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  I wake up. Tyres crunch the gravel outside the warehouse. The next thing I know, there’s an almighty crash and a shard of glass cuts through the air and shatters against

  the wall, a few centimetres above my head.




  They’ve found us.




  ‘Get up!’ Kay says, pulling at my arm. ‘Come on!’




  I throw off our makeshift blanket and stumble to my feet. There’s a second crash and I watch as one of the windows turns into a wall of splinters, then smashes to the ground. Kay yanks me

  into a back room.




  ‘It’s The Leader’s guards,’ she says, flinging open the door of a store cupboard, pushing me in, and closing the door behind us.




  We’ve had it. We’re trapped. I hear shouts and the slap of boots against the concrete floor. I can hardly see; there’s just the dawn light illuminating the edges of the

  cupboard door. Any moment now it will be flung open.




  Kay is scrabbling around by my feet.




  ‘What are you doing?’ I hiss.




  ‘Look.’




  I squint into the darkness; Kay has pulled up one of the floor tiles and beneath it is a hole.




  ‘Get in,’ she says.




  I don’t wait for further explanation. I clamber down into the gap. Kay follows right behind me. She moves so fast that she kicks me in the back. As soon as she’s in, she pulls the

  tile back over the hole and we’re plunged into thicker darkness. I can still hear the guards crashing about.




  ‘Move,’ Kay whispers.




  She’s right up behind me. I stick out a hand and feel my way forwards. Above us, there’s a bang as someone slams open the store cupboard door. I freeze. Footsteps pace right over our

  heads. More banging, then a clatter as something falls to the floor. He’s throwing around the contents of the room looking for us. The noise stops. I hold my breath. I imagine the uneven tile

  catching his eye. I cringe, waiting for it to be plucked away, revealing us cowering. I close my eyes. The footsteps move over us again and back towards the door. Further away, thumps and shouts

  continue.




  ‘Go,’ Kay says.




  Go? How much further can I go? But reaching out I find that there’s plenty more space to move forwards again.




  And that’s when I realise that we’re not in a hole.




  We’re in a tunnel.




  We crawl forwards in silence. The tunnel turns a corner and the banging and yelling from the warehouse die away.




  ‘How the hell did you know there was a tunnel here?’ I ask Kay.




  ‘Ty telled me.’




  ‘What? When?’




  I’ve been with Kay almost every minute since we escaped from the Academy two days ago.




  ‘He was here tonight, when you were asleep.’




  I stop crawling. ‘Why didn’t you wake me?’ Ty and Janna told us they would come and see us during the day, but they never showed. ‘You know how worried I was when they

  didn’t turn up.’




  ‘You were very asleep. Ty said you were big tired and you needed to be resting.’




  For efwurd’s sake. ‘I do apologise if I was snoozing; all that leading a rebellion must have tired me out.’




  ‘Don’t start big-wording me. Be thinking about not getting got.’




  I swallow my sarcasm and start crawling again. We spent months planning how to escape from the Academy and the day before yesterday it finally happened. I used to believe that Academies were

  training schools for kids who had failed their Potential Test, but then I wound up in one and I discovered they’re also a dumping ground for anyone the Leadership think is trouble.




  I told Janna, a journalist, what really goes on in an Academy and she helped me to gatecrash a press conference where I explained to the nation how their Leader allows children to be beaten and

  abused in his precious Academies. At least, I thought I was telling the world, but then I found out the broadcast wasn’t live. Even so, the Leadership weren’t happy that I’d told

  a hall full of journalists that Academy kids are half starved and punished with electric shocks. A pack of guards appeared and started trying to take people away for ‘debriefing’. There

  was a massive fight and the Academy students, the Specials, joined in. When a fire broke out we took our chance to escape.




  Except, not everyone escaped.




  I shut that thought down. I can’t think about that now. I’ve got to focus because fewer than forty-eight hours after we escaped, the guards are after us again. I don’t want to

  go back to the Academy. Please don’t let them find us down here.




  ‘Listen,’ I say, ‘just t—’ I bite my tongue as I bump my head against something hard and smooth. We’ve been crawling through the foundations of the warehouse,

  but now I think we’re clear of the building. ‘Is this the end?’ I ask.




  ‘Ty said we can get into a pie.’




  ‘A pie?’




  ‘You know, that thing, like the water is in. In the bathroom.’




  They don’t teach Academy Specials to read and they’re not big on expanding their vocabulary either. Kay has picked up a lot of new words since I met her, but sometimes her speech is

  still a bit crazy. ‘You mean a pipe.’ I shudder. I feel in front of me again. The hard smoothness is curved. ‘Do you mean this pipe?’




  Kay squeezes past me.




  ‘This one is not a water one. This one is for wires.’




  ‘You want me to crawl through a cable duct? How are we even supposed to get in there?’




  She’s patting the pipe. ‘Ty says we have to move it.’




  ‘Ty should have spoken to me, too.’




  ‘Don’t talk now. Help me. Slide it down.’




  I touch the pipe; it’s covered in a layer of dirt. I can feel it shifting. Kay is twisting it. Whoever built this tunnel must have cut right through either end of a section of pipe, so

  that it’s free to rotate. I use the flats of my hands to push it downwards. There’s the sound of earth trickling and when I lift my hands to reposition them further up I find the edge

  of a hole. It’s easier to pull the pipe down now that there is something to grip. It’s pretty clever really that you can hide this entrance by turning this section of pipe so that the

  hole is facing away into the dirt.




