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  Birth


  The man thrust a baby into Jades hands. It was warm and wet and its cries were muffled. Thick fabric covered its face and body. It trembled in her arms.


  You have to go, said the man. His voice was urgent and his movements were rapid. Each breath was hot and laboured.


  I dont understand. Wheres Mum, wheres Dad? Jade asked.


  The tunnel was dark but she could place him by the sound, by the heat, by the air. His panic rushed into her, as though it was her own. He grabbed her with heavy hands and turned her around.


  Theres no time, he said. No time, child. Theyre coming. The Shadows are coming. You need to get out of here.


  B-But, what about my parents? she stammered.


  The man squeezed her shoulders tightly, his fingers digging into her muscles and between her bones.


  Im sorry, he said. Theyre dead. You have to trust us. This is your only chance. This is your sisters only chance. You have to keep going and never turn back.


  He pushed her onward, and other hands grabbed her. They grasped her then passed her on to the next set. They all knew what was happening, all knew where she was headedeverybody but her. She clutched the squealing baby in her long, thin arms and yielded herself to their guidance.


  Jade had a sister; she was irradiated.


  Air


  
    Thirteen years later

  


  



  Jade wrapped her hand in cloth and struck the window, breaking the slumping glass with a single blow. The window was small, half a metre wide at most, but that was all she needed. She pushed away shards of glass, gritted her teeth, and climbed through.


  The room was destroyed. It had once been a store, but that had been another time. The roof had caved in and the walls were stained with the marks of a hundred floods. The smell of mold and rot flooded her nostrils, and the chattering of rats and insects resonated through the room. A symphony of drips sounded, seemingly from everywhere.


  Jade crossed the room with care, stepping over rotten beams and broken wall panels. She shook her cloth vigorously, to remove any stray fragments of glass, and wrapped it around her mouth and nose. There were stories of people dying from breathing the air in these places. Some said it was the mold, others the insects. Some blamed the broken walls themselves.


  Along with the roof, one wall had collapsed, blocking access to the room beyond. If it had been looted or scavenged it would have happened long ago. Jade assessed the damage with birdlike eyes. Her knees clicked as she crouched down. She ran her long fingers over a gap in the debris before she reached through an arm. Her hand moved about like that of someone in the dark, tentative and wandering, searching for something familiar to grasp on to. She found a cool metal bar.


  Jade wrapped her fingers around it and yanked, and again. The rubble stood quiet. She reached around to the back of her head and pulled on the ends of the cloth, drawing it tighter and tighter around her face. Her ears stung with pain. She pulled tighter still.


  Jade lowered her head and moved into the unknown. She held the metal bar with one hand and pulled herself through. Jagged debris tore at her clothes and flesh. She pulled in bursts, each gaining her a bit more ground than the one previous.


  When her face emerged, she realised shed been holding her breath. The fabric clung damply to her mouth when she inhaled. She struggled and wrestled like a wounded snake, eventually freeing enough of herself to pull her other hand clear from the wreckage. After clamping both hands tightly around the bar, a jagged piece of reinforcing steel, she extracted the rest of her body. The rust of the metal mixed with the blood on her hands. The salt in her sweat would rust it further yet.


  Jade scanned the room. Light seeped through cracks and flaws. Surprisingly, the room was untouched by humans. Merchandise lined rows of shelves. Small plastic figures looked up at her with cartoonish eyes.


  In long, slow steps, Jade moved across the room, taking care not to disturb the sodden, rotting floor. A stack of t-shirts caught her attention. Clothing was always valuable, if not for herself then for what it would trade for. She sorted through them and laughed. Each piece was wrapped tightly in clear plastic, which still sheltered the soft fabric within. Her laugh reverberated through the room and returned to her ears strangely warped. The t-shirts had sayings and logos emblazoned on themfrivolities of another time, when the function of clothing was a forgotten relic.


  She pulled her own t-shirt over her head, revealing the long and bony frame of someone whod outgrown both their skin and their food supplies. She unwrapped a t-shirt from the pile and pulled it on, the fabric softer than any shed felt. It slid onto her like a new skin. It was the smallest shirt in the pile, yet it hung loose at the waist. Her arms burst through the sleeves like wandering vines. She ran her hands over the text on the front. Zombie Friendly: Do Not Eat it exclaimed in thick white type. She had no idea what that meant.


  She sought out a larger t-shirt and tied its arms together. After pulling others from the rack, she filled it like a sackpacking it tightly until all were inside. The plastic wrappers crinkled and split. She twirled shut the end of the filled shirt and tossed it across the room, towards the gap in the debris. It bounced gently on the floor, spilling fabric from its gaping mouth.


  The rest of the room was of less useplastic figurines and metal trinkets hanging from rings. Rows of rotten books lined a wall, and thin magazines filled with pictures of heroes. All had surrendered to age and decay.


  The glint of glass caught Jades eye. Glass always did. It was a sign, a seala notification of things left untouched. Her heart paced faster when she looked inside. Coloured metal cylinders sat in rows, arranged in order along the spectrum. There were colours represented that had no presence in her dying citya landscape of browns and greys. She was so distracted by themthe purples and yellows and orangesthat she almost didnt see the masks. There were two sitting on a shelf, waiting to be found. She recognised them in an instant. Respirators.


  Jade knocked on the glass with her knuckles. It signaled its thickness with a dull thud, the glass rattled against its frame. She ran her fingers around the keyhole. It was metal and rusted. She sat down and twisted her right leg around to examine the bottom of her boot. The treads were thick and grooved but heavily worn. With a long fingernail she extracted a pin from between treadsthen another, and a thirdplacing them beside her on the sodden carpet. She gathered them up in her palm and rose to examine the lock. She slid two of the pins deep into it. Her head rested against the glass, her eyes closed as she felt the vibrations from cabinet and lock. The lock was rusted and stiff. She clenched her jaw and twisted, digging the pins sharply into her calloused skin. The lock ground and grated and finally clicked open. She stepped back and slid the glass to one side.


  Jade removed the cloth from her face, and held her breath as she moved a mask into place. It slid over her nose and around her cheeks, its large molded plastic struggling to form a seal against her narrow face. She returned it and tried the other. The mask slipped into place like a ball into a socket. It covered her mouth and nose but not her eyes. She slipped the straps over her head and pulled them tight, one above her ears and the other below. The rusted metal buckles held the fabric tight.


  Air bled through the filters when she breathed in deeply. They sat, one on each cheek, like strange external gills, whirring softly as their innards permitted that first laboured lungful. The filters grew calmer with each breath that followed, easing into use after long lying dormant. The exhaled air was expelled through a vent in the middle of the two filters, a new rounded exhaust over her chin. The air tasted fresher. Jade smiled and the mask hid it.


  A second lap of the store revealed no further secrets. Jade found herself at the glass cabinet once more, rolling a steel cylinder in her spiderlike fingers. The plastic cap was cracked and brittle. It fell to the floor with a rattle, revealing a white nozzle. Jade held the can away from her and pressed it, eyes closed. It fizzed excitedly and filled the air with a fine mist, tainting the glass with speckles of deep blue. Playing with the other cans produced a similar result; each sprayed a different colour to match that of its cap.


  Soon the glass was a canvas of colours, a strange abstract painting of hues thought lost to the world. Jade crossed the room and gathered a shirt from her hastily made makeshift bag. She tied off its arms and filled it with cans, taking note of the colours and their quantity. She appraised her findings from behind her mask. There was a sparkle in her eye. Tomorrow they would eat.


  The journey out of the room was more difficult. Jade struggled headfirst through the debris, using any handhold she could grasp. Pieces of rubble dug into her, clawing at her like desperate hands as she fought her way through.


  Once through, she reached a spindly arm back to grasp for her bags, extracting them one at a time. First came the bag of shirts, which contorted to match the shape of the passage, being torn at the sides but finding a way through, regardless. The bag of cans offered no such luxury, rattling and grabbing at each opportunity, before it finally ripped free.


  Jade removed two shirts and tied the bag shut, slinging it up through the broken window. Her boots crunched on broken glass as she twisted. The second bag followed with a din and a clang. She wrapped the spare shirts around her hands and forearms, and latched on to the frame of the window. The remaining shards of glass dug into her like broken teeth, desperate for one last meal. She hoisted herself up and through.


  The hall outside was large but sparse. Each footfall echoed, announcing her passage to mice but no men. With a bag in each hand, she made her way through the vacant hall and up a narrow stairway. It twisted and turned more than could be needed. It led to a rust-red roller door, which scraped and screamed when she forced it up. A pair of hands reached from the other side, holding the door in place as she crouched and bent over to make her way through.


  Jade stood stunned for a moment, the brightness of the light and warmth of the day dulling her senses. Even through the mask, each breath felt thick and heavy in the hot, humid air, sticking in her lungs like treacle, making every breath an effort barely worth fighting for. In front of her, Simon stood silently, taking in the appearance of her half-masked face, like a scientist appraising a new species, an abomination that had crawled from the depths of the ocean.


  Shit, you found a mask? said Simon. His voice was high and wheezy and not at all in keeping with the thickset features of his weather beaten face.


  Two, replied Jade, her voice muffled. She read the look on Simons face. Sorry, the stuff is back behind the roller. Pull it up for me.


  Simon obliged and Jade reached once more into the darkness, retrieving each of the bags and pulling them into the heat of the world. She riffled through the shirts, finding the second mask.


  This one might actually be big enough to fit that mongrel head of yours.


  Simon took the respirator and fitted it firmly into place. He let out a high laugh, which the mask dampened and deepened.


  Above them, the sun bore down in full fury, heating the matte grey of their masks and reflecting off the trims and finishes. The street before them was cracked and broken, long failed but no longer carrying any traffic, slowly eroding and crumbling. Tall buildings lined the street, most with broken windows and all with broken doors.


  Any trouble out here? Jade asked. Her voice was low and hushed.


  Same old Brisbane, replied Simon, waving out an arm to demonstrate the fact. Ive had nothing to do but count the flood lines.


  Each building wore watermarks like scars, marking the peak of each flood that had passed, year after year. The walls were layered with blacks and browns, thin films of sediment and sewage that had baked in the sun after the waters had bled back to the river.


  Well, lets go home, said Jade.


  Simon nodded, and they walked down the street in the quiet city. His hulking frame cast a long shadow behind them. Jades thin silhouette cut the light like a razor.


  Water


  Pearl looked around the room with large, glassy eyes, her soft pink skin warm in the light that trickled through gaps in the wooden abode. It was almost dusk, but still the sun beat down oppressively, finding ways into every narrow crack and twist. Pearl didnt like falling asleep during the day, the heat gave her strange dreams and she always woke up clammy and disoriented. Her mouth was dry and her stomach was empty.


  Josh? she called out in a gentle voice. Are you there?


  The door rattled as a small boy entered from outside. His eyes sat on either side of his head, out of place like a poorly sketched childrens drawing, large and sad. His skin was deep silver, the colour of dull steel. A broad smile revealed glittering yellow teeth.


  Sorry, he replied, his stumpy fingers twisting amongst themselves. I was watching the sunset. He looked at Pearl. She looked small, even in the cramped confines of the wooden hut. You drifted off. It didnt seem right to wake you.


  Pearl rose to her feet and smiled. She stood at the same height as Josh, but her body was slight and delicate while his was stout and tough, put together in clumps of matter, like a boy molded from clay.


  Thats okay, said Pearl. I was having those dreams again.


  The same as last time?


  Not the same, theyre never the same, theyre just she paused and looked through the crooked doorway at the rows of naked tree trunks that lined the forest, similar. There were no trees in this one, though.


  Josh chuckled and held out a hand. You should appreciate the change of scenery. He took Pearls hand, picked up a bucket, and walked toward the doorway. What you need is some water. This heat is melting your mind.


  Their hut blended into the landscape. Rows of bare tree trunks lined the forest like hairs emerging from cracked skinsplit, twisted, and dry. The sun filtered through them, lining the ground with bars of shadows. The sun flickered as they moved, emerging from behind one branch and onto the next.


  The pair walked along a well-defined path, the dusty earth compacted from the footfalls of many similar journeys. The path weaved between trees and stones, following the terrain along dips and rises. The forest was a mosaic of browns and greys, each hue becoming distinct because of the lack of colour. After a while their eyes could tell one shade of brown from the next, sorting them along a restricted spectrum of lighta palate stretching from light brown to black. The gentle shine of Pearls pink skin stood out more than the sun itself.


  They soon reached a clearing, where the trees stopped and no shade was offered. A tower of latticed metal reached skyward, large dishes once scoured for signals long since dead. The tower rose to a point, like a needle out of the earth, and the wind whistled through its rusted beams. Beside the tower sat a small building, broken fly screens splaying out of narrow windows. Its insides were gutted but the building still remained, like the skull of an animal that had long been dead, emptied of its contents by roaches and maggots.


  Be careful, whispered Josh as they approached the building. Their minds burned with memories of raiders and looters, of flashing swords and twisted grins. Even now that all was gone, the tower drew the curious, like flies seeking out the smell of rot.


  Its been months, Josh, Pearl replied. Her voice was calm, but still she whispered.


  Joshs eyes darted around restlessly on either side of his head. They moved independent of each otherproviding fragments of the world for his mind to process. He must see the world in broken pictures, Pearl thought, unable to combine each snapshot into a continuous panorama.


  They listened. The wind whirred through the building like it was a sieve, eager to prove that it was vacant.


  Minutes passed before Josh moved forward, Pearl still clutching his hand, their clammy skin sticking together. His lumpy grey hands were warm and soft.


  Behind the building stood a large tank, connected to the roof by an old dented pipe. The outside of the tank was rough, the off-white coating peeling from years of sun and heat. Beneath each flake was the deep red of rust, hard and textured like the surface of a cliff.


  Pearl peeled her hand from Joshs. The suction caps of her skin gently popped when they released. They ran down her hands and arms, lines of small circles, like pockmarks on the moon raised not sunken, a deeper pink than her skin but still gentle and soft. She reached out for the bucket and placed it under the aged nozzle. The water sprayed noisily when she twisted the faucet, filling the bucket with a clang that lessened as the water rose. She crouched down and pressed her hands against the bucket, her suckers silently locking to the metal.


  Its still too hot, she said, looking up at Josh with wide, bright eyes. Her hair was pale and thin, falling down around her face in wisps. It glowed brightly in the sun, reflecting white light like crunched shards of glass.


  Well, it is almost summer, said Josh. His eyes were sticky and audible as he blinked, sore from the still burning sun. Well let it cool back at home.


  They stood on the highest point of the mountain, looking out over the city that glowed under the setting sun. It was a textured vista of spotted dark tones, mimicking the rust of the tank.


  Pearl rose to her feet and Josh took the bucket.


  They should be back soon, anyway, he said. Its almost sundown.


  Light


  Jade cursed under her breath as she peered through squinted eyes, unshielded from the low, scorching sun. She could deal with the pain, it was a part of life, but it was careless to leave their return so late, so close to sunset.


  Home was to the west of the city, hidden away in the dead forest of Mt Coot-tha, a towering mound of earth and timber. It meant they had the sun in their eyes setting out in the morning, and the sun in their eyes upon their return. The radiation lapped at her tanned skin like the ocean tore at the land. Inevitably it would succumb to its force. It was a matter of time, not possibility. The power of the sun did strange things.


  We should hurry, Si, she said from behind her respirator. She had lasted years without one, but now the thought of taking it off filled her with dread. The air tasted damp and rotten without it, something she hadnt noticed until it was gone. Behind it she was sticky with sweat, but that seemed a small sacrifice to give her lungs some respite and her immune system some shelter.


  Easy for you to say, Simon replied. Youre only carrying shirts. He hoisted the bag of cans higher up his back. It was slung over a thick shoulder, the bag minute against his large frame. The cans rattled with each step. You sure well even get anything for this? Theyre kind of useless.


  Jade shut her eyes and waited for the pain to dull. Behind closed eyelids the world appeared a glowing red. She cracked open her eyes. Her eyelashes appeared in silhouette, reminding her of the bare trees that combed the light on the mountain at sunset.


  They cant hurt. The cans alone have got to be worth something. Im sure that crazy fucker will know what to make of them. Well take one at first, see what he says. She sighed. Besides, I want to show Pearl something. Thatll be worth whatever we get.


  Show her what?


  Youll see. Now stop crying and walk, youve had nothing to do all day but stand around keeping watch. I dont want to get stranded out here after sunset.


  Jade smiled behind her mask when Simons pace quickened. His boots fell heavily on the crumbling pavement. There was a time when the streets had been lined with cars, still and rusted, but each year they thinned away, picked apart by a thousand sets of hands, each pair taking one last piece until nothing remained. Even things with no value had disappeared. Perhaps out of hope, perhaps out of knowledge. Either way, it made their treks easier, made the kilometres pass quicker.


  When was the last time you saw a Shadow, anyway? asked Simon. His voice was higher yet. It burst out of the respirators exhaust like a deflating balloon.


  Six, maybe seven months ago? I dont want to fucking talk about it. She allowed her rushed reply to die away. Itll be tonight if we dont hurry up.


  Simon nodded and kept quiet, allowing their twin whirring breaths to fill the dusk air. They found themselves in a steady rhythm, the beat of each footfall and the crunch of the loose gravel accompanying the breathing through their masks, a gritty concerto fitting their moods. Jade felt the tension drain from her body the closer they got to homeor perhaps the further they got from the city centre. Clenched muscles loosened in her shoulders and neck, twisted webs of muscle and sinew. The city always made her feel on edge, like a rat scavenging for food, constantly on the lookout for knives and claws, dirty and desperate.


  Sorry if I snapped, Si. You know, this


  This city, I know. It does it to me too, Simon replied, his voice soft. Though I guess a rock is harder to snap than a twig.


  Jade allowed a muted laugh. It burst through the exhaust vent in three short bursts. She shifted her thoughts from the city to home, from the Shadows to Pearl. Despite the climb, their ascent up the mountain never felt as bad as the first few kilometres out of the city. Her stringy body was used to the walk, used to the endless kilometres carrying uncomfortable things, but her mood was a filter that everything flowed through. Memories of Pearl painted thoughts in pink instead of grey. Shed be with her sister again soon.


  Colour


  Pearl looked around nervously, constantly checking the progress of the setting sun, as if tense glances could stall its progress. Now it was a sliver, a burning arc ready to slip from view, lighting up the horizon like wildfire. Pearl shuddered.


  Theyll be fine, Pearl, said Josh, sitting cross-legged on the dusty ground outside their hand-built hut. He had one eye fixed on her, and the other on the scattered components that lay beside him. They always are.


  Not always, she replied. Her voice was light and wispy. Nothing ever stays the same.


  Stop thinking, its dangerous. Come help me, said Josh.


  Pearl sighed and slumped down beside him, eyeing the trinkets like puzzle pieces with identical patternsa riddle with no clues. There were wires and circuits, pipes and bolts. Names for many of the things had long been forgotten. All had been scavenged from the city.


  What are you making? asked Pearl. She picked up a spring and began playing with it, prying it apart just to watch it snap shut, still stubborn after all those years.


  I dont know. I was thinking. Looking at them spread out like this helps me think. We should do more about here.


  More what?


  You know, keep working on securityin case people come again. We cant stay hidden forever. Someone always comes along.


  Like you two did?


  Very funny. You know what I meanthere are dangerous people out there. Some of them will attack you without batting an eyelid, without stopping to ask who you are, what your business is.


  Pearl shuffled in close, her eyes fixed on Josh. His grey skin flickered in the last of the sunlight. Her fingers nervously played with the spring, accidentally pinching her on more than one occasion. She put it down on the dusty ground and opened and closed her hands, her suction caps popping softly as they held and released. It was a nervous habit shed picked up when younger.


  You think others will come again? Its been a while now.


  Joshs throat bobbled when he swallowed, trying to offer his dry mouth some relief. His left eye skirted about nervously, probing their surrounds with unconscious movements.


  You dont know what its like. Youve been up here too long. Before we found you, Simon and I saw a lot worse. Last time it flooded, people went mad. Everybody. Some of them were ground-dwellers locked out of the tunnel, a lot of them are scavengers like us. Some normal, some irradiated. The water flushed them out and they panicked, fought for shelter, fought for food, fought to stave away the fear. He ducked his head down low. His thick neck disappeared into his torso. I dont think you understand what people can do.


  A silence descended between them. The blood drained from Pearls face, turning her skin from pink to white, sickly and clammy in the dusk.


  I know.


  Josh cocked his head to one side so that he could examine her with one bulbous eye. Her suction caps popped as her hands opened and shut, opened and shut, opened and shut.


  I know, she whispered again. Her words dripped with meaning, hanging in the sticky air like a cloud of black smoke.


  Joshs thin lips twitched as he searched for the right words. He sighed in defeat.


  You need to tell me what happened, Pearl.


  I dont think I can.


  Try.


  She breathed in deeply and held the breath, as long as a minute, before letting it out slow and heavy. She pictured it draining out of her like pus from a wound, thick and necrotic but freeing her of pent up pains.


  When Jade was young she lived in the tunnels. Her and my parents, she said.


  What was it like?


  She wont tell me. She talks about it like its a tumor. Calls it the Colon. Grits her teeth and goes quiet.


  But what happened?


  Dad started to go out. Not just at night, with the Shadows, but sometimes across days. Hed leave one night, after dusk, and come back the one after, before dawnto avoid suspicion. Maybe he didnt believe them, or maybe they were getting desperate. He scavenged the city, for Mum, for Jade. Pearls eyes flitted about like flies, checking the sun, checking the forest, looking at everything but Joshs face. Then I was born.


  Irradiated.


  Irradiated. Im sure he never exposed himself for that long, but the sun he got was enough to change him. To create me.


  The wind picked up. It sent swirls of dirt whistling through the trees, disturbing the silence of their surrounds.


  Pearl looked Josh in his facing eye, still fixed on her, unblinking, oblivious to the sting of the dust and the sun. They killed both my parents. Jade wont tell me thats what happened, but I know. I see it sometimes in my dreams.


  But they let you two go?


  Of course not. Jade escaped, took me with hera screaming baby, an irradiated sin. We lived with others for a while, before we settled here. I cant remember the earlier days. Jade talks about the Shadows like theyre phantoms. She waited a beat. I know what its like, she added in a whisper, her voice a phantom itself.


  Pearls skin tightened. Her body registered the approaching footfalls sooner than her mind did, as though it were a conduit for every sound that pulsed through the forest. Both she and Josh twisted to their feet. The forest was almost dark.


  Youll never guess what we found, Jade called out from the shadows, her lithe legs striding between trees, efficient and insect-like. Simon trailed behind her, his bulk making the passage much less graceful. When Jade saw them both standing the smile fell from her face, returning sunken grooves to her bony cheeks. Pearl could see her eyes appraising them, reading the tension in their shoulders and the tightness of their pupils.


  You two okay? Jade asked.


  Pearl let her thin shoulders sag, stretching out her fingers and willing herself not to reclose them. Were okay, she said after a moment. Just worried about you.


  A feeling of relief washed through Pearls body, a belated reaction to her sisters late appearance. She accepted it openly, her mind flurrying with the change of mood. She bounded over to Jade, wrapping her arms around her waist and burying her head in her ribs. She was a good two feet shorter than her sister, but almost as wiry. They intertwined like twisting vines.


  Simon emerged from the dimness, his face obscured by the salvaged respirator, a bag slung over each shoulder. Pearl measured him with milky eyes. In the settling darkness he looked like something from nightmares, a towering giant with bags of bones, a featureless face fading into murky shadows, an apparition.


  Oh sorrythe mask, he said, dumping the bags on the ground with a rattle and sliding up the respirator to sit atop his head. The high wheeze of his voice broke the image crafted in Pearls mind. Id have taken it off, but bony here decided I should carry both of these the last kilometre.


  Jade released Pearl from her grasp and tousled her thin white hair with needlelike fingers. I figured youd be used to carrying a few extra pounds, she said. The corners of her lips crept up her face in a broad smirk. And besides, its good for you. Builds character.


  Josh had moved beside Simon, reaching for the mask but falling well short. He usually seemed large himself, with his stocky frame and rounded features, but next to Simon he looked shrunken. Simon laughed and passed down the respirator. Josh tried it on awkwardly. He struggled to find a way to fit the straps around his misplaced eyes. It failed to achieve a seal and drooped oddly on his face.


  Jade shook her head with a grin. You know, sometimes I forget that you two arent brothers.


  Simon shrugged and gave Josh a playful nudge. Us ugly bastards have to stick together.


  Pearl wrapped her hand around Jades, her suction caps happy to cling on to something other than themselves. What did you find? she asked, gesturing to the bags.


  T-shirts, replied Jade. She walked towards them in arching strides. Pearl struggled to keep up, needing to take three steps to her one. And something better.


  Jade crouched down. She slowly untwisted the shirt bag. We nearly didnt find anything this time. The city is picked bare. She slid her hand inside the t-shirt, causing its contents to clink. But your big sis is as wily as she is clever.


  Jade squinted and brought her face closer, trying to make out the bags contents in the dying light. She extracted a can, raising it out before her like a trophy.


  What is it? asked Pearl, now squinting herself as she tried to place the object. She reached out to take it but Jade pulled it back.


  Watch this, she said.


  She strolled to a tree, the whitest she could find, a gum stripped bare of all its bark. The can rattled like a bolt in a bucket when Jade shook it and held it out with a gangly arm. She pressed the nozzle and it hissed and sprayed its contents onto the tree. Pearl moved closer and touched it; the colour came away on her finger, still damp. Pink.


  Its like me, she said. She held her finger up to the moon. The paint blended in like a second skin.


  Yep, said Jade. Like you. See, youre not that different after all. This worlds just forgotten some of its magic.


  Pearl smiled and gave her sister a hug.


  Trade


  Jade woke early, to the sound of Pearls murmurs. She turned to her sister, who lay beside her on the bare earth of their cabin, and studied her. Pearls eyes were closed but her body was restless. Her head struggled back and forth, as if fighting for air, and her limbs twisted and contorted. Her face showed struggles and pains far beyond her years. Jade placed a hand on Pearls sweaty cheek and tried to steady her.


  Pearls eyes flashed open.


  Its okay, gorgeous. Its only me. You were having nightmares again, Jade said in a gentle voice. She stroked Pearls face as she spoke.


  Theyre real, said Pearl.


  Theyre dreams, baby. Relax, youre here with me now.


  Jade stood, hunched over, the hut not high enough to allow her to stand, and shuffled out the entrance to a bucket of water sitting outside. The water sloshed when she picked it up and slung it inside. She sat beside Pearl and encouraged her to drink, small gulps to connect her back to this world and away from the dreamland.


  Jade took a long drink, her body crying out for water itself. The harsh metallic taste rang in her mouth, the water hard and inorganic. It was warm, but it always was. She couldnt remember the last time shed drunk cold water.


  The sisters sat there in silence for a while, letting the day sink in. It was still early. The suns warmth permeated the slanted trunks that made up their home, filling every nook and cranny.


  Jade rose and went outside. Simon was standing a few metres away, staring out towards the city and the sunrise. He turned towards her and offered a smile. His soft grin always seemed out of place on his face, hiding under his broad nose and sullen eyes, a mismatch of emotions.


  We should leave early today. Trade for food and come right back, Simon said, his voice breaking the silence of the morning.


  Everything okay?


  Yeah. I want to spend some time around here. Josh seemed downbeat last night. I think it would be good to be around.


  Jade walked towards him, folding her arms and leaning against a tree. The forest was a field of glowing brown. The dust hung in the air like a morning fog.


  Youre really good with him, you know, said Jade.


  I know, said Simon, smiling again. What can I say, I like the little bugger.


  They stood together, appreciating the calm of the morning, watching the solemn trees sway gently in the breeze, mourning for their leaves.


