
  
    [image: Escape From the Zone]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Nissa Harlow

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. Any unauthorized use of this book to train artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is prohibited.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner.

      ISBN: 978-1-7388124-6-2

      Published in Canada by Nimble Hope Publishing

      Cover and book design by Nissa Harlow

    

  


  
    
      For those who find their families in the most unexpected of places.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Another Roof

      

      
        2. Annoyances

      

      
        3. In-Floor Heating

      

      
        4. Grounded

      

      
        5. A New Boss

      

      
        6. Borderline

      

      
        7. Enemy Territory

      

      
        8. The Checkpoint

      

      
        9. Testing, Testing…

      

      
        10. The Boy in the Bed

      

      
        11. To Get Where We're Going

      

      
        12. Family Reunion

      

      
        13. Cousin

      

      
        14. The Hardest Choice

      

      
        15. Return

      

      
        16. Relapse

      

      
        17. Homeless

      

    

    
      
        Also by Nissa Harlow

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ANOTHER ROOF

          

        

      

    

    
      “You think too much,” Viktor said. He tugged on the bungee cord looped around my waist.

      “Somebody’s got to.”

      A smirk was all I got in response. I sighed and stared down at the backyard from my perch on the roof. It wasn’t like the actual roof. Just a piece over the first storey of the house. Still. The last time I’d been up on a roof, things hadn’t ended so well. But I wasn’t about to launch myself over to another roof this time. If things went according to plan—and Viktor hadn’t totally miscalculated—I wouldn’t be leaving the roof at all.

      Click peered up at us, shielding his eyes from the setting sun.

      “Might want to stand back,” I called down to him. “If Viktor lets go, I’ll squish you.”

      “I’m not going to drop you,” Viktor said, sounding disgusted that I’d even suggest such a thing. I turned to him and raised my eyebrows.

      “What if the cord is stretchier than you thought?”

      “Then I guess you’ll be going bungee jumping.”

      “Like hell I will.”

      He shrugged and adjusted his grip on the cord in his hands. The end he was holding had long since lost its hook, leaving a sort of frayed-looking bit to grasp. He did have it wrapped around his knuckles, but that didn’t exactly reassure me. I looked down at the metal loop that was hooked around the cord itself.

      “There’ve got to be better ways to do this.”

      “You couldn’t think of any.”

      “I did!” I said, turning to him with a scowl. “You shot them all down.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Trying to startle someone who knows it’s coming is harder than it sounds. Let’s just try this, okay? Gotta get that adrenaline flowing.”

      “Niesha’s not going to be happy.”

      “Which is why we’re doing this here and not at home.”

      “You think this won’t get back to her? This is one of her cache houses.”

      “And Xavi and Crystal are out on a run. Which is why we’re doing this now. But if you don’t hurry up—”

      “Stop rushing me!”

      He tugged on the cord again and pointed with his other hand toward the edge of the roof.

      “Viktor . . .”

      “You’re all right. I promise.”

      “You can’t promise that. You don’t know how old this cord is, or if you’ll be able to hold me if I slip, or—”

      “You’re all right now. In this moment.”

      “Yeah, well, this moment isn’t going to last forever.”

      He sighed. “If you don’t do it soon, we’re going to lose the light. And if Niesha sees pinkhands flaring up on one of her roofs . . .”

      “Isn’t the point to not have that happen?”

      “Yeah . . . but you’re a slow learner.”

      I dared to sidle sideways so I was within whacking distance. The sound of my hand on his bare arm reverberated through the air.

      “Hey! What’s with the abuse?”

      “It was your stupid idea. And it’s not going to work.”

      “No? You don’t think you can manage to not fall off a roof?”

      “I don’t think I can manage to not have my hands flare when my life is flashing before my eyes. We haven’t all had years of practice like—” A squeak swallowed up the rest of my words as he reached out and gave my shoulder a gentle shove. Standing on a sloping roof just meant that gravity could have its way with me that much easier. I stumbled forward, watching in horror as the edge of the roof got way too close for comfort. I could barely feel the bungee cord around my waist, and, for one horrible moment, I thought Viktor must’ve dropped it. My body let out an involuntary screech as I planted my feet and tilted forward, out over the open space.