  ‘See?’ Kay says.




  I can’t see anything in the darkness, but I can feel. I poke my top half into the pipe and stick my arms out. Reinforced plastic, or something similar, curves around me. Under my knees are

  cables in protective sleeves. There are a lot of them, but there’s still enough room in the tube to crawl. Just.




  Kay has stuck an arm in behind me. ‘This is what Ty said. Let’s go.’




  My throat constricts. ‘Do we really need to get in the pipe? We’re already hidden,’ I say.




  ‘Blake—’




  ‘Do you even know where this tube leads?’




  ‘Ty said—’




  ‘Forget Ty, how do we know it’s safe?’




  ‘It’s safe.’ She pauses. ‘It is.’




  I wriggle backwards out of the narrow pipe into the wider space. ‘But Janna told us to wait for her here at the warehouse while she found someone for us to stay with.’ Even as I say

  it, I know that I sound like a whining little boy.




  ‘Janna didn’t come back. We waited and she didn’t come. Ty comed back.’




  ‘And he didn’t even bother to wake me up!’




  ‘Blake, I will tell you all the things he said, but now we have to go. Ty telled me this pipe because he wants to help us.’ She speaks quickly; she wants to get away and she wants to

  do it now. But I don’t want to go.




  ‘Jana wants to help us, too,’ I insist.




  ‘Janna is a journalist. She doesn’t know about being an Academy Special. She doesn’t care about the bad things The Leader was making happen in the Academy.’




  ‘She was going to find someone to tell my story. She knows people, newspaper editors and TV people.’




  ‘Yes, and if they believe you, or if they say you’re a crazy boy who helped all the bad Specials in the Academy escape, she doesn’t care because she still gets her

  money.’




  ‘But Janna said—’




  Kay makes a strangled noise of frustration. ‘Janna’s not here. The guards are here.’




  ‘Maybe we can wait here for the guards to leave.’




  ‘If we go back I think they’ll be waiting.’




  ‘How do you even know they’re The Leader’s guards? Maybe it was—’




  ‘I saw their van.’




  ‘You saw the van?’ King hell. What else was Kay up to while I slept?




  ‘The vans waked me up. I looked out to see if it was Janna, but it was the guards. I ran to get you and all the smashing started.’




  ‘What are they doing here? What do a vanload of armed guards want in an old warehouse anyway?’




  ‘Maybe they’re wanting The Leader’s son.’




  It’s alarming to hear her say that out loud. Even though it’s days since my mother told me the truth, it still seems impossible that the ruler of the country is the father I always

  believed was dead. The thought of my mother makes me suck in my breath. She died trying to get me out of the Academy. It’s all my father’s fault.




  I bite my lip. ‘How would they even know that I’m here?’ I ask.




  Kay doesn’t answer, but I know what she’s thinking.




  ‘Janna wouldn’t have bothered to help us escape and then turned us in,’ I say.




  She still doesn’t answer.




  I think back over the events of the day before yesterday. Back to the moment when I exposed The Leader for the monster that he is. It’s true that Janna did take a lot of persuading to help

  me to get The Leader to incriminate himself at the press conference by admitting to the way that Academy Specials are treated. And when it all ended in chaos, Janna ran off without a backwards

  glance for anyone. She only ended up helping Kay and me to escape through chance.




  ‘We should go in the pipe now, Blake.’




  I stare into the impenetrable blackness and a tentacle of fear unfurls in my stomach. The truth is that I don’t entirely trust Janna either, but I’m clutching at straws because

  I’m terrified of getting into this narrow pipe. I am desperate for a reason to get back above ground where I can breathe properly. ‘We don’t know that the guards are definitely

  after us,’ I say. ‘I think we should go back and see if—’




  A muffled voice is coming from the other end of the tunnel.




  They’ve found the entrance under the tile.
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  ‘Get in,’ Kay whispers.




  More voices join the first one. Kay grabs my arm and pulls me into the pipe. The cables creak beneath my knees. I turn back and see a faint light coming around the corner of the tunnel.




  ‘Move the pipe!’ Kay says.




  It’s much harder to turn the section of pipe from the inside. We can’t be sat on that part or it won’t move. Kay shifts to the left and I squeeze up to the right then we have

  to lean over and try to twist the pipe.




  The voices are getting louder.




  I grip the top edge of the hole and push the pipe back round towards the solid earth. It moves.




  Just as a bright light comes round the corner the pipe lurches under my touch so that the hole is now twisted right round and is facing into the dirt. From the outside you would see nothing but

  smooth plastic.




  ‘What the hell is this?’ The voice sounds strange through the plastic. I’m frozen on my knees.




  ‘It’s a torch,’ says another, deeper, voice.




  A torch? That wasn’t us.




  ‘It’s covered in dust. Must’ve been there a while.’




  Did they see us go into the cupboard? If they did, they’re not going to stop until they find us.




  I can only hope that they don’t shine their light too close. If they notice the lines on the pipe where it’s been cut, they might get suspicious.




  ‘Ain’t nobody down here,’ the deep voice goes on. ‘Reckon this is where they hid the good stuff from customs. It hasn’t been used for years. Stinks and

  all.’




