








 

18 Walls

A Novel

 

Teo Xue Shen





ISBN: 978-981-46-5544-6

First Edition: August 2018

© 2018 by Teo Xue Shen


Author photo by Joanne Goh 
Used with permission.
Cover art and design by Joanne Goh
Published in Singapore by Epigram Books
www.epigrambooks.sg
All rights reserved

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.






Table of Contents


	Prologue

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	Acknowledgements

	About the Author





 

ALSO FROM THE EPIGRAM BOOKS FICTION PRIZE 

 

2017

 

The Riot Act by Sebastian Sim (Winner)

Sofia and the Utopia Machine by Judith Huang

9th of August by Andre Yeo

Nimita’s Place by Akshita Nanda

If It Were Up to Mrs Dada by Carissa Foo

Kallang Basin Adagio by Khor Kuan Liang

Band Eight by Tham Cheng-E

 

2016

 

The Gatekeeper by Nuraliah Norasid (Winner)

Fox Fire Girl by O Thiam Chin

Surrogate Protocol by Tham Cheng-E

State of Emergency by Jeremy Tiang

Lieutenant Kurosawa’s Errand Boy by Warran Kalasegaran

The Last Immigrant by Lau Siew Mei

Lion Boy and Drummer Girl by Pauline Loh

 

2015

 

Now That It’s Over by O Thiam Chin (Winner)

Let’s Give It Up for Gimme Lao! by Sebastian Sim

Death of a Perm Sec by Wong Souk Yee

Sugarbread by Balli Kaur Jaswal

Annabelle Thong by Imran Hashim

Kappa Quartet by Daryl Qilin Yam

Altered Straits by Kevin Martens Wong


 

For those who believed in me despite the odds, 
those who inspired me to write and those who may, 
in any way, find any part of this novel relatable.


Prologue

 

The youth ran across the street, clutching the heavy folds of his raincoat as the rain pelted down mercilessly from above. Behind him, four others followed, each wearing identical raincoats. The youth skidded to a halt at a street corner, waiting for the others to catch up. Lightning crackled overhead, briefly illuminating the faces of the five teenagers.

“I’m telling you, this stinks,” one of the boys muttered. “Not knowing our enemy, not knowing what to expect and most of all, not knowing what we are.”

“Shhh!” the others shushed. “Aracel, that’s enough.”

But Aracel didn’t stop.

“Hey! You’re listening in on us, right?” He turned to a tiny red speck fixed to a lamppost far above their heads, betraying the presence of a camera. “Tell me what the hell is going on. Who the hell are the Savages, really. Go on, tell me!”

The camera merely mocked them in silence. 

Aracel snorted and looked away. Beep. Beep. The youth, the leader of the squad, glanced down at a tiny screen fastened to his wrist. A cluster of red dots vanished, replaced by one single dot, and it was a couple of blocks down the road. He blinked in confusion. The others looked just as confused.

“The target changed?” one of them asked. “Maybe we should abort?”

The youth shook his head firmly. Changed or not, it was their target.

“We’ll take it.”

He ran along the new route highlighted in green on the tiny screen, his team members following suit with Aracel bringing up the rear, still grumbling unhappily. The rain continued, bringing visibility down even further for them. The streets were blanketed in a heavy fog. After about 45 minutes of running, the youth halted abruptly. A weather-beaten signboard stood in front of an ominous building: Street 51, it read.

“It’s here,” the youth whispered.

The building was a warehouse. The target was inside. A chain hung loosely around the handles of the door. Someone had apparently gone at it with a pair of bolt cutters just moments before. Exchanging nods with the rest, the youth readied his rifle and pushed the door open. Bright. Twelve sets of lights were glaring down at them. As his eyes adjusted to the sudden glare, a humanoid shape became clear. There was no doubt. It was their target.

“Is that…human?” the youth choked out.

No matter. They had orders. They took aim and fired.

As the bullets left the barrels of their rifles, a hail of deadly lead, the youth watched, enthralled. There was a flash of movement, accompanied by a gust of wind. The expression on the youth’s face morphed into horror when he realised their target was neither dead nor hurt. It wasn’t that the bullets missed. They were the best sharpshooters around. Instead, the bullets buried themselves into the target, whose flesh only sunk in a little. Then, they fell out as useless, pulverised lumps of metal. Clink. Clink. Clink. 

When the last bullet hit the floor, layers of flesh surrounding the target unravelled. They were wings. No, not wings. Skin flaps. Two semicircular skin flaps extended from each side of the target’s back, from the shoulder blades right down to the pelvis. A long, scaly tail snaked around the target’s legs, rustling as it flexed sinuously. The rest of the target was that of a human male, approximately twenty years of age. Even as the squad stared at it, aghast, its tail whipped forward at breakneck speed, stabbing one of them in the chest. The soldier let out a strangled gasp as blood bubbled to his lips. He was lifted bodily into the air, still attached to the tail, while the others watched, their eyes filled with terror. With a flick of its tail, the target flung the soldier across the room. Crack. Spine snapped. That was it. There were only four of them left now.

They screamed and opened fire once again. The skin flaps simply wrapped themselves around the target’s body, absorbing the impact of the bullets. And then the target leapt. It was impossibly fast. One moment, it was there, the next, it was right behind them. The tail swept around, sending the soldiers flying in four directions. One of them was caught midflight, the target’s hand, with all its fingers flattened out, slicing at his stomach. It was a bad time to realise that the thing had claws too. The soldier’s whimpers became weaker and weaker as he desperately tried to scoop his scattered guts back into the gaping hole in his body.

There was a burst of gunfire. The target let out a guttural howl, leaping out of the way as bullets chased it around the warehouse. Its deadly tail lashed out in the direction of the gunfire. The youth refused to lose his nerve. He stood firm and fired continuously at the incoming tail, watching helplessly as his bullets fell to the ground. At the last moment, a soldier darted in front of him, parrying the tail with her dagger. She swung her rifle around and joined her leader, firing even as the tail retracted. The target, losing its patience, lunged. The soldier threw herself out of the way while the youth braced himself, took aim and opened fire again. This time, the bullets hit the human part of the body and with a screech which could rival that of an insane banshee, the target slammed the tip of the skin flap into the youth. He realised, too late, that it wasn’t completely made out of skin. Rather, the skin was attached to some sort of extended rib. It hit him like a truck, sending him flying into the air. 

“Oi, asshole! Over here!”

It was Aracel. At the same time, the other soldier, her rifle mounted on her shoulder and firing away, charged the creature. Thanks to Aracel’s shouting, she lasted five seconds, which would otherwise have been two. Then, she stopped dead in her tracks, a newly opened slash across her throat. The blood shot forth, making the wall look like an abstract painting. Left with no choice, Aracel took out the lights. He grabbed his leader and ducked under a pile of crates as the glass from the lights showered down. They were plunged into darkness. The creature’s silhouette was still visible though, probably due to its size. But miraculously, it seemed to be shrinking and slowing down.

“We have to go!” Aracel whispered.

Too bad, the creature heard him. It spun in his direction. Sensing danger, Aracel threw himself over the youth and felt a sickening schulpp as the tail ran through him, twisting and wrenching itself out with an even more sickening squelch. There was now a hole the size of two fists in his chest. Without looking, he could tell he was finished. Screaming defiantly, Aracel emptied the rest of his ammunition into the creature.

“Look, it’s gonna…lunge soon…I think…” he gasped, slumped over the youth. “Shoot through me…it doesn’t know you’re here…I’m a goner anyway… Do it!”

The youth’s eyes widened in denial, then hardened with resolve. He knew that it was their final chance. If he failed, he would die too. Something warm and wet was pressed into his hand. It was a tiny silver locket, warm and wet with blood.

“My…sister…” Aracel coughed.

His words were blotted out as the creature lunged. The youth opened fire. The creature screamed. Aracel screamed. The youth screamed. Chaos in the dark.
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I scream myself awake. Or maybe not. I don’t know. Could I have screamed or not? White. Black. White. Black. The light above me flickers. The doors are flung open and a woman rushes in. A nurse. She asks if everything’s all right. I guess I must have screamed. I nod apologetically, mumbling something about a nightmare. She nods understandingly, muttering some sort of consolation. I wait. Eventually, she leaves, telling me to get enough rest for my discharge tomorrow. Reassignment, really. New unit, new faces, new tragedies. I slump back onto the hospital bed and sleep.

Let’s talk about the military. And let’s be clear about one thing. There’s nothing glamorous about it. No parades for a cheering audience, no grandiloquent firepower demonstrations, nothing. We exist solely for the sake of killing. And one day, we will. Before that, it’s boring. Aside from our daily activities, which are printed on paper for us and delivered at four every morning, the rest of the time is ours to spend. Enlistment isn’t compulsory. Most of us are picked up from various orphanages around the country. Some are even whisked right off the streets. It’s a no-brainer. Given a choice between the military and starving to death on filthy asphalt, few would select the latter. Of course, there are cases of voluntary enlistment too. Don’t ask me why anyone would do that to a child.

We are soldiers. And by “we”, I mean the hundreds of other 16-year-olds filing silently into the hall while a loud voice booms orders over our heads. The soldiers, nothing more than kids actually, are split into orderly rows and groups. 

“NUMBER NINETY-THREE! ROW EIGHT, GROUP FOUR, SQUAD SEVENTY-TWO!”

And that’s me. No. 93. No longer an individual, but a number. A number against the Savages. We don’t know who or what they are. All we know is that they exist outside the 18 walls which protect our country.

I’m the last to join my group. There are four others, two girls and two boys. They eye me warily, as I do them. A soldier walks onto the stage at the front of the hall. 

“Silence!” he yells, even though no one else was even talking to begin with. “The Captain is absent, so his deputy will address you shortly.”

The Captain. Our mythical leader. I don’t think anyone here has ever seen him in person. But his grip over the soldiers is terrifying. Not a single person would dare defy “Captain’s orders”. 

In time, a short man stalks up to the stage. The deputy. He doesn’t need a microphone. His stentorian voice rocks the hall. 

“LISTEN UP! CONGRATULATIONS ON PASSING THE FINAL ASSESSMENT OF THE INDIVIDUAL TRAINING STAGE!”

Uncertain mutters circulate the hall. Definitely not a mood for celebration. 

“Street 51.”

“Annihilated.”

“They’re dead, aren’t they?”

The deputy must have expected a response like that, for he nods solemnly. 

“YOU MUST HAVE HEARD THE RUMOURS BY NOW. IT WAS A SAD INCIDENT AND WE WILL FOREVER REMEMBER THOSE HEROES IN OUR HEARTS. WE DO NOT WANT A REPEAT OF THE STREET 51 TRAGEDY!”

My stomach clenches. Just two weeks ago, the final assessment for the individual training stage took place. We were grouped according to strength then. Or rather, killing potential. The strongest, the Elites, were sent on the hardest mission as their final assessment while the weakest were sent on comparatively easier missions. This enabled our superiors to analyse the strength of the entire batch as a whole. Still, throwing five random soldiers together to complete a mission smells of bullshit. Well, no surprise that tragedy struck. The Elite team, which everyone expected to pass with flying colours, crashed and burned with flying body parts. There was one survivor. One out of five of the strongest soldiers in the batch. In just two weeks, the news had, unsurprisingly, spread throughout the rest of the camp and it became known as the Street 51 tragedy. And now, we’re moving on to the group training stage.

“WHO ARE WE?” the deputy roars. 

“HUMANITY, SIR!” we chorus. 

“AND WHO ARE WE FIGHTING FOR?”

The same response. 

“WILL YOU GIVE YOUR LIVES FOR HUMANITY?”

Damn that idiot just won’t shut up. We’ve all been through eight years of this. He knows it too. 

“YES, SIR!”

More patriotic drivel. A round of applause. End of speech. 

Uniformed personnel stream into the hall, one per squad. Ours is a stout man whose only source of hair on his head is his thick, bushy moustache and equally thick eyebrows. The top of his head shines brightly under the light. I hate him already. He looks like a defective monk. 

“Number six, number fifteen, number twenty-two, number seventy-eight and…”

He pauses. Then, his mouth curls into a sneer. 

“Number ninety-three,” he finishes. “Room seventy-two. Unpack, introduce yourselves and whatever else you need to do. Be up by five tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir.”

We pick up our belongings, not a lot, really. Clothes, equipment and weapons for the most part. We walk in total silence to our designated room. It looks the same as the rooms we have been assigned to for the past eight years. Five beds, five closets, one toilet with a shower, one table and five chairs. 
We pick our beds at random and throw our stuff on the linen sheets. Unpacking can wait. We gather at the table. 

“Well, I guess we’ll be working together from now on,” says one of the boys, a grin on his face. “I’m Rick Greenson. Nice to meet you.”

No. 22. He has a large build, one you would expect a rugby player to have. It is a wonder he can even fit into the bed. Chiselled jaw, large eyes. Classic Prince Charming. 

“I’m April Chen. Nice to meet you too.”

No. 6. She has a pockmarked face, short hair and very fair skin. 

“Sean Ooi. I hope we can get along.”

No. 15. His voice is soft, like the rest of him. A mop of brown hair falls over his eyes, reaching towards his rounded jaw. 

Next is my turn. 

“Ren,” I say. 

They stare at me expectantly. 

“What?” I ask. 

“Just Ren?” Rick says. 

I nod. Then, I remember. 

“Nice to meet you,” I continue with a smile completely devoid of warmth. 

I probably look like a defaced mannequin. Rick doesn’t look happy with my introduction, but he forces a smile and turns to the remaining member of Squad 72.

“Raine,” she says. 

Her voice is hoarse. That’s it. That’s where her imperfections end. Tanned, waist-length brown hair and stunning blue eyes. It’s disconcerting how she’s managed to retain such a complexion as a soldier. 

Rick doesn’t object. Doesn’t push her for more either. Perks of having good looks, I guess. Rick opens his mouth to speak, but she beats him to it. 

“Make a move on me and I’ll ram your balls down your throat. Girls shower first. No peeping. I’ll get along with you, not the other way round. Got it?”

Her eyes are hard. The only answer she wants is a yes. She won’t settle for less. So I stare at her blankly while the rest nod their heads in unison. 

“Ren?” she says pointedly. 

With an attempt to smile, which resembles a grimace more than anything else, I nod. 

With introductions over, we unpack and change out of our uniforms. Raine disappears into the toilet only to reappear later dressed in a T-shirt and shorts. Very short shorts. I look away before she catches me staring. Rick isn’t so lucky. He isn’t very smart either. Before he even finishes whistling, Raine’s heel smashes into his right temple, knocking him to the ground. He gasps and slides back on his ass, narrowly avoiding her foot, which slams down between his legs. 

“Hey, enough.”

I can’t bear to watch any further. She fixes me with a cold glare. 

“Shut up, asshole. You gonna report me?”

“No. But you’re noisy. If that monk catches you, we’re all in for shit so pipe down a little.”

She raises an eyebrow. Almost smiles but catches herself before she does.

“That monk…”

Slowly, she lifts her foot and steps back. Rick, a look of relief on his face, breaks out into a brilliant smile. 

“You know, I don’t dislike that part about you.”

Idiot hasn’t learnt his lesson. Raine glances at me, then sighs. 

“Piss off.” 

She strides towards her bed, sits down and begins cleaning her rifle. Rick beams at me as if we’ve become friends over it.

“She’s a feisty one, ain’t she?”

“Piss off,” I say. 
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On the first day of training, after an entire morning of static exercises, we’re herded to a hill, just a couple of kilometres away from the campsite. Of course, we’re made to run the entire distance. With ten kilograms of weight strapped to our backs. And a sadistic monk on our tails. 

The monk has a name. It’s Idphor, a synonym for sadistic asshole. He drills us daily. Team building, he calls it. Push-ups, sit-ups, obstacle courses and many others. And of course, to make sure we get to know one another as a team, our quotas are set as squad quotas. Meaning instead of a hundred push-ups per person, it’s a thousand push-ups per squad. If the quotas aren’t satisfied, then our hunger isn’t as well. 

Sean and April are weak. There’s no other way to put it. April’s strength lies in communications. She can operate a radio, a GPS or any other piece of mechanical equipment like no other. She’s just not suited for the battlefield. On the other hand, searching for Sean’s strength is like searching for warmth in Raine. Non-existent. He isn’t strong like Rick or good with communications equipment like April. Worst of all, he doesn’t have the guts to kill. Not even practice targets.

That leaves Raine and me. The combat-oriented part of the squad. Also the most problematic. And the ones Idphor hates the most. Well, me, mostly. Raine’s got her killer looks. Meanwhile, I’ve got an attitude. To Idphor, we’re pieces of shit. Sacks of shit. Bottles, lumps, heaps of shit. That’s how he addresses us anyway. And by our numbers too.

Within minutes, it becomes painfully apparent that April and Sean can’t keep up. Sean’s mop of hair is plastered to his face. It’s a wonder he can even see. We slow our pace slightly, much to Idphor’s annoyance. Even more to his annoyance, Rick begins talking to Raine. Apologising for yesterday. She shrugs him off.

“Shut up, you bundles of shit! If you can talk, then you can jolly well run faster!” Idphor screams.

“Screw you, Greenson,” Raine mutters under her breath.

She looks like she could happily murder him. The torturous run ends at the foot of the hill. Our task is simple. Get up on this side and down from the other. 

“Pass me your load,” I hiss to Sean.

Somehow, he’s faring even worse than April. That’s a healthy dose of mortal embarrassment to think about. He tries to argue, then looks at the hill, gulps and concedes. Rick offers to help April, but she refuses. We begin. The ascent is tougher than it looks. By the time we get to the top, sweat is cascading out of our pores. The descent is worse. Lengths of barbed wire have been set up at knee level, forcing us into a crawl. Within minutes, the rough ground skins my elbows and knees. 

“Ninety-three! Just what do you think you’re doing?” Idphor yells. “Trying to be a hero, aren’t you? Helping others? How many deaths do you want on your conscience?”

He steps over and kicks me squarely in the ribs. My head jerks upwards, catching briefly on the barbed wire. Pain flares. Unsatisfied, he plants his foot savagely on my back, forcing me to the ground, which grinds at my skin with even greater force. Sean tugs urgently at my uniform. I shake my head, grit my teeth and crawl.

“Being smart with me, aren’t you?” Idphor sneers. “You want another Street 51?”

“No…sir!” I gasp.

It’s almost become a threat. Another Street 51. Eventually, we make it down the hill. We being Idphor and I. The others have reached far ahead of us. Oh, and Sean, who remains faithfully beside me throughout the entire exercise, even though that means spending a longer time on his knees and elbows, dodging barbed wire. 

Mercifully, lunch comes next. Food goes down quickly and it’s back to Room 72 for a short rest with whatever remaining time we’ve got. April and Raine shower, which means no time for the rest of us to do the same. Not that I’m complaining. I don’t have the energy. I sit on the ground beside my bed, flipping my butterfly knife open and closed methodically. The shiny black casing catches under the light as it whirls about in my hand like the wings of a mantis in flight. I like that knife. It’s fun and deadly at the same time.

“Hey.”

I look up. It’s Sean, his hair swept clear of his eyes for the first time. With a start, I realise he has heterochromia. One eye is blue while the other is a startling shade of green.

“What?”

He eyes my knife warily so I stop flipping it and place it on the bed.

“Uh…thanks for just now.”

“Forget it,” I wave him off. “Wouldn’t be good to die on the first day.”

“Mind if I take a look?”

“At what?”

He motions to my elbows. The blood flow has stopped, but they’re still feeling rather raw. I shrug in response. Pulling a sachet of saline solution and a crepe bandage from his pockets, he proceeds to dress the wounds.

“What about yours?” I ask.

“I’m fine, thanks to you.”

He smiles a little. I’m beginning to get why he hides his eyes. They’re slightly unnerving, especially when he’s smiling.

“I guess I should be thanking you this time,” I say.

Sean shakes his head.

“It’s only because of me that you’re like this.”

“Whoa, what do we have here? Some nice guy talk going on?” 

Rick pops his head out from behind the door. Great, Prince Charming’s here. I thought I’d successfully ditched him in the dining hall. Still, he did offer to help April just now, so I guess he’s not a bad person. Probably just exceedingly irritating.

“Any of you ever had a girlfriend?” he asks slyly.

“Is that all you ever think about?” I shoot back. 

“Why not? What else is there anyway? We’re stuck here for, what, months? Years? Might as well think about the good stuff. Like Raine,” he adds.

“You’re gonna get those balls fed to you one day,” I caution.

“It ain’t worth it,” Sean agrees, nodding seriously.

Rick howls with laughter.

“You know, I was worried how you two’d turn out, but I can’t say I’m disappointed. I think we’ll make good friends.”

I stare at him impassively. It’s hard not to return his radiant smile. Then, he claps me hard on the back and I feel like killing him all over again.

After lunch comes hand-to-hand combat practice. We’re brought to a room with four padded walls, quite like an insane asylum, and told to pair up with someone of similar capabilities. The remaining person will square off with Idphor. Sean and April immediately pair up. That figures. Rick begins searching for Raine, who quickly grabs me by the arm and hauls me aside.

“We’re pairing up,” she announces.

I don’t remember having a say in the matter, but hey, she’s a hell of a lot better than Idphor. Raine looks happy. After all, it’s the only time she can legally beat me into a bloody pulp. My mind runs through the things I’ve done to offend her. First, not reply to her question. Second, stop her from crushing Rick’s balls. 

Idphor barks an order and we begin. Raine’s eyeing me like a hungry shark homing in on a dead seal. Without warning, she lunges, kicking my legs out from under me. I fall. She plants a knee into my stomach, driving the wind out of me. I bring my arms around my head, prepared for the flurry of blows, which does not come. Instead, she leans forward and hisses in my ear.

“What do you know about Street 51?”

I blink.

“What?”

“Street 51,” she prods, twisting her knee deeper into my abdomen.

“What makes you think I know anything more than you do?”

“Idphor asked you just now, didn’t he? Whether you wanted another one. Another. One.”

She digs her elbow into my sternum for extra emphasis. In response, I buck wildly and throw her off. We get to our feet and glare at each other.

“You’re overthinking it,” I say. “That piece of scum was just using it as a threat.”

“Really?”

She lunges again; this time the heel of her foot comes flying at my temple. The same move which took Rick down. I block it with my elbow and lash out with my other arm, hoping to catch her off balance. She seizes my arm, taking me out with a flying triangle choke.

“What’s with you and Street 51 anyway?” I gasp, struggling out of the choke.

“None of your damn business,” she replies. “You’ve been holding back on me, haven’t you?”

“Kinda,” I shrug.

“Don’t.”

Her expression is hard. One of those don’t-look-down-on-me faces. Very slowly, she reaches into the pocket of her uniform and draws out a switchblade.

“If you won’t get serious, I will,” she warns.

She gives me approximately two seconds to decide before attacking me with the blade. I block her at every turn. Or rather, my body blocks her blows instinctively. Eight years of training has gotten me this far, where going against an armed attacker just doesn’t faze me any more. It seems to piss her off, though. Her attacks get faster and fiercer, until I begin to seriously hold a certain concern for my own safety. Fortunately, she runs out of steam and we break apart, panting heavily. It is then that I realise everyone else in the room is staring at us. 

“Number seventy-eight,” Idphor finally says.

I can’t tell if he’s disgusted, proud or appalled. Or all three.

“Yes, sir?” 

“You’re cleaning up the armoury after this as punishment for turning your weapon on number ninety-three.”

“Yes, sir!” 

Raine looks as though she’s getting her teeth ripped out. 

“That’s it! You’re all dismissed! Get out!”

We file out in silence. I turn to Raine. She’s furious.

“Look, I’m sor…”

She walks away. Damn unreasonable git. 

“She’s cold, huh?” Sean remarks.

She’s cold all right. About as cold as a block of ice. Probably colder. 

“It might be something we’re not getting,” April disagrees. “A reason or something.”

It’s the first time I’m hearing her speak since the introductions. She’s been getting along pretty well with Sean, since both of them are, you know, similar. Physically similar. I’ve seen her speaking to Raine, although not for long. Amongst us, she’s the one who’s had the most amount of contact with Raine.

“Whatever,” I mutter, unwilling to discuss Raine any longer. “Let’s just go.”

“Hey, but Raine aside, that was amazing!” Rick exclaims, barging in between Sean and me. “How did you…you know, those moves! Man, they were sick!”

My willingness to discuss things drops even lower. I shake my head and remove his arm from my shoulder.

“Practice.”

“Teach me,” he presses.

“They gave us an instructor for a reason.”

“Idphor?” Rick grimaces. “He keeps going on about basic footwork and form.”

“Then get those right.”

April and Sean have fallen behind. They might have expected things to turn nasty and were giving us room to slug it out. Well, sorry to disappoint you both, but I’m not about to get Idphor on my case as well. Better lie low for as long as possible. 

“Come on,” he pleads.

Then, seeing the expression on my face, he hastily comes to a compromise.

“All right, if I get my footwork and form in order, will you teach me then?”

That’s the best I’m going to get from him. And if that’s the best I’m going to get, then so be it. I don’t have the energy to argue any more. I accept.

Raine’s not in our room by the time we return. Sighing, I grab a rag from my pile of belongings and head down to the armoury. I guess I feel guilty for what happened. She’s already there when I arrive, violently pushing a mop across the floor with considerable force. She glares at me when I enter, sending me into almost immediate regret over my decision to help her.

“I don’t need your pity,” she snarls.

“I’m not here to pity you,” I snap. “I’m here to help.”

“Why?”

I ignore her and begin to wipe down the shelves. The armoury is a large building containing an even larger amount of weapons. The weapons are well maintained, but the building itself is not. Idphor must be insane, expecting one person to clean the entire place.

“Why?” she repeats like a broken tape recorder.

“Because.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Look, why don’t you just shut up and mop the damn floor or you won’t be getting out of this place anytime soon,” I suggest.

“Because.”

We stare at each other. Then, very slowly, she breaks into a smile. I laugh too. I can’t help myself.

“All right, fine, have it your way,” I give in. “Call it guilt.”

“You know, when shit goes down, you’re gonna be the first to die. Cause of that guilt.”

I look her in the eye.

“I sure hope so,” I reply seriously.

She frowns, unsure whether to laugh or not. The silence drags and becomes too awkward for either of us to speak so we get back to cleaning. Even with two people, it soon becomes clear we won’t be finishing anytime soon, nor will we be having any dinner today. Idphor, that bastard, must’ve known this. We’re saved from imminent starvation when the door to the armoury bursts open and the rest of Squad 72 enters.

“There’s really no need…” Raine begins.

“Just let us help,” April says softly. “The faster we get this over with, the more time we have to relax, no?”

Raine doesn’t argue any further. That’s a first.
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Idphor’s boot presses harder into the back of my head. I gasp as my mud-caked face is shoved even further into the suffocating sludge.

“Keep your head down! You wanna get shot?” Idphor roars.

“No, sir!” I yell in reply. My eyes say, Go take a shit, asshole. 

We’re all in a field, sprawled face first in the mud, crawling forward towards a set of targets. I chance a look at my rifle and grimace in disgust. It’s caked in mud. I’m barely even keeping it from jamming. Idphor takes his time to scream at the lot of us, particularly me, before he finally disappears somewhere to take a shit or something, leaving us with twenty targets to blow straight to hell. We wriggle forward until we’re within thirty metres from the target. And then we fire. There are four targets per person on average. I clear mine, then lower my rifle and observe the rest. 

The four targets in front of Raine are down. Rick is the next to clear his. April has two down, but is struggling to hit the other two. Sean is, well, I don’t really wanna talk about it. But just to give you an idea, he’s emptying clip after clip of ammunition in the general direction of the targets, his eyes tightly shut. Raine catches my eye, her expression telling me that if I don’t do something about that real quick, she’ll happily stab him right then and there. I raise my rifle. I don’t even bother using the scope. There’s no point when we’re this close to the targets. I fire four times and that’s it. Sean’s targets are down. By the time Sean opens his eyes, all he sees are the pieces of his targets. I sneak a glance at Raine. She’s still glaring at me. Looks like that wasn’t what she wanted me to do. That girl probably wanted me to stab him instead.

“What?” I sigh.

“Nothing,” she tosses her head in the other direction. “This is stupid. This damn squad is headed for the depths of hell.”

“Give him time. He’ll get better.”

“I’m not about to get along with anyone I can’t trust. And that is the epitome of a person I can’t trust.”

Sean glances in our direction. For a moment, I think he’s heard us. Then, he smiles and waves at me, his expression clearly saying Look! I hit my targets! Raine snorts contemptuously. 

We return to our room after the exercise. We’ve been given three hours to eat lunch, wash up and take a short break before we’re expected to assemble at the hall for a lecture. A freaking lecture. That’s right, they have them in here as well. Most of them revolve around simple maths, English, geography, science and history. The stuff a normal high schooler living in the city would expect to learn. But this lecture is about the Savages. We’re finally gonna get some information on our enemies.

Raine comes out of the shower in a shirt, shorts and slippers. They’re all about one size too small for her. I force my eyes away. It’s about time they realise that puberty strikes from the age of eight to 16, no? We can get our clothes exchanged, but the camp’s warehouse is two kilometres from here and I’m pretty sure she’s too lazy for that. She walks to the middle of the room, then hesitates, a fearsome frown furrowing her eyebrows. I follow her gaze down the room and realise why. Rick’s standing by her bed. He’s waiting. He smiles and her scowl deepens even further. She’s eyeing him as though she would like nothing better than to strangle him with the bath towel draped around her neck. Probably gonna get her on just water and bread for the week, plus another cleaning excursion to the armoury, especially after the previous swing-a-switchblade-at-Ren incident. I get to my feet, ready to stop her in case things get ugly. I don’t even know why I care so much. She isn’t my problem to begin with. But somehow, I can’t ignore her. As I’m tussling with myself, she arrives in front of Rick, who crosses his arms over his ample chest and opens his mouth to speak.

“Get out of my face,” she says, throwing her towel onto the bed.

“Come on, don’t be so cold,” he laughs. “I’m not trying to hit on you or anything. Really.”

Not the most convincing, coming from him.

“Then what do you want?”

“Teach me to shoot.”

“Go ask Ren or something,” she shoos him away like how she would a fly.

“Ren’s rifle is a right-handed weapon. I’m left-handed.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s true. The ejector port is on the right side, right beside the spot where a left-handed user’s face would go.”

“Right-handed or not, it won’t affect his teaching.”

I stifle a cough. They don’t seem to be very aware of the fact that I’m right here.

“Fine, but I already asked him to teach me hand-to-hand combat. I can’t be imposing that much on him, right?”

He’s still smiling. That irritating, radiant smile. He’s probably had no trouble with friends and such in the past. You know, the type who gives one smile and everything goes his way. Well, that’s not gonna last forever. In fact, I think it ends now. Raine gives him a venomous stare.

“I’ve never had a girlfriend,” he says suddenly.

Wow. Whatever happened to not hitting on her? I prepare myself for the worst.

“No one asked.”

“But you were thinking, weren’t you? You know, if you tried, I think you’d be able to get any…”

“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” she interrupts. “You wanna learn to shoot, ask Idphor. I use an AK-47. It’s miles away from your M249.”

He objects at once. She’s gonna slug him. Her feet shift until they’re shoulder-width apart, her arms slowly gaining height by her chest. Yep, she’s definitely gonna slug him. I take a step forward to intervene, then pause when I see her hesitate.

“Wait,” she says slowly. “Let me sit in on your hand-to-hand combat sessions with Ren and in return, I’ll teach you to shoot. If I can.”

Wait, what? Rick’s grin widens. 

“Deal,” he says instantly.

I guess I don’t get a say in this. Whatever. Then, a sly look comes over Rick’s face.

“Could it be…you and Ren…?”

I choke. Raine spins around sharply and stares at me as though realising my presence for the first time. I avert my gaze, suddenly interested in straightening out the creases in my bedsheet.

“Greenson.”

“Yeah?”

“Go screw a duck or something.”

She flings herself onto her bed, flips over to her side and closes her eyes. Rick, getting the hint that the conversation is over, leaves her alone, shooting me a triumphant grin. I think it’s time for me to shower.

The hall is filled with rows and rows of exhausted soldiers, none of them in the mood for a lecture. But when the display is lit up, every single soul sits up straight like they’ve been slapped by an electric eel, their eyes fixed on the photographs which are now illuminated on the stage. The first is of a man, whose body is covered in thick, rough grey hair. His hands and feet are gnarly and twisted, with scythe-like claws protruding from where his nails ought to be. Oval eyes glare back at the soldiers. Below that is another photograph, this one of a woman. She’s covered from head to toe in scaly plating, a small tail jutting out of her lower back.

“The Savages,” a clear voice proclaims. 

A tall man in a suit strides onto the stage. He’s the only man I’ve seen so far to have such a thick pair of glasses sitting on his nose. He’s also the only one I’ve seen in this camp to wear a suit.

“Doctor Eil,” he says, jabbing a thumb at his own chest. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Right, now that we’re done with the pleasantries, let us move on to the matter at hand. What you’ve just seen are what we call the Savages. Your enemies. As the term suggests, they are savage. Completely feral. In fact, they have been known to attack even their own comrades. Unfortunately for us, they do possess human intelligence, meaning that a huge number of them has formed an army, which we have been, for decades, and still are currently at war with outside the eighteen walls.”

He pauses for a moment, allowing us to take in the information.

“Right, now, you might be wondering how these Savages came to exist, right?”

Not really, no. All I want to know is how to effectively kill them without being turned into mincemeat. Those claws look nasty.

“Interbreeding with animals,” his lip curls in disgust, “millions of years back, criminals were exiled to live away from society, almost certain death, if you ask me. But not all of them perished. And somewhere along that line, they bred, evolved and that, is the result.”

He gestures wildly at the photographs. Retrieving a marker from his pocket, he proceeds to circle the abnormalities in their anatomy.

“These,” he spits, “are what we call Stracheas. They are not made of flesh and blood but rather, a material similar to Kevlar. Which also means they’re bulletproof. Furthermore, the Savages have greatly enhanced physical capabilities and senses. The way you are right now, it would take one of them to decimate the lot of you.”

A murmur ripples through the crowd. I see uneasy looks pass around. Raine seems indignant while the rest of the squad seem unsure of themselves. A material similar to Kevlar? How does a human body produce that naturally? Questions I’ll probably never know the answers to. It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m a soldier, not a scientist. 

“And so, in eight months’ time, in order to level the playing field a little, you will be getting your very own Extensions, the human equivalent of a Savage’s Stracheas!”

The murmur turns into a wave of alarmed chatter. It’s beginning to sound like they have a mutiny on their hands. Holding a hand up for silence, Dr Eil continues speaking, as if he’s been dealing with this for years. On hindsight, he probably has. I sneak a peek at the squad. Their faces are frozen in a mix of shock, confusion and anger.

“With enough practice, you’ll be able to control your Extensions and become an asset to our army!”

For a statement meant to quell alarm, it does the exact opposite. Soldiers are getting to their feet, shouting incoherently at the bespectacled figure on the stage. Things are turning pretty ugly.

“SHUT UP AND LET ME FINISH!” Dr Eil finally yells, losing his patience. “YOU’LL BE GIVEN A CHOICE IN EIGHT MONTHS. IF YOU REALLY WANNA DIE THAT BADLY, THEN REFUSE THE PROCEDURE!”

Instant silence. It’s funny how when they aren’t given a choice, most people will complain but when they are given a choice, suddenly, no one feels like speaking out any more and they all choose the same option anyway. 

“Great. I’ll go on then,” he says sarcastically. “The procedure will turn you into a genetically modified human being. By inserting certain parts of the genome of some animals into your stem cells, we will be able to induce the production of Extensions on the human body. These are different from the Stracheas which Savages are born with. Each individual will respond differently to the procedure and will only be able to accept the genes from one single animal. Some undergo full transformations, some partial and some zero. But whatever the case, as I mentioned about the Savages earlier on, your physical capabilities will be greatly enhanced.”

He presses a button on a device in his hand and the lighted display changes. A scorecard is now shown.

“Your instructors will be assessing you these eight months and will be the ones to decide which genes of which animals will best augment your capabilities. Of course, the final decision for each Squad lies with a committee but most of the time, your instructors have very good eyes.”

Shit. Idphor’s definitely gonna turn me into a cockroach. 

“With the Extensions, you will be able to fight on par with the Savages and yet retain your humanity. Remember, you are modified humans. They, on the other hand, are born as monsters. This will naturally mean they will have much better control over their Stracheas. So unless you wanna die, you lot better work really hard.”

Another uneasy murmur goes through the crowd. Dr Eil pauses, then exhales heavily in resignation, as though he’s about to do us a favour and reveal something he shouldn’t to soothe our frayed nerves.

“Oh, by the way, it seems I forgot to mention that this procedure is a reversible one. You’ll revert to your human forms once we remove the animals’ genes from your bodies.”

With a flick of his hand, he steps off the stage. An audible sigh of relief can be heard. Most of the apprehensive muttering has melted into an excited chatter.

“Can you believe this guy?” Rick chuckles. “Would it kill him to tell us that beforehand?”

A woman steps up to replace him. She’s in her fifties, her hair streaked with silver. Despite her age, her eyes are bright and alert. She doesn’t introduce herself. Her voice is sharp.

“Now, you will be briefed on the situation outside the eighteen walls.”

The walls. The only thing standing between us and the Savages. They encircle our country, keeping out the Savages that want in and are hell bent on tearing them down. I’ve heard that they’re massive. Breathtaking, even. But that’s about it. That’s all I know. The woman clears her throat, then continues.

“They are called the eighteen walls because, take a guess, geniuses, there are eighteen of them. Eighteen times, as the outer wall crumbled, our forces have worked with their lives on the line to build a new one around it. Which leads us to where we are now. Eighteen. The current outermost wall, the eighteenth, is holding up pretty well, so we won’t be seeing a nineteenth wall anytime soon.” 

The display changes again. It’s a map of our world, with a clear, green boundary demarcated on it. The walls, obviously. There are also zones which are yellow, orange and red. 

“The area within the green line is our territory. The yellow areas are places where we have wiped out all the Savages and have stationed guards there. The orange areas are where conflict is currently taking place and the red areas are either unknown territory or Savage strongholds. We used to be a small, compact and clean nation, but years of extensive land reclamation made maintaining security tougher for our Armed Forces, resulting in areas falling to the Savages.”

The land mass we’re looking at roughly resembles a kite with a jarring, jagged green line slicing it neatly across its horizontal axis, hugging the coast around the southern side of the island. At its northernmost side, a short, squat, rectangular bridge-like thing links it to another piece of land, this one much larger and more elongated. There is a worryingly huge area in red on the map. I sure hope it’s unknown territory and not the other option. Otherwise, we’re screwed.

“Is it me, or does our country look like a diamond?” Rick whispers in my ear. “I mean, that’s neat and all, but kinda weird, don’t you think?”

“Maybe the map’s not drawn to scale or something,” I shrug. “I don’t know. But I guess she knows way more than we do, so, you know, I’m not about to question her about the shape of our landmass.”

“As you can see, things don’t look too good. Too much red, if you ask me. And that’s why we need you,” she finishes. “Our city is the most technologically advanced frontier of human civilisation. We have produced formidable soldiers with Extensions so unfathomable that they can turn the tide of battle almost anywhere. I sure hope you can live up to our expectations.”

With that, we’re dismissed. The rest of the day is set aside for self-training, which, for most people, entails sleeping for 13 hours straight in their rooms. I wish I could too, but I’ve got a date. With Rick. In the asylum-like room. We aren’t usually given such long breaks, but I guess they realise, correctly, that we’ll need some time to fully absorb everything they’ve told us in the past hour. I walk straight to our room, grab my butterfly knife and head back out, throwing Sean a martyred look as I pass him in the corridor. He smiles and shakes his head in sympathy.

TRAINING ROOM, the sign above the asylum reads. There seems to be another squad already in the room. Even from the outside, I can hear the sound of bodies hitting the padded floor.

“You’re late,” a hoarse voice says as I enter the room.

That voice can belong to only one person.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, spinning around to face her.

She’s sitting over by a corner, hugging a punching bag to her chest. I have no idea what she’s playing at, but I’m grateful she didn’t launch a surprise attack on me the moment I came in.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Rick’s voice floats over from the doorway.

I shrug. Whatever. She can do what she wants. I stride over to a pile of padded helmets, pick one up and toss it to Rick.

“Put that on, then come at me,” I beckon. 

“You sure? I might hurt you by accident…”

In the corner, Raine snorts loudly, putting an end to Rick’s doubts. He’s surprisingly serious when it comes to training. Taking a deep breath, he lunges, swinging his right fist at my head. I swat his hand aside and deal him a palm strike to the chin. He’s a big guy, so my strike doesn’t even knock him back a full step. He lifts his arm to strike again. This time, I move before he can swing, grabbing him around the head and sending my knee into his solar plexus. He doubles over, his mouth gaping like a fish out of water, desperately sucking in the air which had been forcibly expelled from his body just a moment ago.

“You’re strong,” I say. “And you can take a pretty good hit.”

“But?” he gasps.

“You’re slow. And you’re just taking a swing at me at random. You should work on the precision of your strikes. Aim for your opponent’s weak spots.”

“How do I…”

“Rotate your entire body with your punch. You’ll find that both the power and speed of your fist will increase. And target the spots where you can do the most damage. Liver, chin, groin and so on. You’re not fighting for an audience. You’re fighting to kill.”

Leaving Rick to practise, I haul over a couple of straw targets. They are disposable ones, in the rough shape of a human being. There’s about a billion of them lying around in a pile. I arrange six in a semicircle around myself. I take a deep breath, hold it for a moment, then lunge. My butterfly knife in hand, I allow my instincts to take over, barely conscious of the feeling of the knife sliding into straw. When I’m done, I let out the breath slowly and survey the damage.

“Six targets down in four seconds,” Raine says from behind me. “Three stabbed in the throat, one through the eye and two in the heart. Not to mention you sliced several other spots where major bleeding would have occurred. You’re just about good enough to make the Elites.”

“Not this again.”

She flicks out her switchblade and mimics what I did, move for move. She finishes it in seven seconds. By her expression, 
I can tell she’s unsatisfied. 

“It should’ve been me,” she mumbles.

“Pardon?”

She ignores me. I’m about to press her for an answer when someone whistles from the opposite side of the training room. It’s other squad. A boy, his black hair slicked back with perspiration, saunters over, his squad in tow. Three of the other members are boys, one towering over the rest, while the last is a girl. 

“That was sick!” the lead boy exclaims.

“And who’re you?” Raine asks, her tone more of a challenge than anything else.

“Why, you’re a pretty thing, aren’t you? I’m Sam. This is Squad 34.” He smiles at her brightly, scattering the largesse of his brightness towards Rick and me.

Raine’s expression hardens. Here we go again. As if one Rick isn’t enough.

“You have business with me?” she stares at him impassively. 

“Nah. Just wanted to make you an offer, you see. Wanna come hang out with me instead of…”

“No.”

“Excuse me?” he blinks.

“You’re excused. Piss off.”

One of the other guys in the squad takes a threatening step forward. He’s huge, a good few centimetres taller than Rick. And in the face of such a hulking wall of pectoral muscles, what does Raine do? She takes a step forward too, seemingly undaunted. She’s shaking a little, but she’s doing her best to hide it.

“Whoa! Hey!” I step between the both of them. “Come on. We don’t have to do this, all right?”

“Ren? Why would you…”

“What, she’s your girlfriend or something?” Sam sneers, an ugly tone entering his voice. “Wanna play the hero here?”

“I’m not his girlfriend. And you’d do well to shut the hell up.”

“Could you not try to turn everything into a fight?” I plead. 

“He started it.”

“Where’d you get an attitude like that, asshole?” the giant drawls. “Show some respect to our squad leader here.”

Just when Raine looks ready to explode, the door to the training room bursts open, revealing a scrawny boy with hair falling over his blue and green eyes. Sean. Unfortunately for him, he chose one of the most inopportune moments to enter.

“Ren! Raine! Idphor’s lookng for you two! I’m not sure what he…” Sean’s voice trails off into a mellow squeak. “Uh…I guess you’re kinda…uh…busy… I’ll come back later…”

He begins backing out the door. Sam’s eyes narrow and he barks an order to his squad. Quick as a flash, the girl darts past him and slams the door shut. Rick, who was diligently pulverising straw targets minutes ago, finally catches on that something isn’t quite right. He looks up from his straw dummy, frowns, sees me shaking my head at him and decides to head in our direction. Big mistake. Squad 34 somehow manages to take this as a sign of hostility. They fan out, the giant going for Rick while the other two guys come for me. Sam beckons to Raine. Clenching her jaw tightly, she accepts his challenge. By the door, the girl turns to Sean, who yelps and backs away. Looking positively terrified, he makes a futile attempt to bury himself in a pile of straw targets. I don’t have the time to worry about him. One of my assailants grabs me by the collar and swings me around, lifting me over his shoulder. Before he can slam me onto the ground, I wrap my legs around his neck, twist around and sock him in the ear. He falls.

“Ren!”

I roll to my feet and lash out with my right leg, placing the heel of my foot squarely on the jaw of the second guy. He takes a wobbly step and crashes headlong into a punching bag which he continues to grapple with for a good minute in his daze.

“Ah, I was gonna help but…” Rick raises an eyebrow. “I guess you didn’t need it.”

The giant is lying on the ground, gasping like an asthmatic walrus.

“Knee to the solar plexus?”

“Yeah,” Rick grins. “Raine? Shouldn’t we…”

“She’s just about done too. Look.”

She kicks Sam in the stomach, then spins around and elbows him in the side of his head. Unsatisfied, she turns to the other girl, who’s still staring at Sean in bewilderment. With a grunt of indignation, Raine advances upon her, fire in her eyes. The girl hesitates, then comes to a quick decision. She bolts.

“Is it…is it over?” Sean’s tousled head pops out from underneath a bunch of straw.

“No thanks to you,” Raine sniffs.

“I can’t…I mean, I don’t…” he looks decidedly miserable. “I’m sorry.”

The door to the training room swings open once more. As one, we turn our heads in its direction, expecting the girl to be back with reinforcements. There are none. But what we see is something much worse than any number of reinforcements. Idphor’s found us all right. Together with the four members of Squad 34 lying on the ground in varying degrees of pain. It takes him ten seconds to read the situation and another ten seconds for the anger to cloud over the disbelief in his eyes.

An hour later, Raine, Rick and I are in the armoury, armed with an assortment of cleaning materials. Sean barely got off the hook owing to our valiant attempt at reasoning with Idphor that he couldn’t have done much fighting if he was buried in a pile of straw targets. As I’m scrubbing the rust off one of the shelves, I feel a light tap on my shoulder. It’s Raine, her eyes fixed on her own shelf.

“What? You need the bucket?”

“Thanks,” she mutters to the shelf.

“Huh?”

“For trying to intervene. And trying to prevent this.” She gestures at the armoury. “I guess I should’ve controlled myself a little. Next time, don’t bother stepping in. You’ll get yourself in trouble.”

“I’d rather get in trouble.”

She stares at me for a long time, almost longer than when Idphor stared at us after finding us in the training room.

“Just like that,” she sighs wistfully. “You really…”

“Just like what?”

“Nothing.”

“Wait, can we at least talk about…”

“Ren,” she interrupts.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t ask.”
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It’s been six months since the lecture about the Savages. Storm clouds have gathered, smothering out the sun. We’ve got approximately four hours before nightfall and one hour before it rains. We’ve also got nothing but one knife per person and no idea where we are other than the fact that we’re surrounded by trees, somewhere between the ninth and tenth walls. Our boundary has been laid out clearly. To our north is our country’s supply line, the one we use to transport troops to war. This and the zones within two kilometres of the walls are our forbidden areas. Everywhere else is fair game. In order to pass, we are expected to survive two weeks in the jungle while navigating to a set of checkpoints Idphor has set for us. Calling for premature help or extraction means failure. And failure means we’ll have to repeat it again in the near future.

“We need food, shelter and water. Fast,” Rick says, glancing worriedly at the sky.

“We can collect rainwater,” April offers. “I could probably make some containers before it rains.”

“We won’t last a week on rainwater alone,” Raine cautions. “We should try and find a stream.”

“And risk getting caught out in the rain?” Rick objects. “With wet clothes, we’ll be freezing at night.”

“Deal with it. You’ll die faster without water.”

They start bickering. 

“Um…guys, we don’t have time for this.” Sean tries to interject.

They both turn towards him and he shuts up immediately. Help me, he mouths at me. Stifling a smile, I nod quickly.

“Why don’t we hole up here for today? We can leave at first light tomorrow,” I suggest. “It won’t hurt to stay dry while looking for our water source.”

Reluctantly, Raine nods and April scrambles off. It’s not just water we have to worry about. Hunger is a constant companion in the military. No matter how small of an eater you are, once the days of military training take their toll, you’ll be shovelling down food in no time. We’re given approximately 15 minutes for each meal, which, honestly speaking, is barely enough. After the first few meals, I hardly even bother to taste or know what I’m eating any more. Anything more than rice, chicken and broccoli is a blessing. But under our current circumstances, I would give anything for our boring, repetitive meals. Out here, hunger is more than a companion. It’s a persistent and deadly stalker. And so is thirst. With the insidiously approaching storm on our tails, we hurriedly pull together a makeshift lean-to against an overhanging branch of a tree and hunker down to wait it out. 

