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        Mallory.

      

        

      
        New Gallathia City. 29 Solar month November New Age 2129

      

      

      According to the Relevance History Museum, there was colour before testing began. But on the morning of my testing day, I know there won’t be any colour but a murky grey green the UV shield cloaks the city in.

      It’s early. The watery sun hasn’t fully appeared, but I’ve been awake most of the night. I’m not supposed to be nervous about the day I take my Relevance Test, but I am. My hands are shaking and I’m sick to my stomach.

      Were it not for my sister’s presence as we dress for the day in matching grey tunics, with our blonde hair swept back, I’d still be under my covers hiding.

      Constance’s eyes narrow, a shade of icy blue, in contrast to my own muddied green. “Don’t do anything Irrelevant today. No matter how nervous you get, you can’t hum, and you especially can’t rock.”

      I should be used to her bluntness, but her comments still sting. She’s embarrassed by me. Embarrassed I still exhibit too many Irrelevant behaviours.

      I try to make my voice stronger than I feel. “You told me three times yesterday.”

      A flickering of concern knots her brow, but she concedes. “I know, but this is important. You can’t afford to get a low score. You already have a few marks against your name.”

      She doesn’t need to tell me again. I know what’s at stake but before I can say anything, she’s changing the subject. “I heard an Irrelevant man was caught trying to get back inside. I hope they sent him right back out again.” She shudders as if even the idea repulses her.

      I don’t say anything even though I want to ask more about the Irrelevants. She doesn’t like it when I ask questions about things I shouldn’t. She falls silent as we pull on our boots and lace them taut. Sitting on the edges of our twin beds, grey government issued blankets match our white walls.

      My nerves increase as my eyes stray to the last book I read. Even reading the Relevance pre-test three times hasn’t settled the unease in my stomach. I push my hands inside my pockets as we descend the sweeping staircase of our two-story unit, hoping I can hide my anxiety from my mother and father.

      From his position beside the air warmer, his tablet in hand, my father nods slowly in my direction.

      There are dark circles under his eyes as though he hasn’t slept; his hair, a dirtier blonde than mine, is cut short as all the judges in Gallathia Central’s are. “Have you read the test instructions?”

      I nod, throat thickening as I take a seat. “I have.”

      In the kitchen filled with all the latest gadgets she insisted she needed but never touches, my mother collects a bowl of nutrient blocks from the refrigeration unit, all with a glare at our father.

      She looks out of place in her tailored clothing and flawless make up. It’s rare to even see her in this room, and she’s usually gone to her important assigned job by the time I get up. I can only guess she’s here because she accused our housecleaner of stealing rations and is now forced to make her own food.

      Her blue eyes are as cool as always as she peers down at me. “As long as you get a seven or higher, you’ll get in to the architectural training program.”

      Inwardly, I wince. I don’t bother to tell my mother I don’t want to be an architect for the government. Even if it means living in one of the Upper Relevant districts and getting automatic acceptance into all the best clubs. And even if it’s the closest thing to creating art I’ll ever get.

      If it weren’t for the government making Relevance testing mandatory at age eighteen, when brain development is supposedly stabilised, I’d be content to squander my days on Irrelevant hobbies like sneaking off without Constance’s knowledge to stare at the horizon, trying to imagine, what, or who lives outside the border gate.

      I force a smile and hide my desire with practiced ease. My mother is a nine, and her family are some of the most Relevant people in the city. I gave up trying to explain why I loved the things I do years ago, when her brow would knot, and her mouth would pinch together in disdain.

      Her score and my father’s ten are why we have a cleaner, a housekeeper, and both went to a private school. And it’s why I’m terrified that today, when I undergo my Relevance Test, that I won’t live up to their expectations.

      My sister and I eat our breakfast in silence just like we always do. My parents don’t agree with unnecessary conversation and my mother doesn’t engage with me unless she’s criticising or correcting any behaviour she dislikes.

      I reach for my government issued vitamin while my parents start talking about my Relevance Test, and it’s all I can do to force the large pill down without gagging.

      My mother’s voice is light despite the weight of her words. “I heard the Robson boy got a four. Can you imagine? I don’t know if I could get out of the bed in the morning if I knew working in the clothing factory was my future. At least he wasn’t scored Irrelevant.”

      I suppress a groan as our mother’s face darkens. “That reminds me. The housekeeper. I’m not waiting another day. I’m far too busy. I was thinking I’d hire a five again, but they are so hard to come by. I could try to find a three; they are more economical, but can they even read?”

      Our father huffs out an irritated breath and looks over his tablet. “Every citizen inside the new city can read. It’s mandatory even in the Lower Relevance districts. If you’d had a conversation with anyone below a number seven you would know this.”

      Our mother shrugs, a pensive expression on her face as she sips her tea. “Don’t be ridiculous, I have nothing in common with Lower Relevants bar sharing the same time zone. Oh, that reminds me, my time slide needs a new solar charge. Constance, can you pick up one after Mallory has her test?”

      Constance pushes back from the table. Her chair screeches along the floor. “You can pay me back the credits with interest. Mallory, let’s go get the train.”

      I nod, too anxious to say much to my mother as she waves her hand as though dismissing both of us.

      My father, however, gets out of his chair, his shoulders stiffen, lips tugging downwards as he walks me to the door. “We’ll see you for your celebration this evening.”

      I’m not so sure we’ll be celebrating, but I keep my doubts to myself. In a few hours, I’ll have had my brain scan, answered the test questions and after eighteen years of wondering how Relevant I am, I’ll know what my future will look like. “Sure,” I mumble.

      He frowns, disappointed at my lack of enthusiasm for what should be a joyful day, so I force a smile. “I’m sure I’ll do well,” I say.

      The corners of his mouth lift. “Of course, you will. You’re my daughter.”

      He spins on his heel and goes back to his tablet, dismissing me just like my mother did from what he likely thinks is unfounded fear.

      I swallow hard as I take another sip of my supplemented water and swirl it around in my dry mouth. No one in my family in the entire fifty years of testing has ever scored lower than a seven. There is no logical reason why I’d suddenly be the one to shame our family and lose my high-ranking status, but my logic has never been able to override my imagination.

      I try to push aside all negative thoughts and infuse confidence into my walk. Behind me, Constance digs around in her pocket for her train pass, leaving me to open the auto door with a wave of my hand. When it closes behind us with a subtle click, and I’m standing outside under the protection of the UV shield in my neighbourhood, it’s all I can do to breathe, when doubt curls into my middle.

      The strangest sensation, a nagging itch that won’t go away only grows with each step closer to the train station. I look sidelong to my sister in the hope she can reassure me. “How often are Irrelevant scores given?”

      She is quiet but her eyes dart around. “You don’t need to worry about that,” is all she says. My disquiet only grows as we board the automated sleek solar powered train. She waves her hand in front of the scanner and ten credits click off her monthly allowance.

      She steers me to the back of the train, the second we sit, the train moves off. “As far as I know the last ones who were scored Irrelevant grew up in one of the lower Relevance districts.” Her voice is hushed as though she is saying something terrible. “It’s just bad breeding,” she whispers.

      My eyebrows rise, curiosity dampening down my concern. “What happened to them?”

      Constance’s eyes snap to my face, then quickly scan the empty train. Sunlight darts in and out as we pass below a bridge. “No one knows. They go through the door and they kind of disappear. Just like the Irrelevant babies born.”

      My breath becomes shallow, a trickle of unease spreads through me. “How do you know what happens to the Irrelevant babies born?”

      She raises her eyebrows. “I got talking to a seven who works at the maternity clinic in a Relevance Six hospital. He was way too chatty, but you know, he’s pretty cute and his parents are eights so if I want to pair with him, our kids should be born Relevant.”

      I squirm at the way she talks so casually about compatibility. Like it’s comparable to testing out a new food. I don’t think I’ll ever view such an intimate act the way most everyone else does. It’s just another thing my sister says is wrong about me.

      “I don’t know. I mean, sure he’s cute, but seven is pushing it, you know? I mean pairing up is one thing, but life pairing like mum and dad are, I’d need to get him tested for any Irrelevance factors first.”

      I nod as if I think it’s sensible to take the blood test if she’s considering pairing with him. I suppose it is, even if I don’t want to hear all the details of prospective pair ups.

      With a smile, she’s back to breezy as though her thoughts are as changeable as her nail strips. “Anyway, you don’t need to worry about that. You’re Relevant even if you do have your head stuck in the clouds. Just do what I said, don’t be strange and don’t talk about those stories you write about flying creatures that don’t exist, okay?”

      I nod, though my annoyance threatens to twist my face into a scowl at her dismissal of my obsession with mythical beasts. “You don’t need to keep telling me that. I know creatives aren’t as Relevant.” Even if it burns to say it, I do, knowing she needs to hear me concede.

      She starts to talk about idle things; her new job in hospital administration, which five she should hire to clean the offices where she works, filling the nervous energy with constant chat that does little to ease the mood anyway.

      Even if she didn’t want to say it aloud, she’s worried for me. Worried I’m a little too strange, a little too curious, a little too interested in items that have been banned for me to be considered a higher Relevant.

      By the time the train comes to a seamless halt, her smile is forced as she gestures towards the hospital where my test will be held. My nerves only increase as we see others from the Upper District milling around the hospital, all wearing confident smiles. The electronic board beside the doors lets me know who has been tested. I note seven from my year, all marked with test complete, status pending beside their name.

      I lift my hand, wave it in front of the board, and flinch as my name appears in vivid red ink, Mallory Williams, status pending.

      My sister squeezes my arm. “Through the door, turn left. You’ll be a few hours.”

      Her eyes lock on mine and her smile falters, but she grips my upper arms tightly, the closest thing to physical contact that is allowed. “Don’t tell them you like to go to the border wall.”

      My cheeks heat as she pulls away. I manage a weak smile, embarrassed she knows that despite me trying to hide it from her.

      My heart is thudding too hard as a teenage boy with high end clothing from the best store in the city smiles at us. “Forgot it’s your Relevance day too. Margaret?”

      Constance only scoffs and turns away. I smother a groan at the boy who’d spent too much school time styling his hair. It’s not surprising he doesn’t even know my name. “Mallory,” I mumble.

      Aiden’s grin widens as he swipes his hand so his name appears on the board. “Don’t look so worried, you’re half decent to look at, no one will worry if you’re only a six.”

      His eyes roam my body as if he’s assessing me. I recoil at the lewd smile growing on his face. “You want to pair up after this? If you get a good score I mean.”

      Heat rushes to my face as I stammer. “N-n-no. I don’t.”

      He shrugs as if it’s of no consequence and struts away, leaving me wondering if I’ll ever not find it horrendously embarrassing when a boy asks me that.

      My stomach is tied in knots as I enter the hospital and try to project confidence as I approach the front desk. This is my one chance to finally prove to my sister, to my teachers and to my mother and father that I belong here.

      I absolutely cannot afford to reveal all the things I’ve learned to hide.
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      After I swipe my wrist, I barely have time to sit before a tech comes to get me and shows me to a white washed room.

      The sterility matches most of the buildings. Everything is either grey, white, or black; the three colours considered most Relevant and least likely to offend or incite strong emotion.

      The MRI machine is daunting. Like a coffin that I’ll be stuck inside. The technician, at a guess is probably an eight, has me sign a form, then tells me to undress. When I’m wearing a flimsy hospital gown, she ushers me into a small windowless room.

