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CHAPTER ONE – RAID

HAYDEN

My shoulders shifted, readjusting the thick strap of the assault rifle that dug into my muscles while I walked. The metal of the gun was hot as it seared through my thin shirt to my skin, heated from recent use. Nobody gave the weapon slung across my shoulder a second glance as I passed; they were used to the sight.

I could hear the heavy crunching of my boots on the ground as I walked down the dirt path toward the raid building. A light breeze tickled at my hair, which was tied back in a bandana to keep it off my face. It really had got too long but I couldn’t find enough in me to bother with a haircut. Of all things I had to worry about, a haircut was not one of them.

Faces flashed by as I walked, my pace brisk and purposeful. It was nearing dusk, and I wanted to get the raid on the way before darkness completely enveloped us all. My eyes scanned the crowd for the faces I was searching for, but they didn’t appear. The dirt road I walked down was bordered on either side by makeshift huts that were made of things rummaged from the city. Scraps of wood, metal, and glass were thrown together to produce surprisingly sturdy buildings that served as people’s homes. Trees stood tall around us, masking our wooded encampment from any prying, unwelcome eyes.

While everyone ignored the weapon draped over my arm, people of all ages watched me with a sense of awe as I walked by. My relatively young age made my rise to the top all the more impressive. I was only twenty-one, but somehow I had found myself in charge of these people. All these people, ranging from just little kids to those so old they could hardly walk, and I responsible for protecting them, providing for them; I was in charge of keeping them alive.

The weight of this responsibility didn’t escape me, and I quickly found it taking over my

thoughts as I ducked my head to enter the raid building. It was one of our sturdiest buildings, made entirely out of metal with actual locks on the doors as opposed to the simple sliding wood hatches we’d constructed in everyone’s huts. There were, at all times, at least two people here to guard our supplies. As the keep for our weapons and ammunition, it was one of the most essential places in our entire settlement.

I nodded at the two in charge of guarding it now: a middle-aged man I recognised by face but not by name, and a boy of ten whom I knew very well. I sighed, wishing it were anyone but him on duty at the moment because I knew what would surely follow.

‘Hi, Hayden!’ he said cheerfully, jumping to his feet immediately and racing to my side. I glanced down at him before moving to one of the gun cases held in the building. Swinging the strap over my head, I removed the weapon to put it back to its rightful place. He looked just as haphazard as ever with a mop of hair falling in his eyes and clothes that were far too large for him. He was practically swimming in his T-shirt, and his jeans dragged along the floor whenever he took a step.

‘Jett, you’re supposed to be on duty,’ I reminded him, raising an eyebrow. A look of concern flashed across his face before he erased the smile and put on a mock-serious expression.

‘Yes sir, I know that –’

‘Don’t call me “sir”,’ I grumbled immediately. It was something a lot of people had started to do, especially the younger kids, and I hated it.

‘Right, sorry si—, um, Hayden,’ he said, almost repeating his mistake. I ignored him and pulled out an 8mm handgun. After slipping the clip out, I discovered it to be half empty.

‘So, um, I was wondering –’

‘No,’ I said flatly, already knowing what he was going to ask. I pulled some bullets out of

the case to load into the gun.

‘But why?’ he whined. ‘I’m old enough! Let me come with!’

‘You’re not old enough. One more year,’ I said gently. As annoyingly over-eager as he was, I could admit he was determined, and I had to admire that. For years now, he’d been bothering me to come along on a raid only for me to deny him every single time.

‘You said that last year,’ he pointed out, his tone disgruntled.

He was right but I wasn’t going to admit that. I’d thought a year ago that he would maybe be ready by now, but he was still far from it. He was just a kid, too young to realise the severe danger that went along with raids and too unskilled to defend himself. He would only put everyone, especially himself, in danger.

‘Next year,’ I repeated. I slammed the clip back into the gun before reaching behind me to shove it into the back of my jeans. The metal was cold against my skin where it touched my back, but it gave me an odd shot of adrenaline; it was almost time for the raid.

‘All right, let’s get this show on the road,’ a voice said suddenly, booming through the relatively small building. My eyes were averted from Jett’s disappointed face to see Dax and Kit coming through the door. Dax, as always, looked ecstatic to be going on a raid while Kit’s expression was that of stony seriousness. Both men were around my age and absolute opposites of each other, but I wouldn’t dream of going on a raid without both of them.

‘Hayden.’ Kit nodded at me in greeting before moving to a different crate across the room to gather his supplies. Dax loped over to join Jett and me at the case and grab a gun of his own.

‘Jett, what’s the deal, you coming with us finally or what?’ he asked lightly, grinning down at the boy. I frowned, irritated that Dax insisted on encouraging him.


‘Hayden won’t let me. He says I’m too young still,’ he grumbled, glaring at me out of the corner of his eye while I stuffed a switchblade into my pocket.

‘Nope, I won’t,’ I assented, turning my back on the two to gather some more supplies. I grabbed a small backpack before shoving some first aid materials and a bottle of water into it.

‘Aw, don’t worry, your time will come, little man,’ Dax said, clapping him on the shoulder a bit harder than he probably meant to. Jett’s body jerked a few inches to the side from the force, proving yet again how unfit for a raid he actually was.

‘But I want to go now,’ he muttered, dropping his gaze to the ground and digging the toe of his shoe into the dirt that covered the wooden floor.

Dax reached out to ruffle his hair with a good-natured chortle before joining me to grab a supply bag of his own. Instead of a first aid kit, however, wires, batteries, and an assortment of other electrical equipment were stuffed into the backpack before he slung it over his shoulders. Dax was the resident technology expert and was capable of getting nearly anything, no matter how decrepit and broken down, back into working condition. He was one third of the essential team of he, Kit, and I.

Kit, on the other hand, handled the majority of the surveillance and, when necessary, weaponry. He was the one who more often than not ended up firing the guns we all carried or using the deceptively large knife he hid in his back pocket. When it came to raids, he was the last one anyone wanted to mess with if they wanted to make it out in one piece or even alive at all. Kit was the way he was for a reason, and he had more than a few kills under his belt to justify it.

My role in the trio seemed to change depending on what we were raiding for and where we were going. I covered all areas – tech, comms, fighting, surveillance, recon, everything. It was one of the reasons I’d risen so high, though I hadn’t meant to at the time; all I’d been trying

to do was stay alive, not run a group of over three hundred people. I’d never asked for this responsibility, but it was mine now and I embraced it with everything I had.

Jett watched closely as we all gathered around the central table that was lit by a single lamp dangling from overhead. There were only three buildings in our encampment that had electricity in the form of generators: the kitchen, the infirmary, and the raid building; the rest of the buildings were lit by lanterns and candles. The hanging lamp was the only light in the room, so our shadows were cast in sharp contrast against the walls. With our weapons and supplies ready, we only had one thing left to do.