  There’s a heavy sigh. ‘We’re going to be here all efwurding day. Tremaine said we can’t leave till we’ve got bodies.’




  The sound of their shuffling fades to nothing as they move back towards the hole in the cupboard.




  The quiet wraps itself around me. The sides of the pipe seem to be contracting. ‘Kay,’ I whisper, ‘if we come out, they’re going to kill us.’




  ‘We won’t go out there,’ she says. ‘We can go in this tunnel.’




  My skin tightens. I’ve never liked enclosed spaces and, having just been trapped in the lift at the Academy, I don’t know if I can bear to stay in this pipe. ‘It’s just

  so . . . small in here,’ I say.




  ‘We have to do it.’




  I take a gulp of air and draw myself into a point of resolution.




  ‘Tell me everything that Ty said to you first.’ If I’m going to do this I need to know what’s going on.




  ‘You move and I’ll tell it to you.’




  I can hear her crawling away and I don’t have much choice but to follow.




  Kay takes a breath. ‘I really true did say we have to wake you up, but Ty said he has to tell me a thing. He says five minutes and then we wake Blake up.’




  ‘So why didn’t you?’




  She ignores the interruption. ‘He asked me things about you. I’m thinking Ty wants to know if you really are a Leader-hater.’




  ‘Of course I—’




  ‘He wants to know you’re safe because he can get us to be with other Leader-haters.’




  ‘Really? Ty knows people who are anti-Leadership?’




  ‘Yes, he told me this is the Leader-haters’ tunnel.’




  I try to digest the idea of an anti-Leadership group. Who make tunnels. ‘Then what did he say?’




  ‘You know the thing where you talk to the person that is in another place?’




  ‘A communicator?’




  ‘On his communicator there was a person talking to him. Shouting. I could hear it. And it’s like a bad thing happened, but Ty wouldn’t tell it to me. He said he has to go and

  he’s going to talk to the Leader-haters and we have to stay in the warehouse and wait for him to tell us it’s time to go in the tunnel.’




  ‘If he said to wait, why are we down here?’




  ‘Because I didn’t want us to be shot.’




  I snort. This whole situation is ridiculous. ‘Then Ty went and then I was cold and I lied down with you and I must have gone to sleep. When the guards came, it waked me up.’




  ‘You should have woken me straight away.’




  ‘What thing would you have done if I waked you? You didn’t want to leave; you wanted to wait for Janna. If I had telled you about this pipe I don’t think you would be wanting

  to get in it. You only got in it now because there were guards with guns.’




  Which is true. Men with guns is the only good reason I can think of to bury myself underground like this. The weight of the tons of earth that must be packed around this pipe seems to be

  pressing down on my head. What if the pipe breaks? What if we suffocate in an avalanche of dirt? I want to get out. I want to claw my way out. The intensity of the darkness makes me shut my eyes to

  block it out. My breath is coming too fast.




  ‘Blake?’ Kay asks.




  I struggle to focus on getting a sentence out.




  ‘We don’t even know where this tunnel leads,’ I say, eventually.




  ‘It goes to the people who will help us.’




  I’m not so sure about that. I don’t know if I really want to meet these ‘Leader-haters’. Back in my old life at the Learning Community, before I entered the Academy,

  whenever anyone whispered about people who were anti-Leadership they called them terrorists. They said that they blew up hospitals and killed children. I know that so much of what I was taught has

  turned out to be lies, but I’m still a little afraid of Kay’s Leader-haters.




  ‘How do we know we can trust Ty?’ I ask. ‘We don’t know anything about him except he works with Janna. What if these people hurt us? What if this tunnel doesn’t

  even lead anywhere?’




  A terrible image of us, just crawling around in an underground maze until we die, blazes up in my mind. Efwurding hell. Panic surges inside me again. I want to be out. I need space. And air. My

  lungs are pressing against my ribs. I fight to get my breathing under control.




  ‘Listen, Blake,’ Kay says gently, ‘you’re a big brainer, so use your brain to think about this. People made that place down under the warehouse, yes? And they cut that

  bit of pipe so you can get in the pipe, yes? They were making a way, an escape way. It must be a way out.’




  This, at least, makes some sense. The only way to get to the end is to keep going. I mustn’t think about where I am. I just have to crawl.




  ‘Do you think they’ve got guards chasing all the Specials who escaped from the Academy?’ I ask Kay.




  ‘Maybe. But I’m thinking it’s you they want the biggest. It’s you that got all the Specials to fight. It’s you that was saying The Leader is bad, to all the

  journalists.’




  I wonder how many of the journalists escaped. I’m pretty sure that the ones the guards managed to catch are dead now. And they’re not the only ones who lost their lives.




  I won’t think about Ali now. I can’t.




  But the guards didn’t catch Janna. There’s no denying that her sense of self-preservation is strong. ‘Do you really think Janna reported us?’ I ask Kay.




  ‘Yes,’ Kay says flatly. ‘Why do you big like her? Is it because she’s all pretty?’




  ‘I don’t “big” like her. Why do you hate her so much?’




  Kay only sniffs in response.




  To be fair, I have noticed that Janna is rather condescending to Kay, and even though Kay’s upbringing at the Academy means that she’s got a very limited vocabulary, she has no

  problem recognising a patronising tone of voice. When we arrived at the warehouse in the pitch-black, Kay deliberately tripped Janna over and the two of them actually came to blows. Ty and I had to

  drag them apart.




