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Prologue

Sirens blared across the oil refinery. A gristly, static voice rattled between the noise of machines: ‘Fresh blood from the north. Tyroes, this is your chance for reward if any newcomers show disobedience. Good behaviour doesn’t go unnoticed.’ The static stopped.

‘Luther, we should go,’ Esa urged, slinging her tool sack over one shoulder. She peered through the metal railing to the concrete below.

‘I think I need to do this.’ Luther’s words wobbled as he watched Esa stare at the Tyroes passing beneath them. He tapped his spanner on the pipe before wiping his sweat with the rag around his head. ‘Deon might take my food again if I don’t.’


The girl huffed, dropping her tools beside him with a clang. Luther squinted northwards and spotted the buses between the dunes on the smooth tarmac road. How we all arrive.


‘Well? What needs doing?’ Esa asked, with her own spanner in hand.

‘Three on this side, here.’ He pointed to some bolts near a valve. ‘Remember to tighten clockwi—’

‘I know what I’m doing.’ Her mouth twisted. ‘I’ve done this more times than you.’

‘I was only making—’

‘Well, don’t,’ she interrupted, tightening the last bolt. ‘Sorry, just… let’s join the rest before we both lose our meals.’ She made her way down the ladder.

Luther picked up his tool sack and climbed down after her.

Once on the ground, the air grew humid in the shadows of machinery.

‘Reckon you’ll…’ Luther struggled to keep up with the older girl, the warmth filling his lungs. ‘Esa… Think Deon will promote you soon?’ He knew she was eager for her promotion but he was scared he’d be left alone.

‘If he doesn’t, he must think I’m stupid. I see younger kids who’ve been here for less time than me making the climb from Tyro to Sparke. It’s not fair.’


He kept quiet. Don’t upset her. Esa had comforted him since he’d arrived and was the only sense of home he had.


They walked until the machinery stopped and the desert swept to the horizon. The buses drove onto a large tarmac area, heading straight for Luther and the other Tyroes.

‘In line, the lot of you.’ Deon gritted his teeth, casting a shadow over them. His skin was void of tattoos, unlike other adults and Tors.

‘Don’t needlessly waste your energy on the new lot unless they’re trying something. Good behaviour is only recognised if it’s warranted.’ He glared, making some children grip their tools.

Luther stared down at his feet as Deon unclipped a radio from his belt.

‘Load size?’ Deon spoke into the radio.

‘Half,’ a voice replied.

‘Hostility?’

‘Eh, the usual. Tributes with a few volunteers.’

Deon clipped the radio back onto his belt and unslung the gun from his shoulder.

Several metres away, the buses stopped, flaky white paint revealing rust beneath. The doors opened and four adults stepped out of each bus, two with guns and two with metal rods.

‘Off,’ one ordered. Children of varying ages began filing out. The Tor turned to face Deon. ‘Most seem behaved. Just a little angry or upset,’ the woman said, observing them.

‘Good.’ He turned to the newcomers and barked, ‘In line, all of you. I’m Deon. You’ll answer to me from now on and to anyone who doesn’t have a shaved head. The sooner you understand you’re here to stay, the better. We are easy on you if you are on us,’ he warned. ‘We are your new family and your new home.’

The children flinched at his words, with two bursting into a sprint. Luther felt his tummy swell, remembering how close he had been to running on arrival.

‘Every time.’ Deon grimaced. ‘Show me what you’re made of, Tyroes,’ he shouted, turning to the group Luther stood among. They immediately split to chase the two children. ‘Let this be a lesson to all of you if you consider such stupidity.’ Deon pulled out his radio. ‘Patrol, Tyroes from Reg Eight North are chasing. Let them do as they will.’

Luther bolted with Esa, chasing down the girl who was trying to escape. He did his best to keep up, slowing only when Esa came to a stop.

‘Ah, forget it,’ Esa gasped between heavy breathing. ‘If she outruns us, the patrol will get her.’

Luther watched the other Tyroes gain on the girl.

‘We won’t get disciplined for this, will we?’ Luther asked, turning back. Deon was looking their way.

‘Doubt it.’ Esa shrugged. ‘There are enough already on the chase.’

‘Bet you a quarter of my portion they’ll catch her.’ Luther spotted the boy who’d been caught, slumped on the ground.

‘Don’t be stupid. I can see portions getting thinner again with all these new mouths.’ Esa grabbed his hand. ‘Come on.’

They rejoined the Tyroes who stood among the adults, while the newcomers were separated into groups.

‘Getting lazy are we, Tyro?’ Deon stared at Esa.

‘The others have it covered.’ She nodded at the girl still being chased.

‘Lacking motivation perhaps?’ Deon stepped towards her and raised his gun.

Keeping his head down, Luther stepped between them. ‘I finished checking the valves on one of the section distillers just now… sir.’ He closed his eyes, expecting a smack. ‘A slide valve looks bad, labelled 2a.’

Deon lowered his weapon. ‘One of the slide valves?’

‘Yes, y-yes, sir,’ Luther replied.

‘Ah, shit.’ Deon slung the gun over his shoulder and turned to the adults separating the children. ‘Get these Tyroes stamped, shaved, washed and fed, ready for learning. None leave the Newcomers Facility until I say.’ Deon turned to Esa. ‘Prove your motivation now then, would you? Valve replacements are usually the job of a Sparke, after all.’

