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Toc toc, toc toc, toc toc. The noise reverberated through the 
floor and into my ear, waking me.

I sat up on the grubby mattress, my heart beating fast, and 
scanned the windows. I couldn’t see anyone yet, but I was sure 
someone was coming. 

The noise got louder, like buzzing in my skull, and I began 
to shake. Oh no. Not this again! 

I lay back down on the mattress and forced myself to 
breathe, then tensed my toes as hard as I could, then relaxed 
them, tensed my feet. I continued on up my body until I got to 
my neck and face: tense … relax.

Then I stood, but my hands still shook. I clasped them to-
gether to stop them, but it didn’t work. So I started my pacing 
routine, counting my steps in my head. 

One two three, turn! One two three, turn! One two three, turn! 
One two three, turn! 

I couldn’t go further than three steps in either direction 
because my left leg was chained to a metal pole in the middle 
of the carriage room. They’d gutted the carriage down to its 
metal outer casing, and sawed away any horizontal poles so 
I couldn’t hang myself. I’d discovered the chain around my 
leg wasn’t long enough to use for that purpose either, and my 
blanket was too thick and tough to be torn or shredded. 

Would I have gone through with it? I didn’t get the chance 
to find out.

As I paced, I sang under my breath to keep time.
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‘We are all one happy family. 
A parent to one is parent to all. 
We love each o-o-o-other.
We love and share, we love and care.’ 

The footsteps kept getting louder. I grimaced and won-
dered if they belonged to the limping Barren who usually 
brought the breakfast porridge. I’d developed an irrational 
hatred of the poor man. I’d even thought about what it would 
feel like to punch him in the face until the bones crunched … 
stabbing his meaty chest … no, don’t think, don’t think, don’t think. 

I’d never had these thoughts before being sequestered. I 
wondered what I was turning into. I felt my face. Yes, still two 
eyes, a nose, a mouth. 

It sounded like there was more than one set of footsteps, 
and I couldn’t hear the shuffle, thump of the limping Barren. 

Two people stopped outside the dusty windows, dark 
silhouettes behind the bright lantern they held. I cowered 
against the back wall, peeping through the cracks in my fin-
gers. In my hurry to flee, I had knocked over the toilet bucket, 
and the smell of urine filled the room.

‘What? What is it?’ My voice sounded loud and croaky to 
my ears.

One of the shadows unlocked the doors and slid them 
open. He sighed, and tapped his foot. ‘I told you, Chief Coun-
cillor. Look at her.’ I recognised the whining voice of Marvin, 
the sequestration overseer.

Another familiar voice, deep and resonant, said, ‘Yes. I see.’
I froze at the back of the room. Chief Councillor? I wasn’t 

sure if this was another hallucination—they had come to me 
in the darkness, shapes and shadows, coloured lines inter-
twining and curling about, like the old pre-Catastrophe maps 
of our home. 
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The second figure approached. As my eyes adjusted to the 
bright light of the lantern, I saw that it was indeed the Chief 
Councillor, his green eyes grave. He touched me on the shoul-
der and I flinched.

‘Marri. Your sequestration period is over.’
I stared, my mind a fuzzy blank. 
The overseer fiddled with the chain around my ankle. 

Finally he managed to turn the key and removed the rusty, 
ancient padlock. The chain dropped to the floor with a clatter. 
It hurt my ears, and I winced and put my hands up again. 

The Chief Councillor frowned. ‘Come on girl, stand up. 
You’re free.’

He was wrong. I wasn’t free. I was still weighted to the floor 
by something heavier than that chain.

Marvin took my arm. The shock of his touch made me yelp. 
‘Marri, get out.’
He pulled me out of the carriage room that had been my 

cell for the past three weeks, and down the steps onto the 
tracks. I tripped on the edge of a concrete sleeper, and sat 
hard on the rocky scree. I hugged my knees.

Marvin whistled. ‘Jared! Do something useful and take this 
one back to the unpartnered women’s rooms.’

Shuffle, thump. It was the limping Barren to whom I’d taken 
such an unreasoning dislike. He grasped my right elbow gen-
tly and pulled me up. 