  ‘Listen, Kay, we may still need Janna’s help,’ I say. ‘I don’t think we should be pointing out her faults. And you definitely shouldn’t be punching her in the

  mouth.’




  ‘I can do my own deciding about who I’m going to punch.’




  For a few minutes we shuffle onwards in silence. I tell myself everything is fine. The further we go, the closer we are getting to the end. I listen hard. No sound comes from behind us. In fact,

  I can’t hear anything at all. I slow down and push between the cables to slide my hands over the bottom of the pipe. I want to know if it slopes down, but it’s impossible to tell. The

  gradient could be very gradual. What if we’ve been going deeper and deeper all this time?




  ‘Don’t go slow, Blake,’ Kay says. Her voice comes from several metres ahead of me.




  Where are we going? What the hell has happened to me? Just a few months ago I was totally sure of my place in the world. I was a big success at school and I knew that there was a great career in

  the Leadership waiting for me. I thought I was set, but then my world collapsed and I found myself with no home, no family and no future. And now I’m stuck in a tunnel heading I don’t

  know where. For a moment I feel so utterly lost that the absence of any place where I belong throbs inside me. I miss the way that things were. And yet I can’t even wish them back because

  what I’ve discovered means that old life can’t exist any more.




  I now know that kids who aren’t deemed worthy are hidden away and mistreated, and that people who don’t fit in with the Leadership plans are made to disappear. And I know that my

  father is responsible. If I want to bring down the system that deleted me and abused kids like Kay, then I have to kill him.




  I will not fall apart down here. I will get out.




  I crawl onwards with renewed energy. I may not have any place to go or anyone to look after me, but I do have a plan, a mission. I’ve got to kill that man. And that is what matters.




  That and Kay. I was so afraid that I’d lost her back at the Academy that I realised just how much she means to me. I want to tell her exactly how I feel, but I can’t, not now, not

  here.




  We crawl on and on.




  ‘More people coming to fight us again,’ Kay says in a mocking tone. ‘It’s all times fighting with you. Blake, you don’t like fighting. Why do you keep getting to

  having people want to fight you?’




  In spite of everything, my lips twitch. ‘You think it’s hilarious, don’t you?’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘Funny.’




  ‘Yes, it is hilly-arious. Because you’re not good at fighting, are you?’




  ‘I’m better than I was.’ I flex my back, it’s starting to ache. ‘You know, it’s strange, at the Learning Community they used to teach us about battle tactics

  and strategy and stuff—’




  ‘What does that mean?’




  ‘We had lessons called Future Leaders and they taught us about . . . the ideas of war and fighting. The mechanics of weapons and the science of explosives. We had a lot of shooting

  practice, too. But they never taught us how to actually physically fight with our fists – which would have been more useful.’




  ‘Useful?’




  ‘Something I could use. I could have used some fight lessons.’




  ‘Yes, you could. You could use some fight lessons now.’




  It’s better when we talk. It helps me keep my mind from spinning into panic again. I let Kay go on about how terrible I was in the fight competitions at the Academy, where the Specials

  were ranked by how many fights they’d won. She might laugh, but my physical fitness improved dramatically in the time I spent at the Academy. I touch my arm. I think I may have even developed

  some muscle.




  Even in the dark I can tell my filthy hands are leaving a smear on my sleeve. When we started crawling, the earth that had got into the pipe was dry and dusty, but now the cables feel wet with

  mud.




  ‘Ah!’ Kay screams.




  ‘What? What is it?’ I reach forward for her, imagining in an instant all kinds of horrible things: that she’s stumbled on a dead body, or she’s cut herself on broken

  glass.




  ‘A thing! It was a thing!’




  ‘What was it? Are you hurt?’




  I’ve got hold of her shoulder. The darkness is so frustrating. I keep thinking that I need to open my eyes, but of course they already are open and I can’t see a damn thing.




  ‘It didn’t hurt. It was a surprise. A bad surprise. What do you call those things? Not people, the other things with lots of legs?’




  ‘Caterpillars?’




  ‘With four legs and . . .’ Her clothes rustle as she gestures, but it’s no use to me in the dark.




  ‘Animals? Did you feel an animal?’ I suppose an animal is better than a guard. As long as it’s not a rabid dog. It must have been something small because I didn’t feel

  anything. ‘It was probably just a rat.’




  Kay sniffs. ‘I know rats. I’m an Academy Special. I’ve seen big lots of rats. This was biggerer, I mean, bigger.’




  If one thing has made it into the pipe there could be all sorts of things sharing this space with us. I imagine what I would see if I could light up the way in front of us. My mind fills with

  things that crawl and scuttle and bite. It’s probably best that we can’t see.




  I feel my insides tightening again. ‘Let’s just keep moving, shall we?’ I say.




  So we press on. My knees are burning and my shoulders ache. It feels like we’ve been shuffling along for hours. The cables are increasingly slippery and I try not to think about what

  exactly might be coating them. I don’t even want to turn around and go back any more, it would be too far. Once again I’m horribly conscious of the earth wrapping itself around us.

  Enclosing us. I wish that the pipe would crack and the ground would split open above me. I close my eyes again and concentrate on the rhythm of moving forwards.




