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A nerve-wracking underground adventure from a master storyteller …

When Liam dares his classmate Imogen to come on a forbidden tour of the railway tunnel being drilled through a nearby mountain, he hopes she’ll quit protesting about it damaging the environment — his dad is an engineer working on the tunnel, after all.

Just as they reach the huge tunnelling machine everything goes horribly wrong. When the rocks stop falling and the dust settles, they are trapped, kilometres below ground, in the dark. Water is trickling in and beginning to rise. And nobody knows where they are.

‘Hill knows how to draw young readers in and keep them on the edge of their seats …’

LINDA THOMPSON
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ONE

When you stood deep inside the tunnel, you could hear the mountain groaning overhead. That’s what Liam Geary’s father had told him, anyway. And the couple of times he’d taken Liam inside the Puketapu Tunnel, they’d listened until they both heard it: creaks and crackings as rocks shifted under the billions of tonnes of stone and soil crammed above them; distant rumbles, where mini-avalanches poured into the caverns and chasms that riddled every mountain, no matter how solid it looked.


You didn’t hear those sounds when people were actually working in the tunnel. Giant trucks roared as they carried rocks out from where the TBM, the Tunnel Boring Machine, was working. Drills hammered holes in the walls, to take rock samples, or to bolt steel reinforcing plates in place. Engineers, drivers, machine operators, tunnellers shouted to one another over the other noises. Any sounds of rocks moving somewhere in the mountain were lost in the din — especially since everybody wore ear protection to stop themselves from being deafened.

The first time Liam’s father took him inside — just for half an hour while engineers checked ground level measurements — he told his son that cutting a tunnel sometimes felt as if you were boring into some colossal living thing. Ancient people believed caves and natural tunnels were places where gods and spirits dwelled; Liam had read that in one of his books. So if you started cutting or drilling into a mountain, you were wounding the body of some incredibly old, enormous creature.

It sounded stupid, till you stood inside a big tunnel; felt those billions of tonnes pressing in from above and the sides; heard water dripping from ceilings, or even trickling like something’s blood behind the concrete walls; sensed the blackness that lay beyond the TBM’s blazing lights as it ground its slow way through the stone ahead. Then you knew that a major tunnel like the Puketapu was a place of power, somehow; that darkness and danger lurked all around.

Even just standing in the pale sun beside the entrance, as Liam was doing now, talking to the truck drivers and other workers while their tyres and boots sloshed through the mud of the floor — ‘Time they put you on the payroll, buddy!’ yelled Sonny Ngatai, as his digger swayed past — Liam could believe the black hole in the mountainside was an entrance to a world where humans were tiny and alien, somehow. Sunlight reached only a few metres inside; then the workers depended on banks of electric lights to see. When the other half of the tunnel, gradually carving its way from the far side of the mountain, finally broke through to meet this one, air and light would flow through these rocks for the first time in millions of years. Till then, the depths of the mountain remained an unknown world.

Peggy Chen, one of the geologists, came sloshing out of the entrance in the pink gumboots she always wore, and grinned at Liam. ‘Your dad should be finished in a few minutes. He’s just giving the walls a stroke.’

They stood together, gazing at the tunnel mouth and the green branches hanging over it from the hillside above. ‘Looks good, eh?’ Peggy said.

Liam nodded. ‘Yeah.’ Actually, no. It didn’t look good; it looked amazing. He gazed at the black arch of the entrance, above which a name and date would be carved (but not till the whole project was finished; tunnellers were superstitious about that). Soaring trunks of trees with glossy wet branches clung to the hillside above. Little streams gurgled and bounded down, especially now the sun was shining after days of rain that had drenched the mountain. It was a special place.

All he had to do was try to get Imogen Parkinson to think the same.
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TWO

They’d had another argument at school, just yesterday. Ms Salisi had been telling their class about other, famous tunnels — the one under the River Thames in England, where you could sometimes hear ships’ propellors churning as they passed overhead; 2000-year-old tunnels built by Romans to carry water to ancient cities. Room 9 had listened, rapt, till Imogen said, ‘And every one of them messed up the environment.’

‘That’s rubbish!’ Liam had promised himself he wouldn’t get angry, but when Imogen Parkinson talked like that, he couldn’t help it. ‘The Puketapu Tunnel is going to help the environment.’

‘How?’ the girl demanded. ‘You’ve cut down thousands of trees to make your precious roads. All the birds and native bats have been scared away by those stupid machines and their noise — plus all the fumes and pollution they put out. You’re ruining the climate as well as the environment!’

‘You’ve … You’re’: just because his father worked on the tunnel project, while her parents wrote letters to the paper opposing it, and she tried to make kids join some silly group that talked about ‘saving our forests’. Liam took a breath; tried to stay calm. ‘It’s going to be a train tunnel, OK? Trains will carry the stuff that usually goes on trucks. That means less pollution on the roads, not more.’

‘Do you—’ Ms Salisi began, but Imogen kept going.

‘So you’ll have your tunnel going through the mountain and the road going over it. How’s that supposed to be good for the environment?’

‘Maybe—’ Ms Salisi started, but this time it was Liam who interrupted.

‘You want people to have no jobs? There’s shops opened again here because of all the people working on the tunnel. Business has really picked up. You want this place to be a ghost town instead?’


‘You want it to be a ghost mountain?’ Imogen’s cheeks were pink. She tossed her dark hair, and glared back at Liam. ‘That tunnel is just to carry junk we don’t really need. The more people keep buying things, the more the planet gets ruined.’

‘Shall we—’ Ms Salisi tried, but Liam’s cheeks were also pink now.

‘You ever been inside a proper tunnel?’

‘Don’t need to and don’t want to.’ Imogen’s face wasn’t pink any longer; it was red. ‘They’re all—’

‘All right, you two.’ Ms Salisi finally managed to get a word in. She was trying not to grin. ‘That’s fulltime. And it’s a draw — unless someone else wants to say something?’

Nobody else in Room 9 said anything. Nobody else in Room 9 was trying to hide their grins, either. Even Liam’s friend Noah had a smile on his face. It made Liam feel even angrier. Was he the only person who took this seriously? Only him and … and Imogen Parkinson?

[image: image]


He went through yesterday’s argument in his mind now, as he stood at the tunnel entrance, waiting for his father. More trucks ground past. More engineers and drillers and TBM operators splashed by. It was shift changeover time, and the next crew were already in the tunnel, checking tools and systems, especially on the giant tunnelling machine before it began grinding ahead once more, chewing its way through the rock at up to 15 metres a day. Nearly everyone coming out nodded or spoke to Liam. ‘Hello, mate,’ said Mario, one of the TBM specialists. Mario was very proud of having learned to say ‘mate’. He headed the Italian crew who had built the two gigantic machines in their country, then assembled them after they were shipped to the other side of the world, to start working inwards from opposite sides of the mountain. The TBM on the far side was called Gabriella; the one on this side — ‘my machine, mate’ Mario called it — was Lucia. TBMs always had female names.

‘Ciao, mate.’ Mario headed off. ‘Holiday coming, mate.’

‘What—’ Then Liam saw his father emerging from the entrance.

‘Hello, son,’ Mr Geary said. ‘Eleven metres today. Not bad. Some flaky stuff up ahead; we’ll have to go a bit carefully.’

‘Mario said something about a holiday. How come?’ Tunnelling usually went on twenty-four hours a day, every day. It was a waste of time and money to have the machines lying idle.

His dad nodded. ‘Safety inspection Saturday night. Have to leave the tunnel empty for half a day before anyone goes in, so Lucia hasn’t stirred things up too much.’

Liam knew about safety checks. A team would test the way ahead with radar and ultrasound, measuring density, any movement, water, signs of new rock types. They needed as much stillness as possible, to be sure.

‘Might get your mum to take some time off too — have a late birthday out,’ his father said, as they headed for Mr Geary’s muddy ute, parked in the crew area near the entrance. ‘You can come too, buddy, if you like.’

At the ute, Liam’s dad stood and stared at the hillside soaring up above the entrance, and the streams of water trickling down. ‘Gonna rain again, they reckon.’

Dirty grey clouds were building along the high ridges, but Liam only half-noticed them. Saturday night. Today was Thursday. He could … No, it was impossible … No, he could do it. He would!

He was going to make Imogen Parkinson see what a tunnel was really like.
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THREE

He’d show her how brilliantly Lucia the TBM worked. How the hardened steel teeth on its revolving disc cut and tore at the tunnel face ahead, so the rock splintered, crumbled, fell onto a conveyer belt as long as a football field inside Lucia, and was carried to the back where it tipped into waiting trucks the height of a three-storey building.

Every few hours, the cutting disc would stop, and huge clamps running along the TBM’s sides would crawl forward, carrying pre-made sections of concrete. These would be slid into place beside and above Lucia so another stretch of smoothly curved tunnel was ready to be bolted and checked. The TBM would creep forward, the colossal cutting disc would start to turn, and the teeth would gouge into the rock face once more.

It was an invention that meant no explosives had to be used. Wildlife outside the tunnel was disturbed as little as possible. The amount of rock taken away was reduced, and dumped in areas which then had tonnes of soil spread over the top, and new trees planted. There’d be more bush in the area when the Puketapu Tunnel was finished than when it began.

Imogen Parkinson didn’t want to know about these things. Well, he was going to show her.

[image: image]

‘Sounds lovely, dear,’ Mrs Geary exclaimed at dinner, when Liam’s dad mentioned the day — half-day, maybe — off. ‘We could see about that new bathroom unit.’ She turned to her son. ‘You want to come, love?’

‘Uh …’ Liam tried to sound as off-hand as he could. ‘I’ll see. Think Noah wants me to come over to his place.’

‘What’s the matter?’ his father grinned. ‘Don’t you want to look at exciting bathroom units with your exciting parents?’

All three of them laughed, though Liam’s laugh sounded false to him. After dinner, while his parents sat looking at brochures his mother had got about showers and handbasins, he slipped through the back door into the garage and workshop, where his father kept a big torch, plus his keys to the outer security fence and tunnel gates. The gates had a combination lock, but Liam knew its number — his mum’s and dad’s birthdays: 2209.

He stared at the box. He couldn’t: it would be like stealing. Yes he could; his father had to put up with so much ignorant stuff from people like Imogen Parkinson and her parents — and the others in their stupid environment group. He would … He didn’t know what he’d do.
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But by the time he headed for school on Friday morning, he’d made up his mind. He walked head-down, parka hood up against the rain that had returned as threatened. He kept going over and over what he’d say.

He waited under the covered walkway leading to Room 9. Beyond the far side of the playing fields, blurred by clouds and mist, the bulk of Mount Puketapu lifted towards the sky. Every drop of rain falling on it would be trying to find ways down into the mountain. It might take just days for it to penetrate, his dad had told him. It might take years. But there was always water inside a tunnel, streaming from the walls, sometimes bursting from the rock face as Lucia ground forward. That was something else the safety inspection team would be checking for.

Noah appeared, asked, ‘What you waiting here for?’

Liam shrugged, mumbled, ‘With you in a minute, eh?’

His friend moved on, then turned and called, ‘Hey, you want to come over tomorrow? Or I’ll come to your place?’ Liam mumbled something else.

A minute later, Imogen appeared, with Sonja Patel. She took no notice of Liam, started to walk past. ‘Can—’ His voice sounded weird. ‘Can I talk to you?’

The girls stopped and stared. ‘Just you.’ Liam pointed at Imogen. Hell, he must sound such a dick.

The two girls stared again. Then Sonja giggled, said, ‘See you inside, Imo,’ and headed off.

Imogen waited. Her bag had a sticker: BE GREEN, NOT MEAN. ‘What?’ she demanded.

Though he had practised the words, they felt strange in Liam’s mouth. ‘I want you to come and look at the tunnel.’

The dark-haired girl — her hair-ties or whatever you called them were green, too — went still. ‘You trying to be funny?’

‘You said on Wednesday that you’d never been inside a tunnel.’ Actually, Imogen hadn’t said this, but it was what she meant. ‘So come and look. Then you can see how careful people are, how they try to protect everything.’

Silence for a few seconds. ‘This is some kind of sick joke, right?’ Imogen asked.

Liam knew he was heating up again. ‘Look — my dad and the others do everything they can, so they don’t harm the environment. If you don’t believe me, come and look. Otherwise shut up about it.’ He hadn’t planned to say the last words, but felt pleased he had.

Imogen glared at him. Her arms clutched the bag harder. ‘That’s stupid! Everyone knows how your useless tunnel—’ (that ‘your’ again. Liam’s mouth went tight) ‘—is wrecking the mountain, just so some people can make more money. I don’t have to—’

‘I knew you’d chicken out!’ He hadn’t planned those words, either, but he felt more pleased than ever that he’d spoken them. ‘You think you know everything, but you’re too gutless to come and see how you’re wrong. That’s pathetic!’

For a couple of seconds, he thought Imogen was going to swing her bag at him. Her chin came up; her eyes blazed. Then she spoke a single word.

‘When?’
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FOUR

Have I ever told so many lies in one day? Liam wondered, as his parents drove off to town on Saturday morning. ‘Sure you don’t want a really fun time looking at taps and soap dishes?’ his mum grinned, while Mr Geary backed out of the garage — in the clean car, not the muddy ute.

Liam shook his head. ‘Going over to Noah’s.’

That was Lie Number Three. Number Two had been telling Noah that he had to go into town with his parents. Number One had been on Friday morning, when Imogen asked, ‘Are you allowed to go into the tunnel by yourself?’ Liam’s mind had gone blank for a couple of seconds, then he said, ‘Dad knows I’ll be careful — just don’t go telling everyone.’ OK, that first part was just a half-lie … maybe. Anyway, Imogen Parkinson agreed to actually come and look at the things she kept mouthing off about. Now he was gonna show her why she should stop mouthing off — full stop.
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The rain had stopped again, but gutters still ran with water as Liam biked towards the tunnel entrance, nearly three kilometres outside town. The floor inside would be even muddier. He hadn’t said anything to Greeny Girl about what sort of shoes to wear. Oh well — her problem.

He didn’t go along the usual streets; didn’t want too many people to see him, in case they mentioned it to his parents later. His father’s keys were in the pocket of his jeans; his jacket was on the back carrier. It could be cold just inside the tunnel, though the further you went in, the warmer it got. He hadn’t told Imogen she’d need a jacket, either. Maybe he should have brought …

But she was wearing a jacket after all, he saw as he pedalled around the final corner — a green one, of course. And she was early: ten minutes before he’d told her to be there, standing at one corner of the security fence, where it formed a high, chain-link-roofed, giant-soccer-goal shape around the tunnel entrance. She looked impatient as he rode up, and half-parked, half-hid his bike around the side of the fence. Liam felt a bit annoyed. He’d wanted to be there before her; make it look as if the tunnel was his place, somehow.

Her sneakers were green, too, Liam noticed. She watched as he walked towards her, keys in hand. There was nobody else around, luckily. He hadn’t expected anyone, with the safety inspection not starting till some time in the afternoon. If there had been people there, he didn’t know what he’d have said.

‘You sure you’re allowed to do this?’ Imogen asked again.

Liam ignored the question. ‘You tell anyone you were coming?’

Imogen stared at him. ‘You said not to, remember? Anyway, I can make my own mind up. So show me what’s so great about your precious tunnel.’

Suddenly, Liam just wanted to get this all over with, as quickly as he could. Why hadn’t he just asked his father if he could show Imogen the tunnel some time, and explained why? His dad knew about the Parkinsons, said they’d been the ones putting up all sorts of arguments against the project, at public meetings before work began. His father might have let the girl take a look, if only to shut her and her family up a bit.

Too late now. Liam glanced around quickly, unlocked the outer gate, and stepped through. Imogen followed. She wore a small green backpack, the same colour as her jacket. The same colour as everything.

Liam pointed at the pack. ‘What’s that for?’

The girl seemed to hesitate for a moment. ‘Just another jersey. Is it cold in there?’

Liam didn’t answer that question, either. They’d reached the inner fence: steel posts, steel mesh walls and roof bolted against the rock face, like the outer one. He punched the security code into the keypad: 2 — 2 — 0 — 9, trying to look as if he did this all the time. Click. Whirrr. They stepped through, and Liam pushed the gate shut behind him, just as he’d done with the outer one. The lofty black arch of the Puketapu Tunnel waited, ten metres in front of them.

A couple of names or something in blue paint were faintly visible to one side of the entrance. Graffiti, sprayed there before work even began. Liam pointed at them. ‘Some idiots with nothing better to do.’ The girl didn’t reply.


He’d been here plenty of times, waiting for his dad, but the tunnel entrance always made him take a deep breath. As high and wide as a three-storey building, silent and watchful, somehow, it was the start of a concrete-lined route that would thread for eight kilometres through rock never seen before by humans.

Yes, his dad talked to that rock, patted and stroked it like Peggy Chen the geologist had said. ‘I tell it what we’re doing,’ he grinned to his son one time, as they stood just inside the entrance that Liam and Imogen were now approaching. ‘It’s a good idea to be polite to a mountain if you’re planning to bore a hole through it.’

Twin rows of electric lights stretched along the roof ahead, dwindling into the distance towards where Lucia the TBM nearly filled the tunnel from side to side, silently waiting for the safety team. Concrete walls curved smoothly around them. Water seeped or trickled from regularly spaced drainage holes onto the muddy floor that was marked with criss-cross patterns from the tyres of the trucks and diggers now parked outside till work restarted. Everything was quiet, except for the murmur of water. A faint breeze breathed past; air was always moving in a tunnel.

The two of them stood without saying anything. She must feel how special this place is, Liam knew. She must. He opened his mouth to ask her.

Imogen spoke first. ‘How far have we got to go?’


‘It’s about a kilometre to the TBM — the Tunnel Boring Machine.’

The girl shifted her backpack. ‘Come on then. Got better things I want to do.’

Liam said nothing. Side by side, they moved forward.
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FIVE

Just two minutes and maybe 200 metres into the tunnel, one of Imogen’s sneakers came off in a patch of gluey mud. She staggered, tried to keep her foot off the ground, lurched sideways. Schlup! The foot in its sock — a green sock, of course — squelched down into the same mud. Imogen said a word that would have got her a detention in Room 9. Liam grinned, and didn’t care if she saw.

She did, and glared at him. ‘How much longer?’

‘Seven … eight hundred metres. Depends on whether you lose any more sneakers.’

That got him another glare. The girl pulled off her filthy sock, and stuffed it into her jacket pocket. She worked her sneaker back on, and moved forward without looking at him.

[image: image]

At least she’d come. He didn’t think she would, when he asked her at school. But here she was, and she was almost daring him to go on. And he’d never been to any of the protest meetings against the tunnel that she sounded off about. In fact, he’d told Noah and other guys at school that the people who went were all nutters. But — yeah, here she was.

Another six … seven minutes, and Liam could see the huge length of the TBM in the distance, gleaming in the roof lights. It always made him think of a giant oil rig lying on its side, except that torn rock, not oil, came flowing out of it on the conveyer belt. ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘The Tunnel Boring Machine.’

Imogen grunted. ‘Looks boring, all right.’ So she’s here, but she’s still stupid, Liam decided. He walked a bit faster, felt her hurrying to keep up. With any luck, she’d lose another sneaker.

They drew closer to the vast machine. Liam could see its great steel cutting disc now. A thin rim of rock showed around it. He glanced at his watch. 10.20am. They’d be out of here hours before anyone else arrived.

‘She takes as little rock as possible,’ he said now. Imogen looked puzzled. ‘What do you mean — she?’

So he told her about Lucia and the other female names. When she said nothing, he added, ‘There’s one cutting subway tunnels under some American city, that they call Big Bertha. She’s got her own Twitter account; sends messages saying “It never rains down here” or “Just had a nice lunch of chewy granite”.’

The girl snorted. Whether the snort meant ‘cool’ or ‘stupid’, Liam couldn’t tell.

They’d almost reached the rear of the TBM. Liam found himself touching its steel frame, just like his father touched the rocks. ‘Took them a month to fit it all together when it arrived. It’s got its own computer system; can bore a tunnel nearly as smooth as a rifle barrel.’ Still nothing from Imogen, but Liam was talking to himself as much as to her, going over the things that always fascinated him. ‘Guy who invented the first one had been looking at—’

The girl jerked suddenly, pointed ahead. ‘What’s that?’


Liam stared. The great length of the TBM, the cutting disc, the thin rim of rock around it. ‘What’s what?’

‘Something moved. Something dark. It sort of jumped.’

Liam peered harder. Still nothing. ‘Probably a little bit of rock dropping down.’ He pointed. ‘From that part Lucia hasn’t reached yet. Happens all the time. That’s why they get the concrete walls up as soon as they can. And that’s why everyone wears hard hats. See? Inside the cabin there?’

He pointed at the section of TBM they were moving past. Behind the thick windows, computer screens glowed. Two seats with orange safety hats on them. ‘Or it might have just been some water trickling down.’

‘It wasn’t water! I’m not stupid!’

Yes, you are, Liam thought, but didn’t say.

Then they were both still. From somewhere ahead and off to one side, a low rumbling sounded. It lasted for three … five seconds. The tunnel wall seemed to quiver slightly. Then silence again.

‘What’s happening?’ The girl sounded nervous this time.

‘Rock shifting or falling, somewhere inside the mountain. Happens all the time. Nothing to be scared about.’

Imogen gave him a third glare. This time, Liam pretended not to see.


‘Dad says that really old tunnels and mines used big chunks of timber to hold up the roofs. They’d creak and groan all the time. People got used to it.’

They’d almost reached Lucia’s cutting face. Roof lights, plus others inside the machine’s cabin glowed on the huge steel disc. ‘Pity we can’t see the teeth on its head,’ Liam said. ‘They’re — what are you doing?’

The girl had pulled off her backpack, was taking something out. A tall can, with a nozzle on top. She wanted to put on hairspray — in here? Then he saw what the can was. ‘Hey! Don’t!’

Imogen twisted away from his hand, the can gripped in her own fist. A trickle of bright green paint oozed from its nozzle. ‘Stuff — off! I’m gonna leave a message here, for your stupid tunnellers to think about. Tell them how they’re ruining—’

This time they both jerked. A second rumble, much closer, much louder. It swelled and grew, all around.

A black butterfly flicked through the lights, just in front of them.
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SIX

Can’t be a butterfly, a corner of Liam’s mind told him. Nothing lives down here, except for a few worms and rats. What’s— he flinched as another black shape flew past.

A different movement, to his left. He gaped. A black zigzag line had appeared on the tunnel wall. Water running — no. His breath stopped, as the line lengthened and widened. More objects hurtled from it, smashing into the TBM with loud clangs. One whipped past his face, so close that he almost felt it. Rocks. A crack in the wall. It couldn’t—

Suddenly, the air squeezed at his face, like hands grasping. He lurched sideways, saw Imogen staggering, her mouth wide open. Behind him, the giant TBM lurched and graunched. The thick concrete of the tunnel wall flexed, bent, split apart.

Then noise was all around them. Terrible bellowing, tearing sounds. BLAM! BLAM! like gunshots. A roaring as if gigantic beasts were stampeding, or mountains of rock were collapsing and crashing together. Liam’s body shuddered and bucked as more blasts of air battered him.

He glimpsed Imogen again, clutching the spray can and backpack to her; knew she was screaming, but couldn’t hear her in the awful avalanche of noise.

His own mouth gaped wide. He stumbled and nearly fell. More rocks whipped past him, boomed off the TBM’s metal struts. Storms of dust tore by; pebbles flew. Something hit his left hand. He saw blood flowing; felt himself screaming, too, but the crashing rocks drowned everything.

A deeper booming and growling began behind them. Liam grabbed at one of Lucia’s struts with his other hand, hauled himself around, lurching as another blast of air slammed at him.

The tunnel down which they’d come was twisting and heaving. Water and mud fountained as the floor lifted, then slammed down again. Walls rippled as if a wave was moving through them. Liam hunched and howled. Then the roof tore apart.

A black torrent of rock crashed down, blotting out everything behind it, filling the tunnel from side to side. Liam glimpsed the concrete splitting open, more rock pouring through. Clouds of dust flew at them; straightaway they were choking and gasping. Grit stung Liam’s face like dozens of needles. Then the roof lights went out.

He could hear them both shrieking now. Imogen was hunched over just a metre away, still clutching her backpack. He tried to grab her, lurched as the ground bucked once more. Blood trickled from her neck, where another stone must have hit.

He could still see her. How? He realised Lucia’s cabin lights were glowing. Dim and flickering through the dust that filled the air, but still shining. It must have its own batteries or something.

More bellowing and booming. The huge machine shook as something smashed into it just a metre away. Liam managed to grab Imogen’s arm, hauled her towards him. ‘The TBM! Get inside the TBM!’

He couldn’t tell if she’d heard him; could scarcely hear himself over the terrifying thundering that kept on and on. The whole mountain seemed to be pouring into the tunnel. His heart hammered; his body jerked and flailed. A tunnel like this couldn’t just collapse! But it had, and they were going to die.

The girl seemed to understand his yells. Together, holding to each other, stumbling, shouting, they lurched towards the giant machine. Rocks still slammed into it. Any second now, one would hit them, break them like twigs.

The cabin with its computer screens and seats was straight in front. Liam saw metal steps. He fought his way up them, dragging Imogen behind. She missed a step, fell hard against one of the steel treads. Liam half-heard, half-felt her cry out. He didn’t look, wrenched at her till she landed, flopping beside him.

The door into the cabin was shut. Liam rammed a shoulder into it, and it sagged open. Another two seconds, and they were both inside, while the mountain kept thundering and falling around them.

[image: image]

They hunched on the cabin floor. The TBM banged and shook; its walls shuddered. As Liam started to lift his head, he glimpsed a rock slab as big as a table hurtling at them. He yelled, threw himself down. The black slab smashed into the struts, and the whole machine rang.

Imogen lay curled up, hands over her head. Blood glistened on her neck, where the stone or whatever had hit. Above them, the mountain seemed to shift again. More thundering from behind; Liam half-sensed new masses of rock collapsing into the tunnel. The cabin lights flickered, dimmed, glowed again.

Then silence, except for distant groanings and rumbles. The rockfalls had stopped almost as suddenly as they’d begun. Imogen lifted her head and stared at him. Her face was filthy with dust and mud; her mouth trembled. She started to speak, swallowed, began to shake and weep as if she’d never stop.

Liam still jerked and trembled, too. His mouth felt choked with dust. He raised a hand, saw how filthy it was, glimpsed blood on his knuckles.

Another boom, then no sound. Liam began to crouch beside Imogen; paused and stared back down the tunnel, towards the entrance nearly a kilometre away.

Nothing. Beyond the TBM’s faint lights, darkness stretched, absolute and solid. They were trapped. Trapped and doomed.
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SEVEN

How long would the TBM’s lights last? Liam tried to remember if his father had ever said anything about them. Was it powered by batteries? A power cable of some sort? Couldn’t be a cable; the crashing rocks would have smashed it, surely.

He and Imogen huddled on the cabin floor. Grit, pebbles and small rocks lay around them. The girl was fighting to stop crying, but her body kept trembling. Liam could feel himself shuddering as well.


There was another distant rumble and tremor, then the tunnel was quiet again. What tunnel? thought Liam. It doesn’t exist any longer; it’s smashed and finished. And … and we’re finished, too. We’re going to die. Fear clutched at him. He rocked backwards and forwards, whimpering, gasping.

Imogen made a noise, swallowed, managed to mumble. ‘What — what happened?’

Liam’s own voice sounded weak and raspy. ‘Don’t know. Earthquake, maybe. Or all that rain we had: it could have started a big rockslide somewhere inside the mountain.’

He remembered his father talking about ‘flaky stuff’ up ahead. Could that have given way, somehow? But Lucia hadn’t even reached that yet.

Imogen had started crying again, face crumpling, body hunched up on the cabin floor. Liam shifted towards her, held one of her elbows, and tried to ease her up. Imogen wrenched away, swinging her arm at him. ‘Don’t touch me! Leave me alone! You wanted to come here; you made me. We’re caught here, and it’s your fault!’

She was crying harder than ever. Liam crouched beside her, felt his hands over his face, knew that he was weeping, too.
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The dust had settled slightly. Rumblings and shakings still came, but fewer than before. Liam looked at his watch, wiping away the grit on its face. 10.53am. People outside must know about the tunnel collapse. How long before anyone came to look? His dad would be called in to help, surely? But he’d never guess that his son was trapped inside.

The keys! Liam’s heart thumped. His father would find the gate keys were missing. He’d start to wonder, then worry. And they’d contact Noah, ask if he was there. But it could be hours before those things happened. My phone, he thought suddenly, and reached for his jacket pocket.

He stopped as Imogen twisted and pushed herself up. She stumbled past him, crouched over, started shoving at the cabin door. Its panels were cracked; rocks lay piled against it on the outside.

‘Don’t! Stop!’ She ignored him, heaved harder at the door. Her breath came in shuddering gasps.

‘Stop!’ Liam grabbed her arm again, pulled her back. ‘What are you doing?’