      A huge machine, white, sterile, and intimidating, though I’ve seen pictures in the pre-test guide, sits in the middle of the floor. I lie down, my stomach twisting in knots when she recites as though bored that I can’t move a muscle for twenty minutes while they scan my brain function.

      She tells me she needs to inject me with dye and that it must be direct into my vein. I try not to flinch as she pulls out a special med dispenser, a long stylus type I’ve never seen before. I feel a sharp prick in my arm, then it floods my body with ice, and I shudder at the unwelcome coldness rushing through me.

      My muscles tense as she puts earbuds in my ears and locks a faceplate over my head to keep me immobile. I try to keep my breathing slow and shallow as instructed. Every so often the tech’s voice comes in a monotone through the speaker. “Two-minute pass. Don’t move.”

      My teeth clench and I close my eyes against the hideous noise the machine makes. Like a throbbing beast, the machine’s magnets whirl inside with me trapped in its clutches.

      To distract myself, I try to think of something pleasant, something that passes the time and pulls me out of the creeping fear. But all I can think of is what Constance said about Irrelevance and how those who’d gotten that result had disappeared.

      My nose starts to itch but I can’t move. I start thinking about what might happen if there is a fire or if an Irrelevant criminal decides to attack the testing hospital. Would the tech and whoever is behind the door abandon me to die trapped inside a giant coffin?

      Before I realise what’s happening, my anxiety is spiralling into a full-blown panic attack. I can’t let them see I’m panicking. I can’t let them see that I’m scared. I’m not supposed to let any of those emotions show.

      My palms start to sweat, my throat closes over, and I squeeze my eyes shut. To keep from pressing the button the tech had given me and causing a scene, and a possible black mark on my test, I start thinking about what lurks over the wall, bordering the city.

      My mind conjures up mythical creatures. Pegasus, dragons, even griffins and unicorns start to calm me a little. I’m fully immersed in my fantasy world when the tech’s voice pulls me out.

      “Get dressed and you can move on to the next part of your test.”

      My breathing doesn’t slow until she’s removed the faceplate and I can move again. I pull myself up to sitting and find my muscles are shaking from being so still.

      Without so much as a smile the tech hands me a lightweight tablet and directs me back to the dressing area where my clothes are waiting for me. “Go back to reception. You’re ready for stage two.”

      As she strolls away, her sneakers squeaking on the pristine marble floor, I sneak a look at the tablet hoping to see something positive, but the pad is locked. I hastily dress again in the tiny cubicle.

      In the waiting area, posters are pasted everywhere. Grey black photos of smiling medical personnel in various poses. A surgeon smiles wide, a scalpel in her hand, and the number nine over her name, speaking of her Relevance and success.

      I scan the rest of the posters, wondering how many are lower than an eight, and find the answer in a poster of a man with sloping eyes and a grin as white and as plastic as all the rest. The poster states he’s a nurse and is a successful seven.

      The waiting room is empty, save for the receptionist, probably a lowly five, who is currently applying nail strips, a bored expression on her face to match the techs. I stare at my own bare fingernails and pick the skin around them; another Irrelevant behaviour Constance has told me to stop.

      The doors to the entrance slide open and a red-haired boy strolls in. He glances at me, but heads straight to the reception desk, covering a yawn as though this isn’t the most important day in his life.

      To calm myself, even though it breaks one of Constance’s rules, my eyes stay locked on his brilliant hair. My sister thinks my obsession with banned colour is a bad thing.  I watch him surreptitiously, so I don’t draw any unwanted attention.

      The receptionist barely looks up when he raises his wrist to swipe his arrival. He smirks at her as he slopes over towards me. He pulls out a tablet and starts playing a mental agility game, one of the few still considered Relevant, and I wish I’d thought to bring my government issued tablet to pass the time. Instead I twist the tablet the tech gave me, spinning it around and around as the screen catches the beams of light from the overhead lighting strips.

      My heart leaps to my throat as a shadow falls over me. A man around thirty, judging by the lines on his face, is wearing a white lab coat, and he’s squinting at me. “Mallory Williams?” I nod, feeling my mouth go dry as he reaches for the tablet I’m now holding in a death grip. “Come with me.”

      When I pause to swipe my sweaty palms on my trousers, he frowns and gestures to follow him. Red hair beside me doesn’t even look from his game as I pass by. I swallow and try not to look as terrified as I feel. Lab Coat walks too fast, and I’m struggling to catch up, when he finally stops at the end of a long corridor he steps inside a darkened room and gestures to a seat.

      I nearly trip as my eyes adjust to the dim after the luminescent light of the hospital. A machine with numerous buttons and wires is sitting beside his messy desk. He fumbles around on his desk and lifts two wires with a circle at one end. “Electrodes,” he says, as if that will take away all my worry. I flinch as he pushes the tabs against my temples. He doesn’t smile when he steps back to his machine, just frowns as he flicks a couple buttons. When he’s satisfied with whatever it is he’s doing at the machine, he leans forward. “Right. This will just take a few minutes.”

      He glances at the time slide on his wrist and waits a moment before he reaches over to the switch. The lights flicker slightly, then dim even further. He flicks another switch and a pulsing light begins to stutter almost in time with my irregular heartrate. My heart continues to speed as I watch him. His eyes are locked on the monitor. Every now and then he sends me a glance. His expression doesn’t change, he’s too involved in his study of my brain to falter from his frown.

      The flickering lights finish, then a new set of coloured blobs dart around the room, bouncing off the walls. It’s a dazzling array, and I feel my body start to relax at the colourful display. What purpose it serves, I can only guess. The pre-test was vague at best, so I can only make an educated guess they are measuring my responses to stimuli. The coloured lights burn out leaving the room dim and boring. I hear him clear his throat, but the lights brighten a fraction.

      His lips are tightly pressed together, forehead scrunched into a deeper frown when he taps something on the tablet the MRI tech gave me. He doesn’t seem to be able to meet my gaze, eyes flickering around the room as if looking for something he lost. He clears his throat again and rubs at his temple but keeps quiet, giving me no indication of my result.

      I try not to flinch as he leans over me to pull the electrodes off my skin. And feign indifference as he picks up the tablet. “I’ll show you to your psychometric test.”

      My heart, which has only just found its rhythm again, picks up as he hands me the tablet. I sneak a look and smother a sigh. He’s locked it again. I follow him down the hallway again and try not to look like I’m as terrified as I feel. Lab Coat turns on his heel the second he’s swiped the door. The room is brighter than the hallway and I blink against the aggressive white of the strips of light illuminating the room.

      Larger than the previous rooms and filled with small desks and chairs that look uncomfortable, there is only a middle-aged woman with flecks of grey in her shoulder length hair. She waves a hand in my direction, her eyes on a tablet in front of her on the desk she sits at. “Take a seat. I’m just programming your tablet.” Her voice is throaty and makes me wonder if she’s unwell. Surely not here of all places? Not in central Gallathia where health care is free to all classified Relevant.

      I swallow thickly as my shaking legs carry me to the closest desk. I place the tablet in front of me, hoping I’m not leaving sweaty palm prints on the back. My tablet blinks to life the second I sit. Throaty Voice sends me a clipped command to start.

      I check my time slide and am surprised to see an hour has passed since Constance dropped me off here. I exhale slowly and prepare for the series of questions that I’ve been preparing for.

      My tablet illuminates.

      Greetings Mallory Williams,

      You have 30 solar minutes to complete this series of questions. You will be tested on the following:

      Verbal Reasoning, Numerical Reasoning and Abstract Reasoning. These will appear in random order.

      Your test begins now.

      I can’t seem to stop my hands from shaking as the first question pops up. My mouth dries up and my tongue seems to swell. It takes all my self-control not to give in to the panic. I close my eyes and focus on the one thing that always calms me down. I imagine a dragon with scales covering its body. Large wings flapping in the starry sky as he soars majestically through the air towards me.

      A sigh escapes as my eyes pop open. The question blinks at me and I swallow past the hard lump in my throat and do as the pre-test instruction book says to do.

      I answer honestly.

      The minutes tick by and sweat begins to creep down my spine as the questions continue. I’m so lost in concentrating I’m stunned when the final question pops up.

      The grey-green light blinks at me.

      Congratulations. You have finished. Please move on to the med lab for your final evaluation.

      I’m surprised my legs are still holding me upright when I exit the room. Throaty Voice nods as I walk past her. “Med lab is right next door.”

      I nod my thanks and release a long breath and try to shake some of the tension out of my shoulders. It’s only a few steps to the med lab door and I’m surprised to see the door open. A girl with wavy black hair is seated at a desk in a white room, much smaller than the psychometric test room.

      The tech this time at least smiles a little as she gestures for me to sit. “Mallory Williams. Are you Constance’s sister?”

      I nod and hand her the tablet.  I should have guessed my sister would have friends here. She’s always been popular. I’ve always been the shy one. The nose in her tablet kind of sister who faded into the background.

      The tech’s smile grows. “I’m Kelly. I introduced her to Matt.”

      I stare blankly while she withdraws a white box about the size of my thumb and tells me to stick my finger inside. I do so meekly, knowing it’s going to sting. I hold back my whimper as the needle contained inside the box pierces my skin.

      She hands me a plaster and puts the box on her desk and smiles again. “Did she tell you about him? We went out for a bit last year. I couldn’t decide whether I wanted him or a spunky eight.”

      My brow knots in confusion before my frazzled brain recalls Constance talking on the train about a boy she’d met here. “She said she met someone who talks a lot?”

      Kelly chuckles. “Yeah. He talks a lot. Mainly about his job, but he was good enough between the sheets to almost put up with it. Still, I’m not wasting any more time on him, he has zero longevity appeal. He won’t do anything to up my status, so what’s the point right?”

      A flush creeps over my cheeks at her bold disclosure. I’ve heard of more Relevant girls talking about low scoring boys this way but hearing it from a friend of my sister is somehow a thousand times worse. I hate how it’s become like the sports that used to be Relevant. I don’t know if there was ever a time where coupling or pairing up was for more than physical reasons or for status, in my lifetime there hasn’t been and it’s another thing the government has decided is Irrelevant, so I guess I’ll never find out.

      I shuffle on my chair and glance at my tablet, then at the small box in the hopes she’ll just get on with it. The box assists me by letting out an audible chirp as a few numbers pop up. Kelly pivots on her chair and picks up the tablet. She punches in a few numbers then lays the tablet down flat. I risk looking at the screen as she picks up the box. I have time to see a jumble of numbers I don’t understand before Kelly sucks in a breath through her teeth. All trace of warmth vanishes as she picks up the tablet and begins tapping away frantically. When something flashes up on the screen, she fumbles with the tablet, her face paling as she pushes away from her desk. I know for certain it’s bad news when her voice wobbles. “J-j-just stay right here. I need…stay here.” She swallows and grabs the box, ignoring my slack jawed expression in her haste to leave the room. She doesn’t look back at me as she swipes her wrist at the door panel.

      The hiss as the compressed air closes the door sound like nails driving into my coffin. I’m trapped in here. I don’t have the clearance to even try to leave. Her footsteps loud enough to compete with the steady clip clopping of my own soaring heart rate. Bile rises to my throat, and a wave of nausea washes through me as I hear voices from outside in the hallway. What could the blood tests have shown?