  ‘Can you hear a thing?’ Kay asks.




  I tense up, afraid to hear the sound of someone following us. I concentrate. Under the creaking of the cable sleeves as we press on them there is something else. A plinking.




  I let out a sigh of relief. ‘It’s just a drip.’




  ‘What’s a drip?’




  ‘A little bit of water.’




  ‘Stop.’




  I do as she says, thinking it might help to rest for a moment, but there isn’t room to sit so I have to hunch over. As soon as I cease crawling, my knees flame with pain.




  ‘It’s water here,’ Kay says. ‘Give me your hand.’




  I reach out and she guides my hand into a shallow puddle.




  ‘Probably nothing to worry about. It’s just water that’s trickled in. The pipe must have cracked somewhere. You know, a little bit broken.’ Which means the cables are wet

  with water, and not any of the horrible fluids I’d been imagining.




  ‘I think it’s not little broken. I think it’s big broken. All the dirt got in and that rat thing.’




  I really don’t need anything else to worry about. My list is already pretty long. ‘The pipe must be damaged in places. Does it matter?’




  Kay takes a breath to say something and then stops.




  ‘What is it?’ I ask.




  ‘I have to tell you a thing. Don’t get scared.’




  Oh hell. She’s going to tell me that there’s no way out. ‘Go on.’ My voice wobbles.




  ‘When I looked out of the window and saw the guards coming . . .’




  ‘What? What is it?’




  ‘I didn’t just see guards.’




  ‘What else did you see?’




  ‘Blake, it was raining.’
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  It was raining. We’re buried in a leaking pipe and it’s raining. Which means water is soaking through the ground to fill the pipe up and drown us.




  ‘Wait a minute, wait a minute,’ I say. ‘The pipe probably won’t let in large amounts of water. We just need to keep calm.’




  But, as Kay pointed out, there must be some pretty sizable holes in the pipe. And there are already puddles forming. We need to find the exit as soon as possible.




  ‘Just keep moving,’ I say. ‘Everything will be all right, if we just keep moving.’




  But a few minutes later it’s clear that everything is not all right. The occasional puddles have joined to make a stream around our knees.




  ‘When you say raining . . .?’ I ask.




  ‘Big raining. Hard. Lots.’




  But, it doesn’t make sense. Somehow there is a serious amount of water filling up this pipe. ‘It can’t just be what’s seeping through the earth.’




  ‘You’re saying it can’t, but it is. It’s coming.’




  I’m balancing on a narrow edge. I could very easily tip into hysteria. ‘We’ve got to move faster.’ My voice sounds like it’s coming from someone else.




  Crawling quickly is hard. I’m shivering and my trousers are soaking. The cables make the surface of the pipe uneven. My knees are killing me. My back aches so much that every movement

  sends a wave of pain like burning needles up my spine.




  We stop talking and there’s only the pathetic sound of us sloshing along in the dark.




  ‘Blake?’ Kay says in a tiny voice.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘I don’t know how to do that thing to stop you going down in the water.’




  My heart contracts. Poor Kay. I can’t even begin to tell her that it’s not swimming that we need to worry about. The water is over my wrists now. ‘It’s okay,’ I

  say. ‘I can swim. I’ll help you. We’re going to get out of here.’




  But the further we go the more convinced I am we’re trapped. I pray that the water has levelled off, but after a while I know that it’s still creeping up my forearms. I close my eyes

  and listen to the constant dripping of water. I’m so cold yet my knees are on fire. We go on and on and on. Imprisoned in the earth. A scream tries to claw its way up my throat. I force

  myself to swallow.




  Eventually, Kay says, ‘Can you see that?’




  I open my eyes. The water is over my elbows now. Fuzzy spots are floating in front of me. I can’t see anything. ‘What?’




  ‘It’s more lighter.’




  It’s a while before I think she might be right. But then I can definitely make out the dark outline of Kay in front of me.




  ‘It is! It’s lighter. We’re getting to the end,’ Kay says.




  If there’s a light, then that means a way out. Back into the open, out of this suffocating plastic tomb. My arm muscles are twitching with exhaustion, but we hurry towards the light. Soon

  I can see Kay more clearly. The water still looks black and has reached her hips.




  ‘Can you see anything?’ I ask.




  ‘I don’t know. Wait . . .’




  The light seems to be coming from above. Kay stops. ‘It goes up,’ she says.




  I lean to the side to look past her. The pipe makes an abrupt corner turning upwards. Horror jolts through me. If the pipe continues straight up, how on earth will we climb it?




  ‘Where does the pipe go?’ Kay asks.




  I can’t speak. I squeeze past her and push upwards into the bend. My legs shake as I stand. Straight away, I can see the circle of light above me that is our exit. It’s within

  reaching distance.




  It’s also covered in bars.
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  I take hold of the bars, but they won’t budge.




  ‘Can we get out?’ Kay asks. She’s sticking her head above the water, somewhere around my knees.




  I can’t bear to tell her that we’re doomed. ‘I’m not sure . . . there are bars covering the way out.’




  ‘Can you get them off?’




  Even though I’ve already tried it, I grip two of the bars and pull. They don’t even bend. Then I push. Nothing.




  ‘I can’t do it.’




