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Forty minutes until the lottery. 

A marmoset stared down at me, frozen on a branch at the edge of the woods. Its sinewy fingers curled into the knotted bark, wide eyes eerily human. Drew shuffled closer, kicking at loose stones on the trail whilst muttering to himself, backpack dangling from his hand. I can’t let him see it.

“You’re late,” I whispered, turning to face him. “Where have you been?”

“Anna, why do we have to do this now?” he said. “Let’s just do it after ... it.” 

My little brother struggles to call the vote by its real name, but that’s okay. It was his way of processing, and he’s only ten. I shouldered his school bag and tried to steer him away from the woods.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Do you think it’s—”

“No. It’s just another illegal pet. Let’s go.”

Glancing back, the marmoset was still there, its intelligent eyes carefully watching our progress, processing everything. They always seemed to look directly at me, never at Drew, always unblinking, never appearing to even breathe. My fingers fumbled with his collar as I flipped it up to hide the throbbing pulse in his neck. Just in case.

We skirted around the forest as best we could, careful not to let even the shadows reach out and touch us. If we were the last ones left no one would be brave enough to come searching.

“Let’s just go through the woods, it’ll be—”

“No,” I said.

“But then we’ll skip the checkpoint, and they always smell me. It creeps me out.” He stopped and tugged on my arm. “Please, Anna.”

I sighed. “Not today, we can’t risk it. Mother is going to want us all safely home and ready for the announcement.” I squeezed him to me, his body as rigid as mine. “We have enough time. There’s no reason for them to stop us. Okay?” We didn’t have time—it was going to be tight.

He ducked out of my arm but remained glued to my heels. 

A gust of wind rounded the corner and doused us in the stench of sweat and dank fur. Drew shivered next to me, and I took his hand. The fear in his wide eyes was plain to see, the anxiety gripping his skinny body. The usual bubbling of hatred re-awoke deep within me. If I could ease his pain in any way I would, but there was no escaping the curfew before the experiment and there was no escaping the vote. It was mandatory. Trapping a child in their home, the only place that they called safe, so they could be plucked out with ease if needed, was evil.

The forest penned us in on the right and on the left thick iron railings grew up into the sky. Six feet, eight feet, ten feet, the sharp arrow heads on top spearing the low clouds. Two burly men dressed entirely in black leather blocked the path. Both had long, wild brown hair and the unmistakable almond shape to their light brown eyes. Chunky annihilators were suspended from their belts, which were utterly pointless. Demi-beings didn’t need fancy human weapons, even if the supernatural blood was weak. The taller man lifted his head, nostrils flaring as the edges of dark lips quirked. The other man’s mouth hung open, tongue brushing against his teeth with a repetitive sucking noise.

I stepped forward allowing Drew to follow in my shadow. Holding out my hand palm up, the inky numbers of my human branding stood out clearly against the pale skin. The smaller guard pretended to squint with head cocked to the side, tongue still smacking in his open mouth. 

Behind me, Drew whimpered. 

With lightning speed, the guard snatched my hand and pressed it to his flared nostrils. He inhaled deeply, the delicate skin of my wrist exposed to his sharp white teeth. His eyes burned as they stared into mine and his long, wet tongue protruded slowly. The rough nodules dragged across my clammy palm as I fought to keep the look of disgust off my face. His tongue was ripped off me as the other guard’s large fist savagely connected with the side of his head and they both stepped back, panting hard.

I remained frozen in place, heart pounding and stomach churning. Drew must see only my compliance. If I behaved, they would leave him alone. I lowered my arm and held it rigidly by my side. The skin burned where he had touched it, the overwhelming urge to rip my flesh off throbbed within me.

“Human girl G10 A650,” the taller guard said. “You have missed the curfew.”

“What? No, I haven’t, there is still—”

My knees buckled as his hand slammed into my shoulder, crushing me onto the gravel. The marmoset was back in the tree again. A smile had crept onto its face, a curved slash on marble features. 

There would be no help.

A radio crackled to life, its distorted buzz muffled by the tall man’s leather jacket. He cocked his head, almond eyes never leaving mine as I stared up at him. A shadow crossed his face and dragged one corner of his mouth into a sneer.

“It’s your lucky day, human,” he whispered. He lowered his face until he was inches from mine. Stale breath coated my face, the stench of teeth that had not been brushed in days forced into my nostrils. “You’re free to go after all.”