‘All right, so,’ I started. My thumb rubbed across my lower lip as I thought of the best plan of action. ‘We’re going to Greystone, and we need kerosene for the lanterns. That’s it.’

‘What?’ Dax protested immediately. ‘We’re going to bloody Greystone and all we’re taking is kerosene? What’s the point then?’

‘The point is we need kerosene and we’re not going to risk taking anything else when it isn’t necessary,’ I said firmly. I glared at him, annoyed at his insistence on thinking of raids as something fun instead of dangerous. It would get him hurt one day if he kept it up. ‘Especially at Greystone.’

Dax frowned at me, disappointed our mission wasn’t one of the larger ones but accepting my ruling. Not that he really had a choice – I was in charge, after all. Both he and Kit were my closest friends and allies, so it was difficult for me to give them orders without feeling like a power-hungry arsehole. I trusted them with my life, and they trusted me with theirs.

Trust was essential in times like ours. You could trust your group and no one else. Depending on what we were raiding for, we took different amounts of people. Since this was a relatively small raid, we only needed the three of us. It was how I liked it the most, because large

raids with loads of people made me nervous for the group’s sake. The more people you take, the greater the risk of getting caught and killed.

‘Can we at least get some ammo while we’re there? We’re running out of shells,’ Dax stated, giving his idea one last shot.

‘We have plenty of shells,’ Kit said from across the table. His face was, as always, serious as he listened to the plan. ‘Now shut up and take your orders.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Loosen up a bit, would ya?’ he said, shaking his head in disappointment at our lack of enthusiasm. I ignored him.

‘Now that we’ve cleared that up, everyone remember where it is?’

They both nodded.

‘Left side of their camp with one guard going by every ten minutes,’ Kit said. I nodded.

‘That’s it. Let’s get going before it gets too dark to see without a light,’ I said.

Jett, who had remained fairly quiet so far, let out an indignant huff that he was being left out.

‘Stay put, little man,’ Kit said, shooting him a rare grin. Jett had a special place in everyone’s hearts, even the always-serious Kit.

‘Little man,’ Jett muttered, crossing his arms over his chest before letting out a quiet scoff. ‘I hate when you guys call me that.’

Dax let out a hearty laugh, his spirits once again high after I’d briefly shot down his more extensive raid idea. He couldn’t resist a raid, no matter how simple.

‘Let’s go,’ I said, growing impatient. With our backpacks on and weapons secured, each of us grabbed a torch before saying goodbye to Jett and the man on guard.

It was already much darker outside now than it had been when I’d gone inside, and I

wanted to get through the woods before it got completely dark. It was nearly pitch black beneath the thick canopy of trees, and using a torch to manoeuvre through the trunks was a sure-fire way to blow your cover.

Together, we trekked through the camp, nodding at people as we passed by but mostly focusing our heads to prepare for the raid. We were quiet as we neared the edge of the huts and grew quieter still once we disappeared into the trees. Our feet moved deftly over the branches and twigs that littered the ground, our years of practice making us nearly silent as we shifted among the shadows.

Greystone was the closest settlement to ours, at about a mile away. While our camp was hidden among the woods, Greystone sat about one hundred yards off the tree line, completely exposed. While it might seem like a bad idea to have literally no cover over your camp, it was all purposeful and strategic: Greystone was probably the most dangerous to us of all the individual camps; with their abundant weaponry and a penchant for people who loved to fight, they were not the group you wanted to mess with, much less steal from in the dark of the night. The lack of trees around their camp made of stony buildings gave us virtually no cover and made it easy for their on-duty guards to spy incoming intruders.

Other encampments, such as Whetland and Crimson, were far less well-protected and much easier to raid, but were significantly further away. For extensive raids, we would make the journey through the wasteland of a city and back, but for small raids like this, we preferred to sneak into Greystone. There were still other groups of people living together, all with their own loyalties to each other and no one else. Clusters of people, all living in makeshift villages in a ring around the city, had formed years and years ago. It had been like that nearly all of my life.

Aside from the organised camps, were those that dwelled within the city – the most

dangerous, brutal type of people who killed for fun. They lived in the shattered shells of buildings, living off food stolen from unsuspecting passers-by and using whatever they could fashion into weapons to carry out their threats. These were the people who seemed to have reverted a bit in evolution, relying on their most barbaric instincts and nothing more for survival. We called them Brutes, and they were another reason we preferred to sneak into Greystone rather than risk going through the city.

Everyone was divided and nobody trusted anyone but those in their own camp. That was how it worked – you fight for your own camp and that’s it. If you needed something, you either stole it or risked going into the city to scavenge for it. You steal, you sneak, you lie, and you fight, all to survive. You do all this, or you die.

‘I can see it,’ Dax whispered, slowing his pace as he pointed ahead. My focus was ripped from my thoughts as I blinked into the darkness. Sure enough, past where Dax’s finger was pointed I could see the dark outlines of stone houses. Their camp was set up in a circle, with the most important buildings and resources held in the middle. Guards, just like the ones we had, patrolled the area continuously to deter thieves such as ourselves. They were armed with guns, and they weren’t afraid to use them. More than once, we had lost members of our camp to gunfire from those in Greystone.

We hovered on the edge of the tree line and squinted across the hundred-yard gap between us and the outer edges of their settlement. Silently, each of us pulled our guns from their various holding places to have them ready by our sides.

‘There,’ Kit breathed. His eyes were fixed on a shadow moving between the small buildings, the outline of a barrel of a gun visible in his silhouette. ‘He’ll be back in ten.’

‘Shouldn’t we wait to double check?’ Dax asked. His eyes, too, followed the moving

shadow.

‘No, it’s always ten. Every time,’ Kit replied. I nodded silently, more to myself to them. Kit was right; every single raid I’d ever been on, their guard had passed by in ten minutes. No more, no less, and I had been on a lot of raids.

‘Remember, left side,’ I whispered. The shadow was nearly gone now and our window of opportunity had just opened. ‘Go!’

Without a moment’s hesitation, the three of us sprinted from the trees like silent shadows, our feet whispering across the patchy grass without a sound. My muscles revelled in the stretch, the exertion of running making them feel alive after walking for so long. I pulled in deep, even breaths while I ran to keep up the fast pace. I could hear Dax and Kit doing the same beside me, our bodies in excellent shape from the sustained physical exertion. My eyes constantly scanned the houses for another shadow, another guard, or maybe just a person out wandering from their home, but I saw none.

