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      “Jeez!” Drake wrapped his arms around himself and clung on.

      “What’s up?”

      “It’s the middle of winter. Are you not cold?” More open space than he’d ever seen in his life, the wastelands stretched away to the horizon as an expanse of boggy ground with scruffy tufts of coarse grass poking up in patches. His jaw ached from where he held it in a tight clench. “The wind out here’s unbearable.”

      Marcie shrugged. “You get used to it.”

      How did she not feel it? Who was this girl? Had Drake made a mistake in choosing her as his travel partner? They were about to cross the wastelands together, and he knew nothing about her. A teenager, she stood about five and a half feet tall. Tanned skin and the physique of an athlete, she held herself with an ease well beyond her years. Someone who could look after herself, she wore her confidence as an open invitation. Take her on if you dare, but be prepared to lose. She looked upon the world through blue reflective glasses despite the grey sky obscuring the sun, turning their barren surroundings gloomy. A flight case in her right hand, his attention fell to it, and she turned away, shielding it with her body.

      Drake stared at his reflection in Marcie’s glasses. Her hidden eyes added to her mystique. “I have to get to Scala City because I believe my daughters are there.”

      Marcie remained fixed on him and shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

      “I think they’ve been taken as sla—” The word caught in his throat. He coughed to clear it and tried again. “Slaves.”

      “And you know where they are?”

      “Not exactly, no.” They were still only metres from Prime City’s entrance, and the cries and shouts of celebration rode the winds. No more Black Hole. You no longer needed a visa to move through the city. “So”—Drake turned his palms to the cloudy sky—“what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Evasive much?”

      “Vague much? What do you want to know?”

      “What’s your deal?”

      “You want my entire life story. Here? Now?”

      “No.” Drake looked at the case again, which Marcie pulled away for a second time. “Why are you going to Scala City?”

      “The Blind Spot.”

      “Huh?”

      “I’m going to the Blind Spot. It’s where I’m from. It’s within the same walls as Scala City, but it’s nothing like Scala City. You’ll see when you get there. Scala City has a lot more rules. It’s a much more stratified society. Everyone has their place. The Blind Spot is much freer. It’s called the Blind Spot because it has no surveillance. No big brother breathing down your neck.”

      “A bit like the Black Hole and Prime City.”

      Another loud cheer behind. Marcie sneered. “The Blind Spot is nothing like the Black Hole. They treat their residents with respect rather than using them for profit.”

      “So who runs the place, then?”

      “Wrench.”

      “So someone makes the rules and imposes the law?”

      A tilt of her head to one side, Marcie said, “He’s a fair leader.”

      “Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

      Marcie’s lips tightened.

      An even deeper chill snaked through Drake. “Well, that fell flat. But I suppose it’s irrelevant how great the Blind Spot is. If I’m to find my daughters, I need to get into Scala City.”

      “All we have to do now,” Marcie said, “is work out how to get there.”

      “You don’t know the way?”

      “Do you?”

      “But I thought it’s where you came from? Are you saying you don’t know your own way home?”

      “Look at this place.” Marcie swept her arm out in front of her. “Miles and miles of wastelands. It all looks the same. I’ve only left the Blind Spot once. And finding Prime City is hardly a challenge. I mean—” she turned around to face the city they’d both just left “—look at it.”

      The back of Drake’s neck hurt to follow the multicoloured glow into the sky. It shone like a beacon that could be seen from outer space.

      “Prime City’s easy to find. If only it were the same for Scala City.”

      “So we’re screwed?”

      “Lost. Not screwed.” Marcie pointed off across the wastelands. “I know we go that way.”

      “Helpful.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Drake jumped and turned to the figure approaching them. They wore a thick coat with a fur-lined hood. By comparison, he stood pathetically underdressed. He shivered again.

      Marcie’s left hand balled into a fist, and her right hand tightened on the handle of her flight case.

      “I couldn’t help overhearing your dilemma,” the person said. Close to six feet tall, they wore their long coat like a sleeping bag.

      This time, Drake followed Marcie’s lead. They waited for the person to speak again.

      “You’re lost, right?” The person finally pulled back their hood. Their skin much darker than Drake’s, they had high cheekbones, narrowed eyes, and their hair tied in braids, which they’d pinned to their head. They were in their early twenties.

      “I know my way around the wastelands.”

      “Why’s that?” Marcie said. “You one of the militia?”

      They nodded. Their already narrowed eyes narrowed further. “I was, yes.”

      “You were?”

      “I was.”

      “So what happened?” Marcie said.

      The fur around the edge of the person’s hood danced in the wind. “From your hostility—”

      “Not hostility,” Marcie said.

      She seemed pretty fucking hostile to Drake.

      The person dipped a nod. “From your caution …”

      Marcie tilted her head to one side.

      “I assume you’ve crossed the wastelands before?”

      “And I’ve learned not to trust anyone.”

      “That’s wise.”