I scuttled backward away from his hand, the rough skin of his fingers seared into bruises on my shoulder. Grabbing Drew, we sprinted through the checkpoint, not daring to turn around again. Nobody missed curfew and was allowed to pass. 

Something was wrong.

Thirty minutes until the lottery. 

We burst into the house and rushed straight into the living room. I sat on the floor, back pressed to the sofa and Drew huddled up next to me. The smell of salted bacon wafted from the kitchen carried by the weak rotations of the drooping ceiling fan. It was closely followed by the warming, seductive aroma of roasted chestnuts. There would be no changes this year. Mother was still having the family stick to the plan.

I stroked Drew’s arm as we sat in silence, our chests heaving and minds in overdrive. The radio was letting out a stream of infuriating chatter on the old brick fireplace. Every five minutes there would be a time call before delving into highlights from the previous experiment, all fabricated of course. If they had actually made any progress between the beings, then we would all be living in the blissful harmony that the governments wanted, co-existing without killing each other. Specifically, without us humans being killed anyway.

There has been an increasing amount of unrest after several suspicious disappearances, mainly around the fence in the east of the country. The Human Government has been under an enormous amount of pressure to agree to the terms of a new unity peace deal but...

I pushed myself up from the floor and grabbed the ornamental red pillow that my mother insisted remain safe on the worn sofa to make the room look more ‘sophisticated’. The only way to improve this dismal room would be to burn everything in it. At least the smell of charred fabric would make an interesting change to the stale, musty odor that was permanently present.

New challenges have been introduced this year, designed to foster inter-species team building. The experiment must be a success! Our experts have predicted that we are barely holding the other beings at bay and there will soon be an all-out species war...

I placed the pillow over the radio and the angry buzzing mellowed into a soothing drone.

Twenty minutes until the lottery. 

The front door slammed shut, briefly filling the house with the fresh spring air from outside. That would be my stepfather home. Our relationship had always been a functional one. One where we both pretty much leave each other alone and it works. This is the only day of the year when I feel any emotions toward him—gratitude mainly—as he nominates himself as a sacrifice for the whole family if we are chosen. That is what the chestnuts are for. If it is going to be his last meal with us, then my mother makes sure it is his favorite. 

My younger sister stomped down the winding stairs. How she managed to make even her walk sound moody I have no idea. I could almost hear the flakes of paint being forced to let go of the ancient staircase, swirling with the dust in the lower hallway as her feet pounded the treads.

“All right, Drew,” I said, “it’s time. We should go wait in the kitchen ready for the vote.”

The fear bounded back into his eyes. I took his hand and led him through the house, following the scent of the cooking food that was making my stomach churn. 

The small, notched table took up most of the space in the tiny room. Five plain chairs were crammed around it, plates and glasses laid out in anticipation of the meal. The bacon sizzled in the center of the table, grease shining in the dull overhanging light that blanketed the room like a shroud. The chestnuts were piled high, steam waywardly floating into the air, dispersing the sweet scent through the tiny house. 

Becky sat next to Mother, arms folded across her figure-hugging t-shirt. ‘I love vampires’ was stamped across it above a caricature of Dracula, complete with a crimson heart filling his otherwise barren chest. She liked to think that she was being open-minded, of championing the union between the beings, but she was just a silly girl. She had never met a vampire and would probably run away screaming or end up becoming its next meal if she did. 

Well, none of us had, which was another reason why the lottery was a needless waste of life. No integration to be seen.

Ten minutes before the lottery. 

A melodic chiming knifed through the silence and identical slender cylinders appeared, spaced out along the walls of the kitchen. I went robotically to mine, the orange colored one by the window. I glanced outside and saw the neighbor standing in front of a blue cylinder in his small kitchen. There was a look of indecision on his face. He’d had two years to think of a name, why was he so unsure now? His wife was a nasty piece of work, face like a shrew and temperament just as malicious. I would vote for her in a heartbeat if I could. He tugged on the dirty lace curtain that covered his window severing my view.

I turned my attention back to the cylinder. A white, rectangular strip of paper had appeared and a feathered quill with a razor-sharp nib. The feathers were each a different color to represent each of the beings and we were told everyone had to go through the same process, werewolves and mermaids alike. But in reality, who knew? Like any sham democracy, free thinkers and rebels were promptly executed. Or sometimes they found themselves publicly winning the lottery. What a convenient coincidence for the governments.

