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I lowered my gun, away from the back of the pilot’s head. The helicopter thundered toward the strip of blue light in the distance. The rotary blades overhead were deafening. The side door was open. A cold wind blew in, ruffling Joe’s fringe back from his brow as he lay, eyes closed and head in my lap. Richard sat beside me, staring ahead. He didn’t look down at Joe. But I did. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I pulled Joe tight, fearing that if I didn’t, I might just lose him again. It had been a year since I’d last seen him. That single snapshot glimpse of him as he’d looked back through the gap in the prison gate at me before setting off across Ungland in search of the rendezvous point and the promised island. Julie Long had told me that Joe was dead, killed by a pack of Scorchers. But it was she who was now dead, and Joe was alive and in my arms. 

He looked beat-up, older somehow, not the twenty-year-old who had left the prison. His dark, curly hair was a matted mess, and his prison uniform was tattered, filthy, and torn. I gently brushed my fingertips around the curve of his jaw, the unkempt beard feeling rough. I didn’t care how much older he looked; I was just happy to be holding him in my arms again – to know that he was alive and had survived his journey across Ungland on his stilts. But how had he survived? Had he found a place to hide like Julie Long had? Why hadn’t he come back to the Razor like he’d promised me he would?

The helicopter lurched right as it swept over the sea below. The waves were black and thick. I looked over the pilot’s shoulder. That strip of light was growing closer. Was the sky over the island really blue like the letter that was dropped over the prison walls once a year claimed it to be? Would I really find paradise on the island? White endless beaches? Blue seas and finally my freedom? 

I glanced sideways at Richard. He continued to look front. His face, a mask of concentration. I suspected he wasn’t thinking about what might lie ahead but more about what we had left behind – that moment on the jagged edge of rock where he had said he was in love with me. The moment Richard had explained the real reason he had escaped the Razor. He had told me that his love for me was more than that of just a friend – it went deeper than that. It was the reason he had come after me – the reason he had saved me. Why had he chosen that moment to confess? Had he believed that Joe was dead? Would he have still kissed me if he had believed anything different? But Joe wasn’t dead, and deep inside I’d always known that. I’d had to believe that. It was that belief which had made me enter the stilts race. It was knowing that Joe was still alive that made me crawl from my knees every time I’d fallen from my stilts. It was wanting to be with Joe again that had made all those cuts and bruises worth the pain. But I hadn’t won the race. The true winner had been Chrissie Hucks. It had been her and Beau Harris who’d been the real winners. I’d won my right to leave the prison and travel across Ungland in search of the helicopter by default. I had staked Chrissie Hucks through the thigh with a sharpened broom handle. And it was because she was confined to her bed in the hospital wing that I’d managed to persuade Governor Banks to let me leave the Razor with Beau. He hadn’t wanted me to leave. Banks had wanted me to stay, but I’d promised I would return to the prison and bring help and...

“What are you thinking about?” 

I looked up. Richard was watching me. “Huh?” 

“You look lost in thought,” he said. 

Was he hoping that I was thinking about him? About that moment we shared? That kiss? 

I pulled Joe tighter to me as I pushed thoughts of that kiss from my mind. Did I feel guilty? Did I not want to remember how nice it had felt? But it had just been a kiss – nothing more. Richard was my friend and could never be anything more. 

“I was thinking about Beau – Julie,” I said. It was a half-truth. 

“If you’re feeling guilty ‘cos the Scorchers got them, I wouldn’t bother,” he said, breaking my stare, looking front again. “They would have happily watched you die to get a seat on this thing. They stole your stilts, remember? They left you for dead. If it hadn’t been for me showing up, you would...”

“I know I owe you my life, Richard,” I said, feeling a sudden stab of guilt as I held Joe to me. “But...”

“You don’t owe me anything,” Richard said, stealing a glance down at Joe, then away again. “You know the reasons I came after you. That was my decision. I’m glad you found Joe again.” 

“Really?” I asked, hoping that could be true. I didn’t want to lose Richard as my friend. I’d discovered that true friendship was hard to find in the new world I’d discovered on the other side of the prison walls.

“Really,” he smiled, looking at me. 

I met his stare, and in it I could see him leaning slowly in, taking my hands in his and softly kissing me. Could he see the same? I looked front again. We both did. 

That strip of blue was bigger now and it seemed to flash on and off like a faulty light bulb. With my heart leaping into my throat, I realised that it wasn’t a clear strip of blue sky like we’d been promised, but a lightning storm. The sky lit up blue again, streaks of light sparking from a dark bank of black cloud that scudded across the sky in the distance. Shifting Joe in my lap, I leant to my right, nosing out of the open door. With my blonde hair being yanked back from my brow in the wind, I saw the island ahead. It didn’t look anything like the picture postcard image I had conjured in my head. It looked like something only my nightmares could create. 
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The island looked like a large, black mass floating in an even darker sea. There were beaches, but they weren’t white, but a dull grey. The sea broke against jagged splinters of rock that jutted upwards like giant fingers clenched into fists. As we grew closer still, I could see that vast swathes of the island were covered in trees. The green leaves that covered them were the only splash of colour I could see on the bleak horizon. The helicopter shuddered and rattled all around us as it dropped altitude and the pilot headed toward the island. Rain began to pelt against the glass of the cockpit and lash against the side of the helicopter. It sprayed inside, covering my face with icy droplets. 