‘Of course, yes sir.’ Esa’s face lit up. ‘I’ll get to it now. Mind if I take Luther? He’ll speed things along. I’ve still only got…’

‘Need help, do you?’ Deon’s face darkened.

‘No, I… Seeing as there are no Sparkes around and I don’t have their tools and equipment, I just thought it’d help… It’ll get it done quicker.’ Esa’s words crumbled.

‘Fine. Get it done before the day finishes, or you’ll lose tomorrow’s breakfast. Both of you.’

‘Absolutely, will do.’ Esa nodded and pulled Luther back into the refinery.

After a few paces, Luther lifted his head. ‘What did you do that for?’

‘What?’ Esa frowned.

‘He gives you the job of a Sparke and you ask for me?’ Luther didn’t understand but felt happy she wanted him.

‘You saved me from a beating.’ She held his hand. ‘I wasn’t about to leave you alone with him so he could have the chance to strike you.’

‘Oh… Thanks.’ Luther smiled.

Esa and Luther reached the closest maintenance building and approached a Tor, the highest rank in the refinery. She had a full head of brown hair down to her shoulders and sat beside the entrance.

‘Authoriser, name and part?’ The woman pulled out a notebook.

‘Deon, Tyro Esa and Tyro Luther from R8N. Slide valve for a distiller.’ Esa didn’t hesitate.

The woman glanced up, her eyes narrowing. ‘Deon, right?’

‘Yep.’ Esa nodded.

‘Alright, stay here.’ The Tor stood, unlocked the door and entered the maintenance room. After a minute, she reappeared and, using both hands, gently lowered the slide valve to the ground with a dull thud. The valve was a large metal pipe with a circular handle fixed onto it. This controlled a piece of metal inside that could block the pipe.

‘You alright with that?’ Luther asked, picking up Esa’s tools and watching her face grow red as she struggled to lift the slide valve.

‘Fine,’ she lashed. ‘Now come on. Lead the way.’ She spoke quickly, heaving the pipe up against herself.

After a few minutes, they reached a large distillation column.

‘It’s on the left.’ Luther dropped the tools and stretched his arms.

Esa lowered the slide valve onto the ground beside him, taking in a breath. ‘I’ll go up with the tools and drop some rope,’ she said, picking up the tool sacks. ‘You able to loop it through?’

‘Yeah, I can do that.’ Luther smiled.

‘Good.’ Esa climbed the ladder to the platform several metres above. She dropped one end of the rope down. ‘You alright?’

‘Yep,’ Luther replied, passing the rope through the inside of the pipe before climbing up to Esa with his end. Once at the top, he copied her in wrapping the rope once around the metal railing.

Together, they sat pushing their feet against the rail, pulling hard to lift the valve off the ground. The rope began to feel like fire against Luther’s hands.

‘Keep going. We’re getting there, Luther.’ Esa looked over at him.

Sweat ran down them both in the heat of the sun. After several pulls, the valve hung below the railing. Luther wanted to let go.

‘Give me your rope and jump on the ladder. Push from under the valve,’ Esa ordered between shortened breaths.

Carefully, Luther passed his rope to Esa, who wrapped it around her arm, grunting as she pushed with both feet against the rails. He stepped down the ladder and stretched out to reach the valve.

‘Push!’ Esa shouted.

Luther pushed, first with one arm, then with two, outstretched on the ladder. One big shunt pushed half the valve up and onto the metal floor above. Esa moved quickly, clinging to the valve as Luther regained his balance and pushed again, moving it onto the platform. He climbed up and dropped to the floor where Esa sat clinging to the pipe.

‘Well done. That falling would have been the end of us.’ Esa hugged Luther and relief washed over him. His thoughts flickered to his parents.

‘Right, let’s get to it.’ Esa stood, holding out her hand to pull him up.

****


Dusk approached as they finished the job alongside its report. They headed south by bus to the Tyro food hub. If she gets the promotion, she wouldn’t eat here.


Pushing on its double doors, they entered the sparse food court and walked to a counter. A few children were still eating. Luther and Esa pulled out their notebooks simultaneously and opened them to a previously stamped page.

A Tor stamped both pages with a glance and nod, prompting them to move along. They each picked up a spoon, a tin of water and a tin of food; stew with a piece of bread on top.

‘Do you think they’ll let me come with you?’ Luther’s voice wobbled as he looked for an empty bench.

‘Promoted to Sparke?’ Esa replied, sitting down. She took a mouthful of stew. ‘No… well, I mean, of course, maybe… eventually yeah, but you’ve not been here that long, and you’re still quite young.’

‘Oh.’ Luther deflated, forcing in a mouthful of food. ‘I…’


Esa took his hand. ‘I know. Don’t you worry. Before you know it, you’ll be up with me.’ She smiled. ‘If they ever actually promote me. But we did good today, both of us. Tyroes don’t often get a chance like we did.’


Luther bit his bread, ignoring his tears. He nodded.

‘Still, we’ll see each other around and can still hang out, alright?’ Esa dunked her bread into the stew and took a bite.