  I need to think. There must be a way out. There must. Ty told Kay that this pipe was used as an escape tunnel. It wouldn’t be any use to anyone if there wasn’t an exit at this

  end.




  ‘There might be a different hole somewhere,’ I say. ‘It could be covered up, like at the other end. Feel under the water.’




  Kay starts splashing about near my feet. I run my hand around the upright section of the pipe. The cables disappear into a number of holes, but none of them is large enough to be any help. I

  can’t see any other edges or openings.




  ‘I can’t find anything,’ Kay says.




  ‘Maybe there’s a catch on the outside.’ I push my hand between two bars and slide it upwards. It jams at the wrist. ‘It’s a bit tight.’




  I feel around the edge of the hole. The bars are attached to a rim. It’s like a lid. It must be designed to lift off. It must. I push my other hand through a gap between the bars on the

  other side of the hole and I strain my wrists to grip the rim with my fingertips, then I pull. The lid doesn’t move. I feel around again. There’s something sticking out at the side. The

  lid is bolted on.




  I look down at Kay’s hopeful face staring up at me. ‘There’s a bolt,’ I say.




  Kay looks blank.




  ‘A bolt.’ I remember how valuable things like bolts were at the Academy. They called them shrap and wore them as jewellery. ‘Like the shrap on . . . on Ilex’s

  belt.’ God, I hope Ilex is somewhere safe now.




  She nods. The water is up to her chin.




  ‘I can’t get my hand out far enough between the bars to try to unscrew it.’




  ‘Let me try. My arms are more little than yours.’ She tries to get to her feet but this upright section is narrower than the rest of the pipe and there just isn’t enough

  room.




  ‘You’ll have to back up into the pipe and pass me there,’ I say. ‘Take a deep breath.’




  Kay gulps and slips under the water. I crouch down and slide backwards into the now almost full pipe. I open my eyes underwater, but I can only see Kay as a dark blob as she scrambles past me.

  Once she’s standing, I pull the top half of my body around the bend. I’m in a sitting position. I’m up to my shoulders in water.




  ‘I can’t reach,’ she says.




  ‘Climb on my shoulders.’




  But she can’t. The pipe is so narrow here that she can’t get her knees high enough to climb up.




  ‘I’ll go back under the water. You get on my shoulders while I’m down there, then I’ll push you up as I come out of the water.’ I take a deep breath and duck back

  into the freezing water. I’m so tired and the water rushes up around me in a way that makes me think it’s going to suck me back down the pipe. When I feel Kay’s feet on my

  shoulders it takes all my energy to force my head above water. I break the surface and gasp for breath. Even as I’m spluttering, I look up. Above Kay’s legs and body, the bars are still

  in place.




  ‘I tried,’ Kay says. ‘It’s all watery and my hand is watery.’




  ‘You need more purchase. Pull your sleeve over your hand.’ I feel like a rock is wedged in my windpipe.




  I listen to her struggling and the moment seems to stretch. Water rushes and drips and splashes around me. We’re never going to get the lid off. We’re stuck. There isn’t enough

  room for us both to fit in the upright part of the pipe. And the water level keeps climbing. All the fear that I’ve been holding down threatens to bubble up and take me over. We’re

  going to die here in the cold and the filth.




  ‘I’ve done it!’ Kay shouts.




  I look up and the bars have been lifted away. We’re saved! I can get out. Out into space and light.




  I grasp a cable in each hand like a rope to pull myself to my feet with Kay still on my shoulders. Once she’s climbed out, she leans back in and sticks out a hand to me.




  ‘You’ll never get me out like that,’ I say. ‘Move out the way and let me try to pull myself up.’




  She retracts her hand. I grip the edge of the hole. I try to heave myself upwards by bracing a foot against the side of the pipe for traction. My arms are shaking. I manage to pull myself up a

  little, but then my foot skids and I splash back into the water. I try again. There’s not enough room to walk my way up the side of the pipe. Fresh panic knifes through my lungs. I

  can’t believe it. I can’t believe I’ve come all this way. I’ve crawled through the tunnel of death only to get stuck here. At the exit. Because my stupid efwurding arms are

  too weak to pull me up.




  ‘Blake, get out now.’ Kay sounds stern, but her face peering down at me is puckered with worry.




  I’ve come too far to die in a pipe. I’ve lost my mother and poor little Ali. I promised the Specials that I would take down The Leader, so that no one would ever suffer in an Academy

  like they did again. I have got to get out.




  I take a deep breath and squeeze all of my energy into my arms and pull and pull . . . and when they start to shake and burn I pull some more . . . and finally I reach the tipping point and

  I’ve got my head out of the pipe and I know I’m going to do it. Kay grips me under the arms and helps yank me out. I flail like a caught fish. When I’m out as far as my waist, I

  have to lie gasping for a while before I get my legs out.




  After being in the tunnel, the light is so bright it burns. I keep my eyes half scrunched to look around me.




  We’re in a very small concrete building. Wires snake all around us: running in and out of holes and sockets. One wall is covered with meters. A symbol like a crooked figure four is

  scrawled several times on the back of the broken door with spray paint. Rain is pouring in through the disintegrating roof and the protective sleeves on a number of the wires has been torn or even

  chewed away. I don’t think this place has been used for a long time.




  For a moment all I can do is take great shuddering breaths and press my head to the concrete floor in silent thanks that we’re out of that terrible pipe. I never want to be closed in

  again. I look over to Kay. She’s hugging her knees.