Within minutes, the storm is upon us and the hastily weaved roof of our shelter begins leaking. 

“This shit isn’t working out!” Raine yells. 

She’s furious. The maddened howling of the wind forces her to raise her voice just to make herself heard. 

“We can’t go in this weather,” Rick reasons. 

“Tell me what the hell is the point of having a shelter if we’re getting wet anyway,” she explodes. “We might as well save ourselves some time and get moving.”

It’s getting pretty bad. By the look on his face, I can tell that Rick is seconds away from springing that winning smile of his, which, when used on Raine, will probably earn him nothing but a fist to the nose. And so, for the second time today, I step between the two. 

“I’ll go cut up the weaving on half of the shelter and use it to fill in the holes in our roof.” I say. “We’ll just have to squeeze a little.”

“Is that your guilt speaking?” Raine asks pointedly. 

“Maybe,” I shrug. “Call it whatever you want. But it’s the best choice we have now.” 

She mulls over it, lets out a lugubrious sigh and ushers me towards the entrance of the shelter, a look of exasperation plastered over her features.

“I’ll help,” Sean volunteers as I step out into the rain.

“Me too,” April says, but Sean stops her.

“If that many of us are going to go, we might as well ditch the shelter,” he points out.

By the time we’re done, Sean and I are soaked to the bone while the others are huddled together under the cramped but waterproof leftovers of our shelter. We squeeze in beside them, shivering as the malevolent wind whips up a frenzied cascade of icy raindrops around us. It would have been beautiful if we weren’t freezing. As I press closer into the shelter, I feel a jab on my arm. 

“You’re touching me,” Raine says. 

“So?”

“Can you not? You’re cold.”

“So are you,” I reply. “In more ways than one.”

Contrary to what I expect, she doesn’t get angry. Doesn’t even look bothered. 

“Get stuffed,” she sniffs. “I hope this passes soon.”

It does. An hour and a half later, the rain peters to a halt and the sky clears. The dark, heavy clouds dissipate into wispy white globules, trailing across the sky like alabaster tadpoles. We strike our shelter, scatter the remnants and prepare to move. April collects her water catchment devices, which are fashioned out of bamboo. I think it’s safe to say that she’s good with her hands, just not with anything combat-related.

Thanks to the rain, our water-related problems have been temporarily ameliorated. We take a short drink and leave, heading downhill in hopes of finding a more secure source of water. A stream of some sort would also provide an increased chance of obtaining food. 

The hike through the jungle is more laborious than we had expected. With Raine in front and Rick bringing up the rear, we hack through tangle after tangle of vines, creepers and plants. Spikes. Hairs. Milky sap. The vegetation has it all. It’s as though the entire jungle is out to get us. It’s a couple of hours before we arrive at our very first checkpoint. It’s a benchmark, nothing more than a small bronze plate embedded into a waist-high stone monolith. I don’t know who thought it was a good idea to plant twenty-two of these in the jungle and get soldiers to find them like some sort of twisted Easter egg hunt. It’s almost impossible to navigate in here. 

Eventually, the sound of running water reaches my ears. I’m about to run towards it when something stops me. Ahead, Raine tenses. She feels it too. A presence. Something large is nearby. 

“Is something wrong?” Rick asks furtively. 

He’s seen enough to know that when two people freeze simultaneously without prior discussion, something is very wrong. I hold a finger to my lips. Then, as quickly as it appeared, the presence vanishes. I blink in confusion. Whatever it had been, it was large. And large things don’t usually move that quickly. 

“It’s gone now, whatever that was,” I say, tapping Raine lightly on the shoulder. “We should carry on now.” 

“Cautiously,” she adds.

We creep the last couple of metres through the jungle and arrive at a clearing. A creek flows through, fed by tiny tributaries. The water is pristine, gurgling merrily as it winds its way down the treacherous terrain. Luck is on our side. There are miniature glass shrimps on the creek bed, waving their immaculate little claws as they scurry from moss-covered rock to moss-covered rock. The shrimps are an especially good sign. It means that the water is fine to drink. It also means food, however miniscule. 

“Ren.”

Raine is pointing at something. I follow her gaze and my breath catches in my throat. There, on the opposite side of the creek, is a footprint. It was made so recently that the water from the creek is still seeping in even as we stare, unsure of what to do next. Upon closer inspection, I see five distinct toes. There’s no doubt about it. It’s a human footprint. Someone was here just moments ago. But who? And why? 

Before my muddled mind can cough up an explanation, something else catches my eye. Claw marks. A set of eight grotesque scratches spanning the width of a small tree. The sap from the tree hasn’t even solidified yet. Raine notices it too. And by the look on her face, she’s just as clueless as the rest of us. There’s a gasp from behind me as April hastily crosses the creek. She gently runs her hand down the claw marks, a brooding frown creasing her forehead. 

“Wolverine,” she says softly. 

“What the hell is a wolverine doing here?” Rick wonders. “And with a human, no less.”

“There’s more,” April continues, her eyes scanning the woods beyond the creek. “There are at least eight other trees with similar markings.”

“Well, maybe someone took his pet wolverine for a walk,” Rick suggests unhelpfully. “None of our concern, right?” 

“I hate to say this, but he’s right,” Raine nods. “It’s not our problem. We’ll just ignore it for now. Don’t forget, we still have over a week to survive out here.”

I’m about to reply when a loud crashing echoes through the woods. Slightly farther down the creek, a grove of plants parts and a massive monitor lizard thunders through. It sees us but doesn’t hesitate, plunging into the creek. Quick as a flash, Raine flings her knife at it. A direct hit to the throat. Mine strikes less than a second later, entering the lizard’s left eye and exiting from the lower jaw. It comes to an abrupt halt, a crimson tinge gradually spreading into the creek. 

“Dinner,” Raine says with a satisfied smile. 

It’s a good thing the lizard appeared, but I can’t shake the unsettling feeling of unease in my gut. The way it ran and dived into the creek, it was definitely spooked. Something had frightened it. Something which was more threatening than a group of five human beings. And monitor lizards aren’t exactly pushovers either. Especially not one of that size. 

“Let’s go,” Rick picks up the monitor lizard. “We should find a better place to camp.”

No argument there. As tired as we are, no one wants to risk camping on wolverine territory. We move downstream until the sun starts to dip beyond the horizon before setting up a shelter and making a fire. As the night creeps up on us, we huddle closer to the fire, seeking both warmth and security from the rosy glow of the flames. In the pitch darkness of the night, surrounded by a cacophony of eerie noises, it’s easy to get paranoid. Every snap of a twig heralds a monster and every falling leaf, an aberration. With nothing much to do, we arrange the shifts for our sentry duties. April and I are the first. In the flickering light of the fire, the scars on her face seem more prominent than ever. 

“Wondering how I got these?” she asks, gesturing to her face. 

“No,” I say, looking away quickly. “More along the lines of how you knew the claw marks were from a wolverine.”

“I spent lots of time in the woods where I used to live,” she explains softly. “I guess I learnt over time.”

“So those scars came from then?”

“You were wondering after all,” she smiles. 

Her smile slips. 

“I didn’t get them from any wild animal.” 

“Sorry,” I mutter. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

“My father was an alcoholic,” she says, waving away my apology. “Sometimes, it makes me wonder why we’re trying to fight something else when our own people are hurting each other.”

She grabs a branch and tosses it into the fire, which crackles greedily in response. Even with the shadows flickering across the ground, I can see her hand trembling. Some things just can’t be forgotten. She reaches for another branch but doesn’t throw it into the fire. Instead, she brings it down sharply across her knee, snapping it cleanly in two. I get the feeling I shouldn’t have asked about her scars. So I change the topic. 

“What’s your take on the claw marks?”

“Unnatural,” she replies immediately. “Too large and too high above the ground.”

Then, almost like an afterthought, she adds, “Oh, by the way, just a quick fun fact, wolverines don’t come this far into the tropics.”

That’s a sobering statement. It’s one thing to know that a dangerous predator is on the prowl but quite another to know that it isn’t even supposed to be here. 

“So, we’re screwed?”

“I don’t know,” she sighs. “Let’s just hope it’s nothing to worry about. An escaped animal or something.”

Thankfully, we make it through the night. Tired and jittery, but, more important, unharmed. Beep. Beep. The strange, alien sound emanates from Rick’s forearm. There’s a small screen with a strap attached to it. That’s where we receive our instructions from Idphor. Raine cranes her neck over his shoulder and studies the screen. 

“Shit. Trust that asshole to spring shit like this on us. It’s fifty-six bloody kilometres south from here.”

“What?”

“Our extraction point,” Raine explains. “We have twelve days to get there.”

“We’ll have to abandon the creek at some point.” April bites her lip, her eyebrows furrowed with worry. “It’s only a matter of time.”

“Cross that bridge when it comes,” Raine says. “For now, we should follow it as closely as possible.”

The little creek widens as we hike downstream, merging with another to form a river. We spend nine days sticking to its banks like limpets on a rock, living off it for food and water. Our meals depend on animal traps and wooden fish hooks attached to hand-woven line. A couple of times, we encounter slightly more dangerous species of wildlife such as crocodiles and wild boars. Each time, Raine seems to relish the challenge of bringing them down. Fortunately, the meat they provide is well worth the effort it takes to slaughter them. Roasted crocodile actually tastes pretty good too, if you can ignore the coating of ash on it. Those are good days. On bad days, we find ourselves scavenging for whatever we can get our hands on. Insects, primarily. And if we can’t start a fire, we eat them as they are. To avoid such days as much as possible, we make ourselves bows, arrows and spears from fallen branches and vines. This, I think, is the aim of the entire two weeks in the jungle. To force us to enable ourselves by utilising the environment. 

On the tenth day after we received the location of our extraction point, we take all the water we can carry from the river and separate from its banks. It now feels strange walking without the river chugging along by my side. Our water-related concerns are back too. As always, Raine marches in front. She seems to want to get to the extraction point as quickly as possible, even though we’re ahead of schedule. I should be next, but I’m helping Sean at the back. The 12 days in the jungle have taken their toll on him. Although his mop of unruly hair still covers most of his face, the dark rings around his eyes are unmistakable. That aside, he looks drained. There’s one thing I’ve noticed about him, though. The guy never quits. He’s never once asked for a break. Maybe it’s due to the fear of incurring Raine’s wrath but even so, he’s got some serious willpower. Despite looking like a zombie, he plods on silently anyway. 

“Ren.” Raine’s voice interrupts my thoughts. “Come here for a moment.” 

I realise they’ve come to a momentary halt. She, April and Rick are squinting in one direction. As I approach, she lifts a hand and points. 

“What the heck is that?”

For a moment, I can’t see anything. It’s just a mess of green. Then, something moves. It’s far away, too far for me to make out any details. But it’s clearly bipedal with a number of appendages sprouting from its back. 

“I don’t know.”

“It’s a Savage, I’m telling you,” Rick whispers excitedly. “There’s nothing else in here that resembles that.”

“What the hell are you so happy for?” Raine hisses. “We don’t even have guns.”

“We should go,” I say slowly. “Before anything happens, we need to get out of here.”

They stare at me as if I just insulted their great ancestors. 

“Don’t you want to know what it is?”

“No,” I reply honestly. “I’d rather stay out of trouble.”

“But it might…” Rick begins. 

“Trust me on this.” I stare him in the eye. “I get the feeling this isn’t something we should be messing with.”

Raine stares back at me, then glances up sharply. 

“It’s gone,” she frowns. “In just that moment…”

She’s right. The shadowy shape has disappeared. Reluctantly, I follow them over to the spot where it once was. The leaves on the ground have been stirred up. That’s it. There’s no other indication that something was there just moments ago. There isn’t even a trail to follow. 

“It’s a Savage,” Rick insists. “There’s no other explanation for that.”

“Give it a rest, will you?” 

Raine sounds irritated. I can’t blame her. We’ve been handed mystery after mystery since we entered this jungle. Heck, I wouldn’t even be surprised if Idphor’s next instructions are to hunt down Bigfoot. 

“Maybe we should call for an extraction,” Sean says nervously. “I mean, before things get out of hand.”

“There is no way, even if Idphor threatens to make me lick his boots, that I’m gonna repeat this damn course,” says Raine, glaring at him. “We’re just a couple of kilometres away from our extraction point anyway.”

“I think we should push on too,” April seconds. 

“Well then, me too. Anything for the ladies,” Rick laughs. 

How he manages to say stuff like that in almost any kind of situation never ceases to amaze me. Especially given that it never ends well. Raine gives him the finger. 

“Ren?” she asks. 

“Calling for help would be the safest thing,” I say carefully. “But you’re right. I’m not doing this shit again.”

Sean knows he’s been overruled. I think he’s secretly relieved. Amongst us all, he’s probably the one who hates this jungle survival course the most. Night descends once more, shrouding the entire place in inky darkness. This time, it’s Rick’s turn to be on watch with me.

“Fire?”

“No,” I shake my head. “We don’t know what’s out there.”

“Figures,” he sighs ruefully. “I thought you’d say that.”

I can’t tell if he’s smiling. It’s too dark. We stand in silence, listening to the tremulous warbling hoots of the owls weaving through the canopy. It would’ve been a relaxing way to spend the night if not for the dangerous creature on the prowl somewhere in this damn jungle. Every cracking of a branch, every rustle of leaves trumpets unseen dangers. The hairs on my arms are standing on end.

“Ren?”

I jump.

“Yeah?”

“Tell me about yourself.”

“What?”

“Come on,” he urges. “Talk to me. I’m scared.”

“You’re scared? Weren’t you all excited over seeing the creature earlier?”

“I’m not scared of the Savage…creature…whatever. I’m scared of the dark. The way things are, I wouldn’t even know if an owl decides to take a shit on my head until it completely ruins Raine’s impression of me tomorrow morning.”

“What’s left to ruin?” 

“Hey!”

I can hear the smile in his voice.

“There’s not much to tell, really,” I relent. “Once upon a time, I lost my parents when I was very young. Don’t know much about them. The military took me in. I didn’t live happily ever after. End of story.”

There’s a short pause, filled in by the cricket opera surrounding our makeshift campsite.

“I…I don’t really have parents too,” he finally says, his voice cracking slightly for the first time since I’ve known him. “My dad… I never knew him. They had me out of wedlock. He left when I was born. My mum…well…she took to alcohol and gambling. She’d bring a different man home each night. Eventually, on my eighth birthday, she sold me to the military.”

He’s saying way more than he usually does about himself. I guess it’s something to do with the darkness surrounding us. It’s suffocating, yet comforting at the same time. Kind of like an assurance that whatever’s said here will stay here for all eternity. 

“Say, what do you think the Savages are?” Rick suddenly changes the topic. “That thing we saw earlier today?”

“I don’t know,” I reply. “There’s too much I don’t know. I’ve never even seen the outside world, the one within the walls where civilians live. Everything I’ve heard about the Savages points to them being completely feral.”

“Feral, huh?” he mutters. “I guess some humans aren’t so far off.”

He sounds uncharacteristically acrimonious. Our conversation continues until I feel a poke on my shoulder hours later. It’s Raine. She’s on next shift with Sean. Her face, even in the darkness, clearly displays disdain.

“Care to stay for another shift?” she asks pointedly.

“Go easy on him,” I tell her. “He’s trying his best.”

“Whatever.”

We push on the next day. When we finally arrive at the designated place a day and a half later, our water containers are nearly empty.

“What now?” April frowns. “I’m pretty sure this is the right place.”

“And that this is the last checkpoint,” Rick adds.

“Maybe there’s more,” Raine shrugs diffidently. “I wouldn’t be surprised. It’s that bald bastard who’s planning this thing anyway.”

A rustle in the bushes to my left, right beside Sean. Something’s wrong. Very wrong. A shadow moves. Within that split second, I draw my knife and lunge. A massive arm coated in black fur. I bowl Sean over and slash upwards, slicing at it. To my surprise, the fur turns my blade away. It doesn’t even cut through. A second fist sails in from my right, faster than my eye can follow. I drop to the ground, kicking savagely at my opponent’s shin. I connect and it falls. Or rather, it almost falls. One of the arms shoots skywards, grabbing on to a tree branch. And just like that, it swings itself up into the air like a monkey. As it sails through the air, I get a clear view of its body. Two grotesque, gorilla-like arms protrude from its lower back, covered in thick black fur. Other than that, the rest of the body is that of a normal human male’s. Savage. We have to get the hell out of here. There’s a scream to my left as something rams into April. Rick goes to help her, but is flung into a tree.

“Sean! Help Ren!” Raine roars, her switchblade in hand. “I’ll…”

Her opponent lashes out with a claw, forcing her back. It’s crazy. It has humungous crab claws instead of arms. It lunges, crushing a small tree where Raine once was. Distracted, I notice too late as my enemy lets go of the tree branch. Somersaulting through the air, it cannonballs into me, knocking the wind from my lungs. I don’t even have time to catch my breath. It leaps towards me. Time blurs. I grab my knife and turn its blade upwards.

“STOP!”

I freeze. Everyone freezes. The black blade of my butterfly knife is centimetres away from my opponent’s right eye. Wait…that voice isn’t familiar. Savages can’t talk, can they?

“Stop!”

This time, I see it clearly. The thing in front of me spoke. 

“Who…who’re you?” I ask, tightening my grip on the knife.

Astonishingly, the gorilla-like arms begin retracting into its body. In seconds, there’s no trace of them ever existing.

“Dave, stand down,” he orders.

His partner, Dave, nods and steps back. His arms slowly morph back into human ones.

“I’m Ling Xue. I’m a soldier, just like you guys, I presume,” the man smiles a little. “But unlike you, my partner, Dave, and I have been modified, as you’ve seen.”

“Uh…uh…okay.” I blink, unsure how to respond. “We’re Squad 72. We’re here on an exercise. I’m Ren. That’s Rick, April, Raine and Sean.”

“I see. Nice to meet you, I guess. I apologise for causing you distress.”

His smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

“What’re people like you doing here?” Rick challenges. “Shouldn’t you be outside the eighteen walls dealing with the Savages?”

“Well, we’re hunting…” Dave begins.

“We’re on an exercise too,” Ling Xue interrupts loudly. “It’s dangerous here. We’ll escort you to a new evacuation point. We’ll charter your transport back to camp as well.”

“Now, now, hold on just one moment,” says Raine, holding up a hand. “We’re on our exercise. Hell if I’m just gonna fail it now and go back just cause you said it’s dangerous.”

“This is no place for people without Extensions like you, girlie,” Dave frowns. “Trust us. It’s not safe.”

“Shut up, crabman,” she snaps.

“Crab?” He looks genuinely insulted. “Homarus gammarus. My Extension comes from that of a lobster, I’ll have you know.”

“Dave.” A warning tone enters Ling Xue’s voice. “Enough.” 

He walks over to a startled Rick and begins fiddling with the device on Rick’s arm. Beep. The figure on the device changes. Outlined on it is now a route to our new extraction point, nestled snugly between the ninth and the tenth walls. 

“There,” he says. “All settled. Your trainer will be informed of the change in plans by my superiors. And Raine? Don’t worry. You’ll all pass the exercise. Now, if you please, follow me.”

“How did you…” April frowns.

“Secret,” he winks. “Now come on. We need to go.”

“All right,” I say. “Let’s go.”

“Ren?” Rick objects. “How can we trust them to…”

“If they wanted to kill us, they’d have done so already. You felt it for yourself, the power in those Extensions. Whatever they wanted to do, they could’ve done by force. We’re out of our depth here.”

“He’s right,” Raine seconds reluctantly. “I also think we should go.”

We follow the soldiers, Ling Xue is at the front, with Dave bringing up the rear. The hike back is as onerous as ever and would’ve proved near impossible if not for the fact that Ling Xue is more talkative than I had made him out to be.

“You’ll get your Extensions soon enough,” he says over his shoulder as he walks. “This is your first time seeing Extensions up close, right? When you get them, you’ll see what a difference they make. They’re bulletproof too. Without them, it’s near impossible to fight against the Savages. Trust me on this. Still, I can’t wait for the day I’ll finally retire and…”

“You said this place was dangerous,” Raine questions. “How so?”

“Well,” he hesitates. “Since we’re training in this area, we could mistake people like you guys for our targets and attack, much like what happened earlier.”

“Your partner mentioned a hunt?” she presses. “What kind of hunt. A creature? A Savage?”

“Ah, it’s nothing like that. You see, Dave…uh…he likes to make things sound…you know…cool.”

“So what do you guys do on your exercises?”

“Unfortunately, that’s classified. But you’ll find out soon, after you get your Extensions.”

I fall back, losing track of their conversation. Sean’s lagging at the very rear, stumbling along as though his soul has just possessed a new body and is still getting used to it. 

“You okay?”

“I’m sorry,” he mutters.

“Don’t worry about it. You’ll get stronger eventually.”

“No, not that. For earlier. I couldn’t help you. And back at the training room. I couldn’t do anything either. They looked too…human.”

“Nah, I think it’s a good thing that you…wait, what? Human?”

A small silence descends. He’s deciding if he should speak. 

“Do you know why I ended up in the military?” he finally asks quietly.

“Why?”

“I was from a wealthy household.” He bites his lip and takes a deep breath. “I have a family. My parents and a brother. It would have been the perfect life except for the fact that I couldn’t study. The pressure built up, the crushing weight of everyone’s expectations on me… I couldn’t handle it. There was no outlet for release. Not for me, at least. And as a result, I failed most of my classes in school. It was like a dead end for me.”

“But that’s not all, is it?” I prompt gently. “I’ll listen, whatever it is.”

“Some perceptive powers you got there,” he comments. “Well, yes. There’s another part to it.”

I wait.

“My brother. He was my polar opposite. He excelled in everything he did. Academic achievements, sports, club activities, arts, music and more. I lived in his shadow. Everyone would praise him while I sat in the same room, bearing sceptical glances of unconcealed disappointment. But despite everything, he was still my brother. I loved him all the same, even if I couldn’t live up to his name. And I always wondered how he dealt with all the pressure, the pressure I couldn’t release, the pressure which destroyed me. Until that night.”

I can see the pain in his eyes, a pain whose source isn’t the sweltering sun or the laborious hike back to camp.

“That night,” he repeats, pushing his hair out of his eyes. “I woke up in the middle of the night, feeling thirsty as heck. So I went downstairs to get myself a glass of water. We were rich enough to hire a live-in housekeeper who slept in a small room behind the kitchen. I was in the kitchen when I realised something strange. The lights in the housekeeper’s room were on.”

“They set you up?” I guess. “Your brother and your housekeeper? They drove you away?”

“I take back my words on perceptive power.”

“What?”

“No. They didn’t. Out of concern, I decided to take a look. And inside that room, I saw my brother, holding a clothes iron to the housekeeper’s forearm. She was struggling, tears flowing down her cheeks as she screamed into the flesh of his palm. He then released the iron and kicked her in the ribs, all the while grinning like a crazed beast. Stress relief.” He smiles bitterly. “I should’ve known. And to make things worse, she caught my eye, that housekeeper. She saw me standing at the doorway. Her eyes…”

He breaks off, turning away.

“And?”

“And I ran away,” his voice a hollow whisper. “I ran. I couldn’t do anything. He was my brother. I decided that I couldn’t stay in that household any longer. So I joined the military. I’m a horrible person. A coward. And I still visit them each Christmas, pretending that everything’s all right. I’m despicable.”

I don’t know what to say to him. I don’t know what he’s going through. I can’t bring myself to comment. It’d be too irresponsible of me.

“I guess it all came from that night. I can’t bring myself to hurt anyone else since then. I don’t even know if I’d be okay fighting against Savages. I mean, shouldn’t our sentience count for something?”

“You’ll be fine,” I assure him, aware that my words are flimsy as toilet paper. “I believe you’ll be.”

“Yeah,” he sounds unconvinced. “Thanks…”

I nod encouragingly.

“Oh, Ren?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t tell anyone, okay? Especially not Raine. The last thing I need is sympathy.”

“I won’t.”

 Soon, we find ourselves standing in a row outside our room. Ling Xue and Dave left us outside the camp gates, warning us not to speak about our encounter with them. That didn’t sit well with any of us, but since they did technically help get us out of that jungle, we agreed to their terms.

 Idphor’s walking around in front of us, looking clearly disturbed. He walks in one direction, pauses abruptly, then turns around and walks in another, stopping now and then to eye us suspiciously. 

“Did anything happen out there?” he asks after a moment of awkward silence.

“Like what?” Raine demands before any of us can speak. “Don’t we clear the course if we get to the checkpoints alive? Or was there another objective we had to meet?”

She’s smart. She wants to hear what Idphor has to say before telling him anything. Or if he knows anything about what we saw in the jungle.

“Anything unusual,” Idphor replies, tugging on his earlobe. “Anything out of place.”

“We…” Sean begins, clearly with the intention to spill the beans.

Raine discreetly elbows him in the back, shutting him up. Idphor doesn’t notice.

“We saw nothing out of the ordinary,” I say quickly. “The new instructions just appeared on Rick’s device and we followed them back here. Why? Should we have seen something? Did something happen?”

“No. Just checking. If there’s nothing, then get out of my face. Your next training begins tomorrow morning.”

He leaves. 

“Something’s definitely wrong,” Raine says the moment we enter our room. “Or, at the very least, there’s something he isn’t telling us. And it’s definitely related to that creature we saw and the two soldiers.”

No disagreement there.

“Why didn’t you tell him?” Sean asks. “It might have helped.”

“Helped? Him or us?” Raine shoots back. “What if it was something we shouldn’t have seen? What if they decide to do something to us because of it?”

“You mean like, silence us?”

“Yes.”

“How can that…” Sean’s voice trails off.

The truth is, he doesn’t know enough to counter Raine’s statement. None of us do. It is a possibility. In fact, we’ve all known about it right from the start. The only difference between now and then is that Raine has put it into words. To the military, we’re mere assets, pawns in the greater game of chess. Losing a couple of soldiers wouldn’t mean much, especially if it meant keeping an important matter a secret. In their shoes, I, too, would do the same.

“Maybe we’re being a little paranoid here?” April suggests. “It could be a breach in security leading to a Savage somehow entering the eighteen walls. I’m sure they’ll take care of it in no time.”

“That is, assuming what we saw was indeed a Savage,” Raine says.

No one argues either. It could be anything. For all we know, maybe Idphor’s genuinely just curious. Maybe that’s under his job scope, you know, asking soldiers about their time in the jungle. 

“The two soldiers were strange too,” Raine continues. “They have Extensions but neither had anything close to a wolverine’s claws. And no matter how I pressed, they wouldn’t tell me anything concrete.”

Again, she’s right. We don’t have enough information to reach a conclusion, so we split up to get some rest. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Raine follow Rick out the door, her AK-47 assault rifle slung across her back. Rick’s lugging an M249, a machine gun suited for his large build. That’s amazing. Even after two weeks of intense training, they’re still going for more. Meanwhile, I just want to curl up and sleep. It’s no wonder Idphor thinks my attitude is rotten. Pushing my thoughts out of my head, I take a shower, throw myself onto my bed and try my best to get some rest before our training resumes the next day.
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Idphor starts off the next morning with this hated thing called inspection. Basically, everything in the room has to be immaculate. Our weapons have to be disassembled, oiled and arranged perfectly. The same goes for our other belongings, the arranging part, that is. Each item has to be placed in a specific position in our cupboards. It’s a pain in the ass and my most hated activity in the military. Of course, nothing can satisfy Idphor. He enters our room and starts screaming right off the bat. Some bullshit about the air being musty. He should just go fix that nose of his. He walks past my cupboard, turns around abruptly and grabs me by the collar.

“What exactly do you think this is, you piece of shit?” he growls.

“Inspection, sir.”

“Then, why the hell is your knife not oiled?” he yells, jabbing a finger at my obviously well-oiled butterfly knife. “Gimme fifty for that.”

“Yes, sir.”

As I drop down to start the first of my fifty push-ups, something falls out of my pocket. Something shiny. Shit. I shouldn’t have left it there. Quick as a flash, I grab it, hiding it from view. But Idphor is no fool.

“Number ninety-three.”

“Yes, sir?”

“What, over the ashes of your dead body, was that?”

“What?”

I feign ignorance. 

“I’ll ask you again,” Idphor snarls. “What the hell was that?”

“Nothing, sir.”

Idphor’s boot comes crashing down onto my closed fist. There’s an audible crack. Rick winces, letting me know that he can hear it even from where he’s standing. It hurts like hell, but my fist remains closed. No way I’m giving in to this asshole. Idphor’s about to stomp on my hand again when someone speaks.

“Hey.”

It takes me a few seconds to realise it is Raine. No way. It takes her a few seconds to realise that too. The regret must be hitting her by now. Idphor isn’t amused. He’s glaring at her as if he’d like nothing better than to strangle her with her own intestines.

“It’s a coin,” she says. “I gave it to him for good luck.”

“Oh?” Idphor raises an eyebrow sceptically. “And why don’t you show us that coin?”

“Superstition, sir,” I answer quickly. “If it’s shown to others, the luck vanishes.”

“Are you an idiot?” 

“No, sir.”

“The correct answer is yes,” Idphor roars. “Forget fifty. You’re at two hundred now.”

“Yes, sir.”

Relieved, I continue with the rest of my push-ups. Thank you, I mouth, turning my head towards her so Idphor will not notice. She rolls her eyes and looks away. Idphor continues screaming at us for a good hour or so, then pulls out a dog-eared piece of paper from his breast pocket. This can’t be good.

“The following people have been assigned to guard the campsite two days from now,” he announces. “Number fifteen and number seventy-eight.”

Oh. It’s Christmas two days from now. That’s when most of the soldiers are given a day off to visit their families. Well, not that it matters to me. Raine is glowering as though she’d like nothing better than to strangle Idphor with Sean’s intestines. Idphor exits, leaving no room for negotiation. Sean looks devastated. I know why. He has family. They’ll be dismayed too, when they hear about this. Well, I could change that, I guess. And since Raine did save me from Idphor’s wrath, I suppose accompanying her for guard duty won’t be such a bad thing after all. I go up to Sean.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” he replies, downcast.

“About that duty, how about you give it to me?”

“Huh?”

“The guard duty. I’ll do it for you.”

“Why…what? Huh?” He’s trying to formulate a complete sentence, but the words won’t come out.

“I don’t have family. You do. Go visit them.”

“But I can’t just have you take over like that… Don’t you need a break from camp or something like that?”

“I’ve lived here since I was eight. I don’t have a home anywhere else.”

“But…”

“All right. It’s settled. Have a nice day.”

I turn and walk towards the shower.

“Hey!” he calls after me, his voice laced with unmistakable relief. “Hey! Wait! Thank you!”

Two days later, I turn up for guard duty in his place. Raine takes one look at me, snorts and rolls her eyes. 

We’re both fully armed and given a route to patrol. The more I look at our route, the more I hate Idphor for this. The ugly red line winds its way around the entire campsite. In the hot and humid night, a cloak of sweat soon covers our bodies, making the patrol extremely uncomfortable. Honestly, this sucks. Aside from the clopping of our boots, the only other sound ringing through the lonely night is the shrilling of the cicadas.

“Thanks for that day,” I say. “I haven’t gotten the chance to thank you properly yet.”

“You could have taken over my guard duty,” she suggests. 

“Sean has family,” I explain.

“And I don’t?”

“You don’t have a family name. Just like me.”

“Fair enough,” she shrugs. “Abandonment or death?”

“Death,” I reply without hesitation. “I don’t remember much though.”

“It was the former for me, though,” she says. “Me and my brother. They left us at an orphanage. I honestly don’t know which is worse.”

“You have a brother.”

I don’t know why, but I feel surprised. It’s not that it’s extraordinary to have a sibling or something. Just kinda…I don’t know, unexpected?

“Had,” she corrects me.

I do a double take. Had? I can’t help staring at her.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she smiles faintly. “It was an accident. Probably.”

“You know, you look a lot better when you smile,” I blurt out.

It’s Raine’s turn to stare at me.

“Uh…I mean…I wasn’t trying to…” I hastily try to correct myself, falter, then give up. “Fine, whatever. Hit me if you want.”

“I know what you mean,” she laughs. “But, you know, speak for yourself. You look like a stereotypical murderer most of the time.”

“I can’t help it,” I protest. “I was born with this face.”

“So was I.”

“You’re born with what most people would kill to have.”

“Was that a compliment?”

“Maybe.” I turn away. “It’s just too bad you’re stuck in here.”

“You know, with a face like this, I’d rather be in here than out there. There are too many people out there who want this. And being orphaned makes me an easier target.”

So that’s it. That’s the kind of life she’s been living? Getting hunted down, chased and preyed on by others because of her looks? Suddenly, I understand her demeanour. Her wild fearlessness overlaying her fear, her fierce, never-back-down disposition. My respect for her grows.

“That’s…”

“If you apologise, I swear, I’ll kill you.”

“Okay. Definitely not apologising. But is it really better in here?”

My question seems to take her by surprise. She frowns and kicks a rock into the drain beside the path.

“Well, yeah. I mean, Rick’s an idiot, but even I can tell that he’s joking. And if anything like what happened in the training room happens again, I guess there’re people I can count on.”

“If you say so.”

Desperately, I search my mind for a suitable conversation topic. That’s what I hate about guard duty. That is, aside from the fact that everyone else is getting a break and we’re stuck in this bloody military base. At night, almost nothing ever happens. It’s so boring, you have to talk to someone, Raine, in my case, since the only person you’ve got is your partner. Fortunately, we turn a corner and I see our dorms come into view. 

“Hold up a minute,” she tugs on my rifle sling. “I’m gonna get something.”

“We’re not supposed to…” I begin. 

She doesn’t hear the rest as she sprints towards the dorms. The entire building is dark and silent, devoid of any commotion. It feels strange to be in the camp all alone. With the knowledge that everyone else is celebrating the festive season outside the military base, it just feels even weirder. Sort of lonely, empty and quiet. I sit on the pavement and press my boots against the wall of the little drain, waiting for her return. Minutes later, Raine runs back down the stairs, a bundle of clothes clutched under her arm. 

“You aren’t supposed to…”

“Tell Idphor then,” she replies, with full knowledge that I won’t. “Maybe he’ll make me do some goddamn cleaning again.”

“The only thing here that needs cleaning is your mouth.”

“As if you don’t use any vulgarities.”

“Not as much as you do. And only when necessary.”

“Now seems pretty necessary.”

 I give her a small smile. 

“I guess,” I say. “Must be hard, missing Christmas and all, huh?” 

“Not really.”

I don’t say anything, simply waiting for her to continue. 

“Fine.” She waits until we’re in another dimly lit area before speaking. “Quite a bit, actually.”

“You celebrate?”

“Used to, at least. With my brother. Sing ourselves some songs, talk about what we’d like to do in the future, you know, stupid stuff like that.”

It should have been embarrassing to tell someone stuff like this, but somehow, on this lonely night, Raine seems to open up a little more than she usually does. 

“Nah, it’s not stupid. I wish I could do that too.”

“What a coincidence,” she remarks sarcastically. 

Shit. I shoot her an apologetic look. 

“Shit. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry, I wasn’t blaming you or anything.”

“A joke?” I frown. 

“Sort of.”

“So you can do that too, huh,” I smile. 

The camp’s warehouse comes into view. The doors are closed but the lights inside are on. Even on Christmas, some sad soul has to stay in the warehouse in case some other sad souls like us come along. 

“Go on,” I say, jerking my head towards the warehouse. “Pass me your rifle. I’ll wait here.”

Grinning, she unslings her rifle, hands it to me and sprints off, clutching her clothes under one arm. I sit by the pavement once more. Unconsciously, my hand travels to my pocket where I left the object two days ago during Idphor’s inspection. It’s a tiny silver locket. I can still hear it, feel it, see it as if it had all happened yesterday. The screams, the blood and the Savage. Someone’s coming. A heavy panting reaches my ears. I lift my head. It’s Raine. She’s about a metre away. Her eyes fall on the locket I’m tossing methodically from hand to hand. She freezes. My smile vanishes when she lunges, her dagger in hand. With a surprised yelp, I fall over. I bring my hands up, too late, as she drives her knees into my shoulders, pinning them down on the ground. Her forehead meets my nose with an audible crunch. Stars swim into my vision, adding to my confusion. Cold steel. The blade of her dagger rests on my Adam’s apple. I stop struggling. 

“It’s you, isn’t it?” she hisses in my ear.

“What the hell are you going on about?” I reply, bewildered.

She presses her dagger down slightly, drawing a thin stream of blood. I make my peace, prepared to meet the Grim Reaper. 

“Sole survivor from Street 51.”
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Raine’s furious. I mean, if someone has you pinned to the ground and is holding a knife to your neck, they’re probably pretty damn furious. She knows, without a doubt, that she’s right. And she is. The only question remaining is how. Her next words answer my unspoken question.

“The locket. Give it to me.”

Her face is a mess of emotions, with anger, sadness, confusion and fear warring across her features. I unclench my right fist. Immediately, she snatches it from my hand, holding it tightly in hers. The pieces of the puzzle now fit nicely together. Why she was so fixated with Street 51. Why she was trying to find out more about the Elites. The cold steel of the knife remains at my throat, gradually growing warmer due to the trickle of blood running down my neck.

“Aracel,” I say. “Your brother.”

She winces. I know I’m right, but this isn’t the time to be thinking about stuff like that. I’ve got more important things to worry about. The knife at my throat, for example. Not to mention the pissed-off and dangerous girl wielding that knife.

“How did he die?”

“There was a Savage.”

The anger on her face is replaced by shock. Her eyes widen slightly, then narrow suspiciously. I don’t think she trusts anything I say at this point. Regardless, I don’t have much of a choice. I tell her everything, from start to end. If she truly is his sister, then I think I can trust her. 

When I finish, she’s trembling. She looks like she wants to say something, but doesn’t know where to start. I’m sure there are thousands of questions floating around in her head.

“Why?” she finally asks. “Aren’t you supposed to be the Elites? Why did you fail so miserably? There were five of you. Five! And you were wiped out? And why the hell was your target a Savage? And what the hell happened to security? What kind of…”

Her voice trails off when she realises that these are questions I don’t have answers for. I shake my head.

“Nothing could have prepared us for that. It was an impossible task.”

“So you’re saying they tried to silence the lot of you?”

“Maybe.”

“Then how the hell are you still alive?” she challenges.

“Amnesia. After I called for extraction, I acted like I didn’t remember a single thing. No matter what sort of therapy they put me through, I pretended not to know anything about what happened that night. In the end, I guess they believed my little act.”

Raine’s shoulders slump and her dagger falls away from my throat. I can’t even begin to imagine how hard it must be for her, hearing all that stuff about her brother. Slowly, she gets to her feet. Thinks for a moment before offering me a hand. I take it.

My nose is throbbing, a trail of dried blood leading from my right nostril to my mouth. The blood flowing from my throat has also dried.

“Sorry about that.” She looks away.

“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I’m glad to be alive.”

“Why didn’t you tell me when I asked about Street 51?”

“I knew nothing about you,” I explain. “For all I knew, you could have been sent to monitor me.”

“How insulting.” She rolls her eyes. “And you trust me now?”

“You recognised the locket.”

She holds it up and depresses a lever I didn’t even know existed. The locket springs open, revealing a little photograph. A girl and a boy, smiling back at the camera. It hurts to look knowing that one died and the other is right beside me. 

“Trust me now? This was the only photograph we ever took. We…”

“Keep it close.” I fold her fingers over the locket. “Till the very end, he was thinking only of you.”

“Yeah,” she whispers, clenching her fist so tightly that her knuckles turn white. “You know, it’s always been the two of us. Since we were found by soldiers, huddling together outside as our orphanage burned down, each time we met, he would swear to protect me. Those words meant less and less as I grew up. And when I finally passed the final assessment of the individual training stage, they never meant less. But they came crashing back down on me like sledgehammers when I heard of his death.” 

She takes a deep breath, then exhales slowly. 

“So, yeah, words can hurt. A lot. Like knives, they seared themselves into my soul, ensuring I would never forget the times I coldly brushed him off, the times I found his concern embarrassing and, of course, the times we fought over the pettiest of things,” she continues. “I’m sorry, I know I’m ranting here. But I just want to get it all out, okay? It’s been pent up for the longest of times.”

“Mmhmm. I won’t tell anyone either,” I assure her. 

She snorts. 

“Tell anyone and you’re dead.” She bares her teeth at me. “So, was that an attempt to kill us too?”

“What?”

“The jungle. The strange creature we saw,” she reminds me.

“Oh. I don’t think so. Too many ways a plan like that could go wrong. Besides, they don’t know that I remember. There’s no reason to eliminate me. Not yet, anyway.”

“Yet,” she repeats, eyebrows raised. “That means you’re a walking time bomb. I should just…”

“If you were going to kill me, you would have done so just now,” I interrupt. “Am I wrong?”

She shakes her head.

“Fine. Whatever. Let’s just get on with the patrol.”

“I’m sorry,” I say.

Another shake of the head.

“It’s closure. For me, at least.”

There are tears welling up at the corner of her eyes. She’s trying to blink them away so I pretend not to notice. The rest of our patrol proceeds in silence. Idphor’s already waiting for us at the appointed rendezvous point, impatiently tapping his boots on the pavement. 

“What the hell happened to you?” he demands, noticing the blood around my neck and face.

“Tripped over my boot laces, sir.”

“You fell and cut your neck?” he asks incredulously. “Do you think I’m dumb?”

“Was holding my knife, sir,” I reply without hesitation. “Didn’t expect it to come at my neck when I fell.”

Idphor looks like he’s pondering whether to strangle me. Behind me, Raine snickers. Fortunately, he thinks she’s laughing at me and decides that he wants nothing more to do with this idiotic soldier standing in front of him. He dismisses us and hurries off. I don’t get why he’s rushing off. He’s definitely on Santa’s naughty list. That bastard sure as hell isn’t getting anything for Christmas.

It’s past midnight when we return to our room. The others aren’t back yet, since they’ve been given permission to return tomorrow afternoon, so it’s just Raine and me for now. Upon our return, she disappears into the shower, leaving me alone in the room. Looks like she’s going to be in there for at least an hour. After all, tears which don’t fall tend to hang around for a very long time. Not wanting to go to sleep without taking a shower first, I grab my rifle, strip it down and thoroughly scrub every single visible part with a brush. By the time I’ve re-oiled the weapon, Raine is out of the shower. I’m thinking of what to say to her when she picks up her dagger and turns towards me.

“We’ll be getting our Extensions a couple days from now, huh?” she says out of the blue.

She’s wiping my blood off her dagger.

“Yeah,” I gulp.

“You gonna opt out?”

“Not a snowball’s chance in hell. There’s no way we can stand up to those things without our own Extensions. Trust me, opting out is suicide.”

“Idphor’s gonna turn you into a water flea or something, you know?” she smiles. “It’s a pretty bad idea to be on his bad side.”

“You aren’t that safe either,” I snort. “You’ll make a fine ermine.”

We both laugh. However, there’s something weighing on my chest. Something I can’t bring myself to tell her. Not yet, anyway. She seems to be a little more light-hearted than before and I don’t want to sour the mood. But since she’s the only one who knows about my secret, about my connection to Street 51, I know that I’ll have to tell her someday. That when the rest of the Elites were wiped out; when that strange silence enveloped the warehouse; when her brother, Aracel, bled out in my arms, I felt nothing. Nothing at all.
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Idphor passes out an indemnity form to each of us. We sign and return it to him. No one opts out. In truth, the form only applies to Rick, April and Sean. For Raine and me, even if something goes wrong, there is no one left outside the camp to care about us. A nurse appears and leads us into the hospital where the surgery will take place. We’re settled into individual cots, where a doctor performs a series of tests on us while we await our turn at the operating table. Pulling out a needle he stabbed into my arm minutes ago, the doctor turns to Idphor and nods quickly. Idphor fishes out a crumpled piece of paper from his breast pocket and begins to read out loud.

“Number six, Himantura chaophraya. Number fifteen, Canis lupus. Number twenty-two, Aldabrachelys gigantea. Number seventy-eight, Odontodactylus scyllarus. Number ninety-three, Pandinus imperator. All good?”

It makes absolutely no sense to me, but the doctor nods again. They leave the room.

“Nervous?”

It’s Rick. He’s lying in the cot next to mine, grinning at me like it’s none of his business. 

“Not really,” I reply. “They know what they’re doing.”

“Well, I am,” he admits, still grinning that carefree grin of his. “I wonder what I’ll be able to do after this.”

“You’ll find out soon.”

“Yeah, I guess I will.”

We lapse into silence. The door to the ward creaks open, revealing a nurse. 

“Number six,” he announces. “This way please.”

April swings her legs off the cot and follows him out of the room, gently shutting the door behind her. She’s calm as always. Sean, on the other hand, is obviously anxious. He checks the time, fiddles with the bed sheets and chews on his nails in a constant blur of motion, glancing at the door every now and then as if the Grim Reaper itself were coming. On the opposite side of the room, Raine is sound asleep. I doubt she even heard Idphor read off that list of his.

“Ren?”

It’s Rick again.

“Yeah?”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“No.”

“Do you like Raine?” he asks anyway.

“What kind of question is that?” I shoot back, keeping an eye on Raine’s sleeping figure. “Don’t you have better things to think about? The imminent surgery, for starters.”

If she wakes up or overhears any of this, she’ll probably try to finish what she started on Christmas night.

“Just answer me,” Rick presses. “I’m trying to take my mind off the operation.”

“I don’t know what that means,” I reply honestly.

“Like. Like as in love. Romantically interested in,” he elaborates like he’s talking to a five-year-old.

“Yeah. I don’t know what that means,” I repeat. “To love. To be loved. I don’t know that feeling.”

He stares at me, trying to decide if I’m being serious or not. In the end, he comes to the conclusion that I am.

“Forget it then,” he says uncertainly. “Look, I don’t know anything about your past or how you ended up here, but if I’ve dragged up anything you don’t particularly want to remember, I’m sorry.”

“Nah. Don’t bother about it.”

“You’re…alone, right?”

“Yeah. I get the feeling I’ve said this before, but my parents were killed when I was really young. The military guys brought me in and raised me from then on. That’s how I ended up here instead of becoming a corpse on the streets.”

“I’m sorry.”

We are interrupted by the same nurse from before. This time, it’s Sean. He waves weakly at us as he’s escorted out of the room.

“It’s your turn next, you know?” I say to an obviously perturbed Rick.

He gives me a brilliant smile, wiping all traces of anxiety from his features.

“It’ll be fine. I hope.”

“I guess you’re right. I mean, remember those guys we met in the jungle a while ago? They seemed fine. And I honestly don’t think Idphor will use this chance to screw us over. He’s probably got regulations to follow too.”

All too soon, Rick is called out, followed by Raine and finally, me. I’m led into a room where I lie in a gurney awaiting further instructions. There are none. The last thing I remember is a needle entering my arm and the world fading into black.

Darkness. Heaviness. I open my eyes and am forced to squint immediately. Heavy. My head feels heavy. There’s also a sort of throbbing numbness reverberating around my body. If that makes any sense at all. The scintillating sunlight penetrates the drawn blinds, illuminating the dust particles which are floating around aimlessly like mayflies over a pond. Even though the surgery took place in the morning and it’s probably late in the afternoon by now, I know that I’ve been out for over a day. Around me, the other members of Squad 72 are sleeping in cots. I don’t know if they’ve woken up earlier or are still out cold. Either way, we’re not allowed to perform any strenuous activity for a week.

“I don’t feel any different,” April yawns as she sits up in the cot. “Do you?”

I shake my head in reply.

“I feel like shit. But otherwise, nothing. I guess we’ll find out in a week, huh?”

“Yeah. For the time being, we should get as much rest as possible. There won’t be another time when we can sleep this much in a week.”

The week goes by in a flash. We do nothing except eat, sleep and some sort of therapy programme to ensure that the surgery has not affected our functionality. Throughout the week, my senses continue to sharpen. I don’t know how exactly to describe it, but I can feel the vibrations in the air. Every footstep, every person’s breath, every spoken word creates a certain feeling which my body can somehow decipher. Sean’s been sniffing a lot while Raine’s constantly wide-eyed, scanning her surroundings with a look of wonder on her face. 

On the last day of the week, we are herded back to our rooms where Idphor is waiting. Or rather, what we once recognised as Idphor. He’s the same person, all right, with the exception of a huge thing protruding from his lower back. It’s as thick as his torso and arches far above his head, a gigantic segmented column which ends in four vicious, scissor-like jaws. 

“Eunice aphroditois. The bobbit worm,” he states, gesturing to the monstrosity hovering above his head. “Follow me.”

The last thing I want to do is follow someone like that. But he leaves us with no choice. Like it or not, he’s our instructor and he’s the only one who can teach us to control our Extensions. Idphor leads us to a three-tonner, loads us onto it and claps the driver on the back. We’re driven to what can only be described as a vast sand pit. It’s about ten metres deep and as long and wide as my eyes can see. There are other Squads present. I can’t see them, but I can feel them. The pit has concrete walls with rusty iron rungs nailed into them. We remove our shoes and carefully descend into the pit via the iron rungs while Idphor simply jumps from the top of the concrete wall, using his Extension to break his fall. 

“All right, some of you might have already noticed some changes to your bodies. The sharpening of senses, for example,” Idphor explains. “It varies in degree between individuals. But the real thing starts now. You’re about to learn to create and control your Extensions. Line up!”