  Jade walked back to her hut, one of two theyd built when they decided to settle in this place, away from the broadcast tower that attracted desperate people like moths to a flame. The hut blended into the forest, using tree trunks as columns at each corner, in the same place theyd stood for hundreds of years. Between them theyd slung logs from fallen trees, creating a patchwork of whites and browns, reorganising the forest rather than disturbing it.


  Soon they were on their way, trekking down the mountain with well-practiced steps. Each had two metal bottles filled with water strapped to their belts either side of the hip. One bottle for the departure and one for the returnwater was too precious to waste and too heavy to hoard.


  They tried to vary their journey, weaving between trees in different patterns, not wanting to leave any path to their home. In truth, the forest kept their secrets. The dry forest floor retained no memory of their footfalls.


  Jade could feel her mental barriers rise when they once again neared the city. Her eyes grew more skittish as the buildings grew in height, grew in stature. They were large, decaying monuments of a world that once was. The city was sparse these days, almost vacant, but her old habits would never die. Every now and then she swore she could feel the pinpricks of glaring eyes on her skin. She would stop and circle around, searching for a stare that existed only in her mind.


  The building that they sought stood out not through flair, but modesty. It was an old concrete building twelve stories high, sitting perilously close to the river. Its windows were slits, long since boarded up with wood and steel. Its walls were made of unpolished concrete, water stained and weather beaten but still bearing the marks of the formwork used to cast them. When it flooded it became an island, an unreachable fortress, its concrete piles stretching deep in the earth like the roots of a molar, locking it forever in place.


  Jade had her respirator fixed tightly to her face. Inside it was hot and sticky, but the whirl of filtering air gave her great comfort. Her breathing provided the rhythm for their journey. Simon laboured beside her, carrying more than his share of their barter.


  They entered the building, not through a door but down a ramp, heading into a car park that had long since ceased to have that purpose. The floor slushed under their feet. It was covered in an inch deep layer of sludgy film, a thick coating that was replaced with each rising tide. Jades respirator struggled to keep out the smell.


  They worked their way up an internal staircase. The concrete echoed their footfalls many times over, announcing their arrival to anyone there. They exited at an unmarked level and walked into the dark building. The room was wide and vacant, an urban cavern shut off from the outside world.


  Vishal? Jade called out. Her voice was amplified by the open space, the roof high but hidden in darkness.


  They waited.


  Vishal? she said again, forcing her voice to stay hard and confident.


  Yes, my darling? came a twisted voice. The damp breath was right in her ear. Her stomach clenched and she spun around to face it. She struggled to make out anything in the darkness. Her eyes searched for light but found none.


  How do you do that? whispered Jade.


  I keep telling you, I can see in the dark. His voice rang like two speaking at once, at different octaves, harmonizing with himself. It gave his speech a strange quality, simultaneously pleasant and threatening.


  Of course you can, replied Jade. There was no sarcasm in her voice. She had no reason to doubt it. The building was almost pitch black, the windows boarded up with obsessive perfection, banishing light from the room like air from a vacuum. To live in here willfully was to learn to see in the dark.


  Can we go upstairs? We have things to show you, said Simon from somewhere nearby. Jade had almost forgotten that he was there with her. His presence offered her some comfort, a familiar voice in an unfamiliar place.


  Vishal cackled into the darkness, a high-pitched jagged laugh that cut through flesh and bone. Ah, you surface-siders. I think that sun ruins your sense of humour, too. All business, business. Food and scraps.


  He trailed off away from them, whistling as he went, hitting notes seemingly at random, creating some new ones as he went for good measure. They followed after him as best they could, their minds straining to sort apart the sounds from their echoes, charting a course in the dark. He scuttled across the room to a second staircase. The door squeaked open on rusty hinges, letting in dull light. Jade sighed with relief.


  Come. Hurry up, he said, letting out another sharp laugh. His frame was tiny and elf-like in the low light.


  They followed behind him, twisting back and forth up another five levels. Jade trailed three steps behind, her head still level with his, his body as short as it was nimble. Every so often hed skip a step, springing over it with a sudden leap, his sinuous leg muscles stretching to their limits. He led them into a flickering room where three lanterns were arranged discordantly, burning some acrid fluid. His fingers flared out, as long as Jades own, willing them towards a metal table.


  Show me, darlings, Vishal said, with wide eyes and flashing teeth.


  Simon shrugged and approached the table, hoisting up two swollen bags. Jade added one of her own. Vishal sorted through them, unprompted, his fingers picking through items with a well-practiced touch. There was a collection of goods and wares, things scavenged from the preceding days. Items Josh had sorted through atop the mountain that he saw no use for, but that Vishal inevitably would.


  Good, good, muttered Vishal, more to himself than to the others. But this He raised up the spray can and tittered a nervous laugh. you cant expect me to sell a can of paint to those from the tunnels. Its no good, no good.


  Sell them to others.


  He laughed yet again. It was beginning to grate. His neurotic cackle unsettled Jades nerves and tested her patience. Others, yes, very good. He grinned, teeth flashing, showing the sharp points of his canines. There are no others. Theyve died off, gone south, gone elsewhere. Surely you notice? My day customers are wearing thin.


  Jade slid off her mask. Her hair was matted and slick where the straps had been, and her skin was marked from where it had sealed to her skin. Dont think you can swindle us, Vish. She stared him dead in his beady eyes, her face stern and sullen, refusing to soften.


  Vishal clapped his hands together victoriously. There she is, there she is. How lovely to see you. His wispy hair stood on end, his oily scalp shone underneath it. He licked his lips with a wet smack. Relax, sweetheart, Id never deceive you and your friend.


  Jade eyed him in silence.


  He opened out his palms and shrugged. If you think that fat bastard has been going hungry, youre less perceptive than I thought. He clapped his hands loudly, as if to break the tension with their rapture. I will take care of you, dont you worry, but I need something extra from the two of you. Fair, yes?


  Jade and Simons eyes met, communicating thoughts with a single glance.


  What? asked Simon.


  Not now, answered Vishal. Impatient as alwaysyoull see soon enough. Now, come.


  He sprang towards the door, tittering under his breath. Jade pulled on her mask and followed.


  Safety


  Josh sorted through components, sprawled along the warm and still forest floor like wreckage, stopping at intervals to carefully eye some newfound piece. He hummed a low tune. The task gave him energy and renewed purpose.


  What are you looking for? asked Pearl, weaving between tree trunks towards him.


  Lots of things, he replied. I found this, he said, holding up the cast of a fishing rod. And I know what we can do with it.


  Pearl looked on with sleep-filled eyes before deciding to join him on the forest floor. She crossed her legs and sat, placing her feet atop her thighs. The contortion was comfortable for her flexible limbs.


  What do we need? Hooks? she asked, her fingers sifting through the scraps.


  No, Josh chuckled. Anything noisy. Were going to make a warning system.


  Pearl said nothing more. She preferred to let things play out for themselveslet each secret reveal itself in time. If there was one thing they had, it was time. She sorted through the goods, bits and pieces scavenged by her sister. It was nothing new. They usually had three piles: one for items they could use themselves, one with things to barter, and one for that yet to be sorted. This morning there was only one pile. The barter was being hauled to the city, and the unsorted pile was depleted.


  Pearl picked up a set of keys and shook them next to Joshs ear. They chimed with a metallic rattle. Like this?


  Later, they ventured further down the mountain. The sun was high and full. It bore down upon them with its full rage. Joshs face was beaded with sweat as he turned a lever, drilling into a crooked tree. The metal bit into the wood in hungry twists. Pearl held the tool in place, twirling her wrist around with each turn, keeping the drill-bit in the deepening groove. Theyd built the auger on a previous day. It had been an item with a function but not yet a purpose. They had a few such items lying about their home, and would inevitably find a use for them all.


  It was hard work in the midday heat. The trees theyd chosen were thin and wiry, but the wood was hard and the metal was dull. When the drill-bit finally broke through to the other side they werent in the mood to cheer, grim determination having long since set in.


  Pearl skipped between trees with fishing wire trailing behind her. It unraveled with each bound, the reel whirling as it did. When it began to run low she stopped and examined the trees with a calculating eye, before picking the largest, an ancient gum. She circled the trunk and tried to tie the wire with her bare pink hands, but it dug into her skin, cutting into her raised sucker caps, causing her to gasp. She had a length of rag twisted around her wrist, slick with sweat, which she untied and unraveled with a swirling hand. She rewrapped it around her palm. It provided some protection from the wire, which she knotted tightly before circling around the tree again. Another pass and another knot.


  Its on! she cried out, hurriedly pacing back to Josh.


  The two trees were a hundred metres apart, a distance that seemed longer on the return journey. Pearl weaved between trees and the wire did the same. It zigzagged from trunk to trunktaut and transparent. Twice Pearl had to stop herself from running into it.


  Josh was crouched down at the wires end. It was strung through the hole theyd made in the tree, like thread through a rusted needle, and then through a rusted hubcap, which was nailed to the tree. The end of the wire was tied to the set of keys. Josh held them firmly and pulled the wire tight, seeing how much tension it would allow. He pulled the keys down to the ground.


  You want to do this? he asked Pearl.


  She crouched down with him and picked up a metal tent peg. With a stone, she knocked it into the dry ground through the key-ring, taking care around Joshs fingers. He took the stone and delivered the last few blows. The keys were pegged to the ground. Carefully, he moved away his hands, watching for any signs of movement. The peg held.


  Can we try it? asked Pearl, a glint in her eye from the success of their plan.


  Josh shrugged and got to his feet. Sure, but go far. We have to see if it works from a distance.


  Pearl skipped back along the wire. When she was two-thirds of the way along, or so she judged it to be, she stopped. She tapped it with a finger, and it pinged like the string of an instrument.


  Ready, Josh?


  Yeah, go for it.


  Pearl took three steps back then waltzed back forward, the line pressing into her stomach as she did so. She pushed herself into it, and soon the peg gave. The sound of the keys striking the hubcap sounded through the forest, an out of place metallic clang, distinctly inorganic. It was louder than she had expected.


  With a smile, Pearl weaved back to Josh, who was already fitting the keys back in place with the tent peg, not caring to wait for help.


  That was great, said Pearl, her voice a high chirp. Worth all that effort, after all.


  Joshs kept one eye on the peg, but flicked the other up to her. A broad smirk crossed his wide face. Sometimes Pearl wished he had twice the features, so she could tell which eye to pair his expressions with.


  Because you did all the drilling, hey? he replied with a wink.


  Hmm. Was that a wink, or do you blink each eye separately now too? replied Pearl with a giggle, running back up the hill faster than he could react.


  Eventually she slowed, knowing his short legs couldnt catch up, willing to sacrifice the game for the company. When he reached her he was puffing, his clammy grey skin shimmering in the sunlight. The wind increased. They could hear the fishing line cut through it, sending a high toned whining buzz through the air. It grew fainter as they hiked up the mountain, winding their way back home.


  The sound of the keys rang through the air, carried on the breeze. It was a distant but unmistakable sound.


  Josh wiped his forehead with a rag and let out a groan.


  Its that damn wind, he said, his shoulders slumping. We might need to use more than one peg.


  He turned around, his eyes moving first, the rest of his body rotating to catch up.


  Pearl looked at him with her large, bright eyes, taking in his sluggishness with amusement. Its okay, Ill do it, she said, reaching out her hand for another peg. Only way well get it done quickly.


  Josh gave her a playful push, then slumped down to sit on the forest floor. He stretched his short legs out in front of him and lay back on the ground, putting his hands over his face to block the sun. See you in ten, he said, feigning a snore.


  Pearl rolled her eyes and strolled down the mountain, retracing their steps. Her stimulus starved mind could distinguish between tree trunks of near identical appearance. She marked them off as she went.


  As she neared the wire she slowed her pace, taking care not to overrun the spot. The keys twinkled in the sunlight, calling out their location. She crouched and repeated the ritual, first making sure the first peg was fixed, then adding a second. She rewrapped her palm in cloth and tugged at the wire, testing the hold of the pegs until satisfied.


  Footsteps shuffled through the forest towards her. In her concentration, she didnt hear them until they were nearly upon her.


  Oh, so now you can move quickly? she said with a grin, turning.


  A man stood before her, haggard and gaunt. He had a scraggly beard the colour of sand and bark, and wide, fluid eyes that sat askew, one too high and one too low. One arm was pinned to his body and the other dangled loosely. His expression was glazed and desperate.


  When Pearl saw him she froze. Her stomach clenched and her body tightened, unable to decide whether to vomit or run.


  Youre Pearl, said the man in a gravelly voice. It was a statement not a question.


  Pearls lips twitched when she tried to speak, but she was unable to. Her pink face drained white.


  Ive come lookin for you, he said. Ive seen you in my dreams.


  Food


  The air in the dank theatre was alive with spores, floating and hanging like mist, shifting with their every movement. Jade rechecked the straps of her respirator, an obsessive habit shed picked up since entering the chamber. Simons lantern lit the room with a soft orange glow, the handle creaking as it swung with each step.


  Jesus Christ, how big is this place? she said, her voice a mixture of awe and disgust.


  Oh, this is but one of them, replied Vishal. Youve underestimated my client base.


  The roof was high and the floor was sloped. The path beside them went down in steps, but elsewhere it was a single grade. Organic debris was piled up roughly, the backs of plastic seats peeked out at intervals. The floor was lined with patches of mushrooms and other fungi, the walls too, even on the roof. Each sway of the lantern revealed a different view. The shadows twisted and shifted with every movement.


  What was this place? asked Simon, his voice and his mask producing a similar wheeze.


  Vishal clicked his fingers, like hed been waiting for the question. A lecture theatrea university, he replied, high and excited. A place where young minds grew, a place where they now decay.


  Simon looked at Jade with a furtive gaze, questioning whether to ask further and silently deciding against it.


  There was a vast array of species, some white, some yellow, some grey. Some were small and rounded, others were small shoots that wound around like curls of hair. On the walls there were large ears of fungi, some strain unknown to anyone but Vishal.


  It was the first time Jade had been down here. Their transactions were usually simple and quick, the swap of goods for what passed as food: mushrooms, earthworms, yeastsagents of decay and rot ironically sustaining life.


  You ever have any trouble with the Shadows? asked Jade, keeping her voice passionless.


  Vishal twisted around on the path ahead of them. His gangly legs jutted out beneath a grimy cotton T-shirt, it was his only manner of dressing. He flashed his yellow teeth.


  Shadows, he echoed, breaking into a tittering laugh. Yes, yes. No, theyre fine. You talk of them like theyre creatures, but theyre people like you and me. He pointed at Simon. And maybe him, too.


  Simon sighed, quickly becoming impatient. Jade held out an open palm to calm him.


  But theyve never tried to raid this place? Or othersstrays, irradiated? Theres got to be enough food to last a small group for years.


  Vishals excited smile drooped, his face set hard and vicious. With the smile gone, his elven aura faded. It was replaced with the cold fierceness of something else. He was a hellish apparition in that spore-filled cavern.


  My dear, you underestimate me again. His beady eyes were fixed on her. The tunnels would die without me. There are swarming masses down there, babies and children writhing like pale maggots. They grow their own food, but what is their fallback? Where do they go when production falls, or their rulers cut their rations? I see it all. I serve everyone. The Shadows you speak of, and their people as well. They are dazed, pale creatures desperate for food, willing to do anything for it. They are my customers, the same as you are.


  Jade thought of her father. She still had a strong mental image of him, gaunt and forlorn, arguing with her mother in low whispers, leaving the tunnel for days, the periods lengthening as the months went by, desperate to provide.


  But yes, sure, I get thieves. Sometimes I hear them in here, sneaking around like vermin. But I Vishal stopped to laugh again in his high cackle, the apparent humour of the situation had returned to him. I have certain safeguards in place. He wrung his thin hands together in glee. Not all of these mushrooms are edible. I grow all I can, I dont discriminate. I serve them, dear, so they help me. Some will kill instantly, some will give you a long, slow death. Others will take you on a journey. But only I know which is which. Only me. They take care of anyone who would go against me. He chuckled. And I can always use more compost.


  Jade peered at the debris around her, for the first time considering what comprised it. She saw trunks and stumps, unknown lumps. It dawned on her that this was a two-way operation. Vishal fed the living and in turn they fed his crops. The tunnels would be his greatest provider of corpses and excrement, the fertilizer of life and death. In the tunnels they would be toxic, causing disease and suffering. Up here, they could be their salvation. They could be their fuel. She shuddered.


  Ah! He clapped. Now you get it, darling. The circle of life, yes? His eyes flickered, dredging up the courage to breach some ancient topic. But thats not what I want to speak to you about.


  Jade felt her body tense up. Shed forgotten the favour hed implied. Now, she regretted ever considering it.


  What do you want? asked Simon.


  Ah, again straight to business. You should come work for me, replied Vishal. Well, some of these mushrooms are special. They take me to places, filled with colour and life. Journeys through forgotten realms. Places far from here.


  Silence enveloped the room.


  Look, Vishal continued, all I want is information. Thats reasonable, yes? You help me find something, and Ill give you twice the food. You can go on a holiday. He laughed, unable to control himself. Its nothing at all, dont be so grim.


  Jade looked at Simon and then back to Vishal. Her patience had long worn out. Each jittery laugh made her jaw clench and her brow furrow, tighter and tighter each time.


  Please, she said firmly. We really need to leave soon. Tell us what it is you want, and well tell you whether or not we can help you. Otherwise, well take the food were owed and nothing more. Fair?


  Vishal sighed and opened his arms, his palms facing outwards and his fingers spread wide. He cast a long shadow in the low light. It hung in the air, a gap between the floating spores, orange and thick.


  Ive seen a girl in my journeys, in my mind. Shes differentirradiated, but not hideous. Beautiful, even. I need to find her.


  Look, said Jade, her voice showing her impatience, we cant help you find someone from a drug trip. Tell us something real or dont tell us at all. Im trying to be fucking reasonable.


  Simon stepped forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. Come on, Jade. Calm down. Its not worth it.


  If Vishal was hurt, he hid it well. No, its not like that. She really exists. I know it, Ive felt it. His face was earnest and pleading. Her name is Pearl, and she could be in danger.


  Violence


  The man stood, legs apart, looking at Pearl with an addicts gaze. One arm dangled by his side, swaying gently like a broken tree branch about to fall.


  Please, I dont mean you no harm, he said, with an uncertain voice. I only want to talk.


  Pearls body came unstuck, finally arriving at a decision, driving into action as the man finished speaking. She spun and sprinted, scrambling up the hill as fast she could, dirt and dust driven into the air in a cloud of grit.


  Josh! she cried out, breathless and pained. Josh?


  Wait! yelled the man. He trailed after her, running in bounds. One arm was fixed to his to his body. Not held there, but fixed, permanently stuck like his skin had melted and set it in place, congealed flesh entombing it there, useless. His other arm swung like a great pendulum, making his run unbalanced and staccato. His breathing was damp and heavy.


  Pearl ran up the hill like a rodent, winding between trees along a shaky path. She was small and agile, but the man was gaining, his loping pace ugly but desperate. She tried to vary her path, dodging trees at the last second and veering off, first one way and then the nexta discordant path to disrupt his progress. The man was forced to turn at a moments notice, awkwardly fending off trees with his one free arm. He tried to call out but it came out as a grunt.


  Adrenaline coursed through Pearls body, emboldening her to take greater moves, sharper turns and twists to throw him off further. He was fast but clumsy, not well suited to the forest. Pearls cheeks flushed. She dodged a tree at the last minute, her bare foot clipping an outstretched root. She tumbled to the floor. Her foot pulsed with pain, but she tried to scramble back to her feet. Dirt stuck to her face where it had hit the floor, clinging to the sweat and painting her cheek brown.


  The man grabbed her with a dirty hand. His long fingers dug into her firmly and encircled her arm about the elbow. His fingers were almost long enough to wrap around twice. She winced and screamed and struggled, bruising her arm.


  Please, the man said, his breath loud and laboured. I dont want to hurt you. I don


  Silver flashed through the air and he cried out in pain. Josh stood there stoutly with the handmade auger. Hed struck the man once with the pointed end. The long handle provided him a wide swinging arc, and the weight of the metal made the blows heavy. He pulled back and struck again. The drill-bit dug into the mans side.


  The man lashed out, trying to kick away Josh with a flailing leg. The drill caught his shin but still he kicked, one arm holding Pearl and the other locked still. He swiped without connectingsporadic and unplanned.


  Pearl reached out with her free arm and grabbed the trunk of a nearby white gum tree. She latched onto it tightly with the caps of her hands, trying to pull herself away from the frenzy. In the chaos the mans hand held tight, cutting off blood and bruising her deeply. He let go and she collapsed to the forest floor. He rushed at Josh and swiped from close range, first with a fist and then with foot. There was a sickening dull thud when his boot collided with Joshs skull, knocking him out cold.


  Pearl cried out in panic. She tried to get to her feet, her bruised arm throbbing and useless. The man grabbed her and swung her up, pulling her off the ground. He pinned her under his armpit and clamped his arm around her tightly. Pearl tried to struggle but she was weak, her body beaten, her heart broken.


  I dont want to hurt you, he repeated earnestly, wishing shed listened.


  He walked off without catching his breath. Josh was lying on the floor like a limp sack. Pearl watched him through her tears; the vision of his lifeless body bounced up and down with each passing footstep.


  Josh, she whispered, wishing he hadnt heard her call.


  Fear


  Jade gathered her thoughts, her face dropping. Under her respirator her mouth hung open, for a moment no breath passed through it. Her eyes were wild and shocked.


  IIhow do you know that name? she stuttered.


  Simon stood beside her, his hulking frame large and imposing. Jade could feel him tense up, ready for anything. He towered over Vishal, who stood beside them like a crazed old man, lost and confused. Vishals eyes flitted between them, almost audible in the silence that had descended.


  I told you, dear, he said quietly. Ive seen her on my journeys. The mushrooms take me. I felt her presence. I saw her.


  Jade stepped towards him, arching her body forward so they stood face to face. The exhaust of her respirator was an inch from his mouth. Each escaping breath misted hot and heavy on Vishals ancient face.


  No, said Jade. Her voice was firming and her confidence returning. No more of this shit, tell me where you heard it. One of your customers? Irradiated? She grabbed his mud-stained shirt and pulled him firmly. His long and oily nose pressed against her respirator, bending awkwardly. Tell me! she shouted with wildness in her voice.


  Simon stepped forward and held the lantern up near Vishals face, giving it the feel of an interrogation. Vishals eyes registered the new dynamic, becoming soft and begging, willing them to listen.


  You know her, dont you? You know her, said Vishal, at once scared and excited. Please, trust me. I need to know more. Shes been in my thoughts. A small girl, pink, white hairrows of suction caps down her forearms, on her hands. Big eyes. Hopeful. Yes?


  Jade released him and took a step back. Howhow do you know all that? she murmured. The cavernous room began to feel very small around her.


  I see her. She sees others. Good people, bad people, I can feel them drawn to her. Shes special.


  Vishal clasped his hands together and looked at her firmly with pleading eyes, wide but still beady. He kept silent and still.


  Jade glanced at Simon. He looked at her, then back at Vishal. You cant believe what hes saying, Jade. It makes no sense.


  I know. I know it doesnt. But she paused, her mind clicking into place. She turned back to Vishal. What danger?


  Pardon?


  You say shes in danger. What danger?


  Vishals eyes squinted and his nose crinkled. I think theyre coming for her. I could feel it. Rather, I could feel her feel it.


  Who? Jade shouted.


  I-I dont know. I only have snippetsbits and pieces. I could feel her fear. I could feel her terror. Bring her here and Ill save her. His beady eyes glistened in the orange glow. Bring her here and Ill protect her.


  Jade released his shirt and wiped her hand on her trousers. Fuck this, Si. Im going. You wait here.


  No, Ill come too, he said. If anythings wrong, youll need me there.


  No, Simon, replied Jade, quick and shaken. You stay here. Watch this bastard. She gestured to Vishal. Make sure he doesnt do anything. Something is wrong, I can feel it. I dont know what his role in this is, but something is definitely wrong. And I sure as fuck dont trust him.


  Simon started to argue further, but Jade had already paced up the dark stairs in a loping run. At the door to the theatre, she stopped and turned. Simon and Vishal stood together in a bubble of light, floating together in a sea of black. She pushed her shoulder into the door, swinging it open and out.


  Jade navigated the darkness as best she could. She wound her way back down staircases and stumbled through lightless rooms. On the first floor theyd visited, she wandered in a panic. Twice she tripped over items in the dark, unable to see what and not wanting to know. She was flustered and confused. She let out a scream.


  With outstretched arms she moved across the room, knowing shed find the wall eventually, if not the door. When she did she shuddered, for it was damp and slick. Mold slipped between her fingers like paste.


  Jade felt the wall with both hands, searching for clues on which direction to take. She decided to pan right, acting on gut instinct, and slid along the wall in careful treads, each step into darkness and the unknown. In a low whisper she counted her steps, questioning herself when she reached twenty, but convincing herself to carry on regardless. The only way to find the exit for sure was to keep going in one direction, tracing the wall with her outstretched fingers.


  Her leading right hand caught on a groove, which she followed down until she found a hinge. She pushed an ear to the door, rapping on it firmly with a clenched knuckle, listening for its response. It was solid and thick, a large door like the one theyd come through.


  Her hopes confirmed, she groped for the metal handle. She pulled it down and it gave easily; the handle twisted down but offered no purchase. She tried again in vain. The handle turned and clicked, but the bolt didnt withdraw.


  Jade reached down and twisted up her leg, searching the treads for the pins that they held. Her thin fingers dug into the tight grooves in the dark, picking away mud and grime, finding one but no others. They could be beside her, they could be levels away, in the dark there was no way of knowing. The suction of muddy steps must have pulled them loose, leaving her with a single pick, lonely and useless. Jade shook the door and cried out in frustration, kicking it hard with her traitorous boots. She rammed it with a bony shoulder, and punched it with an angry fist. Her hands grew sore and bloody.


  She slumped down in the dark, her back pressing back against the wall. Part of her wanted to give up, but she was driven forward by the thought of Pearl. Pessimistic visions flicked through her mind, reminding her of what was at stake. She considered returning to Vishal, but the fool couldnt be trusted, he had a dark streak that ran deep.


  The room was dark, but shed been given a glimpse when shed first entered the room earlier that day, as the door had swung shut. In her mind she had a brief snapshot. She forced her palms into her eyes and tried to recall the details. The windows were high and boarded shut. Even if she could force one open, it would lead to nowhere. She wouldnt survive the fall. She pushed into her eyes harder, trying to force an image into them, an idea, anything. The lift shaft!


  She rose to her feet and tried to remember where it was. The dark room gave her mind a blank canvas on which to project her mental image. She stepped out thirty places, long and uniform, before reaching out to feel the wall beside her. She was greeted by the touch of smooth metal.


  Jade ran her fingers along it to find the center of the lift doors, driving her finger into the groove when she did. Her thin muscles tensed and strained, but they wouldnt pry open. She moved down lower and gripped the gap with both hands, digging her boots into the ground as she pulled the door with all the force she could muster. It gave a little, at first just an inch, finally more. She forced a boot into the widening gap and pushed in bursts, the door groaning and grating as it moved. Then she let go, her fingers burning hot, her palms wet and throbbing.


  She stood up straight and groped her way to the pried open door. The gap was thin, but so was she. She slid in an arm and then her torso. One boot rested on the edge of the chute, and the other trailed in the room behind her. Her arm waved about in the dark, winding like a snake trying to reach from tree to tree. The lift cable grazed her fingertips, out of reach, her slender limb not quite long enough to grasp it. She struggled through the door, hanging perilously close to the edge but unable to see it.