Gripping the gun in my fist and knowing that I had only one bullet left, I aimed it at the back of the pilot’s head again. 

“What is this?” I asked the pilot, shooting a quick sideways glance at Richard. He looked just as disturbed as I felt. “This doesn’t look like the island described in that letter...”

“It’s just the storm,” the pilot said from behind his mask, which made him sound mildly asthmatic. “The island looks completely different on a sunny day.”

I glanced up at the near black sky. From behind the thick banks of cloud, I could see that purple light that now replaced darkness since the storm had come five years ago and changed everything forever. This island sat beneath a sky no different to the red and purple sky I had lived beneath for the last five years. 

With a growing sense of fear, and suspecting that we had been deceived, I pressed the barrel of the gun into the back of the pilot’s neck. “Turn back,” I said. 

“We can’t... the storm...” he started. 

“Screw the storm, turn this thing around,” Richard demanded, leaning forward in his seat.

“We won’t make it back,” the pilot wheezed from behind his mask. “The fuel...”

With Governor Banks warning that the island might not be what we believed it to be ringing in my ears, I pressed the barrel of the gun tighter against the pilot’s neck. “Go back!” I shouted over the roar of the rotary blades and howling wind.

“You’re not going to shoot me,” the pilot said. 

“Don’t count on it,” I hissed, Joe beginning to stir in my lap.

“If I die, we all die,” the pilot breathed into his mask. “You’re just going to have to trust me.”

“Trust you?” Richard said. “We don’t even know you. We haven’t even seen your face...”

Reaching up with one hand, the pilot leant forward and removed the mask. With a flick of long, black hair, the pilot glanced back at us. 

“Oh, wow,” Richard breathed, staring agog into the face of the beautiful young woman who had been hidden behind the mask. I glanced at Richard as he sat open-mouthed. The woman was at least five or six years older than Richard and I. She wore no make-up. She really didn’t need to. Her skin was pale and smooth like marble, her lips full and red. I wanted to tell Richard to wind his tongue back in, but I couldn’t be sure if it was her pretty face that had caused him to the look the way he did, or the sheer surprise at discovering the pilot was a young woman and not the man we had suspected her to be.  

“My name is Diana,” she said. “I mean you no harm. No one on the island does. Now if you would kindly remove that gun from the back of my head, I can land this thing before the storm takes us.”  

“I think perhaps you should do as she says,” Richard said, still wide-eyed. 

“You’ve certainly changed your tune,” I scowled. 

“She looks harmless enough.” Richard shrugged back at me. 

“She looks hot you mean,” I said, lowering the gun. 

“Jealous?” Richard grinned. 

“Dream on,” I said, looking back out of the open door fixed into the side of the helicopter. 

We were dropping fast now, and the machine rattled so violently I feared that it might just fall to pieces in the wind that battered the sides of it. Joe lifted his head from my lap as if coming awake from a deep sleep. He looked up bleary-eyed at me. 

“Where are we?” he asked. 

“The island,” I said, glancing back out of the open door. To my surprise, I could see the roof of a building poking up out of a cluster of trees. The top of the building was flat, and at its centre a giant letter ‘H’ had been painted. The helicopter lurched left and right as it headed down toward it. As we dropped out of the sky, I peered through the rain and down at the building. It was grey in colour and had at least four floors. The windows of the first three floors appeared to have been boarded over with sheets of corrugated iron. With the roof and its giant ‘H’ no more than fifty feet below us now, I could see that a fence circled the building. 

The helicopter rocked left and right, and I gripped a nearby handrail for fear of toppling out. Leaves from nearby trees blew up into the air like giant green and brown pieces of confetti. As we dropped lower, dust spiralled up from the ground. Some of it stuck to the rain-soaked windows of the helicopter, and I could see that it wasn’t dust at all, but ash. It swirled around us like snow. 

“Who are they?” I heard Joe ask as he pulled himself up into a sitting position and looked down. 

“Who?” I asked, placing one hand above my eyes to shelter them from the blowing ash and leaves.  

“Them!” Joe said, pointing down toward the ground and the fence that surrounded the building. 

With Richard up out of his seat now and leaning over my shoulder, the three of us stared down at the mass of bald-looking humans that stood looking up at the helicopter. Each of them, had their arms outstretched on either side. They were motionless. If it hadn’t had been for their bright red burning eyes and opening and closing mouths, I would have believed them to be nothing more than a gathering of scarecrows. 
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“What are they?” Richard asked Diana, as the helicopter touched down on the roof. Reaching up, she flipped a series of switches protruding from the dashboard before her. The blades started to wind down, and as they did, the sounds of the screaming humans grew ever louder. 