We do as he says. We’re facing a vast open area with only sand in sight.

“Now, close your eyes and picture an extra set of muscles around the area of your lower back,” Idphor continues. “Try to move them. Flex them. The most common point of origin for Extensions is your lower back. However, people do manifest them on other areas too. Their arms, for example. So start from your lower back, then focus your attention to the other parts of your body.”

I take a deep breath and concentrate. For a long moment, nothing happens. I’m starting to feel like an idiot, just standing there doing absolutely nothing. I’m about to give up and try another part of my body when I feel a strange tingling along my spine. It increases in intensity, which quickly changes into a painful, pulling sensation. I open my eyes. It takes me a moment to realise that I have a tail. Long, black, segmented and covered in bristles. It ends in a bulbous stinger. Scorpion. There’s no doubt about it. It takes me another moment to realise that I have a grand total of zero control over my Extension. It shoots forth, gouging a large crater in the sand. The rest of Squad 72 scatter. I’m flung into the air by my own Extension, forced into a whirling kaleidoscope of colours as I spin around wildly, my Extension thrashing around like a headless snake. 

“What the…?!?” I roar. “I can’t even…”

My words are cut short as Idphor steps in. His Extension lashes out, slicing mine neatly in half. My miraculous flight through the air is also cut short and I land unceremoniously in a heap, right beside the crater I gouged out of the sand just minutes ago. The stump of a tail still attached to my back is bleeding. Green blood. It hurts. Not the usual sharp pain you feel when you scrape your knee, though. It’s a heavy, throbbing sort of ache which travels all the way to my gut. Then, as suddenly as it appeared, the Extension retracts into my body. I run my hands over the spot where it once had been, but can feel only skin. There’s no trace of it left.

“Don’t worry about that,” Idphor tosses me a bottle of water, “drink up and rest for a while. You’ll learn soon enough.”

I blink, surprised. Usually, I’d be in for a torrent of vulgarities but not this time. There is a strange expression on his face. He looks…conflicted.

“The rest of you, stop acting like cowards and carry on!”

Rick is next to produce an Extension. But unlike mine, his Extension doesn’t extend from his lower back. Instead, it grows from his shoulder blades and encases his entire body, a brownish-grey layer of armoured plating.

“What the hell is this?” he yells, pulling at the plating. “I can’t get it back! What in the world…”

“Do the same thing you did to bring it out,” Idphor advises. “Keep your focus and it’ll retract on its own.”

He’s about to continue speaking when something shoots towards them at an incredibly fast speed. I can’t see it. I can only feel the compressions in the air as it moves. Idphor blocks the object with his Extension. It’s a hardened, rounded club attached to a thin, segmented stalk, fiery red in colour. And it’s connected to Raine. There’s another one hovering above her head, striking randomly at the sand around her. 

“Shit,” Idphor curses under his breath. “Plan B.”

He leaps at Raine, slicing at her Extension with the scissor-like jaws of his own. Her Extension cracks, but doesn’t break. In fact, it begins to regenerate almost immediately. But Idphor’s target isn’t the Extension. It’s Raine herself. He slips through the wildly spasming clubs and knees her right in the solar plexus. Her Extension freezes, then goes limp as she collapses onto the ground, gasping for air. And just like mine, they retract automatically, vanishing into her skin.

“Maybe I should have told you guys this first,” Idphor says.

He’s panting slightly.

“In increasing order of your numbers: Giant freshwater stingray. Grey wolf. Aldabra giant tortoise. Harlequin mantis shrimp. Emperor scorpion.”

He points at April, Sean, Rick, Raine and finally, me.

“Those are the respective animals whose genes you now carry,” he continues. “I’ll be giving you a file containing information on the animals later. You may read it if you want.”

No one looks interested. I want to try bringing out my Extension once more, but I’m afraid it’ll go berserk again. April and Sean are still standing in line, a look of intense concentration on their faces. Sean’s arm has sprouted black, bristly hair and end in long claws. He hasn’t noticed yet. April, on the other hand, seems normal enough. Nothing is happening to her. After another good 15 minutes or so, Idphor steps up to April. 

“You might be a Neutral.”

“A what?” April sounds uncharacteristically worried. 

“A Neutral,” Idphor repeats. “That’s what we call people who do not exhibit any physical changes after the operation.”

There’s a surprised yelp from his left as Sean finally realises that his arm has transformed. Rick, who has managed to retract his Extension, goes to help him. Idphor glances at them briefly, then continues. 

“We’ll wait a couple more days to see if you’re really a Neutral or if you’re just late to exhibit any changes. If the former is the case, you’ll be allowed to opt for a second operation. After all, Neutrals tend not to last too long out there.”

He isn’t saying it to be nasty. We’ve all just witnessed firsthand the power of our Extensions. 

“What are the chances?” April asks. “For the second operation.”

“For success, low. For any danger to your body, even lower.”

“Okay.”

Seemingly unfazed, April faces the vast emptiness in front of her once again and closes her eyes. 

“Right. The rest of you little shits, get the hell back here and do it again. We won’t leave this place until there’s a reasonable amount of control exhibited over your Extensions,” Idphor announces austerely. “So, unless you wanna be sleeping on unsheltered sand for weeks, you’d better get your shit together.”

That’s easier said than done. We find out, all too soon, that the eight odd years we’ve spent doing countless hours of physical conditioning have not been token ones. The simple act of bringing out our Extensions and barely preventing them from annihilating everything around us is physically exhausting. It’s like trying to sprint a full marathon when your leg muscles have been reduced to that of an infant’s. And it hurts too. Whenever our Extensions go out of control, Idphor beats them down, or, in some cases, beats us down. Eventually, we do learn some form of control over our Extensions. The size, shape and number of the Extensions, though constrained by their natural shape on the animals themselves, can vary according to what we intend to use them for. By the end of one week, I’m able to bring out not only a tail, but also a couple of gargantuan pincers, all of which originate from my lower back. 

“Hey, Ren!”

My tail explodes in a shower of green fluid, some of which hits the concrete wall behind me and sizzles away, corroding the material. That’s right. I’ve got venom in that tail of mine. The offending object is a club, one of eight which sprout from Raine’s back.

“Having fun, are we?” I roll my eyes. “I can feel some sort of pain, you know?”

While our Extensions are capable of destroying each other’s, Raine has the hardest offensive Extension amongst us. Ever since she managed to control it, she’s taken to smashing mine open whenever she gets the chance. I’m not sure why, but I suspect it’s related to Street 51. No matter how normal she looks, deep down, she’s probably aching. Bitterness takes a long time to fade. It’ll be months before she can fully come to terms with what we spoke about on Christmas night.

“I’ll get you used to it in no time,” she yells cheerily, sending another club in my direction.

This time, I leap aside, ascending to a height of three metres. I use a pincer to break my fall, regenerating my fragmented tail in the process. A vibration to the left. On instinct, I raise the other pincer, catching the club as it whistles past. I’ve got a rough idea about how her Extension works. Each time she releases a club, she has to retract it fully before sending it flying out again. Something like a lock and spring mechanism, apparently. The file on the mantis shrimp was surprisingly useful. I fold a third pincer over my head as a shield while a fourth blocks my torso. They don’t suffice. Under the pressure of six of Raine’s clubs, my pincers begin to crack.

“Whoa! Wait, wait!”

I hear a loud thunk. Peering over the tip of the pincer I was using as a shield, I see Rick with his arms raised defensively over his head, clad from head to toe in brownish plating. His Extension is a defensive one, making his skin almost impenetrable. Even Raine’s Extension has difficulty breaking Rick’s.

“Out of the way, Greenson,” Raine complains. “I was just getting to the good part.”

Good part meaning pummelling me into the sand.

“Now, now,” he says placatingly. “You’ll need your energy for later, won’t you?”

Raine thinks it over, then shrugs and retracts her clubs.

“By the way, aren’t you worried about April?”

“Of course I am,” Raine says. “But there’s nothing we can do about it now. We’ll have to wait till tomorrow.”

Idphor’s taken April for her second operation. It couldn’t have come at a more inconvenient time. We’ve got a whole week’s worth of cooperative training later on, which we’ll have to complete with just four members. And by cooperative training, I mean against the other squads. We’ll be learning how to assault and tackle targets. But it’s not the upcoming training I’m worried about. We can botch it for all I care. The main cause of concern is that this kind of training doesn’t occur often and when it does, it covers a number of important exercises. 
When she gets back from the operation, success or not, April will have a lot of catching up to do. 

“If it doesn’t work out,” Sean asks quietly, “what’ll happen to her?”

“She doesn’t have a choice,” Rick states firmly. “You should know, don’t you? The contract our families signed when they sold us out to the military. She can’t drop out unless something major happens to her.”

Rick’s voice is fringed with resentment. I know what it is he’s actually angry about. April’s situation is, no doubt, frustrating, but the way he worded his sentence makes me think there’s something else ruffling his feathers.

“That’s a harsh way to put it,” Sean says defensively. “We aren’t actually sold or anything like that.”

Looks like Sean’s on to something as well.

“Life’s harsh,” Raine interjects. 

“Yep,” Rick is grinning again, “it was until I met you.”

Raine simply flips him off. By now, she’s gotten used to those corny lines of his. She doesn’t even bother to expend the energy to give a verbal reply. She does, however, trace a finger down the blade of her dagger, as if she’s pondering whether it’s worth the trouble to stick it in his neck. Aside from our melee weapons, our guns have been confiscated for fear that we might hurt ourselves if we went all out at this stage. Even though our Extensions may be bulletproof, our main bodies aren’t. They’re not knife-proof either. And most definitely not Extension-proof. I’m glad that we’ve been given the liberty to train without Idphor breathing down our necks, but I’m starting to wonder if it is such a good idea after all.

Having no choice but to follow whatever instructions we’ve been given, we proceed on with our training. We’re pitted against other squads, racing against each other to destroy straw targets for points. The Tournament, it’s called. There are 16 squads in all, and only one can be the winner. That winner receives a night out—in the city. Basically, the squad that wins can spend roughly five hours outside camp, doing whatever the hell they see fit. I don’t care for it. After all, I don’t have many places to visit. 

Against all odds, our four-member squad makes it to the finals. By the end of the semifinals, I’m ready to call it a day. All that changes when the announcement for the finals is made. 

“AND NOW, SQUAD SEVENTY-TWO VERSUS SQUAD THIRTY-FOUR!”

Okay. Now, where have I heard that before? 

“I don’t know about you guys,” Raine says with a dangerous tilt of her chin. “But I really wanna win right now.”

“Yeah,” I agree, my eyes fixed on the group of five walking in our direction. “No way in hell we’re losing this.”

A boy whose jet-black hair is slicked back steps forward. Behind him is a giant, with a bigger build than Rick, two other guys and a girl. Squad 34. Also the ones who got us a cleaning trip to the armoury months ago. 

“Well, looks like we meet again,” Sam grins. “Squad 
Seventy-Two.”

“I’ve got no interest in having a night out from camp, but you know, somehow, I just can’t bring myself to lose this match,” Raine says coldly. 

“About the last time…” Sam begins. 

“WILL THE CONTESTANTS PLEASE GATHER AT THE ARENA! THE MATCH WILL BEGIN IN TEN MINUTES!”

“Okay. I have a proposal for you.”

“What proposal?” Raine demands suspiciously. “Does it involve your surrender?”

“Hand-to-hand combat only,” the girl speaks for the first time. “Just like that time in the training room.”

Her voice is soft and lyrical. 

“We’ve already demonstrated our competency in handling our Extensions in the previous rounds so I don’t think the judges will have any issue with this,” Sam says. “Actually, I think they’ll be thrilled.”

“Sounds good,” Raine nods. “Ren?”

“I’m fine with that.”

“Rick? Sean?”

“We’re both okay too.”

Sam smiles like he’s just won the lottery and walks off, waving sardonically over his shoulder. The rest of his squad follow. The girl gives us an almost imperceptible nod, then leaves. 

“Something’s different,” Rick frowns. “His manner has changed.”

“Really?” 

For someone who spends most of his life grinning away, he sure is more perceptive than I thought. And he’s right. I can sort of feel it too. A subtle shift in the way our opponents are acting. 

“Whatever,” Raine shrugs. “Let’s go.”

We’re ushered to the doors of an oval building. Its sides are terraced into seats for the spectators while the bottom is an oval space on which we’ll fight. A couple of soldiers pat us down and issue us rubber knives, their blades dipped in red paint. Behind the doors, I can hear the excited chatter of the spectators, made up of mostly soldiers and trainers. We’re ready. Idphor’s standing by the door. As we draw closer, he steps right up to my face and stares me in the eye. 

“Destroy them,” he growls. 

For once, we’re in agreement. “Yes, sir.”

The heavy oak double-doors swing open. The excited chatter of the crowd rises to a deafening holler. From the opposite side of the arena, Squad 34 enters. That’s the problem. I can see them. In all our previous matches, we’ve fought in all sorts of terrains, from mock urban landscapes to jungle environments. But this arena is totally bare. Eleven target boards line the centre of the arena, surrounded by sand and dust. By the side of the arena is a round brass gong, hanging from a sturdy wooden scaffold. The referee begins reading out the rules. None of us are listening. We’re simply waiting for one thing. The striking of the gong. The soldier in front of it raises his stick. I hold my breath. His hand falls. We’re off. 

“Ihndran! Charmaine! Take the one on the left! John, the big guy’s all yours! And Syafiq, get the guy with the long hair!” Sam roars his orders as they charge. 

I guess I’m the one on the left they’re talking about. The audience goes wild. It’s probably because they’ve yet to see a match where the participants completely ignore the targets and go for each others’ throats instead. My position as “the one on the left” is cemented when two members from Squad 34 veer off from the rest and head in my direction. No prizes guessing which is Charmaine and which is Ihndran. A glance around tells me that the giant is John and the last guy is Syafiq. Both Rick and Raine are up against their old nemeses. My opponents draw close, then stop abruptly. 

“Hold up.”

“Huh?” I blink, stunned. 

“I’m Ihndran,” the guy says. “She’s Charmaine.”

“Ah…I’m Ren. Nice to meet you…or not…”

“I’ll go first,” he announces. “Rest assured, she won’t touch you while we’re fighting. I give you my word.”

“Uh…thanks?”

“Prepare yourself.”

He lunges. He’s faster then he was before, but with my enhanced senses from the operation, he’s still horribly open. I draw my knife. Two slashes to the throat, three stabs to the stomach and one behind the knee. By the time he turns around, the shrilling of the referee’s whistle rings through the arena. He’s out. First blood. The girl steps forward. 

“Charmaine, was it? All the best.”

To my surprise, she shyly sticks out her hand, avoiding my eyes. I take it. 

“All the best,” she says softly. 

We each take a step back. She lifts her eyes to meet mine. For a second, neither of us moves. Something flickers across her eyes. I duck. She lunges, her fist sailing over my head. I draw my knife and repeat what I did to Ihndran. After the last stroke, I turn, only to find her knife slicing towards my gut. I back up. She’s unhurt. Not a single scratch or drop of paint on her body. She’s managed to block me at every damn turn. It finally dawns on me that she’d been scrutinising my every move when I fought with Ihndran. Impressive. In that short amount of time, she was able to formulate a rough idea of my movements and acted to counter them. This girl is way more dangerous than I thought. Maybe even worse than Raine. She feints to the left, then lashes out with her right leg. Her boot crashes into my side and I fall. I slash upwards, forcing her back as she tries to advance. In the background, the whistle sounds again. Sean is out. His opponent, Syafiq, stands in the middle of the arena and waits.

Charmaine circles around, taking my attention off Syafiq for the time being. I have to settle this quickly. She runs towards me. I crouch low, bringing up my guard. At the last possible moment, she kicks off the ground, flips herself over my head and tries to stick her knife into the back of my head in mid-air. The blade is so close I swear I feel it on the tiny hairs along my neck. As she comes in for another go at my neck, I sidestep her thrust and kick upwards, sending the knife flying out of her hand. It skitters across the floor, adding a coat of dust to its painted edges. She looks at it regretfully, then squares up to face me. I drop my knife. It bounces once and lands at my feet. Her eyes widen with surprise. 

“It’s only fair, right?” I jerk my head towards Syafiq, who’s still observing our fight. 

“Thanks,” she smiles. 

I press in. Her smile vanishes and she backs away quickly. She’s wary. I take a testy jab at her. She swats my hand aside, returning a boot to my stomach. Instead of dodging, I absorb the blow, grab her boot and twist. With a cry of pain, she’s forced to her other knee. I release her foot, wrapping an arm around her neck. 

“I give.”

I let her go. The whistle sounds. Twice. Rick is done with his foe too. He glances at me, grins brightly and starts a fight with Syafiq. My gaze travels towards the grandstand where Sean catches my eye and shoots me an apologetic look. I smile to let him know it’s all right. Someone taps me on the shoulder. 

“Congratulations,” Charmaine offers me her hand. 

I shake it. 

“Yeah. You did well too.”

“No, I mean, congratulations on winning the tournament.”

“What?” I scan the arena quickly. “They’re still fighting, aren’t they?”

“No,” she shakes her head firmly. “It’s over. Sam and Syafiq are no match for your teammates. Even if, on the off-chance, they do win, they have no chance of getting past you.”

Peeeeeeeep! Syafiq is down. 

“There’s still…”

Raine dodges a punch from Sam, spins around, whips out her knife and flings it at him. The tip of the blade bounces off his throat, leaving behind a red splotch. I should’ve known. She can hit a moving monitor lizard’s head at ten metres. It’s over, exactly as Charmaine predicted. She’s got astonishing powers of assessment. The crowd goes crazy. People are yelling, cheering and generally revelling in the spectators’ seats. I’m pretty sure I saw money change hands. We gather at the centre of the arena. 

“Hey, about the last time…” Sam waves us over to where he’s fallen, panting with exhaustion. “I’m sorry. We, no, I acted like a damn fool. I got you guys into trouble over something which was my fault in the first place.”

“Forget it,” Rick grins. “It’s over. I don’t like holding grudges.”

“I’m not one to bear grudges either,” I shrug. 

“Yeah,” Raine mutters. 

“Really?” Both Rick and I turn to her, surprised. 

She scowls. 

“Okay, maybe a little,” she admits. “But I’m fine now. And Ren? Shut up. You were just as fixated on winning as I was.”

The announcement for the winners to gather at a podium rings across the arena. 

 “A night out, huh?” Rick muses when we’re out of earshot, walking behind the others. “It doesn’t sound like a bad idea.”

“Don’t get excited just yet,” I mutter. “We still have a week of intensive training to slog through.”

“Don’t remind me,” he groans. “I’m already aching all over.”

“Well, what are you guys waiting for?” Raine says impatiently, turning her head. “Let’s get this over and done with.”

Rick sighs, resigned. “Let’s go.”
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It’s one week before we see April again. One hell of a week. We’re put through an endless cycle of exercises, surviving on barely enough sleep. Our uniforms have also been altered based on the point of origin of our Extensions. Sean’s sleeves have been hacked off while Rick’s top has slits cut into the fabric covering his shoulder blades. As for Raine and me, since our Extensions originate from our lower backs, they simply slide under the hem of our shirts when they unfold, saving us the trouble of modifying our uniforms. Perhaps they were designed like that on purpose. 

April looks no better than any of us. There are dark circles around her eyes, a testament that she’s been trying every night to bring out her Extensions despite the fact that she isn’t supposed to, not when she hasn’t had time to recover from the operation. 

“Hey,” she smiles weakly.

“Has there been any…” Rick begins.

She shakes her head. Instant silence. No one knows what to say to her any more. 

“Guess I am a Neutral after all.”

Given what we’ve heard about the Savages and the experiences we’ve had with our own Extensions, she might as well have been handed a death sentence. Yet she says it like she’s commenting on the weather. 

“There’s really no way…”

Another shake of the head.

“I’ll keep on trying,” she promises. “I have to.”

“You do just that,” a voice rings out from behind us.

It’s Idphor.

“You have two months,” he continues. “After that, you’ll all be graduating from this place. In other words, you’ll be deployed to the frontlines. To fight. And die if you have to.”

He reaches for his breast pocket. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Raine glaring daggers at him. Well, I can’t blame her for it. The last time he did that, she ended up covering guard duty on Christmas night. 

“Here.” He gives each of us a piece of paper. “Whatever last words you have for your families, write them down. I’ll collect them tomorrow.”

That’s not something you’d want to hear. Especially not after finding out that a member of your squad is most likely a Neutral. Sean, April and Rick are staring glumly at the slips of paper in their hands. I look at Raine and find her looking back at me. Slowly, she tilts her head in Idphor’s direction. On cue, we return the blank pieces of paper on the spot. Idphor turns to go. 

“Oh, by the way, all of you will have to nominate a leader for this squad. The leader will be the main point of contact between us and the squad when you’re at the frontlines.”

As one, their eyes fall upon me. Neither bothering to give me any time to protest nor looking very interested in my opinion, Idphor nods quickly. 

“Ren it is.”

Shit. 

“Whoa, hold on,” I hold up my hands in protest. “Where’s my say in this?”

April and Rick gesture out the window, Sean points to the rubbish bin and Raine begins whistling loudly, twiddling her thumbs nonchalantly. 

“Night out. Tonight. You can leave camp at eighteen hundred hours,” Idphor says, completely ignoring me. “Start planning.”

He leaves the room, slamming the door behind him. We exchange glances.

“I’m not going,” Raine yawns. 

“Yes, you are.” Idphor sticks his head back into the room, giving us all a fright. “It’s compulsory.”

Raine waits until she’s sure Idphor’s left for good before casting a venomous look at the door. 

“What kind of reward is compulsory?” she complains. “That bald bastard…”

“The city,” Rick interrupts, staring about surreptitiously as though Idphor might be the monster hiding under our beds. “I kind of want to see it.”

“In that case, I want to go too,” April pipes up. “I want to see the city. And the walls too, if we can.”

“The walls?”

“They’re always in the horizon, but I’ve never seen them up close. I’m curious.”

“Well, it looks like we’ve got some sort of itinerary, don’t you think?” Rick grins. “So…who’s in?”

“I’m in,” April says immediately. 

“Me too.”

“And me, I guess.”

All that’s left is Raine. We look at her expectantly. She gives us her infamous scowl, then shrugs. 

“All right, fine,” she mutters begrudgingly. “I’ll go. It’s not like I have a choice.”

We leave the camp at six in the evening. The spluttering rays of the setting sun dip beyond the rigid rims of the eighteen walls, the horizon I’ve come to know ever since I can remember. A horizon devoid of nature’s bumps or man’s boroughs, but instead platonically straight like the edges of a pie sliced by an obsidian knife. 

It’s a pretty long way from the camp to the city. We’ve been issued transport passes in the form of small, rectangular dark green cards. 

“There’s the bus stop,” says Sean, pointing to an orange slanted metal shelter under which are two grey benches. “We can catch a bus to the city from here.”

“Or we could just walk?” Raine suggests. “How far can it be?”

She sounds impatient. I think she’s secretly more eager to see the city than she lets on. Fortunately, before we make a decision, the bus arrives. The only bus that services the area. We hop on. It takes us along a long, winding road hemmed in by the looming shadows of the jungle on its edges. Gradually, the scenery changes. Buildings appear. The road widens up, then narrows once again, this time flanked by red-roofed buildings, their terraced tiles and whitewashed walls dull with age. And finally, we enter the heart of the city. 

Amidst a backdrop of dazzling lights, each burning its lifespan with strange exuberance, hundreds of vehicles squeeze and jostle their way down the roads, disgorging their human cargo into the belly of the metropolis. Grandiloquent skyscrapers stand tall and proud amongst the hustle, gazing over the city with icy indifference. Howling madly, trains, the behemoths of automotive society, rocket their human boluses down oesophagus-like tunnels. But perhaps the most astounding thing about the city is the people themselves. 

The sheer volume of human traffic shocks me. Like an army of ants fleeing an anteater, they move down the streets in a massive, pulsating crowd. Children, their school bags bouncing on their shoulders like oversized snail shells, run energetically along, eager to get home. Adults, their deadened eyes and slumped shoulders marring the flawless smoothness of their suits, trudge in a zombified trance. And finally, there were the teenagers, the pendulums between the adult and children world. Their feet dragging, their postures forcibly straightened, they stream out from the various educational institutions littering the city, pausing now and then to wave desultorily to another kindred soul they vaguely recognise. 

“Wow,” Raine breathes, her face pressed so close to the window that it fogs up. 

“Never seen this before?” I ask. 

She pulls away from the window quickly. 

“Don’t worry, neither have I,” I reassure her. “I’m like you, remember? I’ve never set a foot into the city before.”

Her face returns to the window. To be honest, I’m in awe too. We alight on Sean’s instruction. After all, he’s the one who’s spent the most time in the city. Behind the bus stop, a pebbled path opens up towards a river, its pitch-black waters supporting a fleet of small boats, each illuminated dimly like exhausted fireflies. Beside the river is a little boulevard, festooned on one side with various restaurants, bars and cafés. People walking by give us strange, almost cold looks. I’m not sure why. Maybe they’ve never seen uniformed soldiers in this part of the city before. 

As we walk along the promenade, simply drinking in the sights, I’m struck by a feeling I don’t recognise. It’s warm, tingly, slightly uncomfortable but at the same time, comforting. I don’t want this to disappear, I realise. This is what we’re protecting. Not the parents who abandoned Raine nor the alcoholic who abused April, but the innocent children who play at the water’s edge, the mother who smiles so gently into her infant’s pram, the various puzzle pieces that make up the city. 

“It’s so different, huh?” Raine muses. “So different from what you and I are used to.”

“Yeah. This isn’t the world I grew up in,” I say. “I wonder what would’ve happened if we’d been brought up under such circumstances. Maybe we’d have lived much…happier lives?”

“But we’d never have met.”

“Huh?” I turn to her and she turns away sharply, using a hand to push her hair behind her ears. 

“Nothing. I mean…it’s kind of a good thing, I guess,” she mutters hastily. “I mean, we’re kind of close now, no?”

“Like family? That’s true. I probably don’t have stronger bonds with anyone outside this squad.”

“Family, huh? Yeah. Definitely,” she sighs. 

Shit. Family’s the last thing I should be talking about with her.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s not that.”

“What?” I ask. 

“What what?”

“Did I say something wrong?”

“No.”

“Then why do you seem kind of…” I search my mind for the correct term. “Kind of…uh…disgruntled?”

“You’re imagining things.”

“Okay.”

She raises an eyebrow, then shakes her head and strikes up a conversation with April. I get the feeling I’ve touched a raw nerve somewhere. Her brother? Possibly. But it didn’t seem to be about that. And she’s usually pretty straightforward. 

“You really don’t have a clue, do you?” 

I spin around. It’s Rick, dragging an uncomfortable looking Sean along.

“What?” I frown. “What did I do now?”

“Come on,” he chuckles. “There’s two months left till our deployment.”

“And people tend to want to get these things out before it’s too late,” Sean adds. “I mean…oh. You still don’t get it. Okay.”

“Get what?”

“Nah.” Rick shakes his head at Sean, grinning knowingly. “Don’t worry. He’ll find out soon enough.”

“Find out what?” I’m getting real tired of this guessing game bullshit. “What the hell are you talking about? What am I supposed to…”

“Hey, look!” April calls to us excitedly from the front of the group. “Up ahead!”

I cast my gaze in the direction she’s pointing. Almost immediately, I forget the words I was about to say. A bridge sits snugly over the water’s surface, connecting the opposite banks of the river. On each side, above the railings of the bridge, are looming steel arches, each annealed via multiple cylindrical pillars, making the structure look like a DNA molecule sliced neatly in two. The pillars are illuminated in the colours of the rainbow, their reflections glittering brightly in the murky water below.

“Last one there buys supper!” Rick yells, sprinting up ahead of everyone else.

We exchange looks, then laugh and follow. There it is again. That weird feeling I can’t shake. It’s comforting but at the same time, sad. It’s so beautiful, so peaceful that it kind of hurts. It hurts that I know it has to end someday.

“Ren?”

I blink and shake myself from my thoughts. Without thinking, I’ve slowed down to a trot while April, Sean and Rick are way ahead.

“Yeah?”

“Are you okay?” Raine’s face is disturbingly close to mine.

“Uh…yeah. Just uh…thinking.”

“About?”

“How it’s kinda peaceful like this.”

“Oh. You’re right. I don’t want this to end too.” Her eyes take on a faraway look. “It’s hard to imagine that in two months’ time, we’ll be in a world miles away from this one, won’t we?”

“Cruel, isn’t it? For us to experience something like this… Honestly, I’m reluctant. I’m so reluctant to go.”

“Me too,” she muses, her voice barely above a whisper. “Everything I’ve known since birth somehow feels like a lie right now. I want to let myself into the moment, but…I’m afraid.”

“Afraid?”

“I don’t feel like I have the right to be here. I’m afraid that if I let myself enjoy it, it’ll all be taken away.”

I finally know why I could never leave her alone. Because underneath that strong, abrasive front, this is her true nature. This is Raine. Scared, insecure and strangely considerate.

“No,” I say, perhaps a little too forcefully. “You do belong here. With me. With us.”

A small, surprised smile touches her lips.

“I guess I’ll content myself with this, then.”

“Mmhmm.”

“By the way,” she adds, pulling on my shoulder.

“Yes?” I stop walking.

“You’re buying supper,” she says, quickly stepping in front of me and over the line demarcating the start of the bridge. “Last to the bridge, remember?”

“Did you just…?”

“Only kidding. We’ll split.”

“You’re about as funny as Idphor with a toothache.”

She sticks her tongue out at me as we catch up with the rest. 

After walking around for a bit and stopping for a quick supper, we head to our final destination. The walls. We get as close as we can without being yelled at by the soldiers on patrol. From where we are, we can see only the first of the 18 walls. It stretches as far as the eye can see, with gateways built at intervals for vehicles to enter and leave. There are guard posts at certain parts of the wall, the only light source coming from a single, naked bulb in the post. Guards climb up and down using steel rungs bolted into the wall itself. In the darkness, it looks almost monolithic, a humungous barrier keeping us safe from the unknown beyond. 

“Gives you that comfy feeling of safety, doesn’t it?” April remarks.

“Especially knowing that there are seventeen more of the same thing beyond this one,” Rick grins. “Can’t say the same for those soldiers, though. Climbing up and down that thing isn’t really my idea of ‘safe’.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but we didn’t have to do this, did we?” Raine asks. “Where’d these guys come from?”

“They’re Neutrals,” April reveals.

Everyone stares at her. She returns our gazes with a questioning one of her own, as though she doesn’t understand our surprise.

“Idphor gave me the option,” she explains. “All Neutrals are given the option to stay as guards instead of being deployed to the frontlines. After all, we tend not to last very long out there.”

“And…and you chose to be deployed?” Rick splutters incredulously.

“I made up my mind when I joined,” she says calmly. “That I’d fight to make this world a better place. If I can’t make a change on the inside, then I’ll do it on the outside. I’ll help create a world where we’ll all be able to lead peaceful lives.”

“But…”

“I’ve thought it through. This is what I want.”

Her eyes tell me she has thought it through. It’s not our place to tell her otherwise. Rick knows this too and he backs down, chewing worriedly on his lower lip.

“To be honest,” April says, “I wanted to come here to see for myself what I might’ve been doing if I had accepted Idphor’s suggestion.” She stifles a yawn. “I’m glad I didn’t. Don’t worry, I’m sure I’ll be fine, especially with you guys around.”

And on that hopeful note, our night draws to an end. A mixture of alien feelings weighs on my chest as we head back to camp. It hurts, but I don’t think it’s a bad thing. Maybe I’m more of a normal human being than I had thought. Just maybe. I only know one thing. Staying with them will probably bring me closer. Closer to the acceptance I need. Two more months. The clock is ticking. 
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The incessant hum of the crowd is driving me nuts. Far off in the distance, the roar of engines can be heard, the rising cloud of dust in the horizon heralding the arrival of a group of vehicular monstrosities. The seven-tonners. Our ride to the 18 walls. Unfortunately, before that, we’re to receive a pep talk from some important person in the military. One of the Captain’s deputies, probably. 

“Soldiers!”

“Yes, sir!” we answer in unison. 

“Do you know why you’re here?”

Mixed replies. 

“That’s right!” he yells after a short pause. “To protect the freedom of our people! To defend this nation from the Savages! To protect your loved ones!” 

We cheer in response. He waits for the cheering to subside before launching into one last rallying cry. 

“Soldiers!”

“Yes, sir!”

“Will you defend our land?”

“Yes, sir!” 

“WILL YOU DIE FOR THIS COUNTRY?”

“YES, SIR!”

“ARE YOU READY FOR THIS?”

“YES, SIR!”

“THEN GO FORTH AND MAY VICTORY BE YOURS TO CLAIM!”

Thunderous applause rings out. I cast a worried glance at April, only to find her pumping her fist in the air with the rest of the crowd. She’s still a Neutral. No matter how much effort she puts into trying to bring out her Extension, nothing happens. As for the rest of us, I think it’s safe to say we’re proficient. Proficient enough to kill. 

We’re loaded onto the tonners. With a belch of acrid smoke, the vehicles take off down the dirt road, jostling their way towards the 18 walls. As we get nearer, it becomes clear why we’ve managed to keep the Savages out thus far. Each wall is massive, even larger close up than what we saw two months ago. Eighteen slabs of seven-metre-thick concrete, sixty metres in height. There are gateways carved into the concrete and reinforced with steel. Between each wall is a gap of about ten kilometres. The first wall, the oldest of the lot, is in a pretty bad state, now that we’re looking at it in broad daylight. The concrete is crumbling at certain areas, its once-smooth surface marred by a spider web of cracks. Various creepers and lianas wind their way up the wall, prying open the cracks bit by bit. Each wall we pass is in progressively better condition than the previous one, until we finally leave the last wall behind. It’s a dreadful feeling, abandoning civilisation and heading off to war. I feel like I’ve just swallowed a rock. 

“Holy shit! Get a load of this!” Rick yells gleefully. “The scenery’s beautiful!” 

“We didn’t come here to sightsee,” Raine snaps. 

She looks sick. The rest aren’t as reserved. Pretty soon, hundreds of soldiers are craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the scenery whizzing by. The lush greenery soon morphs into a plain, dull brownish landscape. We’ve arrived. It’s a makeshift camp of sorts, with hundreds of tents set up to accommodate the squads.  

A burly man steps up to us. 

“I’m Ulas. I’m in charge here. Whatever your orders are, you’ll take them from me via that radio on your arm.”

He taps a round device attached to my left forearm. He doesn’t shout, but there’s something about his voice which makes us listen unconditionally. 

“Right, Squad Seventy-Two, prepare to move out. I’ve got Squad Five-Two-Six pinned down for three days now. Get to them and back them up before I lose the entire squad.”

We just got here. And now we’re off. The location is 12 kilometres northeast of the campsite. Weapons and all, we’re loaded into a smaller vehicle and it speeds off, screeching to a halt in front of a smaller campsite. It’s nothing more than a tent and a watchtower. The driver helps us unload our supplies before disappearing towards the main camp. I guess he doesn’t want to stick around either. 

“Hey.”

A hand pops out of the tent and waves weakly. It’s attached to a bloody arm. A man lies on a stretcher, his body swathed in bandages. He smiles bleakly as we approach. 

“I’m the leader of Squad Five-Two-Six. The one on lookout is Fabian.”

“And?” April asks gently. 

“That’s it. We’re the only ones left. There are six Savages around. This is just the edge of the battlefield. Somehow, those Savages made it past the frontlines and we were sent to finish them off. Well, you can see how well that turned out.”

I raise the communication device to my mouth and inform Ulas of the situation. 

“Finish the task and…”

We don’t hear the rest. There’s a scream, followed by a deafening retort of gunfire. We run. Barely twenty metres from the watchtower, the ground at my feet is torn apart by a hail of bullets. We scatter. A dark shape comes hurtling out from the bushes to my right. Acting on instinct, I grab my rifle and fire. Ears ringing. Head spinning. I bring out my Extension and strike. The figure raises its arms, which are covered in orange fur. The tip of my tail glances off its surface. I fire again, forcing the figure to dive, right into the grasp of one of my bulbous pincers. I crush. I hear a strangled cry, then nothing. The rest of Squad 72 is frozen in horror. Whatever excitement they had is now gone. It’s strange how the true horror of such a confrontation never hits you until you’re right in the thick of it. 

There’s no time to think any further. There are four more figures scaling the watchtower while two of them are locked in combat inside. I take aim with my rifle and let fly a deadly hail of lead. The four figures shimmy out of the way, blocking whatever they can’t dodge with their Stracheas. Two of them break away and leap towards us, closing the distance at an impossibly fast pace. I can’t fully register their movements. But somehow, Raine can see them. She lashes out with all eight of her clubs, sending them rolling onto the ground. One of them jumps at Sean, who yelps and ducks out of the way. 

The other sets its sights on me. A golden coat of spotted fur runs down its body, its mouth reshaped into a set of vicious jaws. Cheetah. Anybody can see that. It slams into me, throwing me to the ground, those twenty-centimetre canines too close to my jugular for comfort. With no time to react, I bring up my butterfly knife and jam it between the Savage’s jaws. Sensing a sudden movement to my left, I shield myself with a pair of pincers. Milliseconds later, I feel a couple of dull thuds on my Extension. So that’s what shots to our Extensions feel like. Then, there’s another burst of gunfire from my right and the shots aimed at me cease. Looks like Rick has recovered his wits to cover us with that machine gun of his. I grab each of the Savage’s limbs with a pincer, stabbing it in the torso with my stinger. It struggles violently, chewing through a pincer in the process. As the pain ricochets down my lower back, the Savage begins writhing on the ground in agony. It’s frothing at the mouth. Very soon, it’s dead. 

“Sean!” I yell, looking around wildly. 

I needn’t have worried. Raine is pummelling the other Savage, forcing it away from Sean. Rick and April have taken cover behind a tree and are shooting sporadically at the watchtower, keeping the two Savages on the tower at bay. I take aim at the Savage in front of Raine and wait. Crack. Crack. Snap. The Savage lets out a howl of pain. Its arms, which it was using as a shield, have snapped in at least two places under Raine’s relentless assault. In a crazed frenzy, it turns away from Raine. I fire. The intoxicating smell of gunpowder. The thump of the rifle’s recoil against my shoulder. The Savage’s head rocks back, sending its body into a string of spasms. I would have liked it to be a clean shot through its forehead, but with the speed at which the Savage moved, the bullet goes through its eye instead, splattering the ground with a milky fluid.

“Ren!”

I don’t know who shouted my name. Everyone’s yelling at the same time. But that shout probably saved my life. I manage to lift a pincer as something hard slams into my back. The pincer cracks, absorbing the impact of whatever hit me. A claw. That’s all I see as I crane my neck to search for the offending object. Two pistol shots follow, burying themselves into the pincer. Snarling, the Savage rips the claw free and swings it at my head, firing from a pistol clutched in its other hand. I intercept the claw with my stinger, block the bullets with two pincers and return fire. Click. Shit, I’m fresh out of bullets. 

A fiery red club knocks the Savage aside, caving in the ribs on its left. It’s a fatal blow. Nevertheless, I finish the job, driving my butterfly knife into its neck. A merciful end. I return my eyes to the watchtower. One Savage is dead, its corpse hanging over the railing of the watchtower. The other lunges at Fabian, the lookout. He’s in a bad shape. Blood is pouring from a wound on his head, his face just centimetres away from the Savage’s Strachea. 

“Get down,” I yell, taking aim with my reloaded rifle. 

I don’t have a clear shot. Fabian’s Extension is shoved against the Savage’s Strachea, shielding both their heads from my line of fire. He pulls out a knife and stabs the Savage repeatedly in the gut. In response, the Savage slams its Strachea against the wall of the watchtower in a final act of defiance, shattering it. We’re forced to watch in horror as the Savage throws itself off the tower, dragging Fabian with it. There’s a sickening thud when they hit the ground. Being the nearest to the watchtower, I’m the first on the scene. Fabian is dead. The impact of the fall has rammed the Savage’s Strachea into his neck. 

In stunned silence, we leave Sean as a lookout in the watchtower and return to the tent where the leader of Squad 526 is lying, still strapped to the stretcher. There’s probably no need for a lookout, since the Savages we just fought were supposed to be stragglers, but after the confrontation, no one’s taking any chances. The man hurriedly waves us over. 

“Is everyone…”

He reads our expressions and gulps. 

“Fabian?”

I shake my head. The man takes a deep breath, holds it for a minute before slowly letting it out. 

“He was the last member of my family,” he sighs. “The only family I’ve ever had. Squad Five-Two-Six, that is. They’re all gone now.”

He beckons to me. 

“Could you please pass me that box at the corner of the tent?”

I do as he asks. 

“Please give me a moment, will you? I would like to, you know…mourn.”

Raine nods sharply and ushers us out of the room. 

“Guess I’m the only one left now, huh?” I hear him say as we leave the tent. 

Moments later, a gunshot echoes across the clearing. He’s gone. Just like that. He’s followed his squad to the other side. We never even got the chance to ask his name. 

“Shouldn’t have given him the bloody box.” Rick swallows hard, staring at the ground. 

He’s taken the previous battle pretty well, but this death seems to hit him harder than all the other ones. 

“No.” Raine shakes her head firmly. “It’s not our place to say otherwise.”

“There were other choices he could have made,” Rick insists. “It didn’t have to be like this.”

“That’s not…”

“Let’s just bury them and report to Ulas, all right?” April interrupts. “We should all catch a break too. Especially after what just happened.”

For someone who entered a fight between monsters with just a knife and her trusty M16, she’s a lot less shaken than she should be. In fact, she seems to be the calmest amongst us. Under her supervision, we bury the bodies.

“Squad Seventy-Two, give me your status. I repeat, Squad Seventy-Two, give me your status.”

The radio crackles. There’s shouting in the background. I guess those people back at the main camp have it tough as well, controlling so many squads at one go. I summarise the events of the past hour as quickly as I can.

“Good work. There’s another mission for you.”

It’s Ulas. I can recognise his voice. He doesn’t even mention Squad 526. 

“A hundred and thirty kilometres north from where you are lies the frontline of the battlefield. As the crow flies, it’s only slightly over thirty kilometres, but there are areas you have to avoid at all costs. A city we’ve been trying to retake from the Savages for months. Your target is east of that city. We’ve received word that the Savages have assembled a force to ambush and cut our supply lines to that city. You will have to pass through the city and confirm this piece of news. If it’s true, stall them as best you can and report to me instantly. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

Stall them. Not wipe them out or annihilate them. Stall them. He doesn’t believe we stand a chance. Yet, he’s sending us in anyway. Because there’s no one left. Because a little bit of hope is better than none. Just how much resolve does it take to personally send a group of people to their deaths for the sake of a larger cause?

“We’ll guide you along the way. You’re the closest, undamaged and unengaged squad at the moment so you have to make it there, no matter what. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Leave the city to the squads already present there. Your goal is to protect our supply lines.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well then, all the best.”

The radio falls silent and so do we.

“So, how the hell do we get there? Walk?”

Raine, asking the right questions at the right time.

“We’ll leave at dawn,” I sigh. “For now, I’ll take over Sean in the watchtower. The rest of you, get some rest.”

As I make my way up the watchtower, I notice a puddle of vomit on the ground beneath. Sean. I can’t blame him. He’s a shivering mess, huddled in a corner of the watchtower opposite the wall which the Savage broke. His pale face is buried between his knees, beads of sweat running down his unruly mop of hair. Not really the best lookout, but, hey, at least he’s trying.

“You okay?” I ask, shaking him gently on the shoulder. 

He jumps a little, then relaxes when he realises it’s just me.

“Yeah. Sorry, I’m not…uh…good with this. I thought I’d be fine, but…”

“Catch a break. We’ll be leaving at dawn tomorrow.” I fill him in on the details. “Now, go get some sleep.”

He nods gratefully and shimmies down the watchtower. I glance around. The only chair has been smashed into splinters, leaving me with no choice but to stand. Night falls. It’s cold. Or maybe I’m the one who’s cold. I think about Squad 526. About the Savages I killed. About Street 51. When someone dies, you’re supposed to be sad, especially when you’ve interacted with them. I know that much. So why? Why does nothing stir inside me when I think about them? There’s a strange emptiness enveloping me, sending tingles down my spine. The warmth I felt that night when we toured the city is gone too. I shiver involuntarily. It’s probably not the best time to be thinking about such things, but it’s been bugging me for ages.

“Guess I’m born different?” I mutter under my breath. “At least I’ve still got emotions. Unlike the Savages.”

“Did you say different? What’s different?”

With a start, I spin around, rifle at my shoulder, only to find Raine’s head popping out from the ladder.

She hauls herself onto the platform. “Hey, get that rifle out of my face, will you?”

“Sorry.” I lower the rifle. “Why’re you even here?”

“Can’t sleep,” she shrugs. “Looks like you can’t either.”

“There’s a reason why I’m called a lookout.”

She waves me off and passes over a packet of biscuits.

“So, what was that about? Talking to yourself?”

“Nothing. Nothing important.”

She raises an eyebrow but doesn’t question any further. 

“Say, Ren?” she asks after a couple of minutes of silence.

“Yeah?”

“Do you have a life goal?”

I stare at her for a moment. She’s leaning against the railing of the watchtower, gazing out into the darkness of the night. There’s a faraway look in her eyes, as if she can see beyond the inky black of the canopy above, into the vast, mystical realm of the stars.

“Where’d this even come from?”

“I was just thinking, if I were to die like the members of Squad Five-Two-Six, in those last moments of my life, what would I feel like? Having never accomplished anything, having never reached out towards anything but having lost everything. I think there should be something I want to achieve, but I don’t know what it is. And I don’t want to die without knowing.”

“Oh. I see. I guess it usually occurs to you along the way. You know, when shit happens.”

“So you do have one?”

“Sort of, yeah. Although I’m probably the last person you should be asking.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She reaches over and helps herself to a biscuit. “Come on, out with it.”

I take a deep breath. Something tells me I’m not getting away from this one. And so, I tell her.

“I want to kill a man.”

Her head turns towards me so quickly it looks like it’s in danger of falling off her shoulders. The biscuit falls from her fingers, swallowed by the impenetrable darkness below.

“Come again?” she asks in disbelief. “You what?”

“There’s someone I want to kill.”
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The couple at a table heard a shrill whistle and turned to see 15 guards burst into the room. The huge man in uniform opposite them leapt to his feet, his angular face stretched into a malicious grin as the guards handcuffed the husband and wife.

“What the hell is the meaning of this?” the husband roared, watching in alarm as the guards handcuffed him and his wife. “Wasn’t this a negotiation?”

A second whistle. A pair of guards barged in, dragging a struggling little boy. His eyes widened with recognition when he saw his parents, his frail body going limp with shock.

“Wait, please, don’t…” the husband begged.

Without another word, the large man struck him across the face. A tooth clattered across the floor. The woman screamed and struggled to no avail. The guards simply laughed.

“Negotiations complete,” he grinned nastily. “Take them away.”

The boy was tossed into a cell. Days passed. A week. A month. He didn’t know what had happened to his parents. The only things they gave him were bread and water. All he knew was the knifelike feeling of incessant hunger and thirst. He cried. He screamed. No one came for him. Eventually, the tears stopped falling. 

One day, he was forcibly dragged out of the cell and brought to what looked like a parade square. It was raining. In the middle of the square, a scaffold was set up. Four nooses hung from it, dangling threateningly in the downpour. And right below the scaffold, naked, bruised and so battered he could hardly recognise them, were his parents. Their wrists had been tied behind their backs. They’d been tortured. The boy screamed and ran towards them. Before he could embrace them, he was cruelly knocked aside by a heavily booted foot. It was the huge man from before. A large scar made its way down his scalp, marring the otherwise immaculate smoothness of his skin.

“Hook them up!” he yelled with glee.

Four guards tied one noose around the wrists of each captive and the other one around their necks. The father caught the boy’s eye and shook his head violently. His eyes reflected a calm acceptance.

“Lift them up!”

The boy watched, helpless, as the guards began pulling on the ropes. The ropes on the captives’ wrists were hoisted first, followed closely by the ones on their necks, just tight enough not to strangle the captives. The couple shared a look. They were in immense pain, but their faces betrayed nothing. Their child had seen enough pain. There were letters tattooed across their stomachs. AFFTP. 

Crack!

The shoulders of the captives loudly dislocated under their own weight. As the ropes around their wrists suddenly slackened, the full weight of their bodies transferred onto the nooses. The woman, even as she choked, twisted around and stared into the boy’s, her son’s eyes.

“We love you,” she mouthed. “Live.”

Their faces began to distort. The boy could watch no longer. Mercifully, the rain poured down even harder, partially obscuring the gruesome sight in front of him.

“…”

The boy opened his mouth to scream for his parents, but nothing came out. His voice had left him. So had his tears. Only a hollow emptiness was left. He struggled to his feet and saw stars. Someone or something had hit him on the head. When the second blow came, he fell back to his knees, screaming words which would never be heard. A third blow knocked him out. The last thing he remembered, seared into his mind, was the sight of the huge man with the scar laughing horrendously while the mangled bodies of his parents hung on the scaffold, enveloped in the stillness of death.
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“I’m sorry,” Raine’s voice is shaking. “Shouldn’t have asked.”

