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  Dear Reader

  
  




Trigger Warnings

This book has content featuring death, murder, genocide, racial injustice, dehumanizing, suicidal thoughts and hints, psychological abuse and torture, mental health disorders, assault, maybe etc, I’m not sure what else people would consider triggering in here. Read with caution, you’ve been warned. 
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I wake up to darkness. It surrounds me. But who am I? Where am I? These thoughts swirl in my head as I try to stand on my wobbly legs. It’s too cramped. I hit my knee against my head and groan in pain. 

I can’t remember anything. How did I get here? Why am I here? Who am I? 

I hear a thud from above, and my mind goes back to my current situation. From outside I hear a sudden click, and a loud bang vibrates around me. I hear air hissing, as the light floods in, blinding me.

“Wake up, mate,” an accented voice says. I open my eyes to see a young man staring down at me. His red-orange shoulder-length mop of hair contrasts strikingly with his bright blue eyes.

“Well, aren’t you small? Probably weak as well,” the man mumbles under his breath. A spark of anger ignites in me at the jab, but I pat it down to address bigger matters.

“Get out of there. I know it’s cozy, but unless you want to die, get out.” I swing my legs out, which are surprisingly long, then crawl out of the … egg? From the outside, it looks like an egg. I look down at the guy. I tower over him.

“You’re smaller than me,” I can’t help but taunt. 

The man’s eyes darken as he glares at me. He cracks his knuckles and stretches, showing off the bulging muscles in his arms and underneath his shirt. I stare and gulp slightly. He could kill me in a minute, just with his fists. He grabs me by my shirt, pulling me close enough to see the little freckles on his nose.

“Boy, you just got off to a bad start with me.” His fist connects with my head, straight between my eyes, and all goes black.

I wake up with my back aching and a splitting headache. I try to sit up, only to hit my head on the roof. My head throbs even more and there’s a ringing in my ear. I look up and see strange silvery gray stuff overhead. I touch it and it shifts, creating a slight rippling effect, and I realize the roof is made of thin sheets of metal. 

A door squeaks open. I turn my head to see a young woman standing in the doorway, my jaw nearly dropping at the sight of her. She’s … something.

She wears a scarf around her head—a hijab, I realize—and a dark green shirt with black pants. Her frame is thin, too thin for her clothes, but one look at her face changes everything. 

Her round face has a beautiful matureness to it. But her jaw is set in anger while big sad eyes look at me. I’m speechless.

Something about her intrigues me, interests me more than it should. It’s probably whatever concussion I just had, that makes her look like … an angel. Yep, it’s the concussion.

“Send him back?” The man from earlier walks in, still looking like I’ve bruised his ego. She shakes her head, and starts analyzing my face. Heat spreads from my neck and up my face under her scrutiny. What exactly do I look like?

“He’s useless, no muscle, just legs and a big mouth,” the man continues. Can he shut up and let us be for a minute? 

She shakes her head again. Her face is unreadable. I can’t tell what she’s thinking. Since when do I care what people think? The woman turns to the jerk, and they whisper something to each other.

“Hey, what are you saying?” I interject. They’re obviously talking about me. Something about a concussion. Why can’t they tell me? I can’t even remember my name right now.

“What’s your name?” the woman demands.

“Ali Abdallah,” I blurt suddenly, surprising myself. 

“Where are you from?” she asks.

“Saudi Arabia,” I reply, again shocked. Is my subconscious responding? And why couldn’t it reply to me, but replied to her? 

She dips her finger in some sort of black goo that’s on an old rickety table I’ve only just noticed and writes something on her palm.

“Who are you?” I ask her. Also, who am I? Where am I? What’s going on and why am I here? Can you tell me something?

“Leyla,” she says calmly, still writing something with her finger. Leyla. Leyla. I liked that. Romantic darkness, beautiful night—she fits that image. Whoa. Slow down.

My head pounds with pain again. God, I’m developing a crush while suffering a concussion. Terrible timing. Focus, man, you just woke up in the middle of nowhere with no memory, and got punched. 

“Rest up, you’re working tomorrow.” She sighs, and heads to leave. Working? Where?

“Wait!” I yelp, and she halts, annoyed. “Where am I?” She softens for a moment, eyes pained with emotion. Why’s everyone sad or angry? First that carrot-haired dude, now her too? What’s up with them?