‘You’re not the only one to be like this after sequestration,’ 
he said in a soft voice as we walked past the other sequestra-
tion carriages, most of them empty. We reached the bricked-
in entrance to the sequestration area, and another Barren 
opened the heavy metal door to let us out. Then we climbed 
up wooden stairs to the platform, past the sinister gallows and 
up an old, steep metal staircase, encased in a metal tube. I 
was so weak that I had to use the decayed black handrail, wet 
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with years of dripping slime. I shuddered as I touched it. My 
legs ached and my lungs burned by the time we got to the top. 
Despite my pacing, the occasional visits to the Lights, and the 
daily exercise run down the sequestration tunnel, I’d become 
unfit. I barely recognised the pale arm gripping the handrail.

The Barren took us down Selwyn North, one of the wider 
tunnels with a patterned blue tiled roof. The smell of morn-
ing porridge wafting down the corridor made bile rise in my 
mouth. I tried to stop, but the Barren steered me through the 
main eating area, as it was the only way we could get to the 
unpartnered women’s quarters. 

As I entered, everyone turned towards me. The white-
washed walls were almost too bright to look at. I gasped, 
overcome, although I’d known the people at the tables all my 
life. The eyes! My breath came quickly and my hands began 
to shake.

‘Keep your head down. Just walk.’ Obediently, I looked 
down at my grubby feet stepping over the cracked tile floors. 
I concentrated on the texture of the tiles and the filthiness of 
my toenails, and counted in my head again. 

Eventually we got to the door of the unpartnered women’s 
room. The Barren opened one of the double doors. ‘There 
you go.’

‘Don’t leave me!’ I grabbed his arm. He must have known 
that I’d hated him. ‘I’m sorry—’

I saw pity on his face. ‘On your own now, girl.’ 
He pushed me through the door and walked off, shuf-

fle, thump, shuffle, thump. The heavy door swung closed 
behind him.

I sank to the ground and curled into a ball, my head on my 
knees, and rocked back and forth for a while. It was comfort-
ing and dark there. A few people stepped around me, ginger-
ly. But with my strangely enhanced hearing, the whispering 
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watchers wormed into my consciousness anyway.
‘She’s been in sequestration—’
‘They took the baby off her, didn’t they?’
‘Earth Above, look at her arms—’
‘No, don’t feel sorry for her. She was stupid—’
The last words stung as if someone had pelted me with 

stones, and I groaned with the truth of them.
I flinched as I heard someone come near. I felt a gentle 

touch on my shoulders, but couldn’t stop myself from flinch-
ing a second time.

‘Marri, it’s Suze. You remember me?’
I stopped rocking. I put my head to the side and peeked 

through the crack between my arm and my knee. Yes, there 
was Suze’s smiling, round face and crazy, curly hair. She was 
still talking.

‘We met when you were pregnant with your first and I was 
pregnant with—Earth Above, it must have been my eighth?’

I hid my face again, not sure how to respond.
After a long pause, Suze said in an even brighter voice, 

‘Why don’t we find you a free bed? And then, maybe, after 
you’ve had a sleep, you can shower.’ I could almost feel that 
she was wrinkling her nose. 

She slid her arms around my shoulders and hoisted me 
into a half-standing position. ‘Did they not feed you? There 
wasn’t much of you to start with, but there’s less now!’ 

Then she steered me towards a bed. I kept my head down 
as we walked. I flopped onto the bed, and Suze opened the 
folded blanket and put it over me. I got into a foetal position 
and pulled the blanket up above my head.

Suze peeped under the blanket. ‘Isn’t that better than 
the floor?’

‘Thanks,’ I whispered.
‘You’ve done your time,’ Suze said loudly. ‘There’s no cause 
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for you to be punished further.’ 
My heart sank as I realised that she wasn’t just speaking to 

me. How much more do I have to take? Tears leaked out onto my 
pillow and I pulled the blanket back up.

I lay silently until the chatter ceased and I could only hear 
my own breathing. Soon I fell into a black and dreamless sleep.