  Again she reached out for the cable, and again only her fingertips could reach. She touched it, breathing damply in her mask, and waited until the cable was still. Slowly, she removed her touch and opened her hand where the cable should be and dove out into the unknown. Her hand clutched the thick cable but her grip slipped and slid. The course fibers of the cable skidded through her damp hands, burning her palms with the friction.


  Jade flailed about in the dark. She tried to grab something with her other hand, but everything was moving too fast. She landed hard on the top of a lift car, the air knocked from her lungs. The blow had come soon, the fall maybe a single level, but it hurt all the same. The flesh of her palm was raw and burning. Jade lay on the roof of the car, contorted in the way she had landed. She gathered herself and stood upin pain but intact. No bones had been broken. She kicked at the roof of the car with the heel of her boot, her shin throbbing, and busted the panel out of its frame. With her burned hand pinned against her chest, she slid into the lift awkwardly, gritting her teeth for another rough landing.


  When she saw the lift door was open, she breathed in deeply. The trickle of light fortified her courage in an instant. The floor outside was abandoned. Debris was scattered throughout, and flood lines scarred the walls. A layer of thick sludge coated the ground, as it had in the car park, containing pollutants and unknown health risks. Vishal was crazy, but he was smart. When the city flooded, and the outcasts grew mad and desperate, his operation was sealed off from them all. Jade laughed to herself blackly and moved on, limping.


  She soon found her way outside into the blinding light. The world faded to white while her eyes adjusted, sore and pained and crying for shelter. When the world reappeared, she sorted together the pieces. She was on an overpass leading to a locked building, with a rusted steel staircase that led away to nowhere. It hung in the air. Whether it had failed or was sabotaged, she couldnt tell.


  The staircase groaned as she moved along it, gripping the twisted handrail with her one good hand. At the bottom was a drop of about four metres onto mud-slicked ground. The nearby river would swell with each high tide, breaching the banks of old to bleed into the city. It was low tide. A bloated body lay stranded in the sediment, waiting to be washed back down when the waters returned.


  Jade pulled her respirator on tighter and stepped off the staircase. The body slushed when she landed upon it, breaking some of her fall, but not all. She stumbled forward awkwardly, her burned hand held away from the muck. She ran.


  The journey back to the mountain was hard and painful the sun beat down and the earth burned hot. It was a journey best walked, but she ran as hard as she could. Her hip throbbed, her ankle was swollen, and her body felt battered. When she stopped for water, gasping and delirious, she realised she had none. One bottle was drained from their trip in, and the other was lost, a casualty of her brisk escape. She cursed and faced the sun, aware of the challenge it presented.


  Jades mouth dried out and her thoughts grew foggy. As she ran, her chest constricted tightly, her stomach coiled, and her windpipe burned. The mask made it hard to breathe while running, but when she took it off her nose and lungs filled with dust, the dry haze blown up daily by the wind, and the smell of death flooded her nostrils. She slid the mask back in place and pushed forward.


  By the time she reached the base of the mountain her body was screaming. There was a pounding in her head that was amplified with each heartbeat, and a physical sickness overcame her. She fell to the ground, gasping for air, and her stomach lurched. She pulled off the respirator and vomited. It was yellow and acrid, it tasted of acid and burned her throat. Jade spat in disgust and willed herself to her feet. She forced herself up the mountain.


  Pearl! she called out. Its Jade. Please, Pearl! Her voice was dull and raspy.


  Growing desperate, Jade tried to move quicker, but the slope of the mountain worked against her. Her thigh caught on a wire. She stumbled to the ground to the sound of metal chiming. Her head hit the earth awkwardly. Her mind was confused, her curses were angry. The world was spinning about her. It buzzed, like a thousand flies, humming and swirling and hot. She lifted up her head. The buzzing was real.


  Fifty metres up the hill lay a lumpy grey boy. Jade ran to him, ignoring her aching body, and sank to her knees beside him. His eyes were on either side of his face. They were lifeless and still. Jade lifted him up and his head came away slick, a deep gash on the back of his head where it had landed on a rock.


  Im sorry, Josh, whispered Jade.


  She took off her mask and kissed his fly-riddled forehead.


  Im sorry.


  Struggle


  Pearl struggled but soon found it was pointless. The mans one good arm was long, able to bundle her up like a sack of clothes. If she struggled it tightened, but when she kept still it relaxed. She tried a few times to catch him off guard, but it clamped back around her like a vice.


  Time slipped by uncounted. Pearl drifted in and out of sleep, unable to feel anything but exhaustion. They traveled a long way, each time she startled awake the scenery had changed. First the forest turned to shrubs, twisted and brown like bundles of barbed wire, and then the forest reemerged, blackened. The trees were burned and the ground was ashen.


  The man picked a trail that wound between forest and road. On the road it was easy going, the terrain less rugged and demanding, but it dropped away at intervals. Large sections had been washed away, culverts ripped from their foundations and transported by the force of water. In the forest they sometimes found them, large concrete pipes, no longer able to do the job theyd been created to do.


  Night descended, and Pearl could sleep no more. Stories of Shadows, pale beings that stalked the night, were imprinted on her mind. She wondered if they were as bad as people said, as bad as people themselves could be. She wanted to cry but had no tears to offer.


  Its okay, Pearl, the man said, as though he had sensed her thoughts. Were almost there.


  Soon they left the forest and the man walked across a dried lake, the ground cracked and divided like the earth had scales. It looked like some higher power had taken a scoop of soil from the earth, a sample for some morbid collection, and left a great hole in its place, empty and without purpose.


  When it rains, this lake is full, said the man. For a moment, at least. A moment is enough sometimes.


  Pearl remained silent and still.


  Im sorry I hurt your friend, he said. He spoke no more, whether deep in thought or void of any words, Pearl didnt know.


  A woman was waiting on the far side of the barren lake, her arms crossed tightly in front of her. She watched them approach, her long, oily hair flapping in the night air. When they got closer Pearl could see that her eyes were white like milk, and without pupilsswirls of fluid offering no sight. Still, she faced them with eyes open wide, watching the night.


  Youre back, she said, a statement not a question. Its late.


  I had to go far. I found the girl.


  Shes with you?


  Yes.


  The man stopped when he reached the woman, looking at her for a moment in silence before moving on past. Four more people emerged from crooked dwellings. Their silhouettes stood and watched in the moonlight. Their eyes followed Pearl, but they said nothing.


  The man walked to a building. It had once been made of brick, but had crumbled and been rebuilt at least one time over. Layers of mud were caked between gaps, covering the walls, holding the stones together. He took Pearl inside and placed her on the floor awkwardly. Another man stood in the doorway, watching or guarding, probably both.


  Her captor looked at her with sullen eyes, then spoke to the other man, who turned and left. He looked at Pearl and stretched out his arm, his joints cracking loudly, his knuckles grazing the floor.


  Please dont try and run, he said. I can tell youre thinkin about it.


  She was, it was true, but shed decided against it. There was nowhere to go. She felt helpless, trapped, caged like a rat. Her sucker caps popped as her hands clenched and opened, over and over. It was the only sound drifting through the empty night air.


  The second man returned with a tray of water. He placed it on the ground, inside the doorway. Both men retreated, the wooden door was closed, and a bolt clicked shut. Pearl sat down on the bare ground and stared up at a small, high window. A beam of moonlight flowed through, projecting a crooked square on the floor beside her.


  Shed never felt more alone.


  Departure


  Jade rose and scanned the forest around her. There were deep divots in the ground and other signs of struggle. She could make out boot printsfaint marks in the dirt not yet covered by wind and dust. They headed northwest, around the mountain and away from the city. Or maybe they didnt; her head was spinning and her thoughts were scattered. She stumbled uphill towards their shelter, still calling for Pearl but not expecting an answer.


  When she reached home, she removed her respirator and tossed it in the dirt. A cloud of dust rose up to coat it. Her face was marked in halves, damp and tanned where the mask had been, and dark and gritty where it hadnt. She sank to her knees and gulped water from the tin bucket. She collapsed in the doorway, her body lying limp and defeated.


  When Jade came to her mind was blank. As the events of the day reemerged, her stomach dropped. A deep dread filled her insides, propagating throughout her body like a virus. She wanted to throw up but fought against it. Her body ached when she stood up. Impacts had turned to bruises, and fatigue had aged into pain. In long, limping steps, she circled their home with open eyes and an unmasked face, her senses exposed to the world, looking for something that would help.


  The sun started to set, and the shadow of the mountain slowly crawled towards the city. Simon hadnt returned. Perhaps he was still waiting, or had left it too late to return. She almost didnt want to see him, didnt want to watch the pain break on his face. It was a pain shed seen in the past, but not one she would ever grow used to. Hed either be back soon or not at all. Chances were hed wait until morning, when the radiation of the early sun would ward off others. She didnt have time to wait.


  Jade sunk down beside the pile of scavenged pieces, looking for anything that might be of use. She found a rusted chain, two metres long, which she wrapped around her waist and tried to knot, wincing from the pain of her blistered palm. It clinked and clanked then sat there still, the bones of her hips propping it up in place. She sought out replacements for her lost picks in the range of small pins and twists of wire. She slid some into her boots, more into her pockets. It was a tool that always found a use, one shed never let herself be without again.


  She rifled through the remainder impatiently, but found little of value. There were wires and coils, hooks and handles, the sun warped head of an old toy doll. She retrieved two shirts, both emblazoned with logos from a lost culture, a lost time. She folded up her trouser legs and wrapped a shirt around each ankle, knotting them firmly in place. Her trousers were tight, but had loose pockets that flapped beside each knee. Into these she slid two spray-cans and rose to her feet. Yesterday seemed an age ago.


  Jade walked away from their makeshift home, bearing off towards the rainwater tank. It was two kilometres away but in the right direction, further up the mountain, further west. It was near where the mountain peaked. Soil pushed up from the earth, bringing outcrops of rock with it, near where the broadcast tower pierced the blue sky.


  She arrived and crouched down beside the water tanks faucet. Her knees cracked when she squatted, her gangly legs splaying out either side. She filled a bottle and took a long drink, taking in all her stomach could hold. Then she refilled it, placed it on the ground beside her, and rose to her feet.


  Jade pulled off her shirt. Its rancid smell filled her unguarded nostrilsit was the smell of death and decay. She flung it away and it caught in the wind. It blew up against a beam of the metal tower, where it flapped in the breeze, caught and panicking. She retrieved the bottle and poured water over her body, willing it to cleanse her of the smell and the pain, refilled it again and repeated the action. She bent down and unknotted a shirt, unraveled it, and pulled it over her still wet torso.


  She crouched beside the tank again, this time to run water over her burning palm. It hurt her to waste water, but it washed away the grit. With one hand, she retrieved the second shirt and tore at it with her teeth until the thin fabric yielded. She pressed it to her palm and it stuck to the blistered flesh. She wrapped it around and around, skirting the line between pressure and pain, and tucked away the end in a loop of fabric. She ran the whole thing under water, still warm but bringing relief, before refilling both bottles, clenching them between her knees while she tightened the caps with her free hand. Finally, she attached them to her belt. One was thin and long, the other short and stout.


  Jade rose and approached the beaten building, her home some months ago. It was trashed then, and had since grown more so. It was made of mottled and stained white panels, fibres peeling away from chinks and dints. She pulled a spray-can from her pocket and shook it firmly, rattling its innards. The metal felt firm and tight.


  She pulled on her respirator and worked it into place then approached the wall and wrote in large block letters:


  SIMON, COULD NOT WAIT


  HEADED WEST


  NEED TO FIND PEARL


  She thought for a moment, put the can away and retrieved the other. She crouched down low. Wisps of paint stained her hand and clothes as she sprayed:


  PLEASE BURY JOSH


  I AM SORRY


  The words shone grey in the moonlight.


  Haze


  Pearl slept restlessly, her dreams filled with people; an array of unknown faces and unvisited places. At intervals the one-armed man would appear in her dreams. His face echoed in her mind, reminding her of what hed done to Josh and her, of what he still might do. It wasnt a memory but something new. His surroundings were dark and his face was haggard. The woman with milky eyes sat beside him. At first they were talking, faces drawn and worried, but later they slept, and she saw their dreams too. Her mind flicked between such scenes, some similar, some far removed, some dark and twisted, and others subdued.


  When she woke, the woman with milky eyes was sitting beside her. She rested a palm on her forehead and brushed away her matted blonde hair.


  Youre burning up, she said solemnly.


  Pearls skin was damp with sweat. The dirt and dust clung to it, smearing her pink complexion, hiding some of her differences from the world. The woman touched her cheek and Pearls spine shuddered.


  You need water, the woman said, rising to fetch it.


  Pearl sat up and drank quickly, looking at the woman with wide, nervous eyes. The woman sat down and faced her, though whether she was staring at her, through her, or at nothing at all, Pearl couldnt tell. They sat in silence until the woman finally spoke.


  Mikes very sorry that he hurt your friend, she said. Her voice was open and gentle.


  Pearl looked away and stared at the dirt with unfocussed eyes.


  I know you dont believe me, but hes a good man. He means well. We all do. The woman wrung her hands together tightly, her knuckles turning white. Im Josie.


  Morning light streamed into the room through the lone window, already heating up the masonry walls. They radiated heat towards Pearl and Josie like a kiln, as if the room was an oven to set them hard and dry. Pearl looked up at the woman and stared at her eyes. The white wasnt monochrome. It swirled like thick smoke, banking and rising and stirring. Shed seen eyes like these in her dreams. Her mind was filled with people shed never met, people shed never meet, and now some she had, too.


  Can you see? she asked.


  No, Josie replied. Well, not how you mean it. But I can feel. I can feel the warmth of people, their radiance.


  Pearl watched her eyes closely. Each time she blinked the clouds stirred quicker, disturbed and turbulent, before settling back down. There was something sad about them. They carried emotions, trapped and bottled, sad and somber. Josies face was similar. It was aged and sun-beaten, though she couldnt be older than thirty. She carried years on her face that she hadnt yet livedyears that may never come. Pearl looked away and began to cry, a deep sadness filling her core.


  Im sorry, said Josie, rising to her feet. This must be horrible for you. Ill get you some food.


  She left the room and closed the door. The bolt slid shut.


  Youre not sorry, whispered Pearl to nobody but herself and the earth.


  Twice that morning, Mike visited her. He stood in the door and watched her with his free hand outstretched, resting on the lintel above. His eyes were askew, but both were forlorn; they bulged from their sockets but seemed sunken at the same time. The first time he stood in silence, the second time he spoke.


  Youre worried about your friend, he said. His inflection was flat and offered no clues.


  Pearl looked at him and said nothing. Her expression spoke for her instead.


  Throughout the day Josie brought her food in bowls of clay. They were misshapen and coarsely textured. They had been carved from the earth by unskilled hands, left to dry in the heat of the sun. She sometimes thought people had been, too. In the bowls was a thick grey paste. It was pungent and strong, but contained lumps of white food that were smooth and wholesome.


  What are these? Pearl asked.


  Potatoes.


  A fungus?


  A vegetable. A root. Sometimes we can grow them. Ill show you. Josie smiled sadly. Soon, I promise. When it rains.


  The rest of the morning they sat in silence. Josie sat beside her, facing Pearl as though searching for clues, but her distant eyes could see nothing at all. Pearl gazed into them, wanting to understand, wanting to make sense of the violence, of the hospitality, wanting to know what lay beneath the clouds, beneath the haze.


  Shadows


  Jade walked westward. Speckles of pink and silver paint marked her hands and clothes. The setting sun scorched her face and filled her with fear, with worry. It reminded her of the threats of the past, and warned her of the threats of the future.


  The thought of Pearl burned deep in her mind. Part of her felt her journey was pointless. She didnt know who had taken Pearl, where they were, or where they would be. Shed lost time to sleep and suffering. Her respirator whirred and the sun set, replaced by the moon, a gentler cousin. That night it was full and bright, lighting her way through the dark with its sad blue glow.


  Jade followed the road where she could. It was a way to maintain her direction, a guide to help plot her journey. She felt the absence of the sun throughout her bones. Walking without it felt strange and disorientating. It was her compass, her beacon, reliable and omnipotent. The moon was a lesser being. It chose its path at random, tracing the sky in a new way each daya new face, a new colour, a new size. It was unreliable.


  In places, the road dropped away. There were deep gashes in the earth where the waters had risen and eaten it away. Jade climbed down a steep bank and worked her way slowly across the rough terrain. There were large boulders and upturned roots, rotten logs and slices of pavement. She sat on a fallen branch and studied the moon, gathering her thoughts about what to do. She took a drink of water then rose and carried on.


  The feeling of company bubbled to the surface of her mind. It was an eerie feeling she couldnt describe, a long dormant sense hidden deep in her unconscious, magic and terrifying. She couldnt remember how long it had been there, how long it had been growing. It drifted into her conscious mind like a bubble, finally large enough to rise through to the surface. Jade looked at the ruins around her, and back up at the washed-out road. The moonlight waned, growing dimmer to match her mood.


  Jade moved silently, placing each footstep with delicate precision. She shifted her weight slowly, making sure the ground could support her, not wanting to make a noise. It took her minutes to reach her target, but it seemed to take hours. Time hung in the air, thick and heavy, the seconds dripping by like treacle.


  She approached a concrete culvert, a grey pipe that had been ripped from the ground and deposited downstreama tunnel to nowhere. It rested on its side, partly buried, and came up to her knee. She crouched down and entered it head first. The rough concrete inside scuffed against her trousers. The chain around her waist clanked and chimed. Jade winced with every sound.


  Her elbows were soon sore and bloody, but she worked herself forward regardless, fighting feelings of claustrophobia. She lay on her stomach and listened. Each breath was soft and muted, but louder than she wanted them to be.


  She waited in the pipe for what seemed an eternity, sometimes hearing sounds and seeing shapes in the murky grey night, though real or imagined, she couldnt tell. There was the clatter of shifting stones and the sound of husky breathing. A figure entered her field of view. The outlet of the pipe framed the world in a circle.


  A man with translucent skin stood in front of her. Veins traced his arms like routes on a map, each one visible in the low light. His eyes were pink and sunken, his pupils wide and bright. They flicked back and forth, tense and impatient. He had no mouth or nose. They had long been replaced with a round metal grille, pockmarked with small holes. Beside his pale skin it looked like a hole in his head. Long hardened scar tissue wrapped around it, holding it in place with twisted flesh. It made his breathing sound cold and metallic. Jade held her breath and watched in silence.


  He shone in the moonlight. A shadow in name but not in nature.


  He was in Jades view for an instant, but the vision stayed imprinted like the afterimage of the sun. It remained with her while she waited, counting off the minutes in her mind. She stopped when she reached an hour, then struggled free of the culvert. The night was older but the earth was still warm.


  Jade left the eroded road. Its path was a risk, an easy route through the mottled landscape, a shared trail for all, regardless of intention. She hadnt expected to see a Shadow so far from the city, so far from the tunnels. It wouldnt make it back before daybreak. It couldnt. The thought filled her with dread. Something was wrong.


  Sight


  The day was hot and the air was dry. Pearls skin was wet with sweat. Her white hair clung to her forehead in thick, matted clusters. The encampment woke up with the sun and was busy thereafter, and sounds from outside drifted in. She heard men shout and children laugh, women talk and people argue.


  You have children? she asked Josie, breaking the strange silence that had filled the room most of the day.


  Two, she said. Two that are mine, that is. Theres more in the camp.


  Irradiated?


  The woman smiled sadly. We all are, dear.


  Pearl looked at the woman, studying the lines of her face. Once shed been pretty, but the sun had aged her. When she smiled it was to one side, the crease that had formed was well defined. Her hair was long and thick, a twisted mess of sun-bleached wire.


  Why did you take me? Why are you keeping me here? asked Pearl. She kept her voice low and calm, but tension brimmed about the edges. Her sucker caps popped in her hands, slick and salty.


  Josie breathed in deeply and held it for a time. When she exhaled it was long and slow. She no longer smiled but the crease still remained, a thin scar on her tired skin.


  Because you called us, she replied.


  Pearl stared into her milky white eyes, searching for clues in the swirls of fluid.


  No I didnt.


  Every night we see you in our dreams can feel you in our dreams. It started months ago, quiet and distant, a ghosting image on the borders of our minds. Its been getting stronger, louder. Sometimes we see you, sometimes we hear you, sometimes we feel you. Its different for all of us. Josie paused for a moment and then resumed. I havent seen a day in my life. Not one, she said. But I know what you look like. I know all about you. When you visit my dreams I can seeswirls of colour and light. Youve let me do something I thought I never would, thought I never could.


  She smiled again, now with both sides. Her eyes peaked at the edges, causing crows feet to rise.


  I think you can help us.


  The door rattled and swung open. Mike stood in the doorway, off kilter and gangly, his long arm dangling. He looked at Josie then looked at Pearl. He had heavy bags under his lopsided eyes. Pearl could smell him from across the small roomsmoke and sweat and a strange acrid note. It hung in the air, quiet and still.


  I sent someone for your friend this morning, he said, looking at Pearl. We wont hurt him. Hell be safe with us here.


  Pearl looked up at him. Part of her flooded with relief, the rest with fear. She didnt know which was right.


  Do you need anything? the man asked. His stare was fixed and frightening. It carried with it a tension, an intensity that made Pearls skin feel too tight. It cut into her like a knife.


  I dont want to stay in here, she said.


  Mike returned his gaze to Josie. Ill think about it, he said after a moment. But we dont want you to run. Its not safe. I need to know that I can trust you, need you to know that you can trust us.


  Chills ran down Pearls spine, in spite of the heat. Mike turned and left. The door clacked closed behind him.


  See? said Josie. Hes a good man. Give him time.


  Pearl didnt reply.


  Mongrel


  It was dawn before Jade was ready to admit she was lost. There was nobody to admit it to. She had spent the night wandering through rough terrain, trying to use the moon as a guide, foolish to trust it. When the sun peeked from the hills behind her, she knew shed been wrong. She faced it with squinting eyes, not looking directly into it. It was not where shed expected it to be. In the night shed come off course, slid further south than shed thought, and the sun exposed her mistake, loud and clear.


  The land around her was dry but not completely barren. Warped cacti grew from the soil, green-brown messes of arms and spines. They spotted the landscape at wide intervals, each one claiming a patch of land for itself facing the sun in bitter defiance.


  Jade approached one, her gait slow but constant. She pressed a hand softly into its spines. Her skin indented but didnt break. Her water was running low and her stomach was empty. She studied the cactus, trying to recall if they could be eaten, if others had eaten them in the past.


  Jade removed the chain from around her waist, wrapped it twice around the arm of the cactus, and moved back. The chain clanked taut. Jade pulled.


  At first she pulled steady and slow, but the whole cactus bent with her, acknowledging the effort but not willing to give. She reached out her arms and pulled back in bursts. The chain gnawed into the hard flesh of the cactus, twisting spines out of the way as it did. The arm snapped with a sickly sound, like a breaking bone, and fell down dangling, held in place by stringy fibres. Jade approached it and studied it closely. She ran a finger along the broken surface. It was wet and stickysap, not water.


  She detached it in the same manner, wrapping the chain around the wound and pulling until it gave. It fell to the floor in a cloud of dust. Jade reached into her bloated pocket and removed a torn shirt. She wrapped it around the arm of cactus and knotted the fabric to her belt. It hung down beside a water bottle, beside her thigh.


  There was breathing in the air, and again that feeling of company, of being watched. Jades skin tightened and she looked up, not expecting to see a Shadow in the heat of day but ready for anything. A large dog bounded towards her. Its eyes were wide and curious, its ears pricked up and pointed.


  Go away, Jade called out, throwing out her arms.


  It ignored her and came up, regardless. It sniffed at her boots and at the ground around her. It stopped to urinate on the dismembered cactus, bones showing under its skin.


  I said go away, mongrel, she repeated, flaying a boot out towards it in encouragement.


  The dog looked at Jade with wide, wet eyes. They conveyed a mix of elementsfear, curiosity, and desperation among themmany of them mirroring her own. His coat was a golden orange, the colour of dingoes, but his snout was a dark grey, as were his paws. In other places the gold faded and waned, the dog within him overriding the dingo. He was a mongrel in the truest meaning of the word.


  Jade opened her arms wide, revealing empty palms.


  I havent got any food, she said, trying a different tactic.


  The dog cocked its head, unable to communicate. It shook its bony frame and barked at her twice, loud and husky.


  She walked onward, not knowing where she was going but heading there all the same. The dog followed her at a distance. It hung back twenty metres. It would sniff the ground and stop at intervals, sitting on the dry ground and scratching itself with a hind leg, gnawing into its fur with yellowed teeth. Jade would turn and watch. She would backtrack for a moment then carry on.


  Each time she thought she was rid of it, it would return. It scampered along with its head held low, its eyes on Jade, its tail between its legs.


  Youve been around people, Jade said to the mongrel.


  Its ears pricked up but he had no reply.


  They moved in that manner for most of the morning, woman and dog, lost and directionless. Jade was walking backwards, studying the mutt, when it stopped dead, back stiff and eyes locked. She followed its gaze. In the north, on the horizon, the dust clouded up, following the path of a distant figure. She stood and watched, gauging its direction, not knowing what to do. The decision was made for her; the figure changed direction and headed towards them.


  As it got closer, she saw it was a tall, thin man with a mouth full of teeth. They jutted out at all angles, like jagged stones. The flesh around them was sore and hardened. He wore a cowboy hat, with white lacquered straw that glowed bright in the sunlight. It shaded his face and dark, seedy eyes. Jade untied the chain from around her waist and held both ends in her good hand. It looped down beside her, grazing the ground.


  Strange place to be walkin a dog, he called out. His words were harmless but his eyes were cautious. His voiced filtered through his teeth like wind whistling through a cage.


  Even stranger place to be on your own, Jade replied.


  The dog growled low and soft, interrupting it with sharp barks. The mans eyes blinked shut with each cry, protecting themselves from the sound.


  You should control your dog, he said.


  Jade shrugged. Its not my dog. Whered you get the hat?


  The gettin place. Whered you get the mask?


  Same place, I figure.


  They stood there in an uneasy silence, neither wanting to be the first to give. The mans eyes flicked back and forth between Jade and the dog, wanting to watch both of them but unable to do so. He raised a hand and tilted back the hat, allowing the sun to shine on his face. His expression twisted and his teeth ground together. He tried to force a smile but his teeth wouldnt allow it.


  Look, Miss, he said, breaking the standoff. I dont want no trouble. Its strange seeing you out here, is all. He pointed east with a long finger. Im heading towards the city. Goin to help out a kid. You can come if you want. He looked her up and down. You look like you could use the company.


  A kid? asked Jade.


  Just some kid that got himself in trouble.


  What sort of trouble?


  The man shrugged. Trouble, is all. Same sort of trouble you and I got ourselves in.


  The sort of trouble that you caused?


  Be careful what youre implyin. Listen, sweetheart, how about you take off the mask. Talk face to face. Its rude to hide your mug like that.


  Jade ran her fingers through her hair. It was oily and hot in the midday sun. The dog had bent its head down low. Its growling had become louder and the barks were more frequent. Its teeth were showing. They glistened yellow and slick.


  The man moved his hand slowly to his hip, grasped the handle of a long knife, and slowly slid it out of its sheath. It was dark and rusted but the blade shone brightly.


  Now dont misunderstand me, he said, in a low voice. This is just in case the mutt gets violent.


  Put it away, said Jade, hard and firm.


  The man looked at her and in that moment the dog darted forward. It wrapped its teeth around the mans forearm. Both man and dog thrashed around wildly. The blade hung limply, unable to swing. Jade swung the chain in a broad arc and thrashed the mans face, metal against teeth. He fell to the ground and Jade stalked towards him, the respirator expelling her breath hot and fast.