      “So.” Drake’s dry throat delivered his word as a croak. He cleared it. “So why should we trust you?”

      The person in the thick coat laid a hand against their chest. “I can only tell you my story. Whether you trust me or not is up to you.”

      “Go on then,” Marcie said.

      “I used to be part of a farming community, or militia as they’re often called, but I got away. You’ve run into them, so you know what they’re like and why someone would want to flee. I was born in the community and raised as one of them.” Their eyes glazed as they looked into the distance. “It wasn’t an easy life, and as I got older, I saw what lay in store for me.” They sneered and shook their head. “And I didn’t want it. Initiations, beatings, reminders of who was in charge. I ran away, and I’ve been in the wastelands ever since.”

      “So … what …” Marcie said, “you’re some kind of guide across this hellish landscape? Will you be hawking souvenirs at the end?”

      “I’m hoping you can do something for me at the end. Or at least try. I’ve aided several people, and each have done their best to help, but none have managed it yet. Which is why I only want a promise that you’ll do your best.”

      “What do you want?” Drake said.

      “To live in a city. Any city. I hate it out here, and it’s only a matter of time before someone from my old community finds me and makes me pay for leaving.”

      Unlike Drake, the stranger maintained eye contact with Marcie for the entire time. They stared at their own reflection in her mirrored lenses. Yet Marcie still positioned herself so she shielded her flight case, putting her body between it and the stranger.

      “I’m Angel, by the way.”

      Marcie looked at Angel’s offered hand. “As in guardian?”

      One side of Angel’s mouth lifted in a smirk. “If you like.”

      “I’m not sure I do.”

      Drake shoved Marcie aside and shook Angel’s hand. “I’m Drake, and this is Marcie. I would say she warms up as you get to know her, but I’ve only just met her.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Angel said. “So will you try to help me?”

      “Can you give us a minute?” Drake said.

      Angel stepped back.

      “What do you think?”

      Marcie shook her head. “I don’t trust them.”

      “I think that’s healthy. But what if they know the way? It’s better than what we have right now.”

      “We can find the way.”

      Drake stared out across the vast expanse. When he returned his attention to Marcie, he folded his arms across his chest and raised his eyebrows.

      “I don’t trust them.”

      “I’m not sure that’s enough for me.”

      They looked at one another for several seconds before Drake turned towards Angel and thrust his hand in their direction. “I’m coming with you. I’ll do all I can to get you into the city.”

      “That’s it?” Marcie said.

      “I need to get to Scala City. The sooner the better. Angel seems like the best chance I have of making that happen. More than anything, I need to find my daughters.” Even as Drake said it, the ball of anxiety in his gut grew claws. But what choice did he have? No one promised him this would be easy. And he had to make the choices that took him closer to his girls.
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      Every one of Marcie’s steps sank into the damp and boggy ground, but her legs adjusted to give her that little extra tug against the cloying pull. Judging by Drake’s panting and wheezing, they saved her a lot of discomfort.

      They’d been going for a few hours and were currently descending a steep and slippery hill, the glow of Prime City behind them. Angel had walked about twenty metres ahead for most of that time. Maybe they wanted to show they meant Marcie and Drake no harm in the best way they could. Or maybe they were trying to get them to lower their guard.

      While the contours changed, the landscape had remained broadly the same, muddy and covered in scatterings of grass. Although Marcie would take monotony over militia all day long. She and the Eye had been lucky to survive what they went through. Would she be so lucky a second time? Especially with Drake at her side.

      The grey skies muted the sun’s glow, but enough light came down to catch the sweating sheen on Drake’s bald head.

      The wind slammed into them. Drake and Angel stumbled several times. After his most recent tilt, Drake cocked an eyebrow at Marcie. How did she not get affected by the wind? He didn’t need to know. Cards were always best kept close to her chest. Or tight in her grip. He didn’t need to know about Sal’s lungs, either. Neither of them did.

      “If we’re going to continue this journey together,” Marcie said, “I’d appreciate it if you consulted me more on your decisions.” Angel remained far enough ahead of them to not hear their conversation. Unless they had extra sensitive ears. But if they’d come from a wasteland tribe, and they certainly fitted the profile, then they’d be enhancement-free.

      “This again? I told you.” Drake grimaced with the effort of his progress. “I made the best decision for me. You chose to come with us.” He shook his head. “I refuse to let you blame me for your choices.”

      “But I’m the one who can get Angel into the Blind Spot. So me agreeing to this matters.”

      “So you’ve said, but Angel would have taken me on my own. And if you’re so special in the Blind Spot, why don’t you just tell me who you are? Why do you have more sway than most?”

      “Wrench runs the Blind Spot.”

      “This wonderful leader of yours?”

      Several wispy strands of hair tickled Marcie’s face, the wind working them loose from her ponytail. They caught in her right eyelash. She dragged them away. “I’m his daughter.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well, it’s no wonder you’re an advocate for his leadership.” Drake paused, hands on hips, his chest rising and falling.