Imogen spun to face him. Her dark hair lay streaked and filthy across her face. Her eyes glared. ‘We’ve gotta get out. Before there’s any more rocks. We’ve got to go!’

 ‘Listen! Listen!’ Liam clung on to her arm. ‘The tunnel’s blocked. There’s — the whole lot of it’s come down, the roof and everything. I saw it fall. The tunnel lights are all gone; you can’t see where you’re going. Plus there could be more stuff coming down any minute. You’ll get caught. You’ll get killed.’

Imogen slumped against the wall of the cabin, sucking in breaths. Liam saw her struggling not to cry again.

‘They — they’ll come and find us, won’t they? She pushed hair from her smeared face again. The cut on her neck still oozed a little blood.

Liam said nothing. He tried to peer through the back window of Lucia’s cabin. It was pitted and scraped where flying stones must have hit. He could dimly see masses of fallen rock jamming the space behind them. Nearly a kilometre to the tunnel entrance: how much of that had collapsed? He remembered watching water splashing and gurgling down the cliff face above the entrance. Had that whole hill come smashing down as well?

The two computer screens in the cabin were dead. Their power supply was gone. Did that mean the cabin’s own lights would last longer? He leaned his forehead against the metal wall; closed his eyes. He wanted to hunch down like Imogen had been, blot out everything around him. His body ached with fear.

He made himself speak. ‘So … so you didn’t tell your parents you were coming here?’

‘No! I already said so! That was your stupid idea, too! This whole thing is your …’ She stopped, spoke lower. ‘They think I’m at Sonja’s. Did you — does anyone else know?’

Liam thought of the lies he’d told, to Noah and his parents. He shook his head. ‘I took Dad’s keys, the ones to unlock the security gates. When he finds they’re gone, he’ll start to realise.’ Unless he thinks he’s left them some other place, he didn’t say.

He jumped as he remembered something else. ‘My bike! I left that outside, by the first fence. They’ll see it. That and Dad’s keys: they’ll know I must be in here.’

Imogen stared at him. ‘So they’ll come and search for us. How long will it take?’

Liam hesitated. ‘Don’t know. They’ll have to clear the whole tunnel. They need to watch out for any more collapses while they’re working on it. Could be a while.’

Her head dropped forward. She fell silent; sank down, back against the blocked cabin door.

After a minute, so did Liam. Another thought had started beating in his mind. How long till … till they ran out of air?
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EIGHT

But air could make its way through the tiniest crack. Even if they couldn’t find a way out, it could find a way in, surely?

Liam’s stomach clenched as he remembered another thing. Gas. Dangerous gases formed inside a mountain as tree roots rotted and chemicals in the rocks slowly changed. Every tunnel had detectors, to check for any gases seeping through walls and roofs. They could suffocate you. They might explode if drills or electrical wires caused a spark; then a fire could come roaring through the tunnel. Liam sniffed, but he couldn’t smell anything.

Imogen sat watching him. Her green jacket was filthy with dust. Tears and dirt streaked her face. She was trying to breathe slowly, deeply. The green backpack and spray can lay beside her.

‘What else have you got in the pack?’ Liam asked.

‘Just a water bottle and some tissues. Why?’

Tissues, thought Liam. Great. ‘No torch?’

The girl shook her head. ‘Why would I bring a torch? I didn’t know anything—’ her voice began to shake ‘— anything like this would happen!’

Liam shrugged. ‘Yeah, OK. Just could have been handy for seeing if there’s any way out through that.’ He jerked his head towards the mass of rocks behind them.

They both exclaimed at the same time. Liam shoved his hand into his jacket once again, pulled out his phone. It — yes, the light glowed. They had something to see with, if … if the TBM’s cabin lights failed. He tried to push that thought away. ‘How about yours?’

Imogen held something out to him. The green (naturally) phone was almost broken in half, face smashed, a glitter of splintered parts spilling from it. ‘Must have been broken when I fell on the steps. Try yours. Go on — try it!’

He’d already seen the display on his screen. No bars at all. But he pushed his father’s number, held his breath. Half a metre away, the girl watched.

A second only, then No Signal. Liam’s stomach went heavy. ‘Can’t phone, can’t text. We’re too far in. It won’t work. It’s useless.’
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More silence. Imogen had started to breathe slow and deep again. After a minute, Liam joined in. One … two … three … four. One … two … Fear still clawed at him; he kept shaking; but he managed to lift his head and gaze at the walls of the tiny cabin.

‘Mum gets us to do this when we’re in the bush.’ Imogen was staring ahead, also. ‘It makes you feel calm, makes you take things in. She and Dad and—’ Her face started to tremble; she hunched again. ‘We’ve got to get out! We’ve got to!’

‘I told you!’ Liam knew he was shouting. ‘The tunnel’s blocked. There could be more rocks coming down any second!’

But Imogen was crying once more. ‘We can’t just stay here. We can’t!’


Liam went still. His dad had told him something while they watched the giant shape of Lucia being assembled outside the tunnel. ‘You could even have a little holiday inside her, son. Light, seats, heaters if you need them, box of—’

He twisted to his feet, began hauling at the seats in front of the blank computer screens. One was jammed half-under its desk. He wrenched and heaved. It came free; fell with a clatter onto the floor beside Imogen.

‘Watch out!’ she said. ‘What are you doing?’

Liam ignored her. He snatched at the desk drawers. Nothing inside except some sort of operating manuals. ‘What are you doing?’ the girl demanded again. ‘Tell me!’

‘Shut up!’ Liam was yelling again. ‘Shut up and help me. There must—’

They both froze as another rumble came, somewhere behind them. Rocks crunched and shifted. Something smashed into Lucia, and the huge machine lurched sideways. Then its lights went out.
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Blackness. Absolute blackness. Liam couldn’t see anything, not even his own hands as he jammed them against his face. The cabin, Imogen, everything had vanished.

They were both yelling and howling. ‘No! No!’ Something thumped against his side. He yelled again, realised it must be Imogen and clutched for her, but his hands closed on emptiness. His heart hammered; he panted like an animal. They were going to die. Die in the dark, alone and terrified.

A flicker above them. Another second’s blackness, then the TBM’s lights glowed again.

They stared at each other. Imogen was crouched against the cabin wall, one hand thrust out in front of her. Liam bent over the second chair, where he’d been pulling at it.

The lights flickered once more, and they both caught their breath. But the bulbs kept glowing.

‘Why — what happened?’ Imogen licked at her lips. ‘Will they go out again?’

‘Don’t know. Could be batteries switching to backup, or something.’ Silence, then he went on. ‘Look, Lucia has an emergency kit. My father told me. They keep one in case … in case something happens. Maybe it’s in here. Help me look.’

Imogen pushed herself up, turned to search the shelf running along the cabin’s other wall. ‘What does it look like?’


‘Don’t know,’ Liam said again. ‘Box or something. Just look.’

As he began crouching to stare under the computer desk, he stopped and said ‘See where I am?’

The girl stared at him. ‘What?’

‘If the — the lights go out again, just stay still. My phone’s in this pocket, see?’ He touched the side of his jacket. ‘I’ll turn it on. If you need to, that’s where it is.’

Imogen nodded, dragged in another breath. She turned back to the shelf. Liam bent and peered under the desks. Had it fallen down there? No — nothing. He straightened up, moved the computers aside. Nothing there except dust, grit and a couple of staples. He checked the drawers a second time, lifted up the manuals. What’s it look like? his mind asked. Is there even one in here?

Still nothing. He was starting to pant again, felt panic crawling up inside him. He stared around. No cupboards. No cabinets. There wasn’t even—

Imogen spoke from behind him. ‘Is this it?’
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NINE

As Liam turned, another roar battered at their ears. More rocks collapsed, right above them. Something whammed on the cabin roof, and Lucia shook once more. They both yelled; the lights flickered again. Liam snatched at the hard hats he’d shoved onto the desks. He jammed one on his head, thrust the other at Imogen. ‘Put it on!’ As she shrank back, he shouted ‘Do it!’

She pushed dirt-smeared hair off her face, and slid the hat on. Then she pointed at the object beside her.


A metal box, painted white, with a red cross on top. And a red crescent: some of the tunnellers came from Islamic countries, Liam remembered. He took a deep breath, opened it with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking.

They both stared inside. A whistle. Two bottles of water. Some bars of chocolate, sachets labelled SOUP and NOODLES. A packet of matches. A square white plastic container, labelled FIRST AID. A folded metal rectangle holding white tablets, with a picture of a fire on it — a tiny stove, Liam realised. Another, bigger rectangle made of silver cloth: what was that? And a bright orange, rubber-sheathed torch.
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Enough to keep us alive for … for how long? Liam wondered. Just two bottles of water; his throat felt parched already from dust and fear; he wanted to open a bottle and gulp it all down straightaway. He made himself push both bottles back into the box.

How long till anyone managed to reach them, through the mass of collapsed rock and shattered walls? How long till anyone even knew they were here? There was his bike outside, but who would know it was his? If the rockfalls had smashed the security fences outside, would his father even think about the missing keys?

They’d miss him by dinner time. So would Imogen’s parents, surely? Beside him, the girl was shaking out the bigger silvery rectangle. It hung in glittering folds, a thin shiny sheet the size of … ‘Survival blanket,’ he said. He tried to imagine himself and Imogen Parkinson sharing a blanket. Anyway, the air was too hot for that; they were both sweating. Air, he thought again. How much—

Imogen clicked the torch, and a bright beam of light shone across the cabin. Specks of dust drifted in it. ‘Can we use this? Signal with it, or something?’

‘Dunno.’ Liam was still thinking about the air. Had it been this hot, the other couple of times he’d been inside the Puketapu Tunnel? Did it feel this way now because they were so … so terrified?

He stared through the scarred back window again. The TBM’s shadowy bulk vanished into darkness just a couple of metres away. He could make out steel girders; the conveyer belt, unmoving now; a couple of big square shapes on the machine’s side. His father had said something else, about …

He picked up the packet of matches from the metal box. ‘Stay here,’ he told Imogen.

She jerked. ‘Where are you going? Don’t—’


‘I’m just gonna be outside for a minute. Best if we’re not both out there at the same time. Too much moving around might start more rocks coming down.’

She stared, but said nothing. Liam shoved at the cabin door. It opened a few centimetres, then stuck. He drew back, lifted a foot to kick at it, but Imogen was beside him, grabbing his arm. ‘Do it slowly. You said not too much moving.’

Together, they pushed carefully at the door. Rocks outside grated, slid backwards and dropped from the steps. When the gap was wide enough to squeeze through, they stood listening, trying to breathe quietly. No sound; no movement.

Liam moved slowly down the steps to the ground. Just a couple of metres away, a car-sized slab of rock lay jammed up against the TBM. Other big chunks were piled around it. Beside and in front of him, pebbles and stones were scattered, but there was plenty of room to move around.

Inside the dimly glowing cabin, Imogen leaned with her forehead against the window, watching him. He opened the packet of matches carefully, making sure it was the right way up, and eased out a single match. Mustn’t lose anything; the lights might go out again at any moment.

It was cooler out here. He struck the match, screwing up his eyes as it flared. Above him, the tunnel roof had split apart, and a section of rock hung like some weird curtain. Rocks bulged from other places; boulders lay heaped and jammed. But a big empty space stretched beside Lucia, beyond the slab that had crashed into her side. The tunnel didn’t seem totally blocked. Maybe …

Liam gasped as the flame reached his fingers. He dropped the match; clutched the packet as it almost slipped from his grasp. Carefully, he took out another match. He breathed slowly, till his body was still, then struck the second match, lifted it in front of him, stared at the flame. It was moving! No, his hand was shaking. He gripped his wrist with his other hand, and stared harder.

The little flame was bending, blowing a fraction sideways. Somewhere, somehow, air was getting into the tunnel. If it could get in, maybe they could get out.

[image: image]

Back in the cabin, he told Imogen. The girl watched him; said nothing till he’d finished. ‘We both go and look,’ she said then. As Liam opened his mouth, she shook her head. ‘Suppose something happens and one of us needs help while we’re out there? We both go.’

She went on. ‘We won’t use the torch in here unless … unless the lights stop again. And we need to know where it is, like your phone. And the matches.’

Liam nodded. ‘Let’s have some water,’ the girl said. ‘I’m so thirsty.’ She unscrewed one bottle, took a slow sip. Liam saw her rinse it around her mouth, then swallow. She lifted the bottle again, stopped, handed it to him.

Dunno if I’ve ever drunk from the same bottle as a girl before, Liam thought stupidly. He took just one mouthful, like Imogen, made himself recap the bottle.

‘There’s not much,’ Imogen said. ‘Is there any that gets in from the rocks or stuff? You said something about water in the mountain.’

‘Mayb— hey!’

The girl jumped as Liam exclaimed. ‘What?’ she breathed. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Something Dad told me. Come outside. Bring the torch.’

They climbed down to the rock-strewn ground. From outside, Lucia’s cabin looked so frail. A single big boulder could crush it. Liam picked his way along towards the rear of the TBM, Imogen behind him. As they left the dim glow of the cabin lights, she clicked on the torch. One after the other, they eased their way around the rock slab jammed against the machine’s side. The square shapes Liam had glimpsed stood just beyond it.

He hesitated. ‘Dad says — the drilling face uses water, to help its cutters. There’s big tanks they fill. This might be …’

Imogen pointed the torch. ‘There!’ A metal tap, near the bottom of one shadowy shape.

They were both silent as she twisted at it. It moved, and next second, a stream of water glittered in the torch’s beam, splashing onto the muddy ground.

The girl’s other hand seized Liam’s. Quickly, he bent and turned off the tap. They weren’t going to die from suffocation or thirst. Now … now what?
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TEN

Back inside, they drank the two bottles dry, took them to the tap, filled them, drained them again, then filled them a second time. ‘I’ll turn off the torch,’ Imogen said. ‘We can see enough from the lights in there, now we know where the tap is.’ She nodded at the TBM’s cabin and its glow.

‘All right,’ Liam said. ‘Hold it carefully, eh? Don’t drop it.’

‘I know!’ she snapped. ‘I’ve got a brain, OK?’


Liam opened his mouth again, then shut it.

‘Can we send some sort of signal?’ Imogen asked, when they were back in the cabin, sitting in the chairs from the computer desks. ‘If they know we’re in here, they’ll try to get to us faster, won’t they?’

The same thought had been growing in Liam’s mind. ‘There were these miners in Chile, about ten years ago. Thirty-three of them got trapped by a big cave-in. They banged on pipes and other metal things; yelled as loud as they could, to see if anyone up on the surface could hear them.’

‘Did they get out?’ Imogen asked.

‘Yeah, but it—’

‘Then we’re gonna do that. There’s heaps of stones. We can bang on this thing.’ She waved a hand at the cabin walls. ‘Really yell and scream. And, hey—’ She reached into the white emergency box, and held up the whistle. ‘That must be what this is for.’

Liam nodded, slowly. ‘It’s nearly a kilometre to the tunnel entrance, remember? And all those rocks are blocking it. Dunno if they’ll hear anything.’

Imogen glared. ‘So we just sit on our bums and don’t do anything? Stuff that! I’m gonna try, anyway. But first …’ She looked at the floor. ‘I … I’ve got to go to the loo.’

They stood on the cabin steps. Everything was quiet now: no rumbles or groans. ‘We better make a place,’ Liam mumbled. He swung the torch. ‘Over there, between those two big rocks. Take the torch, eh? And …’ Without looking at the girl, he thrust one of the instruction manuals from the computer desk at her. ‘Rip some pages out of this.’

Imogen said nothing. She took the torch and manual, began picking her way across the stone-littered ground. Liam went back into the cabin; slumped into a chair; stared at the back window and his dim reflection. He ached from neck to foot; his body felt like something had picked him up and shaken him.

3.10pm. Five hours since they had walked into the tunnel; five hours since life changed forever. He stared at his filthy hands, the blood smear on one arm where the stone had hit him.

There was something he hadn’t told the girl. Yeah, those miners in Chile had all been saved. But it was two weeks before people outside made any contact with them; another two months nearly till they were rescued.

He thought of the few bars of chocolate, the soup sachets in the emergency box. What was it going to be like here for the next days? The next weeks, even? He hugged himself, started rocking backwards and forwards on the seat. More than anything else, he wanted to curl up on the cabin floor and cry.
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ELEVEN

Imogen came back, not looking at him. She put the manual back in its drawer, then stood on the cabin steps, washing her hands in water she poured from one of the bottles. Liam saw her start to splash it over her dirt-smeared face.

‘Not too much, eh? We gotta be careful.’

Imogen stared. ‘There’s that whole tankful of it.’

‘Yeah, but we don’t know how long …’

The girl didn’t reply. She rubbed her hands over her face, screwed the top back on the bottle and turned to him. ‘We’ve got to look for a way out of here.’
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First, Liam went to the loo as well. It felt weird, using the same place; he tried not to think about it.

Imogen started down the steps as he approached the cabin. ‘Which way?’

‘Wait up.’ As she began to glare again, Liam said, ‘We gotta plan it out, eh? If there’s more rocks come down, we need somewhere we can hide. Think about it.’

The girl said nothing for a second, then ‘OK. I just want to get out of here.’

Closest I’ll ever get to Imogen Parkinson apologising, Liam thought. ‘Stay close to Lucia — the TBM. We can always get underneath it if there’s a fall. Watch where you go. If we fall over, break an ankle or something, we’re in the crap.’

They edged their way along past the glowing windows of the cabin (glowing for how much longer? Liam wondered, and shivered). They moved slowly around the black slab of rock jammed against the TBM’s side. Liam held the torch; aimed it ahead; took a couple of steps; stopped and swung the light around so Imogen could see where she was going. Ten … fifteen steps, and the cabin lights were behind them. The torch beam shone on boulders the size of tables, suitcases and soccer balls, scattered across the muddy ground or heaped head-high.

Liam paused, aimed the torch upwards. A section of the concrete roof still curved above them. He licked his lips; maybe the collapsed part stretched for a few metres only. Maybe they’d just have to work their way through a short distance. But he remembered that roaring, crashing avalanche of rock, which sounded like the whole tunnel coming down, and he didn’t know what to think.

A faint hissing noise came from behind him. He jerked, swung the torch around. Imogen held the can of paint, was spraying green over a boulder beside her. She lifted a hand against the glare of light. ‘It’s so we can find our way back.’

‘OK.’ Liam felt annoyed that he hadn’t thought of it.

Another ten steps. The boulders were more thickly packed here, so they had to edge away from the TBM, clamber over and around obstacles. Behind Liam, the spray can hissed again.

A low rumble, above and behind them. They stood still, but nothing else seemed to move. What if there’s a collapse and we get cut off from Lucia? Liam thought. We didn’t bring anything: no water, no food. The rumbling faded away. ‘Keep going,’ Imogen said, and they edged forward.

They moved in a little pool of light, with blackness all around. The tunnel’s got these shelters built into the sides, Liam remembered, where you can stand to let trucks and diggers pass. Maybe we can find a way out through them.

The darkness wasn’t like ordinary night. There were no distant gleams from stars, no shadows or shapes except where the torch beam fell, just solid blackness all around. He couldn’t tell if they were heading towards the entrance; they might be going sideways, or struggling in circles. Just as well Imogen had thought of marking the rocks.

He paused. ‘What’s happening?’ she asked.

‘I’m … I’m gonna turn the torch off for a bit.’ He heard her breath catch. ‘No, listen — try and see if there’s any light coming in anywhere, so we can maybe find a way out. Ready?’

‘Wait.’ Imogen eased forward till she was standing right by him. ‘Don’t drop the torch.’

‘I won’t!’ He pressed the button. Instantly, there was nothing except the blackness. He couldn’t see a thing. Rocks and the girl, his own hand gripping the torch: every object had vanished.

His back crawled, and his heart began to thud. Imogen breathed in harsh gasps beside him. Liam strained his eyes, tried to see if any faint light showed ahead, if there was anything except the darkness. He felt the girl beginning to shake. ‘Turn it on! Turn it on!’

‘Wait! Count — count to ten. Keep looking.’ Imogen was panting and shuddering, but she made herself count. ‘One … two … three …’ No gleam of light; no change anywhere in the blackness.

‘… seven … eight …’ But Liam couldn’t take it any more, either. He clicked on the torch, and blessed light shone on them. They stood, dragging in ragged breaths.

‘We’ll have to—’ Then Liam jerked, and he felt the hairs on his neck prickle. Someone, something just a few metres ahead was breathing on him.
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TWELVE

He shouted and hunched. The torch nearly flew from his hand. Imogen clutched at him, cried out, too. ‘What? What’s happening?’

‘Something …’ The cool breath came again, and even as he pointed the torch forward, he knew what it must be. ‘Can you feel it? The air? There must be a gap or something up ahead. Look!’

The beam of light played over shattered concrete walls, a roof that hung in sections like ripped cloth. Two metres in front of them, boulders jammed the Puketapu Tunnel from side to side, reaching right up to the sagging ceiling. The cool, fresh air touched Liam’s face once more, and he aimed the torch upwards to where boulders met the remains of concrete arch.

‘Look — beside that grey rock! There’s a gap. We can try to get out there!’
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They stood still, staring up at the jumble of rocks and boulders. Yes, at the very top, right beneath a cracked section of roof that had split apart to send a torrent of rocks crashing down on the tunnel floor, a different darkness showed beside the grey, truck-sized boulder that Liam was pointing at. The faint breeze was blowing from there: no doubt about it. Maybe there was a way out after all. Liam’s fists clenched; his heart began to thump again.

‘I’ll climb up and look — find if it leads anywhere. You shine the torch so I can see where I’m going.’ He thrust the orange tube at Imogen.

‘What are you gonna do? If there’s a gap or a hole or something, what are you gonna do?’

Liam hesitated. ‘I’ll try to see if it leads anywhere — that’s all. Could be the start of a passageway, or might mean we can see out to the entrance.’

‘Be careful. You said before — one of us breaks a leg, and we’re really in the crap.’

Liam didn’t reply.

While Imogen stood, torch in one hand and spray can in the other, he gazed at the slope of rocks in front of him. It was higher than a house, a pile of boulders all different shapes and sizes. Some seemed jammed into others; some looked as if a push would send them crashing down. He licked his lips, pulled himself up onto a long slab that lay at the base, and began to climb.

‘Shine the torch — just above me so I can see where to put my hands.’

Liam found a foothold at the top of the slab. He stretched upwards, grabbed a corner of the boulder above it, began working his way up that. The breeze was stronger; he felt it stroking his face, and hope surged up inside him. They were going to be OK.

He reached a cram of smaller, basketball-sized rocks next. He’d have to be careful he didn’t pull too hard and send one of them rolling. He stopped, searched for a safer grip. Where could he—

‘On your left,’ Imogen called from below, and the torch beam swung. ‘There’s bits you can hold there.’


Liam turned his head. She was right: he glimpsed a bigger rock with a little gap between it and the next. He reached up once more and dragged himself higher. He was panting, with excitement as much as effort.

‘Now a bit to your right. Then you’re there.’ The torch beam swung again; Liam squinted up and saw the big grey boulder less than a metre above him. Air breathed onto his face. Was the tunnel clear behind it?

He moved one foot across, shoved himself upwards till his head was level with the bottom of the boulder. It seemed to be just sitting among the other rocks, wasn’t jammed or anything; must have dropped into the space.

The boulder’s bottom corner made a perfect handhold. He seized it, and braced his legs. One decent push, and he’d be into the gap. A few seconds after that, they could be looking at the way out. He gripped the stony corner as hard as he could. With a pull and a thrust, he started upwards.

Instantly, the whole massive boulder was grating, slipping, sliding off the rocks beneath it, toppling to crash down on him.

Imogen screamed and Liam yelled at the same moment. Then he was scrabbling and half-falling back and down, feeling the edges of rock snag at his hands and legs, glimpsing in the torch beam the huge grey boulder tilting and driving down towards him.

He thudded against a rock, heard himself grunt. He landed sprawling at the bottom of the slope, breath half-driven out of him. Instantly, Imogen was there, clutching at his arm, dragging him to his feet. ‘Quick! Get away! Quick!’

They reeled back from the rock face, over the stone-scattered ground. A grinding, booming roar swelled behind them, as the boulder pitched down the slope, gouging at the rocks beneath it, crunching into the ground with a whoompff! and blast of air. Dust poured upwards, swirling in the light of the torch. Boy and girl crouched, choked, tried to breathe.

‘Keep … going!’ Imogen gasped. Torch in one hand, still gripping Liam with the other, she pulled him back the way they’d come, thumping into other boulders, stumbling over the uneven ground. In the swinging beam of light, Liam saw the spray can sticking out of her jacket pocket.

After ten … twelve metres, they stopped and turned to stare behind them. Dust still filled the air. The grey boulder lay at the base of the rock face. Imogen pointed the torch upwards: behind where the boulder had been, there was a cram of more rocks and rubble. If there’d been a way for someone to get through before, there certainly wasn’t now. Was there still room for air? Liam felt so shocked, so terrified still, that he could hardly care.
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They picked their way back towards the TBM, torchlight shining on the rocks where Imogen had sprayed her green paint. Neither of them spoke. Liam’s body ached; his arms felt as if a giant cheese grater had scraped across them.

Once, a low rumble came from somewhere above and ahead. They stopped, listened, but nothing came. We’ve been so stupid, Liam knew. What if another rockfall had cut us off from the cabin? We’d be finished.

They dragged themselves up the steps and inside. They didn’t sit in the seats; instead, they collapsed onto the metal floor, backs against the walls, staring in front of them. A few seconds later, they were both crying, sobs heaving at them. They couldn’t get out. They were trapped forever.
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THIRTEEN

‘They’ll be searching for us.’ Imogen’s voice was a whisper. ‘Won’t they?’

It was fifteen minutes later. 5.20pm. Liam’s watch still worked; hadn’t been smashed in his scramble down the rocks. He remembered something his father had said once, as they talked about the Puketapu Tunnel. ‘Miners never give up if one their mates gets trapped, son. They keep looking. So do tunnellers.’

He repeated it to Imogen now. She wiped tears from her face. ‘But will they know we’re here? Really?’

Liam remembered again the lies he’d told, the way he’d made sure nobody knew what he was actually doing. ‘They … look, there’s Dad’s keys and my bike. Plus, when your parents find you’ve gone, too … Anyway, after what’s happened, there’ll be people starting to look at the tunnel straightaway.’

But they’ll have to be so careful, he didn’t say. Careful and slow. They’ll need to check the tunnel, make it safe, dig out the rocks jamming it. Those really massive boulders, like the one that nearly fell on me: how are they going to move them?

‘You want some chocolate?’ Imogen asked, after a few more minutes.

‘I — yeah. Just one bit, eh?’

Imogen struggled to her feet, reached for the white emergency kit. Liam slipped the phone from his jacket; checked again while her back was turned. No bars. No signal. All those tonnes of rocks, he thought. It’s hopeless.

‘Here.’ The girl’s dirty hand held a single piece of chocolate. As Liam took it, she said, ‘We’ll have to spread it out, won’t we? We … we don’t know how long.’

Liam mumbled something. ‘Nothing else down here we can eat, is there?’ she asked.

He tried to think of other things his dad had told him. ‘Not really. Worms and beetles, maybe. Dirt’s full of bacteria, if you fancy a sandwich.’

He blinked as Imogen smiled faintly. ‘We learned about it in our Health Studies elective.’

‘What — eating bacteria?’

She shook her head. ‘How long you can go without food. People have lasted a month, providing they’ve got plenty of water. We’re all right for that, aren’t we? If we’re careful?’

Liam hesitated, then nodded. She went on. ‘You feel really hungry for two — three days. Then your body starts dealing with it, works more slowly, uses less energy. After a while it starts using up your body fat, especially around your middle.’

Liam tried to picture it. ‘So we get skinnier?’

Imogen shrugged. ‘When it’s used up the fat, your body starts taking protein from the muscles. And chemicals — can’t remember what ones — from your kidneys and other bits. Your body sort of feeds on itself, begins shutting down.’

She sounded so calm that Liam stared at her. ‘Then what?’

Imogen gazed at the filthy metal floor. ‘Then you start to die.’
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Half an hour later, they began doing things. From the plastic first aid box inside the emergency kit, Imogen took a tube of ointment marked ANTISEPTIC. ‘Put some of this on your scratches,’ she told Liam.

‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘They don’t—’

Imogen shook her head. ‘What if they turn septic? We gotta be sensible, don’t you remember? You got us into this mess; now we both gotta get us out.’

Liam wanted to yell at her. Instead, he glared, swallowed, knew she was right. So he washed the scratches and cuts on his hands and arms, smeared cream onto them.

‘Is my neck bleeding?’ Imogen asked. Liam peered at the smooth — and still dirty — skin. ‘It’s stopped now.’ The girl cupped water in her hands, cleaned the area, put on ointment.

They sat silently for a while, then Imogen said, ‘We should take everything slowly. Mrs Patu — she’s our Health Studies teacher — told us. Slowly means you use up less energy. And because you start to get mixed up, can’t think properly if you’re not getting food.’

