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THIS BOOK WAS FIRST published in 2018 and remained on sale for less than a year.

I conceived the original story with author Karina Kantas, and we each had our own interpretations.

Eventually, we rewrote our own versions, and although I’ve followed the original plot; I removed characters and simplified the story.

I love this new version, but without Karina, this book would never have been written. I hope you enjoy it too.

Karen J. Mossman
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KARINA KANTAS WAS THE one who came up with the original idea to write a book together. 

Our on-camera discussions were fun to do. We laughed and brainstormed so many ideas until we found the right one.

I dedicate this book to you. Many of your ideas, words, and phrases still exist within these pages.

Thank you, my friend.
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AS LEXI RAN, HER EYES flicked between the sky and her footing on the path ahead. Skilfully, she dodged the familiar wilted tree branches and the tangled foliage whilst keeping an eye out for a red glow in the sky.

The danger from acid rain was imminent. Lexi tried to calculate whether she had enough time to return to her home in the mountain or if she would have to take shelter first. 

She glanced at the sky again as she continued running. A decision needed to be made quickly.

Quickening her pace, Lexi’s senses were on high alert. The sky was changing, becoming a deeper crimson. 

Outside the mountain was a dangerous place. Not only from the acid rain, but from a breed of people called the outcasts. Lexi had never come across one in all the years she had been coming out of the mountain, but that was not an excuse to relax. Marcus taught her that. In fact, he had taught her everything about the risks of being on the outside. 

He also showed her the beauty. Even in this wilted world, things grew and survived, existing when the elements changed.

Since the cataclysm a century ago, the safest havens had been the mountain cities, where humans, now called maloks, carved out new lives. They built communities and infrastructures.

Although toxic, the air outside was fresher than inside the mountain. The support system was sophisticated and brought in fresh air, which enabled them to live a normal life.

Still, Lexi thought, there was nothing like breathing the real thing. The risks were worth it. 

She continued to keep an eye on the skies as the colours deepened. She could see Mt. Elta ahead, her eyes measuring the distance as she went.

Marcus, her childhood friend, now long gone, always told her to stay alert. Her eyes flitted from left to right, never letting her guard down.  

No one knew exactly where the outcasts lived or how they survived the exposure to acid rain. Their disfigured bodies and demented minds were the subject of much speculation by the mountain maloks. 

Lexi’s adrenaline spiked with her breath as her pulse raced. She had to decide quickly when to pitch her tent and take shelter.

A sharp sting hit her hand, and immediately she pulled the shelter from her rucksack. It sprang open and created a dome-shaped tent. Lexi dived straight in as the skies opened and sent toxic rain to the ground.

She zipped up the opening as it pounded on the roof. The Dozac tent protected her.

Dozac was an extract from the Terra plant. It was what the trackers left the mountain to find. This inconspicuous little plant was much sought after by mountain maloks and outcasts alike. Both wanted it for different reasons.

Their scientists extracted the Dozac, and it was the miracle drug that was used for so many things, including the manufacture of the tent. The protection was also a valuable medicinal resource.

The outcasts used it solely as a drug to get high from. It was long rumoured that their minds had warped, and the toxic rain had hideously deformed their bodies. 

Lexi hadn’t known anyone to be cast out in her lifetime. Commander Jow was a good ruler, but his recent death had thrown the governors into disarray as they looked for his replacement.

A small top layer of skin had burned away on her hand. It stung, and she stared at it, wishing she had brought the cream out with her.

Lexi was lucky enough to work in the medic department, which meant she could use it to her advantage. This wasn't her first experience, and the healing Dozac cream immediately eliminated the burning sensation the rain caused.

Soon, she would move on to her ranger training, and it was a long-held ambition. The only downside was that her boyfriend, Aron, with whom she lived, did not approve of her joining. He was a ranger himself and thought the job was too dangerous for her.

The ranger’s primary job was to go out with the trackers to protect them from the outcasts, who constantly fought over the Terra plant. They wanted it all for themselves.

Aron had warned her not to go out of the mountain, so it was a secret she kept. Ever since those early teenage days when a gang of kids would go out with Marcus, she had yearned for more. Now, she was going to be a ranger, and that made her happy.

The rain became intense, the noise deafening as it smacked against the lining. Eventually, after about ten minutes, it stopped. 

Lexi unzipped the shelter and peered outside. An eerie, fogged wilderness greeted her, which was normal after a heavy rainfall. 

Acid desecrated everything, and the burnt odour caused her eyes to water. Reaching into her backpack, Lexi pulled out a bottle of Dozac eyedrops. As she dropped the liquid into her eyes, she sighed with instant relief.

Carefully, she put on her gloves. As soon as they touched the raw wound on her hand, she winced. Ignoring it as best she could, Lexi shook the shelter and folded it back into the pocket of her backpack. 
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DIVIDED INTO FOUR SECTIONS in Mt. Elta, the West was the only area off-limits to ordinary maloks. This was where the governors, rangers, trackers, and their families lived and worked. 

Because Lexi wasn’t a ranger like Aron, they had to live elsewhere. That would soon change when Lexi joined up. 

The rest of the maloks lived in the South and East sectors. The North was for industry and agriculture and dealt with the growing of food and the careful manufacturing of the Terra plant.

From the outside, the mountain looked as it had for thousands of years. To the naked eye, the opening to the enclosed city was small, inconspicuous, and unguarded. However, the wardens who patrolled high on the mountain walls were ever vigilant. From their viewpoint, they could see for miles. 

Occasionally, groups of outcasts wandered within eyesight, and the rangers kept watch. Luckily, they didn’t appear to notice anything unusual about the mountain.

Lexi’s hand moved blindly toward the back wall of the entrance. She felt around for the electronic pad that opened the concealed door.

Camouflaged as cave stones and well hidden, Lexi placed her hand on the entrance button, and its red beam scanned her palm. 

She welcomed the hissing sound as the door opened, and Lexi stepped into a safe, warm darkness. Another hiss operated the second door, and the ambient light flooded out. The quiet murmur of conversation greeted her as the doors quietly closed behind her.

The first cavern
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