Every time the lottery was called, we voted the same. We had discussed it openly as a family and to try and remove some of the hurt and anxiety, especially for Drew, my stepfather told us to vote for him. He was the eldest, the strongest and would have the best, albeit still hopeless, chance of surviving. 

It was easier for me, not being his biological child, but still, through the progression of the years and writing a death sentence on a scrap of paper—hoping it would never come true—was probably irrevocably taking its toll somewhere on my soul. I would probably end up materializing as a poltergeist, destined never to enjoy any part of the eternal hell that would be coming to me. 

My mother, if she were turned into a ghost, would probably be an alms spirit. She did try her best to keep us afloat after the death of my real father and then to bring this blended family together. The only exception was a rather frantic six months after my father’s death where I was left to pretty much fend for myself whilst she gallivanted off around the county looking for another partner. Obviously, I love her dearly, but she is a woman who is unable to be by herself. She needs a stronger presence around her, be it man, woman, or other entity. 

And I was not enough.

Grasping the quill, I scratched my stepfather’s name on the blank paper. It came out in blood-red ink, glowed briefly and then was sucked up the cylinder with another melodic chime. My tongue scratched around in my mouth—it was bone dry. Guilt compressed me, like a boulder on my chest, restricting me from taking proper breaths. I was doing what I was told, what we had all decided to do, but I still felt spineless. 

My body slumped as I dragged myself back to the silent table. The five of us squeezed around it, cold shoulders touching, making the tiny kitchen feel like a shoebox. The walls slunk closer with every strained breath. Not here, not now. I had to breathe through the rising panic.

My heart raced as the claustrophobia tried to fight its way out.

Five minutes before the lottery. 

Drew gripped my hand in his, he was ice cold to my red-hot sweating palm. His body shook as the panic overwhelmed his fragile being. I squeezed back, trying to calm him the only way I knew how, by being there for him. Becky limply took my other hand. The minimum amount of contact possible between her cinnamon scented moisturizer and ebony fingernails with my own hand was fine by me. 

“Let us offer thanks as a family,” my mother began quietly. Her voice was strong, her words clear, unflappable, as always. “For those who have valiantly tried and failed in the many years past and for those that are destined to fight and die for us tomorrow, so that we may all live in unity. All entities together in a peaceful world. Until death do us part.”

“Until death do us part,” we chanted after her.

Thirty seconds until the lottery. 

The ancient cuckoo clock on the wall chimed 6:00. The flaking yellow door swung open and a small peasant with an axe squeaked out on rusted hinges. The blade raised in the air and then jerked down with a thud into a notched piece of gnarled firewood. He labored away, swinging the axe in an irritatingly regular rhythm. The sixth axe stroke was replaced by a booming thump on the front door. 

My blood ran cold.
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None of us moved. 

The clock groaned and squeaked as the peasant was dragged back inside the mechanism, the small door slamming shut behind. Drew’s hand was still clamped onto mine, a tingling starting in my fingers as the circulation was severed. My other hand was becoming damp and oily in Becky’s manicured one. I would never get the scent out now, but she hadn’t let go. 

Another boom filled the room. This time it was not to be ignored. My stepfather kissed my mother’s hand and raised himself slowly out of his chair. Another surge of respect for him washed over me. He walked confidently and without any hesitation. Surely, he knew what fate awaited him on the other side of the closed door?

A metallic grating fired into the house as the bolt was drawn back and the door opened. A huge, shiny black camera hovered in the doorway like the bulbous eye of a black widow spider, complete with a small red light blinking in the top corner. Next to it was a squirrel of a man. He had a serious, somber face and his black eyes darted around the room, analyzing everything. A pristine lab coat fell past his knees. His small hands nervously clutched a clipboard, the paper of which he kept smoothing obsessively.

“This is Dr MacAsher, announcing the volunteer from Grafton county, subsection 10.” 

His nasal voice was official, monotone and lacking any empathy. He collected himself, still repetitively smoothing the paper in his delicate hands and affected what he probably considered a more sympathetic tone, speaking slower and quieter. This time he addressed my stepfather in the doorway, eyes unable to focus on one target for any length of time. 

“The government has high hopes this year for the success of the human race and the forging of peace between all the beings. Of course, without our volunteer subjects such a feat could never be possible.” 