After a few moments, we reached the first building and threw our bodies silently against the wall, flattening ourselves shoulder to shoulder as much as we could to hide ourselves from view. Everyone’s breath remained quiet and even, despite having just sprinted a hundred yards. My ears pricked for any sound of someone approaching or calling warning to our arrival, but none came. I nodded at the two before cautiously poking my head around the corner. My heart pounded with the adrenaline that only a raid could deliver.

‘Clear,’ I whispered before slinking around the building. They followed silently behind me. Silence was second nature to us by now.

It was very dark in Greystone, as they seemed to have the same electrical problems we had, but candles flickered here and there to give enough light to illuminate our target. The

building we aimed for was relatively unremarkable, and the only thing that distinguished it from the other bland, grey buildings was a small, intricate carving of a fire on the door – fire that can only burn with kerosene.

My eyes scanned the area once more and saw nothing. In my mind, I could feel the minutes ticking by, each pause wasting more and more of our precious time to get in, get our supplies, and get out. I gave a tiny flick of my hand to signal them to follow me before sprinting across the path and landing by the door. I paused for only a second to press my ear against the door, listening on the off chance someone was inside. Silence greeted me.

I turned the knob to let myself in, quickly followed by Kit and Dax. Our prize lay all around the room, piles upon piles built up along the walls. The moment we entered, we each gathered up several gallons of kerosene, throwing one in our backpacks and carrying another, to leave one hand to wield a weapon.

‘Hayden,’ Kit whispered. ‘We’re good. We’ll go first then signal you.’

I nodded, waving them out the door to see them disappear into the darkness before turning back around to see if anything else might be useful. They were only gone a few seconds when I heard it. All of a sudden, a loud clang sounded from behind me, followed by a hushed gasp.

I jolted around, searching for the guard and expecting to see a gun in my face. What I saw was worse. There, standing in the doorway next to a pile of toppled kerosene cans, stood Jett with a look of surprise on his face and a hand clamped over his mouth.

‘Jett!’ I hissed. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

‘I wanted to help on the raid!’ he replied, whisper-shouting more than whispering. He looked eager and enthusiastic and far too happy about our current situation, especially after making such a racket, and it was as if he didn’t fully realise the seriousness of it. He had

probably alerted their entire camp, half of who would be on their way toward us in a matter of moments.

‘I’m sor—’

I shushed him to cut him off, my eyes wide in anger. What an idiot to follow us here; now he was going to get us all killed.

My eyes darted towards the door and I was relieved to see no sign of Dax or Kit. At least they had made it out. Jett stood with his chest puffed out as best he could, trying to appear brave and unafraid. His little fists were clenched by his side in determination.

‘Jett, we have to go. Now,’ I seethed, rushing forward and yanking him by the arm. He grumbled quietly, muttering something about ‘just wanting to help’. My grip on him was tight as I hovered by the edge of the door, glancing around to look for guards. It was, miraculously, clear.

‘Come on,’ I whispered, tugging him forward. I stepped forward, pulling our bodies out of the cover of darkness into the dim lighting provided by the streets.

‘Hold it,’ a voice directly behind me said. My heart plummeted in my chest. I heard the distinct click of metal on metal – the sound of a gun loading into place. I closed my eyes in a grimace as I shoved Jett in front of me, shielding him from whoever was behind me. I heard the terrified gasp break through the false bravado he was trying so hard to maintain, giving way to the fear he should have been feeling all along were it not for his disillusioned sense of things.

‘Turn around,’ the voice commanded. A girl’s voice, I was surprised to discover, though it certainly didn’t lack any authority. I turned slowly on the spot, tucking my gun into my waistband discreetly on the way and managing to keep Jett shielded behind me. After dropping the jug of kerosene by my feet, I raised both of my hands in the air by my head, more concerned with getting the terrified Jett out of here than myself.


My eyes moved from the ground, up her body, and to the gun in her hand pointed straight at my chest before finally locking on her eyes. They were a deep green, and her face was framed by wisps of blonde hair that fell from her haphazard bun. She was, without a doubt, absolutely beautiful, and she was fully prepared to kill me.






CHAPTER TWO – WEAK

GRACE

My hands were steady in front of me, arms extended to keep the gun aimed at his chest. His features were set in a solid expression, masking any fear he might have felt even though he didn’t strike me as the type to easily be afraid. His hard gaze met mine and I was momentarily stunned by the depth of green in his eyes as they narrowed at me.

He hadn’t seen me before he’d stepped out of the door, his hasty glance looking in every direction but to his exact left where I’d stood hidden by the shadows. I hadn’t been surprised when a smaller shadow followed him out the door because of the racket they’d made in the building, but I hadn’t got a good look at either of them until he’d turned around to face me. I almost wished he hadn’t because even as I held a gun to his chest, there was no denying how attractive he was. He was about my age, twenty-one or so, and with his messy, dark hair pushed back in a bandana, it was easy to see the sharp line of his jaw, the piercing green of his eyes, and the stony look of determination written on his face.

A quiet whimper sounded from behind his back, shaking me from the spell I seemed to momentarily have fallen under. For the first time, a flicker of worry flashed in his eyes beneath his tightly knitted brows. I stepped closer, determined to uphold my composure just like I would with any other raider who was caught in the act.

‘Who’s behind you?’ I demanded sharply, nodding over his shoulder.

‘It’s just a kid,’ he answered. His voice was deep and gravelly as he tried to keep it down and avoid drawing any more attention to us. He must have noticed I hadn’t alerted anyone to his presence yet, although I knew others were already on their way.

‘Let me see him.’


‘Put your gun down first,’ he returned firmly. His hands were still raised by his sides but I could see the flexed muscles beneath his skin, his body tense and ready to react.

‘Nice try.’

As I spoke, a small hand gripped the side of the shirt he was wearing before a head peeked around from behind his back. A set of wide brown eyes peered out at me, very obviously terrified. He let out a tiny squeak when he saw me looking at him, before ducking behind the man’s back again. My gaze travelled back up to his face, gun never leaving his chest.

‘Where are you from?’ I asked. He stared back at me defiantly, not answering my question as he set his jaw tightly. I hadn’t really expected him to. That was one of the first rules of raiding: you get caught, you stay quiet, and most of the time, you die. There was a reason hardly anyone dared to raid Greystone, and it was the reason he wasn’t giving me any information now. He knew he probably wouldn’t make it out of here and didn’t want to risk retaliation on the rest of his camp.

That wasn’t always the case, however. Many times, the person caught would give up all sorts of information if there was even the slightest chance it meant they’d escape with their life. Whoever he was, he was loyal and brave.

‘Why’d you bring a kid with you on a raid?’ I questioned again. My tone held a hint of annoyance. I didn’t like being put in this situation, because I knew I should shoot them both and I really didn’t like the idea of having to shoot a kid. He was so small and terrified, it hardly seemed justifiable, even if he was on a raid.