      My anxiety increases up and my brain tries to conjure up the possible answer to Kelly’s distress. A sob bursts from my throat as I try to understand what I’ve done wrong. Have they finally figured out I’m as Irrelevant as I always feared I was?
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        Cristan.

      

      

      
        
        Old Gallathia City. 29 Solar month November New Age 2129

      

      

      From where I sit, I can see the UV shield protecting the city. No matter how many times I climb up on the old church, it still stirs anger in my belly at the privilege and wealth on display that’s so utterly unobtainable to the Irrelevants outside the wall.

      Below me, on potholed streets filled with shelled out buildings, I hear Jed coughing. My anger doesn’t subside, just burns along with my continued hatred. My face sets grim as I climb down again, my muscles are taut in case the mortar gives way. Most of the buildings are unsafe. The water is mostly undrinkable, and the radiation levels are so bad we can’t stay out here longer than an hour during the day without taking anti-radiation meds that are rarer than hen’s teeth.

      I should be celebrating my birthday. Instead, I’m up here again, in the only place high enough for me to see the city I loathe.

      Beyond the broken parts of the old city, no man’s land stretches out past the graveyard. I can just make out the start of the wasteland, no one has ever been able to explore. There are rumours about what lurks out past the boundaries of the old city, but so far no one has risked losing credits or rations to ever go find out if any other Irrelevants are out there.

      As my feet hit the broken ground beneath the church, I force a grin to my face. “I gotta go. I’ll find Jackie, okay?”

      Jed coughs, his eyes narrowing as he struggles to draw breath. He’s only been out here ten minutes and already his airways are congested. More evidence of why the G branded him Irrelevant at birth.

      His voice is too reedy, too thin, like he is. “I need to get Solar.” He coughs with the effort of pointing down the street. I follow his gaze to where my mongrel dog is attempting to dig something up. I shake my head at the pitiful attempt. With a leg missing, Solar keeps tipping over; still she doesn’t give up, just keeps trying to dig with one paw. Jed sucks in a lungful of hot, dry air and his face pales even more. His lips are beginning to tinge blue and I know he’s done.

      “Get back inside. Take Solar. I’ll go see if any drones dropped anything by mistake.” I’m lying, but he doesn’t push, so I don’t say what I’m really doing.

      He shakes his head and a weak smile appears. “Maybe they’ll send you a birthday present?”

      If he didn’t still hold out hope that the G men give a crap about any of us, I might have smiled, but that he still thinks they care stabs at me. I don’t even bother answering, just whistle so Solar’s ears prick up and she starts her crooked jog towards us.

      Voices carry from outside the old gun shop. I steer Jed towards them, and make sure I gain Jackie’s attention as she breaks her conversation with her life partner. “Can you take him back?” I ask her.

      Her forehead creases, highlighting the lines around her eyes. At forty, Jackie and Drew are among the oldest Irrelevants living out here in one of the Units surrounding the city.

      Drew steps forwards and slaps a hand on Jed’s shoulder. “I thought I told you to stay indoors when the SPF rating was above five?”

      Jed smiles meekly and his eyes shoot to me. A knot of guilt builds. “It’s my fault. He wanted to come. The SPF was fine when we left.”

      Jackie grins at Jed and makes a show of whispering to him, so I can hear. “I think the G delivered a baking mix, maybe we can try to make someone a birthday cake?”

      I grimace at the reminder I’m now eighteen, but Jed, ever optimistic grins back at her.

      “Okay!”

      My own smile is forced as Jed and Jackie hold hands and she leads him back to the group containment unit.

      Drew’s grey eyes stay on me as he folds his arms across his broad chest. “You could just leave it for today, you know.”

      My gut tightens when he purposely flexes his arm muscles as if trying to remind me he’s stronger and tougher than I am. A smile twitches at my lips. He is stronger. And tougher. You must be to survive out here for twenty years, and most everything I know, Drew taught me.

      I shrug, but he knows me too well. His bulky arms uncross, and he jabs a finger at me. “If you keep messing with the G, they will start to mess with us more. So far we’re staying out of their way. You know if more than a couple drones go down a month they’ll send G men out to investigate.”

      Knowing what might be inside those packages the drones carry out from Gallathia, I don’t care if they come looking. At this point I’d welcome the intrusion. Maybe I could smash a few of those pretentious noses.

      “It’s worth the risk.”

      He knows what I mean, so I don’t elaborate. If there are meds inside, specialty meds like there have been before, I’ll shoot down as many drones as it takes.

      Drew steps closer and I can see the scars on his face. “Fine. Just be bloody careful. I’ve heard from two other Units this morning. They received a third less rations.”

      My heart speeds, my anger blazes to life again. My lip curls as I spit the words, “Bastards. They won’t be happy until they starve us to death.”

      Drew doesn’t reprimand me for my language, which causes more unease to spread. His eyebrows rise and fall, but he doesn’t say anything. My mouth slackens a little as I keep breathing in the thick air. “What about us? What happens when they start taking our food away? Our water?”

      Drew huffs a breath and scratches his bristled chin. “Look. I’ve got other problems to deal with right now. There’s ammo missing from my stash, so I need to make sure some untrained kid isn’t wasting it shooting cans.” His chin drops as his voice lowers, though no one else is around us.

      Noon is the hottest part of the day, and most sensible people are inside the containment unit. I’m only out because noon is also when the drones leave the border of the UV protected city to distribute meds and foods.

      “Make sure you put the gun back where you found it. I know you like those American cop movies from the twentieth, but seriously, jamming a gun down the back of your pants is a good way to shoot your arse off.”

      I chuckle and raise my hands in surrender. He’s deflecting. I know he uses humour when he’s trying to distract me, and I’m in too much of a hurry to consider why. I have ten minutes before the first drone comes, and if I miss it, it’s another week for Jed to suffer. With a promise to be careful, wear my holster, and to make it back before the hour is up, I turn on my heel and pick up my pace to a light jog.
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      My legs are burning from jogging on the dusty streets leading up to the border wall. I ease to a stop just as the road comes abruptly to an end. The wall towers over me, its shadow so large all the sun is lost as I step closer, and I can hear the humming coming from the UV shield.

      I take a shuddering breath and remove the small container of water I brought in the holster strapped to my chest. The water is warm, but I swallow it down. I recap the canteen and pull out the hand gun. My palms are slick with sweat, but I can’t risk not taking out the drone with one shot.

      If Drew is right and our supply is being pilfered, every single shot needs to count. If I hit it too late, it’ll drop in one of the areas the border camera is locked on, and the camera will catch me at the wall. This is why I spend so much time perfecting shots. Why Drew makes me practise three times a week.

      I roll my shoulders back. My breathing returning to an even pace as I make sure the gun’s safety mechanism is switched off. I hear the drone before I see it and my pulse quickens in response. I’m primed, arms outstretched, legs spread in the shooting stance I’ve practiced a thousand times before.

      I clear my mind of thoughts and focus on the target now visible in the cloudless sky. A flash of white against the blue. I follow it for three seconds before I gently squeeze the trigger. Two seconds later a plume of smoke trails across the sky, then the drone dives downwards.

      A smile lights my sweaty face as it lands in the perfect place for me to pick it up. I holster the gun and run in and out of the border camera’s blind spots, until I’m close enough to see the markings on the side of the drone.

      As I drop to a crouch, my happiness disintegrates as I note the numbers and words on the side of the drone. Multiple Irrelevances. F. 18. M. Williams.

      I just shot down the wrong drone. Which means I now have to decide whether or not to make a run for it or choose to wait for the poor sucker who just failed her Relevance test and has been assigned to our Unit.

      “Happy bloody birthday,” I say to the drone.
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        Mallory.

      

      

      I’m ashamed. So, so ashamed. I wish I could go back in time and fix what I did wrong. I wish I could spare my family the agony, but all I can do is cry, and I’ve been sick three times since the white coats came in and got me.

      They retested me three times. Kelly wasn’t there. Lab Coat wasn’t there. Not even the MRI tech made an appearance. Each time someone new came into the room, my hope still held that this was all a terrible mistake, but by the second time, numbness was creeping through my body. When the techs locked the door again, I stared at the wall for an hour trying to think about how my family would take the news.

      What would my mother do? My father? Would they lose status too? What about Constance? Would she ever get over the stigma?

      Now I’m inside a vehicle. My heart is hammering, my stomach is tied in knots and I can’t stop crying. No one is speaking to me. No one will tell me why I failed. I just know I did because they made me swipe my wrist and the panel read Irrelevant when I looked.

      I wish I hadn’t looked. I wish I could stop crying. The word keeps resounding around my head. Irrelevant. Irrelevant. Irrelevant. Like a hammer smashing against my skull, the word is chiselling out pieces of who I was before the test. All my planning. All the pre-tests, and I didn’t just score low, I’m Irrelevant, worthless and not even a member of society any more.

      I have no home. No family. Nothing. The tears stream down my swollen face, my body is wracked with chills, and I’m filled with a terror so deep, death seems preferable to what awaits me.

      Constance’s words from the train keep swirling around my mind. No one knows what happens to Irrelevants. They just sort of disappear.

      The vehicle jostles me. The faint smell of something acrid, strong, and unfamiliar fills my nostrils. I’m too consumed by my shame to consider why I’m inside a vehicle that isn’t used in the city anymore. I don’t want to think about what that means. I don’t want to think about where I’m going or why they injected me with anti-radiation. I’m too terrified, too disgusted with myself, and too devastated to think clearly about anything.

      Questions are crashing around in my head. My entire body is trembling so violently my teeth are chattering. I know they must have sedated me at some point because my mouth won’t cooperate when I try to speak. Not that anyone is here to speak or to answer my questions.

      I want to scream that this isn’t fair, that I want to see my family, that I want another chance, but I can’t. My voice has been stolen along with my status. I’m nobody. Nothing. Not even a lowly six. Aiden’s taunt comes back to me and a sob catches in my throat. I have no future. No chance and no life. No one will want me now. No one.

      When the vehicle comes to a stop. I tense and straighten, unwilling to be caught crying when the doors they shuffled me into open again.

      I swallow away the tears and swipe my face. The doors open with a creak and the same black clad figure appears. His face is covered in a black mask with a breathing apparatus covering most of his features. His voice comes out metallic and terrifying.

      “Proceed to the door. You’ll find a drone with your name on it in at the one-kilometre mark.” I don’t move and he growls from behind his mask. “Get out. You can decide whether you want to live or die. Just not in my truck.”

      With as much dignity as I can muster, I pull myself to standing, feeling the floor shift beneath me though I know the vehicle isn’t moving. I want to say something, but I can’t. I can’t even say something to the last person I might see. My eyes are blurry as I stumble across the floor. He grabs my arm and drags me out.

      There is no kindness in his eyes as he recites words he must have said dozens of times before. “The Relevance Test has deemed you unfit to reside or be a productive member of the new city. As per the accord, you have been assigned a drone to facilitate your exit and to assist you in your transition to your new home.”

      I can’t even process what he’s saying. He steps past me, and my heart constricts in my chest as I see he’s closing the doors. When he turns and finds me gaping at him, I can hear the disgust in his voice. “You have thirty seconds to comply. Irrelevant.”

