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	It was so weird to think that this was our new home. I couldn't imagine life without Dad in this crummy little flat. It just wasn’t right. I sat alone on the floor of my new bedroom, surrounded by cardboard boxes, whilst the moving people lugged our furniture all the way up to the fifth floor. We’d been evicted from our old house when Dad left, and Mum couldn’t afford to keep paying the bills. Her job as a cleaner didn’t pay very well.

	 

	Andrea and Theo, my younger twin brother and sister, loved Dad more than anything. He would play princesses with Andrea and do silly high-pitched voices and he’d play football with Theo and always let him score goals. Because they were only three when he left Mum told them that he had just gone on holiday, and we would see him again soon. The youngest of the family, Clover, hadn’t yet said her first word when Dad left, so his absence didn’t particularly bother her. But being the oldest, I knew that Dad wasn’t coming back. 

	 

	“Ember!” called Mum from the front door. That’s me. I’m Ember. Like the heart of a fire. That's what Dad used to tell me. I blinked, slightly surprised at suddenly being pulled away from my thoughts. I slowly rose to my feet, traipsed down the hall and entered the new living room. “Thanks,” Mum said to the delivery men before shutting the door. 

	“Yes Mum, what did you need?” I asked.

	“Oh there you are! I wondered what you were up to. We're going to start unpacking now, just to get it over and done with. Your stuff has been put in your bedrooms already, so all you’ll need to do is put your things where you want them. While you do that I’m gonna move the last of the furniture around a bit.”

	“Sure.” I said. Andrea got up from the floor and skipped down the hall and Theo, much less enthusiastically, followed. 

	 

	The twin’s room was small, cramped and was probably meant to be a large storage cupboard but it would do. Their new bunk bed fitted, as did the chest of drawers and a desk. I looked down at the mountain of junk on the floor and sighed before saying “Come on then kids. Let's unpack.” It took a while because Theo kept chucking his pants around the room and Andrea insisted upon making sure everything was absolutely perfect, but in the end everything was in its place. Once they’d finished I said “Okay, let's go and get you guys something to drink. It’s been a long day.”

	 

	I took them back out into the living room where Mum was giving baby Clover a snack. I eventually found two cups in a random box amongst all the mess, as well as a bottle of lemonade in a cool bag. The twins sat down on the sofa, guzzling lemonade, sharing a bag of crisps, and watching their favourite show on our old iPad. I wanted to sit down with them and relax but my new room had to be sorted out too.

	 

	I went back to my room and opened one of the many boxes and started putting all my belongings away. This was quickly accomplished and feeling like everything was ready, I went back out to sit with the twins. 

	 

	Mum breathed a sigh of relief and sank into an armchair as I appeared in the doorway. She’d finished moving all the furniture around and had made this cramped and stuffy flat seem like home. Well, sort of. “All finished Mum?” I asked, flopping into the armchair opposite. 

	“Yep,” Mum smiled. She’d clearly been very hard at work because she was pink in the face and shiny with sweat. “I've got everything running smoothly. The water, WIFI, and electricity. I’ve also put every last thing in its place, dusted and hoovered the whole flat, cleaned the bathroom and the kitchen and I’ll be serving dinner in a few minutes.”

	“Wow Mum. That didn’t take long. You must be exhausted. You’re brilliant! I think you should have a well-deserved rest.”

	“No, that’s alright. I need to look after you lot.”

	“We'll be fine! You'll only be in the next room. Plus, they’re already in their Pj’s. All there is to do is feed them and brush their teeth.” I replied.

	“Are you sure that’s alright? Thanks Honey,” She got up from the chair and sloped wearily off to her room. 

	 

	There was a bing from the kitchen, and as there weren't any doors separating the living room from the kitchen-dining room, I could see it was the little egg timer that had made the sound. I turned off the oven and found a pair of oven gloves after opening practically every drawer there was, then took out the tray of fries and fish fingers before getting the sweetcorn out of the microwave. After finding plates and cutlery, I laid the table and called the kids over for tea. Theo and Andrea sat down and hoovered up their dinners. As the twins ate, I spoon-fed Clover a tub of pureed apples then put her to bed and sat Andrea and Theo in front of the TV with milk and cookies. 