  She moved over him and crouched down, pinned his arms beside him with her knees, and sat on his chest. The dog released its grip, realising she was now in control. The bite in the mans arm was deep and bloody. Thick red blood ran down onto the dusty ground, a dark and muddy pool of wasted life.


  The mans eyes were wild and crazy, uncomprehending. Jades hand rose in the air and twirled. The chain wrapped around her hand and forearm. It clanked when she lowered it, cocked and ready beside her.


  Whats the kids name? she yelled. The mask muffled her voices volume but not its fury.


  The man blinked and struggled. The tension in his face rose and released, picking what path to travel.


  Youve got it wrong. All wrong. Im going to help him, I swear it.


  Who?


  J-osh. A b-boy named Josh. He was stammering his words; they came out fast and pained. Some of the mans teeth had cracked. Elsewhere theyd torn his lips and skin. I wont hurt him, we wont hurt him.


  Jade brought down her chain wrapped fist, once, twice, and then twice more again. The mans teeth splintered and snapped, his face distorted and crushed. Jade screamed and the dog barked and paced, excited and restless. Jade slumped forward, her hand resting in the mans shattered face, and cried onto the mess.


  You fucking pig, she spluttered. He was only a boy.


  She sat there until the flies descended, and eventually rose to her feet. The dog stayed behind. It ate its first meal in days, and then followed behind.


  Heart


  The door bolt unlocked and Pearl rose to her feet. A young man entered, wearing faded overalls and a dirty trucker cap. He was old enough to have stubble, but young enough that his face hadnt yet set, it was sun-hardened but still youthful.


  Excuse me, he said softly, taking off his hat to reveal shaggy brown hair. May I talk to you please, Josie?


  Josie went to him and he whispered in her ear. She looked at Pearl and smiled her lopsided grin.


  Would you like to see our home? she asked.


  Pearl nodded. She wanted to be anywhere but in that room.


  Good, she said. Tyrone will show you around.


  When they left the room, the light hit Pearl like a sound wave. She stood dazed, trying to gather her senses. Tyrone slipped his hat on and waited, a quirky smile on his lips.


  Mike came towards them, walking with his long limp. He cast a great shadow across the encampment, one arm swinging and the other still. He stopped and looked at them, chewing on something wretched. His teeth were stained black.


  Now, listen, he said, addressing them both, youve had a rough time of it these last couple of days, I get that. But I need you to know that we arent a bad bunch. He spat on the ground. It was thick black fluid that burned in the sun like asphalt. You probably dont believe me, so Ty here will show you whats what. Hes a good kid. But know one thing, I dont want to scare you or nothin, but if you run hell chase. It may seem like a smart idea, but its not. Take this chance for what it is. See things. Youre our guest, not our prisoner. Right?


  Pearl looked him in the eye. Her skin crawled. She nodded, unable to speak.


  Alright, off you two go.


  Tyrone started off, so Pearl followed. The encampment around them was littered with buildings of different makes. Some were patched up masonry, some were made from mud and wood. People stood in doorways and stared, watching them walk. Many were familiar faces, from dreams and nightmares. All were irradiated.


  They walked from camp, heading along the bank of the now dry lake.


  He scares you, dont he? asked Tyrone, when out of earshot of the others.


  Hes a scary man, she said.


  Not so scary. Not once you get to know him. Were all good people.


  Pearl looked at him closely. He seemed to believe it.


  Im locked in a room. I have to drink from a tray and pee in a bucket.


  Tyrone pulled down his hat, trying to shield his eyes from the sun, and took a long breath. His hands were sunk deep in the pockets of his overalls, his arms lithe but well worked.


  I can see what youre saying, he said. But it wont be for long. Trust me. Theyre just scared.


  Scared of me?


  No. Scared of losing you, Id say.


  Pearl clenched her hands, popping her suction caps as she walked, out of time with their falling footsteps. Sweat beaded on her pink skin.


  You do that a lot, said Tyrone. It wasnt clear if it was a question or a statement, his voice was a slow, calm drawl.


  I dont know why I can see people in my dreams, Pearl said. It doesnt mean anything.


  Tyrone stopped and looked at her. Heat swirled off the ground in long wisps, distorting the surface of the earth. The horizon was alive like the ocean.


  It means something to them, he said.


  Like what?


  Well, he said, gathering his thoughts, the story goes, not long ago all these people lived in the city. Not together, but scattered apart. There was disease, sure, and fighting too, but they made their own decisions, made their own mistakes. The Shadows became restlessI dont know whystarted picking off people, two or three a night. Kids, mostly. All irradiated. Theyd vanish. Gone. Mike and Josie lost their first kid, decided to flee, and came out here. It mustve seemed crazy at the time, but they made it work. Soon others started finding them, started joining them. Like me, like everyone.


  What does that have to do with me?


  Well, two things, the way I see it. First, youre irradiated. And not just any, youre something special. Some think thats what they were targetingpicking off the young before they got strong, like they were scared of them. And the second, well we all see you. Hell, I see you. Id say that all irradiated do. Youre like a beacon. You can bring us together, help us defend ourselves. Help us sort the good from the bad. Maybe even one day, help us fight back.


  He led her to a stream, as dry as the lake, which wound its way down a long hill. It snaked left and right. At each bend there was a cut, straight and unnatural, which ran away on a gentle grade. The paths branched off, forming patterns in the dirt, rows of manmade streams.


  When it rains this stream drains to the lake, like a vein to the heart. He pointed at the diversions. Theyd been cut into the earth by tools but widened by the flow of water. We divert off some of the water. When it rains, it flows through for days. It helps us grow food. For a while, anyway.


  What do you grow? asked Pearl.


  Tyrone smiled. Potatoes, mostly. White, red and brown. Youd be surprised at how quick they grow.


  Anything but grey, she said. They taste incredible.


  He laughed. Oh, youve tried them? They must be spoiling you, dipping into the stockpile. We havent had rain for months. Not the best time for eating.


  What do you eat, then?


  Cactus, mostly. He waved a hand along the landscape. Cacti littered the plains, standing twisted and sad. They were beginning to look thirsty themselves. And youd be surprised at what else you can find. Witchity grubs, worms. Theres an old mine near here thats littered with mushrooms and insects and stuff. The trick is to plan. To know what you can eat, what you cant. Mike helps with that.


  I didnt know you could eat cactus.


  He folded the brim of his hat, trying to block the sun with the brim. It was stiff with sweat and peaked in the middle. Well, it depends. Many you cant. Some will make you vomit, give you the shits. Thats as bad as death in a place like this. Others will make you hallucinate, send you wandering through nowhere, lookin for something thats only in your mind. He shrugged. Like I said, knowledge is everything out here.


  Tyrone showed her things for much of the day: the old mine, their food stores, how they caught and treated their water.


  There was a deep bore hole near the mine, which sunk to the depths of the earth. It was a tunnel into darkness. The water table was high but the water was murky. Long ago theyd set up a system. Theyd found multiple tanks from various places. Some had been built to hold rainwater, others for petrol. Each had a new purpose. Some filtered water through stone, sand and charcoal. Others sat in the sun, letting things settle, letting things heat up.


  Whatever you have to say about this bastard sun of ours, Tyrone said, you have to admit, its good at killing shit.


  Pearl nodded and thought of their tank, back on the mountain, scorching in the sun. It was their best defense against sickness.


  When they returned to the encampment the sun was low and orange, shimmering above the horizon. Mike saw them walk in and nodded towards them. It was more to Tyrone than to Pearl, an unspoken message between two men.


  That night, Pearl ate with the others. They sat in a wide circle, some on the ground and others on stumps. They ate a dark sludge, no potato amongst it. The sun was setting but the day was still hot. There were more people than shed expected. All of them were irradiated, deformed in different ways. They snuck glances when she wasnt looking, looked away when she was. Shed never seen so many people in one place, irradiated or otherwise, other than in her dreams. Some made conversation but not all. She was a distraction, an unknown element in a place proud of planning.


  When the sun had almost set, people rose and returned to their dwellings. Its disappearance declared the end of the day. Tyrone walked Pearl back to the small building.


  How did you know I wouldnt run today? asked Pearl in a whisper.


  I didnt, he replied. But I have a big heart.


  I want a real answer.


  That is one, he said. Sorry, its a bad joke not a bad metaphor. He took off his hat and scratched his slick and oily hair. Dont take this the wrong way, but Im irradiated too. Sure, I dont look it much, but its on the inside: big lungs, big heart, big arteries. Or at least thats what they figure.


  Youre saying you could chase me down.


  He looked at her and sighed. Thats one way of putting it. Not the best way, but a way.


  Pearl went into the room. An uneasy mood swept over her. It was a dull place full of ill thoughts, the feeling of being captive, of being constrained. They were feelings that had begun to lift, but now came rushing back in waves.


  Tyrone lolled near the door, leaning against the frame.


  I showed you all that today for a reason, he said. To show you what its like here. We work hard, but we have it good. Food, water, company. No Shadows. Youd like it here. You can help us. Become one of us. Remember that.


  Pearl sat down on the floor. Tyrone lingered in the doorway, waiting for a response that never came.


  Well, goodnight, he said.


  The door shut behind him. Pearl waited, listening. The bolt slid shut. Josh was right. She didnt know what people were like. She couldnt read them at all.


  Parasites


  Jade walked away from the mess, hand bloody and chain trailing, and headed the way the man had come. After a few hundred metres she stopped and breathed in deeply, waiting for her mind to clear. She inspected her hand. It was bruised but not broken, and her knuckles were swollen. She walked back to the corpse, the scene of her first murder.


  The mans body was baked in the sun. Swirls of flies buzzed about it. It had become an island of life adrift in the barren landscape. Even through her respirator the corpse smelled foul and putrid. It was a scent shed smelled previously, but not one shed ever grow used to. She crouched and found the mans water bottle, trying not to look at the corpse as she did, and emptied it into one of her own.


  The mans knife lay in the dirt. Jade retrieved it and held it up to the sun. The blade had been ground with care. It shone white and sharp.


  His hat had been thrown lose when shed struck him. Jade picked it up and studied it. Genuine Shantung Panama, made in the USA, it declared on the inside band, gold text on sweaty leather. A row of Xs scored the front.


  Well Ill be damned, said Jade. She didnt know what it meant, but was surprised all the same. Years of scavenging had taught her to know a find when she found one.


  She slipped it onto her head, and pulled down on the front of the brim, casting a broad shadow over her face. It was light and airy, but with a wide stiff brim. Her squinting eyes peered between hat and half-mask, a discordant collection of elements. The dog sat and stared, not knowing what to think.


  Jade retied the chain about her waist, and attached the knifes sheath to a belt-loop. It hung awkwardly, clanking against her collection of tools. She turned back and continued on her journey.


  The dog followed. It had become more confident. At points it ran by her legs, at other times it dropped behind. Twice shed almost clipped it with a striding boot, before turning and cussing and carrying on. The dogs belly was swollen, and his ashen snout was stained red. It would stop to scratch and gnaw at itself, never comfortable in its own skin.


  Finally, it left her alone. It sat in the sun, bothered and restless, whimpering. Jade walked on. She had expected it to return, but this time it didnt. After a while, Jade looked back. The dog was a dark spot on the horizon, a flickering figure between the waves of rising heat.


  For Gods sake, Jade said, letting out a sigh.


  She retraced her steps and headed towards it. It lay down the whole time, looking up at her with helpless eyes as she approached.


  Let me guess, you ate too much?


  It gnawed at its leg with yellowed teeth.


  Jade crouched down beside it and touched it for the first time. She rested a hand on the back of its neck, slow and careful, her eyes pinned on it, watching for movement. The dog was shivering. She ran her hands through its dirty fur, mottled with lumps. It looked up at her with pleading eyes.


  You poor mongrel, she said.


  Its skin was covered in ticks, many of them swollen and hard with the dogs blood. She pulled back an ear and they lined the inside, gorging themselves on his waning blood. Jade had seen ticks before, on herself and on others, but never more than two at a time. There were hundreds on the dog.


  If I do this for you, then you better not complain, okay?


  She took its silence as acceptance.


  Jade sat between the sun and the dog, casting a shadow over its face. She pulled the knife from its sheath, and stuck the point into the ground, turning it until it had dug a small hole, then returning it to its place.


  With long, wiry fingers and dirty nails, she searched for ticks and pulled them. Some came quick and easy, some held on tight. When she pulled a fat one the dog would wince. It would cry and stare but keep still and watchful. Jade would shush it with a calm voice and pat its head between its pointed ears.


  The ears were the hardest part. The ticks wound in deep and held on tight. Jades nails were long, due for a cut, but it was slow and patient work. Shed seen infections caused by poorly pulled ticks, from heads and fangs left behind. In the ear it was hard to grip them. She worked from the outside and moved her way in.


  The hole filled with ticks so she dug another.


  Jade rocked forward onto her knees and ran her fingers through the mongrels coat, checking it for strays. She twisted its ears up to the sun and looked in their depths, split the dogs toes, and combed through its tail. When satisfied, she stood and ground each of the holes with the heel of her boot, the ticks popping, black and bloody.


  The dog looked up at her with querying eyes, asking if she was done.


  Cmon, boy, she said, waving it forward. I guess I owed you that much, at least. It rose and trotted forward, sniffing at her boots. Im surprised they hadnt killed you. I guess its hard to kill a mongrel.


  She started walking and the dog followed.


  A helpless feeling flooded through Jades body. To be lost is to not know how close you are, she thought. It could be miles away or over the next rise. There was no way of knowing, and so it was one and the same. There were no degrees of lost.


  The thought of Pearl lingered in her mind, but she forced herself not to dwell. By now, if she was alive she was alive, if she was dead she was dead. Another day wouldnt change that. Perhaps she would never know. So Jade carried on, now into the sun, scanning the land for signs, but being offered none.


  When the sun began to set, Jade found a spot to sit. She unwrapped the cactus and rested it on the rag that had held it. With the borrowed blade, she carved off the skin and spines. Long strokes of the knife peeled the skin off like curls of wood. The insides were a damp light-green colour. Jade removed her mask and brought it up to her nose. It was bitter smelling and sharp.


  I dont suppose you know if I can eat this? she asked the mongrel.


  It shook its coat. Dust came off in a cloud, hanging in the setting light. Jades stomach growled, loud and pained.


  Jade cut it into thin slices, crossways, and collected them on the rag. Beside her was a long flat stone. She pressed it with the back of her hand, quickly withdrawing from the heat. The sun had a way of making surfaces hot, enough to burn, enough to cook. She spread out the slivers of cactus and pressed them down, waiting.


  The firm woody texture became dark and soft. She turned them over and waited some more. When they were soft enough to eat, she raised a strip and smelled it again. It was less acrid now. She tasted it, chewing with a slow jaw. It was horrible, but shed tasted much worse. In the city shed eaten many things: earthworms and rats, fungus and grubs. Compared to those, cactus was refreshing.


  Jade ate all she could, knowing she needed the energy. After a while she felt sickly and ill. She had to fight the urge to throw up. Vomit meant dehydration and dehydration meant death. The sun was almost gone and Jade had no shelter. If a Shadow came, it would find her. She would have to put up a fight.


  The stars came out and Jade lay on her back, her hat resting on her churning stomach. The mongrel sat beside her.


  The stars that night were bright and plentiful. She looked for outlines she could recognise, names of constellations that Simon had shown her. They never looked like the names he gave them.


  They shined brighter, and began to spin. Jade felt like she was falling, dropping into the earth, deeper and deeper, faster and faster. She tried to sit up but she couldnt move. The hole shed sunk into went down too far. The patterns of the stars became patterns of another sort, swirling visions of colour and sound. In one ear she could hear Simon talking, asking her where she was, how he could help. In the other the breathing of the Shadow echoed, over and over. Her heart beat faster and faster but then seemed to stop altogether.


  The shapes of colour began to coalesce. The places theyd been shone a bright white, as if a hole had been ripped in the fabric of space. They joined, great blobs of colour, mixing and merging and swirling before her. Then she saw her sister. She saw Pearl, alone and dark, sitting in a dusty room. She was sitting against the wall, her head slumped forward, not meaning to sleep but unable to fight it. Jade felt a great sadness, a deep confusion. She was there with her, standing face to face.


  Jade opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. Pearl moved forward to hold her, but slipped right through. After a while, Pearl sat, closing her eyes. Jade felt herself ripped away, and great flashes of scenes played out before her. She saw a mighty lake, deep but barren, a collection of houses, a collection of people. She saw snippets of struggle and some of peace. The world around her vibrated with a tense energy, faster and faster, until it could hold no more. The vision tore asunder. A great light broke out from beneath, and everything turned to white.


  The world spun and Jade fell, falling forever.


  Blood


  Pearl woke with a start. Shed seen her sister. She hadnt realised shed fallen asleep, but when she saw Jade she knew that she had. Jades mind had been scattered and scared. It floated about, never settling in one place. It was a haunting experience, a nightmarish trip, like encountering a loved one hot with fever, muttering incoherently about things only they could see. Pearl had tried to shift her thoughts, to show her things to guide her, but they had fragmented and burst, overwhelmed with a nervous energy.


  Pearl felt exhausted. Her clothes dripped with sweat, her white hair was sopping and sticky. Moonlight shone through the lone window and hit the floor and wall on the opposite side, two sides of a box. Two sides of the box that held her.


  She rose to her feet and moved to the wall, looking up at the window. It was too high to reach and too small to fit through. She tried the door, expecting the click of the bolt but needing to hear it regardless.


  The wind was whistling outside. It seemed to be stronger, growing restless itself. A scream tore through it, like a knife cutting through sheets, and the camp erupted in a cacophony of sounds: crying babies and yelling men, the sounds of panic and fear. Pearl returned to the door and rammed it with her shoulder. The walls were closing in on her. She could hear danger but had nowhere to flee.


  She tried to clamor up the wall, a vain attempt to reach the window. Her suction cups peeled off the wall, dusty and helpless. Escape was a distant dream. Violent sounds flowed in through the window, like blood escaping a wound. The camp was a severed artery spurting forth fluid, the pressure too great and the cut too small. Pearl backed up against the wall, breathing heavily. Maybe the room was the safest place to be.


  Pearl waited. Whether silence or violence was coming, she did not know. The choice was out of her hands. The choice was always out of her hands. To be told youre special, and yet have no say, it seemed to defeat the point. Pearl realised shed always been a prisoner, always been locked away from the world, always been sheltered. She had never been free.


  The door bolt clanged when something struck it. There was the sickly sound of metal striking metal, knocking the lock free from its screws. The door swung open, slamming hard against the outside wall.


  A figure stood in front of her. It was tall and translucent, the most harrowing thing shed seen. A slab of metal was where its face should have been, like the grille of an iron that had been pressed and pressed, forced into its face until the skin gave, made to mold around it and hold it in place. Its head touched the top of the doorframe, a large ear jutted out on either side. They were long and marked with twisted red and blue veins, the flesh itself almost translucent. They hung in the air like the wings of a fly. In each hand hung a sword, long and bloody, a pool of fluid forming on the ground beneath each one.


  It looked at Pearl and she looked into its eyes. They were pink and soft, as if reflecting her skin back at her. They burned into hers, into her soul, locking her in place, burning with fear.


  She was trapped, again.


  Dust


  Jade returned to the world. The mongrel sat next to her, whimpering. It was the dark of night. The stars had dulled, and the moon had grown shy. She pulled on her hat and rose to her feet. The edges of her vision glowed, and the details were warm and hazy.


  She walked through the night with the dog trailing beside her. Her mind was fragmented but she knew what to look for. The force of water rivaled that of the sun. When it rained it cut through the land, carving deep incisions to mark its journey. Whether hard ground or soft, it would always give way.


  Soon Jade found the markings of a stream. It was tiny, a small score in the earth, but it was a start. She followed it downslope until it combined with another, and more. Each time the stream got deeper and her path surer.


  She pictured the rushing waters and the forces that they held. In the city it was a slow creep. The river would rise, quiet and foreboding, seeping from drains and sewers, basements and channels. It would take days to rise, bringing with it the collective filth of the city, death and disease, and take days to leave. Here it was different. The waters would run fast, brown with sediment, joining and collecting along the way. They would carry dirt but not death; theyd bring life instead.


  Jade found the lake. It was large and ominous, a sunken wound in the earth, a crater, like the moon had fallen and left it behind. It matched her visionher hunch had been correct.


  It was dark but there was light enough to see. Jade scanned the outskirts of the lake. The encampment showed like a blip in the earth, a collection of bumps and grooves on its otherwise placid surface. She slid her knife from its sheath and held it firmly in her hand. Her skin was still blistered, but shed learned to ignore it. It would set tougher next time, the same as she did. Jade stalked her way towards the camp.


  It was clear that something was wrong. The mongrel started growling its low growl, baring its teeth and barking at the night. The surface of the camp glittered like mercury. Pools of blood swirled and congealed. Jade crouched down and put her hand between the dogs ears, willing it to hush so that she could hear. The night was quiet and still.


  There were bodies between buildings, and bodies within them. They were newborns and children, women and men. It was an indiscriminate massacre. Jade checked every one.


  She opened the door to a building and found a man clutching a limp body with a single arm. It was the body of a woman with long, fine hair, now mottled with blood. Her eyes were dead, each holding a frozen swirl of white fluid.


  The man looked at Jade with lopsided eyes filled with fear. He was weeping, but Jade felt no sympathy. She grabbed him by the collar and pulled him to his feet. The body fell limp on the floor beside him.


  Where is Pearl? she demanded in a dry, husky voice brimming with fury.


  IIthe camp was attacked. A Shadow.


  Where is Pearl? she repeated, twice as loud.


  The man guided her to a small room. His shoulders were hunched and his body drooped. He pointed towards the door with a long arm. His eyes flickered, never meeting Jades gaze.


  Im sorry, he said. I know how you feel.


  The lock lay on the ground, ripped from its place. The door clanked shut, over and over, the wind blowing it closed then changing its mind. Thump, thump, thump. It was much slower than the beating in her chest.


  She grabbed it by the end and swung it open. The room was still, silent and empty. It looked like the one patch of the camp spared from the bloodletting. She could feel Pearls presence lingering in the room, so close but impossibly far.


  The man watched on in silence. Jade turned to leave, her face drawn and sunken, and the man blocked her path. He looked at her with sullen wet eyes filled with grief and despair, but calculating at the same time.


  Where are you going? he asked.


  To get Pearl, she replied.


  You wont find her. The Shadow Jade shoved him in the chest hard. His back caught on the frame of the door and he let out a wince but didnt break her gaze.


  And whose fucking fault is that? she shouted.


  She tore off her mask and threw it to the ground, taking the hat with it. The man looked shocked. Perhaps it was her youthhe struggled to pair the anger with its source.


  Your fucking fault. These peoples fucking fault. You took her and now shes gone. Who knows what the fuck that Shadows doing to her? She spat at him. It landed on his chest, mixing with the blood and tears.


  Listen, he said, I know right now you hate me. Hell, right now I hate me too. But the way I see it, with Shadows there used to be one option. But now theres two. Youve seen a lot, that much I can tell. But believe me when I say Ive seen more. And I aint never, and I mean never, seen a Shadow set themselves upon a person and not kill them right then and there. Take a look around you. Look around the camp. Not one other body unaccounted for. But Pearl, shes stone gone. Not a mark, not a trace. If they wanted her dead shed be here, dead. Shed be lying where youre standin, not a drop of life in her. But she aint, so she aint dead. New option.


  Jade stared at him. Her eyes burned like the sun itself, spewing imaginary radiation towards him. Her mind was in a million pieces, heading in a million directions, for a million different reasons. It flicked through memories and images: anger and shock, dehydration and dreams, heat and respirators.


  Now I know you dont trust me. Nobody ever does. I got one good arm, a melted face, and a brain that wont turn off. You wouldnt trust me to shine your goddamn shoes. You know I took your friend.


  My fucking sister.


  Alright. Your sister. And I know you killed my mate, Eddie, cause he sure as hell aint gonna be givin his knife and hat away.


  Jade looked at him, not letting her stare soften. Her hands were by her sides, her fists clenched and whitening. The tendons of her long arms were tight and stringy.


  Dogs got him. Flies found him long before I did, she said.


  Ive heard more lies than Ive seen sunrises. It aint worth testing me, he said. But look, it dont matter. I lost my wife tonight, fifteen years going, and you lost your sister. Now this is what I reckon. If a Shadow took your sister, he dont plan on killing her. Id be willing to wager that shell be back in the tunnels before your next shit. If you go out now, youll be dead either way. Either you catch up and he kills you, or you dont, and you die anyway.


  I can take care of myself.


  No doubt you can. But look, between you and that dingo of yours, Id say you look the most beaten. And thats saying something.


  Jade arched her shoulders forward. The muscles were tight, string on a bow, pushed to breaking point. The borders of her vision still flickered, like the corners of a photo that had been left in the sun. They were curling twists of colour and image. Her head hummed.


  So what are you saying? Jade asked. We do nothing? You better believe me when I say Ive come too far to give up now. Ive saved her from the tunnels once already.


  The man squinted his eyes in thought, his brow furrowed between his asynchronous eyes.


  Do you want to see these bastards pay? he asked.


  Yes, replied Jade.


  Really truly pay?


  Yes.


  So be it. We start work tomorrow. Youre not good to anyone in a state like this. Not to yourself or Pearl. The man sighed deeply. I have bodies to gather, survivors to find. Ill fetch you some water, you drink til you swell, and then sleep. Tomorrow we draft our plans.


  Jades body sunk. She hated this man with all her soul, but her arms were heavy and her bones were sore. He talked sense, and she hated him for it. She looked around the room.


  Ill take this room, she said. Leave the fucking door open.


  Freedom


  The Shadow approached Pearl and she tried to slip past him and run to the door, to run anywhere but there. He stopped her with the back of his sword. One swift stroke and Pearl saw black. And that was it.


  When she came to, she couldnt move. Pearl had heard stories of paralysis, from spiders and bad mushrooms. She thought she could picture what it was like, watching the world around you but not being able to move, trapped in your own body. It was worse. Her eyes were locked, unable to shift, unable to focus. She hung limp, over what she couldnt tell. She was trapped in her own mind. The world was a distant blur, ebbing and flowing and glowing around her.


  The visions around her transformed to red and then to black. Not the black of night, but darker still. At first she could hear the sounds of a million souls: the clack of footsteps, the mewing of young, water dripping and men coughing, muted whispers and yawns.


  Then it all went away. The emptiness around her became a vacuum. She couldnt tell for sure her eyes were still open, that she was awake at all. There was no external reference. There was no guide. Time stood still. It became a distant concept for life and the living, the moving and seeing. She hung in nothingness, adrift and alone.


  It felt like an eternity. For Pearl, it was. Just when she was convinced she was dead, she moved an eye. She couldnt see a thing, not a shape or a colour, but she could feel it move. She could feel the eyeball twitch in its socket, and it brought her tearing back to the world. It was a piece of reality to grab on to, to hold and pull, until she came tumbling back. Soon she could blink, and twitch a finger. Finally, she could sit.


  So she sat.


  Pearl rose to her feet, her arms outstretched. The dark felt thick like fog. She walked five paces before her hands found a wall textured like concrete. She traced her way left, and then right, finding each corner not a metre away. Pearl walked back the other way. Eight paces. This time the wall was metallic. She could find no handle or latch. She couldnt find anything at all.


  Pearl searched every centimetre of space in that place until she knew it by touch. She could recall textures and temperatures, materials and flaws. She whistled a low tune to keep herself sane, to give her another sense to use other than touch. It echoed and repeated, in chorus with itself.


  She was about to give in when she heard a sound, metal against concrete, from the ceiling above her, too high to reach. With hands flailing in the dark she located the sourcetwo metal tubes descending from the ceiling. She clutched one and felt it. It was thin and long and stopped near her chest. It ended with a small handle, like the faucet of her water tank but smaller. She turned it and water came out. It dripped on the floor and splashed her ankles. It was strangely cold.