      He stalks away and I stare at the black vehicle as it fires grey smoke from the back. I choke as I inhale, and in my frazzled state I’m vaguely aware that vehicles that pollute the air are supposed to be outlawed.

      On legs I’m expecting to buckle, I turn away from the city I’ve spent my life in and take shaking steps towards the giant wall I was always so curious about. Directly before me is a door with a solitary panel beside it. I wince as my name flashes up on the screen.

      Mallory Williams. Irrelevant. Please swipe to exit Gallathia City.

      With no one around to judge me, tears start to brew until I see a flashing light above the door and I realise I’m being watched. In case my family is watching my departure, before I swipe my wrist, I straighten my shoulders and try not to cry again as I exit the new city.
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      The first thing I see is light so bright I have to squint. Fierce heat burns at my skin as I peer, eyes watering, to see kilometres of parched dirt with the outline of buildings on the hazy horizon. The door slides to a shut and hisses as it locks tight. I pivot on the dust covered road and crash against it. Panic blazes through me when I see there is no panel on this side. There is no way I can get back inside even if they decide I’m Relevant again.

      I’m staring at the shapes of buildings when I think I see the shape of a drone the driver of the Irrelevant vehicle told me to look for. But it’s not in the sky. The drone is half hidden in the sand, and worse someone is crouching beside it, head tilted in my direction.

      My heart leaps into my throat as he waves a hand at me and cups his hands to his mouth. “Hurry up. We’re running out of time.” When my legs seem to hold me rooted to the broken road beneath me, he stands and beckons to me and yells again. “Move it.”

      My stomach flips as I get a better look at him. He’s muscled. Hair cut long and shaggy, his eyes dark and his clothing reminds me of a style I saw years ago. It doesn’t take long before I’m sucking in hot air. The oxygen doesn’t seem to be reaching my lungs as though the air is thinner. It’s all I can do to take staggering steps towards the drone.

      He doesn’t smile, just points to the drone. “Okay, so I can’t get this open. It’s coded to unlock to you only.” I gape at him, trying to still my raging heart rate. His forehead creases. “Look, I know it’s a lot to take in, and I can help you, but I need you to open this.”

      I don’t know what else to do, so I drop to my knees and fumble with the opening. His breathing is ragged as he drops beside me. This close to him, I can see he’s covered in sweat, his skin a deep caramel colour I’ve never seen before. He catches me looking and his eyes narrow.

      He pushes my hands away from the drone and grabs my wrist so my time slide beeps. I nearly lose my balance as he roughly waves my hand in front of the drone. He releases me and I frown at the way he manhandled me. He doesn’t seem bothered by my annoyance, not that I can say anything about it, just mutters under his breath as the drone opens with a few hisses and clicks.

      Inside is a large black bag. My heart sinks as my name is clearly marked on the outside. He grabs the handle and throws it over his shoulder, and grabs me as he rises to his feet.

      I jerk out of his grip and he gives me a half smile. “Can you run? Because I don’t want to leave you out here, but I only have eight minutes.”

      I’m too overwhelmed to even think of protesting when he starts to jog away, taking the bag from my drone with him. He shouts over his shoulder at me to run, and at the urgency in his voice, my body, though still sluggish seems to obey. It takes all my attention to keep my limbs moving as we race over the broken road.

      He’s still running with my bag over his shoulder when his wrist slide beeps at him, and he increases the already blistering pace he’s setting. I can’t keep up and soon all I’m seeing is a blur as he reaches the end of a street.

      A large old-fashioned building almost takes my breath away, so I stop, panting, bent over as I glance upwards into the bright sunlight. I’ve never seen so many curves and sharp angles in one building. The top is pitched so it looks like a giant spike that reaches to the sky.

      I hear his shout but don’t understand. “Get in the church. I can’t wait for you.”

      I don’t know if the magnificent building is what he means by church, a vague recollection sparks but my body is too exhausted to pause in its frenzied movement to consider. I dash inside and find him frantically tearing into my bag, he utters a word I’ve never heard before as his time slide beeps three times and he pulls items out as though looking for something.

      My breaths are coming in fast as I drop to the floor and place my hands down to brace myself, trying to regain some control of my body. He pulls out a yellow med box and yanks off the lid. His eyes find mine and I notice genuine panic as he jabs his finger inside the box.

      His mouth tightens as the box illuminates and beeps once. Two doses remaining. Please consider the radiation guidelines. Two credits will be docked Mallory Williams.

      Relief washes over his face as he rocks back on his heels. He throws the box back in the now disorganised bag and runs a hand over his sweat covered face.

      He manages a slight smile. “Sorry about that. I’ll give you two of my credits.” I open my mouth when he slaps his head. “You’ve been sedated. You won’t be able to talk until Jackie gives you the antidote. Let me pack this up again and we’ll go introduce you to Unit 2B.”

      Without another word he begins putting items in the bag again. I don’t even try to speak. I doubt I could manage more than a teary sob or something equally redundant anyway. I should be relieved, at least I’m not alone, but I just want to know what I did that was so wrong.

      He closes the bag and stands. Again, I’m taken by the way he’s dressed. It’s familiar somehow but not clothing Gallathians wear. It’s modern, but old fashioned at the same time. He catches me staring and a faint trace of red colours his cheeks. “You’ll have a million questions. That’s why they leave it to us to explain everything.” Bitterness taints his voice and I wonder if that’s what happened to him. He can’t be much older than me. Maybe he arrived here not so long ago?

      Now that I’m not running I can see more of the buildings around us. Most are dilapidated, and in dire need of repair. As I look around the street and check for evidence of rubbish collection, or even street lighting, all the breath leaves my lungs as I note the colour of the sky above me.

      Is this what the sky looks like without the UV filter?

      My eyes open wider and pain shrieks through my head. Alongside me, he chuckles. “Yeah. Just wait till you see what the stars look like, but without the UV shield you shouldn’t look too long. Skin cancer is a major problem out here.”

      He turns away and calls over his shoulder. “I need to go. My brother will be worried. Don’t suppose you had any allergies? Asthma? That sort of thing?”

      There is such hope in his voice that I wish I did. I rush to meet his step, with no idea of where he’s heading. I can’t afford to lose my only guide here. The mention of his brother stirs my emotions again, and I dig my nails into my sweaty palms to try to quash them.

      When we reach a large grey building with solar panels on the sloped roof, I’m relieved to find it’s well-kept, and as with the other modern structures in the city, he swipes his wrist, the panel illuminates, and a robotic voice speaks.

      Cristan. How’s it hanging dude?

      Cristan. His name is Cristan. He laughs and sends me a wry look. “They’ve been messing with the programming again.”

      I want to ask how that is possible when all computers are maintained by the central government, but the door opens with a swish that makes me think of home. However, inside is nothing like my quiet, ordered home. Unlike my home unit, this enormous structure is filled with noise and mess. Worse, there are dozens of Irrelevants dressed like Cristan and a straggly looking animal that’s coming towards me. With horror, I realise the animal is missing a leg.

      And it’s all I can do to not silently scream.
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        Cristan.

      

      

      I have no way of knowing whether the girl is normally a talker. I should probably be feeling more sympathetic, she’s obviously upset, but all I can think about is how close I came to winding up in serious trouble.

      If there hadn’t been a dose inside the kit bag meant for her, I’d have ended up with radiation sickness that at the very least would have incapacitated me until someone found me, or at the worst left me with lasting internal damage. It was a stupid move. I shouldn’t have stayed the extra minutes to see who was going to stumble through the door. I’d been too curious for my own good, and I’d done exactly what I’d promised Drew I wouldn’t.

      A sigh escapes as I glance sidelong at the blonde who was currently nameless and staring wide eyed as Solar sniffs her. She takes a step backward, eyes darting around as though unable to settle on one spot. I reach down and scratch Solar behind the ear and hope the girl will see my mutt isn’t a threat. Solar presses into my side and I try for a smile in the girl’s direction.

      “She’s a dog. You probably haven’t seen one. I think the G only keeps them if they are working animals. I found her near the graveyard.”

      I don’t mention that the G had disposed of her, still alive, along with a bunch of other dogs bred for experimentation that the labs had no use for anymore.

      She nods, but her fists clench at her side, and she looks green under the sweat and dirt that clings to her face.

      From where he was sitting beside Jackie at her desk, Jed rushes towards me, Jackie on his heels, a look of worry on both their faces making my guilt swell even higher. Jed’s eyes widen as he takes in the girl, her hands trembling as she looks around the cavity of the entrance way.

      Her presence seems to stop him from hugging me. Instead his hand reaches for Jackie’s as though seeking reassurance. From the way that Jackie is eyeing me, she has questions about my lateness that will need answering, but for now, she seems to be focussing on the girls’ distress. Jackie’s smile is wide as she approaches.

      “I’m Jackie. You’ve met Cristan. This is Jed, Cristan’s younger brother. Why don’t we go get you cleaned up?”

      The girl’s lips twitch like she wants to smile but doesn’t have the ability to. I can’t blame her, she probably feels like crap and she looks about as uncomfortable as anyone would be right about now, and I’m staring at her like a dope.

      I find my tongue since she’s still not found hers. “You’ll be able to talk after she gives the antidote to you.” As if that was the reassurance she needs, the girl manages a feeble nod in my direction while I manage to feel stupid and annoyed at myself all at the same time.

      Jackie takes her arm and the girl walks stiff legged away. Jed is at my side before they even move out of earshot. “Was she inside the drone?”

      I laugh and ruffle his hair, pleased his colour looks a little better. “Nah. It wasn’t a big drone. They sent her out the gate like everyone else.”

      He looks disappointed. I touch the bag that was inside the drone and hope there’s at least something useful inside that she won’t need. “I need to take this to her.”

      Jed’s nose wrinkles as he steps away. “You stink.”

      To emphasise, he points to my sweat stained clothes. I tug at my shirt and grin at him. “I’ll visit the ablution block first. You finish your school work?”

      He nods and gestures to the desk he was sitting at with Jackie. “I was learning about old city history.” I smile, happy that Jackie is still making history a priority the same way she did for me. I tell him to go back to what he was doing just so I can have a minute to think.

      On my way to the ablution block, I bump into Tyler. He’s been here for two years and is the closest thing to a friend I have here. He’s also my unit mate and is obsessed with old rock bands from the twentieth. Another indication of his Irrelevance to the new society.

      He nods at me and gestures to the bag I’m carrying. “I heard you went to the wall.” His eyes scan the bag, and narrow as he reads the information lasered into the side. “Female? She good looking?”

      I stifle a groan and resist a dig at Tyler for having his mind in the gutter. “Are you going to move out of my way?”

      Tyler only rolls his eyes. “Why? Want to get back to the new girl?”

      I growl and his laugh fills the hallway. “Oh relax. You aren’t everyone’s big brother. By the way, you owe me for covering for you when you spent all night on the mainframe. I’ll take ten credits.”

      I don’t bother to hide my groan which seems to please him, so he just laughs and strolls away. I duck into my unit and check out what clothes I have that are clean. Luckily, I have a replica t-shirt that I inherited from Drew with a half worn off logo and a set of replica jeans I can’t remember where or how I came to own them.

      The Unit is kept at a steady eighteen degrees by a large solar powered system that cools in Summer and warms in Winter, so I don’t worry about putting my boots back on. I grab some of the body cleanser the G supplies us with and leave the girl’s bag, my gun, holster, and the remains of my drink in my unit.