I awoke with a sense of foreboding. In the moment of disori-
entation between sleeping and waking, I thought I was still 
sequestered. But when I rolled over and saw the intricate tiles 
on the curved roof above my head, I remembered where I 
was. The gaps in the tiling were as familiar as the pattern of 
lines on my own hands.

I yawned and stretched, and an uninvited thought entered 
my head. If they’ve released me … what have they done with Ma-
con? I buried my head in my pillow, grinding my teeth. Don’t 
think about him. The taste of betrayal was still bitter. 

I sat up and looked around. Most of the unpartnered wom-
en were on rostered duties, apart from a few slumbering bod-
ies humped under blankets. I was glad I didn’t have to deal 
with anyone.

Someone had put a new set of clothing and a towel at the 
end of my bed. They’d even guessed at my foot size for some 
fabric undershoes and wooden overshoes. I’d been dread-
ing the Communal Store on the Upper Level, so close to the 
Strikeforce Common Room. I gratefully scooped up the cloth-
ing and padded to the bathroom at the end of the dormitory, 
head down and shoulders hunched.

The bathroom had been painted yellow, probably before 
the Catastrophe, but now the paint was peeling, black spot-
ted mould spreading down the walls like fingers, bubbling 
through the paint. The musty smell of the mould fought with 
the sewage smell from the toilet cubicles. The few fluorescent 
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lights on the ceiling barely penetrated the gloom. One of the 
light bulbs buzzed, about to fail.

In the shower cubicle, the sputtering water on my skin 
was almost too much to bear. I had to turn it off and breathe 
deeply for a while. But then it became pleasurable to wash off 
the grime of sequestration. My breasts and belly hung flaccid 
and empty. I wondered what had happened to my baby. Hot 
tears mingled with the lukewarm water, and I choked back 
sobs: I knew I couldn’t ask. Then I noticed that my upper arms 
were still yellow where I had been held down. I scrubbed at 
the bruises but it was no use. Finally I tried to untangle my 
hair. It had become matted and filthy over my three weeks 
of sequestration. 

I dried myself and changed into fresh clothing: drawstring 
trews, baggy top with a drawstring tie at the neck. I had to 
pull the trousers very tight. Then I left the cubicle and stared 
into the flyspecked mirror. I always look terrible under that 
light—my pale skin turns green—but I barely recognised the 
bony, hollow-eyed face staring back at me. I tried to comb out 
my wet hair with my fingers, and pulled out a great chunk of 
coppery strands. 

The light bulb flashed and hummed intermittently behind 
me, visible in the mirror over my shoulder. My head hurt. Why 
hasn’t the bulb been replaced? My mouth was dry and furry.

A large scavenged bucket holding drinkable water had 
been placed at the end of the row of chipped enamel sinks. 
I scooped water into a mug, took a sip, swished it around my 
mouth, and then spat it out. Ah, that’s better. Then I drank the 
rest of the water. 

Someone spoke behind me. ‘Hey! Marri!’ 
I dropped the mug into the sink with a clatter, and turned 

quickly. It was Suze again. Her face dropped. ‘Sorry, I didn’t 
mean to scare you.’



8 katy barnett

‘It’s okay. I’m … jumpy.’
She held out a wide-toothed comb. ‘I’ve got a free shift 

right now. I saw you struggling with your hair.’ She laughed 
and patted her own unruly curls with her other hand. ‘Did 
you want to borrow this?’

I tried to smile, but the expression felt unfamiliar and stiff 
on my face. ‘Thanks.’

I took the comb and dragged it through the tangle. Anoth-
er knotted chunk of hair came out. I plucked it from the comb 
and dropped it into the bin. ‘Sorry!’

Suze frowned. ‘You’ll have to cut it. What a pity, such an 
unusual colour!’

Macon had loved my hair. ‘I don’t care if you shave my head.’ 
Suze blinked at my tone, but then assumed a cheerful face 

again. ‘Wait here while I get the scissors!’
She trotted off. I tried again to untangle the ends of my 

hair, but I had to stop because I was sure the brittle plastic 
comb was about to break. It was a precious pre-Catastrophe 
relic, and I’d hate to destroy it.