      Marcie continued walking.

      Drake ran after her with clomping and squelching steps.

      “I’ve not always been a fan of his. In fact, I’m not sure I am now. But for how he treats the people of the Blind Spot, I can’t criticise him. He bears a heavy burden. If only the people knew how good they had it.”

      “So if you’re the Blind Spot’s princess—”

      Marcie shot him a glare.

      “—what brought you to Prime City?”

      “I had to get something, and now I’m bringing it home.”

      “That’s what’s in that case?”

      A quickening of her pulse, Marcie studied Angel. They plodded through the mud like before. Their attention remained fixed on the horizon. She lowered her voice. “What’s in this case is none of your business.”

      “At least it makes sense now.”

      “What does?”

      “Your hostility. I’m sure there’s a friendly person waiting to come out. But you have worries on your mind and something precious in your possession.” Drake snorted an ironic laugh. “And we’re a bit exposed out here, eh?”

      “I need to stay vigilant. This is the kind of place where you die if you lower your guard.”

      “So being an arsehole makes you impervious to danger? Can you not be vigilant and civil?”

      They were clear all the way to the horizon. Marcie scanned left and right, left and right. The targeting circles in her vision would pick up any danger.

      “How long were you in Prime City for?” Drake said.

      “Not long.”

      “But long enough?”

      “Huh?”

      “You keep looking back. Like you’ve left something behind.”

      Marcie winced from the sharp sting at her temples. She gulped against the swelling lump in her throat, her voice weak. “Friends.”

      Drake opened his mouth, but she cut him off. “I had this one friend, Slip. You remind me of him. He never knew when to shut up.”

      “Well, screw me for trying. This journey’s dull. Surely a bit of conversation can help pass the time?”

      “For who?”

      Drake sighed.

      Marcie dipped a concessional nod. “I’m sorry, you’re right. Slip was also funny and always upbeat. I miss that. And I had a hacker friend. I brought him from the Blind Spot. He had family in Prime City. He found his sister and a niece he didn’t realise he had. It was nice to see him reunite with people who love him.” She laughed. “I think I’m even going to miss the Jocks and Crewcuts.”

      “The bounty hunters?”

      Angel turned around. Was it the first thing they’d heard of Marcie and Drake’s conversation, or had they been listening all along? And why had they turned at that moment? Marcie waited for them to return their focus to leading them like they’d promised. “They’ve changed. They used to be arseholes, but they’re one reason the Black Hole fell. They’ve turned over a new leaf, and now they’re going to get bounties straight from Carmen Roule.”

      “Who?”

      “The new chief of police.”

      “I didn’t know who the old one was.”

      “You’re lucky. The Jocks and Crewcuts will now do better bounties for bigger pay. They’ll be chosen for them by someone with the right intentions—”

      Drake snorted. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “And they’ve committed to doing bounties pro bono for the people who really need it.”

      “As interesting as this is …” Drake said.

      “And you think I’m the arsehole?”

      “It’s not that. There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      “There are plenty of things I’m not telling you.” The lungs in the case. The cloaking device in her pocket. The fact that when she got to the Blind Spot, while her dad should be pleased to see her, the rest of the place might want to decapitate her. In the Eye’s absence, would she become the focus of Pierre and Becky’s fury? Would they go for Drake just to hurt her?

      “Who are they?”

      “Huh?”

      “The person you’re not telling me about. Who are they?”

      “He.” Marcie sighed.

      “He has a name?”

      “He does.”

      Drake shrugged. “Why’s he not here?”

      “He has important work to do in Prime City.”

      “And you’re going back after you’ve done whatever you need to do in the Blind Spot?”

      “No.” Marcie paused. “I need to forget about him. My childhood sweetheart’s in the Blind Spot.”

      Drake’s steps squelched. His words rode his heavy breaths. “But you’re not a child anymore, are you? I mean, you’re young. What are you, seventeen?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “You seem like you’ve been through more than most sixteen-year-olds.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Based on experience, you’re not a kid.”

      “I’d say that’s a fair statement.”

      “Then don’t live the life built by your child self.”

      “I have to go back to the Blind Spot.”

      “But you could return to Prime City. Return to the person you love.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “It is that simple. It’s just not that easy.”

      What would she tell Sal? How could she bring back the thing that’ll fix his body, then break his heart?

      “Would you want your childhood love to stay if their heart belonged to another?”

      “And what about my dad?”

      “What about him?”

      “My relationship has only just gotten better with him.”

      “Surely he’ll want you to be happy.”

      “If you find your girls.”

      “When!”

      “Will you be happy for them to move to another city, chasing love, even if it means you’ll never see them again?” Marcie halted, and Drake stopped beside her. A hum in the distance. The buzzing of a fly’s wings. She scanned the horizon, slowly working from left to right. Amber rings flashed in her vision. A prickling rush ran down her spine.