The scientist paused, black eyes quickly checking the piece of paper in front of him, making sure he’d delivered the correct line. A flash of sympathy toward him dragged my gaze to the table.

“Ahem,” he cleared his throat, the sound small and pathetic, “the nominee from the Smith family is...”

We were all still glued to our chairs, hands fastened in solidarity or in a desperate attempt at comfort, to ease the crippling guilt that smothered us. My sympathy for the scientist evaporated. The stoic figure of my stepfather stood patiently, hand on the doorknob, as if ready to slam it in the squirrel’s face. 

I wish he would.

The scientist stroked the paper one last time with a trembling finger. Yellowed teeth emerged from behind thin, dark lips as he bit down on flesh.

“Mable.”

My stomach churned violently. Acidic bile carved its way up my throat. I stared at my mother. How could that be? She hadn’t moved. Her face was expressionless, eyes locked with my stepfather who remained standing motionless by the door. I couldn’t lose her as well.

“Oh, my.” The scientist let out a small whimper. “Sorry for the confusion, folks.” He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a pair of thick rimmed glasses. He slid them on, black eyes suddenly magnified as he squinted back at the paper. “Mable Anna Smith. Seems you have the same first name.”

I didn’t process. I couldn’t process. There was a ringing in my ears, a stabbing pain in my chest. Becky dropped my hand and it slid limply onto the table, my nails sinking deep into the familiar notches. The room shrank again. The ceiling fan pressed down from above, the smell of roasted chestnuts now suffocating. 

From far away the voice resumed its methodical commentary to the camera. “Volunteer subject human girl G10, goes by her middle name of Anna. Five feet two, one hundred and twenty pounds, seventeen years of age. No known associations with any other beings, no ties to any governments. Will be randomly assigned to a team once processed.”

The red light in the camera died. The scientist ducked his head and scuttled backward out of view. The same two guards from the checkpoint loomed in the doorway. 

They used to televise the whole experiment, from revelation to death. But too many humans decided not to play along. Too many times the annihilators had been used and rather than have the desired effect of acting like a deterrent, they did the opposite. A quick, easy end rather than the prolonged terror that was coming. A large part of me did not blame them either. But the government decided instead to record live only for the experiment scientists and broadcast a carefully edited montage to the rest of the population. Somehow all the ‘volunteers’ seemed to make it to the start after that.

The taller guard stood back with hands hooked into his belt and a satisfied smirk stretched across his face. The other slowly licked his lips as saliva drooled from his mouth. He sucked it back in and grinned at me. 

My leg bounced against the table leg, and I forced my clammy hand down onto my thigh to stop the movement. Demi-beings fed off fear.

I wasn’t seen as a threat. A small, young woman, frozen in terror, still clutching her little brother’s hand. The grinning guard came forward. The heavy tread of his metal-toed boots echoed through the room, the tired linoleum floor offering no resistance to his path. A rough, haired hand grabbed my upper arm. The coarseness burned my skin through my long-sleeved sweater. Drew’s hand was forced from mine, releasing a torrent of tears which slid down his face as he silently choked back sobs. 

My feet were moving. The fresh spring air was getting closer as I left the dank kitchen behind. Not a word was uttered. No goodbye, no futile words of encouragement or of hope. I would never return to this house, to the county, to the human section. Everyone knew it.

A small boxcar with blackened windows waited at the entrance to the tunnels just outside our house. I tried to avoid traveling by underground as much as possible. It was like traveling in a coffin with a hundred feet of dirt and stones precariously balanced on top of you, just asking to fail and bury you alive. The small light inside the boxcar made things worse. Then there was no pretending just how tight a space you were forced into.

The taller guard opened the door and pointed inside with a nod of his head. An air of disappointment surrounded him. One hand still rested hopefully on the weapon by his side, his brown eyes scrutinizing my every breath looking for the smallest act of defiance. 

The guard gripping my arm hovered over me. Fresh saliva trickled out of his open mouth and dripped onto my shoulder. I wrenched out of his grasp and stepped inside the boxcar slamming the door shut behind me.

I pressed myself as deeply into the corner as I could, putting my hands flat on the wall and sliding down to the floor. The rumbling and creaking vibrated through my bones as the boxcar lowered through the thick concrete roof. The wind rushed past my face and my stomach soared into my mouth as I plunged into the depths of the underground. I kept my hands firmly planted on the trembling walls and eyes tightly shut. 