‘I… I just…’ Luther’s throat swelled. Esa was the only one he knew from his village. They took her the year before they took him. His mind dwelt on his parents, still struggling to understand everything that had happened.

‘It’s alright.’ Esa dropped her bread and grabbed his hands. ‘Whatever happens, we’ll always have each other’s backs. Just like today with Deon—’

Static filled the room followed by the gristly voice: ‘Regiment Eight North, Tyroes Esa and Luther, please report to Deon in your relevant office.’ The static stopped.

‘That’s you as well, Luther!’ Esa’s face lit up. ‘This could mean something for both of us.’ She dug into her food.

Feeling hopeful, Luther smiled.

‘Why else would they want to see you?’ Esa asked, grinning.

‘Maybe…’ Excitement stirred within him.

They finished eating and caught a northern bus, arriving outside the R8N building. The double doors opened into a communal area where most Tyroes were studying, playing, teasing or causing noise. Esa took Luther’s hand and guided him through to the narrow hallway beyond, where a Tor sat.

‘Hey Jackie, Deon called for us.’ Esa dropped Luther’s hand and approached the skinny, tattooed woman whose black hair was down to her shoulders.

‘Tools here.’ Jackie pointed beside her and waved them down the hallway. Her other hand rested on a small gun.

‘Thanks.’ Esa and Luther dropped their tools and walked on. ‘We’ll be a Sparke and eventually even a Tor before we know it, Luther, and then we’ll be able to grow our hair out like Jackie,’ Esa whispered, looking back.

Luther nodded but felt sick.

After knocking three times, Esa entered Deon’s office with Luther behind.

‘Ah, glad to read on the report that the replacement went well.’ Deon smiled from behind his desk.

‘Thank you, Deon, sir. Thank you for the opportunity.’ Esa returned the smile.

‘Proved yourself today, Tyro.’ Deon looked down at the file in front of him. ‘Esa, you’ve been here for one year and eleven months, well over the minimum length of time for a promotion. Though at times… it appears you lose your motivation? Today with the newcomers?’ He met her gaze and looked at Luther.

‘I’m sorry. I… We knew the others would catch the newcomers so preferred to save our energy for other tasks like this.’

‘I see. Well, for you, yes, I can agree your time is better spent elsewhere than chasing children. You know how to make decisions and it seems people tend to follow. I’m promoting you to Sparke, Regiment Three South. You’ll learn more about the storage of our fuels alongside doing replacement jobs as you did today.’

‘Thank you, thank you, Deon. I won’t let you or the Joint Refineries down.’ Esa knelt.

‘Good. Now leave and collect your things. You’ll move there tonight,’ Deon commanded.

‘Of course.’ Esa stood up and left immediately, giving a quick smile to Luther as she left, the door shutting behind her.

‘Luther.’ Deon smiled and pulled out another file.

Luther could feel his nerves get the better of him.

‘Been here for five months,’ Deon continued. ‘A tribute. Pulled your weight today, I admit. Though, perhaps too much of a needy child for your parents… and judging by how you follow Esa.’ He raised his brow.

The mention of his parents stirred Luther’s mind.

‘Silent now? Nothing to say?’ Deon closed the file.

‘They were scared,’ Luther replied. He missed them.

‘Backing them up, are we? Can’t say I expected you to have a backbone. I thought Esa did the fighting?’ He lit a cigarette and leant back with a grin.

‘You would have killed them.’ Luther raised his voice.

‘Watch your attitude, boy.’ Deon blew a plume of smoke into his face.

Luther felt the burning sensation of smoke seeping down his throat and into his lungs. The taste of hot ash made him splutter.

‘You Tyroes are disposable, so I suggest you respect that.’

‘Sorry,’ Luther coughed, feeling a mixture of anger and fear.

‘Good. Now, a brat like you needs to man-up alone. Esa has potential and you’re ruining her aspirations. You won’t talk to her again. Understood?’

A scream surged up in Luther’s throat, but he held it back, struggling to keep in his tears. ‘But I helped with the—’

Deon lurched across his desk and struck him with the butt of a gun he’d pulled from his side.

‘A problem child. No wonder you’re here.’


Falling to the floor, Luther tried to breathe between tears. This isn’t fair.


‘But I helped,’ Luther mumbled.

Deon set his gun down and pulled out a knife. He stepped in front of Luther, grabbing him by the scruff of his collar.

‘This here?’ Deon pressed the blade onto the tattoo at the back of his neck. ‘This cog means you belong here. So act like it. This is one last warning I’m giving you, boy. Even a needy brat like you can have a decent place here. One. Last. Chance.’ Deon spat the words and dropped Luther to the floor. ‘Leave. Next time I see you, you’d have better cleaned up your act. There are Tyroes who are more eager to behave and understand their place without being so entitled.’


Keeping silent, Luther struggled to his feet. He could hardly think or see as he pushed himself up and found the door. The hallway was empty. No Esa. He struggled down the hall, holding his stomach and letting the tears flow.


Jackie was still sitting by the entrance of the corridor and had a brief look around before approaching Luther. ‘Don’t you learn?’ She hugged him.


‘Esa?’ Luther asked, desperately wanting to find her before she left. Maybe we could run away.