      “What is it?” Drake said.

      Marcie’s chest tightened. Her arms and legs twitched. The targets on the horizon took form. They were over fifteen hundred metres away. Their buzzing grew louder. Six targets. Eight. Twelve. They were closing in. “Hear that?”

      “I do now,” Drake said. “Just.”

      Despite his attention burning into the side of her face, Marcie remained focused on the bikes in the distance. The sound of their engines grew louder. She grabbed Drake’s hand and dragged him to a clump of nearby rocks. Angel continued to walk ahead of them.

      They hunched down next to a boulder the size of a small hover car. “What are we doing?” Drake said.

      “Hiding.”

      “Then why isn’t Angel?”

      “They’re one of them. Maybe this has been their plan all along?”

      “You think they’ve sold us out?”

      “You don’t?”

      Drake’s brown eyes fell to the ground between them.

      Marcie pulled her knife pinned to her hip by her belt. “Do you have a weapon?”

      A quick search, Drake picked up a small and muddy chunk of flint. About the same size as his palm, its sharp edges would do some damage. The best they had at that moment.

      Her knife in one hand, Marcie rested her other against the rock and peered around it. Angel continued walking. They were heading towards the group of people approaching at speed. They rode bikes and buggies, mud and smoke kicking up from their loud vehicles. Still twelve of them, they carried twice that number of people. Marcie said, “Are you ready to fight Angel and that lot down there? If this kicks off, you can’t trust any of them.”

      Hoots and hollers joined the roaring engines. They took a swerving path towards Angel, crossing over one another, shouting and laughing. One bike had a long and flexible pole attached to the back. They flew roadkill as a flag, the pole bent, tugged by the dead animal’s weight.

      “Ready?”

      Drake nodded.

      The gang now a few hundred metres away. They all had shaved heads, and their faces were tattooed with a series of many dots that were so close together they looked like masks of black ink.

      The whining roar of their engines died down. They rolled closer to Angel. What must have been the leader dismounted his quad. Dressed in leather and rags, chains and whips hung from his belt. He had the round stomach of someone accustomed to a sedentary existence. He had the ease of someone who wanted for nothing.

      Still leaning on the cold rock, Marcie remained hidden while the man stopped directly in front of Angel and looked them up and down. He spoke with a high pitch, and he had a lisp that gave every word a tail. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “My name’s Angel, sir.”

      “Angel Sir?”

      “Angel. Sir. Look.” Angel rested their hands on their hips. This man wouldn’t intimidate them. Or a sign they knew one another? “Let’s be honest, you’re going to kill me where I stand, or you’re going to let me go. I’m trying to show you the required respect to ensure it’s the latter.”

      “And why the fuck should I let you go?”

      “What threat am I to you? A lone traveller. A nomad without a crew.”

      “Where are your crew?”

      “Dead. The lot of ’em.”

      “What happened?”

      “The spiral gang.”

      Marcie’s gasp left her before she caught it. She ducked behind the rock. But never mind what she’d been through at the hand of the spiral gang, why did Angel have a different story for these people?

      The leader of the gang scowled.

      “You know them?” Angel said.

      “Of course we fucking know them.”

      “Then you know they’re savages without remorse. I was the only one who got away.”

      Marcie hid again. She checked her pocket and ran her thumb around the small, coin-sized cloaking device. It had four hours’ charge. She only needed twenty minutes to get away. But what about Drake? What about Angel? She couldn’t let them hold her back. She needed to make the right choice for herself.

      Leaning around the rock, Marcie’s entire body tensed. The leader of the gang stood just centimetres from Angel. Their noses nearly touched. She had to use her cloaking device and get out of there. What could she do against this army? She sighed. She could do a lot more than Drake and his rock. Than Angel and their confidence. Her cybernetics gave her the power to fight every one of those twenty-four bastards and probably come out on top. She had a duty to stay. For Drake, if nothing else.

      A nod in the gang’s direction, Marcie said, “We need to be ready to fight.”

      “What?”

      “It’s that or capitulate. We can’t let Angel die down there, and I don’t want to leave you here to fight it out with them.”

      “Why? Where are you going?”

      “Are you ready for this?”

      Still covered in a sheen of sweat, Drake dipped the slightest nod. He had to trust her like she’d had to trust him and Angel. While using the fingers on her free hand, Marcie started with five and counted down.

      The roaring engines halted Marcie at two. She’d half stood up, so she crouched again. Wheels spun in the mud. She grabbed Drake by the front of his coat and pulled him towards her, hiding them both from the vehicles as they passed them.
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        * * *

      

      The twelfth and last vehicle vanished into the distance. Angel peered around the rock. “We’re safe to move on now.”

      “Why did you tell them a different story to the one you told us?” Marcie said.