“Nah, I don’t remember that much. After all, I was four when it happened.”

She’s staring directly at me. For the moment, I’m grateful for the darkness. Her gaze is disconcerting. 

“Can I ask you something?”

“Yeah, go ahead.” I turn my head slightly to face her. “I won’t get offended so just shoot away.”

“How the hell are you still alive?”

That’s the second time she has asked me a question like that. Not exactly a good thing. 

“No idea,” I shrug. “When I woke up, I was in a hospital bed. They told me they found me lying unconscious at a pro-Savage stronghold. That was the first time I heard about the Savages.”

“Pro-Savage?”

“Yeah. People who think that the Savages should be integrated into society.”

“What the heck? There are people like that?” she asks incredulously. “Why would anyone even…” 

“Beats me.”

“All right, so this guy, the guy you’re after, he’s the one with the scar across his head, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And he’s a pro-Savage?”

“Yeah.”

“So you’re out for revenge?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you even know anything else about this guy? Like his whereabouts and such?”

“Nope.”

She stares at me for a good ten count, swaying back and forth between laughing and crying. 

“That’s some life goal you got there,” she chuckles. “I wish you all the best.”

The conversation moves on. Somewhere along the line, we go from leaning against the railing to sitting on the watchtower’s wooden floor. I find my eyelids growing heavy and I slip into the clutches of a deep, undisturbed slumber. 

It’s still dark when I wake. My shoulder is numb from an unnatural weight. It’s Raine’s head, her silky hair pressed against my shoulder. She looks so peaceful that I don’t want to wake her. So I sit, as still as I can possibly be, and wait for daybreak. Raine wakes before the sun rises, though. She opens her eyes slowly, then sits up with a start when she realises that she’s leaning on my shoulder. 

“Morning,” I yawn. “You have about half an hour to daybreak.”

“Ah, I see. Not much point in sleeping any more.”

We clamber down the watchtower and begin packing for the arduous journey ahead. As it turns out, we needn’t have bothered. Ulas has already made the necessary arrangements. A tank is here to pick us up. Yep, a freaking tank. Although we do have them, it’s rare to see a functional one as most of them have been outclassed by Extensions. The driver pops his head out and waves us on. Getting over our surprise, we cling onto the back of the tank with our Extensions and we’re off. 

Even with the tank, the journey takes two days. As we near the location, something silver flashes towards the tank. We’re only saved by Raine, who hits it with her own Extension. It explodes, taking Raine’s Extension with it. The shock wave from the explosion sends us all reeling, despite the fact that we’ve raised our Extensions protectively over ourselves. My vision is blurry, an insistent ringing in my ears, blotting out all other forms of noise. I guess anti-tank shells are the limit to how much our Extensions can handle. When my vision starts to clear, all I see is a wall of brown. It takes me a moment to realise that I’m looking at Rick’s Extension. It mushrooms out from his shoulder blades, sheltering the rest of us from the brunt of the explosion. Then, Rick retracts his Extension and I see a seemingly endless field of rubble ahead. This is as far as we go with the tank. We disembark and push on into the city. 

If I had to choose the most apt word to describe the place, it would be “hell”. The deafening retort of gunfire echoes relentlessly, the bullets tearing the buildings and everything around them apart. Structures are reduced to empty husks, their walls crumbling even as we pass by, littering the ground with broken glass and plaster. Vehicles are burning, sending columns of acrid smoke across the city. Soldiers swarm the place like ants, engaging in close combat and often fatal battles with their Extensions. It all happens within a blink of an eye, a swift, brutal form of warfare. 

“Move!”

I clap a stunned Sean on the back and we’re off, sprinting across the battlefield. We’re attacked, multiple times, as we navigate the area, but we don’t engage. We shield ourselves and move on. Farther east, I notice a strange building sticking out of the otherwise devastated landscape. An inverted bluish frustum mounted on a tall, cylindrical white pillar, topped off with a bright yellow sphere right in the centre of the frustum. Compared with its surroundings, it sticks out like a sore thumb.

“Damn son of a…” Raine roars as she vaults over a wall. 

I don’t hear the rest. The ringing in my ears is too loud. She’s fallen into a makeshift trench, her fall cushioned by the rotting bodies at the bottom. It’s a common sight. There are corpses everywhere. The stench is overbearing. Raine strikes the wall hard with her Extension, sending herself flying into the air and out of the trench. Before her feet touch the ground again, she immediately becomes a target for every Savage in a ten-metre radius. I snatch her out of the air with my Extension, narrowly avoiding the hail of bullets which follows. 

“Thanks,” she pants, running hard to catch up with the rest of us. 

In the distance, a familiar thundering roar drowns out our voices. The seven-tonners. Our supply line. We’re just in time. Even before we draw up close to the tonners, I sense another presence approaching. Or rather, another couple of presences approaching. I can’t tell if they’re friends or foes, but it’s probably wise to assume the latter. 

“Group of unknown personnel sighted,” I speak into the radio. “Permission to engage, sir!”

“Permission granted. Do not let them anywhere near the tonners.”

“Yes, sir!”

I whistle to Rick, who nods and brings his Extension high over his head. Raine takes a running start, catapulting herself into the air as she clubs Rick’s Extension with her own. I’m next. Except instead of catapulting myself through the air, I pole vault. With my tail. Moving about with my Extension is a strange feeling that I haven’t completely gotten used to yet. It feels as though there’s an invisible pair of limbs holding me up in the air. Nevertheless, it’s way faster than running on foot. 

We engage. 

They attack the supply line before we get within range. A paw slams into one of the tonners, ripping through the vehicle as if it were made of wet clay. The front end of the tonner continues onwards, careening wildly off the road and onto its side, screeching to an ungainly halt next to the remains of a building. The rest of the tonners scatter. There’s blood, a bright red, blindingly painful contrast to the otherwise greyish ground. An arm, a leg, half a body. There’s no time to think about it any further. 

I surprise a Savage as I land, crushing its skull with my Extension. The Savage with the paw, a bear, I think, takes a swing at me. I ignore the paw and shoot it in the torso thrice. The bullets explode out of its back and the paw disintegrates. I got lucky. If its Strachea didn’t originate from its back, it would have continued moving for a good few seconds even after it died. And getting hit by that thing would be highly undesirable. Something like getting hit by a truck. There’s an explosion of gunfire as Rick and April arrive, backing us up while we engage the Savages. Sean is on the far right of the ravaged tonner, slashing at the Savages with his Extension. That’s unusual. After what he had seen back at the watchtower, I didn’t think he’d have the guts to face them again. Then, I see a hand at the window of the driver’s seat of the tonner. The driver’s face is bloody, his eyes wide with shock as the mayhem unfolds around him. Raine and I lay into the group of Savages, giving Sean the opportunity he needs to rescue the driver.

“Hey…hey…”

It must’ve been my imagination. I spin around and find a Savage, pulling desperately on its comrade’s shoulders. The comrade is the one I shot in the torso, the one with the bear paw. Even though it’s obviously dead, the other Savage doesn’t seem to care. It’s dragging the body along like a man possessed. There’s something running down its face. Tears? Sweat? I don’t know. Can they even cry? Or rather, do they even have the ability to cry? Or feel any emotions, for that matter. For now, it doesn’t matter. I have my orders. I step towards the Savage. When it sees me, a tinge of primal desperation taints its eyes. It must know that it’s over. It must know that I’m its Reaper. But it doesn’t let go of the body. Instead, it keeps pulling, its head lowered in resignation. Somehow, it’s hard to strike. My Extension feels heavier than usual. The Savage dies on the spot.

“Why?” a small voice asks. “Why did you do that?”

Sean’s beside me. He must have seen what I did.

“Our orders are to eliminate the Savages,” I explain coldly. “That was a Savage, was it not?”

“But he wasn’t a threat. He was just trying to get his friend back home. So why? Why did you kill him?”

“I told you.” I’m starting to feel like a broken tape recorder. “We have orders.”

“We are people,” Sean argues. “We have the capacity for compassion and we should hold on to that no matter what. No matter when! I don’t care about orders! If we can’t show that little bit of humanity, then aren’t we just savages ourselves?”

I’ve never seen him argue so vehemently about anything. His eyes are red and puffy and he looks like he’s about to puke again. He turns to leave.

“What the hell does it even mean to be human?” I whisper.

His back offers no response.

“Squad Seventy-Two, report your status,” the radio crackles. “I repeat, Squad Seventy-Two, report your status.”

I stare at Sean’s shrinking figure.

“Squad Seventy-Two, are…”

“The Savages have been eliminated.” I snap out of my daze and hit the button on the radio. “One tonner has been destroyed. Two dead, one injured. Squad Seventy-Two has suffered no damages, sir!”

“Assist in taking the city.”

“Yes, sir!”

“We just don’t get a break, huh?” Rick says ruefully.

He and April are holding out pretty well, the barrels of their guns scalding hot from all that firing. He’s an excellent soldier. With his armour-like Extension, he has the ability to not only protect himself, but April too, enabling the rest of us to focus on fighting the Savages. 

“Orders are orders,” I shrug. “Restock on ammunition. We’re going in.”

He grips my shoulder and takes a deep breath.

“Let’s go.”

I gather the rest of Squad 72 and we enter the city, Sean tagging along, albeit reluctantly. I pass April the radio and she speaks rapidly into it, informing the other squads in the area of our position. She’s hellishly good at it, her fingers flying across knobs which I don’t even know the functions of. 

“Squad Fifty-Seven is to our left,” she yells. “They’ve got three people left, one critically injured! Your call?”

“We move in.”

Twenty metres ahead is a trench. With bullets whizzing above our heads, we drop to the ground and crawl, rolling into the trench to join the last remaining members of Squad 57. I land beside a red-haired girl, who immediately turns her pistol towards my head.

“Ivy, stop! They’re friendly!”

A tall, lanky boy stops her before she can fire. He’s pressed against the front wall of the trench, clutching his rifle as dirt and debris rain down from above. Another boy is lying at his feet, gasping periodically. The pistol stops. Ivy doesn’t question us any further. Raine and I pop our heads out of the trench, take aim and open fire. There’s a four-storey building opposite us, where the enemy has presumably taken cover. We share a look. We both know that firing from our current position is extremely disadvantageous. She nods slowly.

“Rick and April! Cover us!” I shout over my shoulder. “Sean! Assess the guy on my right!”

“You’re going out there?” The lanky boy grabs my arm. “Are you here to help us or kill yourselves? There are at least twelve Savages in there!”

“Shut the bloody hell up,” Raine growls in his ear. “We’re more likely to die in this bloody trench if we leave things as they are.”

He stares at her, probably more surprised by her foul mouth than anything else. I don’t have much time to compromise with this guy. Over to my right, Sean shouts something which I can’t hear over the gunshots from my own rifle. I shake my head. He catches my eye, raises his finger to his throat and quickly swipes downwards twice. Not good. 

“How long?” I mouth.

He raises three fingers. The injured boy has approximately three hours to live if we leave him like that. That also means that if we can get him out of the trench and to the field hospital within three hours, he might stand a chance. And since there’s no way we can drag an injured person through enemy fire, we’ll have to take that building. In two hours.

“When the gunfire ceases, I want you to follow me into the building!” I shout to Rick. “April stays here no matter what! Tell Sean to do whatever he can for the casualty!”

Rick flashes me a thumbs-up, shields both April and himself with his Extension and begins pulping the building with his machine gun. 

“Raine! Now!”

Together, we spring off Rick’s Extension, rocketing towards the second floor of the building. I feel a familiar thud as a couple of bullets strike my Extension. I don’t want to admit it, but I’m nearing my limits with my Extension. Just bringing out the damn thing is exhausting enough, let alone using it for prolonged periods of time. Raine is drained too. One look at her face tells me everything I need to know. We hit the side of the building and dig in with our Extensions, entering the building from the windows on the second floor. We take out the Savages, sweep the room and move on. Raine heads downstairs while I head up.

“Good luck,” she slaps me on the shoulder. “Come back alive.”

“Yeah. You too.”

We split up. The Savages waste no time in hunting down the two irritants who invaded their hideout. I’m barely past the first flight of stairs when four of them appear at the landing, turning the air red hot with lead. One leaps at me while the other three cover for it. Letting go of my rifle, I flip open my butterfly knife and slash at its abdomen. The Savage twists out of the way, landing on the banister behind me. I drop my knife, pick up my rifle and shoot it in the back of its deformed head. 

Upon witnessing the death of their comrade, two of the Savages howl and charge. Their Stracheas slam into my Extension, causing it to crack. I’m starting to worry. I take them out with my stinger. The remaining Savage opens its mouth, probably to warn the rest of its barbaric brethren, only to find a butterfly knife sticking out of its throat. It coughs wildly, its Strachea demolishing part of the stairs as it spasms in its death throes. That’s it for me. My Extension is starting to flail around uncontrollably. Sighing, I retract it and proceed. Fortunately, other than the four Savages I just fought, the third floor seems clear. There are two Savages in the rooms which I enter, but they’ve both been shot through the head. I go up to the fourth floor.

A sudden movement sends alarm signals running through my brain. I dive, watching as a section of wall behind the spot where I once stood is obliterated. The sling on my rifle snaps and the rifle slides across the floor, way out of reach. The Savage grins savagely. Its right leg has morphed into that of an ostrich, ending in vicious, razor-sharp claws which look like those of a feline. I guess, somewhere along their family line, their breeding habits messed up their genes a little. I have two options. Try for the rifle and get kicked to death, or use my knife and get kicked to death. Screw the rifle, I say. A knife is plenty. 

I charge the Savage, narrowly dodging the claws on its paw. It draws a knife of its own, parrying my blade and punching me in the gut. The knife hums across my shoulder even as I fling myself out of the way. Pain flares. The ridiculous Strachea strikes again, smashing another hole in the wall. 

At the rate we’re going, the building will be gone in no time. I sidestep the Strachea, slashing at its neck with the butterfly knife. The beautiful blade glints in the light as it arcs downward, only to be halted in its path by the Savage’s own blade. I let go. The Savage blinks in surprise as its arm swings outwards, all pressure gone from the knife. I get inside its guard, driving my thumbs into its eyes. A kick to the groin followed by an elbow to the chin finishes the fight. The Strachea on its leg vanishes as it falls into unconsciousness. I retrieve my knife and pause. Compassion. Humanity. Sean’s words are heavy ones. I slide my knife into the base of the Savage’s skull, bringing out a warm shower of blood.

There are still Savages on the fourth floor. Again, my options aren’t bright. While I consider my choices, I’m saved by the timely appearance of a third option. Rick. He storms into the area with his machine gun, shielding himself with his Extension as he rains death upon the remaining Savages. With their focus on the people in the trench and their exposed backs to him, it’s over in minutes. Only one manages to attack with its Strachea, which Rick simply blocks with his own. The Savage slams repeatedly on it, once, twice, three times; but Rick’s Extension remains solid. Like a jack-in-the-box, I pop out from behind Rick and empty six bullets into its body. And like a deranged marionette, it jerks back violently before toppling onto the floor. I turn to go.

“Hey.”

Rick is leaning against a doorframe, his machine gun placed vertically on the ground.

“Yeah?”

This isn’t exactly the time for a casual conversation. There’s an injured person to get back to.

“I saw it. That Savage who was dragging its fellow Savage along. The one you killed.”

“Not you too,” I groan. “Gonna get on my case as well?”

“Nope,” he stares me in the eye. “I think you did right. If you had let it go, it would have become a danger to the rest of us at a later stage. Don’t let Sean get to you. He’s probably still not used to the entire concept of war.”

“He isn’t entirely wrong,” I say slowly. “That which differentiates us from them. I need to know what that is.”

“They don’t speak or feel like a human being does. They don’t care for others, nor do they grieve their dead. They don’t have the capacity to exhibit the traits we do. They’re feral,” he replies as if it were obvious from the beginning. “That one you killed must’ve been an exception. Maybe it got the idea from watching us humans.”

But I don’t feel for the dead either, I want to scream. It’s useless. I can’t make him understand.

“Let’s go,” I mutter. “Raine’s waiting downstairs.”

“Raine, huh?” he winks at me. 

This time, I can’t hold back a smile. It’s so ridiculous how this guy can say such frivolous things in the middle of a battlefield. Shaking my head, I proceed downstairs where, as expected, Raine is standing guard. 

“Guess you made it, huh,” she sounds disappointed, with obvious relief washing across her face.

We get back to the trench, where the boy from Squad 57 is waiting. Ivy and Sean are already gone, together with the casualty. It’s been an hour and a half since we arrived. The expression on the boy’s face is a mix of shock and awe, his tiny eyes and prominent jawline stretched out to abnormal proportions. Sean and Ivy return, panting heavily, before he can say anything. The boy shoots his teammate a quizzical look, to which she nods. By the look of relief on his face, his injured friend probably reached the hospital in time. We decide to spend the night in the building.

“How?”

That’s the first thing out of his mouth when we’ve settled down.

“How about we start with the introductions?” Rick says.

“Ah, I’m sorry. I’m Sang Hyung-gil. Call me Hyung. Moray eel Extension. Nice to meet you.”

He nods to the girl.

“Ivy. Albatross Extension. Nice to meet you.”

“Rick Greenson, tortoise Extension. Likewise.”

“Sean Ooi, grey wolf Extension. Nice to meet you too.”

“Ren. Scorpion.”

“Raine, mantis shrimp Extension.”

“I’m April. I’m a Neutral.”

“Are you serious?” Hyung asks in disbelief. “How in the world can you guys… I mean, aren’t you afraid at all? If you can’t summon an Extension…isn’t this basically…”

“I am,” April says softly. “But I trust my comrades.”

Rick hides a smile. It’s a genuine one, too. Not one of those flashy, irritating grins he gives to everyone, but a genuine smile. Hyung glances at each one of us, sizing us up, then addresses April.

“Will it be all right if we were to join your squad from here on?”

“I don’t know. Ask Ren. He’s the one in charge.”

Hyung blinks and stares at the radio in her hands. Whoops. 

“If everyone’s fine with it…” I leave my sentence hanging.

No one objects. It’s the most sensible thing to do under such circumstances. We exchange stories over dinner, which consists of a compact, mashed-up packet of what could have once been rice. Tastes horrible, but hey, it’s food and we’re all enervated after using our Extensions non-stop for the entire day. Apparently, Squad 57 have been in this city since their deployment. They were ambushed by Savages a couple of days back and took refuge in the trench, losing two of their men in the process. Hyung seems reluctant to talk about his soldiers, so we don’t press him for any more information. 

After dinner, we split up into pairs for the night watch. Rick and April. Sean and Raine. Ivy, Hyung and me. Ivy and Hyung will rotate between shifts since they haven’t gotten any decent sleep in the past few days. All too soon, it’s my first shift for the night. Ivy’s already awake, positioned at the window.

“You’re Ren, right?” she asks softly as I settle down beside her.

“Yeah.”

“What’s your count?”

“My count?”

“Your kill count. How many Savages you killed,” she explains.

“I don’t know,” I reply honestly. “I never had the luxury of counting.”

“Mmhmm. I’ve killed eight so far,” she lets out a sigh. “I hope I’ll hit a hundred before I die.”

“You hate them that much?”

“Yeah. Don’t we all?”

I don’t really like where this conversation is going, so I change the topic.

“What’s your Extension like?”

She looks at me, eyebrows raised.

“Wanna see?”

There’s a gentle breeze as she unfurls a pair of alabaster wings from her back. They are massive, enough to cloak her entire body. The moonlight reflects off every immaculately produced feather, illuminating the intricacies of her Extension. She looks amazing.

“Like an angel,” I murmur.

“Ever see an angel toting a rifle?” she smiles.

“I guess not.”

In a far corner of the room, Raine groans and tosses listlessly in her sleep. Beads of sweat have gathered on her forehead. A nightmare.

“Your girlfriend?” Ivy asks. Her Extension has vanished. 

I shake my head.

“I see. You should go wake her up. Leave the sentry duty to me for now.”

“Thanks.”

I step over the sleeping figures of the others and gingerly tap Raine on the shoulder. She wakes almost immediately, grabbing wildly for her rifle. I catch the butt of the rifle as it whistles towards my head, feeling the pressure on it diminish when she realises that I’m not an enemy.

“Nightmare?” I ask, even though it’s obvious.

She nods. I hand her a bottle of water, which she hurriedly gulps down.

“They were after me,” she whispers. “The Savages I killed. Their faces…the way they looked at me…goddamn shit…as if I wanted any of this shit in the first place…”

I don’t know how to comfort her. It’s a good thing to hear that she still has her reservations about killing the Savages. I lost mine a couple of weeks after Street 51 happened. The worst part comes when you don’t even care any more, when the nightmares plague you no longer, when you’re numb to your own actions. But I can’t possibly tell her that. Not now. Not when she’s trembling from a nightmare that has haunted her for the past few hours. So I let her rant. I can feel her heartbeat when she leans against my shoulder. A powerful thumping that reverberates through her body. It takes about ten minutes before her heartbeat begins to slow and her body begins to relax, sinking lower onto my shoulder.

Her shoulder brushes against my chest and a sharp pain makes me wince. I’d forgotten about it. The place where the Savage slashed me earlier today. I didn’t mean to trouble her, but Raine notices when I tense up.

“What?” She looks at me over her shoulder. “Oh. Shit, I’m sorry. Here, I’ll bandage it.”

“Nah, I’ll be fine. Just leave it as it is.”

“Infection says different,” she says, getting to her feet and pushing a finger into the corner of the wound. I jump in pain. “See? Now take off your shirt and wait.”

“You should be sleeping instead of this.”

“And you should shut up and let me finish it so I can go back to sleep. Besides,” she adds softly. “I don’t know if I want to go back to sleep.”

I give in. I shoot a glance at Ivy, who’s still by the window, keeping an eye out for danger. Undoubtedly, she’s more interested in what’s going on inside the room than outside, for she catches my eye within seconds and gives me a thumbs-up.

Raine returns with a bandage in hand and proceeds to tenderly dress the wound. Compared with the brash, abrasive Raine whom I met months ago, she seems like a completely different person. 

“Hey, hey.” She nudges me, hard, in my side. “Look over there.”

I take it back. She’s the same Raine I know.

“What?”

“At the wall to my left. Rick and April.”

“Oh.”

April has fallen asleep against the wall. Rick’s head is on her lap, her hand resting on his forehead. Well, I knew they’d gotten closer since our deployment, but not that close. And besides, Rick’s always taking a jab at Raine. Sometimes, I really can’t figure out what goes through that guy’s head. Raine is grinning ghoulishly, probably intending to tease them about it first thing in the morning.

“All right, all right, stop gloating and go back to sleep.”

She does. I return to the window, nodding apologetically to Ivy. She grins knowingly, then tenses up and takes aim through the scope of her rifle. There’s something moving down there. After a few agonising seconds, she relaxes and takes her eye off the scope.

“Cat.”

The Extension must have done something to her eyesight. From this distance, I couldn’t even tell if it was human. I’m dying to know how an animal like that can survive in such a god-forsaken place. The answer is, it can’t. Quicker than the eye can follow, something snatches the cat in mid-stride, dragging it into the darkness beyond what my enhanced body can sense. Ivy hasn’t seen it yet. But she’s seen my eyes widen and, like any other trained soldier, she knows that it means trouble. I raise a finger to my lips and point to where the cat once was.

“Something took it,” I whisper.

“Shall we pursue?”

I shake my head firmly.

“It’s too dangerous now. We’ll wait for daylight.”

She nods reluctantly. Eyes glinting, she returns to the window, staring obsessively down the scope of her rifle. We don’t have long to wait. At the crack of dawn, four sentry shifts later, they come for us. A group of nine Savages. They don’t know our exact positions, but they know we’re here. I keep my eye on them while Hyung wakes the rest. 

When we’re all positioned at the windows, I give them the signal to proceed. 

“So you, Ivy and I fire the first shot, then we move in and screw them over, right?” Raine hisses in my ear. 

“Yeah. Something along those lines. Maybe a little more…eloquently put.”

I trace my target with the crosshair of my scope. A barely visible silhouette, creeping across the rubble towards us. There’s so much cover around that I’m not even confident of hitting my target. I take a deep breath, hold it, steady my rifle and fire. The silhouette falls to the ground. 

The shape directly behind my target falls too, Ivy’s bullet punching a hole through its leg. Raine misses hers entirely. Ivy fires again, but the figure rolls behind the remains of an apartment complex. The rest of the Savages scatter. We move. 

If you’re wondering what falling from four floors up feels like, it’s horrible. That little niggling voice in my head which constantly hints at Extension failure only makes things worse. If our Extensions were to go out of control at such a moment, well, we’d probably end up looking like a bad piece of modern art. That is why we avoid using our Extensions when we’re exhausted; they’re exceedingly difficult to control. 

We land safely amid the rubble below. Hyung, Raine, Sean and I attack the Savages with our Extensions while Rick, Ivy and April cover us from the fourth floor of the building. At least that’s how my plan was supposed to work. 

Right in the midst of the battle, I hear an exhilarated whoop and a figure crash-lands on my left, wrapped securely in a layer of feathers. Ivy. Her wings fan out and she lets fly with her rifle, taking out a stunned Savage on her left. 

“Ivy! Weren’t you supposed to…”

She isn’t listening. Her eyes are crazed. With an excited howl, she leaps off the top of a broken wall, shielding herself with her wings as she barrels towards the Savages. 

“She’s insane!” Raine yells. “I swear, it was a mistake to join up with them!”

I glance over at Hyung for help, but he has his hands full at the moment. His rifle is jammed between the modified jaws of a Savage, his Extension keeping another at bay. The Extension is nightmarish, even by my standards. Long, smooth, glistening and featureless except for eel-like jaws at the end, it’s a formidable one. Even as I watch, the Savage catches the upper jaw in one hand and the lower jaw in the other, hell-bent on tearing it apart. Big mistake. A second set of jaws, attached to some sort of muscle, springs out from within the first, its teeth slicing into the Savage’s skull. The Savage gibbers madly and dies. The jaws release it and chomp down on the Savage with Hyung’s rifle in its mouth. It struggles desperately as the muscle attached to the jaws contracts, dragging it towards the main set of jaws. Crunch. Another one bites the dust. Given our current circumstances, I decide to put off Ivy’s matter for now. However, Raine is less ready to compromise. 

“Do something about that squad member of yours, will you?” she roars over the din of gunfire, stabbing a Savage in the neck with her dagger. “She’s gonna attract the attention of every single Savage around.”

“Do I look like I can do anything about that?” Hyung gestures helplessly at the rampaging Ivy. 

He’s right. In her current state, it doesn’t look like anything can stop her. Despite the fact that her Extension is defense oriented, she flings herself at the Savages with wild abandon, using only her rifle and blade to attack them. She isn’t a very effective killer, but she sure as hell can keep them busy. With six of them dead and three focused on Ivy, things are looking pretty good at the moment.

Yeah, I emphasise, at the moment. Unfortunately, we underestimated our foes. The next moment, Rick and April have ditched the building, joining us in the rubble below. That’s how quickly things can go to shit out here. The nine we saw are probably scouts, sent to recce the area. And they’ve found us. 

“They’re all around!” Rick yells. “We’re surrounded! Fifteen at the rear and at least eighteen more in front! I didn’t know what to do so I took April and jumped.”

“Yeah. Would’ve done that too,” I reply, signalling to the others to take cover as the air around us turns into a sea of lead. 
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We’re pinned down on all sides. There’s no other way to describe it. With enemies approaching us from every single bloody direction, it’s only a matter of time before they tighten the noose on our necks.

“Where’s that crazy red head?” Raine yells from behind a broken column. “Oh. Finally.”

Even Ivy has been forced to take shelter, her Extension peppered with tiny cracks.

“Ren! Call for backup!” Hyung taps desperately on his own forearm, indicating the radio on mine. “We’ll all die at this rate!”

“He’s right,” Rick seconds, pounding the compound behind us with his machine gun, keeping the Savages stationed there at bay. “Even if they don’t kill us immediately, we’ll be out of ammunition, food and water in a couple of days. All they have to do is wait us out.”

My face is ashen. Forearm millimetres away from my mouth, I shout into the radio. It crackles unintelligibly. I try again. At first, I can’t hear a single word of response. Then, there’s a pause in the firing and everything becomes clear. 

“This is Squad Seventy-Two, I repeat, this is Squad Seventy-Two. We cannot advance. Backup is required.”

The radio crackles.

“Squad Seventy-Two. Your orders are to advance. You must make it to the following coordinates, which have already been sent to you, in six hours. I repeat, you have six hours. Backup is currently unavailable,” comes the response.

“This is Squad Seventy-Two. We are pinned down by over twenty of the enemy,” I argue. “Advance is impossible. Requesting permission to wait for backup. We will hold out till then.”

“Negative. You must advance to your intended position within six hours.”

“Squad Seventy-Two. We will die if we advance, I repeat, we will die if we try to advance.”

I’m getting increasingly frustrated, my finger forcefully depressing the button on the radio. I poke my head out from behind a slab of concrete and immediately jerk it back as the Savages shoot at me. The gunfire has started up again, but I can tell they’re not trying to kill us, merely forcing us to stay under the cover of the rubble around us. We’ve been forced into some sort of large room, which probably had been a convenience store of some sort. Hemmed in at all sides, we fire sporadically out of the holes in the concrete, drawing severe but controlled return fire. As Rick suggested, they are simply waiting. A war of attrition. A war we are destined to lose. Everyone present knows it, yet we push on as if we don’t, as if we still have a scrap of hope to cling on to.

“If you do not advance,” Ulas’ voice comes through the radio. “I will have to press charges against the lot of you for disobeying orders on the battlefield. And I’m sure you know, the punishment for that is execution.”

“You’re telling me to send my men to their deaths!” I shout into the radio, losing whatever remains of my composure. “How the hell can you expect me to do that? Are you insane? These are people you’re talking about!”

“Squad leader Ren,” Ulas treats me to one final dressing-down. “You will follow your orders, or you and your squad will face the necessary punishment. Incompetence is not an excuse for your failure. Remember that well and I hope to hear from you in six hours.”

“Goddamn son of a bitch,” I swear at the obstinately silent radio. “What the hell? That bloody piece of…”

I continue for a good three minutes without repeating myself more than once. I don’t know why I’m cussing the radio out, but there’s nothing much else I can do. Raine is the only one who looks amused. All eyes are on me. I can feel the weight of their gazes on my back. I glance around the room to see resignation, despair and, most of all, frustration. We’ve come so far, only to die now? A nameless death in this broken down, ramshackle store surrounded by Savages which don’t even think we’re worth wasting a couple of bullets on. Screw that. I’ll fight my way out of here if that’s the last thing I do. I sure as hell didn’t put up with a couple years worth of Idphor just to die here without a fight. My eyes flick from Raine to Rick, to Sean, April, Hyung, Ivy and back to Raine again. I hesitate. I might not give a damn about my own life, but what about them? What about Sean and Hyung, who probably have loved ones waiting for them back home? I can’t knowingly send them aboard Kharon’s ferry without giving them a chance. I just can’t. As I tussle over the best course of action, something hits me on the back of my helmet.

“What the hell are you waiting for?” Raine smacks me once more. “Give us the order. If we’re screwed anyway, I’d rather go down fighting than be executed.”

“I can’t…” I begin.

“You have to,” Hyung breaks in. “We’ll be executed otherwise.”

“Either way, you’ll die.” I stare him in the face. “I can’t order you to your deaths.”

Hyung returns my gaze. His eyes are steadfast and determined. After a few seconds, I turn away. No, it doesn’t matter how determined he is. There’s no way I can allow this. Maybe I can act as a decoy? Attract the attention of the Savages long enough for the rest of them to get away? 

“You don’t have to,” Raine says before I can speak. “We’ll just follow you on our own accord. That’s fine, right? And I’m not listening to your self-sacrificial crap.”

“What…”

“Your eyes say it all.”

She isn’t giving me a choice. She’s saying she’ll follow me no matter what, that the responsibility won’t be mine alone. But saying it so obviously…

“That’s cruel,” I whisper, more to myself than anyone else. “I…”

I take a deep breath, hold it for a minute or so, then let it out very slowly.

“Let’s take a two-hour break. We’ll move out after that.”

That seems to take all of them by surprise.

“What are you playing at?” Rick asks. “What’s gonna happen in exactly two hours?”

“Nothing,” I shrug. “I just thought it would be nice to live just a little longer. Or would you rather we move out now?”

With weary smiles on our faces, we sit with our backs to the walls and pass around whatever rations we have left with us. Despite what I told them, I’m still brooding over the matter. These two hours are crucial. Basically, if there’s a way out of here, I have two hours to figure it out. My eyes wander over to Raine. She looks like she wants to go to sleep, but is afraid to. I know why. They must be haunting her. Even after a couple of days, she can probably still vividly recall the faces of the Savages, contorted with rage, as she cut them down. 

“Something wrong?” 

April calmly sits down beside her. I’m eavesdropping, I know, but I can’t help myself.

“Not really,” Raine replies. “I just can’t get used to killing. I’m afraid that there will come a time where I’ll be unable to act and compromise the safety of the entire squad.”

“I sacrifice what I can, so that I can protect what I cannot sacrifice. Sound familiar?”

“Nope.”

“I guess not. After all, you were sound asleep when Idphor said it,” April smiles. “I trust that you will never falter because of this.”

“I don’t have anything I want to protect.”

“Sure you do,” she says, gesturing about the room. “Them.”

It should have been obvious from the beginning. The reason for fighting. I feel the same way, even if that statement wasn’t meant for me. Somewhere along the line, when I fought alongside these soldiers, I’ve probably thought that. The only difference now is that April has explicitly stated it. Raine falls silent for a good minute.

“You’re right,” she finally says lightly. “Is this why Rick fell for you?”

“Shut up,” April flushes. “We’re not like that.”

So she says, but her eyes are fixed on his hunched, bulky figure, a wistful smile playing across her lips. I now know that they feel the same way about me as I do about them. I steel my resolve. We have to do this. Together. Slowly, a vague plan begins to take shape in my mind. I wave the rest of them over.

“From what I’ve observed,” I say as they gather. “A huge proportion of the Savages have Stracheas which are either feline or belonging to an animal usually land-based and possessing claws or sharp teeth.”

“Yeah,” Raine seconds brightly. “Can’t imagine them doing a fish can we?”

“Anyway,” I cough to hide my smile. “Our best bet would be to get them into close combat. Which means we’ll have to shield ourselves from their bullets.”

“And how are we going to…”

“The walls. I’ll cut them out with my Extension and carry them along. Sort of like moving this entire room with us. Since they can’t shoot at us through the walls, they’ll move in as they are. I’ll leave them an opening at the top, so they’ll most likely not smash the walls in to enter. That means we only have to guard against attacks from the top. April, Rick and Ivy, I want the three of you to take out any shooters in the building behind us. Hyung, Sean and Raine, focus on the Savages which should enter for close-range combat.”

“How about I use my Extension to protect all of us instead?” Rick offers. “They’ll destroy the walls to get at us eventually, right?”

“You’ll run out of steam by the fifty-metre mark,” I counter. “I’d rather you spend your energy protecting April. If they break through the walls, then so be it. We’ll stick close and fight like we usually do.”

“I’ll do the slicing of the walls,” Sean volunteers. “My Extension is more adept for it.”

“Thanks. Any questions?”

No one has any. It is a rough, sketchy plan, but it’s the best we’ve got at the moment. Glum looks all around. 

“They’ll be getting our letters soon, huh?” Sean mutters. “Our parents, that is.”

“Haven’t got any. You neither, right, Ren?” Ivy nudges me gently.

I nod. The bloodlust seems to have drained out of her. Ivy yawns and flings herself onto the ground next to me, hugging her rifle to her chest. Too close. She flashes a shark-like grin, but it’s not meant for me. It’s meant for Raine, who’s, for some reason or another, glaring in our direction.

“Don’t worry, I won’t take him away from you.”

“Stuff it, you crazy red head,” she snarls. “I’m not worried about that.”

I don’t know if I should feel hurt or worried.

“Oooh, she’s pissed,” Ivy laughs. “But really, I won’t get between you guys.”

“Like I said…”

“I don’t swing that way.”

Five pairs of eyes turn to Hyung, who throws us a martyred look in return. It seems to have become a habit, that whenever something regarding Ivy happens, we all look to Hyung for answers, the latter whom never gives us any answers other than laborious sighs.

“Full of surprises, aren’t you?” Raine comments dryly. 

“Oh my, he didn’t tell you?” Ivy sticks out her tongue, a look of mock horror on her face.

“Why should I?” Hyung retorts. “Tell them yourself.”

“I was disowned when I came out to my parents,” she explains darkly. “Told them I was lesbian and they threw me out. A year later, when I thought I could finally make amends, they were murdered. By Savages. I never got to see them again.”

“Wait, by Savages?”

“My parents were soldiers like us. Met on the battlefield, took time off to raise a family and ended up back on the battlefield.”

“You can do that?” Rick asks disbelievingly. “You mean this isn’t a dead end for us?”

“Sure,” Ivy shrugs. “After you’ve served your contract.”

“Wonderful,” Rick spits venomously. “That damn thing.”

“Well, at least you get to go back to your parents once a month, right? Just…”

“I’d rather not,” Rick interrupts shortly. “I don’t want anything to do with that woman who sold me off like livestock.”

“Now, now. I’m sure she…”

“Had her reasons?” he sneers. “Yeah, sure. We’re poor and she needs the money to drink, that’s what.”

Prince Charming is gone. In his place is nothing but a bitter, lost child.

“Hey.” April lays her hand gently on his shoulder. “I’m sorta grateful for that, you know? It’s because of that we managed to meet. And that’s probably also the reason I’m still alive right now.”

Rick’s tensed shoulders relax visibly. If there’s anyone he’ll listen to at the moment, it’s probably her. Catching the grins on our faces, he turns crimson at the ears, suddenly eager to shift the attention away from himself.

“What about you?” He directs the question at Hyung. “Why did you join?”

“I sucked at studying,” Hyung replies simply. “Failed most of my classes in school. So I gave up and came here at the age of twelve.”

“Same here,” Sean nods encouragingly. “Except it was age thirteen for me.”

He doesn’t elaborate further. None of what he told me in the jungle all those months ago. I don’t say anything about it either.

“You know, the more I hear, the more we seem like a bunch of outcasts,” I comment nonchalantly. “It’s hard to believe that the fate of this city rests on our shoulders, let alone, the freedom of our country.”

We share a laugh in agreement. It’s the edgy, gritty laughter of seven people who have tapped Death on the nose and are about to do it again. Deep down, I’m sure we are all wondering if this will be the last time we get to laugh like this. Seconds tick by, melting into minutes and finally, hours. It’s time. I get to my feet, shoulder my rifle and glance expectantly at the rest of them. 

“Five more minutes please,” Ivy pleads, with full knowledge that I’m not going to give in. 

It may sound crazy, but to a certain extent, all of us share her sentiments, myself included. Five more minutes can seem like an eternity to someone staring death in the face. Reluctantly, we gear up as Sean begins hacking at the base of the walls with his Extension. Grunting with effort, I embed a pincer in each slab of concrete, straining hard until a dull rumble is heard and the walls are dislodged from their foundations. We’re off. If any of us were hoping for some leeway by taking them by surprise, we were to be sorely disappointed. Apparently, seeing an entire convenience store literally up and move just doesn’t surprise anyone any more. Howling, they attack. 

“Amazing!” I roar. “It’s actually working!” 

“How reassuring it is to know that you have so much faith in your own plan,” Raine remarks. 

I stick out my tongue in reply. In all honesty, I can’t concentrate hard enough to formulate a decent comeback. Beads of sweat are gathering on my forehead, dripping down my face in tiny rivulets. It’s astonishingly difficult to handle so many Extensions at once, especially when we haven’t eaten nor slept much in the past couple of days. I can barely focus on holding the walls in place, let alone, think about anything else. It feels like I’m trying to sprint through a bog while towing a truck attached to my lower back.

We breeze through the first couple of metres easily, overwhelming any Savage unfortunate enough to fall into my trap. They are torn to bits on sight, battered from all sides by our Extensions. This is something I can never be proud of: a brutal, barbaric and lethal plan. Blood. It’s everywhere. On the ground, on our Extensions, on us. We’re soaked in the blood of the Savages. Blinking away the blood droplets threatening to fall in my eye, I try to concentrate on carrying out the plan. A threatening presence. The vibrations in the air tell me that something’s coming at us. Something fast.

“Shit!” I yell, jerking my head towards the wall closest to Rick. 

A fair warning. Rick’s Extension mushrooms out from his shoulder blades, curving out in front of him, just in time to deflect the pieces of the wall as it explodes inwards. Minotaur. That’s the first thought that comes to mind. The Savage has forty-centimetre horns on its head. Lowering its head, it charges at us like a bull, except without the whole pawing-the-ground ritual. Rick engages it like a matador, using his Extension as his trusty flag. April dives to the ground, crawls over to me and takes shelter under a massive pincer. 

“Bring it on, cow,” Rick beckons, backing away from the rest of us. “I’ll ram your horn up your ass.” 

I know what he’s doing. But it’s futile. That Savage isn’t the only one which can get through the slabs of concrete. 

“April!” I gesture to the building behind us, the one we ditched. “Is it clear yet? The walls aren’t gonna hold for much longer!”

She shakes her head. It must be tremendously difficult for her to focus on the task I’ve assigned her when Rick is fighting for his life just metres away. Clearly, she would rather back him up, but she remains stubbornly fixated on the enemy sharpshooters nestled in the building, determined to take them out before the Savages get through to us. Raine yelps as another wall is smashed to bits. Hyung and Sean step forward to engage the Savages which broke through. Fire. Reload. Fire. Reload. I’m running low on ammunition, the pouch slung over my back beginning to feel dangerously light.

“All right! It’s done! It’s done! It’s done! The building is clear!”

I swivel around and with a slick gyration of my Extension, fling the remaining two walls at the Savages. The slabs of concrete hurtle towards the open-mouthed targets, obliterating the twisted scenery in front of us. I fall to one knee, my vision temporarily clouding over. Gritting my teeth, I stand up again, taking aim through the clouds of dust flitting around like demented butterflies. I’m nearing the end of my rope. Rick isn’t doing too well either. One of the Savage’s horns is buried in his shoulder. 

“The Savage! Is it dead?” I ask worriedly.

“As a doornail,” Rick confirms, his face ashen. “But I’ve got news for you. There are more coming this way. We’re gonna have to skirt around the edges of the city if we want to have even a glimmer of hope of survival.”

“That will take us about an extra hour or so.” April scans her wristwatch. “We could still make it to our position in time.”

“All right. Let’s go.”

I make a face at Raine and gesture to Ivy, Hyung and Sean, who regroup with the rest of us. They have no idea what’s going on, but they trust me enough to follow. Together, we veer off towards the outskirts of the city, towards our only possible escape from the jaws of death. The Savages seem bent on taking us out. Either the position Ulas mentioned is more important than we think, or we’ve been marked as a nuisance on their side of the battlefield. Probably the latter.

“Raine! Your nine o’clock!”

She glances to her left, only to find a scaly tail of some sort flying in her direction. She punches it squarely with her Extension. The resultant crack is music to my ears. Finding the owner of the tail, she lashes out once again with a fiery red club, caving in its skull. Snarling, she shakes her head vehemently and pushes on. Just how many more, I wonder. How many more will we have to kill before all this is over? A hundred? A thousand? Will we even live to see the end of this? Sobering questions no one has answers to. 

“Brooding over something?”

It must have been written all over my face. Sean is sprinting along on my right, shooting over his shoulder at intervals. I glance at Raine to my left, then back at Sean again. 

“Who, me? Not particularly,” I reply. “Save it for later.”

“You’ll die if you can’t keep your focus,” he argues, swatting aside a Savage with his claws.

The Savage rolls to its feet, snarls and gets ready to leap. Then, its head jerks back, a bullet from Raine’s rifle buried in it.

“I don’t want to hear that from someone who hasn’t killed any Savages yet,” she growls, joining in the conversation. “You’re gonna die way quicker than we are.”

“You noticed?”

“No shit. All you’ve done is block with your Extension and fire your rifle without aiming for vital areas.”

“I’m human,” Sean says stubbornly. “I can’t freely slaughter other living things. You’re feeling the consequences, aren’t you? Nightmares and stuff.”

“You know what? You’re right. Every time I kill one, that image…the final scene…it’s seared into my mind like a damn cattle brand.”

“Raine…” he starts.

“I’ll deal with it. Same as the rest of us. You can’t win a war without killing anyone. You’re just letting us do the work for you, you selfish asshole.”

He swings his rifle above her head and lets fly with a full magazine of bullets. Phew, I thought he was about to shoot her there.

“Yeah,” he says, so softly that I can barely hear him. “I know that much. But I can’t help but think that there must be another way.”

“There isn’t. Not when your enemy is baying for your blood.”

“Sean, she has a point. We don’t have a choice.”

“There might be,” he insists. “We just can’t see it now since we’re in the thick of the fighting.”

He catches the expression on my face and a look of shame crosses his mismatched eyes.

“Sorry. Guess I’m not helping, huh?”

“You know, you might be selfish, but sometimes, I really do envy you,” Raine sighs. “And thanks for taking my mind off whatever the hell I was thinking about. It was of some help.”

Seems like she’s got a lot on her mind, just like I do. 

“Me too.” I clap Sean on the shoulder. “It wasn’t pointless.”

He blinks blood spatter out of his eyes, smiles sadly and turns his attention back to the battlefield. We’re running now, focused solely on escaping the mob of Savages hot on our tails. Fortunately, our Extensions work to our advantage. The firing becomes more and more sporadic as we gain distance on our foes. For the first time, a bubble of hope swells inside me. We might make it after all. I scoop up Ivy, April, Sean and Hyung with a couple of pincers and fling them far ahead of the rest of us. 

“Raine!” I gasp. “Catapult off Rick’s Extension!”

“And you’ll throw Rick after us, right?”

I nod.

“And what about you?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Bullshit. Your Extension is staring to flail about already.”

I start to argue. She ignores me. Facing Rick, she buries two of her clubs into a pile of rubble, grounds herself firmly and smacks his Extension hard with the remaining six, sending him flying towards the others. I get a brief glimpse of Hyung’s moray eel Extension catching Rick in its jaws. I can’t even begin to imagine what sort of nightmares Rick is going to have after this.

“Why did you…” I begin.

“Shut up.”

She tackles me to the ground, wraps her arms around my waist and holds on tight. I can’t help letting out a startled yelp. She’s so close I can feel her breath on my neck. Too close. Lashing out against the ground with all eight clubs, she catapults the both of us into the air, cushioning our fall as we land.

“You’re fine with that?” I ask.

“What are you going on about?” she snaps. “If you’re still wondering, after all that shit we’ve been through, if I’ve had any reservations because of Street 51, I don’t. I did, but now I don’t. I want you alive as much as anyone else.”

“Ah, okay.”

“Will the both of you stop flirting already?” Ivy calls. “We have to go.”

“We’re not…” Raine starts.

“Fifteen minutes,” I say firmly, trying my best not to make eye contact with Raine. “We rest, do whatever we can for our injuries and drink up. Don’t forget, we still have a long way to go before we reach our position.”

“Yeah,” Hyung sighs. “Don’t get too happy too. Excluding those which are injured, there are still roughly eleven Savages left. Of course, not counting the backup forces that Rick saw while fighting the guy with the horns.”

He actually managed to count the number of enemies left in the midst of all that chaos. Seems like there’s more to him than his frightening Extension. Hyung aside, we have many more things to worry about. Rick’s wound looks bad. The horn of the Savage is still stuck in him, wedged tightly against the bone. It’s a wonder he can still move his arm. I take a closer look and realise his shoulder blade is plated with his Extension. He’s using it to ensure that the horn doesn’t dig any further into his flesh when he moves around. 

“I can’t get it out,” April announces, slapping a stack of gauze around the wound. “The best I can do is to bandage it up.”

“That’s plenty.”

“No, it’s not,” Raine says. “If infection sets in, you’re finished.”

“I’ll be fine,” he laughs. “A little infection won’t be enough to stop me.”

Since he’s being so stubborn about it, no one presses him any further. We do a quick tally of our equipment and push on. 

Built around the comparatively developed city are the villages, the result of increasingly fast-paced urbanisation, where people once settled in hopes of making a living in the city someday. Needless to say, in these warring times, even the villages o have been abandoned. Clusters of wooden huts sit along the edges of a long dirt road, each bearing overgrown backyards where weeds clutch at sunken fence posts. 

As we get closer to the villages, Sean stiffens and wrinkles his nose. Grimacing, he pulls the neck of his uniform to his face, hoping to block the keen sense of smell he acquired from the operation. Fifteen minutes later, it hits us. A stench so bad a skunk would have been proud. Wave after wave of pungent air relentlessly assaults our olfactory senses, forcing us to follow in Sean’s footsteps. Uniforms wrapped around our faces, we proceed cautiously towards the small makeshift huts. There’s a tingling feeling at the back of my neck. Something is wrong, but I can’t place my finger on it. 