Suze puffed back with a rusty pair of scissors. ‘Here!’
She got me to sit on the edge of a basin while she hacked 

at the knotted red-golden-brown clumps. The basin cut into 
my buttocks and thighs, but I kept still as she chopped. As the 
hair fell, I felt a weight falling from my mind, as if I was finally 
throwing off the chains of sequestration.

‘There!’ Suze cocked her head critically. ‘Better than be-
fore, I guess.’

I turned and looked in the mirror. My grey eyes stared out 
of purple hollows. Suze had cropped my hair savagely short, 
almost in a masculine style. It looked brown rather than red 
or gold at this length. I’d spent my childhood wishing for nice 
black hair, brown skin and brown eyes like everyone else. 
We’re not supposed to look different, and I’d always felt that 
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my appearance reflected badly on my character. My colouring 
didn’t even have the decency to be certain: it looks different in 
different lights. 

‘Thanks.’ I patted my shorn head. ‘A new start.’ We cleared 
the clumps of hair from the floor and put them in the bin.

‘It’s almost lunch bell,’ Suze said, back in the main dormitory. 
‘Want to go down?’

I hugged myself and nodded. ‘Before everyone else gets 
there.’

We left for the communal dining room. I didn’t have any-
thing to say, but Suze kept up a steady patter of conversation: 
about how bad her sleep had been—Jessie in the bed next 
to her snored—and how she hoped they’d find new partners 
soon, for both their sakes. 

An uncomfortable question bubbled into my mind and I 
grasped Suze’s arm. ‘When’s the next Month Party?’

Suze grinned at me. ‘Two weeks. I bet you can’t wait!’
I tried to smile back, but I suspect it was a grimace. 
Suze didn’t notice. ‘You’ve missed all the news! Did you 

know, Rich is going with Fion again! That’s the second time 
they’ve been registered, can you believe it? Mind you, they 
didn’t have a child, so I guess it’s okay—’ She froze as she 
remembered what I’d done. There was a pause before she 
picked up again. ‘Oh and Neena just found out she’s pregnant 
… so she won’t be going. Isn’t that nice?’

I didn’t want to go to the Month Party; I wanted to be by 
myself. But that wasn’t an option after everything that had 
happened. I tried not to listen to Suze’s chatter, although I 
made polite noises at intervals: ‘Ah. Really?’ ‘Oh.’ 

We turned down Selwyn North and the stench of porridge 
hit me again. I leaned against the wall for support, acciden-
tally putting my hand on an old rusted map of the tunnels 
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from before the Catastrophe, coloured lines criss-crossing. I 
remembered my hallucination in sequestration and removed 
my hand.

I took a deep breath and walked in. The eating area was 
large; they’d dug out and merged two existing tunnels to ex-
pand it. The walls were whitewashed, apart from the mural 
of the Chief Councillor. He stared down at us, his dark hair 
immaculate, his face benevolent. One painted eye was slightly 
smaller than the other—the perspective was slightly wrong.

The assault on my senses was overwhelming, even though 
the dining room was far from full. Suze kept chattering loudly 
and people called to her, but I put my head down and folded 
my arms around myself, moving as quickly as I could to the 
lunch queue. 

I stood behind Rich, one of the Strikeforce men I disliked 
the most. My heart sank, but I greeted him politely as we col-
lected scavenged plastic cutlery. He was no more pleased than 
I was: his lip curled with contempt, and I ducked my eyes. 

‘What’s your problem, Rich?’ I thought I’d spoken under my 
breath, but I hadn’t spoken quietly enough. 

‘You don’t deserve what we have here,’ he hissed. ‘Our sur-
vival depends on obeying the rules. You don’t appreciate the 
chance you’ve been given.’

I hunched my shoulders and put my head down, my eyes 
filling with tears. It was all I could do to stop myself from 
crumpling to the ground. ‘I’ve learned my lesson. I know I 
did wrong.’