Liam nodded, and she went on. ‘But we’ve got to move sometimes so we don’t get blood clots. Just stretch a bit, walk around.’

‘Go to the loo,’ said Liam. As the girl began to glare, he said, ‘Seriously. Though maybe we won’t need to go much if we’re not eating.’


Imogen shook her head. ‘We learned about that, too. Your stomach gets mixed up during the first few days. Sometimes you need to go more often.’

I can’t believe I’m talking about this, thought Liam. ‘I’ll fix up that place properly, eh? Leave some paper — we better not use too much, though. I’ll scrape up some dirt and stuff so we can … we can cover things.’

‘We better divide up the food,’ Imogen said, and drew a breath. ‘So … for how long?’

A week, they decided; they’d measure things out so it lasted a week. Rescuers would have reached them by then, surely. ‘People start sleeping a lot when they don’t have anything to eat,’ Imogen said. ‘Might make the time go faster.’

She lifted a packet from the box. ‘Tomato soup. Yuk, I hate tomato. We always have chicken or leek and potato at … at home.’ Her voice choked for a moment, then she said, ‘You fix that place for the loo, eh? I’ll divide these up into seven lots — no, fourteen. Eat twice a day, you reckon?’

Liam shrugged.

‘Tell me!’ the girl snapped. ‘We’ve got to decide.’

‘Sounds about right.’ He picked up the two water bottles. ‘I’ll fill these.’ He reached for the torch, paused. They had to make its batteries last as long as they could. He left it behind, climbed down the steps and slowly along the side of the cabin.


He filled both bottles, made sure the tap was off, turned to go back, then stopped.

The huge rock slab lay jammed up against Lucia’s side. One of the TBM’s struts was buckled where the mass of stone had slammed into it. Liam turned his back on the low glow of cabin lights, waited till his eyes had got used to the near-darkness ahead, then began working his way around the slab. He could just make out shapes ahead of him.

On the far side of the boulder, Liam paused, began feeling along the huge machine’s side. ‘Please,’ he heard himself mumbling to the TBM. ‘Please.’

His hands touched a flat, smooth surface. Another water tank, right beside the rock slab. What if the impact had punctured it? He groped from side to side, up and down, stopped as he touched the shape of a tap. He turned it slowly, and as water gushed out, he heard himself gasp with relief. Yeah, thirst wasn’t going to be a problem. They’d be able to last longer. But … how much longer were they going to need?

[image: image]


He told Imogen when he got back to the cabin. She stared, nodded. Liam looked at the emergency kit. ‘How much food is there?’

‘Haven’t looked yet. Been trying to see if there’s some sort of switch for these lights.’ She nodded at the dust-smeared bulbs in the ceiling. ‘So we can make them last. Looked for a radio, too, but couldn’t find anything.’

I should have thought of that, Liam told himself. Aloud, he said, ‘I’ll do that loo place.’

Again he left the torch behind, but made sure he knew exactly where it was in the cabin. He found the area, put one of the computer manuals on the ground, opened it up so the white of its pages showed. With feet and hands, he scraped together a pile of grit and pebbles beside the manual. That would have to do.

Back inside the cabin, Imogen stood gazing at a row of tiny piles along the shelf. There were fourteen of them: a square of chocolate, a hard-looking biscuit, two glucose sweets, a sachet of soup or noodles every second pile. That was supposed to last them for a week? Hell, he could eat it in two meals, just by himself. ‘That all?’ he demanded.

The girl’s head jerked up. ‘What, you think I’ve been hiding some for myself?’

‘No, I just—’

Imogen flicked a hand, and cut him off. ‘Forget it. Being hungry makes you feel bitchy, Mrs Patu said.’


Some of us are bitchy already, thought Liam. He glanced at his watch again. 8.18pm. His parents would be looking for him by now. Had they already found his bike, or realised his dad’s keys were missing? How long before crews started trying to get into the tunnel?

Imogen was watching him. ‘So what do we do now?’

Liam was silent for a second. Then: ‘Wait, I suppose.’
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FOURTEEN

8.42pm. Usually he’d have had dinner nearly two hours ago, probably be on his phone to Noah or something. Now, he and Imogen sat on the seats beside the blank computer screens, staring at the window opposite. Through scratched, dust-smeared glass, they could just make out the shapes of boulders piled outside.

They hadn’t eaten anything more. ‘I’m not hungry,’ Imogen muttered, when Liam asked if they were going to use the first, pathetic little lot of food. He gazed at it: the biscuit, two sweets, a square of chocolate each. He didn’t know if he wanted to eat or not. He felt too exhausted and miserable to care. His arms and knees stung from where he’d come scrambling down the rocks. The cut on his hand hurt, in spite of the ointment. His back and neck ached. He yearned to curl up in his own bed, in his own room, in his own house.

The cabin lights dimmed again, then glowed. Were they less bright than before? Liam couldn’t tell.

Imogen stood. ‘I’m gonna lie down.’ She picked up the silvery survival blanket. ‘We’ll have to share this.’

Liam couldn’t think what to say. He stood, too; watched as she cleared a space on the floor. ‘We better know where this is.’ She put the torch down under one of the computer desks.

The air felt warm. Was it hotter than before? Had that rockfall when he was trying to climb the boulders blocked any air from getting in?

Imogen stretched out on her back, green jacket under her head. Liam lay down beside her, making sure they didn’t touch. The girl twitched the survival blanket over them both, and lay staring at the ceiling. Neither of them said anything. After a few minutes, in spite of the hard floor and the fear that kept welling up inside him, Liam knew he was yawning.

Something touched him, and he jumped. Imogen’s hand slid into his. He heard a choking sound, and knew she was crying again. Then he was sobbing, too.
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His watch said 1.17am. The middle of the night. His parents would be desperately trying to find him. Had they guessed where he was? Were rescue crews already starting to dig their way in from the entrance? They’d have to keep checking the tunnel as they moved forward. There’d be tonnes and tonnes of stuff to shift. And outside — maybe there’d been major rockfalls there as well. Liam remembered the rain that had poured down in the days beforehand. Water was a tunneller’s worst enemy, his dad said. Heavy rain made whole hillsides sag and slip. What an idiot he’d been to come in here!

Beside him Imogen shifted and sighed. ‘What time is it?’

Liam told her. She turned one way, turned another. ‘This floor is so uncomfortable!’ She said nothing more for a while. Then: ‘We should do some signalling.’

The words sounded so weird that Liam couldn’t understand at first. ‘What sort of signalling?’


‘Making a noise, banging on things, like we talked about.’

‘They’ll never hear us,’ Liam told her. ‘The tunnel’s jammed with rocks and stuff back there.’

‘Yeah, well you can just lie here and give up, if you want to. I’m gonna try.’

She flicked the survival blanket aside, pulled herself up. In the bulbs’ dim glow, her jeans and T-shirt were crumpled and smeared with mud; her dark hair hung over her face. She picked up the torch and began to head for the steps.

‘Wait,’ Liam said. ‘I want to make sure where my phone is.’ As the girl sighed, he snapped, ‘We said we’d do this, right? Know where things are, in case the lights stop.’

They both glanced up at the bulbs that glowed uncertainly above.

‘Found it,’ Liam said, as he touched the phone in his jacket pocket. Imogen picked up the torch and went out.
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A minute passed, and he heard Clang! Clang! Clang! coming from behind the cabin. Imogen must be banging a rock or something against part of the TBM. He lay there, feeling his sore back pressing on the hard floor. Clang! Clang! It’s useless, Liam thought, but at least it keeps her out of the road. She—

He shot up, pushed his way out of the cabin, stumbled down the steps, almost tripping on stones that lay strewn across the muddy ground. Imogen stood near the rear of the cabin, gripping a stone that she was beating against one of the water tanks. The torch lay on the ground, lighting up Lucia’s side.

‘Stop!’ Liam yelled, ‘Wait!’

The girl spun around. ‘Stop!’ Liam shouted again. ‘Think about it, eh? What happens if you make a hole in the tank, or stuff the tap up? And turn the torch off — you don’t need it.’

Imogen flung the stone down. She started to say something, then strode off towards the cabin. Liam watched as she shoved her way up the steps, and disappeared inside. After a few minutes, he picked up a different stone, turned off the torch, making sure he could still see it in the faint glow from the cabin, and began beating on one of the TBM’s metal struts instead. The sound echoed back from smashed tunnel walls and rockfalls. It sounded feeble, somehow. Another 20 or so blows, and he hurled his stone away, also, so hard that he heard it ricochet off another rock somewhere in the blackness. He picked up the torch, made his way back to the cabin.

Imogen sat in one of the chairs, staring at the floor. Liam slumped down in the other seat. Once again, they sat there side by side, saying nothing.
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FIFTEEN

Liam must have dozed, because suddenly, Imogen wasn’t beside him. He jerked his head up, gasping as his neck stabbed, and stared through the scratched cabin window. No sign. Where was … then he saw her, curled on the floor again, survival blanket half over her.

His body ached. He stood slowly so he didn’t wake the girl. 3.22am. Yeah, he’d been asleep. Outside, the world would be dark, but maybe lights would be blazing at the Puketapu Tunnel entrance, as rescue crews began to clear the rockfalls. They must have worked out that we’re in here, Liam told himself. They must have.

He began to move quietly towards the steps; jumped as Imogen turned suddenly onto her back. Green eyes stared up at him.

‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you up.’ Hell, what was he apologising to her for?

The girl shrugged. ‘Wasn’t asleep. You going to signal?’

Liam started to shake his head, then said, ‘In a minute.’ As Imogen reached for the torch, he held up his phone. ‘I’ll use this.’

Still no bars, he saw when he was outside. The mountain above, a kilometre of rocks behind: what did he expect?

He stood listening. Nothing: not a murmur of sound. If drills and diggers were working at the entrance, he couldn’t tell. What were the chances of anyone out there hearing a noise from this far in?

But he made his way back to Lucia, using the pale light of the cabin to guide him. He picked up a rock, found one of the metal struts, started hammering. Whang! Whang! Whang! He counted to 50, then listened again. Still nothing: his ears were ringing too much to hear any other sound, anyway. It was useless. He dropped the rock; climbed back inside.

Imogen was sitting in one of the chairs. She didn’t lift her head. She looked exhausted, hair matted, jeans and T-shirt creased and filthy. After a minute, she spoke to him. ‘Can we talk?’

Liam stared at her. ‘About what? I’ve tried signalling. There’s nothing else we can do.’

‘I don’t mean that!’ Even when she’s stuffed, she still sounds bad-tempered, thought Liam. ‘I mean talk about anything. We can’t just sit here and stare at things. We’ll go crazy.’

Liam opened his mouth to say something about some people being crazy already. Instead, he heard himself agreeing, ‘OK. Makes sense.’

They sat silently for a few moments. This isn’t much of a start, Liam decided. Then Imogen asked, ‘Why’s your father a tunneller? Is that what they call them — tunnellers?’

‘Yeah. He … he’s an engineer, used to help build bridges and viaducts. Then he got a job working on a tunnel for a power project using hydro-electricity — water — instead of coal. Much better for the environment.’ (He couldn’t resist saying that last bit.) ‘He really liked it; says everything’s deep and quiet, even when the machines are going. He says … he says sometimes if you listen hard, you can almost hear the rocks breathing.’


He stopped, waited for the figure beside him to come out with something sarcastic. She didn’t — just sat silently. I feel a bit better talking about it, Liam realised: Dad’s clever; he knows all about underground rescue; he’ll get us out of here.

‘You want to be a tunneller, too?’ Imogen was still gazing at the floor. Liam hesitated: now she was going to get really sarcastic.

‘Dunno. I’d like to be. Dad’s taken me into this one and a couple of others. They’re amazing. You’re the first person to touch that rock for millions of years. Maybe it was on the surface when dinosaurs were around, and it’s sunk right down, like rocks sometimes do. Plus, in a tunnel, you feel like anything could happen. You might discover something incredible — I don’t mean monsters and stuff — but there’s caves and underground places in France and Australia with paintings of animals from thousands of years back. Some of them are extinct now. Must be brilliant, finding something like that.’ He hesitated again. ‘The books I’ve read talk about how you can feel a sort of power in caves and tunnels — like a force, something old and slow and quiet.’

Now he’d really made a fool of himself. Now Imogen Parkinson was going to mouth off about how stupid that was.

‘Mum and Dad are like that about the bush.’ Imogen wiped a hand across her face. ‘They say when you get in among the trees, really deep in and away from things, and if you just stand and listen, you can almost feel them growing. Trees sort of talk to one another, Mum reckons. Their roots can send signals to the ones next to them, about pests or good soil and stuff.’

Her voice had become stronger as she spoke. They both sat, gazing in front of them. 4.12am, Liam’s watch read. A distant grumble, and the TBM seemed to shift a fraction. Its lights flickered.

‘My dad likes trees, too,’ Liam began. ‘He—’

Imogen spoke over him. ‘And mine likes mountains. He just doesn’t like people ripping great big holes in them.’

Liam felt his face start to heat up. Here they were, buried alive, not knowing if they’d ever get out, and the thing he most wanted to do right now was to tell the figure sprawled next to him how stupid she and her ideas were.

Then Imogen lifted her head. ‘Shouldn’t have said that. Let’s talk, not fight, eh?’

‘You got any brothers and sisters?’ She asked, a few seconds later.

Liam shook his head. ‘Just me. You?’

‘One half-sister: she’s eight years older than me. Dad was married before. Hardly ever see her; she and Mum don’t get on.’

Liam wasn’t sure what to say. ‘My dad and I have arguments sometimes. Mum, too. They’re gonna give me heaps when we get out of here.’ (When, he thought; I didn’t say ‘if’.) For no reason, hope surged up inside him, so fierce that he almost gasped. They were going to be rescued. They had to be.

Imogen was speaking again. ‘… a timetable.’

Liam blinked, said, ‘Sorry?’

‘I said we better work out how long we’ve been here, when we eat, anything else that’s happening. Make a timetable, and a record, sort of. We can write it down in one of those books there.’ She nodded at the computer desk. ‘Not the one we’re using for loo paper.’

Why do we need a timetable? Liam wondered. But he understood what she meant. Except for his watch and phone, there was no way of telling what time it was down here. No day or night, no normal things happening. There’d been that guy who spent six weeks deep inside a cave in Italy somewhere, without a watch, to see if his idea of time changed. When people came to get him, at the end of the six weeks, he thought only three had passed. Time had sped right up for him.

‘All right,’ Liam said now. ‘You want to start writing stuff down?’ Hell, he told himself, I’m making polite conversation with Imogen Parkinson!

The girl stood, flexed her neck and shoulders, reached for the desk drawer. ‘What’s the time?’

Liam checked his watch again. The cabin lights were dim enough for its dial to glow faintly. ‘Just gone five. Five in the morning.’

Imogen yawned. ‘I never get up before half seven. You want something to eat? Some breakfast?’
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SIXTEEN

She laid it out on one of the computer desks. The one biscuit each, the square of chocolate, two barley sugar sweets. It looked pathetic. ‘Have a soup next time, eh? And we should eat it slowly — learned that in Health Studies, too.’

Yeah, I know, I know, Liam said, silently. He nibbled the biscuit in tiny mouthfuls, sucked them before swallowing. He hadn’t felt hungry before; had been too confused and frightened to notice. Now his stomach was starting to growl and complain. Breakfast at home was muesli and fruit, toast and honey — ‘all this boring healthy muck’, was what he called it to his mother. I’ll never ever complain about boring healthy muck again, he promised himself.

Beside him, Imogen was taking tiny bites from her square of chocolate. ‘Those guys you talked about,’ she said. ‘The ones trapped in that South American mine. How long were they down there for?’

Liam wasn’t sure what he should tell her. ‘About … nearly ten weeks.’ He felt the girl jerk round to stare at him. He added, ‘They got food after a fortnight; the crews up above drilled a shaft down to them and sent stuff through it.’

‘So they — the ones outside — they knew the trapped people were there?’

Liam could hear the hope in her voice. ‘They … Yeah. Yeah, they did.’

No, they didn’t. He remembered what he’d read. The rescuers drilled with no real hope that anyone below was left alive. They didn’t even know for sure where the trapped miners were, and they believed everyone must be dead.
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‘We should keep drinking lots of water.’ They’d finished their tiny breakfast, and Imogen was dabbing at a couple of crumbs left on the desktop. ‘Means you don’t feel so hungry. Plus you need water more than you need food, remember? If you go for three or four days without it, your blood doesn’t have enough liquid to flow properly, and your skin starts to turn dirty blue. Rank as, eh? Yeah — learned that in Health Studies.’

I’ve had enough of Health Studies, decided Liam. He stood, reached for the water bottles, pushing aside Imogen’s spray can of paint. He was halfway out of the cabin when he stopped. ‘The whistle! We forgot the whistle.’

Imogen stared. ‘What d’you want that for? You’re just going to get—’

‘No! For signalling. People might think us banging is just rocks falling or something. But the whistle — they’ll know we’re here.’

The girl’s face lit up. She grabbed the emergency kit, began scrabbling through it. ‘Here it is. I’ll come, too.’

They scrambled down the steps to the rock-strewn ground. ‘Careful,’ Liam went. ‘We get a cut, or break anything, we’re in trouble, remember? You said so.’

‘We both said so,’ Imogen muttered. She raised the whistle to her mouth and blew. A piercing blast filled the darkness around them. Liam hunched. ‘Hell! Don’t burst our ears!’


Imogen kept blowing. The sound blared back from the boulders piled against the smashed walls, seemed to bounce around them. ‘Stop!’ Liam called after a minute. ‘Stop! Listen.’

They stood still, straining to hear. No other sound. ‘I’m going to where those boulders fell down,’ Imogen said. ‘Where we tried to get out. It’s closer to the entrance there.’

‘No — wait up.’ Liam had remembered something. ‘We’ve got to be careful. Really loud noises make vibrations in the air, and they can start rockfalls. If we’re blowing the whistle, we need to stay close to the TBM, just in case. And we should put on these hard hats every time we go outside. We’ve stopped doing that.’

For a moment, Imogen seemed as if she was going to ignore him, and head off to where the boulder had almost crashed down on him and blocked the hole. Then her body sagged, and her head drooped. She turned, and headed for the steps to the cabin. Was she crying again? Liam couldn’t tell.

He stood, gazing after her, then took the water bottles and made his way along Lucia’s side to the metal tanks. Light from the cabin barely reached this far; he had to feel till he found the tap. He filled one bottle; drank from it till he could feel his stomach gurgling, then refilled it and the others.

‘You’re right,’ he told Imogen when he got back to the cabin. ‘Makes you feel a bit less hungry.’

The girl was sitting on the floor again. Back against the wall, green jacket wrapped around her. ‘I’m cold.’

Yes, the air didn’t feel as stuffy as it had before. Was there … Liam reached into the emergency kit. ‘Just want to check something.’

Outside again, he slid another match from its box, holding a hand underneath again, in case any fell out. He drew a breath, kept himself as steady as possible, struck the match and stretched out his arm. The little flame gleamed off boulders and stones strewn or packed all around. Above him, the shattered tunnel roof was just a vague shape in the blackness.

He gazed at the flickering match. Slightly, waveringly, it was bending to one side, away from the TBM. Air was still getting in, somewhere between the walls of broken rocks. They could breathe and they could drink. They could survive — for a while, anyway.
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SEVENTEEN

He told Imogen, who didn’t move from where she sat on the hard floor. But she nodded.

I’m cold, too, Liam thought. He lowered himself down against the other wall, reached for the survival blanket. ‘You want this?’ The girl shook her head. ‘You take it.’ She seemed to have forgotten about any signalling and talking; sat hunched in on herself. After a few minutes, she muttered, ‘Time?’

Liam began lifting his arm out from under the silver blanket; shook it impatiently when his elbow snagged.

‘Wait,’ Imogen said. ‘We’ve got to take things slowly, remember? Don’t use up energy, don’t break anything in case we need it later.’ She shifted on the metal floor; pulled a face. ‘Like I said, we’re gonna get in a shitty mood. We’re hungry and … and scared. We’ll do things that annoy each other, remember? Can’t help it. We’ve got to watch for that.’

You were already doing things that annoyed me before we even came into the tunnel, Liam thought. But she was talking sense, once again. He worked his arm free, carefully. ‘It’s twenty past seven.’

Twenty past seven. His mother would be calling him to get up and get ready for school, while he’d be pretending not to hear. Except today was Sunday, and on this Sunday morning, his parents would be frightened and desperate, trying to understand where he was, what had happened. As soon as they learned Imogen was missing, too (did they already know that?), they’d start working things out … wouldn’t they? They’d talk to Noah; maybe to Imogen’s friend Sonja Patel. Even if they couldn’t find his bike, even if rocks had buried it, they’d start to guess where the two of them must be.

Imogen seemed to be asleep. Liam sat still, straining to hear any diggers in the distance, any voices or whistles. Nothing. After a while, he felt his head slumping forward, too.
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The day passed. Not that ‘day’ had any meaning down here. No sunlight or night, no school or anything to mark time by: just the dim glow of cabin lights, the darkness pressing in from all sides, the silence of those billions of tonnes of rock above, beneath and in front.

Once, there was the faintest of murmurs from somewhere ahead. Liam lifted his head and listened, but nothing else came. Must be the mountain shifting once more.

Was it raining again outside? Would there be another collapse, a smashing apart of the tunnel, like the one that had buried them in here? They could be crushed, snuffed out in a couple of seconds. He hadn’t said anything to Imogen about it; was she thinking the same thing?

Fear clutched at him sometimes, made him wrap his arms around himself, rock backwards and forwards where he sat on the floor. But mostly, he felt exhausted and empty: empty in his mind as well as his stomach. His body ached; he couldn’t get comfortable, no matter how he lay or sat.

He went out once to the area they were using as a loo. He wore a hard hat, and knew how stupid he must look. And he carried his phone, but didn’t use its light — they’d need it if the cabin lights stopped working. He tried to imagine the blackness if that happened again, only the screen’s faint glow, the torch, the matches to hold it away. Could he handle that? Would he just huddle there like a terrified animal?

Before he went back inside Lucia, he stood and peered upwards. After a while, he began to make out the shattered tunnel roof above. The big section of concrete hung crazily downwards. Another jolt, and that could come smashing down onto the cabin. What chance would they have then?

He picked his way towards the windows’ dim gleam. Were the lights battery-powered? he wondered again. Or was there a cable to the outside? If he found that, tried to follow it or tug on it, could he … No, it was useless; they were trapped and helpless.

Imogen sat against the cabin wall, legs stretched out, arms tucked around her body, eyes closed. She didn’t move as he came in.

A fortnight till rescuers had got any food to the Chilean miners, and they already had some supplies from an emergency shelter their cave-in hadn’t destroyed. We’ve got about seven days’ worth of food. Seven days, and no idea how many we have to last.

He drank more water; sat down opposite the girl, and closed his eyes, too. He tried to picture his room at home, bright and friendly and safe, with food and love close by. Sobs welled up inside his body; he tried to hold them back. After a while, half-sleep crept through him.
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Imogen went outside, also. Once, it must have been to the loo. The second time, she picked up the whistle.

‘Stay close to—’ Liam began.

She sighed loudly. ‘I know!’ Yeah, we’re gonna get into shitty moods, Liam thought. One of us especially.

She didn’t blow the whistle for very long, and the blasts weren’t as loud as last time. She doesn’t believe anyone will hear, Liam realised. When she came inside again, she dropped the whistle back in the emergency kit, and sat down without saying anything. He stayed silent, too.

What would it be like to starve to death? Maybe you’d go crazy, try to eat bits of wood or clothes or other stuff. Or maybe you’d just get weaker and weaker, like Imogen said, and fade away till you couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything, just lay there and died. When he tried to imagine it, his mind seemed to shut down, refuse to believe. It could still hardly accept that they were buried alive and helpless here, either. But they were.
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EIGHTEEN

Hours crawled by. They sat on the hard floor till their backsides got sore. They sat in the computer chairs till their backs ached. Imogen did some arm and leg stretches. ‘You should do these, too,’ she told Liam. ‘Do them gently so you don’t use up too much energy. But you’ll get cramps — maybe blood clots, remember — if you don’t do anything.’

Liam had been about to try some exercises, too. But because Imogen Parkinson was telling him to, he didn’t.
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They dozed sometimes. They drank water. (While Liam was outside, filling bottles from the tank, he did some stretches where Imogen couldn’t see him.) She wrote in the computer manual that she was using as some sort of diary.

Twice, she asked what the time was. When Liam sighed, and made a big show of pulling his arm and watch out from under the survival blanket again, the girl said, ‘I know it’s annoying. Told you we’d get bad-tempered.’ She manages to sound right, even when she’s admitting it’s her fault, Liam thought. Five minutes later, he heard himself say, ‘How about I leave my watch on the desk — here by the keyboard? Means you don’t have to keep asking.’ As Imogen began to glare, he lifted a hand. ‘Didn’t mean it like that. You’re right: we’re gonna get shitty. Might as well do some things to try and stop it.’

She nodded. ‘OK. Thanks.’ I just said she’s right, and she just said thanks, Liam realised. Hell, what’s happening?

His stomach kept growling and gurgling. He thought of Sunday lunch at home: his mum usually cooked pasta, or did a quiche. He thought of what he’d be doing on a Sunday afternoon — hanging out with Noah, talking about school, which teachers were cool and which were boring, playing a game online or watching TV. He tried to think of more things like that; they stopped him from hunching up with fear.

Because the fear was still there, gripping his body and making him shudder; rising up inside him till he sat with hands pressed against his head, rocking backwards and forwards. It would take hardly anything to make him start crying again; he knew that.

‘Who do you like best at school?’ Imogen’s words were so much like what he’d been thinking that Liam jumped. She wasn’t looking at him; sat with arms wrapped around herself inside her jacket. She’d also been shifting backwards and forwards, Liam realised. She was as scared as him.

And yeah, they’d agreed to talk, to try and make themselves a bit less terrified. ‘Dunno,’ he said. ‘Ms Salisi’s good.’

Imogen nodded. ‘Yeah, she makes you work, but she makes you laugh, too, eh? And Miss Liu, in Music. I like her. You can tell she’s really keen on all sorts of music, and she tries to teach stuff that everyone can listen to.’

‘Remember when she played that amazing flute thing for us in assembly?’ Liam said. ‘Told us it was over a hundred years old, belonged to her great-grandfather in China.’

‘Yeah, that was special. And she wore that silk dress in green and gold. It was so brilliant.’ Now Liam nodded, though he’d forgotten all about the dress.

They talked about other teachers, and some of the kids. Tane, who called all the teachers ‘Sir’, including the lady ones. Ella, who’d dyed her hair at least five different colours already this year. Liam realised he was sitting up straighter. He wasn’t thinking about his empty stomach, and he’d almost forgotten about being terrified. Imogen was right; talking helped. How could he tell her that without … without telling her?

‘Your friend Noah,’ she said now. ‘He’s nice.’ Wow, thought Liam, I’ll have to pass that on to Noah when we get out. Yes, ‘when’: hope glowed in him again. He stood, feeling his sore back creak, and peered at his watch on the desk. ‘It’s half-five — pm. Shall we have something to eat?’

They lit the little stove: packets of fuel tablets came with it. In the tiny folding pot that was also part of the emergency kit, they heated one of the packets of soup. MUSHROOM, the label said. I hate mushrooms, Liam thought, but just now, I’d love a whole bucket of them.

They sipped the hot, salty liquid in turns. ‘Slowly,’ Imogen ordered, and Liam grunted ‘I know!’ — inside his head. They nibbled a biscuit and a square of chocolate. I feel better, Liam decided. Just a bit, but I feel better.

It didn’t last long.


‘You said your tunnelling mates were so clever,’ Imogen said suddenly, as he was licking the last shred of chocolate from the wrapper. ‘So how come the stupid thing collapsed?’

‘How do I know? Could have been a quake, or some weak rock — rotten rock, they call it — giving way. Or water from all that rain. Water can smash through almost anything. Dad says it builds up so much pressure, it sometimes comes bursting out of the rock almost boiling hot.’

The girl said nothing for a moment. Finally, ‘Yeah, well, it’s another reason not to go sticking tunnels through mountains.’

Liam sighed. ‘So what do you want instead? More trucks on the roads? I asked you that in class.’

‘Yeah, and I said that people just need to have less stuff. When I …’ her voice faltered for a second. ‘When I leave school and get a job, I’m going to own hardly anything. And I’m gonna give the money I save to help the environment.’

Now Liam was silent. Whatever else she was, Imogen Parkinson was certainly different.
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After a while, Imogen stood. ‘You know where we’re going to the loo?’

Oh man, did she have to talk about this? ‘Why?’ Liam asked again.

‘There’s a sort of gap in the rocks behind. I noticed it before. Could be a way to somewhere or something.’ As Liam started to speak, she jerked her head. ‘I don’t know. But let’s have a look, can we?’

They took the torch, put on the hard hats. The mountain was silent around them; there’d been no grumbles or mutters of falling rocks for a while now. Maybe things had finally settled down? And maybe that meant rescuers could get to work. If there were any rescuers.