“Just keep your head down, and do what you’re told. Welcome to the Nest.” 
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I woke up in the same room, strong gusts of wind making its thin walls rattle against each other. I turn on my side, and gag on the bile rising in my throat.

A dead corpse lay next to me, bandaged and looking like an Egyptian mummy. One of his eye pokes out of the wrappings, watching me eerily. I shudder, pulling the wrappings back to cover the eye.

I walk around the corpse, trying to ignore it. How do I get out of here? Is that the exit? Lengths of cloths are tied together to make a sort of curtain. Sunlight peeks in from the corners. Voices drift in from outside. People.

“No one told me about the new guy! Pete’s a terrible first impression,” one person says, and footsteps crunch as he yanks open the curtain, grinning at me. I must look funny or strange, because he laughs. Good. Not everyone’s depressed.

He looks Asian, tall, but I’m still taller. How tall am I really? He wears a beat-up gray shirt, bunching up at the shoulders as he crosses his arms, looking at me. 

“Wash your face before someone else sees you like that.” He hands me a bucket full of murky brown water, but I can’t complain. I splash it on my face, cool and refreshing, and also disgusting. The layer of dirt that was caked on my face slides off, but my skin still feels slimy, still gross.

“So, eating or starving?” he asks. I don’t reply— I’m still scrubbing at my face, .

“Name?” The guy tries again. He stands there awkwardly, waiting for me. I finish up and smile at him gratefully, finally feeling kind of clean. 

“Ali,” I introduce myself, shaking his hand. He gives me a lopsided grin, shaking my hand eagerly. 

“Hiyami. C’mon, the food’s going fast.”

We walk outside, blistering heat searing into me mercilessly. The sky is a cloudy gray green—definitely not a color you would expect the sky to be. But the hot sun feels like its specifically focused on us. Five minutes until I’m a puddle of sweat, I think to myself. It’s unbearable. My body feels on fire. 

People sit in different areas, underneath boulders for shade. They’re all dressed in rags, ripped clothes, some with barely scraps of fabric hanging from their bodies. A few shoot me glares, roll their eyes at me, but smile when Hiyami looks at them. How come some already hate me? What have I done other than exist? Is my existence an issue? Am I important or something?

Hiyami takes me to a long line of people, and we take our place at the back of the queue. As the line moves forward, I catch a glimpse of a shack-like building, rickety pieces of metal, stone, cloth and some other materials put together. I see people walking away with bowls. As I approach the front of the queue, a woman with dark olive skin and big brown eyes smiles at me as she dumps a grayish lumpy sludge into a bowl and hands it to me. 

I feel a tug on my sleeve as Hiyami pulls me away from the shack toward a large boulder.

Another girl is already sitting there, long braids casting shadows on her cheeks, her ebony skin glowing under the searing sun. She growls something under her breath when we approach, and rolls her eyes. Is this like a way of greeting or something—rolling your eyes?

“Hey.” Hiyami says to her, then plops down. He greeted her normally, and I didn’t see him roll his eyes. So not a way of greeting. 

I sit near him, in order to avoid her. She doesn’t seem like someone I want to be around. 

“Who’s the new kid?” she asks, not looking at me. 

“Oh, Ali, Gemma. Gemma, Ali. She’s my girlfriend.” Hiyami smiles goofily, looking at her with a sense of pride. She turns to me, and I attempt to smile, but it falters when I meet her eyes. 

Her eyes are fierce, pent-up fury swirling inside them. She reminds me of a volcano, pressured to a point where it explodes. She’s boiling inside, and pushing it all down, and someday, it’ll all come out at once, ruining everything around her. When will she reach the point to explode, I don’t know. I just know I don’t want to be there when she finally cracks.

“So who’s the new guy?” a cheery voice says from behind us. I jerk around, startled, to see the girl from earlier, the one who was serving food.

“I’m Sitara,” she says when no one responds. “Try the food.” She points at my untouched slop. The gray, chunky slop sits in my bowl, looking like dried cement. It goes down like cement too, I think to myself as I shove a spoonful down my throat.

The grainy texture in the slop explodes in my mouth, literally, with spicy flavours setting every inch of my mouth on fire. Chunks of strange meat get stuck in my teeth, chewy and rotten. I gag and cough, my throat on fire. Hiyami pounds my back, making things worse. He hands me a water pouch, and I chug it like my life depends on it. 