      The bungee cut into my stomach, stopping my headlong pitch onto the lawn. I pinwheeled my arms, as if that might help propel me safely back onto the roof. My shoes were still on it, toes hanging over the gutter . . . but the rest of me felt like it was tipped out at a dangerous angle.

      “I’ve got you,” Viktor said. The pressure on my waist grew stronger, and I started to feel myself come back up to a less precarious position.

      “You better, you asshole!” My whole body felt like it was vibrating. I sucked in a few quick breaths, unable to do much more than that thanks to the bungee cord. It was chafing my skin even through my shirt, and I didn’t doubt I was going to have a nasty pink rash there later.

      “No need for that sort of language,” he said with a grunt as he pulled on the cord, tilting me back to a proper standing position. I threw my weight backward and landed hard on my butt. “See? You did it.”

      I didn’t even dignify that with a response. Able to breathe freely, I sucked in massive gulps of air. I’d probably be belching later, but I didn’t really care at that moment. Without looking at the guy who’d tried to push me off a roof, I turned and crawled back to the open window.

      “Léa, I—”

      “Shut. Up.” I was shaking so badly that I sort of dropped through the window and into the bedroom, landing on the blessedly soft carpet. I was halfway to the door when I heard him climb in after me.

      “You did it.”

      I broke into a run. Thundering down the stairs, I clenched my fists. I could feel the energy starting to course through my arms, and that just made me even angrier. It was a vicious circle.

      “Léa, will you slow down? I need to grab a few things so we have an excuse for—”

      “You don’t need me to babysit you.” I stormed for the front door and wrenched it open. The sun had dipped below the trees, and the dusky shadows were starting to cool the evening. “Click!” I bellowed as I jumped down the front steps. “We’re leaving now.”

      Click appeared at the gate, Buddy at his heels. He raised his eyebrows at me, and then, as he saw my taut posture, seemed to get it. He glanced back at the house.

      “You don’t need to have a tantrum,” Viktor said from behind me. I stopped and spun around, only to find him standing on the stoop, arms folded. “If this is how you act when things go right, I’m not sure we should bring you with us for the escape attempt.”

      “You think that went well?” I asked in disbelief. “You nearly pushed me off a roof!”

      “And your hands stayed . . . not pink.”

      As if in defiance, they rushed with heat. Viktor looked down as an expression of dismay washed over his uneven features. “Do these look ‘not pink’ to you?” I asked, raising my hands up in front of me.

      He shook his head. “Relax.”

      “I am relaxed!” I shouted.

      “Looks like it.”

      “If the idea is to get me totally pissed off at you, it’s working.”

      He sighed. “The idea is to get you used to letting things just roll off your back. Like a duck.”

      “Quack.”

      “Hardly.” His mouth twisted in a smirk. “But you’re doing better than you were. Your hands don’t flare when you’re startled. Now we just need to work on your anger issues.”

      “Yeah, well, good luck with that. I’m stuck with you.”

      He shrugged. “I’m growing on you,” he said as he stepped back into the house through the still-open front door. “Admit it.”

      “Like fungus, maybe,” I muttered. I looked away and found Click’s gaze. He smiled knowingly. “You have my sympathy,” I said. “Spending the last three years with that idiot. You must be exhausted.”

      He reached down to grab the grotty tennis ball that Buddy had just deposited at his sandalled feet.

      “Don’t bring that with us. It looks like it’s carrying a million diseases.”

      He examined the ball, as if he might be able to see the diseases I was talking about, then tossed it back over the fence. Buddy immediately tried to follow, but was thwarted by the closed gate.

      “Bah-dee,” Click called in a sing-song tone, punctuating the dog’s name with a familiar click. Buddy stopped and looked back, his tail wagging a little bit, as if he were unsure about this new game where his best friend threw balls into inaccessible locations.

      “Got your dog?” Viktor asked, reappearing at the door with a small backpack slung over one shoulder. He closed the door and took the three porch steps in one jump.

      “Got your excuses?” I asked him. He gave me a sideways glance out of his non-cloudy eye. “You know Niesha’s going to suspect we were doing something she wouldn’t approve of.”