‘Where?’ Liam asked, after they’d picked their way past the stack of computer manual pages marking their non-flushing loo. The torch beam lit up piles of fallen boulders, another section of smashed tunnel roof gaping above them.

Imogen pointed. ‘Over there.’

He aimed the torch. Yes, there was a gap among the rocks, wide enough for them to fit through. They moved towards it, Imogen close behind him. The gap seemed to turn a corner. Slowly, they edged into the narrow passage, stooping under a sagging chunk of concrete. The lights of the TBM’s cabin vanished behind them.

Four, five more steps, and Liam sighed with disappointment. They were facing an almost solid chunk of tunnel wall. The gap had ended.

Yet … was that the faintest waft of air he could feel on his face? He couldn’t be sure. Maybe all the rockfalls had opened up a way to the outside. Maybe they were only a short distance from daylight and safety. Could he see … ?

He turned off the torch. Instantly, utter blackness was all around again, almost solid, squeezing them, pushing its way into their bodies. Liam felt his mouth open in terror.

Imogen was screaming. ‘Turn it on! Turn it on!’

Liam fumbled for the button. His hand twitched, and the torch almost slipped from his grasp, like it had before. He snatched at it, jabbed the switch. Light flooded the boulders beside them, and he gasped. What if he’d dropped the torch or broke it, or couldn’t find it? They’d be—

Imogen was gone. As he turned, Liam glimpsed her ahead of him, stumbling back the way they’d come, banging against rocks, hands stretched out in front of her. She was weeping as she went.

‘Hey! Wait!’ The girl took no notice. She staggered on, half-tripping on the stones that littered the ground, blundering back towards the cabin that now glowed faintly ahead of them.

Liam followed, slowly. When he climbed the steps and went in, Imogen was huddled on the floor, knees pulled up, arms wrapped around herself. He began to sit down opposite her. Instead, he took the silver survival blanket, lowered himself down beside her, so their shoulders were touching, spread the blanket over them both. The girl was silent, though sobs occasionally still shook her. After a while, Liam reached out and held her hand.
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NINETEEN

The second night crept past. Sometimes Liam thought an hour had gone, but when he stood to stretch, and checked his watch on the desk, 11.20pm had moved only to 11.43pm. Another time, when he thought just half an hour had passed, the figures had somehow jumped from 1.14am to 3.36am. Any sense of time certainly got stuffed up down here.

Beside him, Imogen sighed and shifted on the metal floor. He’d let go of her hand at some stage as he tried to get comfortable. His own back hurt from the hard surface; his neck and legs ached. He thought of his bed at home: the bed his mum was always telling him to make properly. If — somehow it had become ‘if’ again — they got out of here, he’d make his bed perfectly, every day for the rest of his life.

They hardly spoke. A couple of times, Imogen stood, and he heard her checking the watch. ‘What ti—’ he started, as she lay down again. ‘Half four,’ she muttered. That was all.

It’s Monday morning, he realised. They’d been in here for … forty hours. It already felt like forever. How many people would know they were missing by now? Would they think he and Imogen had run away together or something? That was too crazy for words.

His mother and father: were they awake, too? Or were they somewhere, searching? Maybe his dad was outside the tunnel right now, with diggers and other machines clawing at the fallen rock. Liam held his breath, tried to listen for any sound from the direction of the entrance. Nothing. Nothing, except for a faint noise which he realised was Imogen crying. And … and him as well.
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They ate their biscuit and chocolate at 6.40am, plus quarter of an energy bar each. ‘I’m going to heat some water,’ Imogen said. ‘Might make us feel we’re actually eating something.’

It sounded weird, but it gave them something to do, plus the little stove’s glow made the inside of the bare cabin seem slightly less grim. Liam tipped his share of the hot water into one of the drink bottles, and sipped it slowly. As it warmed his stomach, he felt a fraction less miserable.

I’m never going to complain about anything if — when — we get out of here, he promised himself again. I’ll try and help everyone. I’ll just be so … so grateful for everything.

The morning began to dawdle past. They stood and stretched sometimes. Imogen went outside with the whistle and blew for a while, but it sounded half-hearted. ‘What did those miners do while they were waiting to be found?’ she asked as she climbed back inside the cabin. ‘The South American ones. Did they keep signalling?’

Liam shrugged. ‘I guess. They searched for ways out — they were in a really big space, whole caverns and tunnels where they could move around. One of them even trained for a marathon; went running up and down all the tunnels. They sang songs and they prayed. A lot of them were quite religious.’

The girl snorted. ‘I’m not gonna sing. I sound like a sick magpie.’


‘I sound like a dead rooster,’ Liam said. The tired face opposite managed another faint grin. After a few seconds, she spoke again. ‘You said those miners were religious. Mum and Dad reckon you can feel something like that when you really pay attention in the bush. There’s a — a force or something there. You can’t see or hear it, but it knows you’re there, and it makes you want to treat the trees properly. Respect them.’

Liam nodded. ‘Yeah. It’s like Dad telling the mountain why they’re making the tunnel, how they’re grateful for it letting them through. He says you can almost feel something breathing and listening to you, so quiet and deep down, you hardly hear it. Sounds weird, I know.’

Imogen was watching him. In the dim light of the cabin lights, her green eyes seemed dark.

‘And,’ Liam remembered something else. ‘I read this story a couple of years back, about a bunch of guys who wanted to drill as far down inside the Earth as they could, to test what it was like. They got thousands of metres into the ground. Then suddenly, the rock way down below started screaming, like it was alive and the drill was hurting it.’

The girl grunted. ‘This mountain probably feels the same when people start shoving a tunnel through it.’

Liam shut up. You could try, but you couldn’t really make Imogen Parkinson see sense.
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8.17am, then 9.51am. Everyone would be at school now, talking about them. Liam tried to imagine the inside of Room 9, all bright and busy and friendly — though it was probably different today. He couldn’t hold on to the picture. His mind felt thick and stupid. Suppose the lack of food’s starting to get to me, he thought.

He heard himself speak again. ‘When we were looking in that gap through the rocks, and I turned the torch off — didn’t mean to scare you. I was wanting to see if there was any light getting in anywhere.’

Imogen shifted her back, where she sat against the wall. ‘I freaked out; thought the whole mountain was squeezing in on me, or something. It was just so black, and all I could think about was getting back to where there was light, as fast as I could.’ She paused. ‘I make much noise?’

‘A bit. Like … They could probably hear you outside the tunnel.’ Man, he’d made a joke to a girl. To this girl! She’d probably bite his head off.

She snorted again instead. Then she said, ‘You reckon they’ll keep going?’ Liam saw she was gazing up at the bulbs glowing in the cabin ceiling. Glowing, and flickering sometimes, like something was rubbing or pressing on their power supply.

‘Don’t know. We better make sure we know where the torch is, like you said. And the phone and matches. We could always light the stove for a bit.’

Imogen shivered. ‘Save that for cooking stuff. Look, I — I might lose it for a while if they do go out.’

‘We just stay still, eh? Maybe one of us starts feeling for the torch. I’ll—’

‘I’ll do it. You nearly dropped it that time, didn’t you? In the rocks — I could hear you grabbing at it, even with all the noise I was making.’ Liam started to argue; then he stopped.
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11.07am. 1.42pm. We’ve been here over two days now, Liam realised.

He drank more water, refilled the bottles, gave one to Imogen where she sagged against the wall.

3.24pm. School would be finished. Maybe there hadn’t been any school; maybe everyone was out searching for them. He pictured Noah’s worried face. For some reason, he saw Sonja Patel, too. She was quite cute, really. Hey, what was he …

‘What’s the first thing you’re going to do when we get out?’ Once again, Imogen seemed to be half-reading his thoughts.

‘Dunno. Eat three Jumbo Burgers, maybe. Have a proper sleep in a proper bed. And … and I want to sit in the sun, somewhere. Just sit and feel it.’ Once again, talking about it made him feel a tiny bit better. ‘How about you?’

‘If we’re stuck here for a long time, we’re gonna suffer from not having any sunlight,’ Imogen said. ‘Our brains need light waves to work properly, and the sun gives us Vitamin D — things don’t work properly without it.’ (Not Health Studies again! thought Liam, as Imogen went on.) ‘First thing I’ll do is have a proper shower, for ages and ages.’ She began to pull herself up. ‘I’m gonna have a wash right now; I feel disgusting.’

‘We better save the fuel tablets,’ Liam said. ‘We need them for …’

Imogen flicked a hand at him. ‘I already said that, eh? Anyway, I’m going to use cold—’

They both froze as a noise came from the direction of the tunnel entrance.
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TWENTY

It was different from the rockfall noises. Liam knew that straightaway. A scraping, grinding sound, like big chunks of stone being pulled apart. Machines! he thought. Diggers! The rescue is starting, and they’re close enough for us to hear them!

Imogen was already at the cabin door, shoving it open, yelling as she headed for the steps. She stopped, lunged back into the cabin and grabbed the whistle, began blowing it as she half-jumped, half-fell down to the ground. Liam stumbled after her. We’ve left our hard hats behind, he realised. No time for them now.

Imogen was scrambling back along Lucia’s side, towards the pile of rocks where the big boulder had nearly toppled onto him. She kept blasting on the whistle. Liam’s ears rang as the shrill peals echoed around them.

He caught up to the girl, grabbed her shoulder. ‘Stop! Stop!’

She began to tug herself away from him, then went still. In the near-blackness, the dull glow of cabin lights already behind them, they half-stood, half-crouched, trying to make out any sound, waiting for the noise to come again.

There was only silence, except for their panting lungs. Liam felt dizzy; little specks flitted in front of his eyes. He shook his head to clear it. The two of them held their breath, strained to listen. Still nothing.

Imogen lifted the whistle, started blowing once more, shrill and piercing. This time, Liam seized her arm. ‘No! Listen!’

She stopped, and they both heard it. The grating, scraping noise, but duller this time. Duller and distant, behind the great piles of boulders. It faded away into a crunching and slumping; then there was silence again.

Liam’s stomach seemed to sink down inside him. He knew what had happened. Another section of the tunnel had collapsed, and they were even more trapped than before.
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Imogen also seemed to understand. Her body sagged, and she leaned against the steel frame of the TBM, head down. Neither of them spoke.

They dragged themselves back to the cabin, stumbling sometimes on the stones scattered across the muddy ground, too tired to lift their feet, too miserable even to cry. Inside, they collapsed against the walls again, opposite each other, gazing at the filthy floor. After a while, Liam reached for his watch. 5.02pm. The time didn’t mean anything. Nothing seemed to have any meaning now.

Finally, Imogen pushed herself half up. ‘I’m going to make a soup.’ She didn’t say anything about having a wash. That didn’t matter either now, Liam understood. It was useless. Everything was useless.

‘Not hungry,’ he mumbled, then flinched as the girl snapped at him. ‘We’ve got to eat! We need strength. That stuff just now, rushing out and that, it’s used up energy. So we’ve got to have something.’

Liam felt ashamed. They’d both given up for a few minutes, but Imogen was making herself keep going, just like the miners in Chile had. He struggled to his feet, also. ‘I’ll do it. No — it’s OK. Time I did something.’

But as he lit the fuel tablet (about twenty of them left, he noticed), and started stirring the soup powder into the water, it wasn’t the miners he was thinking about. They’d got out alive, all 33 of them. But from the books he’d read, and the stories his dad had told him, he knew of others caught beneath ground who had remained trapped there till they died.
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It was chicken soup this time. Better than mushroom, although Liam felt he’d happily eat cardboard soup if that was the only flavour available. They ate one biscuit (‘I’m sucking mine again,’ said Imogen. ‘Makes it last longer.’) and one piece of chocolate. I’m not feeling so hungry, Liam realised. I’d still grab the first Jumbo Burger I see, but … maybe only two of them. My stomach must be starting to shrink.


They talked quite a lot. When they’d come stumbling back to the cabin, Liam knew he was too exhausted, too depressed to say anything, but now he and Imogen were talking to each other like … well, like she was a sensible person.

‘What’s the second thing you’re gonna do when we get out?’ she asked, after she’d licked the last soup from the little pot, and then licked her fingers. Her grubby fingers.

When Liam glanced up in surprise, she explained, ‘You said the first things you’d do, like that sitting in the sun idea. Me, too. How about after that?’

Liam hesitated. ‘I — this is gonna sound so stupid. I’ve been thinking that I just want to help a bit more. Be sort of kinder, do things for people. Sounds pathetic, eh?’

The girl shook her head. ‘Been thinking that, too. I want to work for the environment. Mum and Dad say we need all sorts of jobs to help fight climate change and stuff. I’d like to do something that really helps nature. Helps the planet.’

Liam nodded. ‘My dad reckons we should try and get the best mix of technology and natural things we can. Use science to work with nature, not against it. If I become a tunneller like him, I want to help build tunnels that make travel quicker and cleaner, stop using so much fossil fuel and all that.’


Are we really having this conversation? he marvelled to himself.

Imogen was gazing at the filthy cabin floor. ‘Yeah. Be good if you could get technology to help the environment, instead of messing things up like it usually does.’ As Liam began to speak, she raised her voice. ‘That’s why Mum and Dad were trying to organise those meetings: see if they could get everyone to work together. Cut down on the trucks, like you said the tunnel would, but protect the mountain, too — make it a nature reserve or something.’

I reckoned her parents were just making trouble, Liam thought. Maybe they … Yeah, maybe.

They talked about school again. Imogen had been to a little country place way back when she was small, she told Liam. ‘Just twenty-two kids and one-and-a-half teachers.’

‘You mean a normal-sized teacher and a really short one?’ Liam asked. The girl ignored him. ‘Sonja went to one like that, too,’ she said. ‘That’s partly why we became friends when we met.’

‘Yeah. She’s — she’s good, eh?’ What am I saying? Liam wondered.

Imogen gave him a look he didn’t understand. ‘She’s really nice.’

They both went quiet.
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6.44pm. I feel a bit better, Liam thought once more. He tried to imagine rescuers working frantically at the tunnel entrance. All those people and machines, all that skill and knowledge, doing everything to reach them. Yet … yet there’d been that new collapse, just a few hours back. Not just rocks, but a whole section of tunnel crashing down: he could tell from the sound.

Would rescuers be able to do anything, with the mountain still threatening to smash down on them? For a few minutes back there, he’d felt hope. Now he felt despair again. That’s how it was now — little glints of feeling better, then dark pits of fear and helplessness. Which one would turn out to be true?
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TWENTY-ONE

Monday night crawled by, too. Once again, they sat on the chairs, shoulders slumped till their necks hurt, then up against the cabin wall on the hard metal till their backsides hurt. After that, they sprawled out on the floor till their backs hurt. Maybe we should go outside? Liam thought — clear a patch and lie down properly there. But the ground was muddy, and there could be another cave-in at any moment. He remembered that big slab of concrete roof hanging down near the gap where they’d searched for a way out, and he shivered. The cabin might not give them much protection, but it was safer than out there.

Sometimes he checked his watch; sometimes Imogen did. They mumbled the time to each other: ‘Eleven-fifty … one-twenty … three-fifteen.’ He dozed sometimes, spent half-hours between sleep and wakefulness. Around 4.00am, they talked for a bit.

‘Do lots of tunnels collapse?’ Imogen asked.

‘Nah,’ Liam told her. ‘There was one in America where the roof fell in because they hadn’t fitted its concrete slabs together the right way. And there’s this huge tunnel under the Alps between Switzerland and France. A truck caught fire in it one time, and the heat melted some wall supports.’ Hell, he thought suddenly, I’ve given her another reason to get bitchy about tunnels. But Imogen didn’t reply, and Liam realised she must be dozing again.

He lay, shifting on the filthy floor. Why had this one come crashing down? Was it … Maybe … Then he was half-sleeping, too.

4.48am. He pulled himself up, trying not to gasp out loud as pain cramped through his back and legs. He went outside, picked his way about five metres from the TBM, and stood listening for any sounds from the tunnel entrance. Everything was silent. As he dragged himself up the steps into the cabin, he had to stop while his head spun and faintness swept him.

We’re fading, he realised. We’re starting to get weaker. We’re starting to lose it.
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His watch read 5.50am. We’ve been here … over sixty-five hours, thought Liam. Getting on for three days. They had enough of their pathetic food rations for another four, maybe. After that … No, something had to happen before that. It had to. But he felt so helpless: what could they do against the billions of tonnes of stone above and around them? What could anyone do?

At 6.20am, they heated water again, to drink. It took only a few minutes to get the little pot warmed up. ‘I’m going to melt my bit of chocolate in it,’ Imogen announced. ‘Make a chocolate drink.’ Sounds disgusting, Liam thought, but he did the same. It tasted … boring. He must be losing his taste as well as his appetite.

‘I’ll have that wash,’ the girl said then. She broke off a quarter-tablet of fuel, filled the pot, waited till it was warm. She washed her hands, then splashed water over her face and neck, even behind her ears.


Liam stared, then looked away. He felt awkward; washing yourself was private, somehow.

‘You want to?’ Imogen asked when she was finished. Liam began to shake his head, then knelt by the little pot as she had. The water already looked grubby, but he washed hands, wrists, face, neck down as far as his T-shirt. No towel, so he wiped his face on a sleeve. ‘You’ve put a dirty bit back on your cheek,’ the girl told him. Liam ignored her. There were still lots of things Imogen Parkinson said that he wanted to ignore.

They sat silently. Talk seemed too much of an effort. 7.28am … 8.30am. Then Imogen started pulling herself to her feet. ‘Going to try some signalling.’ She picked up the whistle and a hard hat, and headed for the steps.

Liam shrugged; stayed where he was. It was no use — nothing was any use. Then he felt ashamed again. Imogen was at least trying, while he … He stood, too, closed his eyes and wobbled for a moment. Then he took the torch and followed the girl outside, as her first whistle blasts pierced the air.

She stopped when she saw him coming. ‘I’ll take another look where we tried to get out the first time,’ Liam said. ‘Where that boulder came down. Might be a gap or something after all.’

‘Watch out,’ Imogen said. ‘Be careful.’

Yeah, yeah, Liam muttered to himself for the hundredth time. Another Imogen Parkinson saying for him to ignore. He began picking his way along Lucia’s side, towards the wall of boulders; ducked his head as the whistle blasts started up again behind him.

A few metres, and he was at the feet of the roof-high mass of rocks. He played the torch up and down, side to side. The huge grey boulder that had nearly crushed him lay at the base. Above it, others sat jumbled and jammed. No gap … except … was that a deeper darkness, between those two on the right there?

He stared. Gripping the torch in one hand, he pulled himself up onto the massive rock, and peered harder. He still couldn’t tell. If he got just a bit higher, he should be able to see properly.

Liam looked for a handhold. There, to the left. He’d need to stretch. He reached one hand up, found half a grip, tried to haul himself up, slipped back again. He needed both hands. He stood on tiptoe, and strained upwards once more. Almost there …

He shoved his whole body upwards. The torch slipped from his hand, fell at his feet and rolled sideways. Then it disappeared down a crack in the rocks.

Liam’s horrified yell was followed straightaway by Imogen’s shout. ‘What? What’s happened?’

‘I’ve dropped the torch. It’s down between the rocks.’

‘Wait. Stay there.’ He heard the girl’s feet scuffing across the ground, then climbing the cabin steps. He knelt and peered down. The torch was still shining, thank God. It seemed to be stuck between two medium-sized boulders. Liam lay flat, cheek pressed against the rocks, and pushed his arm down, till his fingers touched the orange casing. He tried to stretch further, to get a grip. His fingers touched again, quivering and straining, but he couldn’t get it. Jeez, what an idiot he’d been!

Footsteps behind him. A light flared. Imogen was holding the box of matches. She knelt beside him, dark hair swinging.

‘We said we’d be careful!’ she said. ‘What were you trying to do?’ Liam began to hiss something at her, then pressed his lips together. The two of them peered down between the rocks. ‘Can’t you get it?’ Imogen asked.

‘I’ve tried!’ Liam told her. ‘It’s just too far.’ His heart was thudding; he’d stuffed this up completely.

The girl stared down. ‘My arm’s not long enough.’ Then she sat back, and began fiddling with her sneakers. What did she … Next minute, she was holding one of the laces, tying it into a loop. ‘Can you get this over the end of it? See — there’s a space between it and the rock.’

Yes, the back end of the torch was slightly free of the boulder on one side. Imogen struck another match, and they both stared down. ‘See if you can get the loop under it and lift it a bit,’ the girl said.

Liam began reaching for the loop. ‘No, wait,’ added Imogen. ‘I’ll try and do it. You reach your hand down, get ready to grab it.’


They were kneeling side by side, shoulders touching. Liam lay flat again, and strained down with his arm. Imogen slowly lowered the sneaker lace; he could hear her drawing in her breath. The loop touched the end of the torch, and slid sideways. The girl lifted it, tried again.

‘Can’t you—’ Liam began. But ‘Wait!’ Imogen grunted. ‘It’s almost there.’

The lace slid under the end of the torch. Slowly, slowly, the girl started to pull. The loop tightened. The orange case edged upwards, slipped away, began to fall back. Liam snatched and seized it. Next second, he was pulling it out, while they both knelt panting on the boulder.
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Neither of them spoke as they made their way back to the cabin. They dropped into the chairs. Liam’s body ached worse than ever. Beside him, his watch read 9.06am. He shook as he thought how close they’d come to losing the torch. If the lights went out, and they didn’t have it … he shuddered again.


After a while, he knew he was starting to doze. Tuesday morning: their fourth day in here. What was the use of counting? What was the use of anything? Imogen sat slumped, too, head lolling. From somewhere ahead came the noise of another small rockfall. Wouldn’t they ever stop?

The rockfall rumbled on. No, not a rumble, more of a whirring, whining sound. Liam lifted his head; Imogen was moving in her chair.

He leaped to his feet so fast that the computer seat spun around. The spray can of green paint on the desk went flying. He stood, ears straining, breath locked in his throat. The noise was slightly louder now, up near the front of the TBM, still whirring.

‘What—’ Imogen gasped. Liam exclaimed, yelled at the top of his voice.

‘It’s a drill! They’re drilling a hole! They’ve found us!’
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TWENTY-TWO

They rushed for the cabin door, stumbled down the steps, nearly knocking each other flying. Imogen clutched the whistle; started blowing as they reached the ground. ‘Stop! Stop!’ Liam yelled, also for the hundredth time. ‘Listen! Where is it?’

They fell silent. Liam realised he’d grabbed the girl’s wrist where she held the whistle, and quickly let it go. The grating and whirring went on. Metal against rock: no doubt about it. It was a drill.


‘It’s up ahead,’ Imogen breathed. ‘In front of the machine.’

She was right. The sound came from behind the rockface that Lucia hadn’t started cutting yet. It must be chewing through from somewhere above. His dad and the others had done it: any moment now, metal teeth would break through, and they’d be saved.

‘Will they get us out?’ Imogen asked from beside him. ‘Will they?’ In the dim glow of the cabin lights, Liam could see that her fists were clenched.

He heard himself gabbling. ‘It’ll be — they’ll drill a small hole first, check we’re here, like they did with the miners. Then they’ll drill another one, make it wide enough to get us out somehow. But they’ll find we’re here. They’ll be able to send food and stuff down to us. We’re going to be rescued! We’re going to get out!’

The girl grabbed both his hands. They stood staring at each other. Imogen’s mouth was open; so was his, Liam realised. Next second, the two of them were hugging, jumping up and down, laughing and shouting together.
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After a minute, they stopped, dropped their arms, didn’t look at each other. They stood listening, trying to work out exactly where the drill was working. Just ahead of where they stood rose the giant disc that held Lucia’s grinding and tearing metal teeth. Suddenly, the TBM didn’t seem just a machine; it was a friend that had sheltered them, given them light and food and protection. Liam could understand now why tunnellers talked to their machines, even patted and stroked them, the way his father did to the rocks they were chewing through.

The grinding of the drill was definitely coming from inside the rock face just ahead of Lucia. Ahead and above somewhere: Liam couldn’t pinpoint it exactly. But it was close. The rescue team outside — because there was a rescue team; Liam felt sure of that now — had calculated exactly where the TBM was; must have guessed that its cabin was the most likely place for anyone to shelter if they survived the first collapse.

His mum and dad wouldn’t know he had survived, Liam realised. For all they knew, he and Imogen could be lying dead, crushed beneath the boulders that had smashed down, or lying injured and in pain. I’m so sorry, he almost said out loud. A sob rose up in his throat, and he heard himself make a choking sound.

‘How long?’ Imogen was asking. ‘How long?’

Liam hesitated. ‘Can’t tell for sure. The rocks sort of carry sound, so it’s hard to tell how close it is. Sometimes they have to pull drills back up, change the teeth if the rock they’re cutting through is really tough. They must be somewhere up on the mountain — decided it’s quicker and safer than clearing the whole tunnel. But they’ve worked out where Lucia is; they’re hoping we’ll be there. We’re going to be OK!’

Imogen picked up a stone, stepped forward till she was beside the huge cutting disc, and began banging on the metal. ‘They won’t hear—’ began Liam, then stopped. Let her do what she wanted to. It didn’t matter now; the rescuers were coming for them.
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A few minutes passed, then Imogen paused in her banging; listened for a second, then started hammering on the great disc again. Liam listened as well, and a cold hand gripped his stomach. He strained to hear above the noise the girl was making. When she paused for a second time, he called, ‘Wait. Stop for a minute.’

They both stood still. Imogen was puffing from her efforts; she tried to hold her breath. As they listened, the cold grip seized Liam harder. The drill wasn’t coming any closer. Its sound was growing steadily fainter; it was moving away.

Imogen must have realised it at the same time. She stared at Liam, swung back to the TBM, and began banging harder than ever. Liam swallowed, tried to believe what he’d heard. When Imogen paused yet again, there was no doubt. The drill was still grinding, but it was growing more and more distant. The rescuers had missed them. They weren’t going to be found.

Hopelessness filled Liam’s whole body. This is all there’ll be from now on, he understood. Not even glimmers of hope, just despair.
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They stayed there for ten … fifteen minutes, listening, not moving, trying to believe what had happened. The drill could hardly be heard now. The rescuers above hadn’t got things right after all; they were boring hopelessly through solid stone.

Finally, girl and boy trudged back to the cabin. Its dull lights, which had suddenly felt warm and friendly half an hour ago, now were feeble and faint again. 9.20am. They dropped into the chairs. Imogen stared at the floor. Liam could see she was trying not to cry, and knew he was close to tears as well.

He made himself speak. His voice sounded high and jerky. ‘They’ll keep trying. They’ll be working out exactly where the cabin is, what angle and how far down. And,’ he remembered another thing his dad had mentioned. ‘And sometimes it’s hard to keep the drill moving in a straight line. The rocks can bend it; gravity pulls it down a tiny bit. They’ll bore more shafts until they find us.’

Imogen didn’t reply, stayed sitting and staring at the floor. Before long, Liam was doing the same.
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11.53am … 1.27pm. Just after two o’clock, a sound brought them half to their feet. The drill was working again. But even before they were out of the cabin, they could tell it was more distant than before, further away inside the walls of rock ahead of Lucia. Within ten minutes, the sound had dwindled to a faint murmuring.

Above them, water dripped steadily from a broken section of roof. The walls on either side streamed with moisture that gleamed in the cabin lights. ‘Isn’t there anything we can do?’ Imogen gnawed at her bottom lip. ‘Won’t they be listening too, trying to hear us?’

They will be, Liam knew. He also knew there was no way their whistle blasts or bangings could be heard through hundreds of metres of rock. ‘We’ve got to wait.’ He heard his voice nearly crack on the final word. ‘Miners and tunnellers don’t give up,’ he said again.

The girl spoke flatly, hopelessly. ‘They’re getting further away.’

Liam had nothing left to say. How long can we wait? his mind was asking. We’re getting weaker, and the cabin lights …

The mountain felt as if it was crouching all around them, vast and black. It wouldn’t care if they died down here; of course it wouldn’t. People in some places believed tunnel collapses and deaths happened when underground spirits grew angry at having been invaded by humans and machines biting into them.

‘Mountains don’t forgive,’ he’d heard his dad say to a friend one time, and hadn’t really understood what his father meant. Now he knew that Mount Puketapu wasn’t going to forgive him and Imogen.
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TWENTY-THREE

They slumped against the cabin walls. Liam felt shaky, his legs and arms kept trembling. The rushing outside, the shouting and listening and hoping had worn him out. His body was running low on fuel, like an engine getting slower and slower and finally faltering to a stop. Imogen sat silent opposite, and he knew without looking that she was as exhausted as him.

He’d hoped for so much when they heard the first drill. He’d imagined the messages from outside where the sun shone and trees grew, his mum and dad finding out he was OK. He’d imagined food being sent down to them: bars of chocolate, even a hamburger, somehow. They’d get another torch: heaps of torches, so they wouldn’t need to worry about the cabin lights running out. Rescuers would know exactly where to start on a bigger shaft to get them out, and they’d soon be up in the beautiful bright air again. None of these things had happened.

