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The City street was empty, still and silent.

Well, not really still, because the wind howled its way down between the buildings, stirring the dust and dead leaves into whirlwinds at every crossroad.

And not really silent either , because Judd was counting.

Hands over his eyes, face towards a scrawny dead weed encrusted pile of rusted iron girders that was all that was left of a skyscraper, counting up to one hundred.

“Twenty-two.

“Twenty-three.

“Twenty-four.”

He let his fingers move a little and peeked out between them, rolling his eyes hard left, then hard right, straining to see where everyone was out of the corners.

And not just the kids, but the killbots too.

The killbots flew silently, appeared out of nowhere, and shot lasers at anything that moved or made a sound.

Half the appeal of The Game was having the courage to stand in the open, counting out loud, daring them to find you.

Tempting fate.

Playing with fire.

Pushing your luck.

And not just standing in the open, but scrambling over the rubble, risking death by street subsidence and building collapse, as well as killbot strike.

And if you didn’t survive, well, that was quite possibly the better outcome.

Gammy said it wasn’t always that way. That there was a time when people walked the streets out in the open, or drove cars down the street really fast, though Judd had no idea what a car was.

Some kind of big, hollowed-out rock that people could get inside and it would take them to other places.

Gammy was around in the before times.

When The Disaster came, she was trapped in an elevator; a thing like a car that went up and down. She was safe inside, though she was in there for a long time and won’t go inside small places now.

Except for the train station where she lives, though it’s not really small, just the tunnel that goes down into it.

And maybe that’s why she doesn’t leave it much.

Trains were like cars only bigger, and they ran on tracks under the ground.

The killbots don’t go down inside places like the stations, so maybe they don’t like small places either.

Gammy said it was something to do with lectic magnet signals not getting through.

She knew because in the early days they caught some killbots that way. They managed to hack them and send them back.

Though Judd didn’t know what that meant either.

“Seventy-seven.

“Seventy-eight.

“Seventy-nine.”

He took his hands off his face and turned towards the street, craning his neck as he in both directions, then up into the sky as well while he finished the count.

It absolutely was cheating by the rules of The Game. But most of the kids would be in hiding by now, leaving only the killbots to worry about.

The kids allowed it because they’d lost Nix that way.

Disappeared in a short, bright, flash of orange light not long after she counted to seventy.

Though there weren’t many good places to hide nearby, assuming you saw the killbots coming.

Which mostly you didn’t.

“Ninety-nine.

“One hundred.”

He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted as loudly as he could, “coming ready or nooo-ooot.”

Turning to his left, he started scaling the pile of bricks, concrete and girders he’d been sheltering behind because that’s where he’d heard the bulk of the kids go.

Hopefully, Shaz would be one of the first he caught. She was the best tracker and seemed to have a sixth sense about where the killbots were. And where they could get food from.

Though she was completely bonkers.

One time they’d found her in a basement full of cans of food. There were tiny shreds of paper on the floor, and Deke thought they might have been eaten by some kind of animal. And given the piles of little black nuggets of poo, that seemed likely. And it looked something small enough to eat if they could catch it.

Or them.

They’d gone back to the station carrying the cans, and there’d been a huge feast that day. Judd really liked the little yellow things. Corm he though Gammy had called them. Seed corm.

Gammy said they grew in the ground, so Judd had saved one and planted it out the back, but Gammy had laughed and said those ones were cooked and wouldn’t grow.

And then she’d cried, and wondered if there were any farmers left and if they were safe or in hiding.

And Judd felt bad for upsetting her.

He thought he heard a clink, so he froze for a moment.

It was over to his right, so he crouched down and looked across the pile in that direction.

Some bits and pieces were sliding down his side of the pile towards the ground, scraping and jangling as they went, sending small clouds of dust into the air.

He couldn’t see any birds or kids that might have disturbed the pile. Nothing that explained what had disturbed it. 

He couldn’t tell if he was more scared of something coming up out of the pile, or down from the sky.

Naturally, he was covered in dirt, they couldn’t spare the water for bathing, so he was fairly well camouflaged.

But as more rocks and stuff tumbled crunching and clanking down the side of the pile, he worried the whole thing was slipping.

And him with it.

Moving was going to be tricky.

If he made a sudden lunge for safely, he’d become visible to anything watching.

But if he slid down the side, he could creep in search of a hiding place.

But could he do it before the whole pile collapsed?

And was it better to slide back down, or crawl over the top to the other side?

Home was this side, and if he made it down the other side, he might not be able to get back.

And they hadn’t fully explored the other side, so Judd didn’t know for sure there was a safe place to sleep. Or anything to eat.

That was partly why they played The Game.

Scouting was dangerous, they minimised the risk by splitting up, and made it fun by looking for each other as well as useful things to take home.

Not that there was a great deal of usefulness in the abandoned City anymore.

But sooner or later, a boy wants to become a man.

To leave the safety of home and strike out on their own.

Besides, he thought the rest of the gang were on the other side.

He started climbing up, towards the top, selecting hand and footholds with more care.

But selecting them quickly.

Trying to spread his weight and stay invisible at the same time.

Not wanting to be stranded on the home side.

As he scrambled up, he felt the pile shift beneath him, collapsing inward and downward with a noise like thunder as he flung himself over the top.

Tumbling helplessly head over heels down the other side.

He heard a short, high-pitched cry of pain, and thought for a moment he’d made it himself.

Stunned, he lay for a moment, before moving his arms and legs so he could see them. They were sore, but not bleeding. He gingerly raised himself to
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