Sweet, blissful relief goes down my throat, but the experience ends quickly, someone snatching the pouch away immediately.

“DON’T HOG THE WATER!” a man screams hysterically, running away with the pouch, drinking from it as he ran. I finally cough up a reddish gray thing, and recoil in disgust. “Blech.”

Hiyami groans. I look up to see at least twenty people staring at me. My face heats with embarrassment. I barely know these guys, they probably all hate me, and all of them just saw me retch up the stuff they ate with no issue. I try to ignore the glares and look to Hiyami. Hiyami and Gemma are still staring at the thing I coughed up, shock and repulsion written all over their faces.

“I’m a horrible cook. You get used to it though,” Sitara tells me. Well now I feel guilty. She’s so nice too, and I probably insulted her with that. I nod at her, but shudder at the thought of eating that crap again. 

“Right, so why don’t we get you a job?” Hiyami says, tearing his eyes away from the glob. He forces another smile, although it looks more like he’s cringing. 

“Uh, yeah, let’s do that.” 

We walk awkwardly away from the scene, like it never happened, and Hiyami leads me back to the metallic building, the one I’d woken up in. The one where I met Leyla. Will she still be there?

As we near the building, he puts a finger to his lips and knocks quietly.

The door creaks open, revealing a disheveled, tired-looking Leyla. God, she’s beautiful. Her shirt is stained with blood, her hands drenched in it. How does she do that? If I were covered in that much blood, I’d probably puke or pass out.

“What?” Leyla snaps at us.

“Job assignment?” Hiyami asks. 

She sighs. “Make Peter do it. I’m fixing his mess here anyway.” 

“Another one?” Hiyami asks. She nods, then shuts the door. Hiyami shakes his head, then motions for me to follow. Another what? What were they saying?

“What’s ‘another one’?” I ask Hiyami. 

“Peter makes bad decisions, and has anger issues. He ends up injuring people sometimes, the idiot.” 

“Who’s Peter?” Am I gonna be this guy’s next victim? How do I avoid that fate?

“You haven’t met Peter yet?” Hiyami lifts a brow. I shake my head. How would I know? Wait, is he that guy from earlier? The one who knocked my brains out?

“Red hair, blue eyes, ugly as a bug? There he is right now.” Hiyami points forward, and … yep, it’s him. God help me.

“Yo, Pete!” Hiyami shouts to him. Peter turns and smiles when he sees Hiyami. I gulp as we walk closer, wondering if he still feels hostile towards me.

“Job assignment for Ali?” he asks Peter. Peter snorts like a pig, looking at me. My head pangs just remembering his fist.

“I need some help with the expansion grave anyway. ” Hiyami nods, jogging off somewhere, leaving me alone with him. Did he seriously just ditch me with the guy who gave me a concussion? I thought he was my friend. Thanks for that, bro. 

“Just dig.” He hands me a heavy shovel, my arm drooping with the weight. I know he hurt me earlier, but I can’t help wanting to ask him stuff. He seems like the straightforward, no-nonsense type. Leyla just gave me vague answers—I don’t think he’ll do the same. The question is—is he still mad about earlier? Am I safe around him?

“Aren’t you quiet? Don’t you want to know where you are?” he suddenly asks. Perfect, an invitation. But what to ask him first, of all the millions of questions I have?

“Where is this?” I start, taking my chances. “Where are we?” I gesture at the dry, desolate landscape. With the sun baking us alive, the ugly skies, strange food and people, it feels like hell. Am I in hell?

He gets a distant, faraway look in his eyes, staring at nothing in specific. He’s going to give me some vague stuff, isn’t he?

“We don’t actually know. All we know is that we have a very high chance of dying every minute that we’re here.” He goes back to shoveling, like he didn’t tell me my chances of survival are close to zero. What the hell? Are these people okay?

I don’t get it. How come these guys are so chill, so laid-back about all of this? Why don’t they know anything? Why don’t they care?

“Give me an easy question and I’ll answer,” he chuckles randomly.

“Define easy!” I respond, frustrated. I asked one of the most simple questions I had in mind—and got nothing for a clear answer. What, is everyone vague and insane here?

He laughs even harder, but this time it sounds crazy. Crazy and demented. Someone save me, he really is insane.