      He shrugged as he walked past me toward the street. I turned and followed, glowering at his back.
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      Niesha was in the kitchen when we got home. Since she’d been living with us, that room had become the centre of our lives. I didn’t mind; the basement was getting kind of smelly. But most of the comfortable furniture was down there, which meant that our time in the kitchen was mostly spent standing. Even to eat.

      “How long does it take to grab a packet of mac and cheese?” she asked, her head in the fridge. She pulled back and glanced over at us, then frowned when she saw me. “What happened to you?”

      “Nothing,” Viktor said quickly, depositing the backpack on the counter. “Couldn’t find any packets of mac and cheese. We could’ve waited around for your runners, but I knew Léa would be getting hangry.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “So what did you get?”

      Tugging at the zipper, he smiled. Niesha and I exchanged a look. “Ta-da!” He pulled out a couple of cans and brandished them in the air in front of him. Niesha let out a snort.

      “Seriously?”

      “What are they?” I asked. He turned one of them around until I could read the label. “Mac and cheese comes in a can?”

      “It shouldn’t,” Niesha said. “I’m not eating those. You are not eating those. The last thing we need is food poisoning.”

      Viktor frowned as he placed the cans on the counter, then tapped his fingernails on the top of one. “What? They’re not swollen.”

      “They’ve been in that place since I claimed it two years ago. And who knows how long they were there before that?”

      “Yeah . . . and? Canned food doesn’t go bad.”

      “Actually, it does. And faster than you’d think.” She shook her head, sending her fluffy ponytail swinging. “I’d tell you to look it up, but . . .”

      He sighed. “I miss the internet.”

      “Well, if our plan works, you can surf it all you like. Look up porn. Whatever.”

      With a mock gasp, he placed one hand on his chest. “I would never.”

      “Yeah. Sure.” She reached for the backpack and pulled it closer. “Get anything else?”

      “Just the breadcrumbs. But I don’t see what good that does without the mac and cheese.”

      She sighed. “I’ll have to think about it. We might be having rehydrated bread salad”—Viktor made a gagging noise that she chose to talk over—“again. Hey. If you don’t like it, bring me something better. You had plenty of time to . . .” Trailing off, she looked at me again. I took a step back from the counter, feeling exposed. “What were you doing? And why are you all flushed?”

      “It got warm out there,” Viktor said. “And she wouldn’t take off her jacket.”

      “Give me a break. It wasn’t that warm.” She narrowed her eyes. “Do I really want to know?”

      “Probably not,” I said. “But you don’t have to worry, because I will not let that happen again.”

      She held up her hand and shook her head. “Okay. But you,” she said, pointing at Viktor, “are on thin ice.”

      “Why? What did I do?”

      “Are you going to tell me?”

      “No . . . but that doesn’t mean it was bad.” He glanced at me. “Léa’s progressing nicely.”

      “You’re making me sound like I’m pregnant,” I said.

      He reached up to tighten his ponytail, grinning wickedly. “Not yet. That’s phase two of the RZRA.”

      “The what?”

      “Rift Zone Repopulation Agenda.”

      “Gross.”

      “I agree,” Niesha said.

      “I didn’t say it had to be with me,” he protested.

      “It’s gross because you’re still a teenager, and you’re barely past the toddler stage in maturity yourself. We don’t need one more creature to look after. So, cool it.” She shook her head again with a frown. “Where’re Click and Buddy?”

      Viktor shrugged. “Outside, probably. You know Click and sunsets.”

      “Yeah. A connoisseur. Just like you, right?”

      “I can appreciate beauty.” He glanced back and forth between us. “How could I not, living amongst two such stunning—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She shook her head and turned back to the fridge with a sigh. “I don’t know what you were doing, but anything that requires this much flattery . . .”

      “We were just working on the plan. Your plan,” he added, raising one eyebrow. She turned to him so swiftly that her ponytail actually made a soft noise.

      “What did you do to her?”

      “Nothing,” he said, waving his hand in my direction. “See? She’s fine. In mint condition.”

      “Nine toes is mint condition?” I asked.

      “You only had nine when we met. You can’t blame that on the events of this afternoon.”

      “Whatever.” I shook my head and headed back to the window, which Viktor had left open. After climbing through, I walked slowly along the side of the house. As I rounded the corner of the porch, I spotted Click on the front walk, legs crossed as he sat on the cement, staring toward the west. My shoes made a bit of noise as I went down the steps, but he didn’t turn. Buddy trotted up to me, dragging a stick that was easily three times as long as his entire body. I ignored him.