      “Put yourself in their shoes. You come across me in the wastelands and I tell you I left my crew because I hate everything they stood for. What would you do? It’s easier for them to believe I’m a lone nomad. Why would I tell them I hate their way of life when I don’t need to? They might offer for me to run with them, but other than that, I’m worthless. They won’t get any ransom for me. It’s more effort than it’s worth to remove my organs. There’s no value in the spare parts of a nomad. Nine out of ten people would rather go for something synthetic. So I sell them a sob story, and they’re more likely to let me go. Now, are you ready to move on?”

      Drake nodded while Marcie watched Angel. At some point, she’d have to trust them. “Okay,” she said. “And good work.”

      “Good work?” Angel said.

      “Thank you. I mean thank you.”

      Angel’s narrow eyes narrowed further. “You’re welcome.”
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      For the entire time Drake had walked across the wastelands, he’d clamped his jaw against the strong wind and had folded his arms across his chest. His face and shoulders ached, and who knew if it helped combat the elements. The horizon glowed like another megacity, the evening sun setting fire to the sky. Surely they had to stop soon? Too much longer and the strong gales would tear strips from him. And what about when the temperature dropped overnight?

      Angel remained a consistent twenty to thirty metres ahead. They led them over hills, into valleys, and through patches of rocky ground. Hard to trust someone he didn’t know, but Drake had watched them closely, and, as yet, he’d not found a reason to doubt them.

      “Angel!” The strong wind shredded Marcie’s words. The first time their surroundings had appeared to hinder her. Until that point, she’d walked as if they were out for a summer stroll in a flat meadow. Still clinging to her flight case, she used her free hand to cup her mouth. “Angel!”

      This time Angel stopped and turned around. They threw their long and thin arms out in an exaggerated shrug.

      Drake walked beside Marcie, both of them taking several more squelching steps until they were a little closer.

      “Are we going to find somewhere to stay for the night?”

      Angel smiled. “Of course.” They set off again.

      Drake raised his eyebrows, and Marcie shrugged back at him.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next ten minutes, the orange sky darkened, and Drake’s remaining energy abandoned him. Any minute now, he’d find a rock and huddle behind it. Hopefully, he wouldn’t freeze to death or get set upon by a gang.

      Marcie amplified her call with her hand again. “Angel! How much longer?”

      An impish grin and a glint in their eye, Angel raised the index finger on their right hand. “Patience! Just a little farther.”

      Drake spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m not sure I have a little farther in me.”

      “We all have a little farther in us,” Angel said. “And trust me, it will be worth it.” They set off again.

      “I don’t know how much trust I have in me,” Marcie said.

      The skin around the sides of Drake’s eyes burned as he squinted against the wind. He could sure use a pair of glasses like Marcie’s. “Do we have a choice?”

      “There’s always a choice.”

      “One that we want to make?”
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        * * *

      

      The sky had turned a deep crimson, bleeding out before the day finally died and yielded to the darkness. They’d been walking uphill for the past five minutes, and cramps ran the length of Drake’s legs, his feet twisting with the effort of the incline.

      Her hand to the side of her face again, Marcie drew a deep breath, but she halted when they crested the brow of the hill. “We’ve been holding out for this?”

      The silhouette of a derelict structure protruded from the landscape. A broken tower surrounded by rubble. It had a large footprint. It must have been grand in its day. The only building on the vast muddy plain. Angel jumped, threw their legs to one side, and clicked their heels together. They ran towards the structure.

      Drake sighed and shook his head. “It would appear so. We’ll just have to pick a spot that’s well shielded from the wind.”

      When they were within a few metres of Angel, Marcie said, “But isn’t this really obvious? If I was looking for people in the dark, this is the first place I’d check.”

      Another wagging finger of admonishment, Angel said, “You need to trust me, young Marcie.”

      “I don’t need to do anything. And you’re not that much older than I am.”

      Angel laughed, climbed over the remains of a thick wall, and pressed their back to a rock that stood as tall as them. Grunting with the effort, they shoved it aside to reveal a dark tunnel.

      “You want us to enter a dungeon?” Marcie said. “Then what, you slam that rock down on top of us?”

      At least it would get them out of the wind.

      “Did I give you up back there?” Angel pointed in the direction they’d come from, wincing from the effort of holding the rock in place. “Also, if I slam the rock down on top of you, how will that help me set up a new life inside a city?”

      Just the mention of a city made Drake shiver harder than before. Walls. Wind blocks. Heating. He trembled like a buggy’s idling engine.

      “Maybe your sob story’s a lie.”

      Angel’s tut went off like a cracking whip. They shook their head. “I’ll tell you what.” They looked Marcie up and down. “You look like a strong girl.”

      “Don’t test me.”

      “How about you hold it for us, and we climb in first? Will that make you happy?”

      Marcie, still clinging to her flight case, shifted next to Angel and took the weight of the rock. Where Angel had trembled under the thing’s mass, she held it in place with the same ease she’d displayed when crossing the wastelands.

      Leading the way, Angel sat on the edge of the dark hole and slipped inside.