  She tried the other, gentler this time. Again, it dripped, but heavy and slow, a thicker fluid. She let some drip onto her hand, which she tasted. It was horrid and garish, definitely food. Pearls mouth was dry and her stomach was empty. To refuse to eat would be a decision to die.


  I will get out of here, she said aloud. She flinched at the sound of her own voice, shaky and crackled and far too loud. She said it again, louder and firmer. Then again. And again.


  She kneeled and drank the water and ate the food, as much as she could manage. She had no plan and little hope. Shed long been taught to use what you can, to scavenge and create. She had nothing, no tools, no options. If nothing was all she had, nothing would be what shed scavenge: time, space, and solitude. That would have to do.


  I will get out of here, she told herself, again.


  She wasnt sure if she believed it.


  Extermination


  Jade felt like she had aged twenty years in a handful of days. When she woke, her body was sore and stiff, her mind dull and aching. She eased herself to her feet. Her joints cracked and her limbs throbbed. The day was already well advanced. The sun beat down on that small room, heating it like an oven.


  When she went outside she was hit by the smell of baking blood. It hit her like a wall. The ground of the camp was covered in pools of blood, dried and set. It was an abstract painting of slashes and spots, cooking in the sun. Jade recoiled. Her body wanted to vomit but her stomach was empty. She turned back into the room, fastened her respirator, and slid on her hatthe mans hat. Her hat now.


  Back outside, she noticed changes from the previous night. Stains had replaced bodies. Throughout the night the man had collected the dead, taking them where, she didnt know. It was a crime scene with no bodies. She walked through the encampment, the bloody dirt crunching under her boots. It was empty. Not only of dead, but of the living, too.


  If the Earth was a painting, it was marked with brushstrokes. There were long paths through the camp where blood had been scraped, where bodies had been dragged. Jade traced the lines, all leading to a common point, out of the camp and away from the lake. She followed.


  The man came over a rise. His arm was bloody to the elbow, and stains marked his clothing. His eyes were sunken and red. His stench matched his appearance, grimy and rotten.


  Good morning, he said.


  I dont see whats so good about it, Jade replied.


  Please dont start. Im goddamn exhausted. He swatted away flies from his face.


  I can see.


  Good. Come with me.


  He led her away from the camp and down some ways. She saw plots of land, now barren and empty but plots nonetheless. He took her to a collection of tanks. There was a white sheet pulled between them and around twisted cactus, forming a makeshift shelter. An irradiated couple sat beneath it, savoring what shade they could.


  This is Tyrone and Emilia, he said.


  Tyrone stood up and took off his cap. It was an ugly truckers cap that had spent thousands of days in the sun. He looked her in the eye.


  Nice to meet you, Miss, he said. His mouth curled into an awkward smile on his young and earnest face. If you dont mind me saying, and I understand if you do, I showed Pearl around this place and she was a sweetheart.


  Jade stared him down but said nothing.


  Tyrone and Emilia here werent in the camp when the Shadow came, the man said. They were off doin things they shouldnt be doin. Young blood and young flesh, if you get where Im leading.


  Emilia looked at the ground with large, sad eyes. Her sun-bleached hair was long and sandy blonde, and she had a small button nose. Her skin was the colour of the earth. She had small horns, rounded nubs that grew from her skull, peeking out from her tangle of hair.


  Sorry to have to meet you in such a circumstance, she said. Her teeth were sharp and pointed, like the fangs of the mongrel but white instead of yellow.


  The man had one hand resting on his hip and the other pinned to his side, giving him the look of a man much more casual.


  I still dont know your name, Jade said.


  He held out his bloody hand. Names Mike.


  Jade looked at the hand but did not take it.


  Jade, she said. So this is it? Nobody else survived?


  The man looked down at the dusty ground. Im afraid so, Jade. I found others but they soon bled out. I did what I could, but in the end I was only easin the pain of their exit.


  Why did they leave you? It makes no sense.


  The man shrugged. His pinned arm made the action seem awkward and tight. He looked at her with weary eyes. They were sunken down by a night of moving the dead, moving his friends and loved ones, moving what was once his life, his dreams, his hope.


  A joke on an old man, I suppose. The universe is full of them. Jokes, that is. Not many old men left. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, leaving a mark of brown blood, mixed in with the sweat and the grime. Theres another reason too, but I dont like sayin it. My wife had a way over people. She couldnt see, never could, but she could feel others, their glow. I only seen it once, but I reckon she had a way to hide them too. Make a man appear as dead as the next. Its hard to explain.


  She protected you, and got killed herself because of it.


  Mikes head sank, along with his shoulders. That might be the simplest way of putting it. Woman always did love me too much. He sighed, and his eyes watered. Jade saw him for the first time as he really was, not a cruel, twisted creature, but a worn and defeated beaten old man.


  Im sorry for your loss, she said.


  Its alright, I dont need no sympathy, he replied.


  Emilia offered Jade a bowl of food. She ate it in silence. It was much better than what she had at home. There were pieces of mushrooms and slices of vegetables. Green chunks of something bitter, but crisp and fresh.


  What are these? she asked.


  Cactus, Emilia replied.


  Jade stared at her, her lips drawn tight. Cactus? she asked. Id warn against eating that.


  Emilia stared at her in confusion. Weve been eating cactus for years. Yjust have to pick your type.


  Jade relaxed, her shoulders slumping, and her mouth returned to the bowl. The clay rubbed coarsely against her lips as she sipped, her mouth filling with the thick liquid. Her bones still ached from days of torment and her stomach groaned from the influx of food.


  When I found where Pearl was, Jade sad, I ate cactus, out there, and it took me elsewhere. I felt her and she showed me things. Thats how I found this place.


  Mike looked at her. His eyes tightened in concentration, one more so than the other. They can do that, he said. Trip you out, I mean. Take you to places. But if you saw Pearl, well thats something else. Maybe you can see how we feel, see what weve been seeing.


  Jade looked at them darkly. The rage returned to her stomach, to her chest. These people had taken her sister, stolen her and trapped her.


  Its not anything like that, she spat. Theres a difference between looking to help someone and fucking kidnapping them.


  She threw away the bowl and the clay body smashed. The remaining liquid spilled onto the ground and glistened in the sun.


  Mike stepped towards her, his hands opened wide. Now, I thought we had an understanding.


  What fucking understanding? You feed me and I forgive you for stealing my sister? For setting her up for this shit?


  Mike furrowed his brow and tugged down his shirt. It was a dirty patched fabric of reds, blues, and whites.


  Youre not irradiated, are you?


  No, Jade replied.


  Well, Pearl is. We are. And to some, thats an offense. To the Shadows and their kind it is. Ive seen them kill irradiated with no reason or rhyme, for no crime. Its a horrid thing. All I want is for it to stop, to have a chance to survive. This world is shit, but were alive. Alive and safe, or so we thought.


  Theres no such thing as safety, said Jade.


  Maybe not, but theres such a thing as safer. When I was younger, I was like you. In the city, scrounging and grifting, stealing hats and respirators. There was no solace, only momentary relief. I didnt reckon that was enough. Then me and Josie, bless her soul, lost our children. Shadows slayed them when we were out scavenging, looking for food. We came home and they were dead, lying in pools of their own blood. That was enough. The city was too much. It was a cesspool of grit and scum. So we fled, promising ourselves better things. Nine times outta ten we wouldve died in this desert, wouldve died and had our carcasses eaten out, back to the circle of life. But we didnt. That day it rained. And the next, too. It rained and rained and rained some more. The city flooded and we had escaped. We came upon this lake, when it was a lake, and sat in silence. It flooded twice a year, maybe more. We figured that might be enough. If we were smart we could manage. We were two days from the tunnels. Two days. A day for a Shadow is a lifetime. They fear the sun like we fear death. So we stayed, and we built. In time, others found us, and saw what we had. Instead of fighting, we welcomed them, and after a while we had a community, a town. But the threat still loomed. Most wanted to leave things be, let our lives play out, but I knew the hostility the Shadows had for us. Not hate or fear, but something else entirely. Its about extermination.


  Jade looked at him. She was drawn into his account but refused it at the same time. She hated the Shadows, hated what they had done to her parents, to her life. At the back of her mind, though, Mike was a murderer, either through action or command, and they were the stealers of children, of her sister.


  So when we felt Pearl, that was something else. At first we thought it was naught but dreams. Bored minds seeking out entertainment. But we chatted over sunsets and sunrises and a theme emerged. Stories of Pearl in a forest, sorting scraps, treating wounds. Stories of her fears and her wishes, her thoughts and her dreams. We realised there was something real. And if we could feel it, and it continued, then the tunnels couldnt. She was something only the irradiated could hear.


  So you went and stole her? Jade asked. Her voice was bitter but quiet.


  Well, I did, yes. But dont reckon it was unanimous. There were plenty among us that didnt feel her, didnt see her. This camp is my child but I dont own it. I decided to fetch her for myself. Figured that she could help us, act like a beacon, bring us together.


  Together.


  I know you dont see it, but the lowest risk option is to swoop and grab. I aint much good at explaining myself, and Ive seen people stabbed for batting an eyelid instead of furrowing a brow. The city cant be trusted.


  Jade looked at him and spat into the dirt.


  I know you hate me, Mike said. Aint no person ever looked at me and didnt. But I believe in our right to live. Your sister is the key to that. That I truly believe. And for that reason well save her.


  Jade stared.


  Provided you dont kill me first, he added.


  Sickness


  Pearl sat against the concrete wall, willing herself to sleep, but defeating her own intention.


  She didnt understand her ability, didnt know what it was or how to use it. All of her childhood shed thought it was an affliction. Shed had terrible dreams since she was a girl, twisted thoughts that made no sense, snippets of violence and sex and death. They were vague, muddy things, full of feeling but with little imagery, rushes of emotions not her own. She would tell her sister, and shed sit with her, pet her hair, stroke her wrists. What a horrible thing it must be to grow up in a world such as this, Jade would say, as though she hadnt as well. Id be worried if you didnt have nightmares, shed say, Im surprised youre coping as well as you have. Youre strong, youre tough, and dreams can never hurt you. They show that youre human.


  Each year the dreams got worse. They got clearer, more vivid, more lucid. Sometimes she saw faces, heard names, felt not only emotions but thoughts as well. Sometimes they were good, oftentimes bad. Jade would listen, and Josh would listen, but they were only dreams. They were always just dreams.


  Dreams were all she had now. She knew where she was, in the vague sense of the term, but knew nothing about it, nothing at all. It was a place of isolation, and this was her chance to escape. Maybe, for a moment, a fleeting connection, or maybe shed find something, find someone, away from there.


  Now she knew the illusion she could feel was real.


  All this ran through her mind while she tried to sleep. It was impossible. Her hands clenched and opened, filling the small chamber with pops and crackles. She missed her sister, missed Josh even more. Sometimes she felt she even missed Josie. Shed met more people in two days than she had in a lifetime, had been dragged around like dust on the wind. She was the last person with a say and the last person to be heard. Now even her body wouldnt listen to her, wouldnt drift off to sleep.


  She sat in the dark for hours, or maybe minutes, maybe days. Sometimes she swore she could see colours swirling in the void before her, dancing and weaving but amounting to nothing. Sometimes there was nothing but the sound of her own breathing, her own restless movements, every sound amplified and echoing.


  But then she felt someonesomeone close. She jumped with a start, not sure if she was awake or asleep. The lines had blurred, the divisions had been lost. A dreamlike consciousness and a lucid dream, where was the difference, where was the line?


  Hello? came a voice.


  Hi, Pearl replied. There was no echo, no resonance. She was not in the chamber, but somewhere else.


  I can feel you, it said.


  I can feel you, too.


  Youre close.


  I can tell.


  Pearls mind hung in a vacuum. This was not her normal dreams. They were filled with imagery and places, smells and sounds. This was a voice, strange and internal, how she imagined it might feel to die, to hear voices while everything else slipped away.


  This is strange for me, said the voice. It was cold and featureless, genderless, thought rather than heard.


  Me too.


  Not how you think. Ive heard thoughts all my life, but Ive never had someone respond.


  Where are you? Pearl asked.


  The voice paused and time hung suspended.


  Same place you are, it replied. Or close enough. Have you done this before?


  Done what?


  Spoken like this.


  I can. Sometimes I can drift into others dreams, but this is different.


  Different how?


  Pearl shook her head in the void. I cant see you, cant see anything.


  Neither can I. Here or anywhere.


  Before she could respond, Pearl was snapped back to reality by the sound of rusted hinges scraping open, and the smell of stale air replacing staler.


  Her eyes opened and they saw. Not much, but there was light. It was not enough to see by, but after absolute dark it was noticeable. A rough hand grabbed her thin shirt and pulled her out of that place.


  It carried her with little effort, pulled her through passages and passageways and doors. Then it set her down, gently and precise, her small feet hovering a slither above the ground when it let go. She stood and tried to make out the patterns. Her brain registered light but didnt know what to do with it, like lungs gasping for oxygen but finding thin air.


  There was a flash, making her eyes recoil. Her widened pupils slammed shut in fear. The image was imprinted on her retinas, a floating spot of red in a sea of black. It dimmed and flared. The smell of strange smoke filled the room, not like a bushfire but something else entirely, a pungent smell of oil and earth, metal and bark.


  Welcome. How have you been finding things?


  Pearl held her eyes shut. When she reopened them she saw a face glowing in orange light. The burn of the initial flash was still imprinted on her vision. She waited for her eyes to adjust. They did so slowly, but not entirely. A woman sat in front of her. Her skin was porcelain white and her eyes were covered. She inhaled from a pipe, a long slender thing with a burning cup. It flared up with each draw and Pearls eyes struggled to cope each time.


  Well? the woman said. Shy?


  The womans eyes were holes of darkness. Not holes, but welding goggles. They were dark circles that covered her eyes, the glow of her pipe too much to bear.


  Where am I? asked Pearl.


  The woman laughed. It echoed in broad leaps, revealing the place to be large and cavernous.


  You know where you are, she replied. Youre home, little one.


  Pearls eyes were gradually adjusting to the light. She closed them and they watered, opened them and they hurt, but eventually they adjusted. Her brain found images and patterns and shapes. She was in a long room. The walls were straight and the roof was flat. It dragged out before her, long and thin. It was a bar of space, as if a box had been stretched out, creating this place.


  Im not from here, Pearl said.


  But this is where you were born, yes?


  We escaped.


  The woman laughed again. Her legs were crossed and she sat on a wooden chair, rocking back and forth on curved feet. One hand rested on an arm, and the other held her pipe. Her head was shaved and her skin glowed in the light, pale and translucent but strangely pretty, untouched by sun and worry.


  Escaped, she echoed. How very cute. In the same way excrement escapes the body, or blood escapes a gash. Not heading to a better place, no, but heading somewhere, thinking there is merit in the journey.


  Pearl wanted to stay silent, to ignore this woman, but something inside her drove her forward. She was sick of being quiet, sick of being lectured, sick of following and being guided.


  No, escaped from this place of filth and darkness. You think youve seen the world but youre trapped in a hole. My sister calls this place the Colon, and now I see why.


  The woman rose and grabbed Pearls throat. She lifted her off the ground, her thin arms harnessing hidden strength. She pushed her up against the wall, blowing smoke in her face. The smell made Pearl dizzy and disorientated.


  Feisty. I like that, she said. Pearl choked and spluttered, struggling for breath. But what is passion without understanding? Let me put it to you straight.


  The woman released Pearl and she fell to the ground. Her knees gave and she stumbled to the floor. Its damp concrete grated at her sucker caps, nicking her skin in a hundred places.


  Youre alive because I want you to be, the woman said. That, and nothing more. The minute you stop being of use to me, or refuse to do so, you will die. Do you know why youre here? Because someone guided me to you. Not quite the same as you, no, not as powerful. But someone that heard you. Heard your thoughts. If you want to live, you will help me too.


  Pearl gasped for air, her throat sore and tight. Why? she asked.


  Have you ever been sick? asked the woman.


  Yes. Two years ago.


  And what happened?


  I vomited, had fever, trembled with cold.


  Yes, but what happened?


  I recovered. My body fought the infection.


  Precisely, the woman said. And now you see. Humanity is a body, in tune and refined. The way it has existed for hundreds of years. It is, however, fallible. You introduce a virus, or bacteria, and it falls to its knees. Falls sick and crippled, spluttering and sickly and desperate. So the body fights back. It attacks the virus with all its got, with cells of vengeance and fury. Sometimes it wins, sometimes it doesnt. When it does, the body survives. It heals, it recovers. When it doesnt, it dies, virus and all. The virus can never win. It can only get in the way of health.


  The irradiated are a virus, said Pearl.


  You irradiated are a virus, said the woman. But the curious thing about viruses is that they can be used in their own correction. If you want to prevent someone from becoming sick, you inflict them with the same illness in a smaller dose, and they learn to defend against it. Now, Im not saying this is the same, but you will help me or you will die. Its your choice, really. I know you can sense other irradiated, can see them in your dreams. How do I know? Because others have told me. Others like you, but not quite as useful. She drew a breath, drew a smoke. If you help me, I promise I wont kill you. I promise I wont kill your sister, either. Shes not irradiated, just lost. Shes a toenail that has been cut off from the toe, a pointless waste of energy, a growth without a use.


  The womans face was aglow. The red smoldering flame of her pipe danced on the surface of her goggles.


  Ill give you some time to think about it, she said. Though know thisyou are different, but you arent that special. The sun warps your young like time changes the world. Everything that happens will happen again. If you listen youll survive. This is your only chance to save your sister. To reject me would serve no purpose, other than your own destruction. Think about it.


  The woman drew from her pipe again. The smoldering contents flickered then died, returning the room to black. The afterimage of her face burned bright.


  Ill talk to you soon, little one. If you make your mind up, ask for the Queen.


  Journeys


  Jade rose after eating and returned to the room, to the place of Pearls imprisonment. Her hat was pulled forward, covering her face with a broad shadow. She wasnt used to the shade.


  The mongrel was gone. She hadnt seen it since the previous day, but looked for it anyway. She didnt claim to understand it, didnt claim to know it, but it was something to which she could relate. It was adrift in the world like her.


  Mike approached her, his free arm swinging.


  If youre looking for that mutt, I advise that you leave it, he said.


  And whys that? she replied.


  Its wild. Half wild or all wild, whos to say? Its a mongrel either way. Aint no telling what itll do. He sighed. I know you think you trust it. I gather it saved you from Eddie, or Eddie was unable to save himself from it, its your word against no ones. But I figure you let it go, leave it to the wild world.


  And I figure you dont know what youre talking about.


  That so? You telecast more than you know, perhaps. I aint no retard. Just melted and bent by the sun.


  Jade stared at him, not feeling at fault and not wanting to admit any.


  Whats wrong with a mongrel? she asked.


  Aint nothing wrong, necessarily, but there aint no telling where it came from. Aint no telling what itll do.


  Jade pulled down her hat and spat in the dirt, enjoying the fact her mouth had moisture.


  Well youre shit out of luck, she said. I was born in the tunnels, raised myself in the city, and now I find myself with you. She hiked up her trousers, bottles and knives dangling from them like ornaments. You like figuring, well figure this: if that dogs a mongrel, Im something else entirely. If I was you, Id embrace the fact youre an abomination. Thats why the Shadow came, right? The trick isnt to show how straight you can be, but how abominable. They show us pain, we show it back to them magnified. But cold and rational. Cold and cruel. Only where its deserved.


  How do you mean? Mike asked.


  I mean they slay us with logic, with precision. That persons irradiated, so slay them, kill them, watch them die. Were not like that. To you, it may seem like a handful against thousands, but its not. Its definitely not. I grew up amongst them. Fuck, I am one of them. I was born in the tunnels. I would have died in the tunnels, but my parents were restless.


  Jades arms were stretched wide, long and pleading.


  You think its an army against us, a world against us, absolute power, but its not. Its a hundred thousand people locked in the darkness. Its a cold calculating lair of life, babies taken from parents, each person dictated their role. If you escape, youre locked out. If youre different, youre killed. They killed my dad for trying to help us. He ventured too far, into the sun, and he was a risk to the colony, a risk to their purity.


  Jade spat again in the dust, aiming for the original spot but missing it by inches.


  So I escaped. I took Pearl, the pinkest baby youve ever seen, and escaped. I was eight. Fucking eight. White as the surface of the moon. And somehow I survived. Jade looked Mike directly in the eyes. So if you want to talk to me about mongrels, if you truly want to go down that path, then Im a fucking mongrel too. Part dark, park light. The way I see it, were all mongrels. If you had any idea of how they covert purity in the tunnel, how they treat genetics and legacy, you wouldnt use that fucking word as an insult.


  Mike looked at her for a time, and shook his head. Youre right, he said. A mongrel is a survivor. Were but mongrels ourselves.


  Exactly, said Jade, with an exhaled breath.


  So I take it youre gonna keep the mutt?


  If he ever shows up again, she said, shrugging her bony shoulders.


  Well he has until tomorrow, Mike added. Today we plan and recover, eat up and prepare. And I want to grill you for every last piece of information about the tunnels, work out what were facing. That sound alright with you?


  Jade nodded. That sounds alright.


  Later that day Jade sat with Emilia, letting her treat her wounds. Jades hand rested on Emilias thigh, palm up, while she rubbed white-green ointment into Jades blistering skin. It stung at first, but soon the pain lessened. The ointment cooled the wound, soothed the hurt. Emilia looked up at her and smiled. Her sharp teeth shone, a mouth full of canines.


  How does that feel? she asked.


  Good, said Jade. Really damn good. What is this stuff?


  Emilia rubbed her hands on her elbows, not wanting to waste any of the cream, and then ran a hand through her mop of blonde hair. Her skin was dark, a reddish-brown like the dried lakebed, but smooth and youthful. She had a glow about her.


  Special recipe, she said. Mostly cactusprickly pearit grows like wildfire, and a few other things too. Beeswax. Ive been working on it for a while, perfecting it. Youd be surprised how many burns Ive seen here: bushfires, sun, spider-bites. Sometimes it seems that just about everything out here is looking to hurt you. If you look real hard though, you find secrets, little things left by nature to make things a bit easier. This cream is one of those.


  You have beeswax?


  Oh yes. Wonderful stuff. I found a beehive near the entrance of the mine. Little black things, native I think, hard as nails. They pollinate the cactus when they flower. Tends to happen right after it rains. They manage to survive in between. Like we do, I gather. Scrounging around for what they can, doing their best with it. They dont make much honey, but when they do its the greatest thing youll ever taste. Sweetness like you wouldnt believe.


  Jade smiled and looked out over the horizon. Thats wonderful, she said. I never wouldve thought.


  Hard times breed all sorts of strange things, Emilia said. All you have to do is know where to look.


  Emilia wrapped both of Jades hands with a thin material. One hand was bruised and sore, while the other was white and blistered. Jade felt much better than yesterday. Sleep and food had restored her. Her body would bounce back with time and care, it always did.


  That day she cleaned and washed, scrubbing dirt and grit from herself with a damp cloth, and ate more than her fill. It was restless break, required off time to help her recover, help her be well enough to help her sister.


  Later that day, after dinner, they stood together by the water tanks.


  How much do you remember of the tunnels? Mike asked her.


  Some, said Jade. Mostly foggy memories and loose facts. But some.


  Mike smiled, a grin or a grimace, and scratched at his coarse beard. Well, its better than nothing, he said. Though Im not sure how were going to do this. Not sure if we even know what were doing at all.


  Well, Jade started, theyre tunnels, in the true sense of the word. Plural. Four in total, but two in reality.


  How do you figure?


  Three road tunnels, one railway. People may have lived in the latter, Im not sure, but it flooded right through. Its nothing but a sewer now. Ive been to the entrance. It goes right under the river, but seems much the same.


  And the road tunnels?


  Therere three in practice. Two north-to-south, the other east-to-west. The two north tunnels have been joined at the surfaceone ends where the other one starts, or within a few hundred metres anyway. Theyve joined them with a tight handmade connection, so you can pass from one to the other, but its not the nicest journey. Its small and cramped, so most people stick to one or the other.


  How long are they? asked Tyrone. He would have never seen them, never been near them. Jade forgot how little they knew of the city.


  Combined, they stretch maybe twenty kilometres, she said. Though each is really two, one running in each direction, joined at intervals by crossways. I reckon the east-west tunnel is much the same, although Ive never heard much about it. Its shorter and the entrance is boarded shut.


  Mike waved away flies. So you figure your sister would be in the bigger one.


  Its the only real option. I suppose people live in the other one, but you never hear about it. I was born in the southernmost tunnel, the Clem they call it, dont ask me why. Its swollen with people. You wouldnt believe it, a hundred thousand, probably more. Its tightly controlled, almost like a hierarchy. Most people are honest folk wanting to survive, working for rations and taking care of their home. Then theres the Shadows. Theyre the soldiers. They keep things in order, patrol the tunnel and the city. Theyre cold and calculating. When you live in such a place, theres no ambiguity in justice. Theres the way youve done things, and the way they should be done, and if the two dont line up the Shadows will take care of you.


  So who controls the Shadows? asked Emilia. Her eyes were bright and wide. To her, the tunnels were distant rumours not facts of life. They were wild stories of how a strange people lived, twisted and unrelated to their own kind.


  I dont know, Jade said. The Shadows act in harmony. They do what they do and they do it with violence, but they never disagree. Never fight, never argue. Hell, Im not even sure they can think for themselves. Whoevers in charge must be an absolute motherfucker.


  But our best chance, said Mike, if we want to hit them where it hurts.


  This is about saving Pearl, said Jade.


  Yes, but its more than that too. If theyve taken Pearl, shes with the group in control. There aint no doubt about it. If the people are passive and the army is cold, then thats how it is. Them or him or whoever, we find them and we find Pearl. And if we take them out, then we cover our tracks, stop them hitting back. Its good.


  You have a strange notion of good.


  I always figured a fight against the tunnels would be impossible, that we were outnumbered and outmatched. Figured if we ever wanted to take the Shadows on, it would be all or nothing. Work out a way to wipe the tunnels out completely, block both ends and burn out the whole thing. Or maybe flood it. Who knows? Its complicated, risky.


  And youd kill thousands of innocents.


  Maybe. I aint never thought of them as innocents. Seemed pretty guilty to me. A lot of murder on their hands. Regardless, this is better, cleaner. Slip in quiet and take out whoevers in charge. Like a virus killing a beast, undetectable and silent. We can be that virus.


  Jade ran a hand through her hair. The bandage on her palm was wrapped hard and tight. She clenched her jaw, grinding her teeth behind pursed lips.


  It seems to me, said Jade, that its going to be a lot more me than us. You want me to be that virus.


  Mike looked at her and shrugged. His eyes were tight and restless.


  Well, thats a role I can play, she said at last. Looks like Im going home.


  Children


  Pearl was returned to her cell, her tomb, not bothering to struggle against the large arms that held her. It wasnt worth the bruises, and it wouldnt help her achieve her goal. Her head was swimming with anger and frustration, but she knew she had to be smarter, play things better. There was no harm in playing the victim if it helped her in the long run.


  She could see little in the dark, the floating afterimages of the Queens burning pipe. They were bright spots of orange that hung in the air, drifting from right to left before flickering back to start again, teasing and taunting her.


  The steel door to her cell closed behind her. The steel grated as it slid in, closing flush with the concrete. From within it felt almost without seams. It let in no light and little air. Pearl sat and closed her eyes, a pointless gesture in absolute darkness, and focused on her breathing. If she was to have any hope then she had to use her talent, use her dreams. She had to calm herself, quiet her nerves and silence her worries.