      The ablution block, filled with reclaimed water showers, has an automatic shut off after two minutes, so I’m careful to utilise my allocated time. As I’m washing with the foamless, odourless cleanser I try not the think about the endless hot water, and the swimming pools, available in the new city of Gallathia.

      I have just enough time to wash my hair when the water shuts off without any warning. I grumble as the lukewarm water switches to dry mode and blasts me with recycled cold air. I lift my arms and squeeze my eyes shut as my hair is blown around. When I’ve had my allocated drying time, the unit beeps at me.

      My time slide is sticking to my still damp arm as I grab my clothes. I’m yanking my replica jeans over my arse when another Irrelevant with gastro problems strolls in. He smiles and heads to the back of the room where the sanitary units sit.

      I scrunch up my face and try not to listen as I hastily dress. So eager to escape, I’m out the door still tugging my shirt over my chest when I swipe the door to open. I bite back a curse at how snug the shirt fits.

      My bare feet slap against the cool floor in the hallway as I head back to my unit. I dump my dirty clothes in the wash shoot that leads to the communal cleansing unit below the first floor and swipe my wrist to enter my unit again.

      It’s not until I check the mirror that I yank the tag out and see I’m wearing Tyler’s shirt. I’m about to check to see if anything else is clean, when my time slide beeps at me. I glance at it and Jackie’s allocated call sign comes up.

      She’s talking. And asking for you.

      My heart speeds, though I’m not sure why. I keep the snug fitting shirt on and pick up her bag. I wave my hand in front of my door and wait until I hear the slight beep as it locks anyone not assigned entry out.

      The hallway is quiet, just the low hum of the overhead solar lighting panels that will automatically dim come night time. I knock on Jackie and Drew’s door and am not surprised when Drew’s massive frame fills the doorway.

      “What took you so long?”

      I push past him and drop the bag on the floor. I see no sign of the girl or Jackie inside the small unit, identical to mine, except for the banned plants lined up against the wall, and the mountains of books on the floor. All reminders of why they both ended up here nearly twenty years ago.

      He catches me searching and he gives me a smile. “Jackie took her for a shower and got her a change of clothes.”

      He pulls out one of the four seats, none of which are G issue, but salvaged from abandoned houses and reconditioned.

      Theirs is one of the only units inside that have old leather chairs, that came from the twenty-first. The only other room I love being inside more is the recreational room that over the years, Jackie, Drew and some of the others have filled with restored items that help to make the G space more bearable.

      Drew settles into a chair, but he doesn’t relax. He never looks like he’s relaxed. He always looks like he’s about to attack someone who gets out of line. Which happens, but not as often as a bunch of trouble making Irrelevants are supposed to cause.

      “You took a stupid risk. The time slide would have reported you being out past your allocated hour. You’ll be docked again.” I start to protest but he interrupts me. “I know you were trying to get her back here. No one is arguing that the policy to dump here and expect them to survive is a good one, but you took a dose of her radiation meds. What if they’d bio stamped it to be compatible with her DNA only?”

      I swallow my retort. I hadn’t thought of that. If they’d started implementing strategies like that to stop med swapping, I’d have been screwed.

      “Yeah. Guess I wasn’t thinking. I was too rattled by a new Irrelevant arriving.”

      Drew nods and a slight smile creases his tanned face, though his posture still stays on alert. “Yeah. Kind of funny you share the same birthday.”

      Despite my close call, I manage to laugh. He shakes his head, then scrapes his chair back. “Come find me when you’ve seen Mallory. I want to show you something Mike found on a drone yesterday.”

      Mallory. The girl finally has a name.

      He’s at the door and swiping his wrist before I think to ask if it’s more surveillance he’s found, but he’s gone, and I’m left to wait on the girl. I’m leaning back in my chair when the door slides open and Jackie breezes in. The girl enters behind her and I don’t breathe. I don’t even move as Mallory sends me a shy smile.

      “Thank you for bringing me here.”

      I don’t answer. I can’t. She’s dressed in a tight black replica t-shirt that has a dragon on it and the words, I devour books so I can breathe fire, are written in red ink across her chest, and her legs are clothed in black combat pants & laced boots. Her blonde hair is loose and much longer than I realised, and her skin is so pale from lack of UV exposure she’s almost glowing under the lighting.

      Gone is the confused entitled girl from the new city. She looks like a cross between a biker chick and a renegade vampire hunter from the cheesy old movies Tyler and I love to watch. And all I can think about is how screwed up the entire system is if a girl like Mallory Williams ends up Irrelevant.

      I don’t say it. Instead, I clear my throat and rub at the back of my neck in the hopes it distracts her from how lame I’m coming across. “Nice shirt. You choose it?” Fear flashes across her face, her eyes shoot to Jackie and I realise my mistake. I hold up my palms and force a smile to my face. “You don’t have to worry about Irrelevant behaviours here.”

      She releases a long breath, but her lips turn upwards in an uncertain smile. “Okay.”

      Jackie smiles warmly and sends me a not so subtle wink. “Cristan, why don’t you take Mallory on a tour of the Unit? I have some food prep to do since it looks like we have two birthdays to celebrate tonight.”

      She shoos me out and Mallory trails in my wake. At the hiss of the door closing, I remember her bag still inside. I’m considering knocking on the door, when Mallory catches my attention.

      Her eyes fill and her lip catches in her teeth. “Jackie said you might be able to help me find out why I failed? I need to understand.”

      I cover my flinch and nod. “Yeah. I think I can, but honestly, the system isn’t—"

      She cuts me off. “I need to know.”

      I gesture to the only place that holds the tools I’ll need to explain it to her. “The G didn’t supply all we needed so a lot of this equipment we scavenged at night when the SPF rate isn’t as high.”

      We start walking along the hallway to the small unit Tyler and I share that holds a few pieces of tech and a pre-test I downloaded. She’s quiet, which isn’t surprising, but she’s also trying not to cry, which makes me wonder if reliving the test so soon is the best idea. “We have plenty of time to do this. Why don’t I show you the rec room?”

      She stops walking, her eyes flittering about. Her face creases and she blinks rapidly. Her voice is wobbling as she shakes her head. “I just want to know why.”

      With a sigh, I nod, and lead the way.
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        Mallory.

      

      

      My heart is racing, partially because I’m about to find out about the test, and partially because Cristan is sitting way too close, close enough for me to see the details of the magnificent etchings all over his skin.

      He’s changed into a shirt with short sleeves and I can see his brawny arms are covered in swirls of ink. I have no idea how it happened or when, just that it’s taking all my energy not to trace a finger over them to see if they are embossed into his skin somehow.

      He catches me looking, but only smiles as he taps away at the oldest looking tablet I’ve ever seen. The key pad is worn and it makes an odd clunk as he taps away. Another screen at his eye line bursts to life. Instead of the regulation Gallathian Government welcome, a scantily clad woman is draped over some kind of red vehicle.

      Cristan mutters under his breath, “Tyler. Cars and girls. One of the reasons he failed his psychometric.”

      My stomach tightens as he punches in a few more numbers, and swivels to pull another tablet from a drawer. My hands won’t still as I wait for him to begin. My thoughts begin to wander back to my sister and my father.  So I pinch the tender skin between my thumb and finger to distract myself.

      The small room is fascinating. I haven’t seen many other rooms, but Cristan’s work space is filled to overflowing with Irrelevant pictures plastered over the walls, there’s barely any trace of the standard Gallathia white and grey design. I’m not sure what to look at first. The Unit is a blaze of colour after a lifetime of shades of white and grey.

      My feet edge towards the splash of colour on the wall, brow knotting as I try to figure out what the animal is. I don’t notice him until his arm brushes against mine. “You like this? It’s a Pegasus, I think.”

      My skin is zinging from where he’d touched me, and my breath comes in too rapidly. I’m not sure if it’s him, the grief, or the fantasy painting but spots begin to appear in front of my eyes. I think of the lights that darted around lab coat’s room, and the way I’d enjoyed seeing the colours and I release a groan.

      He frowns at me. “You okay?” I shake my head, and stumble backwards to retake my chair in case my legs finally give out from under me. I lean over my knees and don’t bother to stop my hair from sweeping on the floor as I try to still my breathing. “We don’t need to do this now. You had a crap day. Why don’t we just leave it till tomorrow? I need to see Drew anyway. You could come with if you like?”

      His voice is laced with venom when he speaks. “I hate those bloody pricks.”

      I’ve never heard those words used that way before, but he infuses so much hatred into it, my head snaps upwards and I nearly smash into his. He jerks away but we’re still too close. His eyes hold mine for a moment, then he gestures to the door. “You can stay in here if you want? I could have put Drew off for a bit if we were doing this but—"

      I shake my head. I don’t want to be alone. He’s the first person I’ve met here, aside from Jackie, I’m afraid of what the others will be like. I can’t tell him that. I can’t tell him I’m scared and tired. Nothing is making sense. The only thing I can understand is that Cristan might be able to help me find out why. I’m being a coward. I don’t want to put it off, but I’m terrified that he’ll tell me it was something I could have changed.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      He doesn’t look convinced, but nods and reaches for the tablet. “Okay, well, we’ll start slow. I may need a little longer to hack into the system to find out about your MRI, and brain scan results. I can’t do that tonight, but we can go over your Psychometric—”

      My eyes pop. “You can hack into their system? But that’s illegal isn’t it?”

      He shrugs. “Yeah. It is. You don’t want me to do it then?” I gape at him, flummoxed he’s so casual about breaking the law. I’m not sure what to say, but a slow grin spreads over his face. “Let me know tomorrow.”

      I can’t grin back. I’m trying to understand how he is smart enough to be able to hack into a secure system when he is Irrelevant. He asks me a question and I answer without thinking, too caught up in the possibilities whirling through my mind.

      I know I’m grasping, but if he can hack into the system, he might be able to contact my family and tell them there’s been a horrendous mistake.
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      I blink and cock my head at her. “Did you answer that question like that in the test?”

      Her eyes widen and a flush crosses her pale cheeks. “I think so.”

      I suppress a groan, but repeat the first question on the list. “At a meeting with your Number Nine supervisor, you find yourself amid a conflict between two number Nines. You know that the two do not get along professionally and that they are in constant disagreement. They are now arguing about strategies and they ask you to pick a side. What would you do, and why?”

      I show her the tablet and give her time to read the answers the G give as options. Her brow puckers as she reads them over. Her hand goes to her head to scratch. “I don’t remember this question.”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s a close approximation. What would you choose to do?”

      Her face crinkles as she considers. She takes longer than I’d like. Drew will be waiting, but there is no point rushing her and adding to her stress. Plus, I don’t feel like seeing another weepy display. I glance at my time slide which seems to prompt her to pick an answer.

      “D.”

      My heart rate jumps in my chest. I curse in my head but keep my thoughts to myself. I ask her a few more questions and she answers exactly the way an Irrelevant would.

      When I can see where this is heading, I put down the old tablet and make sure I don’t sound patronising. “I think that’s enough to get a comparison test. I just need to get the blood work and the scans to confirm it.”

      She swallows, her lips suddenly bloodless. “I’m doing bad, aren’t I?”