“What in the…”

Raine draws to an abrupt halt. Pushing forward, I see the reason why. I wish I didn’t. The carnage laid before us parallels a botched exorcism. The ground in front of the huts is red. Blood red. Staked to the ground, in the centre of all that redness, are the decomposing bodies of twenty women. Wooden spikes have been driven through their hands and feet, forcing them into a spread-eagled position, as if some maddened priest had attempted to perfect the art of crucifixion. There are clear signs of mutilation on the bodies. Twisted, desecrated and defiled, they lie naked, robbed of their dignity. 

“Son of a bitch,” I exhale slowly, trying my best not to throw up. 

Sean isn’t so lucky. Reeling from the sight, he retches into an empty flowerpot, his back heaving violently. Given his enhanced sense of smell, this must be way more difficult for him to stomach. 

“Squad Seventy-Two to headquarters, we are in a village on the outskirts of the city. We will send in our coordinates soon. Please advise on which route we should take,” April speaks quickly into the radio. 

“Proceed as instructed. We will send you the shortest route to your position. Any questions?”

I can’t hold myself back any longer. This emotionless voice, this abnormal calmness in the face of calamity, gets on my nerves.

“Just what the hell actually happened here?” I snatch the radio from April. “Why the hell are there rotting bodies staked to the ground everywhere?” 

“There was a resettlement programme not too long ago, when the city was still under our control. People were moved into the villages while plans for a nineteenth wall were made. But the Savages attacked this place. The bodies you see are a warning sign to our soldiers.”

Silence. I don’t know what else we expected to hear, but everyone’s expression is grave. 

“If there are no other questions, proceed as planned. You have two hours left.”

The radio falls silent. Quite suddenly, I don’t think anyone feels bad about killing the Savages any more. The thought that any one of us could have been amongst the bodies on the ground sends chills down my spine. Out of the chaotic mix of feelings I’ve had since we were deployed, only anger and disgust are left. I can sympathise with Ivy now. Her face is contorted with hatred, her hands gripping her rifle so tightly that her knuckles turn white. 

“You still think there’s another way?” Raine prods Sean in the back. 

She probably shouldn’t be asking him that, not now, but she’s past the point of caring. I open my mouth to tell her to cut him some slack when to my surprise, he nods. Just how stubborn can that guy be? 

“Let’s go.” I hand April the radio, my eyes hard. “We don’t have time to…”

“Quiet,” Raine interrupts. 

“What?”

“It’s too quiet,” she explains slowly. “Where the hell are the birds and other scavengers?” 

Finally it clicks. That weird feeling that something isn’t right. Quick as a flash, my Extension sprouts from my back, my rifle already at my shoulder. Too late. We watch helplessly as they come streaming out of the huts. Savages. A good thirty of them. Involuntarily, I step in front of Raine. Somehow, she manages to look happy and irritated at the same time about it. I take aim, then lower my rifle slowly. It’s hopeless. Seven of us against thirty odd Savages. We back up against each other, eyeing the ring of enemies closing in on us. 

Closer and closer, they creep. 

“So, what do we do next?” Hyung asks in a trembling voice. 

“Isn’t it obvious?” I sigh. “We die.”
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Raine nudges me aside and raises her rifle, making it clear that she isn’t going down without a fight. One by one, we do the same, resigned to the bloody end that fate has delivered to us. They don’t want to die. Not like this. I can see it in their eyes. Pain. Anguish. Heart-rending reluctance. In every situation we’ve found ourselves in, we always found a way out. But now, surrounded and outnumbered, we’re at the end of the line. We’re kneeling on the platform, a guillotine above our heads, waiting for the executioner to pull the lever. The Savages creep to within five metres of us and I prepare to give order to fire. The order that will see the end of Squad 72.

“Wait.”

I blink. An unfamiliar voice. The others are glancing around too, a look of confusion on their faces. Before anyone has any time to react, a spiked mesh of vines fans out over our heads, falling upon us like a net over a school of fish. It sprouts from the shoulder blades of one of the Savages. 

“Fire!” I roar as the vines constrict. 

It’s too late. We watch as the organic walls of our prison flex and intertwine all around us, our bullets digging harmlessly into them. Raine lashes out in frustration, using all eight clubs of her Extension. It’s futile. This Strachea doesn’t behave like any other we’ve encountered. Instead of shattering, it simply compresses sinuously like an elastic band, absorbing the impact dealt by Raine’s Extension. Tired and helpless, we await the end. There’s a hissing sound. Plumes of pungent gas curl up from the bottom of the tangle of vines. The more I breathe in, the worse I feel. Eyes watering, dizziness and a pounding headache. My body is heavy, my head light. So this is how it ends, huh, gassed to death inside the Strachea of a Savage. I’m not ready for death, but at the same time, a part of me is relieved. Relieved to leave this messed-up world behind. I don’t have much that I want to accomplish anyway. In fact, my only regrets are that I can’t avenge my parents and that I can’t save Squad 72. Out of the corner of my eye, I see April smash the radio on the ground. Wise choice. What a failure of a person I’ve turned out to be. In the end, I can’t even protect the ones who matter the most to me. As my consciousness slips away, I feel someone grab me. Raine. She presses her lips against mine. Then, darkness. 
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I wake. I shouldn’t be awake. Nor should I be here. Here being a bare, air-conditioned room. Alarms sound. Fifteen men storm into the room. Savages. I can tell by their Stracheas. I’m bound to a metal chair with thick, steel cables. They needn’t have bothered. In my current state, I can’t concentrate hard enough to retaliate with my Extension. Whatever they used to knock me out, it’s pretty damn potent. A Savage steps up to me. I recognise it. It’s the one with the vine-like Strachea, the one that trapped us. 

“How are you feeling?”

“What the hell?”

That’s what I mean to say, but it probably comes out as slurred gibberish. My mouth is still numb and my tongue seems to have malfunctioned. I know it’s a rude thing to say to someone who’s asking about your health, but I can’t help my surprise. They can speak. Up till now, I always assumed that they growled at each other like animals. 

“Look, I know where you’re from and what you’ve believed throughout your entire life. I’ve been there myself. So, what I’m going to tell you may sound outlandish, but do try your best to take it in,” he smiles warmly. “You’ve been out for about a day.”

He’s way older than I am, his eyes crinkling up when he smiles. His hair is streaked with white, his gnarled hand laid upon my shoulder. 

“Where the hell am I? Where the hell are the rest of them? Why am I not dead? What the hell do you want with me? And what the…”

“Look up.”

There’s a screen bolted to a corner of the room. It’s divided into six panels. Each panel shows the video footage of each member of Squad 72, including Hyung and Ivy. They’re in the exact same situation as me. Great. Just great. If they’re threatened with harm, I don’t think there’s any piece of information I wouldn’t divulge. 

“What do you want?” I snarl. 

I’m seriously considering busting out with my Extension. 

“Don’t bother trying anything,” he says, as if he can read my mind. “The guards will stop you.”

“Are they really necessary? I mean, I’m glad you think so highly of me, but surely, having my friends in your clutches is insurance enough,” I say dryly. 

“Nope. I heard from April. You’re the leader of the squad. I’m not taking any chances.”

“If you hurt her in any way…”

“We didn’t,” he assures me. “We want your help.”

“With?”

“Ending this war.”

I’m starting to tire of this shit. “Look, let’s just be honest here. Who are you and what do you want?” 

“Who am I?” he echoes. “I am you. We are the same. Two peas in the same pod.”

“Bullshit.”

“Then, what do you think I am?”

“A Savage,” I reply without hesitation. “An enemy. We’re not the same.”

“But everything you’ve thought of us has been disproved, am I wrong? You thought we were feral, incapable of communication. You thought we were inhumane, barbaric and without an ounce of emotion. But the very fact that you’re alive, listening to my explanations, proves otherwise. And doesn’t the fact that we both have Extensions tell you that we’re in the same boat?”

“Strachea, you mean.”

“No. Extensions. I was modified too, just like you.”

I shake my head. Outside the room, the wailing of alarms reverberates through the corridor. Initially I think it’s due to my stubbornness and I prepare myself for the worst. The Savage glances at the screen. 

“Guards section two, proceed to room nine,” the Savage speaks into a radio-like device attached to the breast pocket of his uniform. “I repeat, proceed to room nine.”

I follow his gaze and realise the cause of the chaos. Raine has woken up, her Extensions flailing wildly about. She rips through the steel cables and gets to her feet. The guards stream into the room. She tries to take a step towards them in an unbalanced stagger and falls to her knees, her Extension flopping onto the floor. 

“Don’t you dare do any…”

“Relax.” The Savage squeezes my shoulder. “They won’t hurt her unnecessarily.”

Anxiously, I watch as the guards subdue Raine. True to his word, the guards don’t attack her with the intent to kill, deliberately aiming for the non-vital areas of her body. She sends them flying one after another, only calming down when she notices the screen in her room. 

“All right, back to the matter at hand. How did you think we got our Extensions anyway? Magic?” the Savage asks. 

“Interbreeding with animals.”

He stares at me. Slowly, his mouth moves, but nothing comes out. It takes him a minute to compose himself. 

“By god,” he whispers. “You are an idiot. Is that what they teach you in schools these days? I’d almost rather you said ‘magic’. Humans are a species, meaning that we’re genetically isolated from other species. Which therefore means that interbreeding to produce fertile offspring is impossible. There are pre-zygotic barriers and post-zygotic complications to prevent that. And besides, what about physical and sexual incompatibility? Has it ever occurred to you that there is no way a human being can…”

His voice trails off when he sees the blank expression on my face. 

“Anyway, it’s impossible,” he says quickly. “If you’re still unconvinced, take a look at my Extension. It derives from that of a liana. You really think someone mated with a plant because they were bored?” 

He does have a point. 

“Doesn’t change the fact that we’re enemies,” I repeat stubbornly. 

I can’t accept this. There’s no way they can be the same as us. Because if they are, then what the hell does that make me? Me, who can’t feel for the dead. Me, who can’t understand the meaning of love. Me, who has managed to become inured to killing the Savages. The Savages, who aren’t as savage as we’d thought they were. 

“Fine,” he sighs in exasperation. “If I show you around, will you believe me?” 

“Seeing is believing,” I shrug. 

This is going rather well. If I can get out of this room, my chances of escape will increase drastically. 

The Savage motions to the guards, who haul me to my feet and guide me out of the room, through the building and to a four-wheel drive parked outside. They load me into the back of the vehicle, two guards clambering in after me. The Savage gets behind the wheel, whistling as he revs the engine. 

“Remember, we have your friends,” he cautions. “Oh, by the way, I’m Ben. Third descendent of the Human Re-creation Project.” 

I’ve got questions for Ben, but I decide to hold my tongue for the moment. A growl, a jerk, a belch of acrid smoke and we’re off. It’s amazing. We’re driving around some sort of military base. It bustles with activity. From a hospital to barracks and even convenience stores, this place has it all. In fact, it’s like a normal, human city, except for the armed guards patrolling the perimeter. 

“Believe me now?”

“The Savages…”

“People,” he corrects. “Yes, they eat, speak, play and die just like you. They bleed, hurt and feel, just like you. Because they are like you. We are people. Just like you.”

“No,” I disagree. “They murder people. They kill without reason.”

“So do you. To us, you are the ones killing, murdering, raping and destroying our lives without any rhyme or reason. So, tell me, what is it which you think differentiates us?”

I don’t answer. Not because I don’t want to, but because I can’t. It is as he says. I’m reluctant to admit it, but these Savages have their own livelihoods, their own homes and their own needs. Anyone can see that. The most disconcerting thing is that at this moment, the scene in front of me is strongly redolent of the military base I grew up in and the cities I occasionally visited, where people lived their daily lives with passionate hope for a better future. In all honesty, I’m unable to differentiate between them and us any more. Never did I expect the supposedly feral Savages to live lives which are so similar to my own. It’s humbling and painful, especially with the awareness that I single-handedly snuffed out so many lives which bore the brand of humanity, so many lives which could have been fulfilled if I hadn’t prematurely ended them.

“If…if you’re people, just like us, then why?” I ask softly. “Why do you persist in attacking our country? You have your own cities, land and resources out here. So why? Why the hell would you trample over the lives of so many soldiers just to get into that walled community of ours?”

“We wouldn’t,” he replies immediately. “On the contrary, it is your side which wants war.”

“What do you…” I begin angrily.

He silences me with a wave of his hand. 

“Do they ever tell you about the history of Mankind? Before the Savages existed? And now that you know that it’s impossible for a Man and a beast to mate, where do you think the Savages came from?”

I shake my head. 

“Very well,” he sighs. “I’ll tell you. The Human Re-creation Project. Its goal was to create a race of people who were superior to the rest in every way. These genetically modified people would contribute to society in ways unimaginable to the general populace. They would cement our rule over the planet. After years of research, they finally managed to produce the first batch of modified people via germline therapy, people who could bring out Extensions at will. It was a success. Egged on by their egos, they proceeded with eight more batches of modified human beings. 

“However, disaster struck when a rift between the modified people and the normal people began to develop. Eventually, public resentment against the modified people rose to unprecedented levels and tensions ran high, with frequent minor skirmishes between the factions. Under such tremendous pressure, the government quaked at the thought of complete societal collapse and gave the order for the military to retrieve all genetically modified human beings. Word went around that they were all to be executed. With their backs against a brick wall, these people rebelled. With their Extensions, they were more than a match for the military then, considering that this happened over sixty years ago, when I was just a little kid. The normal people built and retreated behind the first of what you now know as the Eighteen Walls while we, the genetically modified ones, took over the cities they left behind, raising a society of our own from scratch. 

“That would have been the end of it if not for your government, which heavily funded research into creating genetically modified human beings specially adapted for military purposes. They knew that since we were created from altering the genes in germline cells, we would be able to reproduce and pass on these genes to raise a nation of genetically modified people just like ourselves. Fear of an invasion began to gnaw at the edges of their minds, leading them to launch an attack on the communities of Savages based just outside the first wall they built. Unprepared to fight against our own kind, we stood no chance against the new generation of genetically modified people. They bore Extensions we had never seen before, Extensions like that of the girl from your squad. So we retreated and here we are.”

I stare at him. This is too much for me to take in. I’m not even certain I can trust this guy, even if he hasn’t harmed anyone from Squad 72 yet.

“Wait,” I stop him, trying to poke a hole in that history of his. “If you were the ones who retreated, then why was there a need to build seventeen more walls just to keep you out? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Indeed, the first wall was about protection. But the walls after that are about expansion. Have you ever noticed the huge distance between each wall? Does it even make sense to build a new wall instead of reinforcing the old one if the wall were solely meant for protection?” 

Again, I can’t answer. A part of me wants to bust my way out of there while another part wants to believe him. 

“Can I speak with my friends?” I ask, changing the topic. 

“Not until I decide I can trust you,” he smiles wanly. “For all I know, you might just be looking for an opportunity to slaughter the lot of us and return to that accursed country like a dog to its master.”

“Then why keep me alive?” I challenge. “Why bother telling me all that?” 

“You already know the answer, don’t you? I want you to join our side.”

“And why us?”

“Don’t get me wrong. We didn’t choose you on purpose. You simply happened to stumble into our little trap.”

“Yeah, sure. That’s sketchy as hell.”

“Maybe I should have explained this first,” he sighs. “I am the leader of the Reformation Movement, which aims to capture and convince brainwashed soldiers like you that you’re on the wrong side of this war. We have three active units at the moment and, of course, many dissenters. Just like pro-Savage organisations on your side. The long defunct AFFTP, for example.”

My heart nearly stops. My tongue catches in my mouth as I try to speak, resulting in the emanation of a deathly croak instead of coherent words. The vivid memories which rush through my mind are both nauseating and frightening. Their motionless feet. The letters tattooed across their bodies. 

“Wait, wait,” I stammer, recovering my wits. “The AFFTP? Did you just say AFFTP? Pro Savage? What the hell are you saying?” 

“Yeah,” he frowns, “the Association for Fair Treatment of People. They were the most vocal group in the last thirty years, campaigning for equal treatment of everyone. They even managed to enter into negotiations with the government on your side. But something went wrong and the leaders went missing on the night of the negotiations. We haven’t heard of them since. It’s truly a pity. Not just the fact the negotiations probably fell through, but also the two leaders’ subsequent absence. They were a close couple, the glue which held the entire organisation together. They…”

“They’re dead,” I whisper, a sinking feeling in my heart. “My parents. I…I could only watch…the letters tattooed on their bodies…”

It’s Ben’s turn to look stunned. Mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water, he gapes at me. 

“Your parents? You…what? How…”

I don’t know which of us is more confused at this point. All thoughts of busting out have been extinguished from my mind, replaced by an empty, hollow void. 

“Did you know them?”

He remains silent for a moment, calculating whether to trust me. He does. 

“Rei and Mari Hikari. I can’t say I knew them well, but I did work with them on occasion, especially when we were arranging for the negotiations to take place. They were one of the strongest people I ever knew. No matter what others said or did to them, they always held true to their beliefs and maintained their stance that everyone should be treated as human, with or without the presence of an Extension. Their dream for such a society led them to start the AFFTP and have those letters tattooed onto their bodies. People thought they…” his voice trails off. 

 My shoulders slump. I never thought that I would be learning about my parents from a complete stranger, an enemy, no less. My back hits the backrest with a solid thump, startling the guards sitting beside me. Suddenly, I don’t want to be a part of this any longer. Ben notices the change in mood and offers me a bottle of water. I’m not surprised. He’s probably seen enough to know when a captured enemy has given up and isn’t going to attempt escape any more. 

“All right,” he clears his throat awkwardly. “I think it’s time you meet the rest of your friends. But one at a time. And if you make any false moves, that’s it. I’ll be seeing you in hell.”

“As if this place isn’t bad enough,” I nod in agreement. “Would you bring me to Raine? The girl who freaked out just now.”

Ben issues orders through his radio and I’m whisked away, through a convoluted labyrinth of corridors until I reach a barred iron door. The number of guards has doubled, filling up the entire corridor. All of them are armed to the teeth and are, no doubt, implanted with Extensions. When they’re all set, Ben gives them the signal. The door opens, creaking loudly on its hinges. Raine. She’s the only thing my mind registers. Her eyes widen when she sees me, a look of relief flooding her face. She stands up so quickly that the chair falls over with a crash, causing the guards nearest to us to bring out their Extensions defensively. We ignore them.

“I thought you were dead when they took you out of the room,” she says softly, staring intently at me. 

Her eyes have misted over, a droplet pooling at their corners. Immediately, I feel bad. It hadn’t struck me that the others were as worried about me as I was about them. I guess, in that respect, I was only selfishly thinking about my own worries. 

“Sorry,” I mutter. “Want a consolation hug?” 

“Screw off,” she laughs. 

There’s a pause. She looks like she’s thinking pretty hard. 

“Actually, I do.”

Before I can react, she wraps her arms around me and squeezes so tightly that I have to gasp for air. I’m surprised. I never thought she would. But it does feel nice, a certain warmth I’ve never felt before in my life. 

“So what’s the deal now?” she asks as she releases me. “You don’t seem ready to fight these guys.”

Her face is flushed. On second thought, mine probably is, too. For a moment, I can’t speak. I’m not even sure what I plan to do from now on. I mean, I’m in the hands of our enemy, who supposedly isn’t actually our enemy and I’ve just found out that my parents were on the side of the enemy I’ve been fighting against. And above all, I can’t decide what to trust any more, not even my own memories. It’s strange how you think you remember something clearly, but after thinking it over countless of times, you start to doubt yourself.

“Come on, spit it out,” Raine presses. “I’m dying to know.”

I tell her. Everything, from start to end. The things I’ve seen, the things Ben told me. 

“And so, here I am,” I finish. “Not knowing who to trust, who to fight against, who to hate.”

“I don’t care. Whichever side you take, I’m with you.”

“What happened to loyalty to your country?”

“I have nothing left behind,” she shrugs nonchalantly. “You and the rest of our squad are all I’ve got.”

She seems indifferent, but her eyes are confused and sad. I can empathise. When murder is your job and you’ve just found out that the targets you’ve been hunting are just like you, their lives having been eviscerated by your own hands, it hits you like a sledgehammer to the ribs. 

“I think we can trust these…Sav…people,” she begins slowly. “That guy’s mentioning of the AFFTP proves it. He couldn’t have known your past, right? Besides, look at the screen. They took care of Rick’s injury.”

“So that’s it?” I ask softly. “We’re jumping ship? Giving up on everything we’ve believed in for the past eighteen years of our lives?” 

“If we’re in the wrong, we’re gonna have to admit it sometime anyway. And you know it. From what you just told me, the version of history here is way more concrete than what we’ve been fed back home. We came out here, blind to the facts, simply believing that we had an enemy to kill. And now, as you’ve observed, that enemy is not what we believed them to be. We are the enemy here,” she says vehemently. “Of course, it isn’t easy for me to say this either. But I don’t want to be kept in the dark any more. I don’t want to fight and risk my life for the sake of a cause I don’t believe in. I don’t want to kill and die for a country which didn’t even give a damn about my life.”

Her words strike home. I’m hesitant only because there’s no guarantee that this side is any better than the one we’ve come from. For all I know, there could be no right or wrong in this bloody conflict. How are we, as soldiers, mere pawns in the greater game of chess where all the pieces are the same colour, supposed to know the purpose of our actions? How are we to know that we’re not killing simply because some cranky old bastard said so? 

“Okay,” I sigh. “Okay. I’ll speak to the rest about it.”

“I’ll go too,” she offers. 

“As if they’ll allow it.”

“I’ll make them,” she says, a dangerous glint in her eyes. 

“You’ll do nothing of that sort. Unless you want to sign our death warrant.”

She pouts and slumps back onto the chair. I turn to go. I know she’s just as unsure about this as I am and probably has a mountain of things to think about, but I can’t help asking one last question, a question which has been on my mind since we were captured. 

“Right before I passed out, you grabbed me and…”

“Forget it, okay?” she interrupts sweetly. “Or I’ll make you forget it.”

Right.





15

 

It’s been days since I visited Raine. Thrice a day, my friends are provided with food and water, but otherwise, they’re denied contact amongst themselves. I’m the only one who’s allowed to leave my cell. Maybe they’re trying to bore us into submission. Aside from the usual tension in the room with the guards, there’s an unfamiliar aching in my heart that I can no longer ignore. Seeing Raine on my screen as she paces restlessly in her cell just makes it worse. Furthermore, she can’t sleep. Every single night, she’s plagued by an endless stream of nightmares which would wake her, drenched in cold sweat and breathing hard. A couple of times she even attacks the guards, sending everyone into panic, myself included. I don’t know how long I have before they lose their patience and decide to cut their losses. This is it, I guess. The price she’s paying. The price we’re all paying in some way or another. It’s an expensive one. And now that I’m out of the battlefield, I find myself hoping against hope that I’ll never return to it. 

Over the course of the next few days, I put my best coercion skills into practice. When I’m not distracted by Raine, I’m visiting cells. Sean, Rick, April, Hyung and Ivy. It’s beginning to feel like an interrogation, except for the fact that I’m the one moving among rooms. I tell them what I know, then give them the chance to decide for themselves. Not that there’s much of a choice. 

Eventually, on the third day, they gather in my room. Hyung looks reluctant, Sean conflicted while the others seem indifferent. That figures. Hyung and Sean have people they love back there. The rest of them either have no one left or have had a troubled past with the people who were supposed to love them. Raine looks terrible. Her sleepless nights have caught up with her, her eyes weathered and exhausted. But deep within them, I still see that spark of resolve I’ve come to admire. Ivy is a lot calmer than I expected. For someone who was once thirsting for the blood of her enemies, I sure as hell didn’t expect her to listen to my reasoning. Raine seems to think the same, shooting Ivy a look of disbelief, to which the latter replies with a mischievous wink. 

“Hot nurse,” she quips. “I couldn’t help but want to stay here. Maybe hit her up.”

“Get real.”

“Come on, don’t be so uptight,” she laughs. “It’s not like I don’t understand war. People die in war, whether we like it or not. In fact, I’ve known all along. That I’ve been killing like the Savages. That I’ve become what I sought to destroy. That my drive for revenge would make a monster out of me. I thought it wouldn’t matter, but after seeing all of this, I can’t do it any more. I can’t do what was done to me to someone else. After all, I’m only human.”

Her eyes are hollow, her lips creased into a smile which now seems dismally empty. 

 “I see.” Raine bites her lip and takes a seat beside Ivy. “I’m sorry.”

“Ahem,” the old guy, Ben, clears his throat, “sorry to interrupt your reunion, but we have work to do. You’ll be deployed as a part of our unit in the Reformation Movement, working with us to do for others what we did for you. I know that it sounds like some sort of crooked evangelism, but everyone in this camp is betting their lives on it. Some of them are even what you would call Neutrals.”

“There are Neutrals here?” April asks, startled. “Don’t you produce offspring with Extensions?” 

“Genetics,” Ben explains patiently. “Since not all genetically modified people take similarly modified people as their partners, some combinations of chromosomes during fertilisation lead to the absence of gene products being produced and hence the failure to bring out Extensions.”

Blank looks all around. Ben takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. 

“Anyway,” he continues. “You’re now a part of our country. Please remember…”

“Wait,” Sean frowns. “Our country? What country?”

Ben gives him a strange look. 

“We still go by the old names of the countries. In fact, nothing has changed outside of Pangaea’s communities.”

Yep. Pangaea. Our community, the one we came from, is named after the supercontinent which existed millions of years ago. Probably intended to be a majestic term for the last united frontier of humanity against the Savages or something. More blank looks turn in Ben’s direction. 

“I guess it can’t be helped,” he sighs. “Welcome to Singapore.”

“Singapore?” April echoes. “That’s what the rest of the world is called?”

“No. Singapore is a country. A very small one. There are hundreds of others, each with a different name.”

“What? Wasn’t our world that diamond landmass they showed us during the lecture?” Rick whispers to me. “What is he going on about? You sure we can trust him?”

Ben hears him and throws us an exasperated look. Striding over to the wall, he taps a device on his arm. 

“Project the map of the world,” he commands. “These idiots need a geography lesson.”

“Hey!”

“Roger that,” a monotonous voice acknowledges. “Done.”

A map appears on the once plain white wall. But it’s not the map I recognise. There are many chunks of green land spread out across a blue background. The diamond-shaped landmass we saw at the lecture back in our camp is nowhere to be seen. 

“Zoom in to a hundred and three-point-eight degrees east and one-point-three degrees north,” Ben says. 

“Roger that.”
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The diamond-shaped landmass. Suddenly, everything becomes clear. What I thought was the world was nothing more than an infinitesimal crumb in the real world. 

“Shit,” Rick gasps. “What in the…”

“Yes,” Ben nods austerely. “This is us, compared to the world. This is how small we are.”

“If that’s the case, then Pangaea…Pangaea…” Hyung stammers, losing track of what he was about to say. 

“Pangaea is quite unlike the supercontinent it was named after. In fact, it’s not even a country on its own. It’s a collective group of walled communities set up in many countries across the world when the genetically modified people began their revolt. The largest lies in China while the smallest of these communities is in, well, Singapore.”

“So, we’re insignificant,” Raine looks relieved. “It won’t matter whether we…”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Ben interrupts gravely. “Singapore has the smallest of Pangaea’s walled communities, but also the most deadly. It’s the heart of Pangaea. Because of its size, it’s easy to govern and almost impenetrable. That is the reason the Captain made it his harbour.” 

“Wait.” April blinks. “Wait, slow down a little.”

“It might be a bit too much to take in,” he concedes with a weary smile. 

“You mentioned the Captain. Just who is he?”

“He is the one behind this entire war. The ruler of Pangaea, if you will. I don’t know his motives, but he has absolute control over Pangaea’s military might. Stories about him have spoken of blackmail, murder and all sorts of heinous crimes which he uses to keep his place. There is a lot I don’t know about him, but I do know one thing. He won’t stop until we’re all dead. He won’t stop until Pangaea’s communities no longer need their walls.”

“That’s…”

“Unbelievable? Maybe. But it’s the truth as we know it. Now, if you don’t have any more questions, we can, perhaps, move on?”

“So, uh, what did we come here for?”

“You’ll be assisting me in my work. If there’s nothing else, Resh will show you around.” 

A short, pale man in his twenties steps forward, giving us a critical glare with his slit-like eyes. Two leather sheaths hang by his sides. The one on his left contains a dagger with a lotus flower carved into its hilt while the sheath on his right is strangely empty. He beckons and we follow. There’s a tiny tattoo of a lotus on the back of his neck. Sean notices it too. We share a look and he signals subtly. I nod. Resh leads us to an air-conditioned room further down the corridor. 

“Office. Wait here,” he states astutely, disappearing behind shelves. 

After a bit of rummaging, he reappears holding seven bracelets, offering one to each of us. 

“To recognise our own,” he explains. 

He watches us like a hawk as we put them on. Upon closer inspection, I realise the bracelets are locked securely in place, a tiny keyhole peering out at us from the inside of the bracelet. My suspicions are confirmed when Resh pulls out what looks like a detonator from his pocket. 

“If you try anything,” he warns. “Bracelets go boom. Together with your hands.”

I’m starting to regret obeying his orders. Raine clenches her fists. She’s definitely about to start something. I grab hold of her hand and squeeze. Please don’t kill anyone, my expression says. Her eyes widen as she stares from my hand to my face, then quickly back again. Please don’t kill me, my expression probably says now. To my surprise, she doesn’t object. Instead, her fingers curl ever so slightly over the edge of my palm. 

“Let’s go,” Resh urges. 

I kind of get the feeling he hates us and wants to get this entire farce over and done with as soon as he possibly can. We’re shown to the canteen next, the only place which has a television screen plastered on the wall. Our temporary living quarters are two tents, which have been set up on a grassy field directly behind the canteen. All around us, people go about their daily lives as if they were never at war. The only difference between them and the city dwellers back in our country is probably their living conditions. While the city dwellers trudge like zombies in the monstrous metropolis, these people flit actively from place to place, doing whatever they can to bolster the Reformation Movement. Some of them are directly involved whereas others either lend their strength indirectly, or are simply uninvolved family members. 

“Lunch. Now,” Resh points to the canteen. “Work briefing after lunch.”

Definitely a man of few words, that one. We make our way to join a snaking queue of people. When it comes to our turn, a boy behind the counter ladles a lump of mush onto our plates, smiling brightly. I wonder if he knows how many of his people we’ve killed. 

“Uh, could I have more of whatever that is?” Rick asks. 

The boy moves on to the people queuing behind. 

“He’s deaf,” Resh steps in, engaging him in a series of gestures. 

Still smiling brightly, the boy nods, acceding to the request. We carry our plates over to an empty table and sit. Just as I’m about to shovel a scoop of mush into my mouth, the television blares to life. 

“Now, we bring you an emergency broadcast. The Captain of the Armed Forces of Pangaea has issued the following message to its citizens.”

A scene on the television screen changes. An empty room with a large oak table in the middle. Seated at the table is a burly man in a black beret. The Captain. Six of his aides are present, standing stockily in a semi-circle behind him. Beside me, Resh tenses. Everyone in the canteen has frozen in place, their eyes glued to the television. 

“Citizens of Pangaea,” the Captain’s booming voice echoes throughout the canteen. “The war with the Savages has plagued us for ages. Today, I am pleased to announce that we will be ending this war within the next three years.”

Cries of outrage are silenced by the Captain’s next words. 

“After years of hard work, blood, sweat and tears, I present to you, our new weapon which will turn the tide in this conflict. I call it…Bob.”

No one laughs. 

“Just kidding,” he sneers, his eyebrows bridging across his forehead. 

He snaps his fingers. A bulky, vaguely humanoid figure enters the room. It takes me a moment to realise that it is a person. Covered from head to toe in a multitude of Extensions. From where I’m seated, I can count at least six types, ranging from an octopus’ tentacles to a wolverine’s claws. 

“Not to worry,” the Captain reassures his audience. “This thing may look human, but it’s actually just a machine. This is done so that our soldiers can control it with greater ease if it resembles a human body.”

To prove his point, one of his aides produces a tiny remote control and presses a button. Faster than my eye can follow, the thing lashes out, knocking the Captain’s beret clean off his head. Sure, the precision and lethality of the thing frightens me. But what truly shocks me is the Captain himself. Or rather, the long scar running vertically down the middle of his head. 

It’s him! The memory of that fateful day surfaces. The cold, apathetic night. The abysmal despair. The horrendous laughter accompanying the lynching. The scar. A dozen voices are screaming in my head, none of them making any sense. Then, I feel someone gently squeeze my shoulder and the world around me shifts back into focus. I realise that I’m glaring at the screen, at the whitish scar running right down the middle of the Captain’s scalp. 

“Ren!”

Raine’s grip tightens urgently on my shoulder. The pain in her eyes tells me that she knows, that she wants to say something, but doesn’t know what to say. I don’t know what to say either. I mean, I’ve just found out that I’ve been fighting under the orders of my parents’ murderer for ten years. There’s a weight in my chest, like a medicine ball lodged in my ribcage which I can’t expel. Again and again, I’m struck with the horrifying urge to rip my chest open and let out whatever the hell is weighing me down. Except I know that it’s futile. I’ll carry this to the grave with me. 

“Ren,” Raine murmurs. “Please. Don’t do anything rash.”

Ironically, our roles seem to have reversed. Before I can reply, the Captain speaks again. 

“Rejoice, the Hekatonkheires will bring us victory! The Savages will no longer exist after this!”

He continues rambling for a good few minutes. Irritated, Resh throws his fork into the mush on his plate where it sticks, quivering upright like an exceptionally forlorn Excalibur. 

“Why the hell do we need your permission to live,” he snarls, more to himself than us. “Impertinent savages.”

The broadcast ends and the canteen erupts in a chorus of chatter. Barely ten minutes later, an alarm blares throughout the campsite. Resh motions for us to follow as he vacates the table, leaving his uneaten food where it is. Everyone else does the same. At the little grassy field where our tents are pitched, people from all walks of life gather, facing a tiny podium on which Ben is standing. 

“I’m sure we all know why we’re here,” he says slowly. “The Hekatonkheires. Aptly named. Their name stems from Greek mythology, meaning the Hundred-Handed Ones. Although I doubt they actually have a hundred Extensions at their disposal, they, or at least the one we saw, definitely have many more Extensions than the rest of us.”

“That’s all?” Resh snorts. “Having more Extensions doesn’t necessarily make them stronger.”

There are murmurs of agreement all around. 

“That’s not all,” I cut in, stepping up onto the podium. 

All eyes are on me. I’m definitely not in the right frame of mind to vocalise perorations, but these people have to know. Underestimating these Hekatonkheires is a horrible mistake. 

“I once fought what I believe was a prototype. It was my utter defeat. The thing had only two different Extensions, but it wiped out four of the best soldiers I had. I barely made it out alive.”

Raine’s eyes widen when she finally realises what I’m describing. Street 51. It makes sense. Why the lock to the warehouse looked as though it had been hastily broken, why a “Savage” was present within the 18 walls and most of all, why the Elites were decimated in minutes. The only thing that doesn’t make any sense is that I clearly witnessed it experiencing pain. Machines can’t feel pain, not unless they managed to couple pain receptors into the whole package. I’m not sure if it’s possible, but I wouldn’t put it past them. After all, pain is a useful indicator. My gaze roves over the nameless faces in the crowd, then settles on Raine. She gives me a nod of affirmation, the small smile on her lips born from pain and hope at the same time. Her fingers curl tightly around the small, silver locket hanging from her neck. 

“Even now, after I’ve gotten my Extension, I still think it was unnaturally fast. After all, machines aren’t bound by human limits,” I finish. 

“That does make sense,” Ben seconds, obviously relieved to have someone on his side. “A normal human being would not be able to handle so many Extensions at once.”

Debate abounds. They want to know how we can differentiate between humans and Hekatonkheires. All I want is permission to destroy them. I’m not having any of this saviour bullshit, not with a bunch of killer puppets. Fortunately, Ben concurs. He orders the Hekatonkheires destroyed on sight. That concludes the impromptu meeting and it’s back to lunch for us. Resh, after staring daggers at his plate for a few minutes, finally decides to conduct his briefing over lunch. 

“You will be based in the outskirts of the city at which you were captured.”

“Oh, hell no,” Rick objects immediately. “Those people you slaughtered are still…”

“What are you talking about?” Resh sneers. “Those bodies staked to the ground? That was the handiwork of your soldiers. It was a village of Neutrals. They raped the women and strung up the men.”

“I hate to break it to you, but as bad as we seem, we don’t stoop that low,” Hyung argues. 

“Well, I hate to break it to you, but in war, anything goes,” Resh mimics him sarcastically. “I knew some of the people there personally. Makes me wonder why the hell I’m still doing this shit instead of fighting and killing like I used to.”

“What are you…” Rick begins angrily. 

“What do we have to do and how do we do it?” I interrupt, eager to change the topic. 

There’s still a lot on my mind. That last thing I need is a reenactment of David and Goliath. 

“Ambush them and knock them out. Do not harm them unnecessarily. That’s all. Our scouts will relay the information and coordinates of your targets at least a day before you’re deployed. You’ll be sent to stake out the location. Sometimes they pass by, sometimes they don’t. Give it a day or two and someone will be sent to collect you.”

“When will we go?”

“I’ll collect you when it’s time. Probably tomorrow. The rest of the day is yours to spend.”

“You’ll be coming?” Hyung asks, trying not to sound too disappointed. 

“Yes.”

And with that, he leaves.

“Well, I gotta go too,” Rick says apologetically, gesturing to his bandaged shoulder. “The hospital calls.”

“We’ll go with you,” I offer. “I want to take a look around.”

We head in the direction of the hospital. Raine sees me at the back of the group and quietly lags behind. Ivy notices. She smirks and Raine flips her off. 

“You…okay?” Raine asks softly as we walk. 

“Not exactly the best day of my life,” I reply. “But, given the circumstances, I’m doing better than expected.”

“You sure? Your eyes are a little…unfocused.”

“What, it’s your turn to worry about me?” I say half-jokingly. 

“It’s repayment, okay?” she looks flustered. “For those times I…those time you…you know, like…for…for everything.”

“I’m fine. Really.”

“Okay.”

I highly doubt she’s convinced. I mean, if she were that easy to convince, I wouldn’t have visited the armoury twice back when we were trainees. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not pushing her away. It’s just that she’s got a lot on her plate too. The nightmares haunting her sleep. The feelings of regret she’s had, made worse by the fact that the enemy has a new face. Our face. She should think about herself a little more rather than worrying about me. 

The hospital is the only building in the entire military base, other than the office, which has a well-furnished exterior. Its white walls shine under the sunlight, crisscrossed with little furrows, highways for various insects scrabbling across its otherwise smooth surface. At the top of the cuboid building is a protrusion, on which a bright red cross sits. The glossy interior is well lit, a strong smell of medication wafting across the lobby. Rick and April make their way to the counter while the rest of us settle into the rows of plastic chairs arranged neatly at a corner like modern terracotta warriors. 

“Uh, I could use a little bit of help here,” a voice floats over from the opposite side of the lobby. “Please?” 

A young, pretty nurse. She’s trying to push a trolley loaded with food into a lift. Immediately, Ivy gets to her feet. Raine and I join her, concerned in more ways than one. Ivy sees the expression on our faces, sticks out her tongue and roars with laughter. Together, we fit the trolley into the lift and squeeze in after it. The nurse nods her thanks, pressing the button for the fifth floor. The psychiatric wards. 

“If you don’t mind, will you help me deliver the food to the wards?”

“Sure,” Ivy replies smoothly. “You’ll guide us, won’t you, Miss…”

“Elize. Just Elize will do.”

Ding. Rumbling unceremoniously, the doors of the lift slide open. Gloom. The atmosphere is dark, as if someone had just switched off the lights, and fringed with a lingering feeling of unspoken yearning. As we push the creaking trolley down the silent, empty corridor, we find, to our consternation, that the heavy oak doors to each ward aren’t enough to stifle the muffled moans of the patients inside. I can empathise. It’s not like I haven’t had my fair share of experiences. If I could, I would curl up in a ward like them, immune to the dangers of the world, harassed only by my inner demons. But I can’t. And that makes me strangely jealous, even though I know they’d give anything to be in my place. 

“Ward sixteen,” Elize says, handing me a tray. “Take a right turn down this corridor and go straight. If anything happens, shout.”

Leaving Ivy to butter her up, Raine and I make our way down the eerie passages until we reach a door with the number 16 carved into it. Silence. I’m about to knock when I hear a familiar but oddly lyrical voice. Instinctively, my hand freezes in place. 

“I wanted to die because life wasn’t fair, 

Nothing ever seemed to go my way. 

The loss of a love, 

The loss of a future, 

They made me wish I were dead. 

Carnage all around, 

Corpses on the ground. 

If this is hell on earth, 

A hell I can’t bring myself to face, 

Then I wish I were dead. 

But the day I died, 

My comrades agonisingly dragged my corpse to the hospital, 

Even though they knew my heart was still. 

My father sat at the table staring at the seat opposite his own, 

His food cold and untouched, 

Even though he knew my seat would be empty forever. 

My mother stood on the patio, a photograph in hand, 

Until the sweat in her palms and the tears falling from her eyes, 

Turned the picture into a marred chromatogram.

Even though she knew I would never smile like that again.

The day I died, 

I wish I’d fought, 

Just a little bit harder.”

My hand is trembling. For some reason, Squad 526 comes to mind. I wonder what went through the leader’s mind when he put that bullet through his head. He must have had absolutely nothing left tying him down to this life. No family, no comrades. It’s a heart-rending way to go, surrounded by people yet all alone. Raine swallows hard, shooting me an uncertain glance. 

“Whoever is outside, come in.”

I jump. Shaking off my daze, I enter, Raine following behind. The room is bare, a single bed in the middle. Lying on the bed is a woman, a sheet pulled up to her chin. Or what’s left of it. Half of her face is horribly scarred tissue, her features indistinguishable against their devastated backdrop. Bulging veins crisscross her face, spreading their jarring, bluish tinge across her pale, almost translucent skin. Sitting in a plastic chair beside the bed is Resh. He doesn’t look particularly excited about our appearance.

“It’s you.”

“Yeah,” I reply uneasily. “Just helping around, you know, with stuff.”

I feel like we’ve barged into something we shouldn’t be seeing. Setting down the tray of food beside the woman, who completely ignores me, I give a short nod and leave the room, pulling Raine along. Since we entered, she hasn’t blinked, not even once. It’s as though she’s afraid to close her eyes, afraid that something might catch up to her if she did. I can relate. Without a doubt, I know that the damage done to the woman has to be from an Extension. 

Click. The door shuts behind me. There’s a soft cough and I whirl around to find Resh leaning against the wall.

“She saved my life,” he begins. “She came from your side. Always believed that we could one day end this bloody conflict. But she got hit by an Extension and, well, you can see the rest. She even went suicidal for a period of time.”

“Why’re you telling us this?”

“Buying your silence,” he laughs bitterly. “Not a word to the rest. I come here as often as I can. Somehow, that song seems to calm her down, even if she doesn’t have anybody left that she could possibly care for. So there you have it. The reason why I’m doing this shit. Let’s end this here, all right? You never saw me.”

“Idiot,” Raine snaps. 

“What?” he frowns. “Did you just…”

“Idiot,” she repeats. “You. Are. A. Freaking. Idiot. Spineless asshole, doing something you obviously hate and don’t believe in just because someone else said so. You’re wasting your life here. I bet she’d be so disappointed.”

Ordinarily, I might have stopped her. But this time, something tells me not to interfere. 

“What do you even know?” he snaps, turning an interesting shade of purple. “Don’t go mouthing off when you…”

“Maybe it’s not the song,” she interrupts fiercely. 

“What?”

“Maybe it’s because you’re the one singing it.”

She walks off, pulling me along. He doesn’t try to stop us. 

The rest of the afternoon passes in moody silence. Elize, the nurse, is the only one who remains reasonably cheerful throughout. For Ivy, Raine and me, it’s a sobering prod in the back. The shivering, empty husks, the sudden, violent changes in character; it could have been any one of us, an unfortunate consequence of this war. I take it back. There’s nothing to be jealous about. 

Back in the waiting room, we find the others still seated, but no Rick. Exhaustion seems to have gotten the better of them, for they’re slumped against each other, sound asleep. As we approach, April’s eyes flicker open. They fix themselves on mine and, almost immediately, a look of concern crosses her face.

“Is anything wrong?”

I shake my head. 

“We saw Ben coming in earlier. He says we’re heading out tomorrow.”

That was quick. The old dude was probably looking for Resh. 

With nothing left to do but brood aimlessly, I retire for the day. Lulled to sleep by the somnolent croaking of the many insolent frogs which inhabit the area, I wake only when night has already fallen. The faintly glowing face of Hyung’s wristwatch tells me it’s two in the morning. Somewhere along the line, the others had joined me in the tents. Yawning, I step over Hyung’s sleeping figure and onto the slightly damp turf outside the tent. I sit by the edge of the pavement, my feet dangling into the narrow drain beside it. I should be exhausted, but I don’t feel the urge to go back to sleep. A million thoughts surge through my mind. The Hekatonkheires. The people I’ve killed. Raine. The Captain. Just where do I stand amongst them? I almost dare not think about it. I’m afraid of the answer. 

“Can’t sleep?”

I jump, startled. That’s unusual. Given my enhanced senses, I should have known if anyone were approaching from a mile away. It’s Raine. Not exactly the best timing to catch me unaware. The last time she found me sitting by the pavement with my feet in the drain, she came at me with her switchblade and nearly broke my nose. 

“Yeah, something like that,” I mutter. 

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Everything. I don’t know.”

“Take your time,” she says, sitting down next to me. “I’ll try not to interrupt.”

That’s unfair, coming to me at such a time. The offer is too tempting to resist. And if she’s going to have to know someday, I might as well tell her today. It starts off as a trickle.

“What am I?”

“Huh?”

Now, a stream.

“What am I?” I repeat. “Am I human? Or Savage? Or worse?”

“Haven’t we already established that there’s no such thing as a ‘Savage’? Of course, you’re human, just like me.”

I take a deep breath. Let it out slowly. Another breath. 
Here it comes, the dam has broken.

“I didn’t cry when your brother died in my arms,” I whisper.

“What?”

“I didn’t cry after my first kill either. I didn’t even cry when my parents died,” I continue, ignoring her outburst. “I can’t deny it any further. I’m empty. When I kill, when someone dies, when death comes knocking on the door, I can’t feel anything. It’s a horrible, numbing emptiness. I…I don’t…I mean, before we came here, I thought the Savages were emotionless killing machines. But now that I know otherwise, then what the hell does that make me? The me who doesn’t grieve for the dead. The me who…who can’t even satisfy the societal demands for a human being. I’m worse than savage. I…”

The more I speak, the more distraught I become. In order to fit into a certain order known as society, human beings are expected to conform to certain rules, some of which governs emotions. When someone dies, it’s natural to grieve. Or rather, it’s unnatural not to grieve. It is precisely this set of unspoken expectations which allows for a level of uniformity within a group of people, enabling the society to function as it does. But what about anomalies? What about me? The horrible void of emotions. The feeling of having no place to belong to. The… 

“You’re human,” she argues vehemently. “You have feelings. Maybe you just don’t express them like most people, but they’re there. I know it.”

“And what if they’re not? I’m not fit to fight alongside the rest of you. Not a monster like me. I don’t want to kill and not feel anything any more. I don’t want to lose people and be able to keep a straight face as if nothing has happened. I don’t want to…”

My voice trails off into a mumble. At this point, I’m not just unsure or insecure. I’m downright terrified of myself. Of the emotions I can’t express, no matter how natural it should be. I don’t trust the person I’ve become.

“Emptiness can be accepted too, you know.”

I jump. Actually, we both do. The voice comes from behind us. A large shadow falls over my fingers, stretching far over the field. It’s Rick, his characteristic grin on his face. Raine curls her fingers into a fist, looking ready to sock him in the jaw if he says anything stupid.

“You were eavesdropping?”

She gets to her feet.

“Now, now,” he backs away hastily. “Pee break. I just happened to overhear a little. My point is, it doesn’t necessarily matter who or what you are, or how much of you fits into the ideal image of a human being. If you’re empty, then accept it. Accept the fact that that’s you.”

“But…that makes me…makes me…I don’t know,” I shut my eyes tightly. “Where do I even stand? How can I fight knowing that I’m no better than what I’m fighting? How can I…”

“There’s another way to go about doing this,” Rick explains patiently. “That is, you patch up that emptiness with the people you care about. That’s your raison d’être, is it not?”

“My what?”

“Reason. Your reason to live. You exist to protect the people you care about, right?” Rick jabs a finger in my direction. “So, if she can accept you as a human being for who you are, then what does it matter how other people may classify you? What does it even matter whether you think you are human or not? Forcing yourself to act according to expectations won’t help you become more human, if such a thing exists. But giving yourself a reason to do what you do will. At the very least, you’ll be able to face each day serving that purpose.”

“He’s right,” Raine seconds. “I don’t care about trivia like expectations. The Ren I know is someone whom I’ll willingly die for. Being different doesn’t change that.”

“I knew you’d understand,” Rick claps her across the back, and then lowers his voice. “Well, I guess I’ll leave you two alone now. For the record, Ren, I think you’re as human as any one of us, Sean included.”

What the hell does that last part mean? I watch as Rick leaves, laughing heartily to himself. Somehow, his words stick. The panicked madness bordering my thoughts retreats gradually. 

“There’s one more thing I want to ask,” Raine says.