  Her breathing slowed and the floor beneath her melted away. She felt like a bubble adrift in warm air, light and agile but easily broken. In and out, in and out she breathed. She pictured home, the forest, with trees of brown and white. She pictured Josh, his lumpy grey body, his friendly eyes flickering about in disagreement with each other, his traps, his gadgets. The way he would smile. The way hed waddle when he ran, and when he walked.


  Youre back, came the voice.


  Yes.


  Im sorry.


  Sorry Im back?


  No, sorry because, well, you probably know why.


  You helped find me.


  Yes.


  To save yourself?


  Yes.


  Dont be sorry. I understand.


  The voice was a sound in darkness, floating outside of space, away from the world. No colour, no light, only a voice. It was dull and featureless, a thing not spoken but still heard.


  Pearl wasnt quite asleep, but somewhere near its borders. It was a strange state between unconscious and conscious, where the world ceased to exist but nothing else yet had come to replace it.


  Youre going to do the same, the voice said.


  No, replied Pearl.


  But she wants you to.


  Its worse than that.


  Worse? asked the voice.


  She wants me to find everyone. All the irradiated. She wants me to find them and let her send the Shadows to wipe them out.


  You can do that? Find them all, I mean?


  I think so. I dont know. I can guide my dreams but I dont think I can control them. Not yet. And I wouldnt, anyway. Not for her.


  Have you seen anyone lately? In dreams?


  Pearl considered this. She felt compelled to talk, like shed slip away if she didnt, tumble into the vacuum of her mind, deeper and deeper, never to awaken.


  No. I havent really been able to sleep. Why?


  Its hard to hear, for me anyway. Those outside of here, that is.


  Why would that be?


  I dont know. I dont know how this works. Were underground. Not just that, but under the river too. I think this is the deepest point, the road rises either side of here. When they want me to sense someone they take me near the surface, where the two tunnels meet.


  If you can do that, then why do they need me?


  Its different. I can only feel others like us, with our sorts of powers, with minds not fixed to the body.


  Therere others like us?


  The voice went quiet, leaving Pearl on her own for what felt like hours.


  There was, it said at last.


  Was?


  Yes. Was.


  You found them. And they died.


  Yes. Im sorry.


  How sorry?


  More than you could ever believe.


  Even without sound, without expression, without tone, Pearl could hear the sadness in the voice. There was an emptiness in it that hung in her mind. It was like the end of a sigh, that last push of breath that carried the weight of the world, pure emotion condensed and distilled in the air.


  How long have you been here? asked Pearl.


  All of my life.


  How long is that?


  I dont know. I have no means by which to measure it. All of my life.


  You were born here?


  Yes.


  Irradiated?


  Yes.


  But they should have killed you. Like they would have killed me, had my sister not saved me.


  I guess you dont know.


  Know what?


  Irradiation isnt rare here, especially not when things get tough. People sneak out, looking for food, anything to help. Later, their children come out warped. So they take them, yes, but they dont kill them. Not yet. They raise them, see what happens. If theres something that they can use, they use it. If not, they kill them. They know by puberty. They kill by adulthood.


  I dont believe you.


  You dont have to.


  How do you suppose?


  You might not be able to reach outside the tunnel, but you can reach within it. Youll see them when you dream. Youll see them tonight.


  I dont think I want to.


  Like I said, Im sorry.


  The voice was right. Later that day, or perhaps it was night, Pearl saw for herself. Shed had nothing to do all day but think and wonder, so sleep came as a respite, at least until the dreams started.


  She saw some her own age but many younger, crammed into crossways between tunnels. Their bodies were thin, their faces gaunt, many of them in rags, and as many others naked. They huddled against corners of the room with their arms wrapped around themselves.


  Their dreams were haunting, a mix of memories and fears. Pearl couldnt tell one from the other, they were all the same. They were dreams of slim rations and cramped quarters, no room to so much as walk, and the knowledge that if you didnt do something, something special, youd be dead soon enough. For some it was a relief they counted down to. For others it was a grim fear, the final insult. They were young and confused and scared.


  Pearl listened to them while she slept. She had nothing to offer them but the fact that someone had heard them and cared. It was more than theyd had before.


  Fire


  Jade looked like something from another world. She wore her hat, the sides flicked up in defiance and the front of the brim pulled down, and her respirator as well. Her trousers were a patchwork of stains, which were almost camouflage amongst the grit and the grime. None of it matched.


  Around her waist dangled water bottles and her knife, and on her back sat a swollen and lumpy backpack. Mike carried a similar bag. Theyd stuffed them with canisters of food, bottles of water, and a strange array of items that may or may not be of use. There were ropes, hooks, carabineers, pegs and picks and lengths of wire. Tyrone had spent the day going through them, imagining the use that each scrap might have.


  To say they had a plan would be misleading. They had a goal, a target, and ideasloose things that spun in the mind, unable to be articulated. When they entered the real world they may fizzle and die, like ideas often do, leaving room for the next one in the queue.


  It was sunrise, and they were as ready as the situation allowed for.


  I still think Tyrone should come, said Jade.


  Maybe, replied Mike. But there aint much that three can do that two cant. I need them to watch the camp, keep things running, fix things up. We used to have numbers. To a wandering soul numbers mean order, a structure to fit into. If someone came now they might see things differently, might want to make things their own. Tys a good kid. The two of them will keep this place going. Its all we have.


  They walked through the camp, the crunch of dried blood announcing each footstep, and then along the lake. Some of it was familiar from Jades journey there, but much of it wasnt. Her memories were twisted and bent. They seemed like a story someone had told her, the facts stretched and half-truths introduced. She had trouble believing her own history.


  There was a bark and the mongrel joined them, skirting between her legs, trying to bite the soles of her boots.


  Finally, she said, someone to talk to with a bit of personality.


  She reached down and ruffled its fur. It nipped at her hand playfully and let out a low growl. Jade stopped and ran her hands through its fur, checking for ticks but finding none. Its skin felt firmer and its coat thicker.


  Where you been, mongrel? she asked it.


  It offered no reply. It ran up ahead of them like it had been following all along, waiting for her to get going at last. It held its head down low, sniffing at the ground as it treaded along the dusty earth.


  People are strange, said Mike, but that thing is a mystery.


  Jade shrugged and followed, walking in her long, swinging steps. I like to think we have an understanding.


  Throughout the day they kept a steady pace. When they started off, the sun was in their faces, but it soon moved behind them, offering Jades eyes a respite they werent used to. The land was yearning for rain. Its surfaces were cracked and split, scars in the Earth waiting to be healed.


  The mongrel had grown curious, leaving the two travelers for long periods of time. Sometimes it was gone for an hour or more, chasing down a scent or sound heard only by it. The dog somehow always found them again. Were getting close, Jade said. The sun was setting behind her, burning her neck. I dont think well make it by sundown, but hopefully not too long after. If Simons there hell help us. Let me do the talking.


  You dont reckon hell try to kill me?


  Well, said Jade, I didnt. And hes always been the more sensible one. Though, I might not take much convincing.


  Mike grunted and kept her pace, his offbeat steps failing to keep the same rhythm. You sure are a funny one, he said.


  Theres not that much funny about it, she said, her voice wispy in her respirator.


  They smelled the smoke before they saw it, thick plumes rising from the mountain on the horizon. In the setting sun of the evening it appeared a mix of grey and pink, a strange blend of colours


  Even through her respirator, Jade could smell itburning wood, her burning home.


  This is fucking bad, she said, breaking into a run.


  Mike called out to her but there was already a gap between them, a gap he couldnt close. His body wasnt made for running. It jagged and swung, a pendulum out of rhythm.


  Jade tried to keep running but she couldnt sustain it. Her body was tired and sore, her muscles still tight. With each footstep her shins stung and pained, the ground feeling firmer with each. She stopped and took off her mask, gasping in breaths, finding them tainted with smoke. The mongrel stopped beside her, its eyes wide and joyous, waiting for her next move.


  Its not a fucking game, mongrel, she said. Its ears pricked back but the glimmer in its eyes remained.


  Mike caught up at last.


  Its too far to run, he said. His laboured breathing served to drive home the point. Still three kilometres to go, maybe more. It aint gonna do no good, anyhow.


  Thats home, she said. Surely thats something you get.


  Its passed. Ive seen bushfires, and this isnt but the half of it. This is just smoldering, the aftermath. If it was still raging you wouldnt see the sky. And there wouldnt be naught you could do, any way you want to look at it.


  He was right, but Jade wouldnt say it. She started forward again, the pace of her walk enough to acknowledge the truth. As they neared the mountain, the smoke got thicker. At first it was a haze, a thin sullying of the air, but soon it got worse. If Mike was struggling, he didnt show it. He shut his mouth and followed along. They drifted through the smoke like ghosts.


  When they got to the mountain, they could still feel the heat. There were patches where the trees were still burning, the wood glowing red and bright. In other spots the trees were black, and some had collapsed.


  The forest had been dead before, but had held its character. It had been a place where life was still possible, where the memory of what had been was real enough that it brought some comfort. When it rained there were shoots, no matter how improbable. They were a sign that life was still trying, still fighting, no matter how many times they were defeated, how many times they died.


  Now ash coated the forest floor like a layer of snow, thick and soft and monotonous. Ash hung in the air. It floated in the wind and rose with the heat. It marked each footstep. It was a record that Jade had returned home to nothing, a physical record of her despair.


  When she reached her home, it took her a moment to realize it. The path was familiar but the scene had changed. Where their huts had been there now stood nothing. Less than nothing, there now stood a void. Theyd been burned away completely, with only ash to mark their spots. It was like a body that had rotted away without leaving a skeleton.


  Lets go, said Jade.


  Mike stood behind her but she didnt turn to look. Shed seen enough. Mike knew enough to follow, knew enough to stay silent. The mongrel was nowhere to be seen.


  Jade walked down the mountain and headed east. It was dark, and getting darker, and the air was tense and tight. Mike spoke at last.


  Shadows will be out, he said. I know youre upset, but we cant risk the city.


  I know, she said, but she didnt halt. She showed no signs of slowing.


  Look, I think


  Just fucking trust me, she snapped.


  So they walked. The forest turned from black back to brown and white. At first the change was slow, but then it seemed to swap. It was as though the fire had had enoughhad eaten its fill and decided it was done. More likely the wind had changed.


  They reached a road but stuck to the forest. The easy path drew others, brought danger. The path of least resistance was the riskiest of all.


  Soon they came to a great cemetery, acres of land spotted with thousands of graves, a hundred thousand dead and forgotten. Quite a few gravestones stood strong, others had long since fallen. The ground was littered with their rubble. It felt ominous in the settling darkness, the smoke still hanging in the air like a curse.


  Mike stopped to examine graves but Jade kept walking. Shed seen their names, seen their numbers. They were names that no longer had meaning. They marked slices of time that had ceased to exist. If they still had relatives, none of them knew. None of them ever would. The connections had long since been severed. It was the home of a hundred thousand lost souls.


  Jade stopped at a large mausoleum, three metres high and about as wide. It had once been a splendid thing of colour and structure, but now it stood aged and crumbling. Its stained glassed windows were shattered, but it still held an air of solemn beauty, of death and despair and the hard truths of life.


  At the entrance the stone was inscribed: All my hope lies buried here.


  Jade entered the structure and sat on the ground. Mike limped through and stood beside her. He looked over the tomb with both his eyes, high and low, taking in text but registering none of it.


  Can you read this? he asked.


  I can, she said. I taught myself how a long time ago.


  What does it say?


  Says many things.


  Jade sat there in silence, breathing in the sadness of the place, feeling its sorrow. It mixed with her pains, her losses and fears.


  When the red flag of humanity flies over the world, she read, I shall not have lived in vain. After a moment, she read another inscription. A misguided love brought me to an early grave.


  She spoke without having to look. She spoke from her memory, from her heart. Victor 33, Henry 29, Gordon 18, Fred 27.


  Mike listened, taking it in, not knowing what it meant but feeling the significance. Jade looked up at him from under the brim of her hat.


  Its the name of his sons, their ages when they died, she said.


  Whose?


  Does it matter?


  No, he whispered. I suppose it doesnt.


  He entered the tomb and sat down beside her, crammed shoulder to shoulder in a space too small.


  I sure know what it feels like, he said with sadness.


  Im beginning to understand, said Jade.


  Were going to save her, said Mike. You have to believe that.


  Jade nodded. I know.


  Mike paused, allowing the mood to settle in. It felt disrespectful to speak too quickly, to move too soon.


  Well, he said, we shouldnt sit here and sulk. Not for too long.


  Jade laughed. It was a low husky laugh, a release of emotions. Do I strike you as one to sulk? she asked. The wind whistled through the windows. Simon will find us here. This is our spot. We check here if we ever get separated or lost.


  That seems dark.


  I suppose its a dark world.


  Control


  Pearl slept through the night, or the day, watching their dreams but not interrupting. She had little to tell them and no hope to offer. The most she could do was listen. She could feel some of them try and reach out, try and touch her mind the way she had theirs, but they were young and incapable. When they grew older it would decide their fate. Either it developed and they were enslaved or it died away and so did they.


  When she awoke her body felt rested but her mind felt tired. Waking up was disorientating, a backward experience. She went from sounds, colours, and light to absolute darkness. Her dreams were more real than the reality confronting her.


  Pearl rose and groped in the dark for the steel pipes of food and water. They sat at an awkward height, between standing and sitting, requiring her to bend down awkwardly and crane her neck. It made an undignified action feel even more so. She felt like a pet, or an experiment, something less than human. She drank regardless, and ate until the food ran dry. Then she sat and waited.


  Eventually the door swung open. It grated and groaned, the movement an offence to its hinges and sides. She could hear breathing near her in the dark. It was cold and metallica Shadow behind its grille. Even in the dark they were something else.


  I want to talk to the Queen, said Pearl.


  It stood for a while, contemplating the request, and then Pearl felt its large hands grip her. She loosened her body and let it take her away, another journey through the dark. Footsteps echoed and Pearl listened. She tried to make out the room from the sounds, from the movements, from the echoes and resonance. There was no way to validate the picture that formed in her mind.


  There was a flash of light followed by the burning of a pipe, as if the act was a ritual to greet her arrival. The Queens face glowed, swirls of light playing on the surface of her goggles and veins showing through her fair skin. She blew smoke into the air with thin, pursed lips. It wisped and twirled and faded away gently.


  They cant talk, can they? asked Pearl.


  She had been placed on the ground and the Shadow had dropped away into the darkness, near but unseen. Its breathing sounded from a hidden corner.


  Who? asked the Queen.


  You know who, said Pearl. The Shadows. They cant talk.


  The Shadows, the Queen laughed in a high twilling voice. I always did like that term. You lot are nothing if not creative. She drew on her pipe, the room flaring up with its orange glow. Her body was fine and thin, clad in black clothing that sunk into the darkness, leaving her skin to shine like the moon. Of course not, young one.


  So its a gag, not a mask.


  Again the woman laughed. Its many things. Like I said already, we have control over our own stock. If we need an army, we breed them ourselves. We sort our young and plan for their roles, plan for how they can help the colony, and then we prepare them for the task. Does a soldier need to speak? To think? No, they need to act, need to listen.


  Thats twisted.


  Is it? And why? Just because you irradiated are a spasm of life, doesnt mean others shouldnt have order or peace. If you are the virus, we are the body, each cell with a purpose, a reason for existence. Without that, then what are you? An anomalyan error. We are efficient and so we survive.


  Efficient, repeated Pearl. Control.


  Do you have a point?


  You have hundreds of children here, hundreds of irradiated. You cant stop your people leaving the tunnels, cant stop them risking your pure stock. So you hold them and see, and kill some of them. To me that doesnt sound like efficiency or control. It sounds like youre making it up as you go along, rationalising your actions after the fact.


  The Queens smile fell and her face hardened. In the flickering light she seemed suddenly older, aged in a moment.


  You best watch yourself, child, she warned.


  Or what? Youll show your control? Raising stunted and mute soldiers, you think thats control? You think thats power? That sounds like a desperate step to me. It sounds like the actions of someone with empty words, someone devoid of ideas to move and compel. It sounds like somebody losing their grip.


  The Queen rose to her feet and kicked away her chair. Her boot flailed back wildly, knocking it to the ground, the wood splintering as it fell awkwardly on the floor. She dropped her pipe which landed with a clang, sending a waft of burning sparks into the air. They flew like panicked fireflies, disappearing into the nothingness. She grabbed Pearl roughly by the fabric of her shirt and pushed her firmly against the wall. Reaching to her belt, she extracted a short knife, curled like a talon, and pressed it to Pearls throat. It curled around her windpipe, pressing into the skin with enough pressure to cut but not to wound. Her breath was bitter and acrid, like stale urine.


  Youre a clever little cunt, the Queen said, her voice low and gravelly. So give me one reason why I shouldnt slit your pretty little throat.


  Because you cant afford to, Pearl said.


  No? she pushed the knife harder still. It drew blood, which trickled down the blade and onto the Queens hand. The blood was dark but against her skin it was radiant. No, said Pearl. Ive seen the children here. Theyre worthless. Theyll amount to nothing. Ive seen their minds and know their futures. You will never find someone like me again. Never.


  The Queen turned and spat. I dont need you, I dont need any of you. Its only a way to speed up the process. Youll all be dead soon enough, my way or yours.


  Pearl looked at her with steely eyes. They were wide and white, but found a new substance to them, a hidden resolve that set them like stone. I can see right through you, she said. I can see your dreams, I can see everyones. You have no idea what I know, no idea how deep it goes. Out there they are building an army, a gang of freaks tens of thousands strong. Not as strong as your Shadows, not one on one, but they have passion, grit, and true motivation. Some have skills youve never even heard about. You love to talk about nature, right? The human body, the way things work? When I was younger I was sick. I had fever, shook violently, I saw visions. Three others were sick, a family we were staying with, and they all died. Why did I survive? Was I healthier than them? No. By chance, I happened to be different. They were all family, all had the same weaknesses, and so the sickness took them. And thats how nature works. The uniform fall to the same sword. Our differences make us strong.


  The Queen said nothing. Her goggles revealed nothing, their black glass betraying none of the emotions beneath.


  So when you say the irradiated are a virus, youre wrong. Were worse. Were viruses. Ten thousand types and ten thousand strains. You pit your Shadows against us and a weakness will be found. In this world, precision is a failing. You adapt and change, evolve or die. If you kill me, you kill your only hope.


  Even if I believe your little story, you expect me to believe youll help? asked the Queen. To betray a lost cause is one thing, the choice of the intelligent, but to set your own downfall in motion, that is something else.


  No, said Pearl. You need me to save you. Im the only hope you have of stopping what youve started.


  Reunion


  Jade sat in silence while Mike slept next to her. His head would droop down, sometimes touching her shoulder. Whenever he started snoring she gave him a bump, a shrug of the shoulder to knock him back into a silent slumber.


  She didnt mind keeping watch. It had been her idea. She needed time to think, and he might be able to feel Pearl, find out where she was in the tunnels, find out the dangers. Whether Simon would come was not a question, just a matter of waiting. He was nothing if not reliable. It seemed like a lifetime since shed seen him.


  Jade heard no Shadows that night. For reasons unknown they avoided the cemetery. It was probably efficient planning. It was rare that youd find someone here, sleeping amongst the dead. The city was full of thousands of houses and hundreds of buildings, each a possible holdout for a group of irradiated. You dont search the bathroom for a possum, you search the walls.


  Dawn broke and the heat was already rising. A large head filled the entrance to the mausoleum, hidden behind a half-mask respirator.


  Simon, said Jade, rising to her feet. Mike tilted and tumbled as she did, waking with a start. He looked up with startled eyes, sleep filled and lopsided.


  Jade stepped to Simon and gave him a hug. He was still large, but looked frailer somehow. He wasnt standing as straight; his shoulders slumped and his back hunched.


  I wasnt sure youd ever show up, he said, his voice still high and wheezy. Ive been checking here at dawn and dusk.


  Jade stepped back and looked him over, checked his clothing and skin. Are you okay? The mountainthe fire?


  Im okay, he said. After you left I waited the night with Vishal. I tried to grill him, but others started to come. Those from the tunnels, not Shadows but others. I swear they can see in the dark. So we hid and waited out the night. From what I gather, he doesnt know shit. He dreamed her up in a trip, dont ask me how. You didnt return the next morning so I left him there. When I came home I found Joshfound your message. He looked out over the cemetery and the rows of graves. By then he was already being eaten away by flies and maggots. While I was burying him I saw Shadows on the horizon, from the top of the mountain. They were heading here in a group. Ive never seen them in a group until now. Ten, maybe twelve. In the day. It made no sense.


  So you started the fire.


  Yeah, Im sorry. It was the only thing that would either kill them or shake them off your tail. I assumed they werent looking for me but looking for He stopped and looked behind her. Mike sat awake, watching. Pearl. Did you find her? His voice dropped, as if the hope had drained its volume.


  Sort of, she said. Well, almost. I know where she is. Im going to save her.


  They walked from the cemetery, and Jade explained. She told him about finding Josh, of being lost, of the camp and the Shadow. What she didnt tell him spoke louder. She didnt mention gnashing jaws and smashed teeth. She played down snatching hands and locked doors. Mike trailed behind them, sullen and quiet. He knew not to speak, not to interject. Sometimes lies are the safest territory.


  Jade trailed ahead, leading the way. She kept on her mask, out of habit not safety, and pulled her hat low, blocking the sun. Her steps had purpose and direction.


  Were heading to the tunnels? asked Simon, his voice high and tense, unprepared for the journey.


  No, said Jade. Not yet. Soon, but not yet. I need to see a man about a dog.


  The mongrel?


  Its a saying, she replied. I want to see Vish.


  Simon stopped but Jade walked on. She walked another few paces before stopping herself. She raised her arms out in question, her respirator huffing as she did the same behind it. What, Si?


  Youre not serious, are you? he said, walking up towards her. That man is twisted, bent beyond repair. Hes a man with a crooked business lost in a fantasy land, happy to go along with them both.


  No shit, said Jade. We knew that months ago. But he was right about Pearl, right about her dreams. She paused. Right about the tripping.


  Really? said Simon. I know you said that helped you, but lets be objective. You had an experience and you found her. I can see how you connected it, but cmon, its a stretch. You were delirious. If youd died you wouldnt be here to tell the tale, but because you are its suddenly meaningful. Its the odds. The only thing Vishal is going to teach us is what not to become.


  Simon, look, I get it. I do. A life of shit and suddenly theres this. Its basically magic. You have to trust me. Ask Mike, hes seen it. Hes felt it.


  Mike froze still, like a crime had been pinned on himlike his crime had been pinned on him. He forced the worry from his face, a tracing smile breaking its tension like heat cracking the earth.


  Mike? asked Simon.


  Its true, he said, shrugging his shoulders to shake off the heat. I all irradiated, weve felt her in our dreams. The way I think it, from what Ive seen, is that theres a lot to us irradiated that nobodys seen. Its hard for you to see. Not to be rude, but those without warps. He smiled. The first generation. Nobody gets it the first time around.


  Right, and the way I see it, said Jade, is that the least he can do is tell us about the tunnels. He knows it, he knows them. He said it himself, theyre most of his client base. We can learn from him.


  So they walked. Simon and Jade debated, and Mike hung well behind. He blamed it on his loping pace, his pinned arm and off-kilter body. His lopsided eyes twitched about, uncomfortable in the city, but he forced himself through regardless. Jade noticed his discomfort but ignored it.


  At the base of the university building, Vishals home, they stood and took it in. Jade sighed and ground her teeth beneath her mask, leading them forward along well-walked passages, up well-travelled stairs. Jade remembered past fears but felt stronger, more determined.


  They were inside when Jade realised that Mike had not followed. He had left them somewhere along the way. She looked behind them, but was greeted by nothing but the dark.


  Looking for someone? came a high, twilling voice.


  Jade turned, arms swinging, confronting the sound. I thought I told you, dont fucking do that.


  A loud cackle filled the large room, assaulting her spine with quivers and spines. And nice to see you again, too. You too, fat man. Love me and leave me, I thought thats what it was. It must be true love at last.


  Jade lashed out with a boot into the dark, connecting with something, hoping it was Vishals face. A grunt met it, a fall, then silence.


  She heard Vishal get to his feet, swore she could hear him wipe blood from his face.


  You never did have a sense of humour, did you? he said. All rushing, rushing, never time for talk. Never time for understanding.


  I think you know Im not here for pleasure, Jade said. You knew about Pearl and she was kidnapped. You act the fool, but know more than you let on. I want information.


  The dark echoed around them, as though it had a sound of its own. It hummed and chittered and sung. Simon kept silent but for his breathing, in and out, like the voyage of the sun.


  Oh, you know me now, darling? You think you can come to my home, assault me, and then demand my help? Interesting, interesting. You have a strange logic, said Vishal.


  Look, Vish, I may not know you but I know what makes you tick. Youre a businessman, plain and simple. You help us and well help you. Its as simple as that.


  Vishal walked, and Jade and Simon followed the sound. They trailed up a staircase and into a room filled with warm light. Jades eyes readjusted, at first in pain but later in relief, glad to have some light. Some of what theyd traded was still on the table, unsorted, intermingled with other items.


  Vishal picked up a spray can and shook it, letting out a high cackle. So how do suppose youll help me? he asked. More paint?


  He pressed the can with a gangly finger and it sprayed orange paint on the bare tops of his feet. His legs came out from the bottom of his grimy t-shirt. He leaned forward with his eyes wide and face impish, studied his toes and let out a titter. Ill be so pretty, pretty. People will come here just to see me, he said, laughing again.


  Name your price, said Jade. What do you want?


  What do I want? Hmmthat sounds intriguing. Now were having fun. This is good. He put the can back and combed his fingers through his thin hair, his long nails scratching the surface of his oily scalp. What do I want, indeed. First you must tell me what you hope to achieve.


  Jade took off her mask and handed it to Simon. The room smelled musky and sweet. It was a smell she couldnt place, an odd odour. Her hands traced the lines of her trousers, played with the caps of her water bottles.


  Pearl is my sister. They have her in the tunnels and Im getting her back. I know you have customers down there. You must have picked up something. I need information, details, anything you know. I need to know how to get in and how to get around.


  Pearl? The pretty little cephalopod? How nice, how sweet, he smiled a wide smile, his teeth glistening with a slick film of yellow.


  Jade clenched her jaw and forced herself not to react. I dont claim to know you, Vish, but I know how you work. There must be something we can get for you, for your business. Something in the tunnels. If you can tell me where to find it, within reason, I will do it, but only if you can tell me how to get in, around, and out.


  Vishals face was now set in stone, the sense of mischief forced beneath its surface. His eyes were dark beads, cold and cunning. He rubbed his cheek with his long, dirty fingers as he thought. Its not about what you can get me, he said. Theres nothing in the tunnels I cant obtain for myself. I have hundreds of threads I can pull, hundreds of puppets that will dance.


  Then what? said Jade, her hands on her hips, pressing into the bones.


  Well, replied Vishal, its not what you can get but what you can get rid of. He cackled and the joy returned to his face. His eyebrows perked up in a tight mess of skin, furrowing his forehead with a million creases. A decision had been made, and now he was free to return, as though his mind was a spirit that interfered with his thinking but had returned when it was done, laughing and twisted and dark. Or rather, who, he added.


  Jade felt an uneasy feeling bleed into her stomach.


  You see, continued Vishal, the tunnels are about control. A hundred thousand people living in a strip only fifteen kilometres long. To maintain such a thing takes uncompromising power, or else people get restless, start wandering, and start coming back with a little sickness in their cells. He giggled and looked at Jade. You of all people know what I mean.


  Jade nodded and ran her hand through her hair, wiping the sweat off her palms. Her short hair stood up, matted and oily. And these people are your customers? she asked.