The reason I was petrified of small spaces was solely down to one of my father’s many experiments. He had shut me in a wooden box one day. Literally nailed it shut. Every hammer blow became duller and duller as the light faded and the darkness torqued around me. The air had stagnated, frozen in horror like I was at the forced captivity.

He never told me the purpose it was supposed to serve. Only that it had failed. I had failed. Then it was my mother who cleaned the blood from my torn fingers, buffed nails that had been scratched to jagged points and fed me honeyed water for the trench-like furrows carved into my throat by my unanswered screams. It was one of the few days when she showed any maternal instinct toward me, and I had gravitated toward her instead of my father.

My lasting impression of my father and my favorite way to describe him to people is ‘odd’. There are other adjectives I could use like experimental, eccentric, open, fair. But odd will always be my fallback description. I could describe my parents’ marriage in the same way. It was never happy, but neither did it seem like a match of pure convenience. My mother, I was sure, secretly hated him, but over time I began to think maybe the emotion was fear instead. After all, she was there the day he nailed me into that box and hadn’t done anything to stop it. 

By contrast, she is a lot brighter now and I, by equal measure, am a lot duller. Every day I wished I could step back in time and hit pause. Watch the movie of our lives jerk to a stop, when there were just the three of us. Then throw away the remote and exist in that eternal freeze-frame.

The radio crackled to life. I listened to the uninvited prattle, trying to distract myself from my swirling thoughts.

Welcome, human research subject G10. You will shortly be transported to the start of the experiment where you will join your teammates...

The vibrations slowed and my stomach settled as I reached the deepest part. Now began the labyrinth of twists and turns. A roller coaster in the pitch black, squeezing through tightly packed tunnels like a rat in a maze. 

What had happened? Had there been a mistake? I should have received no votes. My stepfather, per the agreement, would vote for my mother, as you couldn’t elect yourself. When had the plan changed? She had cooked the chestnuts after all, the signal we used as a family for every lottery. 

How many years had someone been voting for me? 

The bile rose again in my throat. I swallowed it down, relishing the burn. At least it was a distraction to the tornado of thoughts rocketing around in my head.

You will need to work together to overcome a series of challenges designed to test the ability of our species to work together, even in the most difficult of...

My father had done this exact same journey ten years ago. Math had never been my strong suit, but even I knew the odds of both of us being selected were infinitesimal. I had always harbored a sense of injustice at his being taken from me. Directed it toward the government, toward my teachers and then toward my mother.

There was a screech of brakes and my fingernails scrabbled for purchase on the walls, splinters of wood digging deeply into my skin. Squeezing pressure filled my ears, my eye sockets, my head. I gritted my teeth and pushed back against the unrelenting walls harder. The breath was sucked out of me as the boxcar catapulted back up toward the earth.

We are confident that this year will be a success. The surviving team providing the missing link our scientists need to...

The outer motion of the boxcar jerked to a stop, but my head still spun. I threw my hands over my face as a scorching ray of sunlight lasered directly into my retinas, the streaks tattooed onto my eyelids. Slowly I blinked my eyes open, squinting into the bright square of light coming from the open door. Pushing up from the walls, I straightened my stiff legs and wobbled out onto the platform. 

This was not a usual platform junction as there were no signposts, and it was completely deserted. The door of the boxcar slammed shut behind me and the metallic screeching resumed as it was lowered back down into the tunnels. I let out my breath and spread my hands wide, stretching into the air. I felt so much lighter and more stable, now I was free again. Back above ground where humans belonged.

The junction was in the middle of a deserted field of poppies. The small flowers waved slowly in the light spring breeze, a delicious floral scent washing over me. Ironically the poppy was previously seen as the symbol of unity between the beings, but now it served as a trigger. A reminder of the suspicions and war and deaths that occurred before the separation. 

The comforting sounds of silence crept around, stilling the whirring of my mind and relaxing my tense muscles. I plucked one of the flowers from the dry ground, inhaling its perfume. The scent changed as the breeze increased in intensity, now gusting and pushing around me. The harsh, toxic odor of kerosine filled my nostrils, burning out the calming floral notes. Tucking the poppy into my jeans pocket, I covered my ears as the roar of an engine replaced the tranquility. A huge cargo plane descended onto the field, annihilating the innocent flowers in its path. 