  This feels like the first moment of stillness since we escaped.




  Everything we need to talk about collides in my mind and all the horrors clog in my throat. Out of my mouth comes just one word: ‘Ali,’ I say.




  Kay understands. She crawls across the floor and we wrap our arms around each other.




  The thought of brave Ali fading away on the steps outside the Academy burns through me. I should never have included her in my plans to expose The Leader. I shouldn’t have let her get in

  that lift – and when it broke down and she squeezed through that tiny gap in the doors, I should have told her to run like hell. Instead, she brought us back the override key and, on the way,

  The Leader’s aide shot her. He was trying to get her to tell him where I was. It’s my fault. I feel the weight of responsibility for another death lodge above my heart, pressing

  painfully down. I know it will be there always.




  Ali didn’t even get to see her brother, Ilex, before she died.




  ‘What do you think happened to Ilex?’ I ask Kay.




  ‘I think some good people found him and he is in their house and they’re giving him big lots of food.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Really yes,’ she says firmly. She’s trying to make me feel better.




  The sound of rain on the roof is lighter now.




  Everything is a terrible mess. I am so exhausted that I could just sit here and wait for it all to go away, but Kay climbs to her feet and pushes open the door of the building. I hear her sharp

  intake of breath.




  ‘What is it?’ I ask, getting up to join her at the door.




  I see a vast expanse of bare earth broken up only by the rubble of demolished buildings. The back of my neck prickles.




  ‘We’re in a nowhere place,’ Kay says.




  ‘It’s worse than that,’ I say. ‘I think we’re in the Wilderness.’
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  All the childhood stories about Wilderness bogeymen come back to me. Even worse than that, I remember the cannibal boys that I encountered in the Wilderness behind the

  Academy.




  Kay’s face is pale. The Wilderness is where they send the worst-behaved Specials. She’s got her own horror stories to remember. I hate seeing her worried.




  ‘We must have crawled right under the fence,’ I say.




  Kay isn’t listening. ‘I didn’t know the pipe came to the Wilderness,’ she says. ‘Ty didn’t tell me.’ She stares out at the barren landscape. ‘If

  you’re not good, the Enforcers make you go here,’ she says. ‘They say to you about the Wilderness to scare you. They tell you things.’ She sweeps her gaze across the

  horizon. ‘This is the place they send all the bad ones, isn’t it? Not just the Academy Specials. It’s all-danger here.’




  She doesn’t have to tell me. The hairs on the back of my neck are already standing up. I try to focus my mind. ‘Are you sure that Ty said this is where the anti-Leadership people

  are?’




  ‘Yes, big sure. Do you think we should go back?’




  I’m not sure there is a way back. The pipe is useless now that it’s flooded. Even when the water drains away, there is no way I am getting back in there. And I’ve tried the

  fence that surrounds the Wilderness before; it’s electrified. Besides, sometimes guards patrol along its length and I’m pretty sure if they saw anyone coming in from the Wilderness they

  would shoot first and ask questions later.




  We’re stuck here.




  ‘What exactly did Ty say about where we could find the people who would help us?’




  ‘He didn’t say big lots. He said there is the pipe. The pipe is an escape for the Leader-haters – he called them . . . the Resistance.’




  ‘Really?’ Resistance sounds a lot less scary than terrorists.




  ‘Yes. He said he can talk to his friend and ask if the Resistance want us to come, then we can go in the pipe because the pipe is a way to get to their . . . hecwaters?’




  ‘Headquarters. But where exactly?’ I look around at the desolate stretch of muddy fields and ruins in front of us. ‘There’s nothing here.’




  ‘No, it’s not here,’ Kay agrees. ‘But I’m thinking it’s near. I asked Ty what place it’s in and he said Anuldsity.’ She says it with a flourish.

  As if this clears matters up. ‘Do you know where that place is?’ she asks, as if I’m some kind of Wilderness expert.




  ‘I’ve got no idea. Did he say anything else?’




  ‘No.’ She frowns in concentration. ‘Yes! He said Anuldsity is in the south-east! Does that mean Wilderness?’




  ‘South-east is a direction.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘It’s a way to go.’ I rub my hand over my face. I wanted to make things better so badly, but it’s all gone horribly wrong. I don’t even know where we’re going

  to get our next meal from. ‘What should we do?’ I ask Kay. ‘Should we try to find the Resistance?’ I don’t tell her that I’m still a little afraid of them.




  Kay eyes the thinning clouds. ‘I think maybe it’s better to get on a way to go than to stay here not getting any place.’ She touches my hand. ‘Ty said they would help us

  and I think it’s true.’




  ‘Why? We don’t really know anything about Ty. He was just a friend of Janna’s.’




  ‘When he talks about The Leader he has the look like you. I can see that he wants to stop him.’




  And that’s how we decide to search for the Resistance. I put my trust in Kay’s ability to read someone’s feelings in their face.




  The rain has completely stopped so we step outside the hut and take a look around.




  We’re in the middle of what must have once been countryside. Roads snake through hills, but instead of fresh green, the fields are bare grey mud. To the right a large building has been

  reduced to a pile of bricks.




  ‘Which way is south-east?’ Kay asks.