      “Can’t see much at this time of year,” I observed, peering toward the west. The tree-lined street was awash in leafy umbrellas of shade. The only part of the sunset that was really visible was the twinkling golden glow between houses and trees as the sun slipped lower in the sky. The sidewalk wasn’t that wide, so I settled myself down on the grass beside Click, hugging my knees.

      We didn’t say anything. We never really did, any time we were alone together. He wasn’t a talker, and I never quite knew what to say to the guy. Getting stuck in the Rift Zone—in the town where I’d grown up—was bad enough. I couldn’t even imagine what it must’ve been like for him, getting trapped in a place so far from home without any way to call his family and let them know he was okay.

      “Are the sunsets nice where you’re from?” I asked, watching Buddy drag his stupid stick around the yard like it was some sort of favoured stuffy. Click turned to me with a little smile and gave me a thumbs up. “Where are you from?” I asked.

      He pointed in the direction of the setting sun.

      “Really?” For some reason, I’d always assumed he was from Europe. Or the Middle East. Somewhere east of where we were, anyway. “What country?”

      “Ree-fah.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      Leaning forward, he pressed his index finger against the cement, then began to drag it sideways in a jagged sort of line. I assumed he was drawing the outline of his country. He stopped and looked at me.

      “Go on.”

      “Ree-fah.”

      “Yeah, you said that. But I’ve never—” The sudden metallic crash right behind my head made me break off with a shriek. Beside me, Click started to laugh. Though I was still spinning with panic and adrenaline, I somehow managed to realize what had just happened. I stood up like a shot and spun around, coming face to face with a grinning Viktor . . . who was holding a pot in one hand and a frying pan in the other. “What is your problem?” I yelled, still high on surprise. I wrenched the pan out of his hand and took a swing at him. He blocked the blow with his pot, sending another clang echoing through the evening. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      “Whoa. Chill.” He held his pot up like a shield as I feigned taking another swing. “I needed the element of surprise.”

      “I could’ve fried the other half of your face, asshole!”

      “But you didn’t.” He angled his chin toward my right hand, which was still grasping the frying pan’s handle. I blinked. There was no glow. There wasn’t even any tingle. I felt my jaw drop a little. “See?” he said. “You’re getting better. Last week, you would’ve been lobbing pinkballs at me.”

      “Stop calling them that.”

      “Why? That’s what they are.”

      I let the pan fall to my side. “I cannot wait to do Niesha’s plan,” I muttered. His expression fell, just the tiniest bit. “What? You think I want to spend the rest of my life in here with you three?”

      “Four,” he said. “Don’t forget Buddy.”

      “How could I forget the face-eating dog?”

      “That was one time. You going to hold that against him forever?”

      “Some mistakes are unforgettable.”

      His brow furrowed as if he were trying to make sense of my words. I stormed past him, still clutching the pan, and pounded up the porch steps. I’d almost made it around the corner when he spoke again.

      “Let us know when dinner’s ready, okay?”

      I stopped in my tracks and spun around. “Are you fucking serious?”

      “What?”

      I marched back to the top of the steps so I could glare down at him. “Why do you always expect me and Niesha to do the cooking? You’ve got two hands. And you claim you’re an excellent cook.”

      “I’m half blind.”

      “You should still be able to pour crap in a bowl.”

      “Is that what we’re having? Crap in a bowl? I mean . . . you may be a terrible cook, but I think you could do better than that.”

      I clenched the handle of the pan so hard that it hurt. He was right there, and his head was an extremely tempting target. But I really didn’t want to give him back the other half of his makeshift cymbals. My nerves had been jangled enough for one day.

      “Léa, I’m kidding.”

      I blinked, pulling myself out of my fantasies of lobbing the pan at his head. He raised his eyebrows.

      “You okay?”

      “I thought the idea was to get me to not react,” I said.

      He frowned, confused. “Yeah . . . it is.”

      “So why do you keep pissing me off? You know I get pinkhands when I’m angry.”

      Pointing his finger at me, he grinned. “Exactly. You need more practice.”

      “I need practice in not startling. That’s how they test for infection, right?”

      He lowered his
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