      I’m quick to shake my head. “You’re showing up as being a good advocate for others at work, but that’s not what they want. They want aggressive and high achieving. A Relevant would have answered A. Take it to higher authority and explain they are in discord and aren’t working for the best of the company.”

      Her chin drops so her hair falls, obscuring part of her face. “Oh. What about the other questions?”

      I grimace and am glad she can’t see me. “Your lack of competitiveness and your awareness of the numbers lower than sevens would have red flagged you.”

      Her head rises slowly and her eyes mist. “Those are bad things?”

      I shake my head again and wish I had more time to explain, but she’s not going anywhere, and thanks to the G, neither am I. “We’ve got plenty of time to talk about this, but do you know anyone who cares about those numbers beneath them?”

      She looks bewildered for too many seconds before a sigh escapes. “My sister? My father?” At the pain in her voice my chest feels a little tight. I don’t know what to say. She looks on the brink of tears again and I’m not willing to provoke anymore.

      I switch off the tablet and shove it back inside the drawer and leave the other screen lit. Tyler will probably be in here later anyway, rummaging around on the G intranet trying to find ways to gather even more banned material. I’m about to say we better head out when I catch her staring at my tattoos again.

      My skin begins to heat as she follows what she doesn’t know is the end of a dragon tail on my back.

      As she sees me watching her, pink blazes across her cheeks. “How did you get, I mean, what is that on your skin?”

      I chuckle and a flash of annoyance appears on her face, like she thinks I’m making fun of her. “It’s ink. Drew and a couple of the older Irrelevants design them.”

      Her lips purse together and she leans forward, her hand lifts before it falls to her lap. “But how? Is it lasered on?”

      I smile. “No. We do it the old-fashioned way. With needles and ink.”

      Her eyes pop open, her mouth slackens. “Doesn’t that hurt?”

      I don’t stop the laugh. “Yeah. Like a bitch.”

      Her head tilts to the side, reminding me of Solar. “Then why do it?”

      Her question is an innocent one, but it still causes fire to spread through me. My humour is gone when I can’t find the answer. “That’s not important.”

      Instead of confusion, Mallory sits back a little in her chair and folds her hands neatly in her lap. It’s then I notice the skin is raw around her fingernails as though she’d chewed at them.

      I finish tidying up the desk, ready for Tyler, and make sure the sexy girl on the screen is replaced by a waterfall shot with a rainbow I found a few years back.

      I open my mouth to say it’s time to go when she leans forwards, gazing at the screen with such a look of wonderment that warmth settles in my chest. I stare at her and watch her eyes flicking over the screen, her fingers twitching in her lap like she wants to reach out and touch the colours.

      My brain is scrolling through all the definitions of the various classifications of Irrelevants, and when I’m pretty sure I’ve locked it down, I pull out the test tablet again. I punch a few buttons and find an old application the G added to the banned archives. Lucky for Mallory, Tyler downloaded it before they deleted it permanently.

      I hold out the tablet and smile. “Here. Have a play on this. I think you’ll enjoy it. You can draw pictures in colour. It’s a design app that’s Irrelevant now.”

      She stares at the screen, the tablet, and then at me before she takes it. “Colour,” she breathes. Her face brightens for the first time since arriving, like the sun just shone on her during a rainy day.

      I’m not sure why, but I’m a little too pleased I’ve given her a small piece of calm in the eye of the storm.
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        Mallory.

      

      

      He’s just sitting there. I can feel his eyes on me. And I don’t care. My world just became colour. My world just became vivid and real. And beautiful.

      I lose myself and am almost irritated when he speaks again. My fingers are trembling as I put the tablet down. He smiles and my stomach decides to flip around a little.

      “I really do need to go see Drew. You can borrow the tablet.”

      I know I must look ridiculous, but I manage to smile at him. “Thank you. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      He nods and pulls himself to standing. “That’s because they were added to the banned list before you were born. There are design apps, but they are uniform shapes, and the colours are limited to Relevant ones.”

      I want to ask a dozen questions but he’s checking his time slide again and though I know he’s being nice, it’s obvious he has somewhere else to be. I grip the tablet and cling to it. He notices my grip and raises his eyebrows. “No one is going to worry if you want to carry that around and do some drawing.”

      I’m still surprised when he moves into the hallway. I’ve never risked writing or drawing on my government issue tablet. My sister warned me off that when I’d first received it. I can’t help wondering what Constance is doing and whether she’s upset. Or maybe she’s relieved that she doesn’t have to hide my Irrelevant behaviours anymore?

      The moisture is swelling in my eyes, so I look at Cristan’s tattoos again, still marvelling that a needle has pierced his skin and created such a dazzling design. My legs are heavy as I follow him down a corridor. His bare feet slap on the floor but I’m so tired, it overrides my interest as to why he doesn’t bother with footwear.

      A panel flickers overhead and he doesn’t even break stride as he reaches upwards to slap his palm against it. The lighting settles back to a steady hum as he looks along at me.

      “You must be tired. If you want to go hang in the rec room, I’ll come find you.”

      Though I’m dying to see this rec room he keeps talking about, and I’m desperate to use the tablet more, I’m also wary of getting lost. So I shake my head and keep pace with him though my entire body is starting to feel achy with fatigue.

      He nods, but his eyes narrow slightly. “You’re kind of stubborn, huh?”

      I frown at him, not sure what he means, so I shrug my shoulders. “No one has ever called me that before.”

      He snorts. “Not to your face they haven’t.”

      I’m not sure if I’m annoyed at his presumption that he knows me, then I realise he probably knows a lot about me based on some of my test questions, so I just keep my mouth shut.

      A couple Irrelevants pass us, both a couple years older than me and I shrink back, unsure how they’ll respond to my arrival. The girl has short brown hair and a metal ring in her nose. The boy is wearing faded trousers that end at his knees. I’m still trying to process it all, when the girl waves at me.

      “Hey. I’m Michelle, this is Darren. Welcome to 2B.”

      Darren grins at me. “You can check out anytime you like, but you can never leave.”

      They both laugh as though Darren is hysterical, but Cristan shakes his head and rolls his eyes at me. “Gallows humour. Ignore them, they’re obsessed with ancient pop culture history.”

      Michelle rolls her eyes. “And you aren’t?”

      Cristan just folds his arms over his chest and shrugs. Neither seem threatening, so I just stand to one side as Darren grabs Michelle’s hand and they saunter off down the hall way.

      Beside me, Cristan shakes his head. “Okay, so those two aren’t too bad. There are around a half dozen Irrelevants who stay in their rooms because they don’t like noise, but you’ll find the majority are pretty easy to navigate. Jackie’s great at helping Irrelevants find out how to function in here.”

      My brain is still fumbling when he swipes his wrist at a door and steps inside. He pauses and waits for me before he swipes the door closed. “Once you settle in, these are the guys that’ll help you find a job you like doing.”

      Two men are inside the room standing at a large table with what seems to be a drone pulled into pieces. One is burly, and from Jackie’s description of him, he’s likely to be Drew. The other is a thin lanky man with the three-legged dog I saw earlier.

      The dog’s tail starts wagging as we enter, and my body tenses in case it leaps at me again, but the animal stays in the corner of the room next to a peculiar looking plant.

      The men both nod at me, then the lanky one points to a small refrigeration unit. “You want an E.D? First couple months out here are tough on your system.”

      I must look as confused because he rushes to explain as Cristan steps to the other man standing at the table. “Enhanced drink. The G men give us them because the radiation is higher and the soil isn’t nutrient dense like inside the new city.”

      I nod, then shake my head, and realise I look ignorant, but the way he’s looking at me makes me uncomfortable, so I step closer to Cristan.

      Drew gestures to the man and he steps back to where the drone rests on the table. “Mike. Tell Cristan what you told me.”

      I’m not sure if I’m a party to what’s going on, but no one seems bothered by me being here. Mike’s attention is now on the drone and Cristan, who’s holding up a piece of the drone.

      “3B shot this down outside their border yesterday. They couldn’t figure out some of the components inside. They figured it’s a new HF cam but aren’t sure what the range is.”

      Cristan’s brow knots as he holds the piece up to the light. “Yeah. It’s new. Looks like they’ve encased it in a radiation dampener. The signal wouldn’t be lost, but if it’s high frequency and it was on the way to them, they’re widening their reach into no man’s land maybe?”

      Mike issues what must be another curse word I’ve not heard before. “Why bother? There’s no one out there.”

      Drew’s shoulders tense as Cristan puts the piece down and looks from Mike to Drew. “Was it 3B who lost their rations?”

      Mike’s expression turns grim as he flicks me a quick look. His voice lowers and it’s obvious he’s not sure if I should be listening in. I move away and try to not look interested, instead examining the rest of the unit and avoiding the dog who wags its tail as I look in its direction.

      A poster on the wall pulls my attention. Bright swirls of red encompass a dragon, like the one on the shirt I chose. The background is solid black, and the texture appears grainy, rather than the fine matt finish of most of the other posters in the Unit.

      My fingers itch to touch the picture to see if it feels the way I think it will. I catch myself before I do something foolish in front of these men. If my sister were here, she’d say I was acting just like an Irrelevant.

      My teeth clench together as I force away the thought. I can’t think about her. I can’t think about anything except just getting through this day. Tomorrow I can find out the results of my test, and maybe if Cristan is as clever as he appears to be, we can work on getting a message out.

      My plan strengthens me a little. The knowledge that I have the tablet to discover when I have a moment alone comforts me despite the wary glances each of the men are sending my way.

      Cristan pockets something and says goodbye to the men. His lips purse and a sharp sound pierces the air. I jump from the sound, and from the immediate response from the animal, and because Mike snickers at me. Heat scolds my cheeks as I follow Cristan out the door again. Drew says he’ll see us in an hour and Mike promises home brew, whatever that is.

      The dog trots unevenly behind Cristan as we head back to the hallway. I’m trying to think of what kind of job I’m even qualified for when Cristan pivots abruptly and I nearly collide with him.

      His brow is creased. “Sorry. I need to check something in the med lab. It’ll just take a second.”

      I wait for the dog to follow first before trailing behind him. My fingers are aching from gripping the tablet so hard, but I don’t let go as he swipes his wrist at a door. “Stay, Solar.”

      The dog sits awkwardly but doesn’t follow as we enter. Inside a few more Irrelevants are sitting at desks. I don’t recognise most of the equipment inside. No one is dressed in Gallathian grey, most are wearing old style clothing, and one woman has her hair shorn close to her skull and a tattoo covers half of her neck.

      For a laboratory, the atmosphere is decidedly unprofessional. I wonder what they are all doing in here when my question is partially answered by a tall girl with long dark hair and olive skin, wearing a long flowing colourful outfit, that falls in soft waves and reaches to her bare toes. It’s more feminine than anything I’ve ever seen, and she looks like the rainbow Cristan showed me before.

      The smile she sends Cristan is not one of friendship and the way her eyes run over me as though assessing me makes me inwardly recoil. “You here to run those samples again?”

      Cristan shakes his head and points to a door at the back. “I wanted to run another test on Harry and Larry first, but yeah, I might need you to run another test.”

      Her eyes shift to mine. “I’m Gina, and this is?”

      “This is Mallory. It’s her first day here.”