Fortunately, before the conversation could get any worse, 
we reached the service area. The Barren put a scoop of lumpy 
porridge in my bowl. At least it was warm, unlike the food 
I’d received in sequestration. Of course the Barrens would 
only get our cold leftovers, so I was also grateful I’d produced 
three offspring. 
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As Suze and I settled on the hard benches, the woman sit-
ting opposite me stood and moved further down the trestle 
table. I tried to still my face: Seana was a known tattler. The 
grey porridge blurred, and I forgot to start eating.

‘Marri? Is that you?’ I jumped as I realised there was some-
one behind me. Then I recognised his voice and a small but 
genuine smile came over my face.

‘Felix!’ I turned to the man behind me. ‘Yes, it’s me!’ 
Felix had been my best friend since we were six, and my 

accomplice in childhood mischief, including our efforts to 
explore the furthest reaches of the tunnels, hoping to find a 
way to the surface. Our expeditions had ended in failure and 
notoriety: when we were twelve, we’d been caught by a Strike-
force patrol.

‘I wasn’t sure …’ Felix patted his curly hair and raised 
his eyebrows. I put my hand to my head as I remembered 
my haircut. 

‘Why don’t you join us, Felix?’ boomed Suze.
Felix slid into the space next to me, a rare smile spreading 

over his thin face. ‘When did they let you … ?’
‘This morning.’
Suze clucked her tongue. ‘They didn’t feed her enough, 

Felix, make sure she eats!’
‘They gave me the same amount as always. I just … I didn’t 

feel …’
Felix glanced sidelong at me, concern in his brown eyes. I 

looked down at my porridge and dug my plastic spoon into it 
to avoid any further questions. I chewed a lumpy mouthful 
mechanically, swallowing with effort. 

Suze kept eating, and gossiping in a friendly way about 
who had partnered up lately. I was so grateful for her kind-
ness earlier, but Month Parties were the last thing I wanted to 
hear about. I tuned it out again, and stared at my bowl.
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Something Suze said caught my ear. That name. ‘What did 
you say?’ 

I sensed that Felix had frozen beside me, with his spoon 
halfway to his mouth. He put up his hand, but Suze was 
unstoppable. 

‘I was just saying that Macon’s with Rilla, and she’s 
pregnant—’ 

A lump of porridge seemed to have lodged in my throat. 
‘He’s with Rilla?’ Dark-haired, tall, curvaceous. A popular girl … 
As different from me as you can get.

Felix glared. ‘Suze … Can you think before you open your 
mouth?’ 

‘I forgot!’ Suze said, half lifting her hands. 
I tried to shrug. ‘About what?’ It didn’t come out right. My 

lips felt like cardboard. Their expressions showed my attempt 
at nonchalance had failed. 

Suze looked pained, but she brightened. ‘You need some-
one to take your mind off things. Someone new!’ She gave 
Felix a sly look. ‘There’s a lovely man sitting next to you. Have 
you noticed?’ 

I rolled my eyes. ‘Of course I have! It’s just—he’s never—’ 
Felix squirmed in his seat, his cheeks reddening.
It was all too much. I stood and invented an excuse. ‘I’ve 

just remembered—I have to see the Duty Master.’
I put my dirty bowl in the washing-up pile, my panic rising 

as people surrounded me. When a Barren glared at me, I real-
ised I’d put the bowl down with a smack, almost breaking it. I 
forced a smile and paced towards the exit. 

‘Wait for me, Marri!’ called Felix. He shovelled the final 
spoonful of porridge into his mouth, and rose. I knew he’d be 
eager to escape Suze’s attempts to set him up with someone.

Perhaps she’d offer herself to Felix at the next Month Par-
ty? I winced. Some people shouldn’t share with each other.
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As I stood waiting for him, Rilla walked in. She scowled as 
she saw me, and put her hand over her belly in a familiar pro-
tective gesture. I blushed to my hairline, and jerked my eyes 
away. A murmur passed over the other diners. The old saying 
came into my mind: Think of the Monster Rat and he appears. 