“Well, the only things I can tell you are my name, my ethnicity and my role here. You wanna know something about me, well, I don’t know much about myself to tell you.” He shrugs uncertainly. What was that supposed to mean?

I didn’t want to know about him—I wanted to know what’s happening. Where are we, why are we here, how do we get out, is there a reason we’re here. The simple stuff that anyone would want to know.

“Can you tell me something about this place at least?” I ask, exasperated. I try my best not to let too much anger slip into my tone, and instead take it out on the hole I’m digging.

“Well.” Peter squints into the distance, jaw tight. “Here’s what I know. I’ve been here a long time—I was among the first poor bastards that showed up here. We built this place, the Nest, to keep ourselves alive. It’s not perfect, but it keeps the Holders out. Mostly. The Holders… They’re monsters. Full of crap we need—parts, tech, whatever. But they’ll tear you apart if you’re not careful. So we kill them first, then strip what we can. We get supply drops too. Food, water, gear. No clue who’s sending it. Doesn’t matter. Everything else, we get from the Holders.

“Holders are the creatures that hunt us down, and they’re everywhere except the Nest. They know we’ll kill them if they enter. No one knows where they came from or why they try to attack us, but whatever the case, they usually have materials inside them, thus the term ‘Holders’, and we also use the stuff from them to build.”

I don’t say anything, because I can’t. He’s giving me a cryptic answer, but I’m starting to think he really does only know that much. Can’t they remember anything? Their past lives? Everyone in their teens or twenties; we can’t have just ended up here at our age. What was before all this? Who’s sending the food and water? It does matter, why can’t they realize that? Do they want to be here, in this little hell of a place?

“Alright, we’ll just dump corpses in there.” Peter says, nodding his head at the giant hole I dug. 

“Corpses?!” I exclaim, alarmed. I look back at the hole, and realize just how big it is. Why do we need a hole for corpses? How bad does it really get here? 

“Just make it deeper.” I obediently begin to dig again, deciding to ignore the purpose of the hole for now. 

We dig in silence for a bit, when we hear a scream. A blood-curdling, shrill scream. Peter and I turn to the source. I see him gazing at one of the buildings, the one Hiyami took me to for a job assignment. A girl walks out of it. Leyla. She’s coming toward us. She’s furious, and I look to Peter for safety. Wrong place for safety. She walks straight up to him and slaps him. He reels back in pain, but doesn’t fight her. I stare at the whole scene in shock.

“Infirmary. NOW,” she tells him. He quickly starts walking toward the infirmary, leaving her with me. She looks at me, her expression unreadable. I notice that her hands and shirt are still covered in blood, and wonder what happened in the infirmary that resulted in a loud scream, a bloody hand print across Peter’s face, and a blood-covered Leyla.

“What happened?” I ask stupidly. She looks at me grudgingly, then motions for me to follow. I hesitantly do so, and she leads me inside to the infirmary. 

I duck my head into the metallic room, blood and mold forming a tangy scent. That can’t be good for anyone. There are multiple people on the floor—at least ten. Some are crying in pain; others are unconscious, and I’m scared they might be dead. Each person has some sort of injury. One has a leg bent at an unnatural angle; another has a knife in her arm. I gulp and wince as I walk behind Leyla, wondering what caused these injuries. Did they get into fights? Were they attacked? Did they inflict it on themselves? Was it those Holders that Peter was talking about?

I stare at each injury until I can’t bear to look anymore, and turn to see Peter. He kneels over another person, but this one is younger than the others. He’s a skinny little boy, at most twelve. But his eyes are frozen and glassy. His chest has a knife embedded in it and his legs are a bloody mess. I squirm away from the scene. What the actual hell? Are we in hell? 

Leyla also stares at the corpse, but her expression is no longer angry. It’s rueful. I turn back to Peter and see he’s lifted the corpse, cradling it gently. His expression is downcast. He pushes past us and walks out with the corpse in his arms. That’s why they needed a corpse hole.

“Make yourself useful, please,” Leyla says as she passes by me, shoving bandages and wrappings into my hands. I sit by the nearest person to me, a little girl with open wounds. The blood makes me want to gag, nausea hitting me as I start to sweat. But I’m going to see more blood here, probably for the rest of my time in this—Nest. Get used to it, I guess. 

The image of the dead boy is fixed in my head, making me numb. 