There were no more drill sounds. They must be trying miles away, Liam thought. After a couple of hours (his watch read 3.49pm; they’d been in here now for nearly eighty hours), the mutter of a distant rockfall came instead, somewhere back towards the tunnel entrance. They’ll never reach us that way, Liam thought. They’ll never reach us any way. All the amazing machines, all the skills that had gone into building Lucia and other tunnelling inventions were useless now. Just a few hours ago, he’d felt so full of hope, so confident. It had all vanished for ever.

‘They’ve given up, haven’t they?’ Imogen’s voice sounded thick and flat. Her lips were cracked, Liam saw. They needed to drink more water. ‘First their precious tunnel fell down; now they’ve given up.’

‘Look — I keep telling you!’ Liam still had enough energy to feel angry at her. ‘Miners and tunnellers don’t give up. They’ll be working out the best way to get to us.’


‘How can they tell, if they ever do find us?’

‘They …’ Liam tried to picture it. ‘If the drill just keeps grinding, they’ll know they’re still in solid rock. If it goes down faster suddenly, and stops grinding, they’ll have found an empty space.’ He waved at the cavern outside. ‘Like this. That’s where they’ll hope to find anyone alive.’

The girl didn’t reply. ‘It’s weird,’ she said, after a few more seconds. ‘I was trying to decide the first things I’d ask for when they reached us. Soap and shampoo. A towel, even. A new phone.’

I was deciding stuff like that, too, Liam thought again. And mine were just as hopeless.
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They sat on, shifting to try and get comfortable, hardly speaking. Liam kept picturing all those things he’d dreamed of when the drill found them. Just having people outside knowing they were there would have been enough. None of it was going to happen now.

A noise. Their heads came up, then drooped again. It was another rockfall, once again back towards the entrance. There probably wasn’t an entrance now: just a kilometre-long jam of boulders. They’d never be rescued that way: a whole section of mountain must be slowly collapsing. And they weren’t going to be rescued from above, either.

Imogen pulled herself up awkwardly, closed her eyes and swayed for a second, then looked at Liam’s watch. ‘It’s five-forty. I’ll do a soup.’

She stopped, and listened. So did Liam. The drill again, so distant it could hardly be heard. They’re heading in a different direction completely, Liam understood. They’ve calculated things all wrong, and they haven’t any idea where we are.

‘Why are they—’ Once more, the girl was thinking the same thing. Liam heard himself talking over the top of her. ‘They’ll have ground-penetrating radar. It gives them a picture of what the rocks deep down look like, where there seems to be a space or something different. They’ll be trying all the likely looking places.’

Mr Geary had described the way these radars worked to his son. He’d also described how even the best images came out blurred and fuzzy, how it could be just about impossible to understand what they were showing. Tunnels had been used as shelters during wars, for people in London and other English cities, Liam had read once, but this tunnel had become a prison instead. A prison, and now a grave.


While Imogen heated the water for soup (‘Pumpkin: we’ve got about eight left.’), Liam went outside to listen. As he climbed slowly down the steps — he needed to use the hand-rail now — he could hear water dripping from the boulders. There was no sound of drilling anywhere. He stood for a few minutes, then pulled himself wearily back into the cabin. While they shared the dull-tasting pumpkin soup, Liam found himself thinking: So how will we die? Will we just get weaker and weaker, sleep more and more, not wake up, the way she — Imogen and her boring Health Studies — said? He felt weirdly calm about it.

He lowered himself into one of the chairs. Imogen stayed on the floor, where she’d been bent over the little stove. She looked as if she was too tired to stand. Neither of them said anything; they just sat, staring ahead, hunched and silent.
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Some time later, he realised the girl was talking. ‘Some people have been rescued when nobody expected them to be, haven’t they?’


Liam tried to think what to say. ‘There was this bunch of miners somewhere in the US — they got trapped in an explosion that sent them all flying. They got out, but one guy had his false teeth smashed and blown right down his throat into his stomach. They had to operate on him to get them out.’

The girl stayed silent. Liam tried to think of anything else. ‘Two other guys in China were trapped underground for six weeks before they were found. They even chewed bits of wood to get anything good out of it.’

Imogen’s voice sounded half-asleep. ‘I’m gonna lie down.’ She pushed the little stove away, and turned on her side, arms huddled around her.

Liam checked his watch. 7.52pm. They’d been here more than four days … no, three … or was it actually four? He couldn’t work it out any longer. Like everything else, it didn’t matter now. He settled deeper into the chair, felt his head loll forward. The rumble of another rockfall sounded somewhere. How long before one of them came crashing down on their cabin?
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He must be late for school; his mother was calling his name. And someone’s radio was buzzing, off the station. Liam groaned, tried to burrow into the blankets and ignore the stupid buzzing radio, but metal arms pressed against him. His mum called again, louder. ‘Liam! Listen!’ Feeble sunlight flickered in his eyes; she’d opened the curtains.

‘Liam!’ Imogen’s voice. He bolted upright in the computer chair, as the sunlight turned into the cabin lights’ glow. The radio — whose was it? Why was it going? — still buzzed.

‘Wake up! Listen — they’re drilling again!’

Liam slumped down in the seat again, groaned as his back and neck stabbed. So what if the drill had started once more? They were getting further and—

‘They’re close! Really close! Listen!’

His eyes flew open. The buzzing radio became the snarling of metal on rock, just like it had the first time. He could almost hear the blat-blat-blat of the drill as it punched and chewed into layers of stone. It wasn’t just closer. It was right above them.









[image: Puffin standing logo]


TWENTY-FOUR

The two of them were outside the cabin so fast that Liam couldn’t remember their moving. He almost fell down the steps; had to grab at a nearby boulder to stop himself from doing a face-plant.

They stood still, breath held, straining to hear. Yes, the sound was coming from somewhere above Lucia, and it was louder than any of the drilling they’d heard before. Was it getting louder still? It had to be. If this one faded or stopped, then …


Imogen swung to face him. ‘How do we tell them?’

Liam gaped. ‘What?’

‘How do we let them know they’ve found us — that it’s not just one of those empty spaces you were talking about? Can we yell up the hole it makes?’

‘They’ll never hear us: the drill will block sounds, even if they turn it off.’ Suddenly he remembered the Chilean miners again. ‘We’ll write a note — fix it to the drill when it comes through. Quick!’

Next minute they were back inside, almost shoving each other up the steps. Liam yanked open the drawer with the spare computer manual inside, seized the book and ripped out a page. Imogen was searching through another drawer. She thrust a pen at him. ‘Write our names; say we’re here!’

At the top of a page full of diagrams, Liam scribbled LIAM GEARY, IMOGEN PARKINSON. TRAPPED IN TUNNEL. HELP!! He stopped. ‘How we gonna fix it to the drill? Your sneaker lace again?’

But the girl had snatched something out of the emergency kit. A bandage. ‘This is longer and thicker. Come on!’

Once again, they lunged towards the door. Above the roof of their flimsy shelter, the snarling of metal on stone grew steadily louder. As he followed Imogen, torn-off page clutched in his hand, Liam felt his heart thudding and his body shaking. This time: it must happen this time.
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They stood beside the cabin, staring upwards. An unbroken section of concrete roof arched above. Will that be harder to cut through than the rock? Liam wondered. He held the note; Imogen gripped the bandage. The noise overhead was edging closer; no doubt about it. He could hear the punching blat-blat-blat sound as the drill head pushed forward, shattering rock for its following screw to draw up behind.

It stopped. Absolute silence filled the space around them, except for the drip of water. Liam’s heart seemed to stop, too. Beside him, Imogen wailed ‘No! No!’ She hunched over, hugging herself.

It’s the end, Liam knew. If they’ve given up on this place, we’re finished. He stood frozen as seconds dragged by, trying to believe it.

Just as suddenly — blat-blat-blat — the drill began again. ‘They’re still going! They must have been checking the drill head!’ Liam knew he was shouting, waving his arms. Imogen was sobbing now. ‘Please! Please!’

Liam threw himself back up the steps into the cabin, banging one shin painfully on the metal treads. He snatched the orange torch from the desk, then flung himself out again, banging the other shin. The beam of light lit the curve of roof above them. Water dripped from its shattered edges. The two of them stared upwards, necks twisted back, trying somehow to make the drill move faster. The grinding was coming from a few metres to one side of the cabin roof. ‘Keep going!’ Liam urged. ‘Keep going!’ He gripped the torch in one hand, crumpled note in the other. Imogen still clutched the bandage.

A patter of stones fell from the edges of concrete above. Oh no, not a rockfall now! Not just when they were going to be—

At the same instant, Liam understood. ‘Yes!’ he yelled. ‘Yes!’

The sound of the drill changed. Small cracks showed suddenly in the concrete above. Pieces the size of saucers began flaking off, dropping to the ground. A gush of water and mud poured down, almost beside them, as the hammering and grinding changed to a steady whine. A circular hole appeared, as wide across as a small plate. Next moment, the drill bit was through, spinning in the torchlight, two metres too high for them to reach.
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They both began screaming. ‘Come on! Come on!’ The drill advanced another half-metre, then drew back a fraction. The whining died away as it stopped turning. It hung there, a steel snout that glinted as the torch beam played on it. We can’t reach it, Liam saw. We can’t tie the note to it. They won’t know we’re here.

He twisted around, searching for a rock or something he could stand on, but they were all too big to move. The computer seats, he suddenly thought: I’ll grab one of them.

Imogen must have thought of the same thing. She was already stumbling towards the cabin. ‘Don’t let it go!’ she yelled over her shoulder. ‘Don’t let it go!’

How am I supposed to keep it here? Liam wanted to shout after her. Don’t be so stupid! The drill bit hung unmoving, its glistening metal tip pointing towards the rocky, sodden ground. More water trickled from it.

Imogen, reappeared, half-falling, half-leaping down the steps. She didn’t have a chair, Liam saw. Instead, she carried something slim and short and cylinder-shaped. The spray can! What was she gonna …

At the same moment, he understood. The girl rushed towards him, eyes wide, matted hair flying. She thrust the can at him. ‘You’re taller! You do it! Quickly!’

Liam snatched the can. Two steps, and he was under the drill, where it hung silent and motionless. He stood on tiptoe, strained his arm upwards, pointing the nozzle. He pressed, and a burst of green paint shot backwards straight past him, splattering on the ground. ‘Turn it round!’ screamed Imogen. ‘Turn it round!’

I know! Liam wanted to yell. He wrenched the cylinder in a half-circle, almost dropped it, aimed and pressed again. The spray hissed upwards. In half a second, the whole section of drill where it hung above them had turned bright green.

He kept pressing. More paint flew upwards; the drill bit was dripping green now. He tried to aim the spray up the hole, so it reached more of the metal shaft. He stumbled, and paint fizzed across the concrete roof.

Almost as if that was a signal, the drill rose silently, disappeared into the black circle it had cut. For a few seconds, there was a whirring and scraping as it slid upwards out of sight. Then they were alone again.
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TWENTY-FIVE

For what was surely fifteen minutes, they stood where they were, staring upwards at the plate-sized hole, as if the drill might somehow appear again at any moment. If it starts drilling again somewhere else, then we’ve failed, Liam thought. If the paint gets rubbed off, or if they don’t realise what it means … His hands were clenched so hard, his nails dug into his palms. He tried to make himself breathe normally, flexed his neck where it ached from straining to watch the roof.


‘They’ll know, won’t they?’ Imogen asked. ‘They’ll guess someone must be here, someone who did that?’

Liam tried to answer, but had to swallow first. ‘They — they should.’

More minutes crawled past. Must be … what? 10.00pm or 11.00pm? Liam didn’t dare go inside to find his watch, in case something happened out here. Come on! He begged inside his head, then realised he was muttering it aloud. ‘Come on!’

Beside him, Imogen had gone silent. Her cracked lips moved a few times, almost as if she were praying. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the small black hole in the roof. Silence filled the dimly lit space around them. Nothing moved, except for moisture sliding down the walls. The empty spray can lay at Liam’s feet. Where did I put the torch? he thought with a stab of panic, then realised he was still gripping it in one hand.

They both heard the noise at the same time. It came from the hole — not the buzz of the drill, but a distant sliding sound, metal on rock. Imogen’s fingers grabbed Liam’s, so hard that he gasped.

The noise grew closer. Then they jumped, shouted as a slim steel shape slid from the hole once more, easing further down this time, till it was almost at waist height. It looked different: a cap of some sort at the end, with a red arrow, and a word, also in red: UNSCREW.

Liam seized the half-metre-long cap and began wrenching at it. Imogen was reaching up, clinging to the metal above with both hands, as if to stop it from drawing back.

The cylinder-shaped end unscrewed smoothly. Two full plastic bottles lay inside it. Some sheets of rolled-up paper; two felt pens. The outermost sheet of paper had words on it in big letters: WHO’S THERE? WRITE NAMES, ANY INJURIES, WHAT YOU NEED. REPLACE CAP, BANG FOUR TIMES ON SHAFT, THEN REPEAT. WILL LIFT WHEN HEAR, OR AFTER 30 MINUTES.

Liam grabbed the other sheets of paper, and headed for the cabin. ‘You know how to spell my name?’ Imogen was shouting. Hell, I already have! he thought. He laid a sheet on the nearest computer desk, scribbled as fast as he could with one of the felt pens. It was almost the same as the other note: Liam Geary, Imogen Parkinson. Not hurt. Need food. He paused, added HELP! again, then rushed back outside.

The cap screwed easily back onto the shaft. Imogen stood holding a rock in one hand. ‘Hurry!’ she urged. ‘Hurry!’ As soon as Liam stepped back, she began whamming on the steel shaft with the rock. CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

‘Don’t bend it!’ Liam shouted. The girl took no notice. CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! She paused, waited a couple of seconds, lifted the rock again. As she did so, the shaft and its capsule began easing upwards, smoothly and almost silently, vanishing again into the small black hole.
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They stayed where they were, staring up again. Liam tried to breathe normally. Beside him, Imogen said something. He asked, ‘What?’ and didn’t take his eyes off the hole above them.

‘Glucose drinks.’ The girl replied. ‘Here.’ A plastic bottle touched his hand; he lifted it, drank, and sweetness filled his mouth, seemed to flood right through him, till he gasped with delight. Beside him, he could hear Imogen swallowing.

Fewer than ten minutes this time, and the sliding sound began once more, faster than before. The steel shaft reappeared, with the same capsule on its end. Liam seized it, unscrewed. More glucose drinks, some chocolate bars, another sheet of paper: Wonderful News. Food, Instructions and Radio Coming Soon. Eat Chocolate Slowly. Liam gasped as he recognised his father’s handwriting.

He passed the note to Imogen, heard her exclaim, too. Then they were hugging once again: hugging, laughing, jumping up and down. And crying.
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When Liam finally looked at his watch, it was 1.38am. Wednesday morning, he realised. Somewhere up above, rescuers must be working under lights. He felt ashamed suddenly: all the trouble, all the fear and worry he’d caused just from wanting to prove something to Imogen Parkinson. He’d say sorry to her parents as well as his own when they got out. He might even say sorry to Imogen herself … maybe.

They’d drunk another bottle each of the glucose mixture and eaten the chocolate bars — slowly. ‘Our stomachs have shrunk,’ Imogen said. ‘If we eat too much or too fast, we’ll suffer for it. Learned that in Health Studies, too.’ Yeah, yeah, thought Liam for the hundred-and-first time, but he just nodded.

They carried the computer chairs out from the cabin, and set them up on the slushy, rocky ground. They weren’t going to miss the drill, whenever it came. It appeared twice more in the next hour: still more glucose drinks, some energy bars, two oranges, fuel tablets, packets of soups (oh, no, thought Liam, not mushroom!), a plastic packet of something soft. ‘Wet wipes!’ exclaimed Imogen. ‘Brilliant! Can I have some? Can I have lots?’ Next minute, she was rubbing them over her hands and face, going ‘Yuk!’ as she gazed at the filthy tissues. Liam gazed at the cheeks and slim neck emerging from under the dirt, and looked away.

‘Thanks,’ he said. The girl looked puzzled. ‘What for?’

‘That spray-can business. I’d never have thought of it. That’s what told them someone was here.’

‘Yeah, well, someone had to come up with a good idea.’ Imogen paused. ‘No paint left for me to write anything on the walls, now.’

The capsule appeared again twenty minutes or so later. This time, it held something heavy and solid, sealed in plastic. Liam peeled off the wrapping, and an object the size and shape of a landline phone lay in his hand. The radio. A sheet of instructions was with it: GREEN BUTTON TO TURN ON … WAIT FIVE SECONDS, THEN SPEAK … HOLD CLOSE TO MOUTH … RED BUTTON TO TURN OFF.

Imogen was watching. Neither of them spoke at first, then she muttered, ‘You do it.’

Liam took a breath. He pressed the green button, heard an instant crackling sound. He lifted the phone to his ear, counted silently: … three … four … five. Then he swallowed, said, ‘Hel — Hello?’

A burst of static. Voices in the background, and more static. Then a voice spoke. ‘Liam? Liam, son, is that you?’

He tried to answer, but he’d begun crying so hard that he couldn’t get a word out. Beside him, Imogen was sobbing, too. And far up above, so was his tough, wonderful father.
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TWENTY-SIX

They talked for a few minutes only. Liam knew he was too choked up to make much sense. His voice kept catching; his body shook. Imogen kept clutching his other hand, her head close to his, to hear his father’s words. Mr Geary still sounded shaky, too, but he had questions to ask, and Liam tried to answer them.

‘Not really hurt … a few scratches and bruises … shelter in Lucia’s cabin … using rations from the emergency kit … cooling tanks, so plenty of water.’ His dad asked another question, and Liam swallowed. ‘It’s my fault. I wanted to show her — Imogen — the tunnel, let her see how careful you all are, and how it’s going to protect the environment.’

Mr Geary was silent for a second, then sighed. ‘Well, only thing that matters now is getting you both out of there. I’ve rung your mum, and she’ll be here any minute, says she doesn’t know whether to kiss you or smack your leg.’ The man’s voice trembled again. Beside Liam, Imogen made a gulping sound.

‘Is that Imogen?’ Liam’s dad asked. ‘Let me talk to her.’ Liam passed over the radio, listened with his head close to the girl’s as she and his father talked. He felt relieved when her voice trembled even more than his.

‘You all right, love? Sorry that idiot son of mine got you into this mess.’

‘It was — was my fault, too.’ Liam stared: Imogen Parkinson was apologising? ‘I wanted — to show he was wrong. My mum and dad …’

‘They know you’re OK. I rang them as well, and they’re on their way over, too.’ Liam blinked as he heard his father laugh. ‘There’s quite a party starting up here.’

‘I’m sorry.’ The girl’s voice had sunk to a whisper. ‘I’m really sorry.’

‘You just look after yourselves; that’s the most important thing. Can I talk to my crazy son again?’

Liam took the phone. He realised Imogen was holding his hand again; realised also that he didn’t mind too much.

‘All right, buddy. How’s conditions down there? You got any room to move around? What’s the story with lights? Air OK? Any flooding?’

Having facts to give made Liam feel calmer. He tried to sound as calm as he could. ‘Air’s getting in from somewhere. There’s a fair bit of water coming down the walls: more than before, I think. It really poured down the drill shaft when it broke through, but that’s mostly stopped.’

He could almost hear his dad nodding. The radio kept crackling; amazing we can use it all with all that rock between us, he thought. Voices sounded in the background: other tunnellers, he guessed. He and Imogen were causing so many problems for so many people.

‘There’s lights in Lucia’s cabin,’ he went on. ‘Are they—’

‘Emergency backup system. Last you for six … eight days. We’ll send some more torches down to you. Make sure you know exactly where they are, in case those cabin lights fail.’ Liam felt relief that they’d been doing at least one thing properly.

‘Been raining nearly all the time up here,’ Mr Geary was saying now. ‘It’ll be finding its way in from all sorts of places. We’ve got a cap we can put on the shaft up here, to try and stop it getting in that way. Now, son, listen up. You been having any rockfalls after the first one?’

‘Yeah, quite a few. Most of them back towards the tunnel entrance, plus some we can’t tell where.’

His dad was silent for a second. ‘Let me know if anything changes, right? There’ll be somebody listening on the radio up here twenty-four seven.’ Another pause. ‘No chance of getting to you from the entrance, mate. It’s totally collapsed. We’re up on the ridge around from there. Got a monster rig on its way from the natural gas plant a hundred ks away; should be here tomorrow. We’re going to come in from up here, widen the shaft and get you out.’

Liam hesitated, then said, ‘Dad? About how long?’

His father’s voice stayed calm. ‘Can’t tell yet, mate. Could be five … six days; could be longer. Ground up here’s really wet, so we have to go carefully. Plus bigger shafts are more likely to collapse. But we’re working on it, and we won’t stop.’

A brief silence, then the man went on. ‘Gotta go now, Liam — things to sort out for the big rig when it comes. Your mum and Imogen’s parents will be here soon. Keep the radio on all the time, eh? We can always send down more batteries. You’ve got a job to do, too, son. You helped get Imogen into this, so you look after her, OK? Love you, buddy.’


‘Love you, Dad.’ Liam heard his voice begin to break again. The call ended.
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‘How long?’ the girl was demanding beside him. ‘How long?’

‘They can’t be sure.’ As Imogen stared, he went on. ‘Dad says it could maybe be just a few days. But it’s raining a lot outside, and they’re waiting to get a big new drilling rig into position, so they’ll have to make sure that’s safe on the wet ground. They’re going to widen that shaft—’ Liam nodded at the hole above, from which a slow trickle of water had begun flowing again. ‘Get us out that way. There’ll be a lot more rock and other rubble to move, and they’ll have to make sure the shaft walls don’t cave in.’

He took a breath. ‘They’re gonna do it. They’ll keep going till they get us out. Dad’ll make sure of that.’

The girl still watched him. Liam had one more thing to say. ‘Look — you told him it was your fault, our being in the tunnel. I’m the one who really screwed us up, OK? I asked you to come in here.’


Imogen gave a half-shrug. ‘Doesn’t matter.’

Yes, it does, Liam thought. We’re equal now.
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Another five minutes, and the radio buzzed. ‘You there, Liam, mate? Imogen?’ Liam blinked; he knew that voice.

He pressed the green button. ‘Hello?’

‘Hey, mate. Mario here, mate. Your favourite digger driver. You hang in there, mate. Got someone up here who wants to talk to you.’

A murmuring, static and crackling, then Liam’s mother spoke. He could hear her struggling to stay calm. ‘Liam? Oh, darling, are you all right? Is Imogen OK?’

It sounded strange, his mother saying the name of a girl she’d never met — even if she’d heard about her anti-tunnelling parents. ‘Yeah, Mum, I’m OK. Imogen is, too. I’m sorry, Mum.’

They talked for two or three minutes. ‘You’re in the papers, love, and you’re on the tele. We’ve been trying to make sure they say sensible things. Your dad’s been wonderful, and so have the Parkinsons. We’ve seen a lot of each other since we found your bike and worked out what must have happened.’ She sighed. ‘Oh, son!’

‘I know, Mum. It’s my fault. I’m really sorry.’

His mother spoke to Imogen, who said, ‘It was my fault, too.’ Hell, Liam thought, this is getting like a competition.

He heard his mother’s voice stop. There was a silence, then another woman spoke. Imogen clutched the radio harder; her other hand flew to her cheek. ‘Mum? Mum?’

There was crying at the other end. A man’s voice broke in, choked, and the woman came back. Tears were running down Imogen’s freshly washed face as she listened and gasped half-sentences. Liam gazed at the ground, then moved away.

The Parkinsons didn’t ask to talk to him, and he felt relieved. When they and Imogen were finished, she blew her nose, used up two more wet wipes on her cheeks, then looked at Liam. Her chin was up, and her eyes were clear.

‘So—’ she said. ‘So now we wait.’
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TWENTY-SEVEN

Water trickled sometimes from the drill shaft, kept sliding down the shattered tunnel walls. Sometimes rain could take years to filter deep into a mountain, Liam’s father had told him. Sometimes it could stream through cracks and faults in the rock in a few days. How hard was it raining outside? The collapse, he thought again. Was it the rain?

The supply capsule slipped up and down twice in the next hour. Biscuits, more oranges, cheese already sliced and wrapped. Soap and a comb — ‘Yes!’ exclaimed Imogen, and hurried off with them towards Lucia’s water tanks. Two more torches and a pack of spare batteries, four more silver survival blankets folded into tiny squares.

Who’s paying for all this? wondered Liam, and felt guilty again. He tried to imagine what it must be like up at the rescue site, on the ridge his father had mentioned. Men in hard hats, machines and floodlights, working around the clock and in the rain. He felt even more guilty. Were they having to cut down trees to get the big drilling rig on site? He wouldn’t say anything about that to Imogen.

Just as the second capsule load reached them, the radio buzzed again. ‘Hi, Liam,’ said another familiar voice. ‘Peggy here.’ Peggy Chen, the geologist. The whole tunnelling crew must be up there.

‘We’ll leave you two to get some sleep for a while,’ Peggy said. ‘It’s a bit past your bedtime. But call us any time you want. There’ll always be someone here, remember.’

Liam checked his watch. 3.17am! Way past his bedtime. Imogen sat yawning in her chair. Her hair was combed, her face freshly washed. Suppose I’d better clean myself up, too, Liam thought. Hell, they were trapped under billions of tonnes of rock, and he was wondering what he looked like?


Imogen glanced up, managed a half-nod as he told her what Peggy had said. ‘Like I said,’ she mumbled. ‘We wait.’
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They ate some oranges and biscuits. ‘Slowly, remember?’ Imogen said, and Liam grunted. Now that they were safe — almost — the girl seemed even more like her bossy self. ‘You want some soup?’ she asked. Liam glanced at the packet — mushroom — and shook his head. ‘I’m full.’

To his surprise, Imogen half-smiled again. ‘Me, too. Isn’t it brilliant?’

They kept going outside to check the mouth of the shaft, just in case any more miracles had come down through it. But yeah, we need to sleep, Liam thought. Nearly 5.00am. At home, he’d be having to get up for school in a bit over two hours. Wednesday morning; they’d been here nearly a hundred hours. How long now till it ended?

They spread three of the survival blankets under them. It didn’t make the cabin floor feel any more comfortable, but it looked that way, somehow. That left one each as a cover. ‘Remember where the torches and radio are,’ Imogen said. Liam grunted again, but knew she was right.

He heard the girl sigh as she lay beside him; remembered the job his father had given him. ‘You OK?’ he asked.

‘Don’t know, really. Everything’s happening so suddenly. I think we’re going to be all right, then I remember we’re still trapped down here. I’m OK for a while, then I’m scared again. Stupid, eh?’

‘I — me, too,’ Liam told her. ‘I felt great after I talked to Mum and Dad. But … there’s a lot of stuff could still happen. We take it easy, eh?’

Imogen murmured something. He felt her shifting around as she tried to get comfortable. I’m gonna be awake for hours, he thought. Too many incredible things going on.

Then he was asleep.
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At some stage, he heard the mutter of a faraway rockfall. Once, Imogen got up and went outside. He mumbled something when she returned, and she said, ‘Wanted to make sure the hole and all that was really there. Got scared I might have just dreamed it.’ Liam tried to reply, but felt himself sliding into sleep again.

A man’s voice started saying his name. ‘Liam? Liam, mate, you there?’ Funny, it was usually his mother who nagged him about getting ready for school. He realised what was happening, sat up, and fumbled for the radio. Beside him, Imogen slept on.

‘Dad?’ he asked.

He could almost hear his father grinning. ‘Hi, son. You sound like you’ve had a good sleep.’

Liam yawned, tried to find his watch, yawned again. ‘What time is it?’

‘Half-eleven. Thought we’d better see what you want for lunch. How’s Imogen?’

The girl had begun sitting up, pushing hair off her face. ‘What?’ she mumbled. ‘Who’s that?’

‘She’s OK,’ Liam said. ‘It’s Dad,’ he told her. ‘He wants to know what we’d like for lunch.’

‘Lunch?’ Imogen found Liam’s watch, and peered at it. ‘Oh, man!’

In twenty minutes, a capsule with packets of sandwiches, still more glucose drinks, and something soft came sliding out of the drill shaft. Imogen unfolded the soft bundle. ‘It’s one of my jumpers!’ She held up a bright red sweater. Liam meanwhile was staring at his favourite dark blue hoodie. Parents can be amazing, he decided.

They ate. They talked to both of Imogen’s parents. ‘You keep looking after each other, that’s the main thing,’ Mrs Parkinson told them, after Liam had said sorry. They slept still more. Our internal clocks are all stuffed up, Liam thought, when he saw that his watch read 3.12pm. It could be any time, any day.

They talked school again. Netflix programmes. Bands. Kids who were nerds and kids who tried to act tough. More people called from above: they’re checking on us all the time, Liam realised.

‘What we were saying before,’ Imogen said, after they’d been silent for a bit. ‘Getting technology to help the environment. We should try and do that when we get out.’