  Precisely. Vishal clapped his hands together. The sharp sound echoed about the room with glee. So you see where the issue lies, hmm? Too much control and my business dwindles, my patronage declines. Too little and they go crazy, try to raid and steal. I see less irradiated each year, so I suppose the Shadows are good at their job. He let out a laugh but caught it, his Adams apple twitching as he swallowed. And the balance in the tunnels swings back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. For now it is back.


  So you need to nudge it forth, said Simon, standing behind Jade in a dark corner of the room.


  Precisely, fat man, Vishal said. But not nudge, push. Knock it forward with a brutal punch. He clenched his fist and thrust it forward, the tendons showing in his wrists. To stir up the hive and send the bees swarming. My business is a flower that needs pollination. He laughed to himself at a joke that only he understood.


  And how do you propose we do this? asked Jade.


  You, my dear, can be my spider. He pointed to her with a crooked finger. I send you into the dark and you stop the power at the source. Theres a woman, a strange twisted woman, quite delightful. She calls herself the Queen. His face contorted in a broad smile. The Queen. Charming name. She controls the tunnels with an iron fist. Her nails dig in to every ounce of loose flesh. She rules with fury and cunning, a woman after my own heart. He laughed again. I need you to kill her.


  Simon walked towards Vishal. His large frame cast a flickering shadow. We dont kill, he said. Thats not how we do things.


  Its alright, whispered Jade. I can do it.


  Vishal clasped his hands together and cracked his knuckles, one by one. They popped with a hollow cracking sound. Magnificent, he said. I think we have an understanding.


  Negotiation


  The Queen left the room without speaking, her boots echoing against the concrete floor as she trailed away. Pearl stood in silence, not knowing what to think. The Shadow waited beside the door. She looked at him and he looked back with dull dead eyes that revealed nothing, or perhaps had nothing to hide.


  Am I free to leave? she asked, with a high, shaking voice.


  In response, the Shadow stood in the doorway, blocking the exit.


  Pearl watched in the fading light, the embers on the floor flickering and dying one by one. Shed played her cards but they hadnt been met, and now she stood looking at a game half finished. The sound of her sucker caps popping filled the room.


  After a time, the sound of heavy footfalls returned, accompanied with cries and screaming. The Queen walked into the room dragging a girl by the hair. The child struggled and twisted, but each move brought pain. The Queen flung her to the floor and the girl landed roughly, her knees grating on the concrete.


  The Queen walked over to her chair and pulled it up from where shed kicked it. She righted it with a loud clang, banging it into the floor roughly. Its back was broken but the frame stood strong. Shattered splits of wood stuck out at angles.


  She moved towards Pearl. She tried to run, but the Queen was quick and the darkness was descending. The Queen lashed out with a hand and grasped her by the throat, her fingers tightening around her windpipe. She walked Pearl to the chair and pushed her into it firmly. It rocked and creaked and the splinters dug into her.


  Each time Pearl struggled, the Queens grip tightened, cutting her lungs off from the air and bringing stars into the darkness. Her pulse thumped hard in her head. The Shadow moved over and grabbed her by a wrist, tying it to the wobbly chair arm with a coil of wire, then did the same to her other arm. He pulled the wire tight, cutting it into her soft skin.


  The girl in the corner was spluttering and manic. She rose to run, pacing out of the doorway and into the next room. Pearl heard the shaking of a locked door handle and thump of fists on wood, the rattle of a door holding fast in its frame. The Queen walked slowly after her, returning much the same. The girls scalp was torn in places, and clumps of hair hung limp.


  Light a lantern, the Queen said to the Shadow. I want her to see this.


  The room flared with orange light, and the Shadow grunted in pain. He walked out of the room and into the next, cowering from the light. The girl was young, maybe fifteen, but well fed and well kept. Her eyes shimmed light blue, wide, wet and fearful. She gasped in short breaths and shook with fear.


  I believe you two have met, said the Queen.


  Pearl looked at her and tried to understand. Shed never seen the girl in her life, neither in life nor in dreams. Her soft face was pretty and defined. The eyes stared straight ahead, lost and unfocused. She was blind.


  Youre beginning to get it, said the Queen. Shes the voice in the darkness, the girl to keep you sane. You think Im powerless? You think theres not others like you, more willing to behave?


  Im sorry, the girl said, tears streaming down her white cheeks. Im s


  The Queen pulled her back sharply, cutting her off with a cry.


  You think youre so clever, dont you? In fact, I admire that about you. You think you can talk your way out of a problem, talk your way to a solution, help us all. But heres the thingthe tunnels are mine, and you cant stop that. You can weave words and tell lies, but Ill always know, for youre not fighting me but fighting all in the tunnels. Fighting my people. Theyre my ears, my eyes, my muscles. So let this be a lesson to you of what happens when you think youre bigger than the system, smarter than the game. Actions, my dear, talk loudest.


  The Queen held the girl up by the hair, pulling it upwards so the girl had to stand on her toes to stop it from tearing. She quivered and spluttered and gasped. The Queen grasped her throat with her other hand, digging long nails around the girls windpipe. It was thin and delicate, like an earthworm in soft soil. The Queens grip tightened, firmer and firmer. Beads of blood formed as her nails pierced the skin. The girl coughed and choked and gargled.


  The Queen pulled her arms apart in a sudden motion. The girls windpipe ripped from her throat and her scalp tore from her skull. The girl slumped to the floor, held up by her windpipe like a handle, before the Queen let go and she collapsed to the floor. She tossed the girls scalp to the floor like an unwanted wig, and looked at Pearl through her shimmering goggles, her mouth twisted in a manic smile.


  Welcome to the tunnels, you little cunt, she said. This is how we negotiate.


  Pearl tried to struggle free but the wire cut like knives. The chair rocked back and forth, its motions contrasting with her ownback and forth but never falling.


  The Queen walked to her and touched her face with a bloody hand. The red mixed with the pink, like a dying sunset. She dulled the rocking and kept her in place.


  New plan, said the Queen. This is what were going to do. You will tell me everything I want to know, and I will keep you alive. Not only now, but for as long as I need you. If you do that, if you behave, I will let you live out your pretty little life in silence.


  Pearl tried to meet her gaze but found only the dead black of her goggles, belying nothing and allowing no response. The Queen traced her fingers over the wire that bound Pearls wrists, over her forearm and palms, over soft skin and sucker caps.


  Now these, I like, she said. These almost belong down here.


  Why would I ever help you? said Pearl. This doesnt change anything. You still need me. If you could crack my mind you wouldnt need this show. Youre lashing out because you know youre weak.


  Oh my, said the Queen. There you are again. How very feisty. You could be Queen one day if you hadnt been damaged and rotted by the sun. She patted Pearls face, leaving bloody fingerprints. Id love to have a daughter like you.


  She stood and smiled, the lantern glowing in her goggles. Her skin was thin and almost translucent, showing the twitch of each muscle like movement under a sheet.


  Such a pity, she said. Anyway, heres what were going to do. Youre going to do some thinking, and Im going to do some persuading. Each hour Ill come visit you, and youll let me know when youre ready to agree. And no bluffing this time. No, this is much more serious. When youre ready to tell me where your sister is, Ill know were finally on the same page. When shes dead, Ill untie you. Ill even do it myself. Understand?


  You said youd leave her alone.


  The Queen laughed. Those were the old rules. You should have thought about that before pulling your little stunt, hmm? But dont worry, each hour Im happy to give you a little encouragement, a little something to help you on your way to a decision. So be a good girl and pay attention.


  The Queen took her curled knife from its sheath, its metal shimmering in the orange light, and inspected the blade with a smile. She moved it down to Pearls forearm and hooked the blade around the base of a sucker cap. Then she looked up at Pearl and smiled, a warm gentle smile, like that from a loved one.


  I hope youre a good listener.


  The knife flicked and the sucker cap cut free. It fell to the ground, replaced by blood, a circular wound that dripped onto the wood. Pearl screamed and threw back her head. The chair rocked and the wire dug.


  The Queen left the room, humming a high tune. The chair rocked back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, counting down the seconds of her life.


  Ventilation


  Vishal smiled broadly, and it sent shivers down Jades spine. She couldnt help feeling that shed made a deal with the devil. Regardless, it was one worth making, a low worth stooping to. The thought of her sister, trapped in the dark, festered deeply in the recesses of her mind.


  Now, said Vishal, I think I have just the thing, an idea.


  He skipped across the room, the days events filling him with energy. He rubbed his hands together tightly while he licked his lips with a damp tongue, which twisted like a worm. He sorted through items on a table: cans, tools, and things with no names. Here, he said. Its a map, a guide.


  Jade squinted in the poor light. It wasnt like any map shed ever seen. There were lines of black and red, crisp outlines and capitalized text, notes and dimensions and names.


  What sort of map is this? she asked, picking it up. There wasnt just one, but a pile of thick and yellowing sheets, each two feet wide.


  Hmm. Perhaps not a map, nowrong choice of words. Plans, maybe, he said, his forehead furrowed tightly. What you see is the tunnels, as drawn, as designed. These are as old as the tunnel.


  Jade handed Simon the bundle. It was heavy and thick but the pages were wearing and thinning. Facts were being lost to the world, lost to the ages.


  So we can use this to find our way in, Simon said. But the tunnels have changed, have evolved over time. He placed them back down on the table and pointed to a drawing of the entrance of the tunnel, open and gaping like a giant clam. This has been blocked up for years. Boarded and patrolled, shut up tight. We know where the entrances are, thats not the problem. We need a way we can get in unnoticed.


  Yes, yes, yes, said Vishal, growing impatient. He jumped over and flicked through the pages, the fraying edges smelling of rot and mold. But this, this, he said, pointing to a page. The tunnel breathes, the tunnel lives. This chamberthis shaftit is ventilation. Through them rises the heat of a hundred thousand men. These fans, I doubt they still spin, but the air rises, the tunnel sighs.


  Jade bent over and studied the drawings. How many are there?


  Two, he said, licking his lips. One in, one out, or at least thats how it was meant to be.


  Like a colon, said Jade.


  Vishal cackled and he rubbed his elbows with greasy palms. Yes, yes, though perhaps less pleasant.


  A smirk broke across Jades long face. She looked at the drawings, flicking between pages. She held the fragile paper carefully. It could tear at any time, taking its secrets with it. She understood some of the drawings, but a lot of them were a mystery, a twist of patterns in some ancient code of lines, numbers and arrows.


  How wide are they? Can you walk through them?


  No, said Vishal. Theyre narrow and dark, lined with fans. Theyre still, Im sure, but you will have to squeeze through, like a worm through the soil.


  What about me? asked Simon, his voice high but grim.


  Vishal grinned and stretched out his arms. Im sorry, fat man, he said. Youd only clog it up.


  Dont worry, said Jade. Ill need a rope. You can feed it through, guard the entrance, pull me up if it comes to that.


  Simon sighed but didnt reply. Vishal looked at them, back and forth, amused, like the plan was a joke on the world, as if plotting a murder was one great prank, and the life of a child a prize. Jade did her best to ignore him and drain her mind of emotions, focusing on the information at hand. To dwell would be to err.


  And where do you think shes keeping her? What have you seen when you trip?


  Vishal shrugged, his arms outstretched, the gesture exaggerated.


  You mean you have no fucking clue? said Jade. She gritted her teeth and forced the anger back inside her, like swallowing sick after it had already reached her mouth. Her throat stung.


  Down there, nobody can sense her, he said. Though I guess you cant tell that, guess you dont know.


  Jade thought about Mike, whod slept but not spoken of her. Perhaps hed held it back, scared of what it might mean, worried that their goal had been lost, that Pearl was dead and already rotting in the dark.


  So how do you know shes still alive?


  I dont, no, not for sure. Alas, you can still find her, when youre down there that is. There are ways and there are paths.


  Vishal crouched down and pulled out a box. It was black and basic, the plastic sides brittle and cracking. He reached in and retrieved a small container, a black cylinder with a grey cap, three fingers high. He rose with a smile and shook it. Its contents rattled like small pebbles.


  What are those? she asked, not wanting to know.


  Philosophers stones, he said, tittering under his breath, his eyes lit up with excitement.


  Rocks?


  Not quite, not quite. Its a manner of speaking, a nickname. These are fungi, like truffles but smaller, fouler tasting.


  He threw the container to Jade and she popped off the lid, then brought it to her nose and breathed in gently. They smelled of earth, of grass, of nutsbitter and organic. She pulled one out, pinched in long fingers, and looked at it closely. It was a small little nugget, brown and unusual.


  This is ridiculous, said Simon. He wants you to trip, down there in the dark? Even if its not complete bullshit, its a stupid idea. Its suicide.


  No, no, no. Vishal spread his palms wide, his eyes earnest and pleading. This is different, this is good. The right tool for the job, yes?


  How do you mean? asked Jade. Even if I can find somewhere down there to take these things, I cant risk being unconscious.


  Precisely, he said. Take those, chew on them, grind them with your teeth, tuck them in your gums and let them take you. Youll feel energy pulse through you, see colours dance before your eyes, but youll stay sharp, alert, and alive. Ready to find her, ready to find the Queen, alive and ready to strike.


  And youre sure Ill still see herfeel her?


  If shes asleep, yes.


  And if shes not?


  Im not sure. Sometimes I can feel her, regardless. That might depend on you, on your mind.


  Jade returned the plastic cap and put the container in her hip pocket. The fabric pulled it close to her skin. It may be her only hope.


  When Jade and Simon left, only one of them was convinced. Simon argued in his high whine, talking of reason and sense. Jade joined dots, retold stories of the cactus, of Pearl, of dreams and connections. Regardless, they had a plan, and they had equipment. When Mike rejoined them he listened in silence, adding a nod or a grunt, communicating around the borders.


  Where are we headed? he asked, loping behind them.


  Theres a ventilation outlet. Two, actually, but this one is closer. A white and purple building without windows, youll know it when you see it.


  Youve been there?


  Yes. Never knew it, though. I tried scavenging it once but there was little inside. Its like a gearbox box masquerading as a building. Never did like it much.


  They headed south, following a narrow bridge over the river. It stretched for two hundred metres, from bank to bank, leading to a mess of sludge and sediment. Much of the southern bank of the river had eroded. Buildings had been washed away and replaced with debris and corpses. It stunk, even through Jades respirator, but Mike didnt complain. He squinted his eyes and kept moving, struggling to match their pace.


  The mongrel sat on the other side, eating the flesh of a scraggly black crow. Its tongue dangled out of its mouth in excitement. It barked at them then returned to its meal, struggling to pull strands of dense muscle.


  Thats how you know that mutt is something else, said Mike. Ive tried a thousand times, but there aint no way in hell you can kill a crow. Aint no way on this here earth.


  The dog replied with a growl and finished its meal, then joined the group, walking beside Jade. At times it stopped to flash its teeth at the men, trusting neither one but letting them follow regardless.


  In time they saw the building. The purple had faded, and the panels had cracked and fallen. Theyd been battered by rain and by hail, and worn away by the ever present sun. It stood forty metres tall but had no windows and few doors. It was a building with a hidden purpose, now lost and forgotten to all but them.


  The sun had reached its peak, and was falling back down to the earth. Jade pulled her hat down low and spat onto the cracked path.


  Well, she said, I guess this is us.


  Mike nodded and the mongrel barked.


  Peace


  Pearl felt helpless. She sat alone in that dark crossway, struggling to think and wanting to die. Each movement brought pain. The wire cut deep, leaving a round, red ring around each bound wrist. Her sliced sucker cap stung and ached. Theyd always been the most sensitive part of her, full of nerve endings and gentle to the touch. To lose one was a nightmare, to lose them all, one by one, was a pain she couldnt contemplate.


  After a time the ring of the Queens heavy boots echoed down the corridor. She appeared at the door, a broad smile across her face.


  Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock, she said. Times up. Time for another round of negotiation.


  Pearl let out a high whine.


  Ready to talk, dearest? asked the Queen. She stalked across the room in long steps, still smiling. Her teeth shone white, sparkling in the lamplight.


  II have nothing to tell you, said Pearl.


  Oh cmon now, little one. Lets start with your sister. Where is she?


  I dont know. I cant feel her. I never have been able to.


  Oh, I know that, child, said the Queen. No, no, no. You shouldnt hear anything down here, well nothing from the surface, thats one of the benefits. What I want is as simple as memories. Where does she go to bed at night? Thats all the information we need.


  I dont know, said Pearl.


  Hmm, tough position to work with. Perhaps we can meet in the middle?


  The Queen moved forward and hooked her blade around another sucker cap, pink and swollen and sore. She delayed, holding the knife there but not yet cutting, dragging out the anticipation of the pain to come. Finally, she flicked her wrist and it sliced it off with a slick movement. Pearl tried to choke back a cry, but it came out regardless.


  The Queen moved forward, resting a hand on each arm of the chair, bringing her face close to Pearls. Pearl could see her own reflection in the surface of her goggles. Her eyes were puffy and swollen, her cheeks red, and her hair wild and slick with sweat. The Queen kept staring.


  Now, I hope youre beginning to understand my position in this matter, she said.


  She pulled up on the chair arms and set the chair rocking in long, broad arcs. Each movement was agony.


  Each hour between visits stretched out like days. The Queen visited twice, and twice more, again. Each time there was the same result, the same answer, the same reply. Pearl could feel blood dripping from each wound. It ran down her forearms and pooled on the arms of the chair, rushing off each time the Queen set it rocking.


  On her sixth visit the Queens smile had begun to fade, replaced by gritted teeth and a tight, twisted forehead.


  Youre a poor liar and an even worse listener, she said. Perhaps I need to try a different tact.


  She walked up to Pearl and touched her blood stained and tear riddled face, and lifted it up to hers. Now, I dont know how your little quirks work, but heres something Im willing to bet She ran her hand along Pearls face, feeling the skin and its texture. My hands are a lot more sensitive that my forearms. I bet its the same for you, yes? She waited for a response but Pearl offered no reply. Yes, I thought so.


  The Queen walked across the room and retrieved her fallen pipe. She emptied it, refilled it, walked to the lamp, removed the glass cover, and lit it on the flame. It flared up with her initial puffs, and she smothered it out to let it smolder. She breathed in deeply, holding the smoke in her lungs until she could no longer, and exhaled out into the room. The smoke swirled and hung in the air.


  From her pocket she retrieved a long, rusty pin. She sat it in the bucket of her pipe, letting it warm up until the metal glowed hot.


  Let this reflect my revised position, she said.


  She pressed the pin into one of Pearls sucker caps, this time on her hand, and pushed until the burning tip pierced the skin. She twirled it about, like stirring a bowl, her face breaking into a wicked smile. Pearl tried to cry out but nothing would come. There was nothing that could reflect the pain she felt. It burned through her like a fever.


  O-okay, spluttered Pearl. Okay.


  The Queen removed the pin and returned it to the pipe. It sat there like a spoon in a bowl, sparkling each time she inhaled and the embers flared hot.


  Yes, my dear? she said.


  The mountain west of here. Its where we lived. Its where shell be.


  That forest is burned. Think harder. Where to next, hmm? Where does a rat run when its hole is plugged?


  The Queen brought her face close to Pearls. She could feel the heat from the pipe on her cheeks. The smoke blew over her, tainting each breath. The Queen held her wrists and pushed them down.


  Where, Pearl?


  Pearl cried and breathed in short, sharp breaths.


  The cemetery, she said. The Temple of Peace.


  Her head sunk in defeat. She passed out.


  Touch


  The building was more difficult to navigate than Jade had expected. From the outside it looked like a regular building, albeit without windows, but on the inside it was anything but. The building was a ventilation outlet, a maze of narrow corridors and worn equipment. There were large fans that no longer spun. They stood rusting on their sides like the wheels of a truck.


  She worked her way through and Simon and Mike followed but not the mongrel. At times theyd call out and shed stop and wait, having taken a passage tighter than shed realised, forgetting her own limitations.


  I think this is it, Jade said.


  She stood over a large locked and rusted grate. Light bled through the shattered panels of the building, but beyond the grate it faded, swallowed by the darkness.


  Its locked, said Simon, huffing deep breaths. His clothes were marked with grease and grime, his arms red from their narrow journey. Reckon you can pick it?


  Jade crouched down and inspected the lock. It was a large padlock that had rusted through. The innards would be stiff and the bolt would hold fast, but the lock itself was simple.


  Doesnt look too hard, she said. Though I dont think its going to spring open. It doesnt look like its been used much, even when this place had a purpose.


  It still has a purpose, said Mike, standing in the shadows behind them. You can feel the heat rising, sense the smelltaste it, too. Aint no way theyd survive down there without it.


  Jade felt the warm air rising up against her sweaty forehead and out into the world. She kept her respirator on tightthe smell and the taste she was happy to take his word for.


  You know what I reckon? said Mike. I reckon, when you get outta therewith Pearl, that isthis here could be a way to end this place. Flood it or torch it or smoke them all out. I dont know the details, but theres got to be a way.


  Jade looked at him, her eyes squinting tight. Ive told you, were not going to kill them all. Not now, not ever.


  Mike shrugged, one shoulder pulling higher than the other. Im just saying, he said. Its an idea, is all.


  I dont care, its not going to happen. Most of them down there are good people, like my parents, like me. This place is a cancer but theyre not the ones to blame. Theyre like us, hell, they are us.


  Mike looked at her with his lopsided eyes. One looked sorry, the other looked mad, as if competing against each other for how to react. They both lost. He shrugged again and said nothing further.


  Jade sat down cross-legged and extracted the pins from the soles of her boots. Her knees jutted out beside her, like those of a spider, knobs on the end of gangly legs. She concentrated her thoughts and worked on the lock, trying to listen to its movements but being distracted by the breathing of her and the others. She took her time, and needed all of it. Each time she was near she failed again, the pins slipping or twisting and losing their place.


  The lock gradually gave in. Jade pulled back and the bolt groaned, grating its way out of its ancient home. It came free with a dull click, little fanfare for her efforts.


  Right, she said. Tie me up, Im going in.


  Simon threaded a rope between the loops of her trousers. He tied it together with a couple of knots and pulled the rope taut to test their hold. He nodded and Jade moved away from the grate, helping him lift it while Mike watched on. It groaned from its place and moved on stiff hinges, opening up slightly but not all the way.


  Thisll have to do, said Simon. It had only opened up as high as his knees, and he stood holding it with steadfast hands and thickened arms.


  Its all I need, said Jade.


  She checked her knife, and then her rusted and bloody chain, still clanging around her waist. She took a drink of water and checked her hip pocket, feeling the cylinder. Finally, she took off her hat and placed it on Simons head. It sat crooked, too small to slide on, and he smiled awkwardly out from underneath it.


  Ill be back to collect that shortly, said Jade. Dont get too used to it.


  Simon nodded and it tumbled to the floor. Jade shot him a look then sat down and worked her way into the opening, heading boots-first into the dark.


  Leave the rope at the bottom, said Simon. Tug it three times when youre on your way back. Four if you need us to pull you in.


  She smiled grimly and slipped into the darkness.


  The inside of the vent was steep at first. There was a sharp drop, in which she slid down warm steel with little control, but soon it flattened out. She knew from Vishals drawings that it ran longer than it did deep. It was perhaps half a kilometre to the tunnel. Not far. The ceiling was too low to walk, so she shuffled along on all fours, feet first and body trailing. It made the journey seem much longer.


  There was another grille at the end of the shaft, blocking the entrance to the tunnel. Her eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark, but there was little light to see by. She could feel the space below her by the wind and by the echo. The sound of a thousand lives resonated through the vent, talking and whispers and breathing.


  Night was coming and the tunnel was awakening. Soon it would be alive, each person with a role, each with a job. Most were essentialwater treatment, waste disposal, food production, the nurserythere was little room for wasted effort.


  Jade pressed the base of the grille with her boots and pushed. It gave with little effort, moving outwards on creaking hinges. She felt a thousand pairs of eyes flick to the sound, or perhaps a thousand sets of ears. There was no way of knowing if the sensation was real.


  Jade held the base of the grille and slid her legs into the tunnel. She sat on the edge of a precipice, not knowing what lay beneath. She reversed her grip, so her fingers held the outside, and slid off. It clanged back in place as she dropped. It stopped with a jolt, leaving her to hang painfully in the air, in dead space. She let go and fell. In the tunnel depth was never an issue, there was always a floor close below you or a ceiling close above. Her boots glanced a body but she hit the ground full, landing hard on the bitumen surface. Pain rang up her shins like the ringing of a bell.


  Jade groaned and stood upright. She untied the rope and let it dangle, a curious vine out of place in that cave, swinging back and forth in the current of warm air. Large hands soon grabbed her, pulling her away through unseen crowds. She struggled, unable to find her bearings in the dark. The grip was firm but not rough. She felt a tarpaulin brush over her face, and heard the voices around her hush.


  What the hell are you doing? asked the man that held her. If a Shadow saw that stunt youd be fertilizer before lockout. The voice was a whisper, urgent but low; the voice of a young man, earnest and scared.


  Im sorry, said Jade, keeping her voice down. The hands released her and she looked around in the dark, hoping to find the faintest light, a handle to grab onto and pull herself from the darkness. It was an emergency.


  There was silence and she could feel eyes watching her. They felt like the crawling of bugs beneath its surface. She could feel them evaluating and taking her in.


  Youre not from here, are you? asked the man.


  ImIm from the other tunnel, said Jade.


  No youre not, he replied. You cant see a thing.


  Jade breathed in deeply. It was a weak excuse but the only one she had. Most of these people never left the tunnels, never ventured outside, but even in the dark they could spot outsiders.


  You can see me? she asked.


  Of course, he said. Well, not see, but hear and feel. Youre flapping around like an earthworm. Tell me what youre doing here, where youre really from.


  Im from the surface.


  The man stepped back. Darkness flooded into the void that he left.


  Youre irradiated.


  No, she said I was born here, but Ive been gone a long time. Im only here to find my sister. She was taken by a Shadow, shes only young.


  If a Shadow took her then shes already dead.


  Jade listened to every word, every breath. In the absence of light she had to use all she could, every tone and every sound, each a clue to the mans leanings. She could sense he was kind, if sad and restrained.


  I dont believe that. I cant tell you why, but please, you can help me?


  Theres not much I can help with, he replied. If they took her and killed her, shes dead, and if they didnt, well they sure as hell arent going to tell us about it. He paused. Jade could hear each hot, dense breath. But look, youve only really got one option. Were not too far from the entrance here, so the only way to head is down. If you cant see, Id say move to the outside wall and follow it down. They keep it clear. The outside lane heads down and the inside lane heads up.


  Thank you, said Jade.


  The man reached out and squeezed her shoulder, his grip firm and tender.


  Its okay, he said. I lost a daughter once, too. Irradiated. They took her away without a word. Off to be killed with the rest of them. Its a hard truth youre going to learn, but sure as hell a truth worth seeking.


  They stood together in silence, a mark of respect for the fallen. Then the man moved behind her, rested a hand between her shoulder blades, and guided her back past the tarpaulin and out through the dark, past people and whispers and snores. He raised up her arm and her hand brushed the wall. It was concrete, damp but still warm.


  Ill keep an eye out for you, he said. If you return.


  Jade walked forward, tracing her passage with outstretched fingers. If she returned. His doubt was probably right.


  She heard the footsteps of others about her, but fewer than she had imagined. Nightfall was coming, at least on the outside, so hers was a path less traveled. She could hear them on the other side of the tunnel, marching upwards, towards the entrance and towards emergence, into the night to scavenge or kill. In truth they were only twenty metres away, but behind the veil of darkness distance meant little, like swimming through murky water.


  Jades memories of the tunnels were distant and twisted. She knew people lined the space between the walls, but the layout felt strange and foreign. Two side by side tunnels linked with crossways. Each was kilometres long but only metres wide, people forced to conform to their dimensions. To live that linearly felt unnatural. Life was made to spread out, growing in all directions, sprawling and eager and keen. Now it either conformed to one or died across many.