	 

	A little while later we went off to bed. I’d never normally go to bed at the same time as the twins, but it had been a long day and I found it hard to keep my eyes open. After brushing their teeth and reading them two quick bedtime stories, I curled up in bed. It took a long time for sleep to come because it was so weird to be in our new home. 
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	The next morning when I woke up, Mum came to tell me she was going to work, that the kids were ready, and we were going to go to the park at ten o'clock with the twins' friends and their mum, Abby. They lived on the floor above. That’s one of the reasons Mum chose to move here. I gave her a quick hug before she left, then I dragged myself out of bed to eat the toast she’d left for me. “Hi kids,” I said when I entered the living room, and they waved back. The twins were watching CBeebies, and Clover was playing with her rattle in her highchair. I quickly ate breakfast and got ready, then put the twins and Clover in their shoes and coats and we left the flat and made our way to the park that lies opposite. We crossed the road and the twins ran into the park after spotting their friends. 

	 

	They played for hours until it started to pour with rain and a wind whipped up around us.  All of a sudden, the park was deserted. Theo’s coat had blown away in the wind and he was chasing after it so Abby took Andrea, Clover and both her kids back to her flat and told me to meet her there. Eventually Theo caught the coat and we ran from the park hand in hand. There was not a single soul in sight, not even a car on the road. That's when it happened. 

	 

	The rain was so heavy it was impossible to see more than a few metres. Then Theo’s hand slipped from mine. I thought he’d just fallen over so I leant down to haul him up and I fell too. But I didn’t land with a thud on the road. I just kept falling through the air. I felt like I was going to keep falling forever. 
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	The temperature dropped rapidly as we fell and the hole we’d fallen through got smaller and smaller until it vanished completely, drowning us in darkness. I was surprised at how slowly we were falling. It was like someone had pressed a button to make everything go in slow motion. I suddenly stopped falling and thudded onto a cold, slimy floor. I sat up, astonished I hadn’t been turned to mush on hitting the ground. To my left a dank slimy tunnel was dimly lit by spluttering gas lamps. “Theo!” I called out.

	“Ember” he replied, scurrying over to me.  

	“What happened?” I gasped, enveloping my brother in a tight hug.

	“Where are we?” Theo gulped. 

	He was trembling. I picked him up and saw the scared expression on his face. I wrapped him up in his coat even though it was sodden and told him, with uncertainty; “I’m sure it's fine. We just need to find someone that can help us.”

	“But there is no one down here,” Theo whimpered. 

	Inside I agreed with him. Who on earth would be here? But I shook my head and replied; “Of course there is. Don’t look so scared. Let’s go and see if we can find someone.”

	“Ok…” Theo mumbled. I looked up just to make sure that there was no way of getting back up to the hole. Nope. There was no way we were getting back up there, even if someone threw down a rope ladder.

	 

	We wandered aimlessly in the gloom for hours. I occasionally glanced over my shoulder because I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was following us. Eventually I gave up. “It’s no use Theo. I’m sorry. We’ll just have to stay here and hope that someone finds us. Mum will tell the police we’ve gone missing, and they’ll use experts and trained dogs to sniff us out. It’ll be alright.” I slouched against one of the slimy walls and sighed. “Look Ember!” Theo pointed to something glinting far up ahead. He stood up and took my hand. 

	“What do you see Theo?”

	“I see a…come on, let’s go!” I was taken by surprise when he started running into the distance.

	“Theo! Hold on!” I jumped up and charged after him, catching up easily. After a moment, I thought I saw something too. Not very clearly - it was just a little flash of golden light. It blinked on and off over and over again. Against my better judgement I decided to go and find out what it was. There was no point sitting in the dark waiting for someone to come and rescue us. Nobody even knew we were here yet. 

	 

	We kept on running until we reached a… well, what actually was it!? It looked sort of like the eye of a storm, I guessed. It was different shades of purple and it swirled and boiled angrily in the air the front of us. I could feel it pulling me closer. I had to use all my strength to stay where I was. 

	 

	 

	“Stand back! You don't want to get pulled inside!” I said worriedly, sticking my hand out in front of him. We stood stock still and considered the sight in front of us. Now I knew what I’d seen glinting. Every so often a streak of gold light would zip across the purple clouds then vanish again. 

	“I want to go inside!” said Theo.

	“Are you insane? We’re not going through there. We might never come back!” I replied. 

	“But help might be in there!” he said. 

	“And so could a million and one deadly things! Come on, we're leaving,” I told him. We were about to stride off when a horrible screaming sound echoed down the grimy passages. Theo gripped my hand, and I picked him up, ready to run for it. The scream stopped but then there was a different noise. Something was speaking to us.