“Shoot away.”

“What are you planning to do about the Captain?”

As soon as the words are out, an expression of regret passes over her face. 

“I’ll kill him,” I reply after a short period of silence. “Now that I know who he is, it actually eases the burden in my heart. Someday, somehow, I’ll do it. But for now, I want to believe in Ben, Resh and all the other people in here. I want to believe that we can end this war with minimal bloodshed.”

“Want to, huh?” she echoes. “I hope so too.”

“It’s late,” I say. “You should be sleeping. We’ve got a long week coming up.”

“It’s two in the morning. Not exactly what I would call late. And you should be sleeping too.”

“I can’t sleep. Kind of why I’m here.”

“Then, I can’t sleep either.”

“As if,” I laugh. “You were snoring, out like a light when we came back from the hospital.”

I roll up my eyes and allow my mouth to hang open, making some sort of choking noise in the process.

“I’m so gonna break your jaw.”

“Hey, why don’t we run away?”

“What?”

“Why don’t we run away?” I repeat. “Leave all of this shit behind and just disappear.”

“You forget.” She shakes her wrist, the bracelet gleaming, at me. “Resh will blow us all to hell if that happens. Although I can’t say for sure which is the better option.”

“You too?”

“Yeah,” she nods. “I’m reluctant to ever set foot on a battlefield again. It’s just so cruel, to give us a little break, a little time to settle down and then ask us to return to that hell on earth. I’m so reluctant.”

Her voice trembles. I know that feeling. I thought I’d already steeled myself to return. Yeah, I thought. Another thing to note, shit almost never goes the way you think it will go.

“You aren’t alone,” I sigh. “All of us probably feel the same way. Hell, I’ll bet the rest aren’t getting any decent sleep right now.”

“Yeah. It must be worse for April, especially with the Hekatonkheires announcement and all that shit. She’s never had an Extension to begin with and now she’s forced to face a…a super-machine? That’s insane.”

“She’s been like that since the start. Fearless. It’s no wonder Rick likes her.”

“Mmhmm.”

“Oh, by the way,” I stop when I see the expression on her face.

The topic is probably changing way faster than she expected. I can’t help it. When my mind is all cluttered with stuff, I just want to say the first thing in my head. I guess that makes me tend to flit from topic to topic, maybe in a bid to distract myself from all that heavy talk. 

She shrugs. “Go on.”

“Resh used to be in charge of a notorious gang.”

“What?”

“It’s true,” I insist. “If you look closely, there’s a tattoo of a lotus at the back of his neck. Sean got curious and did some snooping around. Apparently, about six years back, his gang numbered over a thousand people. And when they took to the battlefield, they scored victory after victory while the military suffered defeat after ignominious defeat. They were so influential that even the government, their government, didn’t dare go against them. But at their peak, Resh suddenly vanished. Without a leader, the gang dissolved. It’s said that no one even tried to assume the position of leadership in his place. That’s how much people respected him.”

“That morose guy?” she sneers. “I’m honestly surprised.”

“Give him a chance. He’s got a pretty rocky past…”

“He’s pathetic. Chained down by such a past. I don’t regret saying what I said.”

“Yeah. About that…you were pretty…amazing.”

I can feel a vague blush on my cheeks. 

“Pardon?” she asks quizzically. “What are you…I mean, it made me think of my own…my brother and…you know…I just got kinda mad at him for being like that.”

I don’t think she heard me. Fortunately. 

“Nothing,” I say quickly. “You know, I was just thinking, what if we could get Resh to revert to those times? We could have enough influence to push for a peace treaty of some sort. We could… nah, strike that. Not possible. The government of Pangaea will never agree. Sorry.”

“Yeah…”

“Come on.” I get to my feet, dust myself off and offer her a hand. “Enough of this. Let’s go get some sleep.”

She takes it.
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Rick’s foot is in my face. Not exactly how I’d like to start the day. Grunting, I roll out of the way and stick my head out of the tent, enjoying the rush of cold, fresh air from the swirly morning mist. The cool wind sweeps into the tent, waking Rick from his slumber. Like an exceptionally befuddled owl, he sits up, blinking groggily as he squints his eyes against the glare of the morning sun.

“Good mornin’,” he yawns.

“Yeah, would’ve been good if you hadn’t insisted on putting your feet in my face all night.”

“Well, sorry I’m not Raine,” he grins, all traces of sleepiness gone from his eyes.

“What do you take me for, some kind of pervert?”

His grin widens.

“You know what,” I sigh. “Don’t even answer that.”

Still grinning, he steps out, dragging me with him. The others are already at the canteen, an identical plate of mush placed reverently before each one of them. It’s obvious. No one is in the mood for any food.

“Come on, eat up,” Rick encourages. “Eat it while it’s warm. We’ll need the energy later.”

“Pretty sure that thing tastes the same, warm or not,” Hyung mutters, jabbing his pile of mush with his fork.

They stare at me as I methodically shove the mush into my mouth. Don’t get me wrong; I don’t have much of an appetite either, especially not after last night. But I’ll eat anyway. Like Rick said, we’ll need it for later. For the sake of protecting this bunch of misfits around me. I’ll do whatever it takes. Fight whomever I have to. And kill if I must. Rick is right. Who I am, or rather, what I am, doesn’t matter. There’s no time for an identity crisis when I’ve got six people I need to protect.

“He’s eating it,” Ivy whispers, scrutinising me carefully.

“Yeah,” Hyung agrees. “And he hasn’t thrown up yet.”

“Are you guys done or do you need a microscope?” I inquire. “I’m not a specimen for observation. And for the last time, it doesn’t taste that bad.”

“You have my respect.” Ivy shoots me a thumbs-up. “Your tongue must be made of Kevlar.”

“Shut up and eat your food, why don’t you. You’re postponing the inevitable. Or would you like me to feed it to you?”

“Aaaaaaaaah,” Ivy opens her mouth so wide I’m afraid her jaw might have come unhinged. 

Before I can react, Raine dumps her entire plate of food into Ivy’s mouth the way she would dispose of rubbish, sending the latter into a coughing fit. 

“Oooooh,” Ivy gasps, recovering quickly. “Someone’s jealous.”

“You want another plate?” Raine offers innocently, inching closer to the red-headed girl, her own plate in hand. “I’m more than happy to oblige, you know?”

“If you wanted Ren to feed you, you could have just…mfffmfm!” Ivy inches away, too slowly, as Raine catches up to her, stuffing another spoon of mush down her throat.

I stare at the ongoing scene, biting back a smile. Rick and April are laughing while Sean and Hyung remain glum. Though fleeting, breakfast felt good. A refreshing change to the heavy smog of reluctance which hangs in the air. Resh holds his final briefing after breakfast. We gather near the front gates of the military base at which an old, beaten-up car is parked. Perched on the hood of the car, like some sort of stunted stone gargoyle, is Resh.

“We go in, stake out the area, capture the people and get out,” he says gruffly. “Knock them out as cleanly as possible.”

“Just to be sure, we don’t have to kill anyone, right?” Sean queries worriedly.

“If things go well,” Resh replies.

Which means we’ll probably have to. 

“That’s what you do best, isn’t it?” Raine mutters under her breath. “Not killing anyone.”

“Hey, I was right about these guys, wasn’t I?” Sean retorts softly. “I’m glad I didn’t kill anyone… I mean… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. Poor choice of words.”

Raine scowls and turns away. She hasn’t been amicable with Sean since the beginning. It’s easy to understand why. Probably even crossed my mind a couple of times. Why the hell am I trying to protect someone whom I can’t even fully rely on? I guess it all boils down to the individual. If he can’t help it, so be it. I’m not about to force someone to kill in exchange for my trust.

“There should be a group of four coming through this time,” Resh concludes. “Any questions?” 

“How do you know?” April asks. “Even down to the specifics like how many people there are.”

“We have our informants.”

“I see.”

“Right. Let’s go then.” Resh gets into the car, gesturing at us to load up.

“Are you serious? How are we supposed to fit in that?” Rick exclaims incredulously. “Unless we stuff Ren in the trunk.”

“The trunk is full. Stuff we’ll need. You’ll have to squeeze in the back.”

He’s dead serious. We pile in. Two in shotgun and five at the back. The creaky old car doesn’t even seem like it can get us anywhere. Resh turns the ignition and the car roars to life. 

“Seat belts, anyone?” Rick chirps. 

“They’re broken,” Resh informs us stonily. 

We cruise past the gates. Immediately, I start to think seat belts are a splendid idea. The car obviously isn’t meant for the type of terrain we’re traversing. Every bump rattles my insides, threatening to send my head straight through the roof. 

“You all right?” I ask a pale green Sean. 

He nods, eyes firmly shut. 

“Never was fond of bumpy rides,” he gasps. “This is worse than riding on a tonner.”

“You sure you’re gonna be fine?”

“Frankly, no. I’m worried about the new weapons. The Hekatonkheires.”

“Shouldn’t it be easier on you, since they’re nonliving things and you don’t have to worry about taking lives?”

“I’m not worried about us fighting them. I’m worried about them fighting us. They’re remotely controlled. That means that they’re completely inhumane. There will be no hesitation to kill, no empathy nor compassion. After all, simply pressing a button takes away the sensation of killing. To their controllers, it could even resemble a video game, with devastating consequences in reality.”

He is right. If the controllers of the Hekatonkheires have not been exposed to the cruel reality of war, they’d have no reservations about hitting a button to end a life. 

Twelve interminable hours later, we’re struck by the 
all-too-familiar stench of rotting corpses mingling with the musky smell of gunpowder. Gunfire rings out intermittently in the distance, the acrid smoke from blazing fires blotting out the sun. Despite the heat, I shiver, suddenly glad that we’re alighting at the villages. We occupy one of the long abandoned huts, settle down and wait.  

“Approximately how long do we have to wait?” Ivy asks. 

“They should arrive somewhere between now till two days later.”

“How specific,” Ivy rolls her eyes. 

“Take shifts.” Resh points to the door. 

For someone who’s driven for 12 hours straight, he’s amazingly alert. 

“Is that them?” Sean calls over from the door. 

Instant silence. 

“Too soon,” Resh frowns as we cluster at the window, squinting through the brief rays of scintillating sunlight. “We shouldn’t be cutting it this close.”

“What happened to ‘from now till two days later’?” Ivy hisses under her breath. 

Six humanoid figures are lumbering up towards the village. An awkward, unnatural gait betrays their identity. 

“That, is no human,” Rick states softly. 

“Yeah,” I confirm. “No way in hell.”

Hekatonkheires. The question in everyone’s hearts. 

“Do we stay?” Sean whispers. “I mean, we could probably wait for them to pass by, since they shouldn’t be able to sense our presences. If they’re remotely controlled, their main disadvantage would be that they can only operate by sight alone. They don’t seem to be otherwise equipped either since it’s daytime.”

“Maybe they wandered off too far from the battlefield,” Hyung says hopefully. “We should be safe if we stay hidden, right?” 

“We stay. There’s no reason to panic, not when…”

Whatever Resh is about to say is lost, blotted out by a loud crash. The Hekatonkheires nearest to the village suddenly lash out, pulverising the nearest hut with their Extensions. 

“Uh…is that reason enough to panic?” Rick quips, eyebrows raised. 

“What time is it now?” Resh asks, ignoring him and scribbling into a notebook. 

“Time to get the hell out,” Raine growls. “Write your report later, will you?” 

For once, Resh seems to agree. A second hut is obliterated. This isn’t search and destroy. It’s systematic annihilation. Only three more until they reach ours. 

“Get to the car. We’re leaving.”

“About time,” Raine snaps, swinging herself through the door, the rest of us hot on her heels. 

We get about as far as five steps. A shadow appears. Six shadows, to be precise. We turn our eyes skywards in horror, watching helplessly as the Hekatonkheires descend, their Extensions blooming around their bodies like flowers in the sky. A pair of long, extended grasshopper-like legs protruding from each of their shins explains their ostensible teleportation. They attack even before they land, striking at us with their grotesque Extensions. Instinctively, I shield myself with pincers, striking back with the bulbous tail which arches high over my head. Faster than the eye can follow, I feel a pincer shatter, blown to bits by the mere force of the collision. With another pincer, I grab the offending object, a viper’s head, and rip, flinging it aside. Another Extension slams into mine, sending me flying. There’s no time to collect my thoughts. The Hekatonkheire is upon me again. 

Within seconds, in a whirlwind of activity, my Extensions are smashed and broken. I get up close and fire, stabbing it in the eye with my butterfly knife for extra impact. Disgusting. Its actions are punctuated by low moans, the sort you would expect to hear from a demented spectre. Worst of all is its face. Severely disfigured, it bobs around constantly, quivering as though the bones inside have been dissolved. The only thing holding it together is the Extension of the Aldabra giant tortoise, which coats its entire head, forming an impenetrable shell. 

I realise, too late, that bullets and knives have no effect on the Hekatonkheires. They don’t falter, even as we pulp them with magazine after magazine of ammunition. Short of complete dismemberment, I can’t think of a way to stop them. Not again. Street 51 comes to mind. The feeling is exactly the same. Will I lose my entire squad once again, mired in that dogged incompetence which I can never seem to overcome? 

A set of four clubs knocks the Hekatonkheire away from me. Raine is hammering away at one on her own, perched precariously on its misshapen shoulders. Behind her is Hyung, his Extension latched onto another Hekatonkheire. The Hekatonkheire slashes with a wolverine’s claw, slicing clean through his Extension. Grunting, he produces another, attacking the creature viciously. It’s futile. Any idiot can tell that they have the upper hand. We’re being forced back rapidly, without so much as a moment to catch our breaths. A scream. Sean’s been knocked to the ground. I move to help him, only to find the Hekatonkheire blocking my way. I charge. An eel-like Extension comes for me. I stab it with the tip of my tail, lifting myself into the air. Kicking off the Hekatonkheire’s head, I barrel towards Sean, grabbing his enemy by the numerous Extensions sprouting from its back, giving him enough time to recover and roll out of the way. 

“Get to the damn car!” someone yells in the background. 

Something hits me. Probably an Extension of some sort. Pain flares as I’m catapulted through the air. I land with the taste of blood in my mouth. I’m betting on a busted rib or two. I’m gasping like a dying fish, my vision blurring as the stabbing pain ricochets through my body. Sean grabs my shoulder and begins to drag me towards the car. Screw that. I brush his arm off and swat a Hekatonkheire across the head with a pincer. I’m pushing my limits here, with nine pincers emerging from my back. Grab. Rip. Grab. Rip. Methodically, I set about tearing the Extensions off the Hekatonkheire. It’s almost become a war of attrition. Whoever runs out of stamina first, loses. I mean, resources are needed to replenish the Extensions, right? 

Black shape in the air. I reach out to crush it, and then realise that it’s too small to be a Hekatonkheire. So I catch it instead. It’s Raine, a gash across her stomach. She shimmies down my Extension, too exhausted to use her own. Two limp, vermilion clubs hover above her head. This is impossible. 

“Sean!” Rick roars. “Get April to the car!” 

He’s barely holding his own, his Extension held like a shield over his head. Distracted, however, he’s no match for the Hekatonkheire’s speed. It clubs his shield aside, raises a gargantuan paw and brings it down upon his defenseless head. Things seem to slow down. I’m too far away to help, with a bleeding Raine in my clutches. 

“NO!”

The primal, guttural scream rises from April’s throat as the paw descends. Then, it stops. The Hekatonkheire shivers, ropes of drool dribbling over its bloated lips. A long, serrated, eighty-centimetre blade is sticking out of its head. The blade is attached to a narrow, whip-like tail. And that tail originates from the middle of April’s shoulder blades. 

Time seems to start moving again as the Hekatonkheire collapses, its Extensions twitching uncontrollably. Somehow, April, whom everyone thought was a Neutral, has taken one down all by herself. But her Extension is far from obedient. It rips itself out of the Hekatonkheire and snakes around, hurling itself at Sean, who leaps aside nimbly. A neighbouring Hekatonkheire bats at her with a claw. If her Extension hadn’t been in the way, her head would have been taken off at the shoulders. But as things would have it, her Extension absorbs the brunt of the impact and she’s knocked unconscious instead. Without hesitation, Sean grabs her and hauls her away. He gives a hollering Rick a thumbs-up, meaning that April is still breathing. 

Things are turning pretty sour. Ivy, her face dripping with blood from a gash on her forehead, is screaming bloody murder again, firing at the Hekatonkheires. She must know by now that it’s useless, that without an offensive Extension, she can do them no harm. But she fights on anyway, patiently buying the rest of us the precious time we need to get to the vehicle. That leaves Resh. I glance around desperately, wondering where the hell he is. Then, I see him. 

Two jade green scythes of a praying mantis slash at a Hekatonkheire in a blur of movement, lopping off Extension after Extension. He seems to have had the same idea as I did. Vicious barbs line the length of his arms and legs, which he uses with deadly efficiency. Even amongst us, his speed is astonishing. For a moment, I think he might have the upper hand, despite being about 12 Extensions short of his foe. It’s no wonder he had such a legendary reputation. But the Hekatonkheire simply wears him down. It advances relentlessly, forcing him to back up towards the car. 

It’s the same with me. I’m losing the war of attrition. Somehow, this machine has more resources than I do. It punches through my Extensions and stabs me in the right leg with a tail of some sort. I don’t have the time to dodge. The tail rips out of my flesh, bits of my muscle hanging off its backward-facing scales. My cry of pain chokes in my throat, ending in a strangled yelp. It. Goddamn. Hurts. Like someone is holding a red-hot poker to my leg. Tears worm their way to the corners of my eyes. 

“Ren!” Raine yells in panic, swinging her clubs wildly at the Hekatonkheires. 

“Get to the vehicle,” I hiss through gritted teeth. “I’ll be right behind you.”

“No, you won’t,” she snarls, dragging me along by my shoulders. “You’ll die in seconds.”

“Nice to know how much confidence you have in me,” I comment wryly through my pain. 

She ignores me. I try to stand, but my wounded leg refuses to take any weight. 

“IVY! RICK! HYUNG! MOVE!” she screams. 

We’ve reached the car. April has regained consciousness, struggling against an extremely vexed Sean who’s trying to stop her from re-entering the fight without her Extension. Resh, upon noticing that we’ve mostly gathered near the car, retreats to join us. But the Hekatonkheires aren’t about to let us waltz off just like that. It’s painfully obvious. If we all get in the car at once, they’ll catch up and destroy the vehicle, together with our last chance of survival. Someone has to stay behind. And it should be me. I shake Raine off and prepare to leave. Something slams into my head and I see stars, my originally blurry vision blacking out into nothing. 

“Sorry,” I hear Rick’s voice. “Can’t let you do it.”

“Rick! What the…”

“I’ll catch up with you.”

He’s lying. He doesn’t plan to. I know because I was thinking the same thing. My vision is starting to clear. Rick is beside April, whispering in her ear. Then, he kisses her on the forehead and leaps off the vehicle. 

“Don’t you dare…” I start. 

“I’m proud to have been in your squad.”

“What are you…”

He doesn’t let me finish before hitting me again. My eyes swim in their sockets, unfocused and groggy. I’m fighting unconsciousness. Through a veil of tears, I see April screaming, still struggling while Sean holds her back, calling for Rick. The vehicle starts. Rick turns around, catches my eye and gives me one last sardonic grin. There’s no fear in his eyes, only the slight bitterness of regret. 

“Take care of her, will you?”

“RICK! NO! COME BACK!”

April bites down on Sean’s hand, raking at his face with her fingers. He doesn’t let go. 

“RICK!”

I try to get up, but I can’t. The last thing I see is Rick’s burly figure, his Extension held like a shield in front of him as he faces off with the Hekatonkheires. With death. His chin is held high, his shoulders pulled back as far as they can go. Proudly, stubbornly, he fights. As the world fades into a whirlwind of black, I’m engulfed by a strong feeling of hatred. Hatred for the coward that I am. For leaving Rick behind. For failing like I did all those months back. Nothing has changed. I’m still as useless as I once was. The ground seems to shift beneath me. Darkness. 
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A pure, blinding white. I should be dead. My mind is clouded in confusion. It hurts. A dull aching reverberates through my body, culminating in a sharp sting at my ribs and right leg. As my hazy vision clears, I realise I’m in a hospital ward, lying face up on a bed. I remember. Rick. Yeah, it should have been me. I should have been left behind. Not Rick. 

A discreet cough. Raine is sitting in a chair beside the bed, observing me with the attentiveness of an eagle. Her eyes are red. 

“How long?” I croak. 

I sound as though I have sandpaper in my throat. Raine gently helps me sit up, flinching when I wince against the flash of pain which follows. She unscrews the cap of a bottle of water, lifts it up to my parched lips and tilts it ever so carefully, allowing a steady stream of water to flow. 

“Thanks.”

“A week,” she says softly. “You broke two ribs. And that leg…the Extension went all the way into the bone. You’ll be limping for some time.”

“Rick?”

She shakes her head quietly. Her hand finds mine and our fingers intertwine. Her hand is trembling. Small, cold and fragile. I don’t know what to say. There’s a new, intense aching that’s not from my wounds. I can’t accurately define it. If I thought my injuries hurt, then I certainly wasn’t expecting this. 

“Where’re the rest?” I manage to choke out. 

“Ivy, Sean and Hyung are assisting Ben. Resh is somewhere. I don’t know or care about what he’s doing. April…well…uh…she’s in the psychiatric ward.”

“Why is she…”

“Can you walk?”

“I don’t know. Haven’t tried in a week.”

That brings out a small smile from her otherwise bleak expression. Gritting my teeth, I swing my legs off the bed, placing them firmly on the floor. It hurts, but the pain isn’t unbearable. I should be able to walk, I think. I think. The moment I try to stand, my wounded leg gives out under me, sending me straight into Raine’s arms. She catches me firmly and loops one of my arms around her shoulder. She’s close. Too close. Despite everything, I find myself blushing. And I’m not the only one. 

“Let’s go visit April,” Raine says in a low voice. 

Painstakingly, we make our way up to the psychiatric wards, stopping at a huge oak door behind which April currently resides. Raine knocks thrice and enters. There is a bed in the room, but it’s unoccupied. Instead, crouched in a corner, her knees brought up to her chest, is April, a shadow of her former self. Her eyes are wide open, her pupils fully dilated as they dart about in their sockets. She can see us, but her mind doesn’t register our presence. 

“Hey,” I begin. 

No response. 

“I’m sorry.”

No response. 

“It should have been me. I failed as a leader. I…I shouldn’t have let him go. If you have to blame someone, blame me. It…it wouldn’t have turned out like that if I…” 

Still no response. Raine tugs on my arm. 

“She’s been like that since we got back.”

I should have seen this coming. April’s life wasn’t easy before she joined the military. In here, she found someone she loved for the first time. Someone who loved her back. A purpose. But now, he’d been ripped from her arms. The support she’d found is gone. And like unsecured scaffolding, she’s collapsed. I almost can’t bear to see her in this state. 

“Let’s go,” Raine urges gently. “You’re still in no position to be pushing yourself.”

We leave. As soon as the heavy door closes behind us, she turns to me. 

“It wasn’t your fault,” she hisses firmly. “There was nothing you could have done.”

“It’s not what I did,” I reply. “It’s what I didn’t do.”

“Because he bonked you in the head,” Raine argues. “Look, we’ve already lost people. I can’t afford to lose you, too.”

I keep quiet. The feeling is mutual. Down the corridor, a door swings silently open. Out steps Resh. He sees us and stops short, awkwardly rooted to the spot. I don’t know or care why he’s here. At the moment, I can’t muster enough feelings to even speak to him. As we trudge past each other, he opens his mouth to speak, then closes it again when Raine glowers at him. Damn, she’s scary. I make it to the elevator before a searing pain ripples through my leg. Raine notices the anguish in my eyes, walks me over to the wall and makes me sit, pressing a bottle of water to my lips. Gradually, the throbbing subsides, but doesn’t disappear completely. It hangs around like a vulture circling around carrion, gnawing at me in bouts.

“Raine,” I muse after she removes the bottle from my lips and finishes the rest of the water herself.

“Mmhmm?”

“I’m going after him.”

I’m surprised at how calm I sound. My voice is steady, betraying none of the fury and hate which hacks at my heart. But from the way she glances at me, I can tell that she isn’t fooled. 

“Going after who?”

“The Captain. I won’t sit around playing saviours any more.”

“Ah, okay.” She doesn’t sound surprised.

“Yeah. Just thought I’d let you know first. I’ll vanish from this camp once I’m fully recovered so keep everyone safe in my place, all right?”

“No,” she says firmly. “I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going with you.”

“You can’t be serious. You know very well that it’s going to be one of the most dangerous things I’ve ever done. I’m not dragging you into it.”

“Exactly,” she agrees. “It’s dangerous. You’ll die if I’m not around. So, I’m going too.”

“No, you’re not. You need to…”

“Don’t”—a tone of warning enters her voice—“don’t you dare say it. I’ve already lost so much that mattered to me. Except you. Don’t just go off and die on your own, you selfish asshole.”

Her words are hard, but her voice trembles. She’s staring straight ahead. Is it me, or is there a tinge of red in her eyes? With difficulty, she helps me to my feet and we return to my ward.

“Raine,” I try again. “I can’t allow you to. Not with the knowledge that it’s almost suicidal.”

“You can’t allow me to?” she snaps, her eyes brimming with anger. “Who the hell is asking for your permission?”

“Raine, please. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“You aren’t even planning on coming back,” she accuses. “You’re going off to die.”

“I’m not…”

“Get this into your damn head,” she snarls. “If you die, it’s over for you. For you. And what about the rest of us? I’ll live the rest of my miserable life wondering what the hell happened to you. Don’t you even care?”

“It’s because I care that I don’t want you to go,” I shoot back, irritated. “I don’t want to lose you either. And that’s why I can only let you stay behind with the rest of them.”

“Let?” she sneers with venom. “Like how you let my brother die? And now you want to leave me too?”

I flinch. A hint of regret instantly touches her eyes. In frustration, she tosses the empty water bottle at me with unexpected force and storms out, slamming the door behind her. The ache in my heart worsens. My shoulders slump as I sink back into the bed. The soft folds of the blanket do nothing to soothe my troubled mind. Raine isn’t wrong. I was the one who let her brother die. I was the one who didn’t order them to retreat, even when things took a suspicious turn. And I was also the one who convinced everyone to switch sides. Now, Rick is gone. A strange feeling hits me. I wait. Five minutes pass. Ten. Still, the tears don’t come. 

“What the hell am I doing,” I whisper, hating myself for everything I’ve done.

Raine doesn’t deserve this. She should have killed me back when we were on guard duty in camp. Would’ve saved her a hell of a lot of trouble. And Rick. What if he hadn’t agreed to switch sides? Would he be alive now? I’m sure he would. Flashing that grin of his as he explodes through life with blinding optimism. Not to mention April. Reduced to a shivering husk. It’s all my fault. I can’t face them any more, not when I’ve caused them so much hurt. 

A knock on the door. I’m jostled out of my thoughts as the door swings open, revealing a red-headed girl. The gash above her eyebrows has been stitched up.

“What’s eating you?” Ivy inquires lightly. “Lovers’ quarrel?”

“Shut up. That’s not it.”

“Well, when I ran into her in the hallway earlier, Raine was mumbling about saying something she shouldn’t have said.”

“It’s not her fault.”

“Cute,” she sniffs. “You’re defending each other now.”

“What else did she say?” I ask.

“Pretty much the whole story,” Ivy admits.

“So why’re you here?”

“Let me ask you a question.”

“Yeah?”

“How did you feel when Rick told us to leave him behind?”

“Like shit. Until he smacked me in the head. Then, I felt even worse.”

“That’s how Raine feels right now,” Ivy informs me softly. “If you truly care about her, then think about what she wants, not what you want. Or rather, what you would want if you were in her position.”

I think. And I get my answer, albeit reluctantly. Ivy, who’s watching me closely, nods in satisfaction.

“Good. By the way, how’re you feeling?”

“Like shit,” I echo my earlier statement. “But I’ll get better.”

“Any idea when you’ll be discharged?”

“Probably about a month later,” I shrug. “Although I won’t be at my fullest any time soon. The leg is a burden.”

“So, how do you plan to, you know,” she twirls her fingers in her hair, “assassinate the guy.”

“I’ll go back to the military. Pretend that I escaped capture and have important information. They’ll have to grant me an audience. And that’s when I kill him.”

“Classic,” she comments wryly. “He’ll be guarded. Probably by Hekatonkheires. How will you get past them?” 

“I have one month to figure that out.”

“All right then, I’ll leave you to rest.”

I watch as she vanishes out the door. Two days pass. Hyung, Sean and Ivy visit several times a day. They bring me updates on April and the rest of the world. The entire Reformation Movement’s military base has been placed under complete lockdown following our encounter with the Hekatonkheires. We’ve just proven how deadly they are. The rest of the country’s military bases will probably follow suit. They’ll feel it soon, the initial chaos when they fight the Hekatonkheires, followed by the eventual realisation that they can’t win. Apart from eat, sleep and recover, I do precious little else. It’s boring, but I’m not complaining. My mind is too cluttered to think about doing anything else.

“WATCH OUT! HEY!”

I’m rudely awakened from my slumber on the morning of the third day. Something’s hurtling towards me. I can sense the vibrations in the air as it travels. A split second later, the window of my hospital ward shatters. A round object comes flying in its wake. Instinctively, my Extension shoots forth, gingerly catching it with a pincer. What the heck just happened? Are we under attack? Heart pounding, I bring the object closer. A baseball. I sit in silence for about a minute or so, just holding the baseball with my Extension in confusion.

Then, the door swings open and a kid comes running in. I vaguely recognise him. He served us food at the cafeteria when we first arrived. He looks from me to my Extension to the shattered window and a horrified expression creeps over his face. He gestures frantically to himself, then rubs his open hand in a circular motion over his heart. He’s apologising. That much is obvious. I want to tell him that it’s all right, but I don’t know how. I’m saved from my dilemma when another boy barges into the room. He’s about thirteen or fourteen.

“Jonathan! Where’d you…oh.”

His eyes widen as he gives my Extension an overall appraisal.

“COOL! HEY! IT’S AN EXTENSION!”

“Uh…yeah…it’s an Extension,” I say awkwardly, unsure of what to make of him.

“Mister…” he begins.

“Ren. Just call me Ren.”

“Hi!” he replies brightly, sticking out his hand. “I’m Raj and that’s Jonathan.”

I shake his hand.

“If you don’t mind, could you help me tell your friend not to worry about the window? He looks like he’s about to have a panic attack.”

Raj turns to Jonathan and signs rapidly. A look of relief crosses the latter’s features.

“I’m sorry about your window,” Raj says, facing me once more. “We were playing baseball outside cause we can’t go further due to the lockdown and I kinda hit the ball a little too hard. I didn’t expect it to come flying in here.”

“It’s fine,” I say. “Where’d you come from anyway? What’re you guys even doing inside a military base?”

“We live here.” He shoots me a strange look, as though it’s a completely normal thing to do. “Our parents were supporters of the Reformation Movement.”

Were? Now that the window’s broken, a gentle breeze blows back the curtains, revealing the outside world. I crane my neck so that I get a glimpse of what’s beyond the window for the first time. Directly opposite the hospital is an orphanage.

“I’m Ren,” I gulp. “I’m a soldier from the Reformation Movement, I guess.”

There’s a lump in my throat I can’t swallow. The Reformation Movement. Would any of these have happened if I hadn’t joined up with them? Would my friends have been reduced to such a state? While I’m brooding, Jonathan taps Raj on the shoulder and signs.

“Hang on.” Raj grabs me by the hand. “He says he knows you. You’re one of those around Resh, aren’t you? The new soldiers.”

If he knows that much, then he must also know that I came from the side which probably took his parents away from him. And he must also know about our recent failure.

“Yeah,” I admit. “I’m one of them. I’m sorry.”

“You’re lucky to be working with Resh, you know,” he sighs, ignoring my apology.

I’m grateful for it. 

“Resh?”

“Yep. He’s a hero. He visits our orphanage and tells us stories about his adventures. He’s strong, but still, he’s kind. Everyone in the orphanage treats him like an older brother, you know? We all dream of fighting with him like you do now.”

That doesn’t sound like the Resh I know. Strong and fearsome, maybe. Kind? That word doesn’t exactly sit well with his usual stiff countenance. I’m not usually one to pry, but Raj’s words have aroused my curiosity. Besides, I don’t want to dwell on my current situation any longer than necessary.

“Tell me more,” I prompt. “His stories?”

“He once fought fierce battles outside our camps, protecting us from the soldiers of Pangaea. His skill was amazing and he brought back victory after victory. Then one day, he met his match on the battlefield. A man with a segmented Extension, topped off with vicious jaws on one end. That’s how Resh described him. In the end, one of Resh’s men got in the way and Resh lost the fight protecting him. Before his adversary could kill him, a woman, a member of the same squad as his rival, interrupted.”

“Hang on, this man and woman, they were soldiers from Pangaea?”

“Yes. She convinced the man not to kill him. Instead, they took care of his injuries. Resh always said there was never another moment his enemies felt closer to him than this.”

“Wow.”

“Things got even more complicated after that,” Raj elaborates. “He found out that the two soldiers were labelled deserters, hunted by Pangaea for disobeying orders. They’d lost the rest of their squad assaulting a crazy objective and their failure meant that they would be punished when they went back.”

My jaw clenches. Something similar has happened before, where I almost lost my entire squad while trying to obey Ulas’ orders.

“So what happened next?” I ask.

“Tragedy. The woman was severely injured a couple of days later trying to save another soldier on the battlefield. Since they couldn’t return to Pangaea, the man begged Resh to bring the woman back. To Singapore. Resh agreed. But the man refused to go. He had family back in Pangaea. So Resh took the woman with him and left the man with one of his daggers kinda as a ‘spoil of war’ in hope that he’d be pardoned by Pangaea if they thought he’d successfully gotten rid of Resh.”

My mind flashes to the empty sheath hanging by Resh’s side. So that’s what happened.

“To be honest, I don’t know what happened after that,” Raj shrugs. “Resh doesn’t want to tell us.”

A voice from outside the window calls for the two boys. They can’t hear it, but my enhanced senses can. Soon, more voices join in.

“All right,” I smile faintly. “I think you’d better get going. Your other friends will be looking for you guys, right?”

Raj blinks. “Oh, right. I guess we’d better get going.”

“Here.” I pass him the baseball, which he gingerly picks up from my Extension. “Have fun.”

There’s a tap on my shoulder. The other boy touches his open hand to his lips, then brings it outwards towards me.

“He says thank you,” Raj explains. 

They head for the door. Just before they exit, Jonathan signs something.

“Don’t worry, things will be fine,” Raj translates over his shoulder. “And we’re sorry about the window.”

They leave. Things will be fine, huh? What the hell am I doing, getting consoled by two 14-year-olds. My Extension slides stealthily back into my body. Ivy was right that day. I can’t go about doing this alone. I fall asleep thinking about how to explain the broken window to the nurse on duty.

Day four. There’s still absolutely no sign of Raine. She’s probably still pissed off about the argument we had a couple days back. The more I think about it, the worse I feel. I acted like a pompous fool. I never thought much about it, but no matter what we went through, she’s always been there. It’s lonely. Without her, Rick and April. There’s that horrible feeling of emptiness eating at my soul once again. The doctors tell me I’m doing fine. But I feel no better, wasting away on this hospital bed. I can’t stand it any longer. On the night of the fourth day, I prop myself up on a pair of crutches, wait for my dutiful nurse to leave the room before hobbling towards the door. I don’t make it out because the door swings violently inwards, hitting me squarely in the face. I fall. 

“Knocking first would be…” I stop short. 

It’s Raine. My spirits lift immediately. 

“Hey,” she says, helping me back onto the bed. 

“Hey.” 

There’s a prolonged, torturous pause as we stare at each other awkwardly. My mind goes awhirl. I don’t want to mess this up like I did the previous time. I take a deep breath. 

“I’m sorry,” she mutters. “Shouldn’t have said what I said.”

I blink. Relief floods through me. 

“You’re not angry?”

“Huh?”

“I should be the one apologising,” I explain. “It was stupid of me. I wasn’t thinking straight. I don’t have the right to tell you what you should or should not do.”

“Oh.”

She seems at a loss for what to say. After another long, awkward pause, she finally continues. 

“Well, I’m sorry for bringing up Street 51. I know it wasn’t your fault.”

“I remind you of him, don’t I? Aracel.”

She winces. I know I’m right. I’m a thorn in her side, an unwelcome reminder of the incident which took her brother’s life. 

“Seems like I’ll only cause you hurt if I hang around you. So maybe we should keep our distance…I mean…if that would be better…” I mumble. 

What the hell am I saying? I don’t want that. Smack! The sound echoes through the room. My head rocks back, a reddish welt left on my cheek where Raine backhanded me. 

“That’s not something you get to decide,” she says quietly. 

Great. Now I’ve made her mad. So much for not messing this up. 

“I don’t want to lose anyone any more, okay?” she continues in a whisper. “The thought of that scares me more than anything else. So don’t you dare bail on me. Don’t run away. That’s the last thing I want.”

“But if you’re simply getting hurt…”

“Yes, I do think about him often. Yes, you were involved in the incident. But I’m no idiot. An accident is an accident. Staying away from you won’t help me accept his passing. So, forget it all right? Put that whole farce behind us and move on.”

There are tears in her eyes. They compel me to agree. I nod dumbly. 

“Thank you.”

She brushes the swollen lump on my cheek with the back of her hand. It tingles and my heart jumps a little. Somehow, it’s hard to meet her eyes. Fortunately, she doesn’t seem to notice the flushed look on my face, a bright redness that isn’t from the slap she gave me. 

“Here,” she offers, sliding a file into my hands. “Read.”

My finger fumbles on the unfamiliar feel of paper. It’s been ages since I’ve read something and the words look strangely foreign. 

“Is diction short for dictionary?” I ask, stumbling on words I haven’t seen since forever. 

“Are you an idiot? It means choice of words. That’s an analysis on the Captain’s speech pattern,” Raine coughs impatiently. “Flip over for the important part.”

The Captain is scheduled to give a speech about the success of the Hekatonkheires two months from now, when their effectiveness has been fully witnessed. 

I stare uncomprehendingly for a moment before it hits me. The chance I’d been waiting for. My heart pounding in my chest, I read on. The speech is to be presented before the soldiers of the entire military, one base at a time. And if a large crowd is expected, he can’t carelessly use the Hekatonkheires. This could be our only chance. 

“How did you get this?”

There are bags under her eyes, testament to the sleepless nights she’s been through.

“Friend’s friend’s friend.”

“What?”

“A nurse at the hospital. She has a friend who’s in charge of processing information obtained by our informants in Pangaea.”

“Okay.”

I’m a little sceptical. Putting our lives at the mercy of an unknown informant sounds rather unappealing. But Raine strongly believes that it could work out. And if she does, then I will too.

“I’ll tell Ben to let us out after we work out the finer details,” I say, rubbing my eyes till a kaleidoscope of colours blooms behind my eyelids. “We’ll also need to think about what we’re gonna do if we fail. A Plan B.”

“Plan B says we get the hell out and never go back.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“That is, if we can. Seeing how deadly the Heires are…”

“Wait, Heires?” 

“That’s what they’re calling the Hekatonkheires now,” she informs me. “Since Ben doesn’t exactly want to call them Bob.”

We lapse into silence, each brooding about what the future could hold. If we fail, we’ll be tortured and killed. But if, by any chance, we do succeed, well… I don’t know. Anything could happen. The thought of that scares me more than death itself.

“When are you gonna tell the others?” Raine finally breaks the silence. “They deserve to know.”

Again, she’s right. She’s not the only one I wanted to leave behind.

“I’ll tell them later,” I sigh. “April included.”

“Mmhmm.”

Silence falls, except it’s different from the past instances. This silence is comfortable. Serene. And within the secure confines of this silence, Raine’s head begins to droop until it touches my shoulder. Her long, silky hair, the warmth from her cheek and the peaceful expression on her face make me wonder why I had ever thought of leaving her behind.
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“I’m sorry. I can’t go,” Sean says, a conflicted look on his face. “I’ll just slow you down if I go.”

“What a shame,” Raine remarks sarcastically.

I shoot her a warning look and she rolls her eyes in reply. Relief is etched all over his face.

“Same here. I’m sorry.” Hyung shakes his head. 

Neither of them meets my eyes.

“Don’t apologise,” I smile faintly. “Your families take priority. I can understand that much, even if I haven’t got my own.”

It makes sense. For Raine, Ivy and me, the worst repercussion of failure is death, whereas for Sean and Hyung, their families might be implicated if their identities are found out. That means we’re down to three, excluding April. I glance over at Ivy, who, to my surprise, has agreed to go along. She catches my eye, winks mischievously and turns away, whistling all the while. She’s an enigma, that one. Even so, I’m sort of glad she’s coming. She’s a female version of Rick, with a bit of insanity mixed in for good measure.

“Whatever the case, when we’re done, the both of you can return to your families,” Ivy points out. “Just act like we got separated during a firefight. You’ll get to skip the chaos that we plan to cause and still reunite with your families. A pretty good deal, no?”

Sean and Hyung nod mutely. Hope blossoms in their eyes.

“All the best,” Sean mutters. “I mean it. And Ren?”

“Yeah?”

“You already have the answer you’re seeking so desperately.”

“What?”

“You’ll understand soon,” he sighs. “Let’s meet again.”

Just before Sean leaves, something passes over his face. Regret? Shame? I don’t know. He looks as though he’s burning the scene before his eyes deep into the recesses of his brain, as though he will never see all of us together again. And the truth is, I think so too. It’s more than likely that one or more of us, possibly all, will perish.

“Now, all that’s left is April.” I heave myself off the bed, grunting with effort. 

Ivy doesn’t bother waiting. She grabs my arm, slings me over her shoulders like a bag of rice and stalks out of the ward. Despite my protests, she only sets me down outside April’s room. 

“Ready?”

I gulp and nod. We enter. She hasn’t moved an inch from her corner. The lights have been dimmed, obscuring half her face in deathly shadows. I’d be lying if I said she looked fine. 

“Hey,” I begin, tapping her gently on the shoulder. 

Silence. She doesn’t even react to my touch. Taking a deep breath, I proceed to tell her about our plans. 

“And so, two months from now, we’re gonna kill him,” I finish. 

It’s fleeting, but something flickers across her eyes. Still, she remains silent. I get to my feet and we leave. 

“We’ll be waiting,” I call out softly as the door swings shut behind us. 

As soon as Ivy carries me back to my bed, she disappears, probably to search for Elize, the pretty nurse and also the one who gave Raine the information on the Captain. 

“Can you really recover in one month?” Raine asks worriedly. 

I know I still look like hell. In fact, I’d probably lose to an 82-week-old jack-o’-lantern in a beauty contest. 

“I will,” I say firmly. “And what about you? Still got all your intestines left? The last I remembered, you had a pretty bad slice across your stomach.”

She lifts up the hem of her shirt. The doctors did a pretty good job sewing it up. Only faint traces of a scar are left. I glance at her, then turn away quickly. Suddenly, she seems conscious of the scar, forcefully pulling down the hem of her shirt. Well, at least I’m not the only one with a burning face. 

“I’m fine now,” she assures me. “Just focus on your recovery.”

“There’s still the negotiation with Ben. I doubt he’ll let us go that easily, especially when the entire camp is in lockdown.”

“How about I handle that?” She cracks her knuckles. 

“Nope. You’ll just start a fight.”

“What gave you that impression?”

“What indeed.” I rub the slowly fading welt on my cheek where she’d hit me previously. 

She looks away. 

“Can’t be helped if it solves the problem,” she pouts. “It’s the fastest way to convince someone.”

“And that’s why we have war,” I smile. “You know that as well as I do.”

“And will what we’re doing end this war? Or is it purely for the sake of revenge?”

“A little bit of both,” I sigh. “Call it self-preservation. It used to be about revenge, but now, I think it’s moved way beyond that. We fought the Heires side by side. You know as well as I do how deadly they are. And the Captain won’t stop. He’ll raze the whole world if he could. Even if I’m selfish enough to say that I don’t give a damn about all the people who’re going to die, there’ll be no place left for us to hide when he’s done. He’ll wipe us all out. I can’t stand for that. That bastard’s stolen too much from me already.”

“Yeah,” she whispers. “Me too.”

She fixes her tired eyes on mine and for a moment, my world seems to freeze. A ghost of a smile touches her lips, sending an electric tingle down my spine. I’m fighting an overwhelming urge to embrace her. 

“It’s so surreal,” I say softly. “I keep thinking, wondering if it was all a dream. A nightmare. That when I wake up the next day, Rick will be right there, that annoying grin on his face.”

“Yeah, and he’ll take a jab at me like he always does,” she continues. 

She’s choking on her words. Before long, the first of her tears have fallen, drawing a tiny rivulet down her cheek. Embarrassed, she tries to turn away, but I pull her closer instead, half expecting her to forcefully pull away. She doesn’t. Instead, she buries her face into my chest and sobs uncontrollably. I don’t speak. I simply hold her, a mixture of emotions warring across my face. How tragic it is, to be unable to grieve, unable to understand sorrow. The expression on my face seems to make things worse. Her hands form fists in my shirt and she presses even closer, the warmth from her tears spreading across my skin.

A minute passes. Two. An hour. Gradually, I drift to sleep. Nightmares send my eyelids flying open, cold sweat upon my forehead. Dark. The room is pitch dark. A faint blue glow from my alarm clock tells me it’s five in the morning. I get up carefully. Beside me, Raine stirs in her sleep, a frown creasing her eyebrows. Looks like she’s still plagued by her innermost demons. For a moment, I think of waking her, but it’s more because I want her comforting warmth than anything else, so I don’t. 

Gingerly shutting the door behind me, I step out of the room and into the chilly corridor, squinting my eyes against the sudden brightness. Without so much as an aim in mind, I begin to wander. Maybe someone will mistake me for a lonely spectre haunting the hospital. I don’t know why, but eventually, my feet take me to a familiar oak door. April’s room. And it’s a good thing they did. The door hangs slightly ajar. I push. It swings open to reveal a scene which rivals that of a robbery. The room is in complete disarray, furniture mangled and broken. The mattress is a trypophobic’s nightmare, sporting large holes. Even the door hadn’t been spared, looking like a shield stabbed one too many times with a spear. Sitting in her corner, her eyes wide open, is April. 

“April?” I call out uncertainly. “What happened here? Did someone…”

No reaction. Minutes go by. She blinks once, then returns to staring at the ground. I know it couldn’t have been an intruder. 
I mean, what sort of intruder would stab an oak door repeatedly for no apparent reason? April must have snapped and somehow gotten her hands on a knife of some sort. And if that’s the case, finding that knife takes priority, ideally before she turns herself into mincemeat. Unfortunately, no matter where I look, I can’t find anything. Either she’s gotten rid of it, or she’s hidden it. I try everything. Asking, cajoling and finally, scolding. She remains silent throughout. I’m at my wits’ end, too afraid to push her any further in case she snaps once again. Sighing, I slump against the wall beside her. I don’t know what else to do. So, I shut my eyes. And I sing. Resh’s song. I’ve only heard it once, but the lyrics come to my mind, clear as day. Maybe it’s because they resonate deep within me. My voice is hoarse and tuneless, but I sing all the same. Slowly, it reaches its regretful finish. 

“After I died.”

I jump, startled. It’s Resh. I didn’t even hear him enter the room. 

“What?” I snap, sounding harsher than I intended. 

“The name of that song,” he explains, a conflicted look on his face. “After I Died.”

“And what business do you have here?”

He ignores me, stepping up to survey the mess in the room. I resist the urge to hit him. He turns around, giving me a long, hard look. 

“What?” I demand again, seriously tired of this let’s-ignore-Ren bullshit. 

“That song. I don’t think that’s what she needs.”

With that, he vanishes as quickly as he came, leaving me wondering what the hell just happened here. Befuddled and irritated, I back out of the room quietly. 

“I’ll be back. Don’t do anything foolish, okay?” I promise as I close the door behind me. 

Still engulfed in doubt, I hurry off to meet Raine and Ivy. We’re meeting Ben today to tell him about our plans. If all goes well, we’ll be able to leave without any unnecessary hassle. If. 

“Absolutely not,” Ben says firmly after listening to our plea. “You know too much. I can’t endanger the entire Reformation Movement just like that. Not to mention, there’s still the issue about the Heires.” 

“I’m asking you to trust us.”

“That’s a trust I’m not prepared to give,” Ben replies evenly. 

“Doesn’t the fact that we came to ask for your permission prove that we’re still on your side?” Ivy butts in. “We could have busted out.”

“Yeah,” Raine seconds. “And you’re forgetting that we’ve lost people to the Heires too. Why would we be on their side?” 

“You don’t understand.” Ben’s jaw clenches in anger. “Our forces are in complete disarray. We’re being pushed back at every point, to the extent that Singapore’s government has declared the Heires as a national emergency. I can’t just let you waltz off on the basis of some silly assassination plan.”

Raine eyes a heavy wooden table to my right. To her, it probably looks like an ideal projectile to hit him with. I give her a warning look, the second in two days. She returns my look with what I think is supposed to be a reassuring smile. It’s not reassuring at all. 