      Though I don’t know why, his voice is tight, and his shoulders are tense. Gina’s eyes narrow as she stares so boldly at Cristan’s upper body. I’m both embarrassed and uncomfortable to witness it. “I like this look on you, Cristan. The tighter the better.”

      Cristan’s jaw works, and he looks even more embarrassed than I feel. “It wasn’t intentional,” he mutters. She shrugs and sends me a sharp look, before she turns on her heels in a flurry of swirling fabric. Cristan’s voice comes as a low rumble. “Just ignore her.”

      I’m not sure what he means, but I follow him again as he swipes his wrist at the door at the back of the room. The lights blink on automatically and I immediately step backward. Before me are long tables covered in antiquated cages, filled with vermin of differing colours. If I hadn’t been taught that they were the vilest of all disease carrying animals, and mostly eradicated in Gallathia, I’d be more curious. My skin begins to crawl as Cristan steps around the table to examine a cage at the end.

      He sees me staring and his eyebrows raise. “Maybe you should sit over there and muck around with the tablet? This will take a few minutes.”

      He doesn’t wait for me to answer, just opens the cage from the top, and pulls one of the vermin out. A tiny shudder works its way through my body as he carefully closes the cage and holds the creature up so he can examine it. He sends me a look and pulls a face. “It’s just a mouse. A lot of Irrelevant girls think they’re cute. Well, once they get used to them.”

      When I don’t reply, he shrugs and puts the mouse on his shoulder and turns away. Amazingly the mouse stays there while he opens a cupboard and finds something dried to feed the mouse.

      I’m beginning to relax despite being surrounded by vermin when he says another word I don’t understand. My weary legs move a little closer as he takes the mouse off his shoulder and places it on his hand. The mouse scurries back up his arm until it’s resting on his shoulder again. His jaw is tight as he opens the cage again and withdraws the other mouse. When he places it in his outstretched hand, the mouse ignores the food and makes a wide arc to climb his arm.

      From the look on his face, whatever he was testing hasn’t gone well. I ask, though I’m not sure why it matters so much to him. “They don’t like the food?”

      He doesn’t answer for a moment, then drops the tiny pellet of dried food on the table before removing the mice from his shoulder. He places them back inside before securing the cage. “I’ll try another batch.” He turns back to the cupboard and I’m close enough to see he’s checking the batch numbers listed on the box before choosing another piece of food. He closes the cupboard and drops two pieces into the cage from the top. Instead of being happy that the mice are now eating, his posture grows more rigid.

      “Why didn’t they eat the other batch?”

      He looks at me, then at the dried food, then at the mice. “I don’t know. I’ll see what Gina can find out.”

      I’m not sure I can add anything helpful, so I stay quiet as Cristan finds Gina again. I stand awkwardly while Gina sends flirtatious smiles at Cristan.

      He doesn’t flirt back, just frowns at her. “If you can run a test, that would be great.”

      Gina’s smile doesn’t falter and it reminds me of the posters of the successful numbered medical staff at the testing hospital. “Sure, but you owe me.”

      Cristan flinches, and he swallows, muttering something I don’t understand about boundaries. His posture doesn’t relax until we’re outside again. I don’t know why, but when he smiles in my direction and seems relieved to be away from Gina, I’m the closest thing to okay I’ve been all day long.
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      My thoughts are too muddled as the door closes behind us. Mallory’s eyes are on Solar again. I let her obvious disdain wash over me. She doesn’t know any better and I have more important things to think about right now.

      My legs want to go back into the lab and run the test myself but doing so means I have to take Mallory inside again, and it means I have to see Gina and try to be polite; neither of which I want to happen.

      What I really want to do is go tell Drew what I found, but I don’t want to worry Mallory, and she looks like she’s close to exhaustion. What she probably needs is to sit down somewhere quiet and just zone out for a while without having to relive what is probably the worst day of her life.

      I flick her a glance as we walk slowly back down the hallway, Solar at my heels, and note the way she’s still gripping the tablet. My lips twitch and I know the perfect way to help her acclimatise to her new surroundings. She’s doing pretty well, all things considered, but she needs to process what her new life means and its limitations. Jackie and Drew will help her, but the least I can do is find her a quiet spot where she can be alone.

      We’re two doors away from the stairs, so I point. “You want to see the library?” Her eyes pop wider and I swear her cheeks pink. Her eagerness is apparent, and I don’t hide my smile. “We have a lot of banned materials from the archives.”

      Her jaw drops, and for a second, I think she’s going to pass out. “Show me,” she says.

      I’m grinning like a moron when I tell Solar to stay and swipe the door open. We take a dozen stairs to the tiny space Jackie has stuffed to the brim with everything from Irrelevant texts in print bound books outlawed over a hundred years ago, to info slides crammed with deleted info.

      The library is a mess. A junk pile of all the information the G don’t want but Jackie insists we sort through. Like all the other tasks not essential, organising the library has been low on the priority list, but judging from the excitement shining on Mallory’s face, she might be perfect to hand the job to.

      Her hand shoots out, her fingers trail along the spines of books so old that they can’t leave the room in case the higher temp destroys them. Mallory’s eyes are darting around the stacks of books, but she’s starting to look overwhelmed, so I show her to the back of the room to an old couch. It’s some sort of synthetic G issued material, so it’s not as comfy as Drew and Jackie’s stuff, but she can take the weight off her feet, and while I’m here I can probably try to find something useful for her to read.

      She slumps into the couch, her eyes still so wide, her face back to a ghostly pale. “This is where they sent the missing history?”

      It’s my turn to be surprised. I slide in beside her. “Not intentionally. We steal it from the central server before they dump it.”

      She sucks in a breath through her teeth. “How long have you been doing that? Do they know?”

      She looks like she’s about to ask a bunch more questions so I sit back a little, my thoughts tugging me back to the lab, to Drew, and a knot in my gut that’s not going to settle until I do something about it.

      I look behind her and figure it’s easier to just show her rather than try to explain away a lot of the misinformation and blatant lies she’s been told, but it’s getting close to dinner, and since I’ll have to go out as soon as it gets dark, she’ll have plenty of time to orientate herself.

      “You’ve got a port in that tablet. The labelling system is a bit of a mess…” I pull myself off the couch and find the box of encrypted files retrieved over the last decade when the G had gone nuts destroying and banning a lot of Irrelevant info. The G issue box is labelled by a laser tag thanks to Jackie’s love of knowledge. I hand Mallory the box and hope my smile is reassuring. “I need to go check on Jed and ask Drew something.”

      A flash of fear washes away the excitement the library has stirred in her and I rush to reassure her. I tap my time slide and gesture to hers. “We’ll synch. That way you can call me any time you need me, and I can load the map of the Unit so you know where everything is just in case, okay?”

      She nods, a faint smile lighting her face. “Thank you.” I hold up my wrist and she does the same. When we’re synched, I tell her I’ll be back in around twenty. Her eyes search the small space, a question on her lips. “Is anyone else going to come up here?”

      She looks so anxious, I almost stay. I shake my head though I’m not really sure. The library is one of the few places that’s quiet, so occasionally couples sneak up here, but I’m not about to tell her that.

      “I won’t be long. Tap if you need me.”

      She looks terrified and grips the tablet to her chest as though it can protect her, so I tap my time slide and punch in a message to Jackie. In library. Need you to babysit. Mice won’t eat.

      I take a seat again and pull the box off her lap where she’s left it. When I find an outdated data stick, I ease the tablet from her grip and pop the stick into the slot.

      She doesn’t say anything as the screen powers to life and a coded encrypt appears. I punch in the numbers and a slide show starts. The words Irrelevant appears and I hit wait just as my time slide illuminates, hand it back to her and check the message.

      On my way. J.

      I’m pulling myself to standing when Jackie appears with Jed at her side. He looks good even though they must have rushed here. Below I hear Solar let out a whine at being excluded and use the opportunity to exit. I try not to flinch at the desperate look Mallory gives me as Jackie takes the seat I vacated.

      I descend the stairs quickly, and pick up my pace to a light jog, forcing Solar to hobble. For the stupidest reason that I probably shouldn’t think too much on, I don’t like the idea of leaving Mallory alone with my little brother. He talks too much. And I’m not sure I really want Mallory to know every little sordid detail about me. Not yet anyway.
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      My entire body is covered with chills. My hands have started shaking again, and I know if anyone says anything nice to me, I’ll lose all control.

      It’s taking all my effort to not cry as I watch Cristan slip out the door. His brother, a very scrawny boy, has settled down in the only chair other than the couch. His eyes are locked on me, his head tilted to one side as he studies me so intensely it makes my cheeks heat.

      Jackie’s voice pulls my attention from the boy and back to the tablet, currently wobbling in my trembling hands. “Was Cristan able to help you better understand why you’re here?”

      I swallow, the kindness on her lined face is almost too much. “We didn’t finish all the test. He’s pretty busy.”

      Jackie raises her eyebrows. “Yes, he is. He works harder than any of the other boys his age, but not tonight.”

      She winks at me, though I don’t understand why until the boy speaks. “It’s my brother’s birthday. We’re throwing a surprise at him.”

      Jackie chuckles. “Throwing him a surprise party, Jed.”

      Jed’s cheeks blaze under his olive skin. “Oh.”

      Though I’m not sure why, a flickering of jealousy stirs that Cristan is getting a party that is outlawed as Irrelevant. How many other things do they get that we don’t? Instead of asking Jackie, I glance down at the tablet. My finger hovers over the resume button and I look sidelong to see if I have her permission to watch the banned footage.

      She smiles and nods. “Go ahead. And feel free to come up here anytime you like. Since your drone went down, we haven’t got an allocated unit ready.”

      Her voice is strained and I’m not sure whether I should apologise for being here. Their resources must be limited, but surely the government made allowances for me being a member of this Unit?

      I pause to consider the way they shoved me outside the wall with nothing but a downed drone containing emergency survival supplies, and my stomach twists in realisation. Cristan probably intercepted the drone, which would have been sent to inform Jackie and all the others I was arriving.

      Was that why he was being so helpful? Because he’d effectively sabotaged my arrival here?

      The unease doesn’t settle so I tap the screen and try to focus on the unfamiliar images on display. I don’t recognise many of them, buildings whiz past, blurring into one, then images of vehicles long outlawed, riots, angry faces, so much colour on display that my brain feels like it’s about to explode in my skull.

      When the clip finishes, I know I haven’t taken it all in, and the sick feeling is growing in my stomach as if I’ve done something terribly wrong. Then I find the boy staring at me, his face scrunched up and I feel the walls begin to press in. It’s too much. I can’t breathe. My palms are clammy even though the room is cool, and my breathing is far too rapid. The pressure in my chest builds, and I know I’m about to lose it. There is nothing to contain the enormous surge of anger, of guilt, of shame and loss.

      I want to run, but I’m frozen in terror, crippled by what lurks outside the confines of the giant structure I’m now supposed to call home. I can feel Jackie’s eyes on me, but I can’t pretend any more. I want to go home. I want to see my sister. I want someone to tell me this isn’t the end, that I have a future after all, and that I’m not the terrible waste of space I’ve always feared I was.

      I say none of those things. Instead I bring my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around my knees, and I start to rock back and forth. Nothing can make this any better. Not seeing colours, not seeing real life books, nothing.

      I’m here because I deserve to be. I’m here because I’m Irrelevant and there is nothing anyone here or back in the new city can do to ever change that.
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        Cristan.