‘I didn’t,’ he said through gritted teeth. The skin was pulled taut on his neck as he watched me closely. His eyes darted to the side, leaving mine for the first time since his gaze had locked on mine at the sound of someone calling my name.


‘Grace!’ the voice called. 

His eyes snapped back to mine, an eyebrow rising as if questioning that it was me they were calling for.

‘Look, at least let the kid go,’ he said shortly. It was almost as if he were irritated that I hadn’t shot him yet. I stared at him, gun still raised and ready.

‘Grace!’ the voice repeated, much closer this time. I recognised it now as my older brother’s. Jonah, who was ruthless and had a quick temper, wouldn’t hesitate before shooting the both of them. Another petrified whimper sounded from behind the man’s back, breaking my will. Before I even fully decided, I was lowering my gun.

‘Get out of here,’ I grumbled. It irritated me to let them go but I couldn’t bring myself to shoot an innocent kid. ‘But if I catch you here again, you’re dead. I don’t care who you have with you.’

He nodded sharply before turning around. The muscles in his back flexed beneath the thin black shirt he wore as he hunched over to speak to the kid.

‘Now we run, little man.’

He gripped the kid’s arm while I watched in silence, confused by the gentle way he spoke to him after being so defiant with me. They looked around once before taking a few steps away. The kid took off at a sprint for the nearest house while the man surprised me by pausing and turning back around to look at me once more.

‘Thank you,’ he said, somewhat grudgingly. I blinked in surprise before I forced a scowl on my face, determined to remain hard even though I was shocked by his behaviour.

‘Go!’ was all I said, ignoring his thanks. He nodded once more before turning and breaking into a sprint. The back of his shirt that billowed out behind him as he ran had just disappeared around the corner when my brother came running from the opposite direction. I

sucked in a breath as he skidded to halt next to me.

‘What the hell was that?!’ he bellowed, telling me he had indeed seen him before he’d disappeared. His chest heaved out in anger as he glared at me. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the shadow that had swallowed the stranger, even though I felt my brother staring at me.

‘I let him go,’ I answered as if it were obvious. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with his temper after such a strange incident.

‘You let him go,’ he repeated flatly. ‘Why?’

‘He had a kid with him,’ I replied, finally turning to meet his angry gaze with one of my own. He may have had a short temper, but mine wasn’t far behind, and nothing set if off quite like he did.

‘So?’ he spat.

‘So,’ I started. ‘I didn’t think it was necessary to kill a little kid.’

‘I didn’t see any kid.’

‘Yeah well, that’s because you were too slow to see him,’ I muttered, turning away to walk back to the main part of camp. My body was jerked backwards when his hand clamped over my arm, yanking me back to face him once more.

‘Ow, get off!’ I said angrily, shoving his chest hard enough for him to release me. I shot him a disgusted look and was half tempted to pull my gun on him just to get him to leave me alone.

‘Where the hell do you think you’re going?’ he seethed while continuing to glare down at me.

‘I’m going home, my rounds are over,’ I said. My tone challenged his and it clearly annoyed him that I didn’t back down. When I was younger, I’d let him boss me around and tell me

what to do, but the past few years I’d grown much stronger, harder, and altogether much more resistant to authority.

‘I don’t think so. You have to report the raid to Celt. And tell him how you let him go,’ he growled. I rolled my eyes at him.

‘Fine.’

I turned abruptly to stalk away from him and was annoyed when he followed. His feet were loud as they slammed into the dirt with each step.

‘I know where it is. You don’t need to come with.’

‘I do if I want to make sure you tell him the truth,’ he replied flatly. I ignored him as I stomped down the path between the makeshift houses. It was completely dark now, and the path we walked down was lit sparingly with lanterns here and there. We walked in stony silence, both of us annoyed with one another while we drew closer and closer to the command building where I knew Celt would be.

Jonah shot me another glare as I raised my hand to knock at the door, more of a formality than anything.

‘What?’ I grumbled quietly, beyond annoyed by his presence and insistence at being horrible. He didn’t say anything and merely shook his head as someone answered from inside the door.

‘Come in.’

I turned the handle and threw my shoulder into the door to push it open, the shape of the building making it tend to stick. The only light in the room came from a candle sitting on the desk that was scattered with papers. Celt sat at the desk, his face drawn tight in an expression of concern before his eyes flashed up to meet mine. The shadows threw the fine wrinkles in his skin

into sharp relief and seemed to highlight the sparse grey hairs that had started to show, making him appear older than he actually was. A smile pulled at his lips when he saw me.

‘Grace! Come on in, have a seat,’ he said, gesturing to the chair across from his desk. I gave him a weak smile as I entered and sat down, followed closely by Jonah.

‘Jonah, you too, of course,’ he added. Jonah ignored the offer and stood next to me with his arms folded across his chest. Celt shot him a disapproving look before turning his gaze back to me.

‘To what do I owe this pleasure?’ Celt asked. He gathered some of the papers he had been looking at and stacked them neatly in front of him. Jonah scoffed indignantly next to me.

‘Yeah, tell him, Grace,’ he said tightly.

Celt watched me closely as his expression turned more serious.

‘What happened?’

‘Um, there was a raid in the kerosene building,’ I said, leaving out the most important details.

‘And . . .’ Jonah said.

‘And they got away.’

‘And why did they get away?’ he said. I turned to glare at him, furious he was trying to make me look like an idiot in front of Celt.

‘Because I let them go,’ I muttered grudgingly. My jaw was clenched when I spoke.

‘Grace, why would you do that?’ Celt asked. He rubbed his hand over his temples as if I’d caused him great stress. ‘You know we can’t let that happen.’

‘He had a kid with him!’ I said in my defence.

‘Yeah, and guess what? That kid was on a raid, which means it’s only a matter of time

before he’s pointing a gun at you,’ Jonah growled from beside me.

‘No way. That kid was terrified. I’d be surprised if he ever even left his camp again,’ I said, shaking my head.

‘Did you find out what camp they were from?’ Celt asked. His tone held a hint of disappointment that made me feel like absolute shit.

‘No,’ I admitted.

‘You’re so useless,’ Jonah spat. ‘You’re weak.’

‘Will you shut up? Just because I’m not a heartless arsehole like you doesn’t mean I’m weak,’ I shot back. I had half a mind to get up and punch him in the jaw.

‘Celt, will you do something about this? We can’t have her running rounds if she’s too afraid to kill anyone,’ Jonah said exasperatedly. He threw his hands in my direction as if he couldn’t possibly comprehend how I’d managed to let them go.

‘You know that isn’t the case,’ I replied. I’d killed before and he was well aware of that, so the fact that he even dared to hurl something like that in my face now infuriated me. I didn’t like it, but I did what I had to do to survive.