Soon enough Hiyami comes and forces me back on the food queue. I stare at the unappetizing goop until someone asks me if they can eat it, if I don’t want it. The sun and sky start to turn a hazy garish red, and people head to different shacks, huddling in with each other and falling asleep.

Hiyami lets me share a shack with him and some other boys, including Peter. Peter still looked upset and falls asleep quickly. I lay down on a cot and try to sleep. I’m exhausted, but the image of the corpse, the little information Peter gave me and everything that’s happened so far swirl around in my head. I eventually decided to try to organize the information I know. 

I am in the Nest. What does that mean anyway?

It is dangerous.

Hiyami is safe.

Nest is safe. Sort of.

Leyla seemed to be a leader of sort, calm, reserved, slightly hostile. But I haven’t been here long enough to pass any judgement on her—or seen enough to judge anything for that matter—and everything’s hitting me like a shock wave.

But I want to know what goes through her head sometimes.

I glanced at her a few times today, and she always looked zoned out—lost in a different dimension. Is that how she copes with all this horror? Just … escaping into her own mind?

I guess that’s not the worst way to survive. But it’s not the best, either.

Maybe I could help her. Maybe, if she let me in, I could help her stop needing to drift so far away—give her something real to hold on to instead.

Maybe I could get to know her. When things settle. When we’re not both distracted. If she’s willing.

Why would she be willing to talk to you?

I’d have to give her a reason. Make her want to.

But that’s not a problem for tonight.

My thoughts dissolve, hazy and soft around the edges. I sink into the cot, finally letting my eyes close. The cold, the grief, the questions—they don’t go away, but they fade enough to let exhaustion take over.

Sleep comes slowly. But it comes.








  
  
  Leyla

  
  




The night is silent. The only thing I can hear is snores. Once I feel that everyone around me is asleep, I slip off my cot and slowly open the flap to the outside. A rush of cold air hits my face, making me shiver. But I step out and quickly close the flap, in order not to wake the other girls with the cold air. 

Once I am outside, I sigh in relief. I wrap my hijab around myself, the outside temperature making my teeth chatter, and find my usual spot to pray. 

Tears sting behind my eyes, but I don’t want to cry tonight. So I try to push the tears and the memories away, ignoring them. I fail instantly, tears immediately slipping from my eyes.

I can never manage to stop the tears from gushing out. Remembering passed on loved ones every day and mourning them for years does that to a person.

I use the small clearing I always use for my prayers. The area with the warm dirt and the least bugs or whatever else crawls on the ground around here. Then I raise my hands to my ears, and pray. Prayer is my only relief, my only way to completely escape it all.

After my prayer I can’t help but reminisce on it all. All the people that have died in this confusing, and deadly trap. I recall each of their names and faces, and pray for them. The people I lost, because of my incompetence. The least I could do was pray for them.

“Dylan, Alejandra, Hasan,  Julia, Luis, Emma, Leah, Aryan, Charlie, Josh, Gabriella, Aisha, Fouzia, Nadia, Jenna, Angeli, Vincent, Isabella, Edward, Emmett, Rosalie, Larissa, Renee, Alice, Carlos, Dante, Jabari, Xavier, Zhang, Keiko, Lucas, Bruna, Sherlyn, Cedella, Mohammed, Isa, Catalina, Alessia, Gabriel, Alia, Eliza…” 

These are the only names I can remember. So many people have died, and most of them aren’t even remembered. Who was the kid that died earlier today? I couldn’t save him. I couldn’t save any of them. And I can barely remember them either, can’t even honor them by memorizing all their names.

Sometimes my brain makes me suicidal. It only ever acted against me, remembering what I didn’t want to remember, and reminding me of my mistakes and failures every day. I remember my first few nights here. I didn’t deserve to live. Not after so many died for me or in my hands, while I was helpless, and they would pass on.

I remember the way Dylan made sure everyone was safe and comfortable, or at least he tried his best. We were better underneath his leadership, with fewer deaths. I remember when he was dying and he told me I should lead, when the council elected me, only because of his suggestion. Why did he want me to lead? What did he see in me that I couldn’t see in myself?

You’ll never live up to the peace he made. He picked wrongly. You’re not good enough to lead them and be in charge. You never were.

I brush these thoughts away. I don’t have time for them. All they do is make me even more resentful. But then they come back again. 

The image of Fouzia dying comes into my head. The way she died… Brutal. I’d sat there, numb and helpless.