‘Gone already,’ Jackie replied. ‘Sorry, my love. You’ll probably see her in the future.’

Jackie pushed his head onto her shoulder, seeing more tears burst from him.

‘Shh, stop it. Stop. Why don’t you play a game with the others, or perhaps get some sleep? It’s been a long day for you, I’m sure.’

He pulled away and ran for the communal area.

‘Luther!’ Jackie called, but he ignored her, snatching his tool sack from beside her chair.

The urge to flee filled him. He wanted to see his parents again. He wanted to be home.

Luther rushed to the boys’ sleeping sector. All he had were the belongings under the bed: a waterproof jacket, some dried fruit and a notebook. Besides that, he only had the clothes he wore: an old, pale top and beige shorts with his worn plimsols. He pulled out the notebook, unsure whether to take it. He knew it would identify him if he escaped.

‘What are you doing?’ A boy glared from across the room.

‘I… There’s been an issue down in another place and they need me to help.’

‘They got their own tools. Why they need yours?’ The boy seemed confused.

Luther was still gripping his tools. He pushed them under his bed and grabbed his notebook and snack, putting them in his pocket.

‘I know, I was looking for my notebook. Mind your own business.’ Luther left, careful of who was watching. It wouldn’t be long before they locked the doors for the night.

He passed through the communal area and made his way outside. In front of him, an adult faced away, resting on their gun. Luther froze, unsure if they had heard his footsteps and the door.

‘Are the buses still on?’ Luther spoke boldly. ‘I’ve not eaten yet.’ He hoped they wouldn’t ask to see his stamps.

‘Yeah, there are a couple more loops, I reckon, before they stop, though wouldn’t bet on much grub being left.’ The adult gave a half glance towards him. ‘I’d be quick about it.’

‘Thanks. I will.’ Luther walked past them and boarded the first bus to appear, keeping out of view from the driver once he sat down. After a few minutes, he was outside the food hub again. His stomach churned. It was too late to return north without consequences now the sun had set.


After waiting a minute, Luther anxiously moved towards an approaching bus marked with ‘South’ on the side. Esa. He stepped on and nodded to the driver, who hardly acknowledged him.


Another few minutes passed before the bus stopped and Luther stepped off. Surrounding him in the darkness were large storage tanks. The only light came from a building around the corner.

A noise made him crouch and move further from the light. Within seconds, two Tors, both carrying guns, appeared where he’d been standing. They crossed over the road, busy in conversation.


He crept towards the light, noticing it was an entrance like his own regiment building. Esa could be in there. There was a single Tor sitting beside the doors with his eyes closed. A gun rested on the wall next to him. Luther’s heart lurched. I should take it.



Cautiously, Luther stepped under the bright light of the entrance and, with one swipe, grabbed the rifle. He sprinted into the darkness and dropped to the ground, only to realise the Tor was still asleep. I can cause a distraction and get Esa out.



Hearing more voices, Luther ran further south, between the storage tanks. He stopped to glance at the sleeping Tor, noticing two figures walk over to him. One of them shouted, waking the man, who grasped the air for his gun.


Luther looked down at the two-handed weapon and back at the three Tors, who stormed into the building. Shouting erupted. There was a gunshot. Two more Tors arrived outside the front.


Wide-eyed, Luther sat for a moment, his eyes filling with tears. Esa. Home. He trembled. He couldn’t take on five of them. I’ll be back, I promise. I’ll get help.



Eventually he came to the end of the storage tanks. A smooth lit-up road led into the desert stretching out to the south. South wasn’t the direction Luther wanted but was the quickest way to escape. He sat, resting himself between a storage tank and a small wall. Panic and uncertainty overwhelmed him, leaving him unsure about what to do. I want to go home… Exhausted, he struggled to keep his eyes open.


****

The sound of an engine woke Luther. Sweat drenched him. He sat up, spotting a motorbike approach from the desert road to the south.


Luther looked north. I need that motorbike. He took out his notebook and chucked it on the smooth tarmac ahead, then darted between two tanks to hide. A minute later, the bike slowed at the refinery outskirts. The rider wore full white, a small gun strapped around their body. They stopped and got off the bike, picked up Luther’s notebook and removed their helmet. The man flicked through the pages.


Slowly, Luther moved behind the rider with the gun he’d stolen.

‘Huh… Tyro, Luth—’

The end of the gun Luther held accidently hit the tarmac, making the rider twist.

Without a thought, Luther pulled the gun up and held the trigger down, hitting the rider in the chest, as well as the storage tank behind him with a clang and echo. Luther fell backwards as a thick, black liquid poured out of the tank onto the hot tarmac. The man dropped his gun and Luther’s notebook, clutching at his wound.

Luther got to his feet and sprayed bullets again. The man fell to the floor. Grabbing his notebook and the helmet, which he threw on loosely in his panic, Luther jumped onto the bike. He struggled to steady himself, adrenaline kicking through him. Using the throttle, he almost fell backwards with the sudden burst of speed, riding as fast as he dared southwards.

He glanced back. A sea of black liquid had spread across the road and between the storage tanks.

The rider shot a flare into the sky, a spark landing in the black pool. In a sudden burst of flame, the ground at the refinery ignited. Black clouds plumed into the sky, accompanied by a rumble and explosion.