	 

	“I know you’re there children!” a menacing voice called. I froze. I swear even my blood stopped flowing. I could hear claws scraping against the tunnel floor. Whatever it was, it was getting closer. What the hell was it? I took a step back. Had it been following us this whole time? “Come out, come out wherever you are! I don’t bite children!” The evil voice cackled. 

	Theo whispered something unintelligible in my ear and I backed away again even though it meant being perilously close to the purple storm. I could see a dark shadow approaching us, getting closer and closer. 

	“Ah. There you are children. Why were you hiding? Don’t look so scared! Now come over here and I can introduce myself.” I inched further backwards as the shadow crept closer. I could almost make out what it was now. It looked a bit like an alligator, but it was monstrous, completely black with blood red eyes and five spikes protruding from the tip of its tail. It screamed that awful scream again and began charging towards us, tail swinging and teeth bared. Just as we were about to get torn to shreds by those blade-like teeth, a hand thrust out of the purple clouds, grabbed my shoulder, and yanked us through backwards.
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	There was a distant beeping sound and a bright light shone in my eyes, but my vision was too blurry to make anything out. “I don’t know,” a man’s voice was saying.

	“Bring in Alora and Zandar, they should be able to sort something out.” My vision was clearing, so I tried to sit up, but as soon as I did, I flopped back down again. My head was throbbing like mad and weighed a ton. 

	“Ah! Awake at last. It’s only been two days!” said a smiling woman. 

	“Two days!” I began to panic. We’d been gone for two days? Mum would be losing her mind! Oh god, I thought. We need to get home! 

	“Do you think we should put her back to sleep again?” the woman was saying. “She’s getting herself all worked up.”

	“No, no. I’m fine! Theo! Theo?” I waited for him to reply but he didn’t. “Where’s my brother?” I asked, looking round the room in a panic. 

	“It’s fine, your brother is next door,” somebody answered before putting something cold on my forehead and wrapping me up in a thin blanket.

	 

	Everything was becoming clearer, and I could make out where I was; on a lonely bed in a hospital room and I could see there were a neat line of stiches all up my arm. At that moment a boy and girl about my age sped into the room, out of breath and sweating. “Sorry…we took…so long,” the girl panted. 

	 

	“What is going on?” I shouted angrily, fed up with nobody telling me anything.  

	I looked around, scowling at the strange people surrounding me. The ones that I guessed were doctors nodded at the girl and boy and left. “Greetings,” began the girl, who sat down beside of me. “My name is Alora; this is my friend Zandar. You are?”

	“Ember,” I replied.

	“Pleasure to meet you!” Zandar grabbed my hand and shook it vigorously. “Welcome to Lowerground.”

	“Lowerground?” I repeated and Alora nodded. I laid in silence thinking about what had happened since me and Theo had fallen into this strange place. We’d trudged through those smelly, dank pipes for hours and hours, then seen the stormy purple portal and then that horrible black alligator. I couldn’t remember anything after that. “How come I’ve been knocked out for two days?” I asked, eventually. 

	“You hit your head when you came through The Portal,” answered Alora.

	“Okay. And why do I have stiches all up my arm?”

	“Because the Snapper caught you with its tooth just as you were pulled through The Portal,” Zandar told me. 

	“Is a Snapper that weird black alligator thing that talked to me and my brother? How is that possible?” I asked.

	“Yes, that’s a Snapper. And they can talk because they were mutated in underground labs. But Storm will tell you all about that later,” Zandar said. 

	“Where did you see the Snapper?” questioned Alora, sounding concerned.

	“Right outside that purple storm thing.”

	“That’s The Portal.  The way into One from The Outside. There shouldn’t be Snappers that close to The Portal. This can’t be right.”

	 

	This was all so much to take in. “So where am I? Lowerground, The Outside or One?” I asked, trying to set things straight in my mind. 

	“One, but One is in Lowerground,” replied Zandar. “One is our city. There are four cities. One to Four, obviously. Think of it like this; Lowerground is our country and it has four cities. The Outside is everything that surrounds Lowerground, like the ocean surrounds an island.” Putting it like that helped me to understand. Everything almost made sense now, other than the fact there was what seemed to be an entire civilisation living at the bottom of an abandoned sewage pipe. 

	“So how come there’s like a whole world down here if you knew that Southampton was right above your heads?” I asked.

	“Lowerground was actually here first. We’ve always been here, safe underground” answered Alora. “A few hundred years after Lowerground was built, some of our people ventured up to what we call the Above, where you come from, and decided to stay and build a new civilisation up there.” I nodded and let the information sink in. 