‘Just because it was some guy you wanted to screw—’

‘What! No it wasn’t—’

‘—doesn’t mean that’s any reason to let him go. You’re weak,’ he repeated, digging at what he knew would irritate me the most. I hated being called weak just because I was a girl.

‘You’re such a dick—’

‘Stop!’ Celt roared suddenly, both of our heads snapping round to face him. I hadn’t even been aware of it, but I’d risen to my feet and was now standing face to face with Jonah. I took a step back and blew out a solid breath before forcing myself to sit back down.


‘You two need to stop this pointless bickering and get along. How are people supposed to trust you to keep them alive if you’re constantly at each other’s throats?’

Neither of us said anything as he reprimanded us. Humiliation tinged my cheeks red; I hated disappointing Celt.

‘Sorry,’ I muttered. Celt’s eyes darted to Jonah expectantly.

‘Sorry,’ he mumbled unconvincingly.

‘I thought I raised you two better than that,’ Celt said, adding insult to injury. He shook his head slowly before looking back at me. ‘And Grace, I appreciate your character but you know the rules. You catch a raider, you kill them. That’s it.’

‘I know,’ I muttered sheepishly.

‘So what are you going to do next time you catch someone?’ he prodded.

‘Kill them,’ I said through clenched teeth.

‘That’s it. I know it’s gruesome but that’s just how it is. We can’t let it get around that we’re allowing raiders go free or soon we’ll have nothing left,’ he said gently.

‘Yes, Celt.’

‘Come on now, you know I don’t like it when you call me that,’ he said, a hint of a smile pulling at his lips now. I sighed, rolling my head back before pulling it forward again to meet his gaze.

‘Yes, Dad.’






CHAPTER THREE – SPONTANEOUS

HAYDEN

Fury burned through my veins as I ran after Jett, my strong legs allowing me to draw even with him quickly while he fled. He shot me a terrified look out of the corner of his eye while we ran, and I slowed my pace to allow him to keep up. My jaw clenched in anger as I tried to hold back from cursing him for being so incredibly reckless.

‘Stupid,’ I couldn’t help but mutter. He didn’t reply, but I could hear the heavy puffing of his breaths as he ran, his body unaccustomed to the physical exertion required for a raid. The edge of the tree line was quickly approaching, and I knew Kit and Dax must have been hiding just beyond sight, waiting for us. I slowed enough as we approached to let Jett run through the gaps in the trunks before me.

As soon as we were covered, I reached forward to grab his arm and yank him back to face me.

‘What the hell, Jett?!’ I demanded, struggling to keep my voice quiet. Even though we were covered, we still weren’t completely safe. I glared down at him, his pitiful expression doing nothing to soften the hard anger I felt.

‘I said I was sorry!’ he protested weakly. His wide brown eyes stared up at mine, remorse filling them completely.

‘Jett, you idiot!’ Kit interjected, appearing from behind a tree. He looked absolutely livid. ‘Are you trying to get yourself killed?’

‘No,’ he murmured sheepishly. He hardly even dared glance at Kit as he glowered down at him.

‘You can’t just follow us, little man. It’s not safe,’ Dax said, his tone the kindest of the

three. It took a lot to piss Dax off, but it was still clear he disapproved of Jett’s recklessness. I watched Jett as he chanced glances at the three of us. He looked intimidated, the glares from us older and bigger men breaking down his tiny bit of courage.

‘I just wanted to be tough and brave like you guys,’ he said quietly, dropping his gaze to stare at the ground. I let out a heavy sigh and crossed my arms over my chest.

‘Being patient is being brave, Jett,’ I told him. He lifted his soft gaze from the ground to look at me.

‘You guys went on raids at my age,’ he said quietly. That was true: Kit, Dax, and I had been going on raids since we were hardly ten years old, but we had always been better than those our own age. We were smarter, faster, stronger, and just as lethal as anyone else years older. Jett didn’t understand that no matter how much he wanted to be, he wasn’t like us.

‘We’ll know when you’re ready,’ Dax said, saving me from telling Jett the embarrassing truth: he just wasn’t cut out for it yet.

‘Okay,’ Jett mumbled. ‘I really am sorry. I didn’t mean to put anyone in danger.’

‘Keep that in mind next time,’ Kit said harshly, hitching his bag over his back. ‘Now let’s get out of here before they come after us.’

‘Good idea. We hardly got away as it is,’ I said. I readjusted the gun beneath my waistband to make sure it was secured after running so quickly. Everyone nodded as we started our trek through the darkness of the trees, heading back to our own camp. We were silent until we’d moved a good distance away from Greystone.

‘Wait, how did you get away?’ Dax asked suddenly as if just realising what I’d said. ‘Did they catch you, or what?’

‘A girl did,’ I said. Her face flashed before my field of vision, the burning green eyes

narrowed at me in determination. ‘She had a gun but she let us go.’

‘What?’ Kit asked incredulously. He glanced at me sceptically, his face barely decipherable through the darkness.

‘She let us go,’ I repeated, shrugging.

‘She was pretty,’ Jett piped up from between Dax and me. ‘But really scary.’

‘Why the hell would she let you go? I’ve never heard of anyone getting caught at Greystone and making it out alive,’ Kit questioned.

‘I don’t know,’ I said honestly. Her actions were mysterious to me, but I remembered the annoyance her voice had held when she’d asked about Jett. ‘I think it was because of Jett. She didn’t want to shoot a kid.’

‘She must be the only one over there,’ Dax muttered. Greystone was notorious for being brutally heartless when it came to those they killed.

‘So I saved you?’ Jett said suddenly, his voice lifting excitedly.

‘No. You were the reason we got caught in the first place,’ I snapped, quickly shutting down his irrational thought.

‘Oh.’

No one else spoke as we carried on, our journey nearly complete as the flickering lights from our camp blinked through the trees. The quiet sloshing of the kerosene in the few barrels we had managed to steal on the raid accompanied our soft breathing while we moved. It was much later now and completely dark, so I assumed most of the camp would have retired back to their individual huts for the night.

I saw that I was right as we re-entered the camp, the pathways relatively deserted, apart from those making their rounds while on guard duty. I nodded at the middle-aged woman and

teenage boy that passed, glad to see they had their guns ready in case a threat appeared.

‘Jett, go to Maisie. You better tell her what you did, otherwise she’ll hear it from me,’ I told him. He let out a quiet squeak, anxious to tell her. Jett’s parents were both gone, victims of the world we now lived in. Maisie had taken him under her wing, acting as his adoptive mother as well as the mother of the entire camp. She kept us fed, working in the mess hall to keep the camp well nourished. In her forties, she was gentle and kind, but strong-willed and highly unlikely to put up with any nonsense. Everybody respected her, and while he loved her dearly, Jett was a little bit afraid of her; surely he wouldn’t be too pleased to tell her what he’d done. She would be furious.