      Marcie’s look halted Drake. He had to decide here. Should they follow Angel? “Look,” he said, “right now, for me, this is a choice between dying of hypothermia or not. I have to go in.”

      Marcie nodded once. Okay.

      Inside the tunnel, the weak glow from the moon gave Drake just a few metres’ vision. Until Marcie slipped in behind him and the rock rolled back into place, throwing them into total darkness.

      A flickering light burst to life in the distance. It cast gargoyle shadows across Angel’s face and animated the craggy stone walls.

      Drake stepped towards the torch. The glow stung his already sore eyes, but at least he had relief from the unrelenting wind. “What is this place?” The acoustics of the tunnels threw his voice away from him.

      “A lot of the wastelands isn’t suitable for farming on account of the—” Angel slapped their hand against the wall with a thwack “—rocky ground. But it’s the reason these tunnels have endured. It’s why there are still some of the church’s remains.”

      “Church?” Drake said.

      “That’s what the building above used to be. Despite what the people in the cities believe, the wastelands weren’t always wild and filled with cannibals.”

      “But they are now,” Marcie said.

      “Should I judge you on the actions of the worst elements of your society?”

      The sides of Marcie’s face twitched with her tightening jaw.

      “We’ve always been nomadic, but we weren’t always at war. We used places like the church above as communal hubs. They were somewhere to stay between moves. Places to trade and help one another.”

      “Then what are the tunnels for?” Marcie said.

      “They came afterwards. Peace left our people as the cities grew. It was like this world didn’t have room for both commerce and calm. Their credits poisoned our world. They placed a value on what we did. We could provide food, and they could pay for it. It worked for a few years, but, with competition, everything got cheaper, and the only people who survived were the ones willing to exploit the work of others. Large marauding gangs would come into farming communities, take them over, and sell their crops. None of the work, all the profit. Short-term thinking that damn near wiped us off the planet and benefited those in the cities more than it did us.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” Marcie said. “Why the tunnels?”

      “There was a time when the cities policed the wastelands. They tried to regulate us until they realised it didn’t benefit them. Why should they give a shit about how they got their product and who got fucked over in the process? As long as it’s cheap, what does it matter? But, during those times, smugglers would move things across the wastelands from the criminals in one city to the next.” Angel descended a flight of stairs carved from the rocky ground. The tock of their steps ran away from them. “The smugglers used these tunnels to hide their contraband.”

      Halfway down the stairs, Drake turned to Marcie. She’d paused at the top. “Are you not coming?”

      “Haven’t we gone far enough? Why can’t we just stay here for the night?”

      The flame’s orange glow grew distant from where Angel continued along the tunnel. Their voice echoed when they called back, “I’m not the only person who knows about these caves. Staying in this spot isn’t a good idea.”

      Drake turned his palms to the ceiling, and Marcie mirrored his gesture.

      With Angel now about fifty metres ahead, Drake quickened his pace. The path forked several times, one route aglow with the flickering flames, and one darker than hell.

      “How far do these caves go on for?” Drake shouted.

      The flame ahead stopped, and when they’d caught up to Angel, they said, “I don’t know. I’ve never found an end.”

      “Do they lead to any of the cities?”

      “Maybe. That would make sense when you think about what they used them for.”

      “An—”

      Angel cut Marcie off with a raised finger. “Wait!”

      Drake’s jaw fell loose for the first time in the past few hours. His heart slammed through him, rocking him where he stood. “Wh—”

      “Shh!” Angel pinched the air for Drake to close his lips.

      Marcie said, “Footsteps.”

      It took another thirty seconds for Drake to hear what the other two had. Slamming steps. Panting breaths. Panic and fatigue. Someone running. But from what? A Minotaur? Something worse? The tearing of his bloated flesh slammed through his memories. The sensations of shredding an extra layer of fat so he could fit through doorways.

      The steps grew distant. The panicked breaths and the whimpering cries quietened to silence.

      “Right,” Angel said. “I told you we weren’t the only ones down here. Now let’s keep going.”

      “Or we could head back?” Marcie raised her eyebrows at Drake.

      Angel walked off again, taking the torch with them.

      “I’m not sure I could spend a night in that wind,” Drake said. “Also, how will we get back out again? Do you know the way?”

      “Just tell me what to do, Drake.”

      “Huh?”

      “I can’t trust my judgement anymore. Just tell me what to do.”

      “I can’t do that. But I’m going to keep going.”

      “And it’s only one night, right?”

      Drake shrugged. She had to make her own choice.

      Whomp! The flickering light of a larger fire glistened off the tunnel’s damp walls.

      Drake smiled. “If you ever needed a good reason to stay …”

      Again, Marcie shrugged.

      Leading the way, Drake found the small room off the main tunnel. He sat down beside Angel. He reached out in front of him, the heat from the fire warming his palms. His knuckles ached when he opened and closed his hands.

      “We’ll be okay staying here for the night,” Angel said.