      

      

      I’m on edge. My body wants me to pick a place to go, but I’m too jittery to decide. I want to head back to the library and intercept Jed before he spills every last one of my secrets, but I need to find out what’s changed in the new shipment of food.

      I swipe my wrist at the lab door, and before it closes, I punch in a message to Drew.

      Lab. The mice aren’t eating.

      I don’t need to elaborate. I know he’s as invested as I am in the ever-changing elements and ratio of nutrients inside the protein pellets they send. Call me paranoid, but I’d rather know what I’m putting in my body. If my suspicions are correct, and I hope to hell they aren’t, Mallory’s arrival won’t be the biggest problem Drew will have to deal with.

      I try to hide my annoyance as Gina saunters over to me, swinging her hips and pouting as she approaches. I don’t know what I did to deserve the amount of attention she’s been paying me lately, but I’m sick of it. Tyler has the hots for her and it’s getting awkward, but she’s good at her assigned job, and she knows she can laud that over me. So, she does. I can see she’s rolling up her sleeves and preparing for another attempt to get my attention, so I back up a few steps and earn a sly chuckle from Geoff as he peers at a shard of something.

      Geoff is older than Jackie, at around fifty solar years, he’s one of the longest serving Irrelevants here. He’s done and seen pretty much everything, including Irrelevants like Gina who have no filter and pretty much say anything that comes to mind.

      I steel myself and gesture to her worktable. “Did you find anything unusual?”

      She pauses, her brow knotting as her eyes run the length of me. I’m not surprised when she comments again on the poor choice of shirt. “We should work out together some time, I’d love to see you get all sweaty.” A flush tracks over my cheeks at the lurid comment, and I know she’s enjoying making me squirm. She leans closer and I force myself not to move. Her voice lowers. “Or you could just swing by my unit. I can get rid of Jess for a couple hours.”

      I clear my throat as Jess, who is sitting two desks away, rolls her eyes and does the finger behind Gina’s back. It makes me feel better that even her unit mate thinks she’s out of control.

      “Drew’s on his way. He’ll want the results.”

      Gina huffs a sigh and flicks her hair behind her shoulder. “Oh, fine.” She stalks back to her desk, takes a seat again, and pulls out her tablet, shoving it at me. She’s annoyed I didn’t respond the way the rest of guys do, and maybe if I’d had a normal life, I might have. Except I don’t want to shack up with an obnoxious girl just because she’s pretty. I want what Jackie and Drew have. A pairing with someone I can respect, someone I can talk to and work with.

      I read the screen and every muscle in my body tenses at the chemical breakdown of the last shipment sent. Rage begins to build as I glance at Gina and wonder if she’s even noticed, but she’s too busy pouting and pretending to ignore me. Heat is blazing around my body as I check the numbers again. My pulse is thrumming and I’m caught in my thoughts when Drew enters. From the grease on his cheek and the black staining his fingers, I know he’s been working on the machine he found a few months back.

      I don’t bother to apologise for disturbing what little free time he has. “You need to see this.”

      He nods and gestures to the back. My heart is thumping against my ribs. My brain is trying to compartmentalize my worst fear being realised. I’m close to losing it. I’m focussing on breathing slower to contain my temper, but it’s not working.

      He notices my bare feet as the door swishes closed. “You know you’re supposed to wear closed shoes in the lab.”

      I mutter an apology, but I don’t really care anymore. “Those bloody bastards are poisoning us,” I half shout at him.

      In a mere a moment, his jaw is tight, and he takes the tablet from my shaking hands. “Well, shite,” he says as he reads.

      I managed a strangled laugh, because that’s exactly what it is. “I’m pretty sure it’s a lead-based derivative. It’s small, but it’s in there.”

      He doesn’t swear again, but I can see he’s getting as angry as I am. Only difference between us, is that he can control his anger better. I’m damaged. Always have been. So, when something pisses me off, I tend to act, which is what I’m about to go do. He knows it. And that’s why I’m prepared to fight him when he speaks.

      “You’ll make it worse.”

      But I’m already walking out the door.
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        Mallory.

      

      

      Jackie’s voice penetrates my bubble, but it’s more the way she’s using it that makes me pause and look at her. Her hand is on my back and she’s doing something I don’t understand. Worse, the boy is doing it too. I stare at them blankly as I try to understand what is happening, but despite my confusion and bewilderment, my breathing is slowing and her hand on my back feels soothing. It’s like my humming, the one Irrelevant behaviour that I have never been able to get rid of completely.

      Her eyes are closed, and I realise she’s making a noise like a recording of a bird, except it’s as if the words have become fluid somehow. It’s entrancing, and I find myself picking out the words, trying to understand what they mean.

      The boy’s voice is thinner, not as full, but he’s grinning as he bashes his hands together as if trying to accompany the sound their voices are making. I catch snatches of the words as they spill out. What a wonderful world. I blink and strain to understand what they could possibly mean.

      Jackie’s mouth closes and the sound stops. Her eyes pop open. “Singing always soothed my boy too.”

      Pain laces her face as she blinks. Her face falls and I’m alarmed to find she’s crying. I don’t know where to look, but Jed hops off the chair and climbs on to Jackie’s lap. Her arms are around him in an instant and he leans into her. Something snaps in my middle. This. What is this? What is this between them? Is this how Irrelevants show affection?

      My brow is furrowed when Jed looks at me and grins. “She needed a cuddle. Do you want one too?”

      I gape at him, not sure how to answer. I don’t know what he means, but Jackie does seem to be better, so I nod.

      His grin grows. “You should ask Cristan to hug you. He gives great hugs and his arms are big enough to hug us all.”

      I don’t know why, but my cheeks warm at the idea of Cristan’s arms around me. I wait stiffly as Jed shifts so his bony body is pressed into mine. His skinny little arms tighten around my neck and he squeezes. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do back, so I just stay there. Jackie smiles and gestures with her arms. I do what she says and lace my fingers around Jed’s narrow body, and he squeezes even harder.

      I don’t want to cry, but something inside of me responds, and I feel a sob bursting out. Jed lets go of me and gives me a puzzled look. “It’s not working. I’ll go get Cristan, he always makes me feel better.”

      Before I can stop him, he hops off my lap and runs to the door. I’ve barely had time to sniff when the door is swishing closed behind him.

      Jackie pats my hand. “Mallory, I know this is almost too much to handle right now, but being Irrelevant doesn’t mean what you think it does. Maybe watching the histories are too much, but I’m here if you want questions answered.”

      I turn to look at her, and find such kindness on her face, I almost break down again, but I do want answers, and Cristan isn’t here, so I ask her instead. “Why did I fail the test? I tried so hard. I did what my sister told me to do. I wasn’t odd.”

      Jackie’s mouth presses downwards. “You had no chance of fooling them. Your psychometric test, and the results of your brain activity would have led to an Irrelevant score.”

      My eyes flood. “But why am I Irrelevant? Why couldn’t I have just scored low?”

      She looks at the tablet lying on the couch in between us. “Before, when you chose the shirt you’re wearing, why did you choose that one?”

      I glance down at the red dragon on my shirt. Why did I choose it? I frown at the upside-down image, and don’t need to remember why, with only a few to choose from, why I had in fact chosen this one. “I like dragons.”

      Her eyebrows rise as she points at the dragon. “You knew what this was?”

      I move to nod again when I see the triumph on her face. I fumble with the words. “I saw a book in the recycling bin at the back of the library once.”

      She tilts her head. “It was going to be thrown out? Made Irrelevant?”

      I recall the day and nod again. “It was filled with mythical creatures and drawings. I only saw a few but they… someone created them. From their imagination. They were so…” I pause, not sure if I’ll get in trouble, but I don’t see how or why I will, so I tap my finger against my leg as I speak. “I’d never seen anything like them before.”

      The shame of that day washes over me, but Jackie chuckles. “Every single Irrelevant here has a story like that. Probably dozens. You aren’t weird here. And I’m sure you have a lot of Relevant skills we can put to good use.”

      I have no words, and nothing that can express what I’m feeling right now. I’ve never told anyone about my dirty little secret, and she’s telling me everyone here has them?

      Jackie continues as she taps on the tablet screen. “They came up with the label Irrelevant when they didn’t know what to do with us. We’re the weirdos, the freaks, the handicapped, the artistic, the neurologically different. We’re what they can’t control because we look at the world as being beautiful and full of colour.”

      My skin goose bumps and I want to cry and wrap my arms around her and squeeze her like Jed did to me, but I feel like I’m close to understanding something about myself I’ve never understood, so I stay completely still as she flips the tablet so I can see the application Cristan showed me before.

      “You see colours. You see patterns. You see beauty and wonder. And you are many, many things Mallory, but not one of them makes you Irrelevant.”

      The floor feels like it’s floating up to meet me, and my mind is spinning as she swipes the screen and I see a pattern I created without realising it. I don’t know what I’ve done, or what I’ve created but just seeing it makes my heart leap to my throat and my chest ache.

      “What is that?” I hear myself ask.

      She grins and taps away, so my name is in bold as though she wants me to take ownership of what I’ve done. “That, my dear girl, is your first piece of abstract artwork, and what you are is essentially indefinable, but if you want a twenty first century word, they would have called you and a great number of us Irrelevants Autistic.”

      I roll the word around on my tongue and test it out. “But what does that mean?”

      Jackie wrinkles her nose. “It means whatever you want it to mean. For me it means we see the world differently and some of us are more gifted in one area than another. The more you interact with the others, the more you’ll see how diverse we are.”

      I’m still stumbling over what this all means when a question pops out. “Is Cristan?”

      Her eyebrows raise, but her face seems to close off. “That’s for him to tell you.” I have more questions ready, but her time slide illuminates and I catch the words, Hyde is on the loose.

      I’m puzzled by the odd combination of words when Jackie shoots off the couch, her eyes catch on me and I expect her to tell me to wait, but she stalks away and calls over her shoulder, “Come with me. If you can think of a way to calm him down, do it.”

      I don’t understand what she means, but I follow, more because I can hear shouts below and I don’t know if staying up here or going with her is the safer option. The door at the bottom of the stairs slides open and everything seems to be fused together in one ball of muscles and movement.

      I see Cristan first, then Drew then Mike, and another boy, then I see Jed, crying, his shoulders shaking at the end of the hall. I get so angry at how frightened Jed looks that I do the first thing that comes to mind. I yell for the first time in my life.

      “Cristan! Jed is scared!”

      It takes two seconds for Cristan to stop struggling against Drew, he looks at me, chest heaving before he wriggles out of the larger man’s grasp and in his haste to get out his grip, he collides with the wall.

      No one says anything as Cristan sweeps Jed up in his arms and hugs him. I can hear him apologising so I slink back, hoping I can blend into the wall, but the boy who was amongst the fight is stepping closer, leaving the two older men behind him to talk to Jackie.

      The boy is smaller than Cristan with fairer hair, closer to my own colour, and his cheeks are dimpling as he smiles. “I’m Tyler. You must be the girl I’ve been hearing about? Let me know if you want to pair up.”

      My shoulders sag as I lean against the wall. And I just want the ground to swallow me up, so I can hide, but I can’t. I’m stuck here. Stuck inside a giant building with violent crazed Irrelevants who might just be the criminals I’ve always been told they were.
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