“If things go smoothly, this could be the turning point you’re looking for,” I say slowly. “It’s not like you’ve got anything to lose.”

“I can’t compromise the security of this military base,” Ben insists stubbornly. 

“Look, if a man murdered your family, would you still suck up to him?” Raine explodes. “What’s the point of filling that head of yours with useless information if you can’t even understand such a simple thing?” 

“Raine,” I shake my head vigorously. “Please.”

Ivy stifles a laugh. 

“You’re wasting your time,” Ben says, glaring at me. “I won’t allow it.”

“The only thing you’ll allow is for your men to die,” Raine snarls. “You’re letting a perfectly good opportunity go to waste for…”

“All right, all right, we get it,” I interrupt hurriedly, herding Ivy and Raine out of the room. “We’ll think about it.”

Click. The door to the office shuts behind us. Instantly, I throw Raine a withering stare. 

“What?” she asks innocently. 

“What did I say about not pissing him off?”

“I didn’t piss him off.”

I raise an eyebrow. 

“Okay, fine, maybe a little,” she concedes. 

“A little?”

“Slightly more than a little,” she shrugs. “It’s not my fault that the truth hurts.”

“And that’s the point I’m trying to make.” I roll my eyes. “You’re too blunt.”

“I’m by and large more sensitive and maidenly than you are.”

“You do know that comparing yourself to a guy isn’t helping your case, right?” Ivy chimes in. 

She’s enjoying herself, her eyes flicking from me to Raine and back to me again. Raine sticks her tongue out at Ivy. 

“All right, so what do we do next?” she asks, changing the topic. “Force our way out?” 

“I’ll talk to him again,” I sigh. “Without your invaluable assistance.”

“Was it really that bad?”

I allow myself a tiny sliver of a smile. She looks relieved, even though I’m not really angry about it. In fact, I kinda expected this. 

“Just leave any future negotiations to me,” I say. “Forcing our way out is our last resort.” 

Over the next few days, they ferry me to and from my ward for an ostensibly endless series of talks with Ben. Each time, I emerge from the office tired and dejected, having made no progress in convincing Ben to let us go. The situation with April hasn’t improved either. Any new furniture brought into her room is destroyed within a day. And while her demeanor around people hasn’t changed, it’s gotten to the point where the hospital staff have replaced her metal cutlery with plastic ones. Raine, Ivy, Hyung and Sean have all tried to talk to her, but to no avail. They’re making as much progress as I am with Ben. Between the negotiations, April and my own therapy sessions, I’m exhausted. Meanwhile, Ivy and Raine have been preparing for the worst, in case my negotiations fall through, which seem more likely by the day. Our supplies have been packed and stowed away in a three-tonner, one we plan to hijack if it comes down to it. All that’s left is the bracelets around our wrists. Unexpectedly, the solution to that problem comes to me on its own. 

It’s late. One of the nights after my talks have failed once again. I’m in my room, one which I moved into recently from our temporary lodging in the tents. I’m sharing the room with Sean and Hyung, who, for some reason or another, have been dragged out by Ivy to help out at the hospital yet again. So, for tonight, it’s just me. As I stare blankly at the drunken crane flies dancing daintily around the single, naked light bulb on the ceiling, I hear the door swing open behind me. Resh steps into the room, a package in hand. I get to my feet so quickly that my chair topples onto its side. Has he found out about our plans? I don’t know for sure, but I’m not taking any chances. Without a word, he pushes the package into my unwilling hands. To my surprise, it contains a map and two devices adorned with a button each. It takes me a moment to realise that one of them is the detonator to the bracelets on our wrists. 

“What the hell is this supposed to…”

“It has a working range of three kilometres,” Resh explains. “If it blows up, you’ll lose an arm at worst. To remove the bracelet, rotate the button sideways.”

I stare blankly back at him. 

“The other button is a helpline. If you press it, I’ll be alerted. It’s the last one I’ve got and it can only be used once, so use it wisely,” Resh continues. “I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll do my best to assist. The last item, as you can see, is a map. The fastest route from here back to Singapore’s walled community of Pangaea has been highlighted in red. And finally, one of our spies happens to be a close friend of mine. He’ll get you in there.”

“Why? Why are you doing this?”

He turns to leave. 

“This time, it’s for myself,” he says over his shoulder. “If that irascible girl asks, tell her that. And the next time we meet, things might get ugly.”

“Thanks,” I mutter, but he’s already gone. 

I pick the chair up and sit, unsure of what to do next. That’s what my life has been about so far. Uncertainties. Could this be a trap? Possibly. But if what Raj, that boy I met in the hospital room, said is true, then I think Resh can be trusted. My eyelids grow heavy, even as I stubbornly cling to the realm of reality. I don’t want to fall asleep. The kingdom of my dreams is yet another uncertainty and more often than not, it frightens me so much that I’d rather stay awake. It gnaws away at me. The things I’ve done. The things I’ll have to do. Darkness descends. I’ve lost. I fall, deep into the clutches of my wayward dreams. 

The weeks rocket by, our morbid deadline fast approaching. My final negotiations have yielded nothing. That’s it. We’re forcing our way out of here. I’ve told the rest about the items from Resh. The preparations are complete. We’ve also mostly recuperated, except for me and my slight limp. Well, at least I’m no longer using Ivy’s ferry services. Nevertheless, we decide to push on with the plan. We wait for nightfall. Involuntarily, a shiver of excitement courses through my body. We’ve been planning for a month. All that’s left is to put it into action. 

“You ready?” I whisper, glancing at my wristwatch. 

It’s about time. Ivy and Raine nod silently. 

“Let’s go.”

The guards never knew what hit them. Within seconds, they’re knocked unconscious. I don’t even have to use my Extension. As anticipated, we see a maintenance team near our three-tonner, including a driver who performs the test-drives. When they notice us, they scatter, shouting in alarm. It won’t be long before reinforcements gather. Ivy heads straight for the driver, cramming the barrel of her pistol into his mouth. 

“This way, sweetheart,” she murmurs, dragging him to our vehicle. “One false move and I’ll blow your brains out.”

Raine and I sprint around the garage, taking out the others. I’m panting heavily. It’s been ages since I’ve done something like this. Furthermore, it takes effort not to hurt them any more than necessary. My limp isn’t helping matters either. We get into the vehicle. 

“Drive,” Ivy snarls at the driver, pulling on his ear to indicate the direction. “Unless you wanna get shot.”

The poor fellow complies, his eyes wide with fear. I can’t help but feel sorry for him. Alarms sound. Shit. All around, I can hear people yelling. The first of the reinforcements are about to arrive. We turn a corner and there they are, in the familiar form of Sean and Hyung. They attack the vehicle, shouting for us to stop. I swat them out of the air with my Extension, sending them flying towards the other soldiers. Good. Things are going as planned. Hyung seems to have been knocked unconscious, his Extension thrashing about like a headless snake, causing the other soldiers to panic and scatter. A subtle smile crosses his lips, then vanishes as quickly as it appeared when he remembers that he’s supposed to be unconscious. Fortunately, no one else sees it. 

The vehicle veers round another corner, bringing the gates to the camp into sight. Our way out. Ahead, soldiers are setting up road spikes. The gates are securely locked, with coils of barbed wire stretched out along the top. The guards shout a warning, which we ignore. They fire. Ivy spreads her Extension over the windshield, protecting us from the bullets. 

“Step on it.” She prods the driver in the head with her pistol. 

“I can’t see!” he howls. “And there are road spikes!” 

“Step. On. It.”

Cursing, he obeys. Just as we’re about to hit the road spikes, I climb onto the roof of the vehicle. Ignoring the frenzied gusts of wind whipping at my body, I grab the spikes with my Extension and yank them out of the way. I twist around and fling them at the guard post, causing the soldiers to scatter. 

“Raine!” I yell. “The gates!” 

“On it,” she mutters. 

One strike from her Extension is all it takes. The gates are sent flying off their hinges. We barrel through. A figure appears. A second later, two jade green scythes are buried in Ivy’s Extension. Resh rips out his Extension and goes for her throat. He’s too fast for any of us. But a split second before his Extension connects, he hesitates, giving Raine enough time to land a solid kick to his jaw. He takes a wild step to his right, loses his footing and falls off the vehicle, swearing as he tumbles to a halt inside a ditch. They don’t pursue. Or rather, they can’t pursue, since the entire base is under lockdown. That’s it. We’re free. We’ve burnt our bridges. From now on, we’re all alone. 
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Ivy hands the driver the map. Immediately, his face whitens and he struggles to get free. If it weren’t for Ivy and her pistol, he’d probably have leapt off the moving vehicle. 

“Don’t worry,” I say flippantly. “We just need you to drop us off somewhere near the eighteen walls.”

He shakes his head violently. 

“Look,” Ivy sighs. “It may be hard to believe, but we’re still on the same side. We’re going to assassinate the Captain.”

“Kidnapping doesn’t help your case,” Raine quips. “He isn’t gonna believe us no matter what we say. Might as well just threaten him for the entire journey.”

I’m about to reply when a noise from behind the back seat shuts us all up. 

“What was that?” 

Raine narrows her eyes, craning her head over the seat to take a look. She needn’t have bothered. A tousled head pops out like a jack-in-the-box, revealing a familiar pockmarked face. 

“What the heck?” Raine roars, staring at April as though she were a ghost. “How…why…what…”

“Resh,” April explains. “He told me which vehicle you were going to use so I snuck on.”

“I assume you’ll be a part of this?” I ask slowly. 

She nods darkly. 

“I want his head as much as you do.”

“No, no, hold up,” says Raine, shaking her head and blinking furiously. “You’ve been holed up in your room for weeks. You can’t expect to fight like you usually do. And what about your Extension? We all thought you were a Neutral before that. What’s gonna become of it? And…”

“I wasn’t idling,” April interrupts softly. “You remember the mess I made with the furniture?” 

“How can I forget?” Raine retorts. “That doesn’t mean you are ready for this.”

“That was practice. Resh saw it the moment he came into my room. He knew that the marks on the door were made by an Extension.”

Raine continues staring at her, slack-jawed. In the front seat, Ivy’s trying her best to keep her eyes on the driver, sneaking confused glances over her shoulder every now and then. Seeing the looks of disbelief on our faces, April tears off a tiny corner of the map, no bigger than the tip of her little finger. She holds it up, then releases it into the wind. The tiny speck of white flutters off behind the vehicle, until even my sharpened senses can track it no longer. Without warning, something lashes out. The viciously barbed tail of a stingray. April’s Extension. It impales the piece of paper and dangles it triumphantly in front of us. Raine’s jaw clamps shut. There’s no arguing with that. 

“Anyway, you need me,” April continues, her eyes filled with sorrow. “My Extension is the only one that can easily pierce…Rick’s. Which means I can take down the Hekatonkheires, given the opportunity.”

“Welcome back,” I say dryly, offering her a hand. 

She shakes it solemnly.

“I hate to interrupt your touching reunion, but we’re about to enter one of the war zones,” the driver cautions. 

“Oh? Suddenly helpful, are you?” Ivy sneers. 

“I don’t plan on throwing my life away,” he spits in reply. “Just you wait. I’ll slit your throats while you sleep.”

Yep. He definitely hates us. I would too, if I were him. I don’t have time to dwell on it any longer. Bullets begin to fly as we rumble on, right into the centre of a battlefield. Right away, I can tell our side is losing. Wave after wave of Heires stagger forward, annihilating everything standing in their way. Entrenched, wounded and fighting desperately are our soldiers, stubbornly laying down their lives in a valiant but futile bid to halt the onslaught. A couple of the Heires have been rendered useless, their remnants decorating the scorched ground. Groups of soldiers have banded together, using their numbers to wear down and eventually destroy their enemies. Still, it’s hopeless. For every Heire destroyed, at least thirty to forty soldiers are killed. This is what we’re looking at if no one stops the Captain. Complete and utter annihilation. 

“Help!” a voice screams. 

A young girl. She’s the last one left in her group. A Heire has her in its clutches, a snake-like Extension latched onto her arm. Instinctively, I move. Cursing, I leap off the vehicle and slam a pincer onto the Heire’s head, ripping apart its Extension with two other pincers. The girl falls from its clutches, only to be caught by Raine, who tosses her at Ivy. Raine then joins in the fight, striking repeatedly at the Heire with her Extension. It retaliates with horrifying efficiency, attacking us with eight types of Extensions. Tendrils, tentacles, scythes, clubs, pincers and more. This is an impossible fight. 

“Go!” I yell to Ivy. “Get her to a safe place! We’ll catch up…”

My words die in my mouth. The Heire stops in its tracks, gibbering madly. April’s Extension is sticking out of its head. Somehow, she managed to take advantage of our intervention to sneak behind it and stab it in the head without having to deal with its multiple Extensions. She retracts her Extension with grim satisfaction, gesturing for us to get back into the vehicle. 

“What do we do with her?” Ivy shouts when we return. 

The girl is gripping her arm tightly, her fingernails digging into her own flesh, drawing a tiny stream of blood. Her face is white with pain, her lips pressed tightly together in an effort to control her screams. She’s a brave one. 

“Drop her off at the nearest field hospital we come across,” I reply, scanning the horizon worriedly. 

If our little stunt had been noticed by the other Heires, we’d be dead in minutes. Fortunately, we leave the nightmarish place unmolested, plagued only by the final shrieks of the doomed soldiers, accompanied by the heavy, obstinate retort of gunfire. 

“Where’s the nearest field hospital we can take her to?” Raine asks our frightened driver. “Come on. Hurry up before she dies.”

The driver hesitates, watching her bandage the wounds of the girl. Then, he comes to a quick decision. 

“Eighty kilometres west,” he replies. 

“Take us there,” Ivy orders. 

She doesn’t have to. He’s already spinning the wheel, changing our course. 

“Who’re you people?” the girl asks, her voice trembling with pain. 

She’s about our age, her short, jet-black hair tied neatly behind her head. Angled jaw. High cheekbones. A vaguely hooked nose. 

“You don’t have to know that, sweetheart,” Ivy says. “We’ll probably never meet again.”

“At least tell me your names,” she insists. “I’m Kyrie. I owe you my life. If there’s anything…”

“There’s nothing,” Raine says sharply, but she accedes to her request. “I’m Raine. That’s Ren, Ivy and April.”

“I’m Max,” our driver introduces himself. 

He could have told her everything. He could have asked for her help. But he doesn’t. Not a single word about our apparent betrayal. Instead, he floors the accelerator. 

“Pull up,” Ivy sighs when a military base comes into view. “I’ll carry her in.”

Max does as he’s told. Again, he could have driven us right into the clutches of his people. He could have ruined our plans. And yet again, he doesn’t. He simply waits, the engine humming, for Ivy to return. A commotion breaks out inside the military base. Ivy comes sprinting out, vaulting over the gate while shielding herself with those beautiful wings of hers. She makes it to the vehicle unscathed. 

“Those troublesome bastards,” she wheezes, panting heavily. “Can’t they treat a patient without asking me all sorts of strange questions? I’m pretty sure they don’t need my surname to treat the girl.”

With that, we’re off. Aside from a couple of breaks, we don’t stop till nightfall, carefully avoiding places where conflicts are likely to take place. Unfortunately, time and gas supplies say otherwise. We’ll have to cut through areas similar to the one we went through earlier if we intend to carry out our plans. Keeping that in mind, we settle down for the night. Parked nicely between two gigantic pillars of what could once have been a majestic skyscraper, the vehicle is almost invisible from afar. Still, I’m not taking any chances. 

“Sentry duty?” Raine queries. 

“Took the words right out of my mouth. I’ll take first shift.”

I go to take over for Ivy, who’s perched on the roof of the vehicle, keeping a close eye on Max and her surroundings. The night is serene, punctuated occasionally by brief bouts of muted gunfire. Sound travels. We must be miles away from the nearest war zone. A puff of smoke rises from the vehicle’s window. Max is sitting inside, a glowing cigarette wedged between his lips. 

“Hey.”

“You talking to me?” he mumbles, taking the cigarette out of his mouth. 

“Yeah.”

“What?”

“Why didn’t you turn us in?” I ask. “You had plenty of chances.”

“Why did you save the girl?” he shoots back. “She wasn’t part of your plan.”

Silence. Questions we don’t have answers to. 

“Ren?”

I turn around, relieved to see April standing by the side of the vehicle. 

“Yeah?”

“May I have a word?”

I glance at Max. 

“Yeah, yeah, leave your sentry duty to me as well, why don’t you,” he says sarcastically. “Might as well give me a gun while you’re at it.”

I toss him my rifle and march off, April in tow. The look on his face is priceless. We walk till we’re out of earshot. 

“The Heires,” April speaks suddenly. “Something’s amiss.”

I wait. 

“Extensions are organic materials, meaning you need a human body to produce them,” she explains. “You can’t just create a machine and attach Extensions to it. Besides, you’ve seen their frightening rate of regeneration. Extension after Extension. No matter how many you rip off, they produce new ones in seconds.”

She has a point. 

“But a normal person wouldn’t be able to move that fast, right? Nor can we hold so many different types of Extensions in one go.”

“That’s where I’m lost,” April admits. “You’re right. There’s a limit to how much a person can do.”

“Maybe further enhancements to already modified people?” I muse. “But that would mean that we’ve been fighting against people all this while.”

“Does that make you uncomfortable?”

“Somehow, yes.”

“Me too,” she whispers. “I hate it. First, the Savages and now, this.”

Her eyes are haunted. Take care of her, Rick had said. I honestly don’t know if I can honour that wish. 

“There’s something else I’ve been wanting to mention,” I frown. “Now that you brought it up, the creature I fought on Street 51 was clearly agitated by our bullets. In fact, I killed it with bullets. It doesn’t add up. Unless it wasn’t a Heire…but that’s physically impossible for a human being…”

My voice trails off. 

“I don’t know,” April chews on her lower lip. “We’ll find out soon enough, I guess.”

When we return, Max is sitting at the exact same spot, a new cigarette between his lips. He looks perplexed. 

“I was joking about giving me a gun,” he says after I bid April a good night. 

“Yeah. So was I.”

“You gave me your rifle as a joke?” He raises his eyebrows incredulously. “I might just shoot the lot of you.”

“Except you won’t.”

“Don’t push your luck,” he sighs, handing me back my rifle. “I’m no saint.”

“That makes two of us.”

For the first time, a hint of a smile reaches his face. 

“Say, was that violent red-headed girl telling the truth when she said you were trying to kill the Captain?”

“That’s the general idea. And her name’s Ivy.”

“Can I ask why?”

“He killed my parents. And a member of our squad…”

“Oh, so that’s the…”

“But it’s not just that. You’ve seen the Heires. How long do you think Singapore can hold out? How long do you think the rest of the world can last if this war continues dragging out? I can’t sit idly by. If he’s bent on wiping us all out, then we’ll go to him first. This could be our only chance.”

“You guys are insane,” he chuckles. “But I hope you succeed.”

Our conversation dies. There’s nothing more to say. The night passes. Early next morning, we’re off, heading directly towards a second, unavoidable war zone. I can’t help but wonder if we’ll make it to our final destination. Our vehicle slows. The path ahead is stacked with rubble, making it nearly impossible to move forward. Before I can ask Max to make a detour, the rubble blows apart. Raine lashes out once more with her Extension, finishing the job. A cesspool of sickening violence is revealed. It’s almost identical to the first war zone we came across. First, all we see are retreating, panicked soldiers, yelling madly at us to turn the vehicle around. Next come most of the wounded and the medics, nearing the brink of exhaustion as they drag themselves onwards, a shiny sheen of sweat coating their grimy faces. Behind them are the stragglers, the ones who stubbornly hold their ground so that their comrades may escape. And finally, the relentlessly advancing Heires. 

We drive through their midst, heading straight for the Heires. We pass the ruins of a building. A group of soldiers have taken cover behind the rubble, firing continuously at their enemies. The expression on their faces is one of resignation as they watch the Heires advance through the hail of bullets. As the Heires draw nearer and nearer, they begin to retreat. One, however, stays behind. The soldier removes his helmet and lays his rifle on the ground beside him. He draws a pistol, sliding the muzzle into his mouth. His finger tightens on the trigger. 

Ping. The pistol shatters. April leaps towards the man, wrestling him to the ground. Max slams his foot down on the brake and the vehicle screeches to a halt. I join April on the ground, holding the soldier back. For a moment, we’re the only ones left standing between him and the Grim Reaper. Raine goes after his retreating comrades. Yep. The same Raine who once said that suicide was a viable choice. Maybe it’s because this soldier still has comrades left on this world. I don’t have time to think. I have to calm him down somehow. There’re also the Heires to consider. To my surprise, April starts singing. That strange, haunting melody about a regretted suicide. The man’s struggles gradually subside, but they don’t cease completely. There are tears in his eyes. Then, his comrades return for him and he’s whisked away, dragged through the rubble and out of sight. 

“Wait!” one of the soldiers calls out. “Thank you! You…”

“You have no idea how many of your people we’ve killed,” I say softly. “It’s better we forget this ever happened.”

“REN!”

Something hits me in the back. It was Raine who screamed. It was also Raine who leapt at me. And also she who absorbs the full impact of a Heire’s attack. One meant for me. Gasping, she collapses at my feet, the air knocked clean out of her lungs. Her Extension saved her life. April takes down the Heire. 

“Raine! Are you…are you…”

“I’m fine,” she snaps. “Haul ass.”

I scoop her up and run. Halfway to the vehicle, I realise she’s blushing. Honestly, she chooses the weirdest moments to be embarrassed about herself. 

“Hurry!” Ivy screams from the vehicle. “They’re closing in.”

This is bad. By the time we reach the vehicle, four Heires are leaping towards us on their monstrous grasshopper-like Extensions, closing the distance at an incredibly fast pace. Two more have been dealt with by April, caught unaware as she skulks insidiously amongst the rubble, a cold, emotionless mask upon her face. That is what they’ve made her. A silent, deadly assassin. 

Thankfully, we make it to the vehicle in time and Max takes us out of there. The Heires turn their attention to easier prey, as if they’re part of a sickening game where the number of people they kill translates directly into points. We press forth, ignoring the cries of the damned which resonate behind us. It’s an awful feeling, to be blessed with the ability to help but unable to do so. A mixture of guilt, anguish and agonising reluctance chips away at my conscience, if I had one to begin with. Shaking my head, I turn my attention to Raine. She has her shirt pulled up, exposing her back. Ivy is inspecting the wound, gingerly rubbing some sort of cream onto it. 

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she sniffs. “I’m fine.”

A purplish welt has formed on her back where the Heire hit her. 

“Are you sure? Shouldn’t we get something…”

“What are you? My mother?” she flicks her hand in my direction. “Buy me lunch after this and we’ll consider it even.”

“Ooooh, it’s a date,” Ivy chimes in, looking way more excited than any of us. “Can I come too?” 

“Shut up,” Raine mutters, slapping her hand lightly. “And how long are you going to rub that shit in? It’s stinging.”

“It’s good for you,” Ivy retorts.

“What’s good for me is a way to make our plan succeed. It’s just a damn bruise so quit looking so worried, will you?” she glares at me. “I didn’t fawn over your ass like this even when you were beaten halfway to hell.”

“Actually, you kind of did,” Ivy snickers. “You even slept in a chair in the hospital while waiting for him to wake up.”

“I’m gonna seal up that mouth of yours,” Raine threatens, pulling away from Ivy. 

We carry on until nightfall. Dinner is disgusting. I sit mournfully on the hood of the vehicle, reluctant to take a bite from the packet of compressed ration in my hand. It’s even worse than the mush they served in the canteen. April is sitting a couple of metres away from the vehicle, leaning against a broken pillar. She doesn’t move a muscle, staring blankly into space. I want to comfort her, but I can’t think of anything to say. 

“Let her mourn,” Raine says, placing her hand on my shoulder and boosting herself up onto the hood of the vehicle beside me. “Give her some time. It’s not like you don’t feel it too, right? A certain emptiness he left behind.”

I nod. 

“It’s not just Rick,” I sigh. “Without Sean and Hyung, it just seems so incomplete and lonely.”

“Mmhmm.”

“You know, sometimes, I think we should just give up and return,” I mutter. “At least we get to keep our lives. Whenever I think about fighting against such an impossible foe, I get so afraid I feel like I’m suffocating. I’m afraid to lose you. I’m afraid to shatter whatever we have left. I’m…”

“Ren,” she says softly. “Be quiet.”

She clasps my face gently between her hands, caressing my cheek. Her hands are rough. Those stunning blue eyes of hers, once chalked with pain and sadness, are now filled with something else. Hope? Excitement? I can’t tell. Her eyelids flutter shut. Then, she presses her lips against mine. A kiss. Her lips are soft, like the petals of a velvet rose. The rest of the world melts away. I lose track of everything else, existing only in that one moment, both infinite and infinitesimal. My heart is hammering away in my chest so loudly I think she must have heard it. We run out of breath and break apart, wide eyed and breathing heavily. A lock of hair has fallen across her face and she hurriedly sweeps it behind her ear. I’m grateful for the darkness which conceals the fiery red blush on my cheeks. I want to speak, to break the awkward silence between us, but I don’t trust my own voice. 

“I’m afraid to lose you too,” she whispers. 

“But?” My voice is shaky. 

“But we have to do this. If we don’t, there might not even be a future for us to live in.”

“Yeah,” I mumble. 

“Well then, good night. We’ve got a long day tomorrow.”

Her voice is unnaturally high pitched. She jumps off the hood of the vehicle and vanishes inside. I should be keeping watch, but all I can think about is that kiss. Is this love? Affection? Was this what Rick had asked me about all those months ago before we got our Extensions? 

As expected, I don’t get so much as a wink of sleep throughout the night. The hours painstakingly pass by. My thoughts gradually begin to drift to the doomed soldiers we left behind at the war zone. A realisation pops into my mind. Those soldiers aren’t the only ones who’re part of the damned. There’s still us. 
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The first thing I see in the morning is Ivy’s smug face. I’ve no idea what she’s so proud of until she pouts her lips and makes a smooching sound. Shit. I feel the heat rising up my collar. 

“You were watching.”

“I was going to inform you that we’d be arriving at our destination today. But when I saw the both of you engaged so…so passionately, I was loath to butt in, so I decided to leave you in peace. Still, it was a good show.”

“Why, thank you so much for your consideration.” I roll my eyes. “Please forget what you saw.”

“Nope. No can do.”

“Should’ve known.”

“What, were you really expecting me to…”

She bursts into peals of laughter, unable to complete her sentence as she takes in the spectacle that is my flustered face. I can almost still feel Raine’s lips, the warmth when we…you know. The more I think about it, the redder I get. A tickled Ivy isn’t helping matters. 

“But seriously, are the two of you gonna get together?”

“Get together?” I echo. 

“Marry. Have kids. You know, live happily ever after.” She twirls her fingers, her eyebrows bouncing suggestively. 

“I don’t know,” I frown. “The mission comes first. I’ll think about that later. If there is one.”

“Interesting,” she muses, studying the expression on my face. “Yep, I did have you pegged as that type…yeah… Raine probably is too.”

“You’ve spoken to Raine?”

“Nope,” she says lightly. “But she’s already prepared and waiting in the vehicle. We’d better hurry up.”

She’s right. We don’t have time to be sitting around. We tidy up and board the vehicle. Raine is in the backseat. She gives me a polite nod when I enter. She’s acting pretty normal, as though last night hadn’t happened. I’m relieved, but at the same time, kind of disappointed. My heart is pounding faster than an eight-year-old kid at a whack-a-mole game and there she is, acting so normal. No matter how much I try to focus, I can’t help feeling nervous around her. In this manner, I spend the better part of the afternoon fidgeting in my seat, constantly bothered by my frayed nerves. Fortunately, Ivy is riding shotgun, her attention focused on the road ahead for the most part. Occasionally, however, her eyes flick over to the front mirror and I catch a ghoulish grin on her face. Definitely not helping. 

“All right, stop. This is far enough.” I reach over and tap Max on the shoulder. “Thanks for everything. There should be enough gas for you to get back while avoiding the war zones.”

Max snuffs out the cigarette he’d been smoking, steps forward and shakes my hand firmly. Something unsaid passes between us. We part ways, leaving all our food rations in the vehicle. All we have with us are our uniforms, haversacks and our weapons. 

About half an hour and two kilometres later, a military base comes into sight. It’s different from the one we were at, the one with Ulas in charge. We get within a hundred metres of the base before we’re forced to a halt, facing a squadron of guards. Our weapons are confiscated and we’re thoroughly searched. 

“Who are you and where are you from?” a guard barks. 

“Squad 72,” I reply without hesitation. “We were captured but managed to escape. The bracelets on our wrists and the detonator you just took are proof.”

Hushed whispers are exchanged amongst the guards. One of them radios for further instructions. He frowns. Something isn’t right. He seems to be arguing with someone over the radio. In the end, he sighs, defeated. 

“Take them back to Base 1, Pangaea,” he orders reluctantly. 

Base 1. That’s where we were trained. We’re going home. If that can be called a home. It’s obvious that the guards don’t trust us. But since they’ve received the order from their superiors, they return our weapons and usher us into a vehicle. The vehicle takes us past the 18 walls, right into the heart of our military base. 

“Go to room fifty-nine,” a guard says, squinting suspiciously at us. “You should know the way there, right? If you’re indeed who you say you are.”

With me in the lead, we proceed. Despite what he said, the guard escorts us, knocking reverently on the door when we arrive. He enters the room first, salutes and greets someone inside before beckoning us in. Then, he leaves, shooting us one final glare as he disappears down the corridor. 

“Resh called. Come on in, you little pieces of shit.”

I can’t believe my ears. The voice is all too familiar. Idphor sits at a table, his boots resting on the tabletop. 

“It’s you?!” I ask incredulously. “Resh was talking about you?”

“What the heck?” Raine exclaims, even louder than I did. 

“Got a problem with that, little shit with the horrible attitude? You bastards have no idea how troublesome it was to stake out those three military bases for a week. You could have been a little more specific on where you were gonna come from.”

“So you knew about everything from the start? And you just kept quiet about knowing we were going to be screwed over once we left this place?”

I’m tempted to punch him in the liver. 

“Honestly, it was hard,” he admits. “I wanted to strangle you damn kids with my bare hands so you wouldn’t go out there and make the same mistakes I did. But I couldn’t let anyone find out about my true identity. If I did, I’d be tortured and killed within seconds. At least I’m still useful this way.”

His eyes flick over to Ivy. 

“And who the hell are you?”

“Ivy, sir. Ex-Squad Fifty-Seven. I’ve been in their care.”

“Yeah, fine, whatever. If it weren’t for that short bastard, I wouldn’t even be here.”

“Resh?”

“Who else?” Idphor grimaces. “I owe him a little favour.”

His eyes fix on me. 

“So?” he raises an eyebrow. “Where the hell is the rest of your squad?” 

He sees the look on our faces and his gaze softens. It takes me the rest of the day to tell him everything. 

“That’s unfortunate,” Idphor sniffs. “And to think you’d return with a plan like that. Really warms the recesses of my cold-ass heart. Anyway, the Captain’s speech will take place in about a week’s time. So keep a low profile and use this room for the time being. You can get clothes and whatever else you need from the warehouse. If you mess up, even someone like me won’t be able to help you.”

He walks out of the room, pausing to squeeze April on the shoulder. He must have known from her expression that she’s the hardest hit amongst the lot of us. Seems like that asshole isn’t as cold-hearted as I thought. We settle into the room. There are five beds, more than enough for the four of us. Ivy marches over to the beds, ushers April onto one and proceeds to spread her stuff over another three. 

“Uh, in case you couldn’t count, there are four people here,” Raine points out carefully. 

“What,” she replies innocently. “You and Ren can share the last one, no?” 

Raine takes a deep breath. “You’re going to be the first one to die before the plan even begins.”

She isn’t listening. She’s too busy laughing at us. I look away and try my best to feign disinterest in the entire matter. At length, she finally takes pity on me and concedes. 

“You got to admit, it was pretty funny,” she says as she moves her stuff to accommodate us. 

“Yeah, yeah, laugh while you still can. I’m seriously considering sewing your mouth shut while you sleep,” Raine threatens. 

Her laughter is infectious. Eventually, I find myself smiling, despite trying my very best to keep a stern face. Raine, who’s also holding back a smile, goes to wash up. We follow suit. The lights are switched off punctually at 10. Old habits die hard, you know. 

“Uh, guys,” April’s voice rings out through the darkness. “Do you mind accompanying me somewhere tomorrow? There’s a place I have to visit but I’m not really good with directions.”

“Sure,” I say through a yawn. 

No one even bothers to ask where. That’s the kind of trust we have in one another. Ivy and Raine agree as well. 

Early next morning, after informing Idphor about our plans, we prepare to leave the military base. Idphor hands us each a card, granting us access back into camp when we return. Owing to our lack of civilian attire, we’re still dressed in the fatigues of our military. 

“Where are we headed?” Ivy asks curiously. “The city?”

“The outskirts,” April corrects. “Close to the slums.”

“Why?”

“You’ll find out,” comes the cryptic response.

We catch a bus, which drops us off somewhere near the edges of the city. It brings back memories of how we visited all those months ago. The bright lights, mere blurred orbs in my eyes, seem to pulse continuously. Raine’s blinking hard. It must have reminded her about her brother. I reach out, take hold of her hand and squeeze. She tenses up initially, then relaxes and leans her head on my shoulder. 

April takes us through a convoluted series of passages, staring at a sheet of paper while mumbling incoherently from time to time. The broken signboards tell us nothing. “asir Pnjang Rd,” one reads, a couple of letters having been rubbed off a long time ago. She’s following a map, I realise. Tucked into the crook of her arm is a thick stack of envelopes. We walk past a set of iron gates. Immediately, a sense of unease creeps up on me, as though we’re being watched. I take a curious glance around and see why. Deities. Hundreds of them. Once multicoloured, they stand silently at their posts, their sun-baked bodies whitened from years of weathering. Only their eyes seem as lively as ever, tracing our movements across the bumpy road. Some have abnormally long tongues, animal-like heads and other nightmarish features. I shiver. Fortunately, April quickly guides us out of there. 

“Let me see that,” I take the sheet of paper from her hands. “Ah…”

Raine cranes her head over my shoulders to take a look. It’s indecipherable. I can’t even tell which parts are supposed to be the map. It’s as though a toddler scrawled on the piece of paper in a fit of rage. The only discernible marking is a red circle, in what looks like crayon, in the centre of the paper.

“I think we should go straight and take a right two alleys down…” I frown.

A canal. Its murky waters conceal the carpet of rotting rubbish which lines it, giving off a sharp, pungent odour.

“I don’t suppose this is it?”

April shakes her head. 

“Well, let’s back up and try a left…” I try again.

A dead end. I’m no better at this than April is.

“You guys suck,” Ivy sighs, snatching the map from me. “Lemme have a go.”

Half an hour later, we’re back at the canal.

“I don’t know if you’re navigating or sightseeing,” I comment dryly. “I’m pretty sure this isn’t supposed to be a sightseeing tour.”

Raine takes a good hard look at the piece of paper. 

“I think that’s not a map,” she says slowly. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it looks like that building over there, the one with a red circle spray painted over one of the doors.”

She points. Our eyes flick from the piece of paper to the building, then back again. The roughly sketched squares and lines suddenly seem to fit together. Just a little. As one, we stare at her in awe, as though she’d just deciphered the Rosetta Stone.

“Wow,” Ivy whispers to me. “I never knew she was that smart.”

“I can hear you, you know,” she snaps.

“Yeah,” Ivy grins cheekily. “You were meant to.”

She backs away and Raine gives chase, with April and me following closely behind. We come to a halt in front of the building. It’s an old apartment block, nothing too grand, but at the very least, habitable. There were once potted plants lining the corridor, now mere skeletal remains of their former lush greenery. 

“Are we visiting someone?” Ivy asks. 

“Rick’s mother,” April finally reveals. 

Again, the name catches in her throat. Quite suddenly, the place seems a good few degrees colder. I’ve got plenty of questions, but the mood doesn’t feel right so I hold my tongue for the moment. We climb the stairs quietly, making our way to the door with the red circle. As I get nearer, I see that there’s more to it than meets the eye. Beneath the red is a layer of graffiti. Vulgarities. Messages from loan sharks. The door bears scars too, as if someone had hacked at it with a machete a long time ago. Swallowing hard, April knocks gently on the door. Within seconds, the door is flung open, revealing a woman. Her eyes are sunken, her hair a mess. Otherwise, she’s radiant in her old age. 

She sees us. She sees our uniforms. And she also sees that Rick isn’t with us. Her face crumples. She’s barely holding back her tears. She must know why we’re here. But she holds her silence and lets us explain. 

“Good afternoon, ma’am,” April begins slowly. “I’m from Squad Seventy-Two of the Armed Forces of Pangaea.”

“Mrs Greenson,” the woman introduces herself tersely. 

“This is regarding your son, Rick,” April continues, beginning to choke on her words. “My condolences, Mrs Greenson, your son has passed away honourably on the…”

She can’t go on any longer. The professional mask falls, revealing a girl mired in sorrow. Mrs Greenson breaks down too, her tears streaming endlessly down her face. Her legs give in and she collapses, only to be caught by April, who helps her inside. 

The apartment is rather bare, save a mattress, a bed and a dining table with two chairs. An open closet stands near the window, filled with sets of new clothes. The bed is untouched, the sheets pulled so tightly that not a single crease could be seen. The mattress lies on the floor beside the bed, with certain portions slightly sunken from years of human use.

“I’m sorry,” Mrs Greenson sniffs, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. “I…I was a terrible mother. I used to drink heavily and…and I would…”

Fresh tears begin pouring down her cheeks. 

“I have done nothing right for him. He must hate me, doesn’t he?” she weeps. “I wrote him letters…but…but he never replied…to a single one…I’m such a…useless mother. I couldn’t give him the…love he needed and now he…he’s gone…”

“Mrs Greenson,” April says gently. “You’re wrong. He replied to every single letter you sent. He even kept a drawing of this building so that I could come here in his place.”

She reaches for the stack of envelopes and pushes them across the table. I have to bite my tongue to keep from crying. Mrs Greenson stares at the envelopes with the eyes of a cornered animal. The only thing her son had left behind for her after seven long years. 

“He doesn’t hate me?” she whispers. “That can’t be.”

“You sent him away so that he wouldn’t be affected by your habits, right?” April replies. “Sure, he grumbled all the time and sounded really bitter, but deep down, I think he understood. He wouldn’t have written all those letters if he didn’t.”

“Thank you.”

They read through the letters together. Midway, a tender red blush begins to spread across April’s face. Rick must’ve written something about her. 

“You’re April?” 

April nods shyly. She points to each of us and mentions our names. 

“If you would please excuse us, we’ll be waiting outside,” I bow my head and usher Raine and Ivy out of the apartment. 

There are things I want to say to Mrs Greenson, but I leave anyway, allowing them some privacy. Something’s bugging Raine, though. I can tell from the confused frown on her face.

“Why the hell does she have a made-up bed and new clothes which she neither uses nor wears?” she hisses, the moment the door shuts behind us. “Couldn’t she have given them to…”

“That’s exactly it,” I say, a troubled look on my face. “She did it all for her son who was so far away. She was waiting for him to return all this while.”

The anger drains out of her and she simply stares at me as though I’d slapped her. There are tears in her eyes, but she stubbornly holds them in. After roughly an hour and a half, the marred door swings open. Out steps April, her eyes swollen and puffy from crying. Mrs Greenson looks no better. I take a step forward. 

“I’m sorry,” I begin. “It’s…”

“Thank you.” Mrs Greenson clasps my hand tightly in hers. “Thank you for taking care of my son.”

Her hands are warm. The same warmth her son brought to all of us. I swallow whatever words I was about to say and nod respectfully. We leave the place. Raine tears up. She can’t hold back any longer. I place my hand comfortingly on her shoulder. She shoots me a grateful look. 

We return to the military base in silence. Idphor doesn’t question us when we pass him the cards. He does, however, caution us to stay within the confines of the room unless absolutely necessary, the reason being that security has been exceptionally tight as a precaution for the Captain’s scheduled speech. Silently, we file into the room. I’m the last to enter, behind Raine, who uses her foot to hold the door open for me. 

“Ren.” Idphor’s hand comes down on my shoulder just as I’m about to walk through the doorway. 

I stop short so suddenly that ahead, Raine turns around in alarm, shooting me a quizzical look. I stare at Idphor, not daring to believe that he just called me something that isn’t related to the word “shit”. 

“Uh…yeah?”

“Come with me a moment.”

“Huh? Uh…okay.”

I nod to Raine, who looks ready to poke Idphor in the eye, letting her know that everything’s all right. She squints at us suspiciously, then shrugs and shuts the door behind her. Idphor starts off down the corridor. It takes me a moment to realise that I’m supposed to follow him. I run to catch up, drawing level with him at the foot of a long, rectangular building. The trainers’ accommodation block. He leads me up to the fourth floor, stopping outside a door with his name written on the door plate. 

“Come in and sit down.”

I do as I’m told, taking the only chair in the room. Idphor shuts the door and sits on his bed. Beside him is a dusty cabinet laden with files. On the celling, a single fan whirls dismally. 

“So?” He raises his eyebrows. 

“Uh…what?”

“How did it go?”

Without doubt, I know that he’s asking about April. 

“It was hard,” I admit. “But she’ll come to accept it. She’s stronger than we give her credit for.”

“Thought so,” he sniffs, fixing me with a hard look. “You do know that more of that should be expected if you carry on with your insane plan, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I say evenly. “We’re prepared for it.”

“You’re confident that you can assassinate that bastard?” he lowers his voice. 

“Uh…I mean…I’m not exactly sure how things will go on that day…I mean, we’ll definitely try and…”

Quick as a flash, Idphor whips out his Extension and strikes at my face. Instinctively, I twist out of the way, leaping out of the chair, which topples over behind me. There’s a soft thunk as his Extension takes a chunk out of the wall. 

“Stop.” He says quietly. 

My fingers are half a centimetre away from his eyes. 

“You must understand,” he continues, retracting his Extension with a strange, almost satisfied look on his face. “That people are often stronger than they think they are.”

I watch the Extension vanish. 

Until now, it somehow never struck me how well-matched they are, Idphor and his Extension. It looks like it’s naturally a part of him. 

“Right. Is there anything else you’ll need? Or you’ll need to know?”

I open my mouth to decline when something comes briefly to mind. Something I’m reminded of when I saw Idphor’s Extension. 

“Just one thing,” I say slowly. “How did you know what sort of Extensions would fit us best?”

He gets to his feet and for a moment, I think it’s the end of my audience with him. But instead of shooing me away, he stalks over to the cabinet and selects one of the newer files. 

“This.”

He flips open the file, revealing a convoluted flowchart. It’s filled with character and physical traits, ending with a string of numbers at the bottom. There’s a chart for each of the members in our squad, each bearing a different numerical series. On the final page is a document containing the names of hundreds of animals and their corresponding numbers. 

“It’s a long, tedious process,” Idphor growls, taking the file away and stowing it back into the cabinet, but not before I catch a glimpse of the words “borderline rebellious” scrawled under my name. “For example, you tend to conceal stuff about yourself, using your fighting skills to make up for your lack of openness, hence, the emperor scorpion, which hides behind its pincers and venomous stinger. In Raine’s case, her brash inquisitiveness compounded with the ability to back herself up if things get hairy makes her a perfect candidate for the mantis shrimp.”

How does he know? And how much? I’m starting to feel a little discomfort at his words. 

“You know,” I hastily change the topic. “You may seem harsh, but deep down, you actually care about us, don’t you?”

“Don’t bet on it.” He glares at me. “It’s just that there’s too much at stake for me to sit by the sidelines.”

“Sure,” I smirk. 

“Now, that’s enough of you,” Idphor ushers me out of the door. “Get out and stay out of trouble. Don’t forget, sit tight.”

So, we sit. I remove our explosive bracelets, keeping them with me for future use. April somehow manages to get her hands on a couple of radio-like devices and fiddles with them from day to night, taking them apart and placing them back together again, tweaking certain parts to her own satisfaction. As for the rest of us, we go through the plan again and again, highlighting the more important points and our contingency measures. We spend countless hours rehearsing, like nervous children on the night before a school play. Even though there is nothing much else to do and I’m basically bored all the time, time seems to fly by in the blink of an eye. 

“Nervous?” I ask, smiling slightly. 

It’s the night before our big day. 

“Nah, I’m not nervous.” Raine shakes her head. “I’m terrified as heck.”

“Same here,” I laugh. “I almost can’t believe we’re doing this.”

“Yeah,” she replies. “We might not live to see a second sunrise after tomorrow.”

My expression droops.

“So many things could go wrong, huh?”

“Wipe that look off your face,” she chides lightly. “If anything goes wrong, so be it. I’m not about to regret anything from this point onwards. And if I die, well, too bad.”

“Don’t say it like that.”

“Ren, promise me one thing.”

“I’ll try my best,” I say, watching her curiously. “What is it?” 

“If, I’m just saying, if anything happens to me, please let the last thing I see be your face.”

My face turns a bright shade of red. Score one for you, Raine. I nod slowly. 

“I’ll try,” I repeat. 

Then, as I get to my feet, I bend over and my lips brush against her cheek ever so slightly. She turns to me in shock, but I’m already on my way to wash up. Serves her right for acting so nonchalantly after that kiss. Score one for me too, I suppose.
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My heart is throbbing. Not just because of the impending mission, but also because of the girl who’s walking beside me. She’s harsh, fierce and strong, but at the same time, tender, kind and emotional. I guess that’s what made me unable to leave her alone right from the start. After that kiss, I couldn’t settle down whenever she was around. Maybe it’s because I’ve been stuck in the military all my life and it’s my first time feeling like this. 

“What’s the matter?” The source of my troubles nudges me hard in the ribs. “You look creepy. Focus on the mission, will you?” 

“Sorry,” I smile. “I’m just worried that you might explode in rage and ruin our plans.”

“Shut up,” Raine sniffs. “I’ll see this through, just wait and see.”

We’re herded along towards the multipurpose hall. Halfway there, the throng of soldiers is split into those who have gotten their Extensions and those who have not. We join the latter, fully equipped with the fake passes Idphor got for us. The excitement in the air is almost suffocating. I don’t blame the soldiers. After all, this is the first time they’ll be seeing their beloved, mythical Captain. And live, onstage, no less. We’re brought into the massive hall while those with Extensions are seated behind a wall of bulletproof glass, specially set up for this occasion. The hall has changed since I last saw it. Chandeliers hang from the ceiling above the soldiers, giving the place a misplaced air of grandeur. On stage, a podium festooned with potted plants sits before a flashy banner mounted as the backdrop. 

All our weapons have been left in our room. A thorough check involving metal detectors tells us that they’re serious about security. Fortunately, there isn’t a way to scan for the presence of Extensions so we manage to mingle with the soldiers who haven’t gotten theirs. 

“Quiet down!” a man yells into a microphone, trying in vain to quell the bubble of excitement in the air. 

It’s that deputy. The same guy from two years back who spoke to us after we were assigned to our respective squads. Oh, how far we have come since then. There’s a burst of heat and the blaring of trumpets. Everyone shuts up immediately. The Captain has arrived. 

The first to enter are the Heires. Four of them. Next come two elite guards, their faces stony and morose. Then, the Captain, beaming and triumphant. Following which, another two guards and four more Heires. I feel a stinging pain, glance down and realise that my fists are clenched so hard that my fingernails have dug into my palms. Hate. It’s the only emotion I’m feeling right now. My parents. Rick. The millions of innocent lives. I can’t focus on anything else.

“Please rise to salute the Captain.”

I rise, but I don’t salute. They probably won’t notice anyway. April and Ivy do the same, their hands curled into fists by their sides. Raine stares blankly at the Captain for a moment, then slowly, deliberately raises her middle finger in a salute. She touches the fingertip to her eyebrow and spits onto the ground. Thankfully, no one notices, their eyes fixed on the Captain in reverence. 

“At ease,” the Captain laughs heartily. “Be seated. It is with pride that I present to you the fruits of our labour today.”

We sit. All attention is now focused on the stage, especially on the eight Heires. 

“Soldiers,” the Captain booms. “For years, we have fought a brutal, bloody war against the Savages in order to keep them from getting their claws on our loved ones. Don’t ask me why, but they seem to insist on breaching the eighteen walls. There has even been speculation that they might feast on human flesh.”

“Bastard,” Raine snarls under her breath. “I wonder how he sleeps at night.”

“However,” he continues, “however, this is the turning point we’ve all been waiting for. The Hekatonkheires. Since their deployment to the battlefield, they have pushed back the Savages at an unprecedented level. We have claimed victory after victory, despite recalling all of our other soldiers. Not to worry, you’ll all be learning to fight together with the Hekatonkheires in due time.”

Nervous laughter. 

“And now for the statistics. We have deployed two thousand, six hundred and thirty Hekatonkheires, of which only forty-three have been destroyed. This means that for each Hekatonkheire destroyed, at least sixty Savages are killed, or should I say, euthanised.”