‘They’re already planting trees on the rocks and earth from the tunnel,’ Liam said.

Imogen shook her head. ‘Not just that. Making sure trains using the tunnel are electric, or something else that doesn’t pollute. There must be heaps of stuff. Think about it, eh?’

Yes, Your Bossiness, Liam said — to himself.
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Just before 7.00pm, the radio buzzed. Imogen answered. ‘Hello? Hi, Mr Geary.’ Liam turned to look. ‘Yeah, I’m OK, thanks. Yeah, he’s here.’

‘I sure hope you’re there, buddy,’ his father said, when Liam took the radio. ‘Not sure where else you’d be. Got some news for you. That big drilling rig’s on its way; should be able to start setting it up early tomorrow. There’s gonna be a few strange noises coming down the shaft, OK? Lots of crashing and thumping. So don’t worry about that.’

‘Thanks, Dad. Thanks heaps.’ There was something in his father’s voice: a different tone behind the words. Liam couldn’t make out what it was.

‘No worries, mate,’ his dad went on. ‘Now — when we’re working on the shaft, making it wider, we won’t be able to send supplies down to you. We’ll fix times when we bring the drill up to check, and we’ll put supplies down then. But like everyone keeps saying, you can call us any time on the radio, and we’ll stop straightaway. You all right with that?’

‘Cool. Thanks, Dad.’

‘So how’s it going down there? Lights OK still, and you’re not having to put on flippers from water gettin’ in? You looking after Imogen?’

‘Lights are still working. Water’s not a problem.’ As he spoke, Liam peered through the cabin window, saw a few puddles in places he hadn’t noticed before, but they were just shallow ones. ‘And … and Imogen’s looking after me, too.’

The girl stared at him. His father started talking to someone nearby, then said, ‘Good stuff, son. Take it easy, remember. Talk again soon. Love you, buddy.’

‘Love—’ But his father had gone. Liam told Imogen how the big drilling rig would soon be working, how, yeah, that was so cool, how he’d been joking with his father about who was looking after who. And he tried to work out what that note in his dad’s voice had been.
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TWENTY-EIGHT

The next day dragged along. At about 5.00pm, as they were talking about eating, they heard the sound of the capsule sliding down again. Water streamed ahead of it, pooled on the floor. Some parts were getting quite slushy, Liam saw.

Imogen unscrewed the end, exclaimed ‘Oh, wow! Brilliant!’ Liam didn’t need to look; he could smell. A cooked meal, in mug-sized containers. Stew, rice, baby carrots, peas. And ice cream! Another container held plastic forks and spoons. ‘Brilliant’ didn’t seem enough.

They sat on the chairs outside, and ate. It was like some weird picnic, cabin lights behind them glowing dimly on the piles of boulders and pools of water.

Liam described how early tunnellers under London started finding pieces of broken china and furniture, even part of a wooden leg, so the workers realised they must be digging through the bottom of an old rubbish tip. Imogen talked about how countries in Africa were planting millions of trees to hold back deserts and slow global warming.

Liam mentioned the Mole People who lived in tunnels under cities, because they were poor or because it was exciting. ‘They even put on concerts and plays in some of the big caverns.’ Imogen said she was never going to buy a car unless it was an electric one. ‘We can all do something to help nature, remember?’

Yeah, yeah thought Liam yet again. But out loud, he said, ‘That technology and environment stuff — how about if the tunnelling companies used electric cars for their workers? That’d help.’

The girl shrugged. ‘Better than nothing.’

I suppose that’s her idea of ‘thanks’, Liam decided.

They both did some stretches. ‘Mustn’t forget these,’ Imogen said. Liam pulled a face behind her back, but he didn’t actually mind doing them where she could see, now. As he bent and twisted, he tried again to work out what had sounded unusual about his father’s voice on the radio, but he couldn’t. Then he forgot, as his mum and Imogen’s parents all called together. Imogen’s half-sister, friends, neighbours, even shop-keepers in town all wanted to send good wishes.

The first time Liam had spoken to the Parkinsons, his stomach felt tight as he took the handset. It was easier this time, especially since Imogen’s mother was saying how marvellous his mother and father had been; how Mr Geary had come straight round to their place when Liam’s bike was found, how Liam’s mum had rushed over the moment they knew both kids were alive.

Before he passed the handset back to the girl, Liam said again, ‘I’m sorry. Imogen says it was her fault, but I was the one who got her to come into the tunnel.’

‘Don’t worry about that.’ Mr Parkinson was on the radio now. ‘They’re going to get you out of there, and that’s all that matters.’

I’m sleepy, Liam realised when they’d finished the last of the rice and stew, and then the ice cream. I’m sleepy, and I’m full, and it feels just great.
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A couple of small stones dropped from the broken tunnel wall into a puddle as they dragged the chairs and themselves up into the cabin. They spread the survival blankets. Liam wore his dark blue hoodie; Imogen wore her red jumper.

‘It’s a bit amazing, this TBM thing,’ she said, as they lay side by side. ‘You could almost live in it.’ So Liam told her how the earliest ones were based on live woodworms, which had teeth in the front of their heads to chew through hard timber. Then she told him how in twenty years, there could be electric cars powering themselves with solar panels so they wouldn’t even have to use charging stations.

Then they were both yawning, and then they were both asleep.
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They slept for hours. Twice the radio buzzed. Once, Liam mumbled ‘Hi. We’re asleep’ into it, and heard someone chuckle. The other time, he heard Imogen mutter the same. The floor was hard when he turned over, but he knew he’d go back to sleep. Great, he thought again.


When they finally creaked up, Liam’s watch read 9.42am. Thursday, he realised. They’d been here nearly a hundred and twenty hours. Five or six days to get them out, his father had said. A week from now, they might be back at school. He never thought he’d feel pleased to be in a maths class again.

The radio buzzed as they were eating the last of the bananas that had come sliding down in the supply capsule twenty minutes earlier, along with a slim thermos of hot chocolate that tasted like the most beautiful drink in the universe.

‘Hi, Mr Geary,’ Imogen said. ‘Yeah, he’s here.’ She listened, half-laughed, said ‘OK, I’ll try to stop saying that.’

‘Decent breakfast, buddy?’ Liam’s father asked. ‘Got some more good news for you. That big drilling rig’s arriving faster than we expected. Should be ready to go by late tonight. Now listen — we might send this down in writing, but I want to tell you, too.’

The man paused, then went on. ‘The drill will widen the shaft to one hundred and ten centimetres. That’s enough for you to be brought up. There’s a rescue pod, looks like a big metal capsule, that you’ll stand in. You with me so far?’

‘Yeah, Dad.’

‘The pod has its own radio port so you can talk to us all the way up, if you need to. There’s safety straps and an oxygen supply — it’s a home away from home, son. You might want to stop halfway, and have a holiday.’

Liam laughed. Relief and gratitude welled up in him.

‘It takes just one person at a time. You can work that out between yourselves.’

‘Imogen’s first,’ Liam said instantly. The girl stared at him.

‘Sounds good,’ his dad went on. ‘Remember, we’re lookin’ at five … six days, depending on how things go. Like I said, drill’s gonna make a lot of noise; you’ll hear it way down there, easily. We’ll let you know before it starts so you don’t get too much of a fright. Might keep you awake at night; can’t help that.’

‘No worries,’ Liam told him, and meant it.

‘Could be a fair bit of water coming down the shaft sometimes, especially when the big drill starts gettin’ closer to you. So stay outta the way unless you want a shower.’

Liam glanced sideways at the girl, who was still watching him, and grinned. ‘Imogen keeps saying she needs a shower, so I’ll get her to stand right under it.’

Far above, his dad laughed, and Liam felt better still. Imogen poked her tongue out at him.

‘OK, better go and get a few things organised,’ his father said. He paused. ‘Things goin’ OK down there? You’re not gettin’ wet feet?’

‘We’re OK, Dad. Thanks for everything.’ The next words came before Liam knew he was going to say them. ‘Dad? What … do you know what made the tunnel cave in?’

Far above, his father sighed. ‘Workin’ on that, son. Peggy’s been tearin’ her hair out, looking at maps of the rocks. Rain didn’t help. Climate change, like I’m sure Imogen will tell you.’

Yeah, I bet she will, Liam thought. ‘A lot of people up here are worrying whether they could have done anything different,’ his dad was saying. ‘But … anyway, I’ll keep you in touch, mate.’

The call ended. Liam explained to Imogen about the possible shower as the big drill bored closer. She sniffed, said, ‘Feeble joke.’ Liam started to feel annoyed, then found he was thinking of something else. That note he’d heard before: it was back in his father’s voice again.

But he didn’t think about it for very long, because an hour later, the two of them were talking to Noah and Sonja Patel.
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TWENTY-NINE

They didn’t take the seats out of the cabin this time; the drops of water falling sometimes from the broken tunnel roof would have splashed onto them. When the radio buzzed, Imogen picked it up, said, ‘Hi’. Then she gasped, and one hand flew to her mouth.

Liam stared. What was wrong? Then she exclaimed, ‘Sonja? Oh my God, is that you? Oh, hi!’

Oh great, thought Liam. Now it’ll be half an hour before anyone else gets the radio. But after a few minutes of ‘Oh my God! … Oh, no! … Oh, rank as!’, Imogen glanced at him, and said ‘Yeah, he’s here. Everyone keeps asking us that. We’ve got nowhere else to go, have we?’ She was silent again, then held the handset slightly away from her ear, told Liam, ‘Listen.’

He leaned forward. Sonja was saying, ‘… in the paper, and on the radio and the TV. They found this year’s class photo and they keep using that. You’re famous!’

Imogen pulled a face. ‘I’d sooner be ordinary,’ she told the radio. ‘Ordinary and outside. We’ve been saying — soon as we’re out of here, we’re gonna go and sit in the sunshine somewhere.’

Liam heard Sonja giggle. ‘What — you and him?’

Imogen shot Liam a look he didn’t understand. ‘Doesn’t matter. Have you seen my mum and dad?’

‘They’re cool. I mean they’re worried, but they know you’re going to be OK. Ms Salisi says hi. Every morning in assembly, we get a report on what’s happening to you.’

Now Imogen pulled a face at Liam. He understood what she meant. People were starting to treat them like they were on some TV Survivors programme, but it wasn’t like that at all. He moved away a bit; stared at the ground.

More words and ‘Oh my God!’ between the girls, then Imogen held the handset out to him. ‘You.’

What’s Sonja Patel want to talk to me about? Liam wondered. ‘Hello?’ he said, and realised she didn’t want to talk to him about anything. Instead, Noah’s voice sounded in his ear. ‘Hey, bro.’

They talked for five minutes. Lots of guys wanted to say hi. The cops had come to Noah’s place on Sunday morning, when they were trying to work out where he and Imogen might be. Liam’s bike was munted, by the way; boulder fell on it. But the back wheel was sticking out, and that’s how they started to guess. ‘Your dad’s been incredible,’ Noah went on. ‘They’re starting to set up this ginormous drilling rig, and everyone’s listening to him.’

Yeah, thought Liam. He’s the first person I’ll thank and apologise to properly when we’re out of here.

Another couple of minutes, and his friend said ‘Gotta go, bro. They’re moving everyone so they can get that big drill in position. Stay cool — and dry; it’s bucketing down up here. Big storm’s on its way, they reckon.’

The call finished. Liam told Imogen about the new bore soon being ready to start. He didn’t tell her about it raining up above — or about the coming storm.
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Thursday dragged along. The capsule came down a few times. More chocolate. Fish and chips! They both exclaimed as they recognised the smell. A couple of woollen blankets, tightly rolled. ‘Is all this stuff going to be left down here?’ asked Imogen. ‘Must be costing heaps.’ Again, Liam felt startled at how much the girl was thinking like him.

They talked about the worst movies they’d ever seen. (‘This soppy romance thing I had to go to with Mum and Dad,’ said Liam. ‘This stupid crime thing with car chases,’ said Imogen.) Mrs Geary and Mrs Parkinson called at the same time. ‘We’re all going out to dinner when you two are finally safe,’ Imogen’s mother told Liam. ‘If it costs too much, then you can both do the dishes.’ Liam grinned; he didn’t feel nervous talking to Imogen’s parents now.

‘Your mum’s cool,’ he told Imogen when the call ended.

‘So’s yours,’ she replied. They looked at each other; looked away.
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Then at 7.15pm, after they’d eaten — fresh, hot vegetable soup; meatballs and spaghetti. ‘We’re gonna get too big to fit into the rescue thing,’ Imogen exclaimed as she opened the capsule — Liam’s father was on the radio again.

‘Right, mate, we’ll be starting on the big shaft in about an hour. We’ll try a test run for maybe fifteen … twenty minutes, then we’ll stop, see how it’s going. The guys up here have done miracles. Drill’s all set; choppers have brought in generators to power things. There’s a real project going on up here.’

Liam didn’t know what to say. All this trouble he’d caused. ‘Thanks heaps, Dad,’ he mumbled, and knew how feeble it must sound.

‘I want you to stay on the radio when we start, son. Tell us if you hear anything, or if … if anything happens down there.’ A second’s silence: Liam sensed his father had something else to say. ‘Can’t tell for sure what we’ll be coming up against. Drilling’s always full of surprises. Nasty ones, sometimes; you’ve already learned that.’

‘Right.’ Liam heard himself swallow.

‘Keep clear of the shaft; could be some stuff starts falling down it. Stay in the cabin.’ Voices in the background, then the sound of machinery. ‘All right, buddy. Call you just before we start. Take care, son.’

Liam told Imogen what was happening. From the cabin windows, they could see the black circle of the supply shaft if they squinted upwards. Staying inside was sensible, Liam knew. Like his father had said, drilling and tunnelling were full of surprises — and yeah, that included nasty ones. The sort not even the experts could have imagined.

At 8.08pm, the radio buzzed. A familiar voice again. ‘Liam, mate. It’s Mario. We’re ready to go, mate. Tell us first — anything you need from the capsule in the next couple of hours? Can’t use it when we’re drilling, remember. Nothing? OK, mate, stay on the radio. We’re on our way — mate.’

They closed the cabin door, stood by the filthy windows, eyes fixed on the small dark hole in the rock above Lucia . For eight … ten minutes, nothing happened. Imogen held the radio. ‘I’ll call them, eh?’ she asked after another couple of minutes. ‘Tell them nothing’s happening?’

Then they both exclaimed as a gout of muddy slush and water burst from the opening, splashing down on the sodden ground beneath it. A few small stones followed. A couple also fell from the broken section of tunnel roof.

Nothing for a few more seconds. Then from the shaft, even inside the cabin, they heard a deep, far-off thrumming. Another burst of water came pouring down. The thrumming grew into a steady grinding. The drill had begun. The rescuers were on their way.
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THIRTY

They didn’t hug or yell this time. Imogen leaned her forehead against the smeared glass and seemed to let out a breath. Liam felt his body tighten, then relax a fraction, in its own silent sigh. The men and women up above were coming to save them.

Imogen still held the radio pressed to her ear. The drill pulsed on, far away but working closer every second. A few more falls of slush and pebbles from the shaft; a couple of other small stones from elsewhere on the walls, probably disturbed by vibrations through all those layers of rock.

8.41pm. They tensed as the distant noise stopped. At the same moment, Imogen exclaimed, ‘Yes? Hello, Mr Geary. Yes, we can hear it. Yes, we’re all right. Hold on.’ She passed the radio across to Liam.

‘Hey, buddy. Everything OK down there?’ Why shouldn’t it be all right? a corner of Liam’s mind wondered, but ‘Yeah, fine, Dad,’ he said. ‘Some water and a few stones down the shaft, that’s all. We can hear you, like Imogen says.’

‘Right. Right. Nothing else happening?’ Once again, Liam heard that note in his father’s voice. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘Nothing else.’

‘Good. Now we’re going to drill for a couple of hours. We’re not going to rush things — want to get you out of there as soon as we can — but we’re not gonna risk damaging the drill, or doing anything to the first shaft. That’s gotta keep you supplied, remember. And after the cave-in, we’re bein’ extra careful.’

Liam nodded, realised that was useless, said, ‘Yes’. Imogen was leaning in, trying to hear what his father was saying. He held the handset out slightly for her.

‘Make sure you tell Imogen.’ More machinery throbbed in the background as Mr Geary spoke. ‘You’re lookin’ after her, OK?’

‘And I’m looking after him,’ the girl called.


Liam’s father chuckled. ‘Good luck with that, love! All right, we’re startin’ again. Keep the radio handy, remember; there’s always someone here. Hope you get some sleep.’

‘Bye, Dad.’

‘Bye, Mr Geary.’ Liam put the handset down on the computer desk. They argued for a bit over whether to have some soup. ‘Save it for breakfast,’ Imogen finally said. ‘Just in case they can’t send the capsule down for a while. Don’t mind being hungry, if it gets us out of here faster.’ She shook her head. ‘Hell, just think — what … two days ago? … we were talking about having to eat bits of wood.’

Liam wandered out to go to the loo area. ‘Hard hat, remember,’ Imogen told him. He grunted, came back and took it with him. They had a roll of proper toilet paper now. Those computer manual pages … well, they might be good for a computer.

More small stones lay scattered across the ground, he saw as he made his way back. The far-above thrum of the drill had started again. He stood for a couple of minutes, not really sure what he was looking or listening for. Nothing happened. He shook his head, climbed back into the cabin where Imogen was spreading blankets on the floor. He kept thinking of what his father had said — and how he’d said it. Something was there that he still hadn’t understood.
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They did sleep. The big drill, somewhere on that ridge above them, thrummed away, but they knew that every turn it made was edging closer to them. Twice, three times it paused, and the radio buzzed. Voices — Sonny Ngatai when Liam answered — checked they were OK, asked if anything was happening. Imogen picked up the handset for the other calls, mumbled ‘Hi. Yeah, we’re OK. No, just the same.’

You should get up and look, Liam opened his mouth to tell her. For the call he’d taken, he’d dragged himself from under the blankets, peered bleary-eyed out the cabin window. The dim lights showed no difference: maybe a couple more stones on the ground near Lucia. A thin ribbon of water streamed from the shaft onto the puddled ground. Imogen should check, all the same. But he was asleep again before he could say anything.
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The thrumming stopped at 6.35am. They were both awake. Imogen had gone outside, to wash at the TBM’s water tanks. ‘Don’t use up all the soap,’ Liam said. ‘In case …’

‘In case of what?’ When he said nothing, she headed off. They were both feeling so much stronger now; proper food and knowing they’d be rescued seemed to have filled them with energy. Maybe I’ll turn into an early riser like Mum and Dad, Liam thought. Can’t wait to see the sun again. What he and Imogen had said, about wanting to just sit in it — yeah, he’d do that. He’d do so many cool things.

The drill stopped. They both lifted their heads and stared. Then the radio buzzed. ‘Hey, Liam, mate?’ said … yes, Mario. ‘You both OK down there, mates?’ Once again, Liam tried to imagine how many people were working night and day up there to get them out. I’m going to do so many useful things too, when we’re out, he promised himself. He thought again of that technology and environment stuff. How about …

Yeah, they were fine, he replied. Breakfast was on its way, Mario told him. Drilling would start again as soon as supplies had reached them. ‘Making good progress up here, mate, in spite of the crap weather.’

The familiar capsule slid from the shaft just ten minutes later. Still more hot chocolate. Bananas and oranges again. Pastries! Imogen was right — they were going to get too big to fit into the rescue pod.

They pulled out a couple of other objects. Magazines — a sports one and a TV one. ‘Something to read!’ exclaimed Imogen. ‘Awesome! You can have the sports one.’

Inside five minutes, the drill was grinding again. They’re not wasting any time, Liam thought. It felt almost ordinary now: the drill, the supply capsule, the drill again. Weird how things got into a routine so quickly. Time seemed to be moving past faster, too. When they’d finished breakfast, read some of their magazines, and he checked again, it was 8.42am. Friday: they’d been here nearly six days.

At 9.20am, the radio crackled. ‘Hey, bro,’ said Noah, and Liam found himself grinning. ‘Why aren’t you at school?’ he demanded.

‘They gave me and Sonja time off to cheer you guys up,’ his friend replied. ‘Oh, and Ms Salisi says she’s saving up the work you’ve missed while you’re slacking off down there. You’ll be able to spend all the next holidays doing it.’

‘Get real!’ Liam snorted. But yeah, he was missing school — even maths. He listened as Noah talked. They were still on the news. ‘But you’re slipping, boy: main story today is about a giraffe in the zoo that’s having a baby.’

Two things happened at once. Liam burst out laughing, so loud that Imogen jumped and said, ‘What? What’s happening?’ It was so long since he’d really laughed that it sounded strange in his ears. At the same time, his whole body ached with wanting to be up in the world of light, where people talked and joked about zoos and giraffes. Come on, Dad! he said inside his head. Come on!

Noah was still talking. ‘Nothing else happening except the stink weather. Hasn’t stopped pouring down for ages. And that big storm’s supposed to arrive day after tomorrow. There’s parts of town flooded already, so dunno what it’s going to do to—’

A man’s voice spoke in the background. Liam couldn’t make out the words, but he could hear the urgency. Noah stopped, said, ‘OK, right. Anyway, Sonja wants to have a word with Imogen. Lots of words, probably. Hang in there, bro. See you soon, eh?’

Liam said something. He passed the handset over to the impatient girl next to him, then sat staring out the filthy cabin window into the half-darkness beyond. Imogen was talking away about how she couldn’t wait to hug some trees (after she’d hugged her mum and dad) and chase the neighbours’ new puppy. Oh, and give her hair a proper shampoo. But Liam hardly heard her. He was starting to understand what that tone in his father’s voice might be about.
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THIRTY-ONE

‘We need light,’ Imogen said when she’d finished talking to Sonja. She sat gazing at her reflection in the window, pushing dark hair behind her ears. ‘We need sunlight.’

Tell me something I don’t know, Liam thought. The girl went on. ‘If you don’t get enough Vitamin D, your body starts to have all sorts of problems. Liver doesn’t work properly; eyes start losing functions; skin cells die. Learned about that in—’ (Oh, no, Liam told himself) ‘—in this sick horror movie Sonja and I watched once.’


The day trudged along. 11.15am … 2.40pm … 5.17pm. They ate. They read both magazines from front cover to back cover. ‘Rugby is so boring!’ Imogen huffed as she chucked the sports one onto a desk. ‘So are half those Celebrity Survivor stars,’ grunted Liam, as he dropped the TV one on top of it.

‘Keep eating the fruit,’ Imogen said, as Liam ignored an orange and reached for a biscuit. ‘We need to keep our Vitamin C up.’ So Liam ate two biscuits. And then an orange, when Imogen couldn’t see him.

They walked around, did stretches and squats, even practised running on the spot. ‘Need to be fit for when the rescue pod comes,’ said Liam. It’s time I gave some orders, he decided. It was hard to find a place where water didn’t spray upwards under their feet, but it was brilliant to feel the strength back in their bodies. I might run to find a place where I can sit in the sun, he thought.

Almost as if she’d been reading his mind, Imogen said, ‘When we get out — maybe we could see if your father and my parents want to talk? About that technology and nature stuff? Or … Or maybe we could do something in a school assembly? I like that electric cars for tunnel workers idea of yours.’

Imogen Parkinson liked something he’d said? Maybe he was having a weird dream. But she could sometimes be … yeah, she was certainly different.
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The drill droned on, far above. It was working for longer spells now; they must have got it all lined up. Water continued to trickle from the supply shaft; stones and a few falls of dirt dropped from it onto the puddled ground. A knee-high mound of soil and stones had built up beneath the hole. When Liam had finished his stretches, he went over and kicked some away.

As he turned back towards the cabin, there was a movement from one side of the tunnel. A small section of clay slumped down onto the ground and lay there, glistening in the dim lights. Water trickled from the broken wall behind. Maybe I can tell Imogen to wash her hair in that, Liam thought.
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Liam’s mum and Imogen’s mum called and talked. His dad made a couple of checks, but didn’t speak for long. ‘Gotta go and earn my pay, buddy.’ Otherwise, time seemed to have slowed down again. I’ve been frightened and hungry and nearly squashed down here, Liam told himself. Now I’m bored.

The night dragged by as well. It dragged because they couldn’t sleep. They were well fed now: a fish pie had come down in the capsule, and Liam wondered if he dared order that hamburger for next time. Another couple of blankets had been sent down as well, so while the cabin floor still felt hard, it didn’t dig into their backs the way it used to. But they couldn’t sleep.

Liam tried lying on one side, then on the other. He turned on his back, gazed up at the cabin lights’ dull glow. They’ve lasted and lasted, he thought. Hell, I haven’t checked where the nearest torch is! If the lights went off now, he wouldn’t have a clue where to find it. He half-sat, felt around on the desk, then knelt up and looked. One torch lay beside the non-working computer screen, another at the far end. A third one was in the drawer, he remembered now. But he’d been sloppy; he had to keep checking. He lay back down, annoyed with himself.

Beside him, Imogen asked, ‘What you doing?’

‘Checking where the torches are,’ Liam answered, before he could stop himself.

‘I always make sure one’s right beside me when I lie down,’ the girl said.

Suppose you learned that in Health Studies, thought Liam. After a few minutes, he said, ‘You awake?’

‘No, I’m just answering questions in my sleep.’ She sighed. ‘I keep thinking of those people up there, doing all these things to get us out. There’s so many of them. Must be some way they can work together. Maybe we could get some of them from both sides to talk to an assembly, too. My parents would.’

‘So would my dad,’ Liam told her — quickly.

They talked some more. Liam described the deepest tunnel in the world: a 12-kilometre shaft bored straight down through the Arctic ice and tundra, to see what lay beneath.

‘What’s it going to be like when the drill reaches here?’ Imogen asked. So he told her about a YouTube clip he’d seen, of an American tunnelling machine breaking through to where another TBM had been boring from the other side. ‘These stones started jumping off the rock face. Then big slabs just peeled away, like playdough, and you could see the teeth of the cutting disc come chewing through. Amazing!’

‘It’s Mum’s birthday next week,’ was Imogen’s reply. ‘No, this week. I keep forgetting how long we’ve been down here.’ Huh, that’s the last time I waste good descriptions on you, Liam decided.

They lay without speaking after that. How could she forget we’ve been down here for nearly seven days? He thought. No, it was nearly … He was forgetting, too. How many more? Four or five, maybe. Every turn of the big drill brought their rescue closer. He could hear it now, rumbling and growling above. Hey, had it just got louder? No, that was a rockfall, somewhere. After a while, the drill became a distant murmur, and he knew he was drifting into sleep.
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The radio jerked him awake. The buzzing was longer and louder than the usual calls. It stopped, repeated, kept going. Liam fumbled for it, blinking and yawning. The numbers on his watch read 5.20. We haven’t slept right through the day, have we? No, 5.20am. What were— The radio buzzed again, long and insistent. Imogen lay in a tangle of blankets and dark hair; she didn’t seem to have heard.

Liam pressed the TALK button. ‘Yeah? Hello?’

Straightaway, his father was speaking. Liam’s back went tight as he heard how urgent the man sounded. ‘Listen, son. I want you to do something for me.’

‘What?’ Liam gaped around.

Everything seemed the same: grubby and dimly lit. A dribble of water ran down the outside of one window.

‘Can you go outside and see how much water’s lying around? Take the radio with you.’

‘I — hold on.’ Liam hauled himself up, headed for the door. He turned, picked up one of the torches, moved out onto the steps. Then he froze.

The entire ground outside was covered with muddy water. The puddles and slushy bits from yesterday had become a grubby lake. It looked only about ankle-deep, but many of the little rocks and pebbles had disappeared beneath it. More water was flowing from the black mouth of the supply shaft, and Liam could see the sheen of other streams sliding down the tunnel walls.

‘Dad …’ His voice shook. ‘Dad, there’s a whole lot of it. It’s covered the ground; must have come through during the night. What’s happening?’

A second’s silence. His father’s voice was calm: calm but tense. ‘We’re having a few issues up here, son. Storm seems to have got worse; rain’s bucketin’ down, all over the mountain. We know some’s getting down the shaft, but it must be finding other ways into where you two are, as well.’

Liam’s stomach had knotted so hard, it hurt. ‘We’re gonna be drilling faster, buddy,’ his dad went on. ‘You’ll hear the change. Don’t worry, eh? We’ll get on top of it, but we’ll be stepping things up a bit. Just keep your eyes on that water; tell us if it gets higher, all right? Let us know straightaway. Tell Imogen things are OK.’

The call ended. Liam stood on the step, staring at the sheet of filthy water. Over by the walls, ripples showed where more was flowing down. A thin, steady column poured from the supply shaft.

His father wasn’t telling the truth. Things weren’t OK — not by a long way.
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THIRTY-TWO

He stayed standing on the clay-smeared steps, eyes fixed on the muddy pool. He jumped as a thock! sounded, and a small fountain leaped where a stone had fallen. Another dropped, over by one of the smashed walls.