TWENTY-ONE YEARS LATER


Chapter 1 – Zara

Rays of light breached the broken blinds, illuminating the dust that lingered in the air. The group who had taken Zara and Eve hadn’t been back since cuffing them to desks. The only words muttered had been from Eve, attempting to convince the people that Zara wasn’t a Legion.

‘Think they’ll believe you?’ Zara whispered, breaking the silence. ‘They stole our bags and jackets quick enough.’

‘Eh, I ain’t sure. Don’t reckon they’re the brightest people now,’ Eve replied. ‘The uniform and mask you were wearin’ would’ve been enough to fool me.’ Her cackle turned into a sigh. ‘How’d you end up here, Zara? You was supposed to be gone.’

‘The bridge… It was clear for half a second until more showed up. You’d done too much of a good job, I’d say.’ Zara pushed out a laugh. ‘The number of Legions you got through, they’ll make you head of their gang.’

‘Ha, you killed more than me.’ The elderly woman shook her head.


Eve was right. Pulling the trigger had been easier than Zara had anticipated. It’s not like I had a choice.


‘Still, Zara, I don’t think you understand what these sorts of people here are like. I do, though, cos I’m just the same. Been around for far too long to know otherwise.’ Her voice began to show her age. ‘I’m bettin’ they ain’t the forgiving type.’

‘What’s there to forgive?’ Zara asked, letting air escape her nose. She felt oddly numb towards the danger.

‘I mean, ain’t nothing you’ve done, but you’re wearing Legion stuff. And we’ve had a bad history with them. Most of us, anyway.’

‘Why? What did they do again? I mean, back home in my city, we aren’t fond of the Eastern Legion but they don’t go around attacking people, from what I know,’ Zara replied.

‘You for real, girl?’ Eve bristled. ‘Thought they killed your friend?’ She raised her voice. ‘Thought they were the very reason why you’re here in the first damn place, right?’

‘You’re right, you’re right. Sorry.’ Zara looked at the floor. With everything she’d been through in the last few days, she wasn’t thinking straight. ‘But why? Why the violence?’

Silence settled. Zara looked down. She could hardly see in the darkness but remembered Trent’s blood dripping onto the clothes she still wore. The deep red against her pale skin.

‘Well… that goes back a few years.’ Eve softened her tone. ‘There were more of them, more of us, and some unsavoury attacks happened by their doing. Freaked a lot of us out. Made people twitchy and untrusting-like… as if we weren’t like that already.’ She went quiet. ‘But anyway, you down at the bridge – why, I saw more of a backbone from you, at least. Perhaps you’re more suited here after all, skinny little thing that you are. Reckon you might have saved me a few scratches.’ She let out a small sigh. ‘Still… I’d much rather you’d taken the bridge.’

‘Me too,’ Zara said soberly. ‘You’ve saved me plenty, Eve.’ She flashed a smile. ‘These people… What will they do?’

‘I… I’m not sure.’ Eve paused. ‘Still, they’ve not killed you nor me yet, so let’s take that as a promising sign darlin’, alright?’ Her words wobbled. ‘We’ll—’

The door ahead unlocked with a metallic click and opened, letting light flow into the room. Zara watched three silhouettes enter.

‘The old one first,’ a man said. Two of them grabbed Eve and uncuffed her from the desk.

‘Eve!’ Zara called.

‘Shut up, Legion,’ the man spat.

Eve gave Zara a cautious look but remained silent as she was led out.

‘We’ll be back for you,’ the man warned, closing the door behind them.

Zara sat alone, her thoughts on Eve. Guilt rose from the pit of her stomach. Whatever Eve’s fate was, Zara had caused it. She yanked the cuffs, making them rattle against the metal desk she was locked to.


She shifted to a crouch, listening for noises and fearful her movements had alerted someone. Zara squinted at the desk in the darkness, then awkwardly wedged her shoulder underneath it. She pushed, moving it only an inch with a clang of metal. After a minute of struggling, she noticed the legs were loosely bolted to the floor. Shit. She dropped it and sat back down.


The cut on her neck throbbed, and her body still ached from the fall at Russet Dam, which was only made worse by the constant running with Eve. The whole situation with Trent felt like a nightmare, while home, her parents and Heather seemed like nothing more than a dream. She inhaled deeply and began to feel cold without her leather jacket.


Chapter 2 – Shelby

Shelby passed the ruins of a town as he drove further east in search of a radio. He figured Hermann and the remains of his crew would still be a couple of days from his home near Lornsten. Warning his children and neighbours through a radio was his only option. He would never be able to get there first.

The fuel gauge was approaching empty, but he still had the bicycle in the back of the truck for when it inevitably ran out.

Beside him sat his backpack, a handgun with three spare magazines, and a single green ball with a ring attached to the top. His rifle rested on top of the lead-lined jacket Victor had given him, though the coat had seen better days with the large tear through it.

Around him, the size of the buildings grew. Shelby presumed the military base he had just fled had another radio, but with the threat of the tracker and the Eastern Legion still being there, it felt too risky to return. Shelby needed to find one elsewhere.