He continues rambling on. I shoot a glance at Raine. It’s time. I gulp and nod ever so slightly. Raine begins the assault. All eight clubs of her Extension rocket skywards, punching out the lights and sending a shower of broken glass raining down on the stunned audience. We’re plunged into darkness. April is next, barely even half a second later. Her Extension explodes forward, aiming straight for the Captain. Just when I thought we’ve done it, one of the Heires gets in the way. It’s destroyed on the spot. Cursing, Raine knocks the Heire’s body out of the way with her Extension. Instant pandemonium. April strikes again, just milliseconds after her first strike. This time, a guard intercepts her Extension with his own. I fling myself at the Captain, taking a swing at his accursed, scarred head with my Extension. Revenge denied. Ivy and Raine follow suit, attacking desperately, trying to force their way through to finish him off. Sirens begin wailing. The Captain is whisked away by his guards, leaving the Heires behind to deal with us. Shit. We’ve missed our best chance. 

“Give chase,” I roar over the chaos in the hall. “We’ll finish it.”

People are crowding the exits while soldiers are trying to get in. Everyone is shouting. We dive into the crowd. As expected, the Heires do not attack. They can’t. Not with that many people around. Ivy unfurls her Extension. Instantly, a path begins to clear before her as people scuttle out of the way. Before the Heires can reach us, we’re out, smashing our way through the wall. There is a vehicle speeding away in the distance. The Captain’s. I’m starting to think we’re screwed. There’s no way we can catch up to it, even if we were to use our Extensions. 

A horn blares. I jump, turning around only to find a car with Idphor in the driver’s seat. He waves us onboard. 

“Get in and gear up,” he roars as he floors the accelerator. 

Our weapons and equipment are inside the car. 

“Thought this might happen so I decided to help you out a little.”

“Nice to see how much faith you have in us,” I comment wryly. 

“What the hell happened to not revealing your identity?” Raine yells from the backseat. 

“Screw that,” Idphor laughs, spinning the wheel manically. “I’d rather die than listen to those bare-faced lies of that bastard for another second.”

He spits out of the window in contempt. The vehicle ahead is getting bigger. We’re gaining. The terrain clears up as the road widens, our surroundings consisting of asphalt roads devoid of any prominent landmarks. This is strangely familiar. We’ve been here before, when we were headed towards the eighteen walls for our deployment. Then, the vehicle stops abruptly, right at the foot of the first wall. The guards in the watchtower beside us are shouting in alarm, but we ignore them, fully focused on our target. The Captain and his guards leap out, vanishing down a flight of stairs which seem to extend into the ground itself. A trapdoor of some sort. There’s a loud rumbling as a set of horizontal doors begin to close. We squeeze through, just in time to see the doors clamp shut behind us. 

A light flickers. We’re in a dimly lit bunker. As we hurry after our quarry, we discover numerous caverns and tunnels branching outwards, forming an extensive network of passages. Inside several of the caverns, I spot rows upon rows of Heires lined up neatly, awaiting activation. 

“What the hell is this place?” Raine hisses. “Why don’t we know about this?”

“A hideout in case of an emergency,” Idphor shrugs. “It’s pretty obvious.”

We don’t get the chance to say any more. The Heires and the guards surrounding the Captain spin around sharply and converge on us. The Captain, however, continues running, his figure rapidly shrinking away into the darkness.

“Let me handle this,” Idphor says, slashing at them with his Extension. “He’ll be trying to escape via some other means. Go on ahead and stop him before he does.”

“But…”

“Don’t think too lightly of me,” his eyes narrow menacingly. “After all, caverns and tunnels are the home of the bobbit worm.”

There’s no time for further argument. We veer off to the right, slipping past the guards. They reach out to stop us, only to be hammered by Idphor’s Extension. As I watch, one of the guards starts to morph, his flesh melting away into a shiny, shield-like material until all that’s left is a giant Amazonian ant, three metres tall, its vicious jaws gnashing loudly above its head. This is the first time I’ve seen a full transformation. It dwarfs Idphor easily. I can only gawk helplessly as we sprint down the tunnel. Undaunted, Idphor attacks it. That’s not the only thing he has to contend with. There are three more guards and six Heires. I bid a mental farewell to Idphor. 

The convoluted passageways are especially confusing. Whitish-blue, hospital-like walls are adorned with grey steel pipes running along their length and long, tubular light bulbs drilled into their sides at intervals. Aside from wooden crates and storage containers, all of the passageways are roughly identical. If it weren’t for our enhanced senses, we would have gotten horribly lost in here. A vibration to my right. We turn a corner and there he is. The Captain. To his left, another passage veers off into the darkness, but he doesn’t run any more. Instead, he turns to face us, a nasty grin on his face. Raine attacks him without hesitation, her Extension extending towards his head at breakneck speed. At the last moment, centimetres away from caving in his skull, it quivers to a halt. Something has caught it in mid-flight. 

“My, my,” the Captain tuts. “Shall we talk?” 

“No,” Raine snarls, sending another club in his direction. 

The same thing happens. Then, something lumbers out from the passage on the Captain’s left. A Heire. As it staggers out into the dimly lit cavern, I get a closer look and my breath catches in my throat. Its face, although severely contorted, is hauntingly familiar. Around its wrist is an explosive bracelet. The Heire is Rick. 
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I’m rooted to the spot, gaping at the Heire before my very eyes. The Heire that used to be Rick. Even as my mind vehemently denies it, I know it’s true. April had been right all along. There was something strange about the Heires. This explains everything. Why they are shaped like humans. Why they can produce Extensions. Why they can regenerate Extensions but not body parts. They aren’t machines. They’re corpses. An army of corpses. I try to speak, but my words come out as a strangled, choking noise. The only thing left in doubt is Street 51.

“Rick?” April asks tentatively. “Are you…?”

The hope in her voice is heart-rending. 

“He’s dead,” the Captain shrugs. “That’s just his corpse.”

Howling, April stabs at the Captain with her Extension. Her Extension comes to a halt, just like Raine’s. This time, however, I can see it clearly. Two spinnerets fixed on the Heire’s shoulder blades fire out a thin, web-like thread, which sticks to and restrains the offending Extension. 

“Can we talk now?” the Captain suggests pleasantly. 

No one replies. 

“Excellent. Not to worry, it won’t hurt you,” he continues. “Not unless I command it to. So sit tight and listen.”

“Why the hell should we…” Raine begins. 

“You see, the Hekatonkheires are controlled by a microchip embedded in their brains. That means that as corpses, they’ll rot away over time. Indeed, a truly disgusting but novel innovation,” he sneers, ignoring Raine. “Well, we did try it with the living, but they were unable to sustain that many Extensions for long. Street 51 is a good case study. The subject’s mental state became unstable after being shot multiple times and he lost control of his Extensions. That was when we turned to corpses.”

All my doubts have now been cleared. Damn this bastard to hell. Street 51. Human experimentation. There seems to be no bounds as to how low he’s willing to sink. 

“So Street 51 was your doing?” Raine grits her teeth. “You were using a living person to create Heires?” 

“Yes. But that’s not my point. Now, I know that after all you’ve been through, you probably won’t be excited to join my side, but…”

“Oh, you have no idea,” Ivy snarls. 

“Ivy, Ren, Raine and April. Squads Seventy-Two and Fifty-Seven. You were captured by the Savages while trying to aid the conquest of a city. Yet somehow, you returned to kill me. You see, I’m not Captain because of my physical prowess. I’m Captain because of this,” he smirks, tapping his head. “I’ve memorised every single detail of every single operation and the names and faces of every single soldier in our country. What goes in, never comes back out. For that matter, Ren, your parents were one of the most stubborn people I’ve had to deal with. I’m glad I killed them. And of course, it was me who placed you and Raine in the same group in hope that if she found out you were involved in the Street 51 accident, she’d kill you for us. You see, I didn’t completely trust your little act. Unfortunately, that didn’t go as planned. Of course, you still might not remember a single thing about it, do you, Ren? About how you got Raine’s brother killed?”

I tense, ready to strike this bastard down where he stands. Raine grabs my hand. He’s baiting you, she mouths. I know, Raine, I know. But it’s so difficult not to go for his head. 

“Why?” Raine whispers, throwing him a look of pure spite. “If you know so much, why carry on with this pointless war?” 

“Pointless?” his eyes widen. “I’m cleansing this bloody planet. Cleansing them of genetically modified people. Utterly disgusting. They should all be buried six feet under. They are a disgrace to the human race.”

“Your own people are genetically modified,” Raine growls. “And so are you.”

“My people?” he snorts. “Those pawns are not my people. They are tools which I have engineered to suit my purpose, which is the eradication of genetically modified people from the face of this earth for the greater good. Their lives are worth nothing. Damn monstrosities. In fact, I’ll destroy the lot of them and spit on their corpses when this entire farce is over. And, for the record, I do not possess any Extensions.”

“Destroy them?” April echoes. “Why? Why not just reverse the surgical process?”

“Pah!” he sneers. “You really believe that rubbish? Reversible surgical procedure? What utter bullshit! You’re stuck like that for the rest of your lives! You damn imbeciles. You get it, don’t you? You were lied to and now, you’re condemned to remain as monsters for the rest of your short, miserable lives!”

My rage is boiling over. To hear him so casually dismiss the millions of soldiers who have died for this ridiculous cause makes me want to vomit. 

“You…you lied to us?” Raine’s voice trembles.

“Yes.”

“There’s no way back?”

“Nope.”

“I’ll kill you, if that’s the last thing I do.”

“Yes, yes,” he nods smugly. “I got that.”

So that’s it. I’ll be modified forever. All of us. I don’t know what to feel about it any more.

“Well now, back to the main point,” the Captain says, wiping a bead of sweat off his forehead. “My offer.”

“Does it include your death?” Raine asks pointedly. 

“Nope. I’ll offer you something better. Freedom. All I want is information on the Savages. Where their bases are and all that stuff. You’ve been captured so it’d be right to assume you saw some, well, interesting things. And in return, I’ll grant you your freedom. You’ll be able to live your lives as normal people. I’ll ensure that the military never touches you again. All you have to do is put aside your petty idea of revenge and give me the information I need.”

“You damn snake,” she snarls. “You must have lots of enemies out there.”

“I’m pragmatic,” he shrugs. “And don’t worry about me. All my enemies are either rotting away in prison, or buried underground. My intellect isn’t to be trifled with, I’ll have you know.”

“There are no Savages,” April says firmly. “You are a waste of time.”

“How unfortunate,” he sighs, taking an object out of his pocket. “I suppose it’s time for us to part.”

He presses a couple of buttons on the object. Instantly, the Heire begins to spasm wildly, thrashing around so violently that we cannot approach. The Captain drops the object and crouches down.

“What the hell did you just do?” I yell. 

“Did you know that a cockroach’s brain is spread out along its spine?” he intones seriously. “All of the Hekatonkheires have genes of the cockroach embedded in them. What I have done is disabled the microchip inside their heads, meaning they are now commanded by a secondary brain of their own in their spines. They will now attack anything deemed a threat with greater precision and lethality than the microchip could ever command.”

One word catches my attention. 

“They?”

“Yes. All Hekatonkheires within a five-hundred-kilometre radius.”

“Are you insane?” Raine demands. “What about the Heires above ground? They’ll go on a rampage! Stop this now! Your precious unmodified people will be massacred!”

“You know,” he says somewhat sadly. “I planned for this all along. Everything was going well until the people within the walls lost interest in the Savages. Guess why most of the people in the armed forces are orphans like you. Because we’re gradually losing the support of the public. This will fan the embers of hatred within them. It’ll be a catalyst for an even greater war. I’ll pin the blame on you guys and that’ll be it. You’ve provided the perfect opportunity I’d been waiting for. So what if a few lives are lost? A sacrifice must be made in the pursuit of greatness!”

His words echo across the cavern. For some reason, it sounds strange, a little too slow to be an echo. Then, I realise that it’s echoing above the cavern too. A grim look on her face, April taps the device in her hand, the one she had been fiddling with for the entire week. The Captain’s entire speech begins booming out. 

“They’ve heard everything,” April informs him cordially. “I hacked into the media’s broadcasting network during the time I spent here. Thought you’d be pleased to know that your grand plan has been recorded and broadcasted throughout the country through my little device over here.”

The Captain’s disgustingly pleasant demeanour slips, his eyes growing wide with horror when he realises what April has done. 

“What the hell are you…” The Captain loses his composure for the first time. “YOU WRETCH! I’LL KILL YOU…”

The Heire stops thrashing abruptly. 

“You know, the more skilled the subject was when he was alive, the more dangerous the Hekatonkheire produced,” he fires his parting shot. “Squad Seventy-Two. Winner of the Tournament battle with Squad Thirty-Four. I’ll see how you deal with that.”

The Captain’s mouth snaps shut and he scampers away, down another passageway, throwing us a look of condensed hatred. Fully focused on us, the Heire advances. 

“Rick?” April asks hesitantly. “Are you in there?” 

It lunges at her so quickly that she doesn’t have time to react. She’s only saved by Raine, who dives in and shoves April out of the way. 

“That’s not Rick!” Raine yells in her ear. “April! Get it together. That is not Rick!” 

The Heire pivots on one foot, spinning around sharply to finish off the duo. I intercept it, catching its Extensions with my own. Growling, it wrenches free, a set of claws whistling over my head. A second set of claws follows suit, raking me across my chest. Pain flares as the front of my shirt is gradually dyed red. Ivy steps in, engaging the Heire with her rifle. She’s only buying us time, knowing that her bullets can’t hurt it. April gets to her feet and circles around it. Her eyes are determined, her expression blank. Finding an opportunity, she lashes out. And misses. The Heire twists out of the way of the deadly barb, reacting flawlessly even though it was attacked from a blind spot. 

Time for Plan B. If that thing can stand up to the combined attack by the four of us, it’s likely that we won’t make it out of this by brute force. I take the explosive bracelets out of my pocket. 

“Back up,” I warn. “April! Strike it on my count!”

She nods. As one, we leap back and I chuck the bracelets at the Heire. 

“April! Now!” I shout as I hit the detonator. 

The resultant explosion rocks the cavern, creating an insistent ringing in my ears. I’m quite sure my hearing has been damaged from all that noise. When the dust settles, I peer out cautiously. April’s Extension is sticking out of the Heire’s left shoulder. She missed. No, she didn’t miss. She couldn’t do it. As I gape at the Heire, it grabs April’s Extension and rips it out of its shoulder, swinging April around like a rag doll. 

“April!” 

Raine leaps forward and catches her before she hits the wall of the passageway. The Heire spins around, brandishing a cobra-like Extension. It spits in our direction, spraying venom across the floor. I absorb the damage with a pincer, tearing at its Extension with my own. Faster than my eye can follow, projectiles come hurtling towards me, followed by a large paw. I dodge, but one of the projectiles sticks in my right leg, sending a painful numbing sensation travelling up my spine. It’s a porcupine’s quill. Another hail of projectiles comes flying my way. Ivy jumps in front of me, her Extension, which is starting to look more like a pincushion by the moment, held protectively over her head. The Captain is right. This is the strongest Heire we’ve fought so far, possibly even the strongest out there. Our chances of winning are basically zero.

“We need to go!” I roar, emptying a magazine of ammunition at the Heire. “We can’t fight it!”

“As if it’ll let us!” Raine yells back, lashing out with her Extension. 

“Pipes!”

“What?”

“Distraction!” I shout. “Out of the way!”

Attracted by my shouting, the Heire lunges in my direction. I back up, then smash my Extension into the metal pipes along the wall. There’s a loud hissing sound, as though I’d just punched a Gorgon, as a cloud of steam bursts from the pipe, right into the Heire’s face. Temporarily blinded, it howls madly and thrashes about, its Extensions gouging out chunks of concrete from the walls of the passageway.

“Run!”

We run. We may have failed, but at least I’ve learnt something. The crucial bit of information we need. They react to stimuli. Distracted by the explosion, it failed to guard against April’s Extension. Furthermore, it defended itself with its Extensions when Ivy shot at it earlier, despite the fact that its body isn’t affected by bullets. In a way, this makes them slightly easier to fight. They might be faster, stronger and more precise than the original Heires, but they lack human intelligence. 

“You all right?” Raine prods me in the chest, right where I got raked by the Heire. 

I wince. It hurts, but it isn’t anything to worry about. 

“I’m fine. It’s just a flesh wound. Keep running.”

“Right. You’re getting it treated the first opportunity we get. Clear?”

No room for argument here. She doesn’t even bother to wait for a response. Instead, she produces one of Resh’s devices. The helpline. She hits the button and it blares to life, crackling with the sound of static interference. She frowns, then speaks rapidly into it. I can’t hear a reply. She’s about to try again when April gently takes the device from her. Within minutes, she’s informed Resh of the situation above us. 

“Give me one day,” Resh’s monotonous voice comes through the device. “Hold out till then.”

I’ve no idea what made him decide to help us, but I sure hope we can count on it. Because otherwise, Pangaea, or rather, Singapore’s walled community of Pangaea, will be in deep shit. 

“I’m sorry,” April huffs, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “I couldn’t do it. It just…it just looks so…similar…”

“Forget about it.” I shake my head. “It was my fault for pushing that role on you in the first place. Let’s just hope it doesn’t find…”

A maddened roar reverberates down the tunnel behind us.

“I think it’s chasing us,” Raine curses. “Any ideas?”

“I think I can…maybe if I can figure out something…” April mutters, fiddling with a strange object in her hand.

The Captain’s remote control. The one he used to free the Heires. She must’ve grabbed it when the Heire flung her at the wall of the passageway. There’s no time for me to think. Ahead, the passage widens up. Panting, we burst into a brightly lit cavern. The ceiling is at least three storeys high, with six floodlights hanging from it. Stacks of wooden crates line the walls, reaching high above our heads. At the very end of the cavern is an underground river, a flight of steps leading down from its concrete banks. Moored by the steps is a boat, operated by two of the Captain’s guards who are standing in it. And right in the middle of the cavern is our quarry. The Captain. He sees us, yelps and makes a beeline for the boat.

“Ren! Boost!” Raine yells.

I swing her up on my pincer. Just when the pincer reaches the peak of its arc, she hits it with her clubs, catapulting herself across the cavern and over the Captain’s head. The guards shout in alarm and move to intercept her. Snarling, she engages. The Captain swivels around, coming to a complete stop. There’s a growing fear in his eyes as we advance. Too late, I realise that he isn’t looking at us. He’s looking at what’s behind us. The Heire. We’ve found the Captain and now, it’s found us. I leap out of the way as a pincer comes slamming down, smashing the floor tiles into smithereens.

“Raine!”

“Yeah?”

“The Heire! Be careful!”

“Just a little bit busy at the moment,” she calls over her shoulder, keeping the two guards at bay.

“We’ll stop it here,” I say. “Don’t let it get to her. And kill the Captain, if possible.”

“Hell yeah,” Ivy replies. “You think we stand a chance?”

I shake my head. 

She stares at me for a moment, then beams. “Splendid. I’m glad we met.”

“Same here,” I nod. 

She claps me on the back and begins sprinting towards the left wall of the cavern. I peel off in the opposite direction, circling around the Heire. It pauses, then seems to decide that I’m the more annoying target. Six Extensions come shooting towards me. I raise my rifle and fire. Three of the Extensions fold inwards, absorbing the impact of the bullets while the other three carry on along their initial trajectory. I catch an octopus’ tentacle with a pincer and stab a wolverine’s claw with a tail. Before the third Extension, a scorpion’s tail, can hit me, Ivy unloads a couple of rounds into the Heire. Immediately, the tail whips in her direction. She rolls out of the way as it hollows out a brand new channel in the wall. While it’s distracted by Ivy, I rip my Extensions free, plant the tip of my tail into the ground and swing myself at the Heire. I land on its shoulders, stabbing down viciously with my barbed stinger. It glances uselessly off the Heire’s armour-like plating. I’m about to try a different spot when strands of a spider’s web entangle my Extension, holding it tightly in place. There’s no time for me to react. A claw comes sailing in, cleaving my Extension neatly in two. I duck under the claw, only to realise that there is a second Extension behind it: the head and body of an electric eel. 

I have roughly half a second to ponder the unfairness of life. Then, it hits me. The shock, coupled with the reflex from my muscles, sends me flying like a bullet out of an ejector port. My unceremonious flight through the air is cut short by a wall and I fall in a heap. My vision is blurred, and an excruciating soreness burns through my body. I start twitching and jerking erratically as my muscles begin to spasm. It takes tremendous effort to even move an arm the way I want it to. I stagger to my feet, blinking hard to get my vision back into focus. The Heire raises an Extension. Unsteadily, I raise my own in defiance. 

Ivy darts in, using the Heire’s Extension as a stepping stone. She leaps at it, sailing through the air in a bundle of white feathers. But her target isn’t the Heire. It’s the Captain. She unfolds her Extension and swings her rifle around. I see her bring the scope to her eyes, taking aim in mid-air. She squeezes the trigger.

Crack! The bullet punches a hole in the wooden crate right beside the Captain’s head. Before she can fire another shot, the Heire swats her out of the air, sending her flying in my direction. She must’ve been hit with tremendous force, for I’m unable to catch her. Instead, she cannonballs into me, knocking us both to the ground. On the far side of the cavern, the Captain ducks behind a pile of crates, hiding himself from view. I struggle to get up and raise my Extension defensively in preparation for the Heire’s next attack. It doesn’t come. With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I realise that the Heire is no longer interested in us. Instead, it’s focused on a new, closer and more convenient target. April. She’s kneeling down beside four crates, pulling out wires from the remote control.

“Hey!” I yell, waving my arms at the Heire. “Hey! Look here!”

It’s no use. I’m too far away.

“April!” Ivy shouts. “Get away!”

April looks up, sees the Heire and freezes. But instead of running away, she raises the remote control and points it at the Heire, her fingers working desperately. The Heire advances.

“April! Forget that stupid remote! Get away now!”

She ignores us. Ivy curses and takes aim with her rifle.

“She’s in the way!” she grinds her teeth in frustration. “I can’t shoot!”

I launch to my feet and fling myself in their direction. Ahead, the Heire pauses, its Extensions twitching. It’s about to lunge. I won’t make it in time. Not this again. I can’t lose another person. The Heire’s arm reaches out.

“APRIL!”

Then, almost as though he was never gone, Rick’s arm gently brushes against her cheek. She did it. She managed to override the remote. The Heire hesitates for a moment, then turns around sharply.

“I can’t hold it for long,” April’s voice wavers. “Stay out of its way.”

She faces the Heire.

“I love you too,” she whispers, her hands flowing over the controls on the remote. “Now go.”

The Heire roars and bounds towards the Captain’s guards. Raine’s eyes widen in alarm when she sees it coming and she rolls out of the way. It rips through the guards’ Extensions, beating them to the ground. To my right, I hear April cry out and drop the remote. Smoke is curling out from it, a burning odour permeating the air. The Heire stops. April grabs the remote once more, ignoring the heat coming from it. The Heire lunges, carving a hole in the hull of the moored boat. April tosses the remote. There’s a loud pop as it overheats, its circuits frying in midair. The Heire attacks it, then stops short. April’s Extension is sticking out of its head. Slowly, it topples to the ground.

April kneels beside the Heire, running her finger down its cheek. We give her space to say her final words. It must’ve been hard on her, personally ending Rick’s existence. I’m sure that till the end, she was hoping for a miracle. A miracle which didn’t happen. She gets to her feet, not bothering to wipe away the tears streaming down her cheeks. As one, we turn to face the Captain.

He knows what we’re here for. He must know that we’re his Reapers. I smile. A cold, emotionless one which doesn’t reach my eyes. 

“Please,” he begs. “I know you’re good people. You won’t kill me, right?” 

April glances at me and I nod. Her Extension is best suited for the job. As much as I would like to personally see this through, I don’t want to make a mess out of it. Raine and Ivy nod too. 

“It’s no use bargaining with death,” April says softly as she advances. 

“Please,” he pleads once again, desperately looking for a way out. “I’ll give you anything you want. You’re not soulless people…”

“I thought we didn’t count as people to you,” I shrug. “In that case, should I consider myself to be the privileged owner of a soul? You got yourself into this mess. Beg all you want. Nothing will change.”

“This will weigh on your conscience,” he warns, his tone turning nasty. “I wonder how you’ll sleep at night.”

“I already can’t,” Raine whispers.

“Conscience isn’t going to matter when I’ll be seeing you in hell,” April replies. “Just remember this. Take it to hell with you if you have to. No one on this planet requires your permission to live.”

Her Extension shoots forth, impaling him right in the middle of his forehead. His body shudders and falls to its knees, his head drooping forward. The beret on his head falls to the ground, revealing the telltale scar which led me here. How pitiful. To be consumed by such hatred that he sent millions to die for an unreasonable cause. The spasms stop. His body slumps. He’s well and truly dead. And for the first time since Rick’s death, a ghost of a smile touches April’s lips. 

I step back from the corpse. I feel nothing. Not a single sliver of happiness when he dies. Somehow, Raine’s hand finds mine. Killing the Captain didn’t bring me pleasure. But now that it’s over for now, I find myself aware of only one major fact: that Raine is alive and unhurt. The Captain’s death, my revenge, didn’t fill me up. But loving her did. Sean had been right all along. I already had what I needed. The relief which surges through me brings with it certain feelings that I can’t describe. It feels like my apathy, the void of emotions within me, is being gradually eroded. Is this what it means to be human? To love? How ironic. My quest to hurt was only fulfilled by a serendipitous love. 

Deep within that cold, dark night, my parents’ bodies, illuminated briefly by a flash of lightning. Is it me, or is that finally…a look of peace on your faces? I’ll look forward to the day when we can smile together once again.
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Raine, Ivy, April and I sprint through the complicated maze of tunnels, heading back up to the surface. Disturbingly, we encounter now-empty rooms and caverns which once hosted scores of Heires. I pray that they haven’t made it up to the surface, although that would mean they are still lumbering around somewhere in these tunnels. We dash past a room and I hear a gasp. I skid to a halt, motioning for the others to follow. Leaning against the far wall are the bodies of three of the guards. Beside them is the carcass of the giant Amazonian ant. And at the bottom of the carcass sits Idphor. 

“You’re still alive?” Raine peers at his exhausted figure. 

“Don’t sound so disappointed, you piece of shit. You’re hurting my feelings,” Idphor sniffs. “I can handle that much on my own…”

He tries to continue, but begins coughing up a thick, syrupy mixture of phlegm and blood. Nope. Definitely not all right. A laceration adorns his forehead. His body has been sliced several times, a bullet buried in his left thigh. 

“It was all going so well until the Hekatonkheires freaked out,” he complains. “I told you. This is the place best suited for my Extension.”

“Shut up and focus on not dying,” Raine growls. “The more you speak, the more bloody Niagara Falls spews out of your mouth. It’s disgusting.”

I hoist Idphor onto my shoulder as gently as I can, to which he replies with a torrent of insults even Raine would be proud to produce. We press on. 

“Ah, just saying, prepare yourselves,” Idphor gasps. “Some of those Hekatonkheires found their way out. It’s going to get really nasty out there.”

He’s right. As we get closer to the exit, I can see that the horizontal sliding doors have been smashed to smithereens. The familiar scent of gunpowder tickles my nostrils and the ever so startling sound of gunfire can be heard not far away. Singapore’s walled community of Pangaea, together with her Captain, has been catapulted deep into the depths of hell. 

And what a hell it is indeed. They’re everywhere. Heires. People run about in panic, trampling over one another to get into buildings, which offer little to no protection. A brittle attempt is made by Pangaea’s soldiers to fight their new enemy, but they’re too disorganised and shocked over the betrayal of their beloved Captain to be of any help. Eventually, the Heires tear into their paper-thin resistance, preying on the confused soldiers with horrifying efficiency. Frightened by the mayhem on the streets, some of the soldiers scatter and seek shelter in the buildings as well. Blood, body parts and broken glass litter the roads, turning them crimson. 

We join the chaos, laying into the Heires like our lives depend on it. Distracted by the grotesque buffet in front of their eyes, some of them fall to April’s Extension. Still, we’re getting nowhere. The entire country will be obliterated if things continue as they are. 

“Your recording device,” I say to April, tapping her desperately on the shoulder. “Can you link me up to every single broadcasting device in the country?” 

“Gimme five,” she nods. 

Five minutes. I hope we can last that long. Unleashing all the Extensions I can muster, I enter the fray, bashing, crushing and stabbing the Heires. Amazingly, my barbed stinger begins to have an effect on them. The Heires which have been stabbed begin to spasm wildly before collapsing where they stand. It must be due to the fact that the microchip is no longer active and that the cockroach Extension which took over is susceptible to the venom in my stinger. But it’s still too early to celebrate. As I fight on, I can see the Heires grow wary of my stinger. They willingly absorb strikes from my pincers, but shy away at all costs from my stinger. That’s a huge problem. They can learn. 

“Ren! It’s connected!”

April passes me the device. For a moment, I hesitate. I have absolutely no idea how to address the people. Then, Idphor, whom I thought was unconscious, snatches the device from my hands and screams into it. 

“LISTEN UP ASSHOLES! IF YOU VALUE YOUR LIVES, THEN LISTEN!”

Everyone pauses, including the Heires. Looks like they can react to sound too. Satisfied, Idphor passes me the device. 

“Uh, I’m…no. It doesn’t matter who I am. I’m appealing to all the soldiers of Pangaea. Band together in groups and hunt down the Heire…the Hekatonkheires. For those without Extensions, prioritise the evacuation of the citizens to military bases outside the walls.”

There is a crash as a Heire launches at the nearest speaker, smashing it to bits. Idiot. All around me, the battle picks up. I ignore it and continue. 

“We have to hold out for a day. Help is coming from those you know as Savages. So listen to me. If you want to live, trust me on this. There are no Savages. They are people like us. Now that a common enemy has appeared, we have to fight it together. We have to…”

The speakers crackle with static. Looks like that’s all the time I’ve got. 

“That’s sufficient,” Idphor cackles. “Look at them.”

Initially, I think he’s gone nuts. But true to his word, the modified soldiers have begun streaming out onto the streets, organising themselves into groups while the others are escorting civilians out of the flimsy buildings. 

“You see?” Idphor roars. “Seconds ago, they were in disarray. Most of them had lost hope in their leaders after hearing that beautiful recording broadcasted by April. But you appeared. That’s exactly what they need. A leader who isn’t part of the panicked establishment. A leader who can prioritise, strategise and push them into action. You.”

His words are heavy ones. I don’t want to ponder too much about it. 

“April! Can you connect me one more time?”

She fiddles with the device, then hands it to me. 

“Half a minute.”

“Go for their heads!” I shout into the device, my voice booming out throughout the country. “They react to stimuli like any living creature! Similarly, they can be killed! Trust me on this, if you want to live…”

I’m cut off. I can only hope that they do as I say. Raine grabs my shoulder and shakes me. Hard. 

“We have to get Idphor to a hospital!”

“Oh hell no,” Idphor retorts, his monstrous Extension shearing off the arm of a nearby Heire. “I’m not going to a hospital.”

“Yes, you are,” April says firmly, taking Raine’s side. “If there are any left.”

That’s another sickening truth we have to contend with. The Heires are indiscriminate. They’ll attack a hospital just as readily as they would a military camp. Reaching over to the nearest soldier, I drag him over and yell into his ear. 

“Get some of your guys to the hospitals! Defend those who are unable to evacuate!”

He doesn’t argue. Although the situation is improving, we’re far from over. The Heires are as deadly as ever, mercilessly ripping everyone they encounter into shreds. Already, I’m tiring. I retract my pincers and replace them with tails tipped with venomous stingers. We fight. The longest hours of my life agonisingly tick by, second after interminable second. 

My world is now a whirlwind of bloodshed. People are literally torn to pieces before my eyes, their blood splattering across the walls of buildings. A corpse hangs off the top of a lamppost, how it got there, I’ll never know. Several times, I’m hit, my Extension shattering in place of my bones. I’ve been slashed multiple times, some of the more worrying ones running close to five centimetres deep. Raine and April are similarly injured, while Ivy has somehow broken her index finger. Seemingly unaffected, she passes her weapon to her other hand and continues firing at the Heires. Our defenses are crumbling, bit by bloody bit. Still, we fight on, desperately trying to save even one more person from this hellhole. 

I’ve got to admit, these soldiers have grit. They don’t give up the fight no matter what, clinging on doggedly while they harass the Heires to the best of their abilities, buying time for the evacuation. A soldier has her legs sliced off at the knees, only for her to empty yet another clip of bullets into a Heire, screaming manically. Another snatches a civilian from the gaping jaws of a moray-eel-like Extension, losing a chunk of flesh from his torso in the process. He shoves his guts back into the gaping hole in his abdomen, rejoins his group and carries on. It might just be the adrenaline pumping through our bloodstreams, but I’d like to think that it’s something more. 

“Ivy!”

A boy runs up to us. Ivy’s eyes widen as she stares in wonder at his face. She looks like she wants to hug him, if not for a Heire standing between them. The boy seems strangely familiar, somehow, although I don’t remember when or where I’ve met him before. 

“Is that really you?” Ivy asks, shooting a Heire in the leg. 

“Yeah,” the boy grins. “It is. But how? You and Hyung and all of this…how did you…”

“Right, save the talk for later, kid. We have work to do.”

Ivy pauses, then gestures to us. 

“By the way, they were the ones who saved your life.”

I recognise him now. The boy from Squad 57. The one who was injured in the trench, whom we inadvertently saved by assaulting a building filled with “Savages”. 

“Save your breath,” Raine snaps as the boy turns to us, gratitude in his eyes. “If there is a later, we’ll talk then.”

“You sound like Ivy,” he grumbles, despite the awe glowing in his eyes. He dodges an Extension from a dying Heire and dashes off, weaving through the buildings. 

“Be careful,” Ivy calls after him. 

“Sorry,” she mutters when the boy has sprinted off. “He’s three years younger than us. I’ve no idea how he ended up with our squad, but he’s like a little brother, if you know what I mean.”

Raine doesn’t reply. A wistful, longing smile creases her cheeks for a second, vanishing as soon as the next Heire comes into view. I hope we see that boy again. Despite her brusque response to his questions, Ivy clearly cares deeply for him, her gaze following his tiny figure across the battlefield until he’s no more than a speck in the distance. 

Close to a day passes. Halfway through, more soldiers are deployed, probably from the less densely populated areas. I welcome the support, since it means the soldiers have chosen to cooperate. I don’t know what has become of the government after the Captain’s death, but they’re probably in disarray right now. 

I’m constantly on edge, wondering when Resh will come. If he will come. More than half of the soldiers in our area are dead, dying or wounded. I don’t know if the other areas are faring any better. The only reason they are pushing on desperately is that they’ve been promised help. I’ve promised them help. And I know I’d better not betray that trust. Even while I stab repeatedly at the hordes of Heires, I keep an eye out for Resh. I’m not sure what to expect, but I’m praying that it’ll help. At this rate, there might not even be anything left to save when Resh arrives. 

As time goes on, I get more agitated, nearly losing my life a couple of times, saved only by a hair’s breath by Ivy, Raine and April. Idphor’s slipping in and out of consciousness, mumbling incoherently. He needs medical attention, but there is no hospital nearby. Most of the hospitals have either been evacuated or overrun, leaving the injured to fight against the Heires alongside the able. 

As the sun dips gently beneath the horizon, a loud roaring of engines in the distance can be heard before the clouds of acrid dust are seen. Motorcycles. A swarm of them, spanning a length greater than my eye can see. And right at the front, hollering wildly, is Resh. With most of the guards sent to evacuate the citizens, it’s no surprise they managed to get past the 18 walls. When they get closer, I realise there are other vehicles too, ranging from normal cars to lorries to military vehicles, all of them crammed full of people and weapons. I can’t believe my eyes. Every single one of them has a lotus flower tattooed on the back of the neck, the more extravagant ones covering their faces and bodies in similar prints. 

Resh is the first on the scene, leaping off his motorcycle, which careers wildly, smashing into a Heire. His mantis Extension scythes through the air, burying itself soundly into the chest of the Heire. His men follow suit, whooping as they unleash their Extensions. I chuckle when I see the looks of disbelief etched onto the faces of the soldiers and civilians.

A Heire lumbers in, blocking my view of the rest. It lashes out, intent on mashing me into a pulp. But its Extensions don’t connect. Instead, they pound uselessly into a wall of vines which falls from the sky, encircling it completely. There’s only one person I know with an Extension like that. Ben locks his weary, archaic gaze on mine, his eyes crinkling at the corners. I nod. He tears his eyes away as the Heire begins scaling his Extension, its misshapen head leering over the rim of the topmost vines. Before I can shout a warning, another black figure sails through the air, burying razor sharp claws right into the middle of the Heire’s forehead. It spasms, then goes still and falls. The figure rips the claw out of the Heire and turns to us. I spot a pair of mismatched eyes under the soldier’s familiar mop of hair. 

“SEAN!” I roar. 

He notices me and makes his way over, bashing through the throng of people locked in combat. Running beside him is Hyung. He flushes with relief when he realises we’re all still relatively alive. 

“You… I thought you…” I can’t find the words to convey my thoughts. “Weren’t you…”

“I’m through with inaction. This isn’t about murder. It’s about protection. Besides…” Sean replies, contending himself with a tired smile. “They’re already dead.”

Hyung wraps his arms around Ivy and squeezes so hard that she elbows his head in protest. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t swing that way,” Ivy says, but she’s smiling. “It’s good to see you too.”

“It’s not that,” Hyung laughs. “I never thought I’d see any of you again!” 

“We found our families in a military base outside the walls,” Sean adds. “So let’s finish this up real quick.”

Our ranks have been bolstered. The people of Pangaea can only watch helplessly as their so-called enemies—the people they hated for years, the people they denounced as Savages—protect them from the Heires and sacrifice their lives. I have no idea how Resh did it. To convince so many people to assist him with such a task is no easy feat. He sees us and nods gravely. Then, he notices Idphor. In a flash, he’s beside us, slapping Idphor on the cheek. The latter blinks, recognises Resh and gives him the finger. 

“You’re alive?” Resh asks, prodding Idphor in the stomach. 

“Oh, for the love of…how little faith do you have in…me…” Idphor grimaces. “And don’t sound so…disappointed…will you? You short lump…of shit.”

“He needs a hospital. Quick,” Ivy says. “Is there anything we can…?”

“Yeah, field hospitals are being set up outside the walls as we speak. Not by my men.” Resh gives her a weird look. “The person who made it possible was a nurse. Approached me after she spent hours pulling together a team of medical staff willing to help out. She asked me to look for a red-haired girl. That’s you, isn’t it?”

For the first time, Ivy turns as red as the unruly mop of hair on her head. Resh doesn’t seem to notice while Raine shoots her a knowing grin. 

“How did you get so many people to…” Ivy begins quickly, attempting to shift the attention away from herself. 

“Broadcasted it live like your friend over here did. Then, I gathered those who were willing to help and we drove straight out of camp.”

There’s a dangerous glint in his usually dull eyes, as if a spark has lighted him from the inside. 

“All right, less talk, more killing.” He stretches, slings Idphor over his shoulder like a bag of rice and prepares to leave. “I’ll get this idiot out of…”

A roaring sound in the distance silences him. The Heires turn their heads towards the noise, temporarily giving Resh’s warriors the upper hand as they slash and hack at briefly distracted Heires. 

“What’s that?” I ask. “More people?” 

“Beats me,” Resh shrugs, frowning at the horizon. “I didn’t plan this.”

“Wait, if you didn’t, then who else is there…?”

Another nonchalant shrug. Seems he really doesn’t know. It’s an entire convoy of vehicles, loaded with all sorts of equipment from rations to weapons to floodlights. They’re here to help, but who the hell sent them? Then, I see the person riding shotgun in the foremost vehicle and everything becomes clear. It’s that girl. The one who had been bitten by a snake-like Extension, whose life we plucked out of the grasp of the Grim Reaper. Kyrie, was it? And in the vehicle behind her sits another familiar face. I don’t know his name, but I’ve wrestled his pistol out of his hands not too long ago. Even they have come. To assist the country which nearly drove them both to death’s door. 

“You see?” Idphor murmurs. “That’s you…what you…did…they are…here…following behind you…”

“He’s delirious.” Resh presses his palm against Idphor’s forehead. “I should take him out now. Let’s hope we meet again.”

And with that, he’s gone, leaping over groups of combatants locked in a vicious struggle. Kyrie’s team sets up the floodlights, illuminating the battlefield in place of the sun, which now peeks shyly over the horizon, emitting a weak, orange glow. Some of them join in the fight while the rest distributes rations to the evacuees. We don’t have time to eat. Frankly, I’m exhausted. I’ve probably lost enough blood to supplement a couple of transfusions. The rest of them aren’t doing so well either, but hey, at least we’re all alive, although I can’t help wondering if we’ll survive through the night. 

Resh returns towards midnight. The steady rush of evacuees has been reduced to a trickle. We’re almost done. Our forces have also dwindled to about three hundred. Raine, Ivy, April and I are running purely on borrowed steam, forcing ourselves on through willpower alone. Our Extensions barely function; our eyes barely open; our bodies are coated in grime, dust and blood. My knife is dull and crusty, the barrel of my rifle burning hot. At the end of my rope, I begin to wonder if this was such a good idea after all. Everything starts to go hazy, the smoke from the fires, the screaming from the injured, the clashing of the Extensions, all melting into a kaleidoscope of colours. 

Raine smashes open the abdomen of a Heire and it returns the favour, screaming like a pissed-off banshee. Her Extension absorbs most of the impact but she’s sent flying into me. I catch her, or rather, try to catch her. We both stagger and almost fall. She coughs. A dark red wetness comes spewing onto my shoulder. Before I can react, another Heire comes slouching in. It has an Extension similar to April’s, which it sends our way. I don’t have time to dodge. So I give Raine a good, hard shove. She lands hard on the pavement, yelping indignantly. That’s when the Heire’s Extension goes through my right shoulder. Immediately, a fiery, burning sensation rockets through my body. Raine’s eyes widen in shock. Her lips are moving, but with my body racked in pain, I can neither hear nor focus on what she’s saying. The Extension jerks, lifting me up like a ragdoll. The pain is excruciating. It’s so jarring that I don’t have the appropriate words to describe it. Even getting stabbed in the leg felt way better. 

A flash of green. Then, I’m falling. Raine darts forward and catches me, accomplishing the perfect princess cradle—I’d seriously have preferred it the other way round. Resh looms over me, his Extension at the ready. It was he who sliced through the Heire’s Extension, thereby saving my life. I’m grateful, but I’m probably about to waste his efforts by dying in a couple of minutes. The pain is just so…bad.

“Don’t you dare die on me,” a finger digs into my side, causing me to gasp for breath. 

That’s got to be Raine. I open my mouth to reply and she kisses me full on the lips. This time, it’s direct, strong and demanding. A promise. She moves away, breathing heavily, eyes filled with tears. Resh comes forward, looking a tad uncomfortable, and pushes a device into my hand. 

“The other areas have been fully evacuated. Ours is the last one left,” he reports. “The situation outside the walls is stable at the moment. Your orders?” 

I don’t know why he’s asking me for orders. In my current state I’m probably not in the best condition to make any important decisions. 

“Retreat,” I croak. “Get behind the eighteen walls. They’ll be the cage for the Heires. Then, form groups comprising the stealthiest soldiers. They’ll go back to comb the area for stragglers, the injured and whoever else who might be left behind by accident. Avoid contact with the Heires.”

I’m surprised I manage to say that much without coughing my lungs out. I can feel the blood pooling along my throat. But what surprises me even more is the fact that my voice is stentorian and firm, ringing out all over the ravaged ruins of Pangaea. April must’ve done something once again. I regret thinking she was weak when we first started out. She’s by and far the strongest, most useful person on our team. She takes the device from me, fiddles with it, then passes it back to Resh, who begins communicating with someone else, presumably from the makeshift refugee camps outside the 18 walls. 

“All right,” he finishes up and turns to us. “Time to get the hell out of here.”

No one argues. Our troops are steadily backing away from the Heires, which start to smash each other with their Extensions as they fight to reach their retreating morsels of flesh. Raine supports me as I limp towards the 18 walls, the rest of Squad 72 following behind. My shirt is balled up in her fist, pressed tightly against the gaping, ragged hole in my shoulder. I can neither feel nor move my right arm. All that is left is the pain. With every gruelling step I take, agony shoots through my body, making me gasp like a dying fish. It feels as though someone has taken a chainsaw to my shoulder. 

“You…okay?” I whisper in Raine’s ear. 

She’s clutching her side with one arm, the other arm wrapped securely around my waist. 

“Probably cracked a rib,” she mutters. “And you shouldn’t be the one asking me this when you’re the one with a bloody hole in your shoulder.”

The arduous journey takes us two hours. Several times, in the pitch darkness of the night, we stumble and fall. Each time, it gets harder and harder to get up and push on. My legs are numb, turning every step into a chore. Somewhere between the ninth and the 11th walls, the soldiers at the rear manage to throw the Heires off our tails, locking the gates securely behind them. I don’t know if the gates are sufficient to stop them, but at the very least, if they don’t see us, they’ll stay within the confines of the walls. Eventually, we arrive outside the 18 walls. It’s a new world out there. Hundreds of tents and shelters have been set up, brilliantly illuminated by dozens of spotlights. People hurry from place to place, delivering food, water and clothes to the evacuees. We’re guided to the medical post, where I’m whisked away in a chorus of urgent yelling. Needles are stabbed into my body while the doctors prepare for surgery with brusque, business-like efficiency. Raine, Ivy and April are attended to in a similar manner. 

“Wait,” I gasp, grabbing a nurse by the sleeve. “Give me a moment. Please.”

Lying on the stretcher beside me, April catches my eye and nods. A radio is brought over. I gather my breath, summon my remaining strength and speak. 

“To all present,” I begin. “I…”

Silence befalls the area. They don’t know who I am. But they know my voice. I continue. 

“I do not know if I will live to see another day. But what I do know is that I wouldn’t have made it out here without everyone’s help. You have taken a close look at your enemies. And you will have realised that they are no different from yourselves. With or without Extensions, we are human. We need to come together as one humanity, not kill each other over something as pointless as hatred. All of us bear scars from these years of conflict. I understand that forgiveness doesn’t come easily, but if we cling on desperately to our pasts, we will never move forward in the present. We should recognise our similarities rather than harp on our differences. It might seem impossible, but that, for anyone who is listening, is my hope for the future of humanity.”

I want to go on, except that I don’t have the energy. My hand goes limp, falling onto the ground beside the stretcher. Silence. Then, Raine begins clapping slowly. It spreads. Whooping, cheering, thunderous applause. At long last, it feels as though the entire world is on the same side. My head falls back against the stretcher. I’m satisfied. This is as far as I can manage. 
The anaesthetic kicks in. My world fades to black. 
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The door to the hospital ward creaks open. I sit up on my bed, glancing at it expectantly. Brown hair, tanned skin, stunning blue eyes. She takes a seat on the edge of the bed, eyeing the crinkled sheets with disdain. 

“Feeling fine?” Raine’s gaze travels towards my face. 

“Yeah. Glad they’re letting me out tomorrow. It’s been too long.”

“That’s because you’re slow in recovery. You suck,” she sniffs. “They even had to transfer you to a proper hospital for treatment.”

A couple of months have passed since the Hekatonkheire incident. Yeah, that’s what everyone calls it now. Base 1, Pangaea is gone. It doesn’t exist any more. Both governments have been engaged in negotiations in the past months. I don’t know exactly how it happened, probably something to do with the support from the people. They don’t know my name, nor do they recognise my face. But they’ve heard my voice and I guess, in the end, that was sufficient. And in a way, I’m grateful for it. It’s the reason I’m able to spend these peaceful moments with the people I treasure, especially the girl sitting on my bed. 

“The Heires?” I ask. 

“Last I checked, they’re still in the process of rotting away.” She shakes her head. “It’ll take a couple more months for them to truly return to the earth.”

“And the refugees?”

“Most of them have been relocated. Although their housing is still temporary and they’ll be shifted again when their actual living quarters are completed. The contractors are probably rushing to get them built even as we speak.”

There’s a knock on the door. Ivy enters, a nurse at her side. They’re holding hands. 

“Whoops, did I interrupt something interesting…”

“No,” Raine growls. 

Ivy bursts out laughing. 

“Anyway, I came to tell you that the military wants the both of you back. As trainers like us. They’re looking forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

“Us” being Sean, Hyung, Resh and herself. April’s working at a communications firm. 

“I’ll go when he goes,” Raine says. “I’ve been saying this for months.”

“Guess we’ll be busy, then,” I smile. “I can’t believe we’re actually doing this.”

Idphor’s retired. Said something about a backache and gave us the finger before hopping in a car and driving off. Oh well, I guess we’ll probably meet again someday. We speak for about an hour before Ivy and her girlfriend leave for their duties. 

“That’s a happy couple,” Raine remarks when they’ve left. “We could be like that.”

I steal a glance at her. She looks away firmly, her cheeks turning rosy. 

“Yeah,” I nod. “We could.”

A comfortable stillness envelops the room. Raine slides backwards and topples onto the bed, her head resting against my chest. Again, I’m reminded of the reason I fought, the reason I fight. It’s infinite, timeless moments like these which bring me peace of mind. No doubt, a new threat might appear in the near future. There are other walled communities of Pangaea and they might not take kindly to us. But for now, I wish things would stay like this for a little while longer. 

“By the way,” I begin. 

“Yeah?”

“Lunch tomorrow. My treat.”

“It’s a promise,” she smiles. 

Just a little while longer. Yep, it’s fine like this. 
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