They were going to drill faster, his dad had said. Liam’s stomach knotted again. He knew what that meant. The drill might jam; the extra vibration would put more pressure on surrounding rocks; the shaft itself could become crooked. His father would know all this, but they’d made the choice. How much water was pouring down up above? Didn’t they have pumps to clear the shaft? Could pumps and drill work at the same time? He had no idea.

He twitched as the radio buzzed again. It was Sonny Ngatai. The digger driver sound calm, too, but once more, Liam heard the urgency underneath.

‘Hey, Liam. You’ll hear us starting to sprint a bit up here pretty soon. No worries, eh? Tell Imogen what we’re doing so she doesn’t get a shock.’ Silence briefly, then, ‘Listen, buddy — you call us for anything you want to talk about, OK? Anything at all. Keep in touch; that’ll be a big help. Good … see you both soon.’

Liam stayed where he was. The water kept streaming. The cabin lights flickered, dimmed, swelled again.

Sonny had been going to say, ‘Good luck’, then stopped himself. He’d also said ‘No worries’. So he was lying, too, just like Liam’s father.
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Imogen was awake and sitting up when he went back inside. ‘Who was that on the radio? What’s the time?’


‘It’s … quarter to six.’ As the girl stared, he began to say, ‘My dad got the time mixed up; didn’t realise how early it was when he …’ He faltered, stopped. Why was he coming out with these lies? Sonny had said to tell Imogen, and he was right: they were equals in all this. He took a breath, and began again.

‘No, that’s crap. Sorry, don’t know why I was saying it. There’s a — a lot of water coming in. That storm’s still chucking down on the mountain. There’s water getting in here down the shaft and through the rocks. So they’re going to speed things up, and they want us to keep an eye on the water level, tell them if it gets any higher.’

He stopped. A new noise had started. Instead of the distant thrumming as the big drill chewed steadily through the rocks towards them, there was now a higher pitched, snarling sound. The drill was biting and tearing, faster and more savagely. They could sense it, even this far down. Another sound came from nearby as well: the schlop of stones falling into water.

Imogen didn’t speak. She stood, and moved out onto the steps leading down to the flooded ground.

Liam stayed in the cabin, staring out through the window, down which more drops of moisture kept sliding. His stomach and back felt cramped again. He tried to breathe steadily, unlock his rigid muscles.

The girl came back inside. ‘There’s so much more water. It’s come up heaps since yesterday.’


I told you that! Liam wanted to shout. He tried to seem calm. ‘They know about it. They all say they’re on top of it; they just want us to call them if it goes up suddenly.’ He could hear his voice start to shake as he spoke the last words.

Imogen looked at the floor, then at him. Her voice sounded strained, also. ‘So what do we do?’

How do I know? Liam wanted to yell at her again, but he made himself stay silent for a couple of seconds. ‘Like I say, we tell them if things change. And we wait.’
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They didn’t just wait. They made absolutely sure where torches and radio and matches were. ‘Don’t know if the water will cause any problems for the lights.’ Liam nodded upwards to where the dust-smeared bulbs continued their dim glowing. ‘But just in case.’

Then Imogen sat, started writing in her computer-manual journal. She’s trying to keep her mind off things, Liam realised: not let the fear take her over. Her hand jerked as she wrote, and she chewed at her bottom lip.

Liam picked up one of the torches. ‘I’m going to see if there’s anywhere the water can drain away.’ The girl said nothing; didn’t look up.

He began to step down into the water, hesitated, then took off socks and sneakers, leaving them on the step. Torch beam moving from side to side, across piles of boulders and collapsed slabs of concrete, he picked his way through the shallow water. He stumbled a couple of times on unseen stones, winced as some dug into his bare feet. The level didn’t seem to have risen since he last looked. He sloshed forward till he reached where they’d searched for a way out … how many days ago was that now? There was no channel that he could see; no way for water to escape. He didn’t dare heave at the rocks to try and make one, in case they came crashing down on him.

As he waded back, he paused and picked up a piece of mud. On a boulder opposite the cabin steps, he drew a rough line. Now he could measure whether the water was rising. Then he pulled himself up into the cabin where Imogen was silently writing, put his shoes and socks back on, and sat waiting.
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The radio buzzed at 11.02am. ‘Hi, guys,’ said Peggy Chen the geologist. ‘All OK down there?’ When Liam said they were all right, only half-meaning it, Peggy went on. ‘We’re making real progress up here. Drill’s ripping through things. Struck some fractured rock — that could be how the water’s getting down to you. Could have something to do with the cave-in, too. We’re charging through that, flat-out. Now listen. We’re stopping for a bit to check things, so we’ll send you down some of the escape gear, let you have a good look at it. That’ll save time when the big day comes. Call us when it arrives. We can talk you through it, if you need.’

Imogen was leaning in, listening. ‘That’s good news,’ she exclaimed, as soon as Peggy had finished. ‘It is, isn’t it?’ Her hands were squeezed till the knuckles showed white. Liam made himself nod, tried to believe it.

Just five minutes, and the snarling in the rocks above stopped suddenly. Ten minutes after that, the supply capsule came sliding into view, a gush of small stones and water ahead of it. Two capsules, bolted end to end and packed with objects. They’re in a hurry to get things to us, Liam realised.

Tightly folded orange overalls. Another radio. And … were they? … oxygen masks. Straps of different lengths and sizes. They carried both capsules into the cabin, laid them on the floor, squatted and gazed at them.


‘I’ll radio and find out what it’s all for.’ Imogen started to reach for the handset. Liam began to say, ‘No, I’ll—’ then remembered what he’d thought about being equals.

A new voice (‘I’m Hiroshi’) talked them through each item. The rescue pod would have an oxygen port for the masks to plug into. ‘Put them on a few times, maybe; get used to the feel of them.’ The straps were to tie round arms and legs, to prevent their getting any blood clots because of the pressure change from inside the tunnel to outside. ‘Shouldn’t be an issue, but just in case.’

It all seemed clear and straightforward, though Liam found his hands kept shaking as he lifted things. Imogen let out a sigh when Hiroshi had signed off. ‘I feel heaps better.’

She stood. ‘I’ll have another look outside, just in case.’ She took a torch in one hand, and moved towards the cabin door. Her head was up; her step more confident.

The door closed. Silence for five seconds, then it opened again, and she stood staring at Liam.

‘The water’s come up. A lot.’
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THIRTY-THREE

Imogen was right. The muddy mark he’d drawn on the boulder opposite, just a few hours ago, had disappeared under the surface. The cabin lights showed gleams and trickles of water, sliding down the shattered walls, falling from cracks and gaps in the roof. It must be nearly shin-high now, Liam realised.

The two of them stood on the top step, staring. Even over the tearing drill as it clawed at the rock above, they could hear the splashing and gurglings. A stone the size of a cricket ball dropped from the broken roof with a plop!

It’s higher,’ Imogen whispered. ‘Isn’t it?’ When Liam didn’t reply, she spoke louder. ‘Isn’t it?’

‘So what do you expect me to do?’ The words burst from Liam’s mouth before he knew it. His back felt cramped and cold.

They both stood silently, then Imogen said, ‘We should radio them. Isn’t that what they asked?’

Liam stayed where he was for five … ten seconds. Then he wheeled around, shoved the cabin door open. He snatched up the handset, jabbed at the CALL button. A man’s voice answered instantly, another one he didn’t recognise. ‘Hey, guys.’

‘The water’s getting higher,’ Liam’s voice sounded strange to him. ‘It’s coming through in a whole lot of places.’

The voice was calm. ‘How much higher?’

As Liam hesitated, Imogen spoke from beside him. ‘It’s halfway up to our knees now. Liam’s right; it’s getting through in more places. Lots more.’

‘Understood. You’re in the TBM cabin, right? How much higher till it reaches you there?’

Boy and girl stared at each other. ‘The top step’s a bit higher than my waist,’ Imogen said.

‘OK. You’re all right for a good while yet. We’re making fast progress up here. We … hold on.’ A murmuring in the background, then Liam’s heart thumped as he heard his father.

‘Hi, buddy. You’ve got a few leaks down there?’

‘Yeah. Dad, it’s coming — it’s getting deeper fast.’

A second’s pause. Mr Geary’s voice didn’t change. ‘I hear you, son. Look, we’re really ripping through the rock. Got a lot of loose stuff, and it’s coming away easily. That’s great, right?’

‘Right.’ Liam knew his father was trying to calm him down. He sucked in a deep breath. ‘Should we — what—?’

‘How far is it below the cabin’s bottom step? The bottom one, OK?’

Liam blinked. ‘I …’

But Imogen was already heading outside. She returned straightaway. ‘It’s maybe halfway up to that,’ she called.

‘Copy that, thanks, Imogen. That’s good. OK, just keep going like before. You’re doing fine. You’ve checked all the rescue pod gear? Know how to get into the overalls, what the straps are for, all that?’

‘Yeah.’ Liam knew his voice was steadier now. ‘It’s all good, Dad.’

His father spoke quietly. ‘You kids are great. We’re proud of you. Now listen — we’re stopping the drill in a while for another check. We’ll send something else down for you to read. Try to stay busy; eat and drink and rest properly. We want you in good shape for that rescue pod, remember?’

Imogen nodded. ‘Thanks, Mr Geary.’

‘Your mum and dad send their love,’ Liam’s father said then. ‘So does your mum, son.’ A brief silence, then, ‘We should be there in two, maybe three days. We’re chargin’ through it, but we’ve gotta be careful. Rain’s still beltin’ down up here. Call if you need anything, guys. Anything.’

Liam pressed the OFF button, and there was silence in the cabin, except for the murmur of water outside and the sound of drill above. He and Imogen gazed at each other. Two … maybe three days.
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12.13pm. They made themselves eat: chicken soup from a packet, biscuits, a banana. Liam couldn’t stay still. He stood, stared out the window, sat down and chewed a biscuit, stood again and stepped outside. The water seemed to be at the same level: it was hard to tell.

Two minutes later, the drill stopped once more. ‘They’re just doing that check, aren’t they?’ Imogen asked. She licked her lips, and Liam knew she was as edgy as him.

‘Like Dad said.’ He tried to sound confident. ‘They’ll be sending that stuff down for us in a minute.’

‘Hope they’re quick,’ the girl said. ‘Then they can start drilling again.’

I hope so, too, Liam thought. He nodded.

Four or five minutes only, and they heard the scraping and sliding of the supply capsule on its way down. ‘I’ll get it.’ Liam peeled off his socks and sneakers again, shoved his jeans up to his knees, stepped down into the muddy water. Any higher? No, not really; must be finding a way out among the fallen boulders after all. He sloshed over to where the now-familiar capsule hung from the skinny metal shaft, and unscrewed it.

As he reached the steps again, Imogen was standing there, also bare-footed. ‘I … I need the loo. But it’s underwater.’

Liam gaped at her, then looked away. ‘Can — Can you go among the rocks somewhere?’ The girl stepped down past him, waded off towards a pile of boulders, without saying anything.

Liam opened the capsule. Jumpers: not his. Two more torches: man, they could just about light up the whole tunnel now. Chocolate and woolly hats. Six … eight magazines: sport, computers, Forest & Bird. He’d give anything to be walking through a forest right now, even if Imogen Parkinson was there, too.

She came back to the cabin as he was splashing out to replace the empty capsule, still feeling carefully with his feet. When he climbed back up the steps, she was on the radio. ‘Yeah, we’ve got them, thanks. Yeah, you can pull it up now.’

Almost instantly, the capsule rose into the black circle and vanished. Another five minutes, and the drill began roaring again. Did it sound closer? Liam couldn’t tell.

Imogen was saying something to him. ‘… read to each other.’

‘What?’ Liam knew his mouth was open. The girl jerked her head. ‘Pay attention, can’t you! We’re gonna read aloud to each other. It’ll help keep our minds off things. Come on: let’s do it.’

That’s the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard, even from her, Liam told himself. But some time later — he didn’t know how long — he sat listening while Imogen worked through a story about how albatrosses could stay in the air for weeks without landing. He was looking forward to reading her an article on mining asteroids in space. When he looked at his watch, it was 2.49pm, and the afternoon was slipping past. Maybe just over two days now. They were going to make it.
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THIRTY-FOUR

At 4.12pm, they drank some hot chocolate. Liam’s throat felt hoarse from all the reading they’d done. He nodded at the magazines: ‘Cool idea — that reading aloud.’ Imogen nodded, too. ‘I liked your one about using space shuttles to find out what asteroids are made of.’ Man, thought Liam, two things of mine that she liked.

At 4.47pm, the girl stared upwards and went still. ‘The drill’s louder.’

Liam lifted his head. Yes! The grinding sound was more obvious, no doubt about it. They stared at each other. Liam started to get to his feet, and at that moment, the radio buzzed.

His dad again. He must be on the rescue site almost 24/7. ‘Hi, son. Great news. We’ve already been goin’ like the clappers, and now we’re findin’ gaps in the rocks all the way down. Could be with you in just a bit over twenty-four hours.’

Close beside Liam, Imogen gasped. He said something; he didn’t know what. His father was still talking.

‘Now listen. Peggy and the other geologists say there could be some harder stuff just above where you guys are. That’s why the Puketapu Tunnel was planned through there, after all. If it’s holding us up, if we need to hurry, we might just have to use explosives. Don’t think it’s likely, but if it comes, we’ll tell you, and you stay in the cabin. Keep right down on the floor, under the desks. You got that?’

Liam’s mouth felt dry. ‘Ye — yeah, Dad.’

‘Right. We’re on our way, son. Stay sensible. Gotta go.’

Imogen’s mouth was open now, Liam saw. Explosives, and just twenty-four hours … maybe. He tried to think, but his mind felt as if it was being tossed around in a washing machine. He had to move. He scrambled up, pushed his way outside, stood on the top step. The water didn’t seem higher; maybe he should make another mark on the boulder to check. Twenty-four hours, he thought again.

The splashing sound of stones dropping into water was louder. He stared across at the hole of the supply shaft, and saw little rivulets of pebbles, lumps of clay, water, all pouring from it into the muddy, shallow lake below. His body jumped as he understood. The drill was tearing towards them, closer and closer.
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He waded over to the shaft, not caring if the bottoms of his jeans got wet. It didn’t matter now, with rescue so close. Splashes of water sprayed up around him as he neared the small black circle, and the debris falling from it. Other splashes, too: small stones and water kept dropping from the broken roof. That didn’t matter now, either. The roaring and chewing of the drill echoed down the supply shaft. Every minute, every second, help was closer.

He sloshed back to the cabin; couldn’t wait to tell Imogen how fast the drill was moving. Less than twenty-four hours? Maybe. Explosives? Another maybe, and another thing that hardly mattered now.
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The girl just nodded when he told her. Her hands were clenched, her neck moved jerkily. They tried more reading, but couldn’t concentrate this time. Liam checked his watch: 5.33pm. Time seemed to be just crawling. ‘How about we eat—’ he started.

Imogen spoke over him. Her voice was as jumpy as her movements. ‘Let’s talk — about anything. Tell me more about those people who were trapped in Chile. Those miners.’

So Liam did. He talked about the games of cards the men played, how satellites kept photographing the ground around the mine to see if it had slumped any more. As he talked, he remembered other things. ‘Oh, and one guy proposed to his girlfriend over the radio while they were still trapped down there.’

He glanced at Imogen to see if she was pulling a face at the idea. He stopped and stared as he saw the tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘What’s — are you all right?’


She wiped a hand across her face. ‘It’s … it’s so close now, but anything could go wrong still. I’m scared again.’

‘Me too.’ Liam felt startled as he spoke, but it was true. They’d got through so much; so many people were doing everything to help them. But they weren’t safe yet. That water coming in … It was 6.13pm. Just twenty-three hours now? Come on! he begged silently. Come on!
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They made themselves eat. Spaghetti from a tin, then a banana each. The food seemed to stick in Liam’s throat, and he had trouble swallowing. His whole body felt locked up.

‘What you were saying—’ His voice sounded tight. ‘About getting people to talk about the tunnel and the environment. Maybe they could have a meeting about why this one collapsed? Dad and the others will want to be upfront.’ The girl didn’t reply; she was standing and staring out the grimy window, shoulders twitching.

After a bit, they sat, backs against the cabin wall, facing each other. They didn’t try to talk or read, just listened as the drill roared on above them. Water and stones were pouring from the supply shaft in a steady stream. 7.08pm. We’re just counting hours now, Liam knew. He jerked as the drill seemed to falter, then revved up once more. Come on!

They must have dozed after all, because he jumped again at the radio’s buzz. He grabbed it just ahead of Imogen. ‘Hello?’

His father again. ‘The rock looks like it’s soft all the way, mate. Brilliant. Might have helped start that first collapse, but it’s just what we want now. Won’t be needing any explosives, after all.’

Liam realised that Imogen was clutching his arm as she leaned towards the handpiece. ‘Mr Geary? How long?’

The man hesitated. ‘Could be only a few hours. We’ll try and warn you, but stay in the cabin from now on, eh? Look — everyone’s thinking about you two. Everything’s fine. You’re going to be OK.’

Imogen started to say something else, but Liam’s father kept on. ‘Now listen. Normally we’d send someone down with the pod, to help you get into it, make sure everything’s checked. But we want to do this quickly, so it’ll be just you. You all right with that?’

‘OK … Yes.’ The two voices spoke together. Liam heard himself swallow. Overalls, oxygen mask, helmet, straps. He knew how to do them all, didn’t he?


‘Good kids. Call if there’s any problem at all. And one last thing — make sure you’ve decided who’s coming up first.’
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THIRTY-FIVE

They stood on the top step, gazing at the filthy water covering the ground. Neither of them had spoken since the radio call ended. Muck and stones fell from the supply shaft. Chunks of clay dropped occasionally from the ruined roof.

The water level’s higher, Liam realised. It was well below the bottom step before; now it’s nearly there. Where …

‘You go first.’ Imogen’s voice came from beside him. Liam hesitated: he hadn’t been planning to step into the water. Then he understood, and shook his head. ‘No, you. I’ll be OK. And I can help you with the straps and mask and stuff, find out how to do them for when I come up.’

‘I was lying about why I wanted to come into the tunnel, remember?’ the girl said. ‘I stuffed things up. You go first.’

Liam swung to face her. ‘Listen! It was my idea, coming in here. I broke all the rules. It’s my fault that we’ve ended up like this. So you go.’

Silence for a second, then Imogen shrugged. ‘We—’ She stopped. ‘What’s that? It’s the drill! They’re breaking through!’

Liam heard it at the same time. A cracking sound; a grinding as rock shifted; the rushing of water. Their heads whipped around together, to stare at the supply shaft. But it hadn’t changed: still the same small black hole, still the stream of debris dropping from it.

Then, on the tunnel wall beyond, they saw a section as big as the cabin door slump away, and a wave of water come rushing in.
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For a moment, they stood still, unable to believe. Then they were both off the steps, sloshing and floundering through the suddenly thigh-deep water, struggling towards the new breach in the tunnel wall. A ragged hole, bigger than the supply shaft, showed black against the glistening clay. More water surged from it.

They grabbed rocks, jammed them into the gap. ‘This — one!’ grunted Imogen. Liam splashed to where she was bent over, arms in the filthy water almost up to her shoulders. He stooped, felt the shape of a basketball-sized boulder. ‘Up!’ he panted, and they strained together. The boulder came free; they levered it up the tunnel side, rammed it into the breach as hard as they could, shoving and slamming at it. Liam set his shoulder against it, pushed with every bit of strength he could find, and felt the stone slide further in till it almost filled the gap. They thrust smaller rocks in, around its edges. Some were swept straight out again, but the gush of water had slowed to a steady stream. When Liam stared around, heaving for breath, he saw other cracks in the walls and roof, more water sliding through. Hell, the whole tunnel could collapse at any second.

‘The radio!’ Imogen panted from behind him. Her clothes were drenched; dark hair lay plastered across her cheeks. ‘They’re calling us!’

Liam could hear the shrill, repeated buzzing from inside the cabin. He ploughed through the water, which was nearly up to his hips now and rising by the second. Water poured from him as he snatched up the handset. ‘We’ve had—’ he began.

But Peggy Chen’s voice was already in his ear. She was almost shouting. ‘We should be there any minute! Found another gap, and the drill’s just tearing down. Stay in the cabin. Tell us as soon as you see it!’

Imogen had arrived beside him. The moment she heard Peggy’s last words, she was at the window, staring out at the black mouth of the supply shaft. Pebbles and water gushed down. The whole tunnel roof was streaming with wetness, flowing into the rising lake beneath. It was a race now. Would the water get to them before the drill arrived?

7.42pm. The twenty-four hours his father mentioned had collapsed into just a couple. But how long before the water made a rescue impossible? He stared at the supply shaft, fists clenched, gnawing at his lip. No change in the small black hole. Come on!

It happened just like the YouTube clip he’d described to Imogen. A slab of clay and dirt sagged away from the roof beside the shaft, and thumped into the water with a fountain of spray. Oh, no. Liam knew: there’s no way we can plug that hole!

Then he saw stones and more clay flying from the same patch. Not just dropping — hurtling out and smacking into the sides of the tunnel. Even as he understood, another chunk of roof fell away, and plummeted down with a smack. He heard Imogen cry out.

There was a different movement. Something grey and glinting and spinning appeared. Clay clung to it, then was hurled off, as the object turned even faster. Liam glimpsed metal teeth, blades like a giant fan. The snarling and grinding that had swelled towards them for so long changed to a shrill whining. The big drill had broken through.
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Even as Imogen swung towards the radio, it buzzed at them. Peggy Chen’s voice again. ‘What can you see, guys? The instruments up here are showing—’

‘It’s through! It’s here!’ Imogen was gasping and shouting into the handpiece. ‘But the water’s pouring in. There’s holes everywhere. It’ll be up to the cabin soon!’

‘OK, now listen. We won’t be testing the shaft, remember? Liam’s dad says we’ll send the rescue pod down straightaway. Who’s coming up first?’


As the girl opened her mouth, Liam spoke over her. ‘Imogen is. Then me.’

Peggy’s voice was level and clear. ‘Five minutes till the pod arrives. Take an extra radio with you while Imogen’s getting in. Tell us as soon as she’s ready, then you get back to the cabin and stay there till we call you, Liam. Taking no chances now, right?’

Liam tried to answer, swallowed, mumbled, ‘Right.’ Imogen was gripping his other hand, he realised. He’d never expected this to be the way a girl wanted to hold his hand!

‘Get the overalls on,’ he told her, as he swung towards the two piles of gear they’d placed on one of the computer desks. Imogen snatched one, began thrusting her sodden, filthy sneakers into the legs. Her jeans left mud smears on the bright orange clothing. Hope we don’t have to pay for the dry-cleaning, a silly corner of Liam’s mind went.

The girl shoved her arms through the overall sleeves, while Liam pulled the zip up at the back. She paused, picked up her manual-journal from the desk, thrust it inside the overalls. You want something to read on the way? the same bit of Liam’s mind asked. He checked the oxygen mask was free, while she yanked up the front zips, seized a helmet and jammed it on her head. She was panting. ‘Do I look stupid?’

No, you look … cute, Liam thought, and blinked at the word. He said nothing; glanced at his watch again. 8.01pm. Was the pod on its way down? He reached for the radio, pressed CALL.

‘We’re ready. We—’

The cabin lights went out.









[image: Puffin standing logo]


THIRTY-SIX

There was no flickering, no dimming. One second, they were in the familiar dull glow of the ceiling bulbs; the next, there was utter blackness. Imogen cried out, ‘No! Oh, no!’ Liam started fumbling across the desk for a torch, couldn’t find any, heard himself gasping and shouting. A voice on the radio was calling. ‘What’s happening? Talk to us, people! What’s happening?’

A beam of light glared across the cabin. Imogen held a torch in one shaking hand. Her eyes were wide and terrified. Liam jerked at a drawer, found another torch inside, turned that on as well.

The radio was still demanding: ‘What’s going on? Guys, talk to—’

‘The cabin lights have gone!’ Liam shouted into the handset. ‘They’ve stopped working.’

‘You’ve got the torches?’ It was Sonny Ngatai, Liam realised. He nodded, gasped ‘Yes. We …’

‘Leave a couple in the cabin, turned on. Keep one each with you. Pod’s started down; should be just a couple of minutes now. Head for it as soon as you see it. Now remember — plug Imogen’s radio in, the moment she’s inside; then we can hear you. Liam, buddy, it’ll take maybe ten … fifteen minutes to bring her up. We’ve gotta be careful things don’t get stuck. Start talking to us the moment you’re back in the cabin. We’ll send the pod back down soon as Imogen’s out. You got all that?’

‘Yeah — Yes.’ They both spoke at once. Imogen was gripping the other radio that had come down in the supply capsule.

‘Good kids. You’re doing great. Watch for the pod. Don’t rush things.’

They took two more torches from other drawers, switched them on, and laid them on the desks. The cabin had become a place of bright, glaring patches and deep shadows. Outside, the tunnel was pitch black. The pouring, streaming water sounded louder. Without a word, they squeezed out onto the steps again, the torches in their hands swinging and shining. Liam glanced down, and caught his breath. Water was over the middle step. Come on!

Imogen held her torch pointed at the new, wide shaft. Hardly any stuff was falling from it now. Did that mean … ? Liam could hear the girl half-sobbing beside him, knew he was gasping and mumbling, too.

A minute. Another. A heavy splash from the far wall, and they went still as they heard more water start pouring in. ‘We—’ Imogen began.

Something long and silvery slid into sight from the new shaft. A metal cylinder, like a wide, super-long refrigerator, appeared, round and glittering in their torches’ beams. Light glowed inside it. The rescue pod had arrived.

[image: image]

They wallowed towards it, through water that was now almost up to their waists. Imogen held her radio high above her head in one hand. The pod slipped down into the muddy pool, stopping with most of its length still above the surface.

They reached its side, torches swinging. Light glowed from its interior. A glass-panelled door filled most of the side facing them, a handle halfway down, a red arrow and lettering above it: SLIDE. Liam grabbed and hauled. The door slid sideways, and water gushed into the interior, lapping at the straps and buckles that hung from sockets in the wall.

Imogen clutched the door sides, began hauling herself into the bright interior as Liam pushed. A plug in the ceiling read RADIO, with another beside it: OXYGEN. She reached up, thrust the plug of her radio cord into it. Instantly, a green light glowed and the radio crackled.

‘You’re in the pod?’ Liam heard his father’s voice. ‘Imogen? You’re inside?’

‘Yes.’ The girl’s voice was high, her face set. ‘There’s water coming in.’

‘It’ll drain away. Now do the straps up. Make them tight. Keep talking to us. You got your helmet on?’

Imogen gasped something. Her hands snatched at the top straps, began pulling them down, clicking them into the ones already around her shoulders. Liam was stretching in, fixing the others around her legs and ankles, where she stood against the white-painted wall. He could reach only up to her waist as the pod swung, partly in, partly out of the water. It sloshed at Imogen’s legs as they both fumbled the last straps into place. There were two plastic sleeves on the wall — for her arms to fit into, he guessed.

‘Just — one more strap,’ he grunted. Instantly, his dad replied. ‘Great job, guys. Close the door hard when you’ve finished. Imogen, you put the oxygen mask on and tell us when you’re ready — we can hear you through it. We’ll start bringing you up straightaway. Liam, you get back to the cabin, talk to us. We’ll have you out as fast as we can. Love you, son. Hang in there.’

Liam forced the last strap into its socket. ‘Rea—’ he began to call.

‘Wait!’ Imogen said. She reached down, grabbed both Liam’s hands, and held them tight for a second. She strained forward, kissed him on one filthy cheek. Then she straightened up, watching him all the time, slipped the oxygen mask over her face, and plugged its lead into the socket above.

Liam grabbed the door handle, wrenched at it. The metal door slid across with a CLUNK! Inside, in the bright light, Imogen slid her arms into the plastic sleeves. They inflated immediately, tightening around her. She was saying something into the oxygen mask, while her green eyes stayed on him.

Three … five seconds. The rescue pod jerked, seemed to quiver. Then it was rising up, dirty water streaming from two small vents below the door. It climbed steadily, Imogen still gazing at him. It disappeared into the new shaft, lights fading, the whirring and throbbing growing fainter behind it, and Liam was alone.
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THIRTY-SEVEN

As he struggled back towards Lucia’s cabin, where the torches inside glared on the smeared windows, Liam heard yet another chunk of wall or roof slumping down, still more gushing noises as a fresh stream poured in. Chill water seemed to clutch at him, pushing his body sideways. He tried to ignore it; shoved onwards to the cabin steps, and hauled himself up, feeling with his feet for the metal treads. Only the top step was above the water now.


Inside, he seized the radio, pressed the call button. A voice was counting: Sonny Ngatai’s, steady but tense. ‘Eight hundred metres … seven hundred and seventy … seven hundred and fifty … holding steady … seven hundred and twenty.’

They’re bringing her up, Liam realised. He held his breath, pressed the handset against his ear.

‘Seven hundred … six hundred and eighty … Wait, there’s movement in the shaft. Hold it.’

Liam’s heart seemed to stop. Movement in the shaft: maybe rocks around it shifting. They could jam the pod at any second. Imogen would be trapped and helpless.