All you did was stand and watch. That’s all you ever do.

But if I did anything else, your life would’ve been gone too.

That’s all you are—a coward, self-serving, brain-dead idiot. I keep going back and forth, blaming myself, then trying to push the blame away.

She was like an older sister to me. Gracious, gentle, smart, empathetic. Compared to her, I was a stone—incapable of empathy, only brute force and negativity. Just like everyone else here.

But Fouzia was different. She knew there were other people out there, that we were a small part in the huge scheme of things. She was the reason we started to question things. The shipments. The Holders. None of it just appeared out of nowhere like some Big Bang. But we didn’t care—not until she made us. She woke us up, out of our state of complete ignorance.

But she thought too much. And she figured something out.

Something that could’ve changed the course of our lives, and so many things.

But it scared people. The idea of change scared people.

So they killed her.

They killed anyone who knew too much—anyone who could’ve helped us. Saved us. Because change, and anything that involved some sort of risk they were new too—they hated it. They were all barbaric, no rhyme nor reason to whatever they did.

I quietly sniffle, and footsteps sound behind me. Sitara’s here.

Sitara shuffles nervously behind me for a minute, then sits next to me. She leans her head on my shoulder and sighs. Although she can be annoyingly optimistic sometimes, she’s one of the few reasons I’m not crazy or dead yet. She’s been with me since Fouzia died, basically a sister to me.

“Wanna talk?” I stay silent for a minute. “What are you thinking about?”

“Who was the kid who died today?” I whisper. Who was my latest failure?

“Felipe. Felipe Sosa from Uruguay.” 

Uruguay. Both representatives from Uruguay are gone. Felipe Sosa and … the girl. I just know she’s dead, and I can’t remember her name either. We’re down to a hundred and nine people now.

The memory comes back to me, sudden and urgent. That night, when Fouzia awoke from that coma, looking like an entirely different person. She looked years older, with all the strength sapped from her body. It took her weeks to recover, only to get killed. But I remember when she asked Dylan “What is your name?” He looked at her strangely, then his eyes unfocused, staring blankly past her. “Dylan Borgos.” 

“Your country?” she asked, with a wild, desperate look in her eye.

“Puerto Rico,” he replied, still dazed. Fouzia passed out again. And that’s when we figured it out, the pieces of the puzzle finally clicking in our dull brains.

We were placed here. With allotted information in our heads. Our name, our country, and anything else strongly related to our identity. For example, religions. Josh was Jewish. Fouzia was Muslim. Sitara is Hindu. I’m Muslim. 

And we always came in pairs. From each ethnicity, there was usually a pair, one boy and one girl. Some of us had pair in our first batch, and when the second batch came, most of us found a girl or boy who said they were from the same country. So Dylan started keeping logs. Each person’s name and their country. To remember and honor everyone, he kept track of everyone in the barbaric version of the Nest we had. Inside the Nest was more dangerous, we were more of a threat to each other than the Holders were to all of us. But this information gave us all a common, vague enemy, that gave us some more sense of purpose.

When Fouzia awoke and saw the records, she noticed a pattern. Whatever the pattern was, though, we never figured it out fully. She was killed the next day, when everyone went nuts.

“Leyla!” Sitara whisper-yelled to me, snapping me out of it. God, this is embarrassing. Why do I let her see me this vulnerable?

“Here, why don’t we talk about something that won’t get us emotional? Oh yeah, what are you gonna do with Ali, the new guy? What’s gonna be his job?” Sitara tries to distract me.

Was that the new guy working with me today, that was Ali? The guy that immediately pissed Peter off? He didn’t seem like the provocative type. Then again Peter’s has anger issues. From the moment I met Ali, something about him has intrigued me. He was too quiet while working today, and I didn’t want to come across as too intense, so I didn’t say a word either. But something was nagging at me afterwards, like an intuition, like I know him from somewhere, but where?

“Ali might do well for missions,” I murmur quietly, saying it before I’ve even thought about it. But he definitely has the build for it. He’s tall after all, which is good for running, and definitely has muscle on his frame, even if it needs some more work.

But Sitara gapes at me like I asked her if I can kill her.

“You need some sleep. C’mon, you’re not thinking straight.” She grabs my hand and drags me back to the hut, and I don’t resist. She can drag me back and throw me in my cot. It won’t do anything. I’ll just lie awake there instead, memories, thoughts and anxiety wracking my brain.