He came to a halt as wreckages of vehicles filled the roads. Buildings surrounded him on all sides. Shelby switched off the engine and sat staring ahead. He could work his way around the ruined vehicles, but the hairs on the back of his neck were prickling. There was no noise besides the tinker of the truck’s engine cooling. Silence felt deafening in such a built-up area. Someone has to be watching. Ahead, he noticed a petrol station. Shelby doubted there would be fuel in it, but if there was ever a chance he could refill, this was it.


He dropped out of the truck and put on his coat, backpack and weapons. Shelby didn’t want to risk leaving anything behind in the vehicle, including the keys. With a shunt, he closed the door harder than he’d meant to, an echo bouncing between buildings. Catching his reflection in the window, he almost jumped at the stranger staring back; his stubble had grown into a beard over his coarse olive skin. He brushed back his dark brown hair and turned to take another look at the petrol station.

Slowly, Shelby moved through the ruins and wreckages on the road. His body ached with every step. He moved with caution, thinking about the precision and force the Legion had shown. Their attack at the military base was his first encounter with them and he did not intend to meet them again, nor the haze that had followed.

As he approached the petrol station, Shelby noticed it was in a better state than the taller buildings around it. To its right, there was a large lorry parked up. It was like the truck he’d been driving, but its tyres were double the size and it looked as if it was missing the back half of the vehicle.

A wide hose disappeared into the concrete ground between the lorry and the petrol station. He raised his gun upon seeing a generator beside the hose, unease creeping over him.


Left from the old world? Approaching the hose with care, he pulled it out. It was heavier than he’d guessed, and the end was dry with no sign of any fuel in the ground. He glanced over the generator; it was also empty. Shelby walked to the lorry and slung his rifle over one shoulder. Within a minute, he’d found the petrol cap, which failed to pull off due to the keyhole in its centre.


Keys.


He opened the driver’s door and climbed into the vehicle with one swift step. Inside was surprisingly clean, besides the discoloured seats. No keys rested above the sun visor or in the ignition, so Shelby searched the centre console and drawers. He knocked something that swung towards the floor before hitting the underside of the console. It was a small device, attached with a coiled wire to a box on top of the dashboard. Shelby stared at it, recognising the dotted surface. Victor had used one of these at the military base. A radio.


Shelby felt a surge of excitement and pressed every button on the box, but it made no sound.


‘Power,’ he mumbled, following the radio wires and dropping to the floor. Lying down, he couldn’t see or feel anywhere to simply unclip the cables, but a thin metal box underneath the driver’s seat grabbed his attention. It had only a single keyhole with no handle.



Without hesitating, he pulled himself up from the floor and ripped apart the driver’s seat, revealing a metal case that was fixed in. Fuck. Frustrated, he jumped out of the vehicle and aimed his rifle at the lock, taking a step back. He pulled the trigger, wincing as his ears rang with the shot. Ignoring the pain in his fingers, Shelby slung the gun back over his shoulder to investigate the damage.



To his relief, the box peeled open. Inside were a set of keys. He grabbed them and tried each in the ignition until one slid in, but only a small groan came from the vehicle when he turned the key. Shelby twisted it again, but nothing happened. His mind wandered back to the basic machinery he used at home. Cables, if it’s got a battery…


He dropped out of the vehicle with a stumble and went back towards his own truck. There was little choice but to try to jump-start the larger vehicle with his own. He got to his truck and briefly sat inside it, his body aching at the chance of relief. He yawned. When had he last slept? The ship wouldn’t be at Lornsten yet, he knew that. It would have been too quick.


The gun shot he’d fired flickered through his mind. The military base really wasn’t that far away, along with the tracker he had fled. I shouldn’t have done that.


He got out and pulled the bicycle from the back of the truck before walking into the nearest two-storey building that overlooked the petrol station. He needed to sleep and figured a higher spot, away from the haze, would be sensible, especially if anyone was to come looking. Closing the ground-floor door of the building, he rested the bike across the stairs before making his way to the first floor.


The building itself was intact, though almost everything was smashed, burnt and charred. He sat down by the broken window, reloaded his rifle, and let his mind wander to his children at home. Shelby was desperate to warn them and let them know he was alive, but exhaustion was taking hold and he struggled to keep his eyes open. Just an hour or so… Make sure no one heard the shot…



Chapter 3 – Zara


Fatigue failed to take hold of Zara as she verged on delirium. She wanted to wake from this nightmare. Since Trent’s death, any comfort of home had gone. The landscapes were bleak and everyone was hostile. Everyone besides Eve. The cut on her neck still stung.


Ahead, the door opened with a flood of light. Zara squinted, failing to see Eve among the figures.

‘Where’s Eve? Where is she?’ Zara fired up.

‘Shut it,’ one man snapped. The other two figures grabbed an arm each and removed the handcuffs. They walked her out into the corridor, where sunlight filled the building through a wall of thick glass squares.

‘Filth,’ the scrawny man on her left whispered. He dug his nails into her arm.

Zara noticed a thin knife on his belt and, without thinking, shunted him into the glass and grabbed the weapon. She turned to find the man on the other side of her aiming a handgun point-blank. Zara put her hands up immediately.

From behind, someone pulled her hair, splitting the cut on her neck.