      “What about the chimney?” Marcie pointed at the hole above the fire.

      “By the time it gets outside, there’s not much smoke left. Besides, even if someone sees or smells it, it takes so many twists and turns, it’s impossible to tell the fire’s location. But, to be sure, I’ll keep lookout.” Angel got to their feet and took their torch before leaving Drake and Marcie alone.

      Marcie watched Angel walk away, the fire reflecting off her glasses.

      “How can you still see with those on?”

      “I do okay.”

      Hard to tell how far Angel had gone because the glow from the fire outshone the glow from their torch. Drake’s hands now warm, he put them in his coat pockets. “Huh?”

      “What?” Marcie said.

      Drake pulled out a credit card. It had a red LCD screen.

      “One thousand credits. You kept that quiet.”

      “I didn’t know I had it.”

      “What, the credit fairy gave it to you?”

      Drake smiled.

      “Something funny?”

      “I’m not sure how K-T would react to being called the credit fairy.”

      “Katie?”

      “K. T.”

      “What is she, an android?”

      “She’d have you believe she has the emotions of one. But she’s a sweetheart when you get to know her. She was one of the bounty hunters who helped me get my memories back.”

      While running her hand in small circles, Marcie said, “Rewind a little. What happened to you?”

      Just before he spoke, Drake drew a composing breath. “I was abducted about four years ago. Mind-wiped and kept in a box by a criminal organisation who used me for gaming. They made money on my wins and losses. They had total control over my results, and, of course, the betting public had no idea.”

      “Of course.”

      “They told me I whacked my head and lost my memory when the world was going to shit. That the apocalypse had come, and they were holding me in a lead-lined box to keep me safe from the radiation.”

      “What?”

      “It’s quite easy to sell someone a narrative like that when you wipe their mind.”

      “Why you?”

      “Thanks!”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I was a half decent gamer before the mind-wipe. I’d made a bit of a name for myself. I was good enough for my brother to sell me out and cash in on the credits.”

      “Your brother?”

      Drake’s face grew hot, and a lump caught in his throat. “My sister knew too. But Alan was the worst. He was the one who sent my girls away and killed my wife.”

      “Jeez! What did they say you were gaming for?”

      “To keep me sane. To keep my mind active while we all waited for the radiation to reach a safe level.”

      “And did it? Keep you sane, I mean.”

      “I guess. It gave me something to focus on. We earned PPs every time we gamed.”

      The fire’s shifting flames animated the lines on Marcie’s furrowed brow.

      “Participation points,” Drake said. “With those, we could buy connection, but we had to do well enough in the games.”

      “Connection?”

      “At the end of every month, if we’d earned enough PPs, they’d give us a few minutes with another human being. Human connection. We could hold hands. Talk to them. Except it wasn’t human connection. It was an android.”

      “And you didn’t know?”

      “I couldn’t see their face. They placed me in a booth beside them. So, one day, this bunch of bounty hunters located me and busted me out.”

      “K. T.?”

      “And a few others. They used a mind-mine to recover some of my memories. Memories that helped them take down the organisation behind it.”

      “So it was all about the payout for them?”

      “Does it matter why they did it?”

      “I s’pose not.”

      “Anyway, it wasn’t just about the payout. They might be bounty hunters, but they only took bounties that mattered. They could bring down a heinous criminal organisation and get paid while they were at it. And it didn’t come without risk. Two of the bounty hunters died.” Drake’s frame sagged.

      “And one of them was dear to you?”

      “Yeah, we got close.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too. But everything that’s happened has gotten me to this point. To remembering my daughters. I keep imagining what it will be like to see them again. When I hug them. It keeps me going, you know?” Tears stung Drake’s already burning eyes, and his vision blurred. He pulled out the photo Rosita had given him from his back pocket and handed it to Marcie. “This is from several years ago. That’s Irene, my wife.”

      “She’s pretty.”

      “She’s dead. And my two girls. Francesca, who’s fifteen now, and Flo, who’s ten.”

      Marcie’s hard features softened. “It’s a nice picture. I’m sure you’ll get to see them again. Do you have any plans on how to find them?”

      Drake pulled the data stick from another pocket. “Their profiles are on here. Their prints and retina scans.”

      “And you think they’ll still be the same?”

      “Apparently …” Drake coughed to clear the lump in his throat. “Apparently, it’s quite unusual to change kids’ looks. They’re worth more in their purest form.”

      “Fuck!”

      “It’s a lot, isn’t it?”

      Marcie’s cheeks bulged when she blew out. The flames shimmered and flickered in her glasses.

      “I’m glad I’ve met you, Marcie. You seem like a good person. Thanks for listening.”

      Marcie’s lips pulled tight in an approximation of a smile. She nodded and said, “Let’s get some rest, shall we?”
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      A woman’s scream snapped Marcie awake. Adrenaline surged through her, driving her galloping heart and forcing her upright with a gasp.

