,” he said. “Now come on. We need to get you out of here.”

      He went to wrap his arms around Alison. To lift her up.

      But then she winced with pain.

      “Whoa, whoa,” he said. “It’s okay. We’ll take our time.”

      “I’m not going to make it, Mike.”

      “That’s not true. You’re going to make it. Nobody’s dying here. Nobody else is dying. We’ve lost too many people.”

      But that way Alison looked back at him. The way she looked into his eyes with a glimmer of pain; a glimmer of regret.

      It was like she knew exactly what was happening to her.

      Exactly what was going to happen next.

      “It’s not going to be easy,” Mike said. “Getting out of here… it’s going to be dangerous. But we can do it. And we can get you help. I promise. Okay? I promise.”

      Alison looked like she was going to argue. Like she was going to protest.

      But then she leaned in. Like she was going to say something.

      And then she kissed him on the lips.

      He felt the warmth through his body. The taste of rusty blood was masked by the love he felt, deep within.

      And it just made him even more determined not to lose Alison.

      Even more determined to get out of this chaos.

      He pulled away. And Alison looked at him with those big blue eyes and smiled.

      “Still arresting you when the world gets back to normal,” she said.

      Mike laughed. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      He stepped around her, then. “Put a little pressure on the wound,” he said. “It won’t feel too good at all. But it’ll help. I promise. Trust… trust me.”

      She looked up at him as Gina and Arya stood beside them, and then she nodded, the fight returning to her.

      “I trust you,” she said.

      Mike took a deep breath.

      And then he picked her up.

      He heard her cry. Heard her struggle. He felt the warmth of the blood seeping from her body, through her clothes, dripping to the floor.

      And as he stumbled out of the door, back outside, out into this hell zone, he didn’t know what he was going to do.

      He didn’t know how Alison was going to survive this mess.

      He just knew that he was going to keep her alive.

      Because he trusted himself.

      He looked at Gina. Then at Arya. Then down at Alison, eyes drifting as he held her slight body in his arms.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      She smiled back up at him. Nodded. “I’m ready,” she said.

      Together, they stepped out into the extraction point.

      Together, they made their way towards the gates, which people were still fleeing through.

      Together, and not for the first time, they made their way towards a new world, and whatever it held for them.

      “Just hold on,” he said, as Alison drifted, as she grew more and more pale. “Just hold on. Please. Please…”

      He passed Aiden’s body, and he felt a wave of sadness. But then he thought about the extent of his sacrifice. How important it could be. How significant it could be.

      He thought about Kelsie out there and how he was going to get back to her, and how everything was going to be okay.

      “Mike?” Gina said.

      He heard her voice as he walked along, and he didn’t know what she was saying his name for. Not at first.

      But then he looked down at Alison, and his stomach sank.

      Her eyes were closed. She looked… peaceful. Like she was drifting.

      But that wasn’t what Mike needed.

      That wasn’t what Alison needed.

      She needed to make it.

      She needed to survive.

      “Just hold on, Alison. Please.”

      He kept on pushing. Kept on going. Even though he could hear gunshots in the distance. Even though he could see people running around; see people that might be a threat to him, might be a danger to him, might end everything he had right here with him.

      But he trusted himself.

      He kept going.

      He believed.

      “We’ll make it,” Mike said, as they got closer and closer to the gates of the extraction point. “Just hold on for me, Alison. Just hold on.”

      He kept on going.

      Kept on pushing.

      Alison didn’t open her eyes.
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      Mike looked out at the fields, and for the first time in weeks, he felt at ease.

      It was a beautiful morning. Even though summer was reaching its end, there wasn’t a fear about it anymore. There wasn’t the same level of apprehension as there was last year, when they were out there surviving, going their own ways.

      Sure, there was still an element of tension. An element of fear.

      But there was something else.

      A confidence.

      A faith.

      A trust.

      Things were going to work out.

      One way or another… they were going to beat whatever came their way.

      They were going to survive.

      He heard shouting in the distance. And for a second, he felt tension inside. Tension after the reminders of what a shout could mean; of what it could signify.

      It could be Kelsie. She could be in trouble. She could be in danger.

      But then he looked outside the hospital, and he saw her running around, smiling, playing with the other kids… and he found himself smiling, too.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Mike looked to his left. Saw Vincent standing there, smile on his face.