‘I’ll fucking kill her,’ the scrawny man screamed, kicking Zara to the floor and taking back his knife.

The larger man kept his aim on Zara and pulled her up, placing himself between them. ‘Eli?’ He looked at the third man further ahead.

‘You’ll get your chance, Tarek. Now stop,’ Eli ordered. His broadness added weight to the words.

‘I’d better.’ Tarek scowled, storming ahead.

‘Don’t fucking try it again.’ The remaining man pushed his gun into Zara, making her walk.

Eli led them downstairs into a large room filled with people and a stage at one end. Dozens of chairs were stacked to one side. Tall curtains covered windows on the left, letting in thin rays of light.

Zara spotted her jacket, along with the Legion gear and Eve’s bags. She lifted her head, searching for Eve’s long, grey hair, but an unfriendly crowd met her gaze. Zara felt the pit of her stomach churn as the reality dawned on her.

‘I’m not a Legion,’ Zara said to the guy pushing her forward.

‘Let’s see about that.’ The man stared ahead, drawing her attention to the stage.

A large table was up on its end, with two straps hanging from the top.

The man passed Zara over to a woman she recognised. The same one who’d found her and Eve in their compound.

‘You tell yourself you aren’t like us, right? So, what do you think of our home? Are we as nasty and mean as you hoped? Justifies all the killings, does it?’ The woman grabbed Zara’s face. ‘Smooth skin. Had it easy, have we?’

‘I’m not from this side,’ Zara struggled to say through her grasp.

‘Fuck me, are you stupid?’ The woman let go. ‘What is it? You’re loyal to their cause, are you? Would die for them?’ The woman looked at Eli, who nodded.

There were bloodstains on the table.

‘I’m not one of them!’ Zara shouted. ‘I’m not from this side of the ravine.’

A few of the members shared glances as the woman grabbed Zara and forced her onto the stage.

‘The uniform and mask?’ Eli asked.

‘Stolen from a patrol,’ Zara said quickly, noticing Tarek, the scrawny man, appear beside the table. ‘We killed them. Eve, my friend, helped me kill them. To get me home.’ She tried to pull away but Tarek and the woman pushed her against the table. With one brisk motion, the woman strapped one of Zara’s arms down, followed by the other.

‘Your friend, Eve?’ Eli stepped towards the stage.

Zara struggled against the straps around her wrists. ‘Yes. Where is she?’

‘Oh,’ Eli replied, walking up to the stage where Tarek remained near Zara. ‘Sad story, I’m afraid.’ He chewed his cheek. ‘She had a good run, though, before she met you.’ He turned to Tarek and nodded.

The man wielded his thin blade and approached Zara.

‘What?’ Her insides screamed. ‘Where’s Eve?!’

‘So, what are you? A spy perhaps?’ Eli accused. ‘Trying to befriend and infiltrate us? I’d say that must be a compliment. We grinding your gears?’


‘Is Eve alive?’ Zara’s throat tightened. If she’s not alive, I’m not going to survive.


Eli smiled and looked at Tarek. ‘Give that cut a closer look, would you?’

Tarek brought his blade up close to the cut on Zara’s neck.

‘What do you mean?’ Zara trembled, still attempting to pull free.

‘Got hurt, have you? Poor little thing.’ Tarek twisted a smile.

‘I’m not a Legion!’ Zara shouted.

Eli leaned in. ‘Think the cut’s serious?’

‘I’m not a fucking Legion,’ Zara growled as Tarek drew closer.

‘Fatal, I’m afraid. Nothing we can do,’ Tarek replied coolly, watching Zara struggle.

‘Who are you then?’ Eli asked.

Tarek grabbed her head and slowly pressed the blade into the cut on her neck.

‘I’m Zara. Zara Black. I’m not a fucking Legion!’ The sharp edge dug into her wound. She kicked out her legs, hitting Tarek, who dropped the knife and stepped back.

‘You’ll definitely fucking pay for that,’ he snarled.

‘I’m an engineer, from the city,’ Zara said quickly, hoping something would make them believe her. She watched Tarek grab his bloodied knife.

‘Slowly, Tarek,’ Eli warned. ‘But if she kicks again, kill her.’

‘Fuck, what do you want me to say?’ Zara turned away from the blade. Her mind was racing. ‘Where’s Eve?’

Eli raised a brow. ‘Mark her with a cross.’

Tarek’s face lit up.

‘Now, where did you say you came from?’ said Eli.

‘Carbon City,’ Zara shouted.

Chatter stirred in the crowd.

‘Where did you come from with your friend?’ Eli stood in front of her.

Tarek lifted his blade and slowly sank it into her skin, widening Zara’s open cut.

Zara gritted her teeth and closed her eyes.

‘Just a little cross I’m making, so I know where to stab,’ Tarek whispered. ‘At least your red top blends nicely.’

‘The dam!’ Zara screamed, unable to think. ‘Away from the dam. Wartling. Forbidden Zone.’

‘Alright.’ Eli raised his hand. ‘Stop.’

Tarek waited a second before retracting the blade.

Zara took a deep breath between her groans and looked at the ceiling.

‘Bring in the old lady,’ Eli called out.

After a few moments, Eve walked in freely with a guard on either side. Relief flooded Zara.