  I look up at the sky; a pale sun has broken through the clouds. ‘I can work it out,’ I say. ‘I just need something . . .’ I turn back into the hut and poke about until I

  find a strip of metal that holds a bundle of wires flat against the wall. I wrench it from its pins.




  ‘What are you doing?’ Kay asks.




  I go back outside and stick the long thin piece of metal in the ground. The sun casts a weak shadow. Using my finger I mark the end of the shadow in the dirt.




  ‘Now we have to wait a while,’ I say. ‘The sun moves from east to west, so when the shadow moves we’ll be able to work out which way is south-east.’




  While we’re waiting I teach Kay about the points of the compass, but neither of us are completely focused. It feels stupid to be standing still. I expect a pack of vicious Wilderness

  people to attack at any second. I’m constantly scanning the land around us.




  I probably don’t wait long enough, but when the shadow has moved some way round, I make a second mark, then draw a line between the two dents in the earth.




  ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘The first mark is east and the second is west, so if we stand with east on our right, we’re facing north, which means . . .’ I turn one hundred and

  thirty-five degrees to my right. ‘This is south-east.’




  ‘That’s good,’ Kay says.




  ‘It’s not horribly accurate,’ I admit. ‘But we can always do it more precisely later when we’ve found a better stick.’




  We set off in the direction I pointed. Fortunately, one of the few marks on the landscape, something low and black, is just to the left of my calculated trajectory. As long as we keep that on

  our left, we should be fine.




  I hope.




  The muddy ground sucks at our boots as we walk. There isn’t much to see. What little vegetation there is doesn’t add much colour; the grass is yellow, the trees are grey and

  withered. After a while we end up on a road that’s leading in the right direction.




  I hope we don’t have to go far, but deep down I’ve already assumed that a group of rebels wouldn’t choose to live near the boundary fence. I prepare myself for a long walk.
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  For a moment the wind drops and everything is completely still and quiet. I don’t know whether I’m more afraid of us being totally alone, or of what might happen

  when we do find someone. Either way I keep looking over my shoulder.




  ‘Tell me how there is this Wilderness,’ Kay says. ‘Tell to me about the war thing again.’




  ‘We went to war to try to defend another country that the Greater Power had invaded.’




  ‘What’s invaded?’




  ‘They brought loads of soldiers – fighters – into a country and started telling them what to do. Of course the Greater Power didn’t like us interfering when we tried to

  help, so they attacked us too. Using new weapons. Lots of bombs.’




  ‘What’s bombs?’




  ‘They drop them out of the sky and they explode.’ I mime an explosion by scrunching my fingers and flicking them out. ‘They break things, even big things, they make buildings

  fall down.’




  ‘Like at the Academy when there was the fire and then there was that boom! and it made everyone fall down?’




  ‘I don’t think that was caused by a bomb, but similar to that. Where we are now was the worst hit because the capital used to be around here somewhere.’




  ‘How did the war stop?’ she asks.




  ‘The Leadership stopped it.’ I frown. ‘Or so they claim.’ Come to think of it, what do I really know about the Long War at all? ‘That’s what I was taught in

  school anyway.’




  Kay nods. We both know that neither her school nor mine was a place for reliable information.




  The black shape in the distance gradually resolves itself into the remains of a group of houses. They must have been hit by a bomb. Only one front wall stands alone, with its windows smashed and

  its wooden veranda in splinters. It looks like a mouth full of broken teeth.




  The rest is not much more than a pile of bricks and timber. When we reach it I pull a plank from the wreckage and Kay and I manage to hack at it with flat stones until the wood splinters into a

  reasonable point, then I stick it in the ground, so that we can make another shadow compass and check we’re heading in the right direction. While we’re waiting for the shadow to move,

  Kay starts shifting bricks and hunks of plaster.




  ‘What are you doing?’ I ask. ‘Some of that stuff is sharp.’




  Kay rolls her eyes. ‘It’s not sharp things I’m worrying about.’ She looks behind her. ‘I want to find a weapon.’




  I would like a weapon too. If only I had a gun, then all that weapons training in the Future Leaders sessions at the Learning Community might actually be some use to me. But there’s

  nothing useful in the heap of rubble. Kay has to settle for half a brick, which she keeps in her hand at all times.




  Looking at the shadow compass I adjust our course a little and head towards a group of buildings in the distance. We cross several fields of mud sprouting nothing but a few sickly weeds and

  surrounded by hedges that are not much more than desiccated clumps of twisted twigs. Then we find another undulating road to follow. It must have been pretty once, looking down the hill at the

  fields. But now everything is grey and withered. I don’t understand why the weeds aren’t thriving. Surely, left untended, this place should be a riot of greenery? There’s

  something very wrong here.




  When we reach the buildings we find the remains of a village. The wind whips brick dust in my eyes. I squint to take in the devastation. Where we stand is barely even recognisable as a street.

  You can’t pick out individual structures. It’s just piles and piles of bricks with lengths of wood sticking out. I have to remind myself that these bricks once made someone’s home

  and these shards of wood came from the furniture they used every day.




  Behind these mounds is half a house, its side ripped open and its insides spilling out. Twisted between the bricks there’s a jumble of sun-bleached clothes tangled like intestines. Beyond

  that is more rubble, but on the far side of the village is a group of houses still standing, although they slump against each other like wounded soldiers. What happened to the people who lived

  here?
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