Ever since Fouzia died, I haven’t slept properly. The nightmares plagued my mind, and then closing my eyes and over time trying to sleep became a chronic fear. Sure, some nights I’d just crash, but it isn’t actual sleep—just my body demanding I take a break—and the rest would always end in cold sweat and nightmares, because my brain can’t ever shut off entirely.

Sitara leaves as soon as I get in my cot and close my eyes. But I’m not hoping to sleep. I’m hoping they’d simply close and wouldn’t open for a long, long time.

As much as I want to die, I’m still afraid. I want to wash it all away, forget it all, but I am afraid. What will the Nest do without me? Would they be as heartbroken as I was when Fouzia and Dylan died? Or would they hate me for abandoning them so selfishly? Would they die out if I left? 

What if there wasn’t anything after this hellride of a life? What if, after this, there was just an empty void of eternal darkness, just like everyone else believes? As much as religions insist there’s a life after, I still have doubts. I believe and hope strongly that there’s something after this life, but I still have my doubts. It’s hard to process the idea of an eternity sometimes, since life is always shadowed by death at the end. How can one live with eternal joy, peace, and no death?

But even if there was something after, I don’t deserve it. Even if there was a beautiful, amazing heaven, where Fouzia would certainly be, I don’t deserve it. I’m a selfish fool—I deserve nothing.

Fouzia’s death haunts me, and I wonder if I’ll ever forget her. I don’t want to forget her, her voice, her face—but I don’t want to remember her in wistful, horrifying nightmares that ravage and attack my mind either.

Another person creeps into my mind, unexpected and foreign. Why is Ali so … intriguing? At first, there wasn’t anything much different about him other than the fact, he wasn’t part of any of the groups. All the people here came in groups—batches, I guess. I was in the first group; then there was the second and third. But he came completely alone, no large group of people with him. Is that a sign? Is something coming? 

We’re not ready for something new. Whatever life’s about to throw at us, we’re not even close to ready. And I’m willing to do anything to keep peace, and safety. Or a sense of it, at least. If Ali’s a sign for anything, an omen of sorts…would it be a good idea to just…get rid of him? Remove the danger before it becomes a danger?

Something’s strange about his entire person, and I’m not willing to try figuring it out. If he’s a threat, he has to be eliminated. We can’t take a risk with him .

So if I threw him into a mission, with no experience or readiness, what are the chances he’ll survive? 
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“Hey, get up!” Someone shakes me, and I slowly open my eyes to see a boy above me, a wide toothy grin on his face. Sandy blonde hair hangs around his head shabbily, gray green eyes sparkling.

“Name’s Oliver. But you can call me Oli.” 

“I’m Ali.” I smile and sit up, even though I’d rather go back to sleep. It’s barely the crack of dawn, I think, but the sky is a cloudy, muted rust color. Whatever time it is, I don’t want to be awake.

“We wake up pretty early here,” Oliver says. I nod absently, staring at something else on the horizon. Someone coming toward us. Oliver turns and looks too.

“Oh no. Oh no, no, no. Run,” Oliver whispers, then he grabs my hand and drags me away. 

What are we running from? I run, obviously, in case it’s a Holder or something, but the figure doesn’t look like a monster or whatever a Holder should look like. It’s a woman.

“Would you just come quietly? It’s me,” Leyla yells at us, catching up. Yeah, why were we running from her? I slide my arm away from Oliver.

“Follow me, I have work for you.” She says. 

She leads me to another shack, one I didn’t see yesterday. It’s bigger than the others, and more stable, like it’s been worked on for a while. 

Inside it’s dark, and I recognize a few faces: Hiyami, Gemma, and Peter. In the center of the room is a large stone slab covered in sheets of ruined and corroded metals with illegible writing on them. Hiyami walks over to me and claps me on the shoulder, hard. I wince. 

“So whatever you do, keep your head up, and stay alert. Grab any metal you see. They screech like hell—”

“Slow down,” Gemma snaps at him.

“Why is she making him do this anyway?” He looks like he’s in physical pain, and throws me a pitiful glance.

“She’s just taking the indirect route of killing him,” Gemma says indifferently. “Congrats, kid, you’re done for.” With that, she walks away. What the hell are we even talking about?