‘Now, what happened at the bridge, Zara?’ Eli looked from her to Eve.

‘I, well… Eve caused a distraction so I could cross, after she killed two of them for a uniform.’

‘Not got the guts to do it yourself?’ Tarek sneered, holding his bloodied knife.

‘She’s killed plenty,’ Eve’s voiced cracked, making Tarek jump.

‘Calm it, Eve,’ Eli said. ‘There’s no quarrel with you.’

‘There ain’t no quarrel with her neither. She’s killed more Legions than half of you, I’m bettin’ that much.’ Eve glared at the crowd.

Ignoring her, Eli turned his attention back to Zara. ‘Then what happened?’

‘I got caught between a Legion group while crossing the bridge. A Legion without a helmet noticed me and told me to follow them… I didn’t want to seem suspicious, so I followed.’ Zara tried pulling her arms out of the straps again, attempting to sooth her neck. She took a deep breath. ‘Shot and killed a few from behind while Eve distracted them. She saved my life, against the Legion and against people like you.’ Zara looked from Tarek to Eli. ‘You’re not so different, are you?’

Eli’s face soured. ‘We are far from being those murderers…’ He looked around the room to the rest of the group. ‘Now, what colour were the Legion coats?’

‘Uh, black, I believe… Some were dark red.’ Zara struggled to recall the details.

‘And did you kill any with these burgundy coats, the dark red ones?’ Eli asked.

‘Uh… Yes, yeah. The first Legion I shot was one of them…’ She stopped, remembering the man’s face. A pang of guilt hit her at just how many she’d killed.

‘And the others? How many did you wipe out? Of the burgundy coats, that is?’ Eli listened intently.

‘I, uh…’ Zara fought with the pain still burning through her. ‘Just the one, I think… There was another. A woman. Eve injured her and saved me from being stabbed. After that, we ran.’

‘You believe this shit?’ Tarek held his gaze with Eli as he stepped towards Zara. ‘Don’t tell me for a second you aren’t going to let us have some revenge. She’s an outsider.’

‘Move back,’ Eli ordered, standing between the two of them. Tarek hesitated before turning away.

‘Stabbed by the Legion, you say? What was it they were carrying?’ Eli asked. He turned to Eve.

‘Guns, knives, the usual sorta stuff,’ Eve replied, standing below the stage.

‘The ones in burgundy are Class-2 Legions and I can assure you, they don’t just use guns. So, what did they have, Zara?’

Zara closed her eyes, attempting to recall it. She knew the man had been holding a gun, but the Legion woman had pulled out a long, spear-like weapon.

‘I…’ she replied, still in thought. ‘One of them held a long weapon. Yellow. It glowed yellow… only slightly. And my coat. The Legion coat. It began to burn, until Eve shot them.’ Zara felt confused. It hadn’t been like any weapon she had seen before.

‘Where’s the coat?’ Eli looked at the rest of the group. ‘Does it have a mark?’

Tarek dropped off the stage to find it but someone else beat him to it.

‘Ooh, yep. Right here on the front. Singed a hole in it,’ a man said, picking up Zara’s leather jacket as well. ‘Bit of a mark on this one too, but not made it through.’

‘Give me that.’ Tarek snatched the jackets and inspected them himself before discarding them on the floor.

‘Well, glad to hear your story matches with the proof of a scorch mark.’ Eli turned from Eve to Zara. ‘Though, as Tarek says, you’re still an outsider. And, well…’

‘I know who she is,’ a woman called.

Eli turned towards the voice. It belonged to a blonde-haired woman who wore a thick, sleeveless jacket that appeared to be made from multiple scarves.

‘Nora,’ he replied. ‘Go on.’

‘Zara Black, right?’

‘Right. You’ve proved you were listening. Expected, considering your position,’ Eli pressed on. ‘So?’

‘I knew I recognised her. A patrol we ambushed yesterday spoke about a Zara Black. I pushed them for further information and apparently they’ve got these all around their base.’ Nora held out a crumpled poster.

‘Hm,’ Eli mumbled. ‘See, Tarek, it doesn’t hurt to interrogate the enemy. You never know what you’ll find out if you’re patient.’ He smiled. ‘Now we’re learning the truth of the matter.’

Tarek kept quiet, but Zara watched his knuckles tighten around his knife.

‘Labelled as a traitor from another settlement,’ Nora continued. ‘The one she mentioned, Carbon City. It says to bring her in alive to any guard station.’

‘Huh.’ Eli looked at Eve before turning to Zara again. ‘Quite the valuable target, then… What makes you so special?’ He frowned, looking over her.

‘Trespassing at that Legion dam down south,’ Nora replied.

‘A smart one, maybe?’ He moved to Zara and undid a strap.

‘Like I already said,’ Eve called out.

‘What are you doing?’ Tarek growled at Eli, jumping back onto the stage. ‘She’s not one of us.’

Eli shrugged. ‘She’s not part of the Eastern Legion either.’

‘So what? She’s good bait. We could lure them in with her.’ Tarek pointed his blade at Zara. ‘If we’re keeping her alive for now.’

Zara felt uncomfortable at the silence as Eli released the other strap. She cradled her bloodied neck at once in an effort to relieve the pain.
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