‘Yes, sir,’ he squeaked, nodding at me and scurrying away before I could reprimand him for calling me ‘sir’.

‘You’re too soft on him,’ Kit grumbled from beside me. I glanced at him and raised an eyebrow.

‘He doesn’t respond to people being mean,’ I said. Jett was too fragile to be helped the way Kit wanted me to treat him.

‘Hmmph,’ he muttered, switching the jug of kerosene to his other hand. We walked in silence until we reached the storeroom. Dax threw the door open and greeted the guard loudly, making him jump at our sudden intrusion.

‘Not sleeping, are you?’ Dax teased, raising his eyebrows at the elderly man who was on duty.

‘Never, Dax,’ the man said with a smile. There wasn’t anyone in the camp that didn’t like Dax.

I waited patiently for Kit and Dax to deposit their items, taking the one jug I’d managed

to steal out of my bag and placing it next to theirs. I nodded at the man before we left the building to return our guns and supplies to the raid building. After several more minutes of walking in silence, we reached the building and went inside. Our guns were placed back inside the cases and our backpacks were returned to their rightful places.

Kit said a stony hello to the guards, a different man and woman from before, as we made our way out into the night. We walked together, heading back to our own huts that were situated on the right side of our camp. We were nearly there when a man of about fifty appeared from his own hut as we were passing.

‘Hayden,’ he greeted. He extended his hand, which I shook firmly.

‘Barrow,’ I said in response, nodding at him.

‘Back from the raid, I see?’ he observed, nodding at Kit and Dax beside me.

‘Yep.’

‘And it went well?’ he questioned.

‘I wouldn’t say well but we’re back,’ I said. Dax snorted next to me, already finding our dangerous situation funny.

‘Well, glad to hear it,’ Barrow said, smiling at us. ‘I tried to find you before you took off but I must have just missed you – we need wiring.’

I sighed, running my fingers along my lip in frustration. ‘Wiring? What for?’

‘The generator in the kitchen and mess hall is going out,’ Barrow said. ‘It’s all burning up and we’ll be out of power soon if it blows.’

‘We’ll have to go into the city for that,’ Kit said from beside me. I frowned.

‘I know.’

Barrow frowned at me apologetically. ‘Want me to put together a team? I can go.’


‘No, that’s all right,’ I told him. I could see Dax grinning beside me. ‘We’ll go tomorrow.’

Raids into the city were best done during the day, even if it meant we were more easily spotted. The city at night was the most dangerous place you could go, because it was when the Brutes came out to play. It was their territory, and they knew how to defend it.

Barrow nodded at me. ‘Okay. Get some sleep boys, we’ll want you all back safe.’

‘You know it’ll take more than a few Brutes to take us out,’ Dax said lightly, grinning at Barrow as he nudged his shoulder. Barrow grinned, appreciating the enthusiasm. He still went on raids once and a while, but not nearly as many as he used to. After a trip to Crimson had gone horribly wrong, he’d wounded his left knee pretty badly and now found it difficult to keep up with the fast pace of a raid. He never said it, but I knew how much it devastated him to have to stay behind whenever we went on raids. He was the one who had trained us all.

‘Yeah, yeah, the invincible trio,’ Barrow said playfully. ‘See you later, then.’

‘Good to see you, Barrow,’ Kit said evenly, grinning at him as much as he ever did. With that, Barrow went back into his hut to leave us to get to ours. We covered the remaining short distance before we found ourselves outside our homes, which all happened to be next to each other’s.

‘Shall we take off around nine tomorrow?’ I asked them. Kit picked at his fingernail as he nodded.

‘Yeah, sounds good.’

‘Sweet dreams, boys! Glad your lucky arse is still here, Hayden,’ Dax said lightly before turning to head inside. Kit chuckled deeply, the stress of the situation wearing off slightly now that we were home.


‘Me, too,’ I laughed, a grin breaking across my face for the first time in what felt like ages. With that, we each disappeared into our huts to get some sleep before the raid in the morning. Usually we didn’t go on raids two days in a row, but the wiring for the generators was too important to put off. If we had no electricity in the kitchen, we didn’t eat.

I reached my hand behind my head to grip the back of my shirt and haul it over my head, knocking my bandana off in the process. My hair fell forward into my eyes as I undid my boots and jeans before letting them drop to the floor. Within moments, I was falling into bed, my body crashing down onto the mattress. I was asleep the moment my head hit the pillow, the stress of the day knocking me out quickly.

It felt like only seconds later when I was abruptly awoken by someone pounding on my door.

‘Hayden, mate, let’s go!’ Dax shouted.

‘Yeah, get out of bed, you lazy pile,’ Kit added. He sounded surprisingly happy, for Kit. I let out a heavy sigh, pressing my face into my pillow before my arms flexed beside me to push myself up.

‘All right, all right, give me a minute,’ I called back. Without much thought, I pulled on the jeans that lay discarded on the floor before throwing a navy flannel over my chest. I grabbed the headband off the floor and pushed it onto my head, keeping my hair out of my face while I tied my boots. I moved to the makeshift sink in the little bathroom that had been added to my hut to splash water on my face.

As the leader of my camp, I was one of the few who actually had their own bathroom. A bucket filled with water served as the sink and a hanging perforated bag that could be filled with water served as a shower. People like Dax had managed to rig a rudimentary plumbing system

that allowed water to drain from the floor and run outside. I even had a latrine with a system that drained the waste away from camp, while the rest had to use the communal latrines. I was lucky; I had it better than a lot of others.

Sunlight blazed through the door frame when I whipped open the door, revealing a surprisingly excited-looking Kit and Dax standing outside.

‘Morning, sunshine,’ Dax said, shoving a gun and backpack into my hands. ‘Got your stuff for you, let’s get on with it!’

‘Where’s my—’

I was cut off by Dax flicking open my switchblade inches from my face, grinning as I jerked back at his sudden movement. I frowned disapprovingly at him as I took it, closing the blade back into the handle.

‘Thanks.’

‘Let’s get going. I want to be back in time for lunch. Maisie’s making that special chicken,’ Dax said excitedly.

‘All right, all right,’ I muttered. I threw the backpack over my shoulders and pushed the gun under my waistband where I always kept it. My bag was considerably heavier than it had been last night, and I knew Kit and Dax had loaded it with more ammunition and supplies, since we were going into the city. It was bright and sunny as we made our way out of the camp, our pace quick and purposeful.