I look at Leyla. She leans over the slab table and whispers with Peter. Peter looks at me, then nods. I gulp. She really does want to kill me. Then Peter hits the table with his fist. Everyone stands straighter and looks at the table.

“Peter, Hiyami, Gemma, Oliver, Ali and I are going on the mission, coming back with a preferably large haul. The rest of the Council is dismissed,” she says, then the rest of the room files out, only the six of us remaining. 

Peter drags something out from under the table, a sack, and pulls weapons out of it, knives, daggers, guns, rifles, staffs, anything imaginable. Do the Holders kill most of the people, or do they kill each other with these?

“Grab one, hurry!” he yells. Leyla grabs a handgun, Hiyami and Gemma, knives and guns as well, and they run outside. 

“HURRY!” Peter shouts at me, and I dive my hand into the sack, yanking out a long, iron staff. What am I gonna do with a staff? Oliver grabs a dagger and trails behind me, so pale he’s practically translucent.

“We are both about to die,” he whimpers. Yeah, this isn’t gonna help. Not the staff, not him, not the minimal understanding I have of what we’re doing. Except grabbing metal. Helpful.

“Tell me something new!” I snap. The staff feels familiar in my hand though, like it belongs there. It feels just right, not too light, not too heavy. Some instinct takes over me, and I start twirling it. It twirls in my hands, as I stare at it, wondering how and why I know how to do this. I whirl it in the air, not even feeling my hand move, but just watching it spin gracefully.

I hear Leyla yelling my name, and I run to the sound of her voice, clutching the staff. Is she in danger?

She’s Leyla. Why would she be in danger?

The sky is still dark, with the faint glow of the sun at the horizon. I look to my right, and see Leyla pressing herself against a cliff wall, barely visible. She makes eye contact with me and motions something with her hand. I cock my head, confused.

“WHAT!” I yell. What’s she saying? I walk up to where she is, and watch as her face gets more angry by the second. What does she want from me? Is there a Holder like right behind me or something?

“Will you shut up and go!” she whispers aggressively when I reach her. I sigh, aggravated. Am I just supposed to know every single thing automatically? Go where? Do what? I jog behind her. I can’t care less what happens if I do. Oliver looks at me aghast, but I ignore it and continue. She glances behind and growls when she hears us. She hides in another cliff wall, flattening herself, and I do the same. It doesn’t work. I hit my head on a jutting piece of rock and hissed at it. Leyla smirks, and I glare at her.

“So why exactly are we hiding?” I ask. I am genuinely curious, but my tone probably sounded mocking. She looks at me disapprovingly.

“I am hiding so I can launch an attack on any Holders. I don’t know why you’re hiding. Did you grab anything yet?” she whispers.

Suddenly, we hear a clunk from above. I slowly look up, and a horrid thing dangles above me.

Several pairs of neon orange eyes glower down on me. The body is a large, metal … lump. How could materials be in there? How do we get them out?

The thing screeches, a hollow, ear-piercing sound. It leaps from its perch above us, nearly on top of us, and three more follow closely behind it. Their bodies are large, deformed spheres, with lumps and dents everywhere. They each have three legs, like a stool, and their arms are long tubes of rubbery material. 

“Freeze,” Leyla warns us. She hides her gun behind her back, as one of the things approaches her. She freezes in her position, statue-still. It assesses her for a minute, then moves back and it’ eyes glow red for a second, then back to orange. One of its arms stretches towards her, wrapping around her back and pulling her closer. The center of it opens up, revealing green gunk and … the treasure trove we need. Metal.

Leyla suddenly throws her gun arm inside the gooey stuff, and shoots. The Holder screeches, thrashing around. She suddenly kicks against it, maneuvering her arm to fire inside and up its head. It screeches in pain, spinning around wildly. Two more shots, and the thing stumbles around, as if disoriented. It finally collapses on the ground. 

“These are Holders. They try killing us, and we don’t know why. The weak spots is usually the inside of the head.” Leyla says as she yanks her arm out of it. I look at the other two Holders in horror. Are we supposed to fight these and not die?

Well, Leyla managed, I tell myself. Then one of the Holders charges at me, making mechanical clicking sounds. I freeze up, remembering what Leyla did. The Holder scans me, eyes flashing red for a second, and it charges. I lift the iron staff in defense, but my knees go weak, as I crouch and try to hide. I’m dead, I’m dead, I’m dead—