      The wild distressed call echoed through the vast network of underground paths and walkways. Marcie turned in the sound’s direction. The tunnel leading out of there. The fire still flickered. Who were they sharing these underground passages with? What had Angel led them into?

      Marcie shook her head and muttered, “It’s none of your business. Angel said there were other people down here, and what matters for you right now is getting back to the Blind Spot and back to Sal.”

      “Huh?” Drake lay on his side, one eye open. “Are you talking to yourself?”

      “You didn’t hear that woman?”

      “The only woman I heard was you. Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” Marcie nodded through her own self-doubt. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Probab—”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Marcie jumped up and spun around. The corners of the small room were dark, the light from the dwindling fire casting a duller glow than before. Click. She flicked to night vision and checked again. Her pulse thudded through her. “It’s gone.”

      “What’s gone?”

      She flinched away from the fire’s night-vision glare, but checked the room again. “The case. Angel’s taken my case.”

      “Calm down.”

      “Calm down?” Marcie balled her hands into fists and stamped her foot. “Calm down? Angel’s robbed me and you’re telling me to calm down?”

      “What was in that case to make it so important?”

      “Sal’s lungs.”

      “What?”

      “The boy I’m going back to the Blind Spot for.” Her words lost their strength. “He doesn’t have any lungs. He had them removed because of cancer years ago. Since then, he’s been using a machine to breathe. The whole point of me going to Prime City was to get some. I’m his hope for a better life.” Straw poked from the chimney hole. “I don’t believe it. Look, to top it off, they tried to poison us!” Marcie pointed up. “Much longer in here and we would have died.” She took off down the tunnel leading from the room.

      Rounding one bend and then the next, she took a left fork and then another. If she’d stayed awake, she’d still have Sal’s lungs. Just one sleepless night. Frankie had been right about her all along. She’d sold Sal a dream she couldn’t deliver.

      “Wait!” Drake’s voice chased after her. “Wait for me.”

      Marcie halted. Her cybernetics shimmered and rippled, running the length of her arms and legs, urging her to keep going. She bounced where she stood and balled her fists. When she found Angel, she was going to cave their fucking head in.

      The glow from a flaming torch chased after Marcie. “Where are you?”

      “Here,” she said.

      It came closer and dazzled her. “Jeez!” Click. She flicked off her night vision.

      “What?”

      He didn’t need to know about her enhancements. She’d already trusted someone she shouldn’t.

      “You need to slow down, Marcie.”

      “While Angel’s running off somewhere with Sal’s lungs? Do you know what I’ve been through to get them?”

      “No, and I can’t pretend to, but running through these tunnels blind won’t get you anywhere, now, will it?”

      Marcie tightened her fists. She had the power to break his skull, and with her night vision, she could run blind for as long as she needed.

      “Here!” Drake handed her the torch.

      Letting go of her clenched fist, Marcie took it. “Thank you.”

      “So, do you remember the way out?”

      “No. You?”

      A woman’s scream again. The same woman? Hard to tell. Her panic came in braying waves. She shouted to be left alone. She repeated the word no like a broken alarm.

      “Hear her now?”

      Drake nodded and responded with a quiet, “Yeah.”

      “What if that has something to do with Angel?” Marcie said.

      “I don’t think so. If they’ve taken your lungs—”

      “Sal’s lungs.”

      “If they’ve taken Sal’s lungs, they’ll want to get out of here as soon as possible. I think our best chance of catching them is finding a way to the surface.”

      “What are you basing that on? Intuition?”

      Drake shrugged.

      “And why should I trust you? You were the one who decided we should follow Angel.”

      “I didn’t force you to come.”

      “Please!” the woman screamed. Her cry ran through several tunnels at once. “Please leave me alone.”

      A man’s voice followed her. He had a whiny, nasal tone, and he tittered a maniacal laugh. “Who’s a naughty boy? Call me a naughty boy.”

      “What the …?” Marcie said.

      “Noooo—”

      Crunch!

      Something cut the woman’s cries dead. A blunt instrument cracking a skull.

      “That wasn’t Angel chasing her.”

      “You’re right.”

      “And whether we decide to help that woman or not, I think it’s already too late for her.”

      Marcie gulped. “Can you keep up?”

      “I’ll try.”

      Marcie ran, scanning the shadows ahead, reading the turns before she reached them. She chose the path that led up every time, the next tunnel revealing a flight of stairs.

      At the top, Marcie took a right turn and then a left. Drake gasped to keep up. But she couldn’t slow down for him. They needed to find Angel. And if they were above ground, the longer it took Marcie to get there, the more chance they’d have of getting away.

      Every tunnel looked like the last. Dark stone walls. The ceiling about two and a half metres above them. Each turn like the one before. Every fork presented the same unhelpful choice.

      “Marcie!” Drake’s voice had grown distant. “I can’t see.”

      He should have kept his torch. She didn’t need it. But she didn’t tell him that either. Marcie stooped
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