      “I always like this view best,” he said. “I sometimes come here early in the morning. Just spend a little time staring out, meditating on this place. On how lucky we are to have it. Because we are lucky. Very lucky. And we’ve got to make sure we keep that luck going no matter what.”

      Mike looked at him, and he smiled. He had Vincent to thank for a lot of things. Saving his life in the first place. For helping him reunite with the rest of his people, with his dog. Heading to the extraction point with a small armed group when he got worried about him and Nina.

      And also…

      “How is she?” Mike asked.

      Vincent rubbed his fingers through his hair. “She’s been through the worst. And she’s got a long, long way to go before she’s back to normal. She might never walk again. But she’s alive. And that’s the main thing. That’s the most important thing. Right?”

      Mike nodded. As sad as it was… he had to accept. He had to agree. “She wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for you.”

      “Not just me,” he said. “Not just my people. But you. You got her out of that place. You dragged her out of it when everything could’ve gone wrong. When anything could’ve happened. And we’re all here, now. We’re not you and us anymore. We’re all we. You were as much a part of that as all of us.”

      Mike wanted to tell Vincent that he was just being modest; being humble.

      But in the end, he just nodded and smiled.

      “Now do you want to see her?” Vincent asked.

      Mike swallowed a lump. He still felt tense, going to see Alison. After all, seeing her there in that bed, in pain, it was hard to witness. She was a wonderful person. She didn’t deserve what she was going through.

      But this wasn’t about him feeling at ease or not.

      This was about Alison and being there for her.

      He took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll go see her.”

      “Sure,” Vincent said. “Make sure you’re in the reception area for three, though. Gina’s finally opening up the new greenhouses.”

      Mike smiled as Vincent walked away. Hearing about the contributions his people were making to this place… it made him proud. Because this place might not have a promise of salvation at the end of it. It might not be lying about it being a ticket to freedom.

      But it was something very real. Something very special.

      And Mike and his people—all of these people here—were going to do everything they could to maintain it.

      No matter where they were from before.

      No matter who they’d fought for before.

      This was their home.

      He looked outside again as he walked along the corridor. Saw Kelsie playing with new friends. And old friends, too. Tom. Siobhan. Survivors of the extraction point. People who had made it out of there.

      And then he saw Sarah.

      Nina’s friend. She’d made it after all. Found her just outside the extraction point. Joined the group on their journey back to Vincent’s place.

      It hadn’t been easy. It had been a tough pill to swallow.

      But they were here now.

      They were home.

      And Sarah being here… well, Mike felt a glimmer of pride. Like at least he’d done right by Nina. At least he’d fulfilled her legacy.

      He walked to Alison’s door and stopped outside.

      He looked over his shoulder again. Out at the large walls that were erected around the place. And he thought about the people out there who would want what they had. He thought about the lengths they would go to if they knew about it.

      And then he took a deep breath, and he smiled.

      They could try taking it from him.

      But this place wasn’t slipping from their grip like the other places.

      This place was home.

      He opened the door.

      Alison was lying back on the hospital bed, tubes up her nose, smile on her face.

      “Hello, you,” she said.

      Mike stopped by her side. “Hello.”

      “Did you bring me anything?”

      “Hmm,” he said. “Let me see.”

      And then he leaned in and kissed her.

      He felt guilty, and he felt a flashback. A flashback to when Caitlin had been ill. A flashback to her dying days. To the promise he’d made to himself that he’d never find anyone again. Not after her. Not after what they’d had.

      But then he let that fade, and he let the light into his life.

      He pulled away. Looked down and saw Alison smiling up at him.

      “That all you brought me?”

      He wiped her hair from her forehead then he leaned in and kissed her again.

      And in that moment, everything felt perfect.

      In that moment, everything felt right.

      In that moment, winter seemed a long, long way away.

      But it was coming.

      It was coming for them again.

      Mike pushed that thought from his mind.

      At least they had this moment.

      At least they had a home.

      At least they had each other.

      At least they had a new beginning.

      He kissed her again, and he felt it in his heart.

      They might not be going to a new world. They might not be being whisked out of this place; extracted to somewhere new.

      But they were doing even better than that.

      They were going to build a new world.

      And it started right here.
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