Sometimes we chose to take one of the vehicles we had, but on days like today when our load would be light, we chose to walk and save precious petrol. Before long, we were making our way through the trees that surrounded our camp, heading in a different direction than we had gone last night. The city wasn’t much further than Greystone, so the trip didn’t take very long.


The ruins of the city rose before us, the decrepit grey buildings crumbing more and more with every visit we made. Weeds had started to grow through the cracks in the cement, making the once metropolitan area look even more desolate. We moved cautiously as we crept through the streets, our eyes constantly scanning the alleys and buildings for shifting shadows of those who could potentially harm us.

We hadn’t moved far when we came across broken-down bus, a prime target for wiring. I nodded at Dax silently and saw his eyes light up at the prize. He was the technology expert, so it would be up to him to get the necessary wiring out of the bus. With our guns drawn and extended, we moved towards it, never letting our eyes linger in one space for too long.

The door to the bus was yanked open, and I moved stealthily as I entered it slowly. I scanned the inside of it carefully, gun pointing ahead of me in case I needed to fire, but it was deserted. I nodded behind me, indicating Dax come inside and do what he needed to do. Kit positioned himself at the door, his back to us so he could keep watch for any incoming enemies.

‘Go, Dax,’ I said quietly. He whipped off his backpack, crouching to the floor to dig out the necessary supplies and start taking apart the dashboard. I looked out of the windows carefully for any signs of movement. I jumped as Dax pried open the dash, the loud squeak it let out setting my nerves on edge. He worked quickly, pulling wires from sockets and cutting what he needed out of the dash.

A sudden bang echoed out to reveal a familiar sound: a gun going off not far from us.

‘Shit,’ Kit cursed, arms tightening as he turned toward the direction of the sound. Dax swore from his position on the ground as he shoved the supplies into his backpack and slung it over his shoulder.

‘I’m done, let’s get out of here,’ he said. ‘Guarantee that was a Brute and they’ll be here

any minute.’

‘Get down!’ Kit hissed suddenly, climbing swiftly aboard the bus and ducking below the dash. I followed suit, sitting just high enough to see out of the windscreen to figure out what Kit had seen.

‘Ten o’clock,’ Kit whispered. I averted my eyes and sure enough, a group of four was slinking through the ruins of the city, guns drawn as they peered around. One of them was limping slightly, and they all looked flustered.

‘Bet they found some Brutes, yeah?’ Dax said, appearing beside me to glance at the people. They hadn’t seen us, too distracted by whatever they had just encountered. My eyes travelled down their line, taking in the two middle-aged men and a younger man of about twenty-five before landing on the final member of their party. A girl with blonde hair and striking green eyes who had held a gun to my chest only hours ago.

The girl from Greystone.

My jaw fell open slightly in shock as I watched her move, her body strong and well trained to avoid making any noise. Kit moved beside me, drawing my attention as he raised his gun. Dax did the same at my other side.

‘I’ll hit the first two if you can each take another,’ Kit murmured, taking aim at one of the men.

‘Got it,’ Dax said. It was standard procedure to take out any enemies you encountered on a raid. The fewer raiders the other camps had, the better. My heart pounded, uneasy with at the thought of someone killing the girl who had spared my life.

‘Wait—’

A gun shot rang out, the sound of the bullet echoing off the walls around us as I saw the

first man fall to the ground. My eyes jerked to the side to see a surprised look on the faces of Kit and Dax. They hadn’t fired the shot, but someone had just shot one of the four, and it wasn’t us.

My eyes jerked forward again as a second shot rang out, the bullet ricocheting off the cement next to the younger man as he tackled the girl to the ground and out of the line of fire. The remaining man darted off, disappearing between two buildings before the younger one jumped to his feet to go after him. My eyes widened in surprise when the girl followed suit, setting off at a sprint after the two men, leaving the first behind. The pool of blood around him was already too large; he was dead.

She sprinted quickly, arms pumping and blonde hair flying out behind her as she ran. We all watched as yet another shot rang out from the unknown source. Almost instantly, she fell to the ground, landing heavily against the cement as the bullet buried itself in her leg. Without even pausing, she tried to push herself to her feet. Her face contorted in a grimace as her leg gave out, the slightest pressure she tried to put on it causing too much pain to allow it to support her.

Yet another shot echoed around us, landing in the dirt only feet from her head as she tried to crawl behind a broken-down car for cover. My heart pounded anxiously, waiting for someone from her camp to come back for her, but no one did. She was alone in the street, injured and completely vulnerable to the attack from someone that would surely arrive soon.

Before I knew what I was doing, I was on my feet and throwing myself out of the door of the bus. I could hear Kit and Dax shouting my name in surprise and outrage as I sprinted away from them, but I didn’t stop. I raced towards her as fast as I could, determined to reach her before someone else could. I jumped over a pile of rubble, landing smoothly on the other side before closing the remaining distance to reach her.

‘Hey!’ I shouted, reaching my hand out to her. She looked up in utter shock, her eyes

meeting mine while her jaw fell open.

‘What—’

‘Let’s go,’ I cut her off, reaching down to grab her arm and pull her up as another bullet whizzed past us. She didn’t argue as she threw her arm around my waist, using my body to prop herself up and move the best she could. Pulling my gun out, I twisted around to fire a shot in the direction the gunfire was coming from, hoping it was enough to hold off any more shots from whoever was trying to kill her.

Or rather, kill us.






CHAPTER FOUR – RESPONSIBILITY

GRACE

Pain seared through my leg as I tried to put weight on it, the shredded muscle in my thigh too weak to support me on its own. If it weren’t for the pain distracting me, I would have been thoroughly confused and apprehensive about the situation I found myself in. He had appeared out of nowhere, the man I’d held a gun to last night, offering his hand to me to lift me up instead of pulling a gun and finishing me off like he should have. His arm was slung around my shoulders, holding me up while I moved as quickly as I could away from the source of gunfire.

I gritted my teeth, angry with myself for getting hit. We’d run into a Brute and killed him, but he must have had at least one friend with him that we hadn’t seen, because he’d shot down one of the men from my raiding party. I didn’t even try to look back to see the body – I knew he was gone. Gone, just like my pathetic excuse for a brother who had left me without a glance over his shoulder. Jonah and the other man on the raid had left me to die in the decrepit streets of the city simply to spare their own lives. I was practically seething with anger.

My unsteady feet scrambled over the debris of the street, tripping occasionally only to be hauled back upright by the mysterious boy next to me. He was more of a man than a boy, with hard, muscled arms, a sharp jaw, and a certain confidence only someone of great importance could carry. I didn’t dare glance at him for fear of tripping once more to send us both sprawling to the ground.