The instant it stopped, a burly woman jumped out of the front door and marched toward me. She was carrying a small crimson burlap sack, a chunky annihilator and a look of disgust. Her thin mouth was pursed together, giving it the appearance of a duck bill. She placed a skin-colored strip of fabric over the bridge of her nose as she neared me.

“Human subject G10?” Her voice was nasal and shrill.

I nodded at her. She opened the bag and using only her fingertips threw a pair of red gloves at me. I put them on, and my hands snapped together with a sharp click. I wriggled my fingers inside the coarse fabric and tried to pull my hands apart, but they were bound tight.

“You are the last collection. Next stop, the start.” 

“How wonderfully informative,” I muttered.

A tutting sound escaped the duck bill and she reached into the bag again, lurid green fingernails holding the edges of a matching red hood. She took a deep breath and then stepped close to me, flinging the hood over my head. The coarse fabric instantly melted into my face, smothering me. My heart raced as I tried to breathe in, just sucking airless fabric into my mouth instead of oxygen. But quick as it came, the fabric melted away from my nose and mouth. Gasping in the kerosine-tainted air gratefully, I just stood there, unable to see anything except for a sheet of crimson. 

“Follow me, volunteer.” When I didn’t move, the nasal voice added sarcastically, “Just walk straight.”

I stumbled blindly forward, trying to pick my feet up high to avoid the remaining flowers. My foot caught on a raised ledge, and I hit the ground hard, unable to break my fall, bound hands crushed uselessly under my body. A trickle of blood seeped from my nose and spilled into my mouth. The last thing I wanted was to be bleeding when thrown to the mercy of my teammates. That was the fastest way to end up dead. 

The scent of fuel was stronger now and mixed with the smell of sweat and fear. I pushed up as best as I could and carefully crept up the ramp to the plane, a hollow echo following. The stale, warm air pressed in around me as I entered what was presumably the hold and fumbled my way along a wall, searching for the familiar comfort of a corner. 

The deafening roar of the engines receded as we took to the sky, and I was left acutely aware of the others. 
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A muffled sound of tears came from my left, the choking sound filtered through a coarse barrier. To my right came a moan, broken only by sniffles and a wet cough. I pressed deeper into the cold metal wall, wishing I was able to cover my ears and stop their emotions penetrating deep into my soul.

“No mermaids this year, such a shame.” A drooling voice began, ignoring the sobbing echoing across the large space. “I was hoping to make a bit of a splash, wet my whistle, as they say.” 

He gave a disgusting chuckle, and I pulled my knees in closer, hugging my bound hands around them.

“I’m surprised they were given the pass.” This speaker was a woman. She had a motherly voice, soothing and calming. I bet she was a schoolteacher, a classroom full of eager, hopeful faces cheering her on, oblivious to the futility of her task. They were probably making a collage of messy drawings, stick figures hugging zombies and taking tea with angels. Giving false hope to the young who didn’t know any better.

She continued, “The last one did nothing except toss his long, shiny hair in the sun and pout into the camera. Should have been annihilated right from the beginning if you ask me.”

Maybe not a schoolteacher after all. She was right, though. Every year one of the beings was awarded the honor of the title ‘Vessel of Unity’. Even if their team all perished and there were no overall winners, which happened frequently, they would be plucked out of the zones before they could be killed and given a free pass. Usually, the only way to escape and return home would be to win. But this strategy was devised as an extra incentive to stop the beings of the same team from killing each other immediately once the human was killed. Then the Vessel of Unity—and yes, it is a ridiculously stupid name, invented by an elf, of course—meant that the entire species was then exempt from the next lottery. 

Humans had never yet won.

A third voice joined in the conversation, loud and authoritative. “There wasn’t much of a gap between these two lotteries, barely two years. They must not have gleaned any meaningful data from the last experiment. I heard they were increasing the number of teams this year to try and force a winner through sheer numbers.”

My arms flew into the air as the plane dropped suddenly, unable to reach out and stop the momentum. Wedged into the corner I was more stable than some of the others and heard the thuds of bodies rolling around on the metal floor. The engine roared back to life again, the vibrations reverberating through my whole body, chattering the teeth in my skull. 

The plane leveled out, returning the stilted conversations with it.

The loud voice resumed, “I was first in, being from county A and we’ve made nine stops since
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