Felix shepherded me out of the meals area before I could 
make more of a spectacle of myself. 

We took the back way to the Upper Levels, the tunnel few oth-
er people use because it’s steep, and smells like old socks. Felix 
went first, and I followed, clutching the damp metal handrail. 

As we climbed, I said to Felix, ‘Sorry you had to put up 
with Suze. All she wants to do is set people up into productive 
partnerships.’ 

Ahead of me, he shrugged. 
‘Out of curiosity, though, are you—?’ 
Felix stopped abruptly and faced me. ‘Not you too!’
My heart stopped at the expression on his face. ‘Felix, 

what’s happened?’ 
The only sounds were the clunk and whine of the pumps 

that kept the tunnels from flooding, and the slow trickle of 
water from the pipes lining the roof. Green slime grew over 
the tiles, and tiny stalactites hung from the roof like strings. 
Felix looked at his feet.

I put my hand on Felix’s arm. ‘You’re not in trouble, are 
you?’ If you went too long without partnering or producing 
offspring, you could be declared a Barren—or worse. But sure-
ly it hadn’t been that long? ‘Earth Above, why didn’t you say?’ 

He looked up. ‘You’ve been sequestered for the last three 
weeks and recovering from childbirth before that. There was 
nothing you could do.’ 

‘I’m a woman … you could have—’
‘Marri. You’ve been partnered, pregnant or with the babies 
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since we were fourteen. It’s not like I had a chance with you—’
The words burned. I took a backwards step, and my breath 

huffed out. ‘I tried to let you know I’d be your partner, you 
remember, at that Month Party? But you didn’t seem to notice, 
and then that’s when I …’ 

I couldn’t go on. Felix’s face filled with regret. ‘Don’t blame 
yourself. It’s my fault.’

I hit my forehead with my fists. ‘I shouldn’t have drunk so 
much that night. If I’d just stayed with you—’

Felix pushed my fists away from my face. ‘Please. Stop. 
Look at you, you’re a skeleton—and your eyes! What did they 
do to you?’

When I didn’t answer, Felix continued to rant.
‘They should have sequestered that spoiled piece of shit 

instead. But they’d never do that, his sire wouldn’t allow it—!’
‘Shh!’ I shook Felix’s elbow, and looked up and down the 

corridor to check again that no one else was there. ‘I’ll be your 
partner. You know that!’

Felix stared at the green runnels of slime. Eventually he 
said, ‘I knew you were making an offer—that night.’

I’d suspected he’d been pretending not to understand my 
offer, but it stung to hear it confirmed. ‘Why didn’t you accept 
it, then?’ I couldn’t keep the hurt from my voice.

Felix’s voice was flat and toneless. ‘All my partnerships end 
in disaster.’

‘What about Neena? You seemed happy with her.’
Felix’s face twisted. ‘She reported me. To the Council.’
‘What? She … what—?’
‘I was drinking a lot then. It was the only way I could get 

through it, but I couldn’t do my duty.’
‘You know we’re not supposed to drink except at Month 

Parties … did you get it from one of those Strikeforce idiots? 
Not from Leo?’ 
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He turned his back to me. ‘Why do they have to force us 
into partnerships? It makes me sick.’

After a long silence, I put my hand on Felix’s shoulder. ‘I’m 
still here, if you’ll take me.’

The fluorescent light on the walls of the tunnel reflected in 
his eyes as he turned; unshed tears hung on the edges of his 
eyelashes. 

‘You’re a better friend than I deserve.’
We were standing so close to one another that I thought for 

a moment he was going to kiss me. Did I want him to? Why 
wouldn’t I? My heart skittered in my chest, and thoughts ran 
through my mind in a panicked cascade.

To my secret relief, Felix turned away. ‘We’d better go now. 
We don’t need any more trouble—either of us.’ 

I trudged off down the Selwyn Common corridor, only to 
be told by the Duty Master that I still had three more days off.

‘I’ll make sure the Council hears of your devotion,’ he said 
wheezily, winking at me.

I returned to the unpartnered women’s rooms to cower in 
the safety of my blankets for a little longer. 