His breathing was steady and unlaboured as he practically carried me away, not saying a word while we fled. He fired another shot behind us, holding off whoever had shot at me in the first place. We were heading towards a bus, which would provide the first solid barrier between the gunfire and us. I was starting to feel a little light-headed but was determined to remain strong;

I didn’t know what he would do as soon as we were out of the line of fire.

The bus was only feet away now, and I felt an immense sense of relief when he led me behind it. I leaned against the bus, releasing my arm from around him and shrugging his off my shoulders. Quiet pants escaped my lips while I tilted my head back against the metal of the vehicle, closing my eyes to try and get a grip on the pain. My relief was only momentary, however, as I opened my eyes and saw three men standing in front of me, two holding guns to my chest.

With only one fully functional leg, I couldn’t bring myself to let go of the bus, but I managed to raise my hands in the air. I stared back at them and immediately noticed that the one who had saved me, the one I had spared last night, was the only one not holding a gun to me. Irritation flashed through me that he had saved me from one gun only to drag me in front of two others.

‘What do you think you’re playing at?’ one of the gun holders said, directing his question at the man who’d saved me. All three of them eyed me with mistrust, though it was more pronounced in the two with the weapons. Why, I wasn’t sure, because they were the ones with guns, while I proceeded to bleed out from the leg. There was very little I could do to them even if I wanted to.

‘Put the guns down,’ he said, glaring at the other two. His voice held an unmistakable authority, and they obeyed despite looking very disgruntled about it. I glared back, my harsh gaze focused on the one who had spoken first. He had light brown hair, dark brown eyes, and a very prominent scowl on his otherwise handsome face. A wave of blurriness swept across my eyes, the stinging pain and loss of blood starting to affect me.

The one I’d been glaring at held my gaze while the other turned to my rescuer, hissing

words at him I could hardly hear.

‘Okay, great, you saved her, now let’s get out of here,’ he said, glancing sideways at me over his shoulder. His face didn’t hold the same blatant hatred as his friend’s, but he definitely didn’t look pleased. The one who was obviously in charge looked at me, my gaze switching to meet his green eyes as they narrowed slightly before darting to the wound on my leg.

‘She’ll bleed out if we leave her,’ he said, looking at me. I knew he spoke the truth; the bullet hadn’t hit my artery, but it had ripped a considerable amount of flesh that would be more than effective in killing me.

‘Exactly,’ the angry one growled. ‘One less to worry about.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘We’re taking her with us.’

‘What?’ the other two hissed at the same time.

‘Hayden, you’re bloody insane,’ said the gentler of the two, shaking his head vigorously. Hayden. The one who saved me was called Hayden.

‘We should just shoot her and kill her before her leg does,’ the angry one said, glaring at me once more.

‘We’re going to save her because she’s the one who saved me at Greystone,’ Hayden said firmly, shooting them a challenging look. They blinked, realisation dawning on their faces as they all turned to look at me.

‘This is the girl? The one that caught you and let you go?’

Hayden nodded, his lips pulled into his mouth and brows tucked together over his studious gaze.

‘You’re helping her then, mate. She’s not my responsibility,’ one of them said.

‘Shut up, Kit,’ Hayden muttered reproachfully. His wide shoulders shifted as he

readjusted his bag, tightening the straps by pulling down on them. His forearms flexed easily whenever he moved, and I noticed he was approaching me once more. He loped gracefully toward me before stopping a few feet in front of me.

‘Who are you?’ he asked. I stared at him, jaw set to try and hide the excruciating pain I was feeling. He let out a huff of frustration before speaking again.

‘I’m not going to kill you.’

His hard gaze was set on mine, and despite years of training, I believed him. That didn’t mean, however, that I wanted to answer him. Believing that he wouldn’t kill me and trusting him were two completely different things. I didn’t even know where he was from, while he knew very well where I was from; I didn’t want to give him any more information. I stared at him defiantly.

‘You’re Grace,’ he said, a hint of annoyance laced into his voice. I couldn’t stop the momentary look of shock that fell over my face before I managed to mask it again. How did he know that?

‘How—’

‘They were calling for you last night,’ he explained flatly. Oh. ‘Now let’s go before you die and I end up owing something I can’t repay.’

That explained his motivation. He felt as if he owed me for saving his life and wanted to repay the favour as quickly as possible. Before I could protest, he slung his arm around my shoulders again in the position we’d adopted earlier. He didn’t wait for me to ready myself before hauling me away from the bus, legs nearly collapsing beneath me. He held me up so I could see, through slightly blurred vision, the other two begin to head out of the city.

Kit – that was what he had called the angry one. The angrier one, I suppose.

‘You should let me go home,’ I said through clenched teeth. My leg was throbbing now.


‘You’ll never make it home on your own,’ he said flatly.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I argued. He stopped walking suddenly and pulled his arm from around me, causing me to promptly fall into a heap on the dirt. I hissed as the impact stung my wound, fists clenching involuntarily against the ground. I pounded one against the dirt to try and relieve some of the frustration I was feeling while my eyes clamped shut to try and block out the pain.

‘Yeah. You’ll be fine,’ he remarked. My eyes popped open in shock as he crouched down, grabbing my thighs and pulling them apart. I was about to punch him in the face before he pulled his bandana from his head and tied it around my leg in a type of tourniquet. He raised an eyebrow at me, judging me for my dark thoughts. Then he scooped me up again and dragged me back to my feet.

‘They’ll be looking for me,’ I warned. Despite believing that he wouldn’t kill me, I didn’t trust his other friends as far as I could throw them. And who was to stop him from letting someone else kill me once we got to his camp? You don’t go to other camps unless it’s on a raid – not if you plan to make it out alive, at least. His camp was the last place I wanted to be.

‘No, they won’t,’ he said simply.

‘Yes—’

‘They left you,’ he said sharply, cutting me off. He didn’t look at me, and his hard gaze faced forward as we followed his friends about twenty feet behind them. His words stung because I knew they were true. My raiding party, what was left of them, had left me, including my own brother.

‘They’ll come back,’ I lied, forcing the resentment from my voice.

‘No, they won’t,’ he repeated tensely. ‘Now shut up.’

I would have argued, but the pain in my leg was making it extremely difficult to walk and

think at the same time, much less talk. My mind raced through the haze that had settled over it, trying to come up with a way to escape. He held his gun in his hand away from me, but he surely had other weapons hidden on him somewhere. Did I dare risk the one chance I would surely get to steal one?

A nagging through lingered in the back of my mind that I couldn’t ignore.

You won’t make it back alive if you do that.

I knew he was right about everything he’d said: I would never make it back on my own and no one was coming for me. Worse, if I stayed I’d end up stuck alone in the city, waiting to either bleed out, or for the inevitable night to come during which the inhabitants of the city would kill me however they pleased. I had no choice but to go with Hayden.
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