Ignoring Richard’s question, Diana climbed from the cockpit, jumping down onto the roof of the building. Her long, black hair snaked out from behind her in thick drifts as the wind took hold of it. She wore a figure-hugging all-in-one black flight suit. I glanced at Richard, his eyes eyeballing her tight little arse. He looked like a kid in a candy store. 

“Put your tongue away,” I said. “You’re embarrassing us.”

“Huh?” Richard said, glancing at me.

“Never mind,” I said with a shake of my head, the gun still gripped tight in my fist. 

Diana turned, and seeing us still huddled in the helicopter, she waved us forward with her hand and said, “Come on, let’s get inside before we all get soaked.”

“Where are we?” I asked. “What is this place?”

“A research facility,” she said. 

“Research into what?” Richard called after her as she turned and headed for a trap door built into the flat roof. 

“Come on,” she urged us, lifting the hatch. “It’s raining.”

“The rain is the last of my worries,” Richard whispered at me over the noise of those tortured sounding people. 

I dropped from the side of the helicopter, my prison issue boots sending up a spray of dirty water from the nearest puddle. Rain lashed against my face, soaking my prison uniform and hair. I looked back and saw Joe crouched in the open doorway of the helicopter. It was as I looked at him in the sudden flashes of lightning that I realised how gaunt and pale he looked. 

“Are you okay?” I asked, taking him by the arm and helping him down onto the roof. 

“Just a bit battered and bruised,” he grimaced. “And starving bloody hungry.” 

Richard dropped down beside us, the tails of his long, black coat flapping about his knees. He looked down at the gun I still held in my hand. “How many rounds you got left?” 

“Just the one bullet,” I said. “Besides, I thought you trusted our new friend.”

“I’ve learnt not to trust anyone,” Richard said, looping his arm around Joe’s shoulder and helping him forward. “Especially not pretty girls,” he added, glancing at me. 

I stifled the urge to ask him exactly what he meant by that. Was he mad that Joe had survived after all? He didn’t seem to be, I thought, watching him help Joe toward the hatch. With the gun held at my side, I made my way after them. 

“Climb down,” Diana said, bent forward over the open hatch. 

I peered down into the darkness, then back at her. “You first,” I said, with a flick of the gun in her direction. 

She looked at it, then back at me. “You have no need for that gun. Not here. Not on the island. It really won’t do you any good.”

“We’ll see,” I said, matching her stare. 

Slowly, Diana climbed down into the darkness. Once she had disappeared, I looked at my friends and said, “We stay tight – keep together...”

“Hurry,” Diana suddenly called from below. 

Tucking my gun into the waistband of my trousers, I climbed into the hatch. There was a ladder fixed to the wall. Looking over my shoulder, I could see that Diana stood in a dimly lit passageway. She looked up at me. “Do you need a hand?” Diana called out. 

“No thanks,” I said, climbing downwards, one handed just in case I needed to reach for the gun Governor Banks had given to me. I dropped down, the sound of my boots hitting the floor, echoing along the passageway I now found myself in. A series of light bulbs ran intermittently along the ceiling. They glowed weakly, fading and glowing bright again, like a faint heartbeat. The sound of the wind, lightning, and cries of those people faded now, replaced with a dull hum that sounded like a generator struggling to stay working in the distance.

Looking up, I watched Joe swing his legs over the side of the hatch and step onto the ladder. Richard had hold of one arm, as if lowering him down. 

“Okay?” I heard Richard ask him. 

“Okay,” Joe said, beginning his descent down the shaft.

Once he was halfway down, Richard joined him on the ladder, pulling the hatch closed tight over his head. I watched Diana from the corner of my eye as Joe and Richard climbed down into the corridor. With the hatch closed above us, I couldn’t help but feel suddenly entombed somehow. Seeing the hatch close was like saying goodbye to any escape we might have. I brushed my finger over the trigger of the gun as it rested in my waistband.  

Joe stepped off the bottom rung, followed by Richard. 

“All good?” Diana smiled. 

Despite my fears, she did seem very nice. Perhaps too nice? Did Joe sense it too? Did he feel just as uneasy as I did? For so long I had come to rely on his instincts and judgements. It had been his idea to use stilts to scavenge for supplies on the other side of the prison walls. But he had been gone a whole year, and during that time I had learnt to listen to my own instincts. I had learnt to survive on my own. Despite the way Richard appeared to be drooling over Diana, I wondered if Richard felt that disquiet inside him too. Like me and Joe, Richard was a survivor, too. He had made the journey across Ungland just like I had. He had survived being ambushed by the Scorchers and their acid-like touch. All of us had survived that place to get
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