  At first she was tentative, wary of stepping on things unseen, but soon Jade settled into a rhythm. If she stopped others might come behind herto push past or to question, it wasnt worth finding out.


  With her non-leading hand she lifted her mask, sliding it up over her eyesthey were no longer needed. She reached into her pocket to retrieve the cylinder, working it free between strides. She extracted it with care, lifted the lid, and poured the contents into her drying mouth. She chewed.


  They felt like small pebbles but they tasted acrid, like bitter roots dug up and left to rot in the sun. They tasted of the Earth, of life and of death, and of all that lay in between. She chewed and eventually they gave, her teeth grinding and breaking them down into a thick, grassy paste. With her tongue she pushed it between her gums and her cheeks, sucking saliva through it like air through a filter. She lowered her respirator and paced through the dark.


  For a while, she felt nothing. It crept up on her slowly, a warm glowing in her stomach that rose up into her chest, a wave of euphoria. She shrugged her shoulders and the muscles unkinked, unwound, unbound. The air sparkled. She could do this, somehow. Pearl was here, somewhere.


  Jade stepped away from the wall and moved into the middle of the tunnel with outstretched arms. Her feet bumped into something soft, so she crouched down, slowly working her way through mounds of objects laying in the dark. She sat amongst them, cross-legged, and listened to the sounds around her. It suddenly felt fascinating. It was an intriguing way of living, an intriguing type of life. Her heart pounded and every breath was an exaltation.


  She bent her head forward and her back stretched with glee, her lower vertebrae popping and relaxing. She tried to catch her racing mind, tried to bring it back down to Earth, back to the tunnels. Pearl had to be somewhere, she could feel it, she knew it. Jade breathed in deeply and held it. She rested her hand on her knees and touched her face, her hair, each suddenly a new experience of textures and touch. Pearl. She had to focus on Pearl.


  The world around her shattered. A piercing scream filled her mind with panic and despair. She could feel her sisters agony and pain. It was a hopeless feeling, a dark void that sucked the euphoria from her body and left her cold. Jade tried to focus on it, to amplify the sensation, fighting her instincts to flee, to escape. She had to channel the negativity and make it her own. The fear would lead her to Pearl.


  Pearl was alive. And she was in danger.


  Drowning


  Pearl sat unconscious, still bound to the chair, her blood congealing and her wounds scabbing. She shivered and muttered and dreamed. In her mind she paced about spastically, jumping from dream to dream, unable to escape. She saw the lives of the irradiated trapped in the tunnel, not in order but all at once. She saw childhood beatings, days without eating, torture, bribery, and death. One would have been enough, but she saw all at oncea single life condensed into a package of trauma. Then her mind jumped to the next, then the next, then the next.


  She shivered and the wire cut deeper. Her wrists were rings of red.


  Pearl wanted to escape, wanted to wake up, but she was drowning in dreams and memories, each crying to be heard, not wanting to let her go. It was lifetimes of pressure released through a single valve, a single mind, broken and weak and unable to control them. It was as if the walls of her mind had crumbled with her spirit, and now the floodwaters rushed, churning masses of fluid dragging her down. The surface of consciousness slid away further. She sank deeper and deeper, unable to breathe.


  A beacon of euphoria cut through the despair. It was out of place, out of synch. It felt different. Pearl pushed back at it with all that she had. There was no room for joy, not here, not now. The pains of a thousand lost children channeled through Pearl and drowned it out. It was like a sinkhole had opened, sucking down water with whitewashed fury, the drawdown dragging in everything around it, water and earth alike.


  Pearls shaking slowed and she sat still.


  Humanity


  Jade rose. This was it, she could feel it. Euphoria had been replaced with despair, and fear. It pulsed through her body with every manic heartbeat. Her stomach churned and her chest constricted, but she knew she had to hold on, had to latch onto the pain and follow it. This had to be Pearl, and she was in trouble.


  Jade walked forward, stumbling over objects and items hidden by the dark. She could feel the hurt growing, the yearning, the fear. It was like a sound, a loud, distorted cacophony whose location she could trace as she walked. She knew she was getting closer. She reached the inside wall of the tunnel and began to walk downwards, bumping into the unseen bodies of others, bouncing between them, caught up in their current. Her mind flooded with paranoia. What if one was a Shadow, or thought to tell one? What if they found her and killed her, and her final thoughts were filled with the pains of a generation? She tried to stop herself but realised she couldnt. She had to embrace the negativity pulsing through her, accept it and follow. Jade fought through bodies in the dark, heading deeper and deeper into the dark.


  The emotions grew stronger and then faded, slowly and subtly, but fading nonetheless. Jade turned around and retraced her steps, moving slowly but in the right direction. She focused on the agony, looking for the moment it peaked, the moment her heart felt like it would rip from her chest, beating and beating and beating and beating, ready to explode.


  She faced the wall and reached out, feeling the surface with her clammy palms. There was a concrete curb, and high above it a narrow door. She reached up, groped for the handle, stepped up to the narrow curb ledge, and pulled herself up.


  She stood on the narrow ledge feeling the bodies pass by her, thinning but still there, brushing her calves with elbows and hands. Jade shuddered, fear grabbing her like a vice, and opened the door. It swung inwards, oiled and precise. It was the only door shed known to ever do so.


  Light flooded her retinas. It was soft and orange, but compared to the dark it was an explosion. Her eyes stung and her mind struggled to adapt. For a moment she thought she was dead.


  There was loud, coarse breathing in the room, and a blur flashed towards her. She ducked instinctively, weaving away from the incoming figure. Sharpened steel flashed through the air.


  A Shadow stood in front of her, a blade drawn in each hand. Its features appeared more grotesque than she remembered. Her state of mind acted as a filter that exaggerated each horror. The metal grille clasped its face like an ancient machine, the grille of a tractor, sputtering and gaseous and cruel. The skin was translucent, and each vein, each muscle, each bone, was a reminder of its dominance over her. They were a reminder of her fragility, her scrap-to-survive litheness. The fear inside her told her to run and hide. She was outmatched, outplayed.


  The Shadow moved towards her in slow, heavy steps. Perhaps it had sensed the fear in her eyes, the utter capitulation of spirit, and had decided to enjoy this, to take its time. Its face was cold and expressionless. Jade withdrew her knife and held it out. It shook in her outstretched hand. The Shadow swirled both of its blades with a twist of each wrist, illustrating the futility of her gesture.


  Jade backed away into the long, narrow corridor. Orange light glowed through a door at its end, a rectangle of light in a place of darkness, her salvation. She waited until she was close, then turned and sprinted. Her body was hardened from years of hard work. Her turn of speed caught the Shadow by surprise. It grunted and followed. The action changed nothinga futile attempt to extend a lost life. It stood in the doorway and stared at her.


  Jade had one thing that separated her from the Shadow: light. She entered the room and it called her like a beacon. There was a softly glowing lantern sitting on a ledge. She ran towards it and grasped the metal handle, then twisted around and held it before her, locating the Shadow. It stood in the doorway, stern and undeterred. Its body language was steady, but Jade could see a flicker in the eye, a subtle squinting and lowering of the brow. The Shadow was uncomfortable. They stood staring at each other, a standoff of sorts, each waiting for the other to make the first move.


  Jades mind brimmed with the fear. The minds of a thousand tortured souls had turned her own into a well of negativity, a black hole of fear and dread. This is pointless, the fear told her, and youre going to die. Youre going to die where you belong, where you were born. It wont be quick, but long and painful. Youll bleed out on the floor as your life drags out before you, a pointless life of failure and grind. Pearl is alive and these people have her. That will be your final thought.


  The Shadow bolted towards her, catching her off guard. It closed the gap between them in an instant. Instinctively, Jade drew back and flung the lantern. It twisted through the air, striking the Shadow flush in the face. The light assaulted its eyes like a burn. It stumbled blindly, falling to the floor in a graceless tumble. Jade burst forward and kicked it in the head with a well-worn boot. The fear ran through her and she kicked again, again, and again.


  The Shadow lay unconscious, its head bloodied. Jade stepped over it and crouched down, her body hovering about its broad chest. Her eyes were red and glassy, the breaths behind her respirator short and sharp. She dug her fingers around the grille on its face and pushed them between flesh and metal. They worked their way through, tearing apart what had long ago set firmly. She found the end, where metal touched bone, and hooked her fingers around it. Then she pulled, tensing her legs and arching herself back, pulling with all of her body.


  The grille slid free with a sickening sound, a wet tearing of flesh and the suction of fluid. She fell back with the grille in her bloody hands, rolling off the Shadows body. She stood and threw the grille to the floor, and looked down at the Shadow with wild eyes. It was a thing without a face, two eyes and a gash. It was monstrous and demented, but natural again. Removing the grille had returned its humanity.


  Jades breath was heavy in her mask. She had blood on both hands and terror in her eyes.


  Then the fear drained.


  It ran out of her with sudden force, as though she were in a vacuum and a seal had been broken. It left with such fury that it almost brought the rest of her with it. Jades mind ceased to exist for a moment. Slowly, time started ticking and reality began to crawl. She no longer channeled the horror of others, could no longer feel their pain.


  A voice came from across the room.


  Jade?


  She turned and saw her sister. It felt like a lifetime since shed seen her, and it looked like it had been, too. Her gentle face was gaunt and drawn, her pink skin pale, and her wide eyes had sunken.


  Pearl was tied to a rocking chair. Damp patches of blood soaked the floor beneath each wooden swivel. Her arms were spotted with wounds and her wrists were cut to the bone.


  J-Jade?


  Release


  Pearl came to with a startle. One moment she was trapped in dreams, euphoria and despair twisting together, the next she was awake. The scene that greeted her made no sense. A lone figure stood beside her, a tall grimy woman with blood on her hands. About her was chaos. On the ground were many things: a still smoldering smashed lantern, a rusted knife, a bloody metal face plate, and a dead Shadow. The woman gasped for air behind her respirator. Realisation dawned.


  Jade? Pearl asked. It was question for herself as much as the woman.


  She turned to face her and saw something was wrong. It looked like her sister, with the hideous half-mask and gangly limbs, but her eyes looked dark and restless.


  J-Jade? she asked again.


  The woman removed the mask and Jade appeared. The bags beneath her eyes were dark and heavy, and the creases in her face were deepbut it was her. It was her sister.


  Pearl!


  Jade ran towards her and touched her face, unsure whether to cry, hug, or help. Her eyes darted about, between body and bonds, wire and wounds.


  God, what have they done to you? Jade asked.


  Pearl looked up with glassy eyes. I thought they were going to kill you, she said, her voice wavery.


  Kill me? Jade said. Shhh, baby, take it easy. Dont worry about anything, Im here now. Were going to escape.


  Jade touched the wire with her fingertips, tracing it around until she found where it had been tied. Pearl winced as she twisted the ends free, and unwrapped the wire in uneasy motions. The wire had become stuck to her skin, intertwined with dried blood and scabbing wounds. It felt like her flesh was being ripped from her bones. To Pearl, the pain meant nothing. She was free. Her sister was alive. They both were.


  When the last loop of wire came free, Pearl jumped to her feet, leaving the chair rocking behind her. She ignored the pain, ignored the lightness in her head, and embraced Jade, wrapping her aching arms around her chain-linked waist. Jades fingers ran through her hair like a comb, catching on knots and working their way through.


  Pearl let go and took a step back. Jade dropped to her knees, and reached out for her arms. She traced around the wounds with gentle fingers, assessing each cut, wincing with the thought of each one.


  That fucker goddamn tortured you, she said, then gritted her teeth, caught her breath. Pearl had seen this before. It was the look of her sister swallowing her tension and forcing a brave face, as if the world was a horror she shouldnt see for herself. Itll be okay. I know someone that can make ointments. Theyll help you, soothe the pain, maybe even help you recover.


  Pearl looked at her with determined eyes. We should go, she said. It isnt safe here.


  Jades smile dropped slightly. Its okay, Pearl, she said, nodding back her head. I took care of him. Youre safe.


  Pearls face flushed. No, she said. No, no, no. It wasnt him. Shell be back soon. Any time. Shell know, shell find out, shell be back.


  Jade held her face with both hands, rubbing Pearls cheeks with her thumbs. Her eyes delved deep into hers, searching. Whos coming, baby? Who did this to you?


  The Queen.


  The colour drained from Jades face and took her expression with it. Her face hung limp and formless. Jade rose to her feet and looked to the door, looked back to Pearl, and then flitted about the corridor. It was like shed been called to attention, been given a warning, like an alarm had sounded and action was required.


  Say that again, she said.


  The Queen. Jade, whats wrong?


  The Queen, she said, thats whats wrong. She runs this place. She is this place. I promised Id kill her.


  Kill her? Her sister was manic and fidgety. Jade, whats wrong? You seem so different.


  Jade scratched her arms and looked down at Pearl, releasing a long heavy sigh. Im sorry. Its a long story. A long fucking story. But I told someone Id kill the Queen. Its the price I paid to find you. Its a debt that I owe. Its hard to explain.


  Pearl looked at her sister, and for the first time realised that shed been through a lot, too. Shed been so focused on her own suffering that it hadnt crossed her mind. It was one more guilt to crawl beside the others, her betrayal, her shame. Jade didnt need to tell the story, it showed on her face as clear as the morning sun. It was traced in every crease, every pore. It showed in her eyes and her posture, on her hands and her clothes. She was beaten and battered, straining under the load.


  I understand, said Pearl. I know how we can kill her. But we have to hurry.


  Deceit


  Jade looked in Pearls eyes and for the first time she saw that she wasnt the sweet girl shed known, sheltered from the world, innocent and beautiful. Shed seen the world as it truly was and it had changed her. Her sister was growing up. In Pearls eyes she saw herself.


  What your plan? she asked.


  Pearl told her about the Queen, in snippets not stories. She sat back on the chair, rocking gently, and placed her hands back on its arms. They matched the outline of blood like a key in a lock.


  You have to trust me, Pearl said. Shell be back soon. Shes been coming every hour, coming back to torture me. Idelayed her, but shell be back soon. Whether she believed me or not, shell be back soon. And when she does, shell expect me to be here, but she wont expect you.


  You want me to tie you back up? asked Jade, her voice sick and croaky.


  Its the only way, she said. And you have to do it properly. Dont worry, I can take it.


  So Jade did what she said. She winced with every wrap of the wire, but she tied it true and she tied it tight. Pearl slumped her head down and resumed the position, a beaten orphan, alone and abused. She was ready.


  Jade rushed about, moving what she could. She dragged the body of the Shadow to the far side of the corridor leaving a trail of blood behind it, a path that led to a murder. She returned the lantern to the ledge. The glass had broken, but the copper base had held firm and the flame still burned. She kicked away broken glass with her boots, sweeping it to the side of the room. She bent and retrieved her knife. The faceplate, too. She slid it in her pocket, wet with blood, a souvenir.


  The room was filled with signs of struggle, but it was the best she could manage in the time. It was like trying to hide that youd been in a fight, spitting blood from your mouth and washing your cuts. If anyone looked close enough they would know; they would see the bruises, the signs, impossible to hide. She had to hope nobody did, or be quick enough that it didnt matter. Jade slunk into a dark corner, beside the door, pulled on her half-mask and waited.


  The time that passed was agony. Jade had nothing to do but look at her sister, evaluate the wounds and the hurt that riddled her. She couldnt shake the feeling that shed failed her, failed her goal, her duty. First Josh lay dead and now Pearl was almost broken. Her world was crumbling around her.


  A door opened and footsteps echoed down the corridor. Jade held her breath and a woman walked in. She was tall and slim, with translucent skin. She wore black welding goggles held tightly to her face, a refuge from the light, the flicker of the lantern too much to bear. She was dressed in black from head to toe: black boots, black jeans, and black singlet. Her arms dangled out of the holes, almost invisible in contrast to the fabric.


  How are you doing, darling? the Queen said.


  The Queen looked down at Pearl. Jade could see the edge of a wicked smile, broad and twisted across her pale face. The orange light danced on the surface of her goggles.


  Pearl raised her head, as if roused from a heavy sleep. Her eyes were heavy and confused.


  Let me go, she said.


  Soon, soon, said the Queen. Theres no room for trust here, little one. We find your sister and youll be untied. Ill even do it myself. Well give you a room, bigger than that hellhole you were in, and let you recover. Youll need your strength. I have a lot planned for you.


  Okay, said Pearl. Can I have water?


  The Queen looked at her and smiled. She reached down and slid a metallic bottle from a pouch. Its sides were dented but the metal gleamed. She unscrewed the cap and held it to Pearl, pouring water into her mouth, taking care not to touch the bottle to her lips.


  The Shadows will be in the cemetery soon, she said. Your sister may already be dead, but Ive learned not to believe it until the head is presented to me. Theres a strange joy in seeing someones last expression, all wide-eyed and shocked, their face filled with fear. Nobody ever sees their own death coming.


  Jades stomach twisted at the mention of the cemetery. Her sister must have wilted, sold her out to save herself. Deep down she understood, could rationalize the why and the how. Still, it stung. Jade could feel twists of dread and fear return to her core.


  She moved forward, slow and steady.


  Please dont kill her, said Pearl. Theres no reason to. She wont come for me, shell think Im dead. Shes seen enough death to know when its coming. Ill help you if you let her be.


  You should have taken that deal when you had the chance, said the Queen. Not that I would have stuck to it. People like her are a blight on our landscape, a mark on our record. The irradiated are born that way, their sin is not their own but their parents. For her to abandon her tunnels, to give up the purity of her future children, that books her a place in Hell, and Im happy to send her there.


  Jade held her knife in one hand and raised it up with a quivering arm. She was ready to thrust it deep into her back, into her ribcage, to stab and twist and turn.


  She brought the knife down but the Queen was no longer there. Shed sidestepped the blow and spun around with a curled blade in hand, sinking it into Jades stomach.


  Jade saw her own reflection in the Queens goggles, panicked and scared, a face she barely recognised. The pain caught up with her and ran through her body. Her arms went limp and her knife clattered to the ground. The Queen smiled and held her blade still.


  You think I wouldnt hear you coming? asked the Queen. I live in the fucking dark, I hear sounds like you see light. I know youre a family of liars. You were raised a rat, lived a rat, and now youll die a rat. It seems fitting.


  Down in this fucking rat hole, you mean? said Jade, her lungs forcing out the words. Her wound wept warm blood.


  A bitch to the very end. I admire that.


  Her thin lips twisted into worms as she smiled, crawling across her pale face. It sickened Jade more than the knife in her belly. This woman was a maggotpale and rotten to the core. She looked at her and saw no humanity. That had been lost years ago. Perhaps it had never been there. There would come a day when theyd no longer be the same species. Those in this tunnel and the sun-warped bodies above, theyd branch apart, irrevocably changed. Two species, and yet Jade belonged to neither. She was a mongrel, left to be eaten by the ticks.


  Id rather be a rat than a maggot, she said.


  Jade thrust her head forward, her skull bashing heavily into the Queens. It crashed down hard and shattered her goggles. Shards of thick glass caught in her forehead, cutting into the skin. Jade clenched her jaw and did it again.


  The Queen fell back. Her eyes behind the smashed goggles were pink and tender. They blinked rapidly, flitting between open and shut. She wanted to watch Jade, but was unable to do so. The light stung her eyes, burned them, as though the low light in that room was equivalent to the sun. They flicked shut and she held them.


  Jade unwrapped the chain from around her waist, holding an end in either hand. She walked towards the Queen, the chain clanging and her stomach burning. It jangled with every step. The Queen backed away, her arms outstretched, listening to every sound.


  Alright, Ill let her go, she said. Shes yours. This is peace, a truce. Now get out of here before anyone finds you.


  Jade said nothing. She walked further still.


  Without warning the Queen twisted about and started to run, heading to the door. Her boots slid out from underneath her, gliding on the slick blood of the Shadow, and she fell to the floor. She landed awkwardly, one knee bent and ready to run, her arms flailing out, unprepared and alarmed. She hit the floor hard.


  Jade moved forward as quickly as her bleeding body would allow her to. She stood over the Queen, a heavy boot either side of her body, straddling her with chain in hand. The Queens mouth was bleeding from where it had hit the floor. Her teeth were shattered, glittering porcelain white. Jade reversed her grip, holding her arms in a cross, and looped the chain over her head and around her neck. She pulled the chain taut and tauter still. The Queen spluttered and gagged. The links of the chain pressed into her throat, cutting off her windpipe and choking her of air. Jade had righted the cross of her arms, and the chain looped around the Queens neck in a full circle. She pulled her arms wider still. Her tendons tightened and twanged, her sinewy shoulders applying great force, pulling and pulling, as hard as she could.


  The Queens body hung limp yet Jade kept pulling. She dropped one end of the chain and stood on it with her boots, then grabbed the other end with both hands. She pulled it up to her face, cutting through skin and flesh through sheer force of will. Jade tugged at the chain in sharp, jagged motions, hoping the Queens head would detach from her body completely. With enough force she could sever anything, mutilate this woman like she mutilated her sister. Make her pay, even in death.


  Jade! cried out Pearl. Thats enough. Shes dead.


  Jade dropped the chain and it clattered to the floor. She realised how heavy her breathing had become. There was a heavy pulse pounding in her head. Each heartbeat brought more pain, more agony.


  She looked down at her stomach. Her shirt was damp and stuck to her skin, slick and bloody. The Queens blade was still inside her, the handle protruding. Jade reached down and grasped it. She pulled it out carefully and let the blade clatter to the ground.


  The Queen was dead.


  Escape


  Pearl wanted to rush over and help her sister but her arms remained lashed to the wooden chair. Jade staggered over, her steps uneasy, her eyes wild. She untied Pearl with shaking hands.


  We have to get out of here, said Pearl.


  She couldnt tell if the stab wound looked worse than it was, or if it was worse than it looked. The blade had been thin but the blood was ubiquitous. It soaked through Jades clothing like a rising flood.


  Youll be fine, but we need to get you to safety and get you some help, she said.


  Simon will know what to do, said Jade. Hes waiting, outside.


  Simons with you? Pearl said, her voice high. And Josh?


  The bags beneath Jades eyes grew heavier still. Im sorry, she said. Josh is dead.


  Pearl gasped back short breaths. Deep down shed already known. It had been an age since shed felt him in her dreams, even before the depths of the tunnel. Hed always been there, a background noise on the borders of sleep, and then he was gone. Only now did she realise what the gap had been, the emptiness that haunted her, whether she was sleeping or awake.


  We need to get out of here, said Pearl again.


  They left the crossway and entered the tunnel. Wind whistled through it, as if the spirits had grown restless. Jade told Pearl to walk along the wall, following the slope away from the sag. She placed a hand on Pearls shoulder and the other on her stomach, trying to hold back the blood and the pain. Pearl wanted to stop and check up on her. Each time Jade shushed her and pushed them onwards.


  The tunnel buzzed with a chorus of sounds. Pearl could hear metal clanking, water dripping, crying babies, and screaming men. In the dark it meant nothing. It was a dense and unsolvable puzzle. People pushed past them, rushing to places, always in the same direction. Upwards.


  They walked for what seemed like hours, but could have been one. Jades breathing was shallow. She somehow kept the pace.


  Pearl felt a hand grasp her other shoulder, startling her and her skin crawled. She dropped her shoulder and twisted free, turning into the dark where the culprit should have been.


  Shhh, shhh, came a young mans voice. Its okay. Tell her its okay.


  Its okay, Jade said from behind her. Her voice was muted, bubbling from her throat. There were no strains of fear or anxiety, only a dull, flat rasp, resigned to fate that lay before them. He helped me, earlier.


  The man grasped Pearls hand and it stung with pain. He led her through the dark, away from the wall and towards the centre of the tunnel. Jades grip was heavy on her shoulder. It felt like she was dragging her along, pulling her through some hidden current. The tunnel was dank and humid. It smelled like life, it smelled like death.


  Here, the man said. He let go of her hand and passed her a rope. Climb up, said Jade.


  You first, said Pearl. You need to get out of here. You need to get help.


  Jade touched Pearls face, stroking her cheek with her long, calloused fingers. Pearl felt the fabric of a bandage rub against her skin. A strange scent came from it, in contrast to all that lay about her, a sweet grassy smell of the outdoors, of life, of freedom.


  I cant climb, said Jade. Im sorry, Pearl, but I can barely even walk anymore.


  Pearl stiffened. The back of her throat stung with acid, forced up from her stomach, twisting around itself in tight coils.


  No, said Pearl. We can do this together. You go first and Ill follow. Ill help you through. We cant be far.


  Pearls tears fell on Jades dirty hand, turning dirt to mud and rehydrating blood. Jade ran it down her face and gave her shoulder a squeeze. She pulled her towards her, giving her a hug with one armthe other was fixed to her stomach, keeping them apart. So long together, and now they were always apart.


  Heres what well do, said Jade. You go and Ill wait here with Ben, the man said.


  Ben. Theres a ventilation shaft up there, it leads on for half a mile. Simon and another man are waiting at the outlet. Tell them Im here and what happened. Ill hold the rope and they can pull me up. Simons strong. If they can get me to the shaft, I can walk the rest of the way. Or you can come back and help me. Okay? If I try to climb, Ill bleed out. This is the only way.


  Okay, said Pearl. But promise to hold on. Hold on to the rope, to your stomach, to your life. I need you, Jade. Please.


  I promise, said Jade.


  Pearl hugged her again, tears now streaming from her face. She began to climb. Her body was light but her hands were spotted with wounds, crying out with every pull. Pearl felt her heart rise in her chest. Her throat burned and her head spun in whirls. She pulled herself into the shaft.


  Darkness


  Jades gut churned and she vomited into her respirator. It was hot and acidic against her skin, in her throat, in her mouth. Her eyes watered and her stab wound stung. She spluttered and fell back. Ben caught her, lowering her to the ground in the darkness.


  Jade coughed and spluttered. The black turned blacker. Her mind went still.


  Rebirth


  
    Three months later.

  


  



  Pearl sat on the side of a hill, one arm resting on the back of the mongrel. She ran her fingers through its bristly hair, feeling the skin beneath. It panted and looked out with her at the dry lake that sat before them. The skies were darkening.


  Youre all I have left of her, said Pearl to the dog.


  Thunder sounded and the mongrel barked in reply, greeting the loud claps, willing them home.


  That and this stupid hat.


  It tottered on her head, too large to sit still. It rattled with the wind but Pearl held it in place. She pulled the brim down low, shielding her eyes from the first drops of rain. They landed heavy on the white brim with a clatter, pooling in bunches and dripping to the ground. The dry earth soaked them up thirstily.


  I cant stop thinking of the others, she said. They were my age and younger, trapped in the tunnels. I wish I could still hear them. Their dreams are the saddest things Ive ever felt. But Id give up everything to hear them again, to tell them that I understand, that theres hope even now. To tell them were building, growing, swelling. To promise that one day well be there. One day theyll be free. Ill make sure of it. Pearl sighed. Ill make her proud. Even if shes gone, Ill make her proud.


  The rain began to fall heavier. It came down in large drops, clattering against her hat like a cymbal, thousands of claps turning into one, the sounds mixing and blending and becoming their own.


  Emilia walked over a ridge, and stared out at them sitting in the rain, the girl and the mutt.


  Pearl! she called out. Come back to the village. This is going to be huge. Come to shelter, you need to stay well. Theres going to be a lot of work to do soon.


  Pearl rose from the ground and looked out at the lake. If their stories were true, soon it would be filled. It would be swollen and deep, brimming with hope and the chance of life.


  Pearl turned and walked away. She slapped her thigh and called out behind her.


  Cmon, Mongrel. Lets get back home.
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