‘… six hundred and seventy … six hundred and fifty … holding steady … six hundred and twenty.’ He remembered suddenly, dropped radio and torch on the desk, grabbed his own overalls, and began wriggling into them. Legs, arms, zips: hands struggling to reach the pull tab for one zipper at the back. He hung the oxygen mask around his neck, reached for his helmet. His hand nudged the torch lying on the desk, and it slewed sideways, lighting up the cabin floor.

Liam went still as he saw the slow, dark movement across the metal surface. Then his whole body hunched with fear. The water was over the top step, and sliding into the cabin.


[image: image]

He stood, staring. From the desk, the radio kept muttering. Liam snatched it up. ‘Five hundred and ten … four hundred and ninety … steady … four hundred and seventy …’

‘Can you hear me?’ he shouted. ‘Can you hear—’

Peggy Chen was there. ‘Hearing you, Liam. Pod’s doing brilliantly.’

‘The water. The water’s …’ Liam heard himself gabbling, clenched his fists and fought to stay calm. ‘It’s coming into the cabin.’

A quick exchange of voices up above, and Peggy replied. ‘OK. Understood. We’ll have Imogen at the top in five minutes. We’ll send the pod straight back down. Stay in the cabin till we tell you to move, then head for the shaft — wait …’ More urgent talking in the background. ‘You got all your gear on?’

‘I — yeah.’

‘That’s great. Stay on line.’ A silence, then Sonny’s voice once more. ‘Three hundred and thirty … three hundred and ten … two hundred and ninety … everyone ready … two hundred and fifty … steady … two hundred and twenty … two hundred …’


Liam’s feet felt cold suddenly. When he glanced down, the water was over his sneakers. He shut his eyes for a second, took deep, shuddering breaths.

‘One hundred and fifty … one hundred and thirty … one hundred … eighty …’ More voices began to call and shout. And suddenly his dad was talking to him. ‘She’s almost here, son. You’ve done brilliantly. Listen — when we send the pod back down, soon as you see it come out of the shaft, tell us. We’ll try to keep it clear of the water, as much as we can. Can you climb up into it?’

‘I — I think so. I’ll try.’ Liam’s mouth felt dry. He tried again to make himself breathe steadily. He stared down, and the water was nearly to his shins. ‘It’s getting higher and higher!’ he gabbled into the radio.

‘Hold on, buddy. Not long now. We—’

The other voices rose. Sonny was still counting. ‘Thirty … twenty … we’re almost there, people … fifteen … ten …’

The radio erupted with voices. ‘I see it! Here it comes! She’s here! She’s here!’

Cheering and whistling, and even louder yelling. Liam heard a woman calling ‘Darling! Darling!’ Imogen’s mother. Metal slid and clunked — the pod door, Liam realised. Then over the cheering and clapping, he heard Imogen’s voice. It yelled one word. ‘Quick!’


More sounds. Machinery revving, metal slamming. Then his father was back on the radio. ‘Pod’s on its way down, son. Five minutes. Tell us as soon as you see it. Stay on line.’

Liam looked down again. The water was reaching towards his knees.









[image: Puffin standing logo]


THIRTY-EIGHT

8.32pm. Liam gazed round the cabin. They’d survived here for over seven days. He’d never forget it: the blank computer screens, the two chairs, desks with torch beams now cutting across them, white emergency kit, the filthy windows. Everything in it was filthy now, from the muddy water, plus their own hands and feet. Imogen’s spray can lay on its side; he wouldn’t forget that, either. We’ll do something about getting people together, he told himself. We will!


8.33pm. Water kept flowing into the cabin; it was right up to his knees now. Outside, it would be up to his chest. A dull thump: more pouring noises sounded as another chunk of roof or wall collapsed somewhere, and his body shook. Could he make it to the pod? He would. He had to.

8.34pm. The radio buzzed. His dad again. ‘Pod’s halfway there, son. You OK?’

‘Ye — Yeah. Water’s rising really fast. Coming right into the cabin.’

‘Just be ready. Yell as soon as the capsule is there. You’re going to make it, buddy. You are!’

8.35pm. Liam seized a torch in one hand. He checked his helmet was properly clipped on, oxygen mask hanging ready. He grabbed the radio in his other hand, took one quick look around the cabin, moved outside onto the top step. He had to feel for it with his feet now, as more water surged into the cabin.

8.36pm. The radio crackled. ‘Nearly there, son. Any second now. Eyes peeled, mate.’ Liam aimed his torch towards the rescue shaft, tensed himself to push off the step.

The next few seconds were just like the moments before Imogen had been saved. In the beam of the torch, he saw half the wall on the far side of the tunnel slip, then peel outwards to smack down into the water. A wave of brown foam swept towards where he stood on the top step, and inside two seconds, the water was halfway up his thighs.

At the same moment, the rescue pod slid from the shaft.
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‘I see it! It’s here!’ As Liam yelled, the silver cylinder slid down another metre, then stopped. It hung higher than before, but still half-submerged in the eddying water.

His father’s voice echoed in his ear. ‘Go for it, son! Plug the radio in straightaway!’

Liam grabbed the handrail, swung himself off the steps. Instantly, the chill water was up to his waist, then his chest, then nearly to his shoulders. He fought forward against it, grunting and gasping, radio held high.

More slush cascaded from the gap in the opposite wall. A new wave of water frothed behind it. Liam battled onwards; he was halfway to the pod now. He took another step, one foot skidded on the muddy bottom, and he plunged under.

Somehow he kept holding the radio above his head. He came up spluttering, water streaming from him, and battled on. Five metres. Three. One. His outstretched hand touched metal. He’d reached the pod.

As he strained up towards the handle, he could see water rising on the steel surface, second by second. He hauled with all his strength. The door slid open, and water foamed in. Liam clutched at the doorway with his free hand, heaved and twisted. The water dragged at him, seemed to be fighting to hold him back. He yelled until the tunnel echoed, hauled again. Then he was sprawling inside the pod.
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He seized straps, yanked himself upright, thrust the radio plug into its socket. The pod swung wildly as he struggled. ‘I’m here! I’m in the pod! The water’s flooding it!’

Instantly, his father replied. ‘It’ll drain out. Do the straps up, son. All of them. Tell us when you’re done.’

Liam let the radio hang, and plucked at the straps. Ankles, thighs, waist, shoulders. His hands felt clumsy and cold. But the buckles clipped into place, one by one. He tightened the final strap around his chest, plugged the oxygen mask into its socket above, then stretched out an arm and flung the pod door shut. As he did so, he saw the torches inside Lucia’s cabin wink out, one after the other. The water had covered them.

Outside the door, more water foamed and swirled. The pod lurched from side to side. ‘I’m done!’ Liam bawled into the radio. ‘I’m ready!’ He pulled the oxygen mask over his face, thrust his arms into the plastic sleeves that were still smeared with mud where Imogen’s arms had also fitted.

‘On your way!’ His dad was shouting, too. The pod jerked, started sliding upwards. ‘Brilliant, son! You’ve—’

The radio went dead. The pod stopped.
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THIRTY-NINE

Liam screamed. A howling, tearing scream, that filled the pod, rang in his ears. He was going to die here, drown in the water that kept inching up inside the metal shell. He fought against the straps, flung his head back till it thudded against the steel wall, screamed again. Then, as suddenly as it had stopped, the pod was sliding up once more, and his father was speaking to him.

‘Sorry, son. Instruments showed the pod swinging all over the place. We had to let it settle. You playing football with it or something?’

‘I — it—’ Liam’s voice choked in his throat. As he stared, the tunnel vanished below him. His last glimpse was of dirty water churning and frothing.

He slumped forward, would have fallen if the straps hadn’t held him. Faintly, he heard water draining from the pod’s vents. He couldn’t speak; could hardly breathe. Absolute exhaustion flooded through him.

Over the radio, Sonny’s voice was already counting. ‘Eight hundred and twenty … eight hundred … steady … seven hundred and eighty …’ Liam barely heard it. Everything seemed distant and unreal. Through the window, he could see dark walls of rock gliding past. The crews above had bored and ground through all this, to save the two of them. ‘Seven hundred and ten … six hundred and eighty … steady … six hundred and sixty …’ Sonny’s voice droned on. Liam felt himself sagging further forward. It was incredible, but he was nearly falling asleep.

CLANG! BLAM! He jerked upright; shouted again as something hit the pod’s roof. The cylinder shuddered, seemed to slow. CLANG! Liam saw something flick downwards past him.

His father was on the radio. ‘You hear me, buddy? Everything all right?’

Liam struggled to speak. ‘There’s things hitting the pod. Rocks or something.’


‘You’re moving through some soft stuff,’ his Dad replied. ‘Bits keep breaking off. Scared the hell out of Imogen, too. We’ll slow down till we get past. Take it easy, son.’

Liam breathed in … out … in … out, while the pod crawled on. In its lights, the shaft walls were a different colour, a yellowish brown, like clay. I’m seeing the inside of a mountain, Liam told himself. ‘Five hundred and eighty …’ Sonny’s voice counted. ‘… Five hundred and forty … five hundred and twenty …’

BAM! Another rock — a big one. The pod shook, kept going. Make the shaft last for another five minutes, Liam begged silently. ‘Four hundred and eighty … four hundred and sixty …’

His father spoke once more. ‘OK, mate. We’re doing perfectly. Now, there’s a packet on the wall, in front of you, marked “glasses”. You see it?’

Liam gazed. A white pouch, with GLASSES in red above. ‘Yeah.’

‘They’re sunglasses. I want you to take them out and put them on. Do it now.’

Sunglasses? But wasn’t it night time up above? Why did he need …

‘Like I told you before, you’ve been down there nearly in the dark for a long time,’ his father went on. ‘A whole lot of bright lights up here, so we need to protect your eyes for a bit.’ The man gave a strained laugh. ‘Imogen came out lookin’ like a movie star.’

Liam slipped a hand out of the inflated sleeves, undid the pouch and took out the sunglasses. When he put them on, the light inside the pod turned a soft orange. It almost felt peaceful.

‘Four hundred and ten … three hundred and ninety … three hundred and sixty …’ Was he imagining it, or was the capsule speeding up? ‘Three hundred and twenty … two hundred and ninety …’

A lurch, a THUMP! and he cried out again. Instantly, his father was speaking to him. ‘Shaft wall’s sagged in a couple of places. Don’t worry, matey; we’re almost there.’ Other voices began sounding in the background. One was high and insistent. ‘Quick! Quick!’ Imogen, he realised. Man, she was really something.

His fists were clenched inside the inflated sleeves. His heart thudded and he realised his teeth were clenched. He tried to make his jaw relax. ‘Two hundred and thirty … two hundred … get ready, crew … one hundred and seventy … one hundred and fifty … holding steady …’

The light around him began to change. Something was glaring down into the shaft. The sun! No, must be the lights his father had mentioned. A voice was grunting ‘Quick! Quick!’ How could Imogen be here? Then he realised it was him.

Another lurch, and he went rigid. But the little pod slid on. ‘One hundred and ten … ninety … eighty …’ A babble of voices was growing from the radio. Shouts and laughter and half-heard words. ‘Sixty … Yes! Forty … thirty … Here we go! Twenty …’

Lights dazzled him suddenly, even through the dark glasses. The little capsule swayed. Liam squeezed his eyes shut, tried to brace his back against the metal wall. Then he understood. He was above ground. He was there.

He opened his eyes, and through the mud-smeared windows, he glimpsed figures in hard hats rushing at him. More lights glared. In the background, a mass of people surged.

The pod door flew back. Hands thrust in, grabbed him, began unclipping his straps. ‘We’ve got you, buddy! You’re OK! We’ve got you!’ One gabbled, ‘Mate! You’re here, mate! Brilliant, mate!’ Mario.

Liam was pulled from the capsule, half-fell onto the wonderful, filthy ground outside. Rain was smacking down all around. Great steel legs towered beside him, soaring into the night: the drilling rig. Cheering and shouting rose. Dazzling flashes burst from all directions, and a big TV camera was trying to push towards him.

Then the men holding him were shoved aside. A voice shouted, ‘Liam! Liam! Oh, son, I thought I’d never see you again!’ His dad’s arms were around him. Father and son clung to each other, as rain and tears streamed down their faces.
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FORTY

His mother was there, too, kissing his dirty cheeks, crying and laughing. In the crowd of grinning, exclaiming faces behind her, Liam glimpsed Sonny Ngatai and Peggy Chen. Mario was there, too, plus other tunnellers he recognised. Noah and Sonja Patel stood watching, close together.

The TV camera was getting closer. A woman’s voice began calling. ‘Liam! Liam, how do you feel now that—’

The camera lurched as someone else came charging through, knocking others out of the way. Imogen arrived, panting, squeezing herself in somehow between his parents, flinging her arms around him and almost sending his dark glasses flying. Never been hugged like that by a girl before, Liam found himself thinking. It feels … interesting.
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He and Imogen were whisked away in an ambulance. Liam had just enough time to say ‘Sorry,’ to his mother. She kissed him again, said, ‘You’re a shocker.’

The TV woman was still calling out questions — ‘How do you feel? Did you ever think you would …’ as the ambulance door thunked shut. ‘OK, you caveman and cavewoman,’ a medic in blue uniform grinned at them, as they lay side by side. ‘You’re fine now. Nothing to worry about.’

Maybe, Liam thought. Maybe not.

At the hospital, a doctor looked in their ears, their mouths and their eyes, while the two of them squinted in the bright lights. They put their dark glasses back on, and another doctor listened to their hearts and breathing. ‘You’re good,’ she grinned at them both when she finished. ‘Just don’t do it again, OK?’

Then they were sent off in different directions to shower. ‘Bang on the wall if there’s any problem,’ an orderly told Liam. I’m not banging on any wall, thought Liam. But as he stood under the glorious hot water, watched mud and grit streaming down the plughole, stared at the scratches and bruises all over his body, he realised he was trembling. For a few seconds, he had to hold onto the shower taps so he didn’t fall.

He changed into clean boxers, T-shirt and a hospital dressing gown. Just lifting his arms to put the T-shirt on took nearly all his strength. The orderly led him to a small room with a high bed. He was saying something as Liam crawled into it, but the words made no sense. Liam lay for a moment in the clean, soft warmth. Then the world vanished.
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He woke, knew it was daytime, slept, woke again. Someone was sitting beside the bed. His mother. When she saw his eyes were open, she kissed him again. At least I’m clean now, thought Liam.

A few more checks of eyes and heart and breathing after breakfast, then the hospital let him go home. ‘Take it easy for a couple of days,’ yet another doctor told him. ‘Wear those dark glasses if you’re outside. Optic nerves — your eyes — need protecting for a bit.’

His father arrived, too, and hugged him once more. ‘Ready, cellar-dweller?’ Liam stood, wobbled for a moment, felt his body still aching and complaining. ‘Dad — Mum — I’m sorry. I just wanted to show Imogen …’

Mrs Geary raised a hand. ‘You did everything wrong when you went into the tunnel, love. You did everything right after that. We’ll talk about it later.’

They moved out into the corridor, then stopped. Imogen and her mother were coming towards them. The girl wore a white top and green (of course) skirt. Her dark hair was clean and brushed. In the bright lights, she looked really … Liam gazed at her; she gazed back at him.

After a second, he made himself look at her mother. ‘Mrs Parkinson, I’m sorry.’

Imogen’s mum lifted a hand as well. Did all parents somehow learn to do that? She laughed, then put one palm gently against his cheek. ‘My darling daughter has told me all about it. You’re as bad as each other.’ She smiled again. ‘And as good as each other.’
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Streets on the way home, their own front lawn, the inside of their house: everything looked so bright and friendly. ‘It’s Sunday, isn’t it?’ Liam asked as they came in.

His dad nodded. ‘But Ms Salisi says you can have a couple of days off school, if you need it. A couple more days.’

Liam sat on the back porch for a while, but the sun glared so much, he had to come inside. Every part of his arms and legs seemed to be scratched or bruised. When he stood up, he trembled, felt giddy for a second. His mother, who’d come to check on him — again — seized his arm. ‘You want to lie down for a bit?’

Lie down at … Liam checked his watch; the glass was still dirt-smeared … at 11.52am? ‘Nah. I — actually, I just might, for a couple of minutes.’ When he raised his head from the pillow and looked at his watch again, it was 2.29pm.

His mother kept coming through from the kitchen and dining room to look at him. His father kept coming through from the garage and living room to do the same. ‘Busy day tomorrow,’ he told his son. ‘Got a lot of catching up to do. Looks like we might have to start thinking about a whole new tunnel; dunno how Imogen’s folks are goin’ to feel about that.’

Liam remembered what he and Imogen had said when they were trapped below. The two sides could talk things out … couldn’t they?

‘Dad? Why did the tunnel cave in? It wasn’t me and Imo—’

His father gave a tired grin. ‘A lot of people are gonna spend a lot of time workin’ on that, mate. But nah, nothing to do with you two.’

Liam looked at the floor. ‘We — how much did it cost to get us out? All the time, all the people and gear?’

Mr Geary watched him. ‘Forget it, son. No—’ Up went another hand (yeah, all parents did it!) as Liam tried to speak. ‘You both paid us back when you got out alive. You can thank people when you see them, but otherwise, forget it.’

Liam sat on the back porch again. He wandered around the garden. Had flowers ever been so bright before?

About four o’clock, Noah arrived. ‘Hey,’ he said to Liam. ‘Hey,’ Liam said back. They sat awkwardly for a little while, then the talk started to come easily, as usual. ‘What’s it like to be famous?’ Noah grinned. Liam pulled a face. ‘I wish! No — I wish not!’

‘Sonja says hi,’ his friend said. Liam remembered Noah and the girl standing together after he’d been brought to the surface. He felt … he wasn’t sure how he felt.

‘When you coming back to class?’ Noah asked.

‘Tomorrow.’ Liam felt surprised to hear himself say it. He blinked, then repeated, ‘Yeah, tomorrow.’

‘Cool. Oh, I gave Sonja your mobile number. Imogen was asking for it.’

Liam stared. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, either.
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But it was the landline that rang after tea. Liam heard his mother answer, heard her saying, ‘That’s interesting … Yes, I think so … You can ask him now.’ She called, ‘Liam?’

Aw, no, Liam thought. Not the TV. I really don’t want—

A non-TV voice was on the other end. ‘Hey,’ Imogen said. ‘Hey, listen.’ (You’re still telling me to listen? Liam thought.) ‘There’s some magazines and television programmes want to talk to us.’

Liam said nothing. He didn’t need to, because Imogen kept talking. ‘I was thinking — they said they’ll pay us. I reckon we should give the money to your dad, so he can pass it on to some of the rescue people. Probably only cover a tiny bit, but … your mother likes the idea. What do you reckon?’

‘Yeah. Great. Cool.’ Man, I sound a total dick, Liam thought.

‘Good. See you at school tomorrow?’

‘Yeah. Tomorrow.’ Liam hung up. That made a third thing he didn’t feel sure about.
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FORTY-ONE

The tunnel wall bulged and collapsed. A muddy wave of water crashed through, higher than the cabin roof, tearing towards them, where they stood on the steps. They hurled themselves inside, slammed the door shut, tried to jam themselves against it. Then the roof caved in. Mud, rocks and water poured down on them. ‘No!’ he and Imogen both screamed. ‘No!’ The girl grabbed at him; her hand shook him; shook him again.

‘It’s all right, son! You’re OK. Bad dream, that’s all. You’re OK.’ Liam’s father stood beside the bed, holding his son’s arm. ‘Take it easy, buddy. You’re safe.’

Liam dragged in shuddering breaths. He lay there, feeling his heart slowing down, and the warm bedclothes around him. His dad stayed beside him, hand still resting on his arm. Then he slept again, and it was morning.
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Monday. His mother wanted him to stay home. ‘I’m all right,’ Liam told her. ‘Really.’

She laughed, ruffled his hair. ‘Really really? Make sure you take things carefully, then. And wear your dark glasses.’

He did wear them — till he was round the corner. His skin looked pale, he noticed, except for the grazes and bruises and scratches. He walked slowly, staring at the things around him. A hedge, letterboxes, lawns, trees moving in the breeze. He knew them all, but today they looked strange: strange and brilliant. I’m going to give everything my best shot from now on, he promised himself yet again. Everything.

He felt wobbly by the time he reached school; was glad to just sit with Noah for a while. Kids stared at him when they went into Room 9 for Form Time. Imogen was in her usual seat, talking to Sonja.

‘Right, people,’ Ms Salisi said. ‘Nice to have a full class again. Liam and Imogen — we just want to say it’s wonderful to have you back here. That’s all. Now we can start breathing properly once more.’ Room 9 laughed and clapped. Liam stared at his desk.

At lunchtime, he and Noah sat outside together again. Sonja appeared, said ‘Imo’s a bit stuffed. She’s lying down in the sickbay for a while.’ She looked at Liam. ‘Thanks for helping her.’

‘She helped me,’ Liam said, and meant it.

When the bell went, Noah wandered off with Sonja. Liam watched the two of them talking and laughing together, and felt … did he? Yes, he did … he felt jealous.

It took him much longer than usual to walk home that afternoon. He had to stop once, and sit down on a low wall. The phone rang just after four o’clock. His mother was in the kitchen, so Liam answered it. ‘Is that Liam?’ a woman’s voice said. ‘Liam Geary? This is Marama Court from Profile magazine. Your friend Imogen may have told you that we’ve been talking to her about an article.’

My friend Imogen? Liam mumbled something. ‘Well,’ Marama Somebody went on. ‘We’d love to write something about the pretty scary time you two had, and how you handled it. Imogen says she’d like any payment to go to the rescue people. You all right with that? I think it’s a great idea.’

This time, Liam managed to mumble a yes.
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No nightmares on Monday night. Liam walked to school the next morning feeling stronger. A few kids still stared at him, but most of them took no notice, and Liam liked it much better that way. People have their own lives to live, he thought, and I’m gonna live mine so well.

‘Hey?’ He recognised the voice as he headed for Room 9. Imogen was with Sonja; the other girl smiled at Liam, and moved off. He and Imogen gazed at each other for a moment. She looks clean, Liam told himself. Man, what a weird thought! The green eyes were clear and calm.

‘You had any hate mail?’ the girl asked.

Liam gaped. ‘What?’

‘Mum says if I get any calls or texts or anything saying we’re stupid and ignorant and we put other people in danger, then I shouldn’t take any notice of them. I think — I think she and Dad might have had some, but they’re making sure there’s nothing reaches me.’

Liam shook his head. ‘My mum and dad haven’t said anything.’ He paused. ‘They’re brilliant, aren’t they — our parents?’

Imogen nodded. A couple of girls who were passing stared at them and started whispering. Liam pretended not to notice.

Imogen was speaking again. ‘Those things you were talking about down there, about tunnels and stuff. Some of that was amazing. You got any books I can borrow? Are there any good websites?’

‘Yeah. Sure.’ Liam hesitated again. ‘Your group — the environment one. Can anybody come along?’

‘Yeah. Sure.’ They both laughed, then went silent. When she spoke again, Imogen’s voice had changed. ‘You think about it much?’

Liam nodded. ‘All the time, nearly. Especially that water coming in. Had a scary dream about it the other night.’

The girl shivered. ‘Yeah. And the cabin lights going out, and the first cave-in. When we thought we’d starve to death. All those things.’

As the bell rang for Form Time, Liam remembered something else. ‘Hey, you kept that journal you were doing down there, didn’t you? You should write a book about what happened. You’ll be famous.’

Imogen laughed. She shook her head, and the dark hair swung. ‘I was writing mostly the stuff we talked about, how the tunnel people and environment people could maybe work together. Anyway, I don’t want to be famous.’

Me neither, Liam thought. They turned to head towards Room 9, and Imogen glanced sideways at him. ‘You remember how we said down there that when we got out, we’d go sit in the sun?’

Liam glanced at her. ‘Yeah?’

‘We could do that some time.’ Imogen was gazing at the ground. ‘If you want to.’

‘Yeah,’ Liam heard himself say again. ‘Cool. Hey, we could talk more about what you said. Tech and nature stuff. How to get the best for both sides.’

The girl nodded. ‘I’ve got heaps of ideas.’

Yeah, I bet you have, Liam thought. But he was grinning while he thought it.








 

[image: image]

David Hill has written more than 40 books for children and young adults over the past three decades, which have been published all around the world, translated into several languages, and have won awards in New Zealand, the United States, the United Kingdom, France and Germany. In 2021 he was awarded the Prime Minister’s Award for Literary Achievement in Fiction. He lives and writes in New Plymouth, New Zealand.




   


ALSO BY DAVID HILL

Coastwatcher

Finding

Flight Path

Enemy Camp

The Deadly Sky

Brave Company

My Brother’s War

Coming Back

The River Runs

No Safe Harbour

See Ya, Simon








 

[image: image]

It’s 1943, and 19-year-old radio operator Frank Benson is shipped out to an enemy-occupied island in the Solomons with two other soldiers. Their mission is to spy on the Japanese.

In dense jungle they meet a Solomon Islander who says he has information that will shatter Japanese defences. But he could be working for the enemy. What if it’s a trap to get them killed?

No training could have prepared Frank for this decision. Their lives — and Operation Pacific — depend on his next move.
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A family boards a ship bound for New Zealand. What will they find there?

Tests lie ahead — war, earthquakes, brushes with death. And so do some thrilling discoveries …

Follow the fortunes of two New Zealand families over seven generations, through wars, depressions, disasters, protest and social change in this exciting novel for intermediate readers.

Also available as an eBook
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A gripping novel for young adults that captures both the daring and the everyday realities of serving in the Air Force during the Second World War.

Pete and Paul yelled together. ‘Bandit! Nine o’clock! Bandit!’

Jack spun to stare. There was the Messerschmitt on their left, streaking straight at them.

Eighteen-year-old Jack wanted to escape boring little New Zealand. But he soon finds that flying in a Lancaster bomber to attack Hitler’s forces brings terror as well as excitement.

With every dangerous mission, he becomes more afraid that he’ll never get back alive. He wants to help win the war, but will he lose his own life?


	A Storylines Notable Young Adult Fiction Book, 2018


Also available as an eBook
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It’s 1942, and Featherston is about to receive hundreds of Japanese soldiers into its prisoner-of-war camp. Ewen, whose dad is a guard there, can’t stop wondering about the enemy down the road. Some say the captives are evil and cruel, but when Ewen and his friends ride to the camp to peep through the barbed wire, the POWs just seem like … well, people.

Then a new group from a captured warship arrives and the mood in the camp darkens. As tension builds the boys are told to stay away. But on 25 February 1943, Ewen and his friends are there at the moment the storm breaks — and terrible, unforgettable events unfold before their eyes.


	Finalist, Junior Fiction Award and Children’s Choice Junior Fiction Award, New Zealand Book Awards for Children and Young Adults, 2016
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Sixteen-year-old Boy Seaman Russell Purchas is stationed on HMNZS Taupo, which has just entered hostile waters off the coast of Korea. It’s 1951, and his ship is part of the United Nations force fighting in the Korean War. Russell is determined to prove himself against the communists — not just because he wants to be brave, but because he wants to escape the shadow of his Uncle Trevor, killed in World War II. Everyone thinks Trevor was a hero, but Russell knows the shameful truth.

But can Russell keep himself together when the shells start falling? And does he really know what courage means?


	New Zealand Listener’s 50 Best Children’s Books List, 2013


Also available as an eBook
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It’s New Zealand, 1914, and the biggest war the world has known has just broken out in Europe. William eagerly enlists for the army but his younger brother, Edmund, is a conscientious objector and refuses to fight. While William trains to be a soldier, Edmund is arrested.

Both brothers will end up on the bloody battlefields of France, but their journeys there are very different. And what they experience at the front line will challenge the beliefs that led them there.


	Winner, Junior Fiction Award and Children’s Choice Junior Fiction Award, New Zealand Post Book Awards for Children and Young Adults, 2013
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… my right foot slipped on the accelerator. The engine revved, and the car shot forward. For half a second my eyes met Ash’s. He was staring past me, through the windscreen. He began to yell something. Somehow I knew what it was. I wrenched my head round, foot stabbing for the brake. And there was the girl, right in front of us.

Tara is heading home. Ryan is driving his mates. Neither of them is paying attention. The tragedy that follows changes many lives.
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Stuart and his twin sister Sandra are coming home to Wellington on the ferry. Stuart knows he’ll enjoy the trip — he’s a good sailor. But it’s April 1968 and the ship is the Wahine. As the tragic events unwind Stuart and Sandra must battle to stay alive.
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Simon is a typical teenager — in every way except one. Simon likes girls, weekends and enjoys mucking about and playing practical jokes. But what’s different is that Simon has muscular dystrophy — he is in a wheelchair and doesn’t have long to live. See Ya, Simon is told by Simon’s best friend, Nathan. Funny, moving and devastatingly honest, it tells of their last year together.


	Winner of the Times Educational Supplement Nasen Award, the Silver Pen Award and the Storylines Gaelyn Gordon Award for a Much-loved Book
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